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Abstract 

Land use control, in the context of the liberal democratic state, signifies a suite of legal 

and technical tools for regulating social and material elements of the city. Over the past 

120 years in Canada, such controls have become omnipresent within urban planning 

practice across jurisdictions. Ideas of land use have become ubiquitous within 

contemporary planning discourse and can appear as apolitical in the classification of urban 

space, often going unnoticed by the general public and uncontested within planning itself. 

Yet land use is political, and geographers, legal scholars, and critical planners have 

recently paid renewed attention to the power-laden features of land use control, 

particularly as they relate to the regulation of people and private property. In this article-

based dissertation, I build and expand on this recent work and look to early 20th century 

planning in Canada (ca. 1910-1945), in the cities of Winnipeg and Vancouver, to look at 

then-emerging relationships between land use planning, people, and private property. I 

use archival methods and discourse analysis to outline case studies of local land use 

planning relative to broader planning discourses at the national scale. Specifically, I ask 

1) how land use has been shaped in relation to urban planning and property in key early 

moments of Canadian planning history 2) how discourses of waste and improvement have 

been used to spatialize particular land use arrangements, and 3) how land use controls 

aimed at eliminating waste and facilitating improvement can subject people and things to 

exclusion/marginalization. In doing so, I expose land use planning as a political tool for 

orienting people and private property toward normative ways of being, while also 

classifying certain forms of land and life as deviant, aberrant, and wasteful – meant to fall 

away under schemes of improvement. I conclude by offering possible directions for future 

scholarship and show how a deeper understanding of land use planning history and 

procedure can help transform and dismantle entrenched liberal formulations of land use. 

Keywords:  land use; property; planning; waste; Winnipeg; Vancouver 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

 “Planning is like learning a law” 

I first heard this statement in 2014, when I was conducting interviews in Vancouver, 

Canada for my yet-to-be-completed master’s project. At the time, the statement seemed 

obvious, yet was also compelling. Both planning and legal processes are complex. Both 

have a specialized vocabulary that is primarily legible to professionals in their fields. One 

implicates the other – i.e., planning requires law to function. But more than that, the 

statement got me thinking about the intellectual work that has to be done in order to 

engage with processes of planning and law. Planning sees and manages people and 

landed property according to professionalized logics that are not always easy to 

understand. Even plain-language presentations given to communities during public 

consultations are underlain by an opaque, technical, and legalistic language of land use 

that is difficult to contest without specialized knowledge. The interviewee’s seemingly 

simple connection between planning and law arguably set me down the path toward this 

dissertation, and raised a broader set of questions, such as: Why do urban residents often 

have to make so much effort to make sense of what is happening in their community? 

Why are some voices, often those of property owners, more powerful than others in 

planning processes? Why do community needs and desires have to be forced to fit into 

seemingly rigid planning categories? But perhaps most of all, why are some people, 

things, and practices prioritized in planning processes, while others are considered to be 

wasteful, of little value, left out, and excluded from planning conversations? 

Such difficult questions led me to the concept of “land use” – a seemingly 

innocuous planning term that seemed to be everywhere in the city, yet also existed without 

much question. Land use, and the legal mechanisms that controlled it, also appeared to 

encompass dimensions of both planning and property, yet property was rarely discussed 

within urban planning conversations around neighbourhood improvement, nor did 

planning seem to factor into popular conversations around property ownership and 

affordability. I decided to examine the history of Canadian planning to better understand 
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where technical and legal articulations of planning originated in Canada, how they 

interfaced with property, and how people could be affected by them. 

1.1. Research objectives and questions 

In this dissertation, I will unpack “land use” as it has been used within urban 

planning in Canada, with the goal of expanding contemporary geographical 

understandings of land use. Planning has long been concerned with guiding development 

and organizing urban space through land use management, particularly through legal 

mechanisms like zoning. Yet land use remains vague and un(der)defined within academic 

scholarship, and its relationships to people and property have only begun to be explored 

in the urban literature (Blomley, 2017; Krueckeberg, 1995; Valverde, 2005). I will expand 

upon these interventions, while also building on a nascent body of literature that is 

concerned with unpacking and repoliticizing planning ideas of land use (Blomley, 2017; 

Valverde, 2005, 2011).  

Connecting existing research in geography, planning, and property theory, I intend 

to provide a deeper history of land use in Canada, showing how land use ideas have been 

deployed through planning across scales, demonstrating the differential effects of land 

use thinking across time and place, and outlining the geographies that emerge as a result. 

I will highlight historic relationships between planning and property (Blomley, 2017; 

Valverde, 2005), illuminate planning discourses of waste and improvement in relation to 

people and land, and illustrate instances of planning-led exclusion and marginalization. In 

particular, I will emphasize how land use control has acted to spatialize social processes 

and material things in two cities, Vancouver and Winnipeg, within key moments and sites 

of conflict at the origins of planning as a discipline in Canada (~1910–1940). In mapping 

early 20th century geographies and histories of land use in Canada, Vancouver, and 

Winnipeg, I will also point to ways in which historic land use arrangements affect (planning 

practices in) contemporary cities and indicate alternative relationships of “land use” that 

might reconfigure planning and property.  

In short, my research has three main objectives: 

1. To contribute to a broader understanding of the relationships between 
planning and property in Canada, and to show how conjunctures of 
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planning and property occur at national, provincial, and municipal 
scales within the concept of land use.  

2. To focus on the ways in which property-led ideas of “waste” have 
been used to drive land use planning schemes in relation to ideas of 
“improvement,” and to demonstrate how land use controls have 
emerged differentially across sites as a result. 

3. To understand how property-led land use categories, motivated by 
ideas of waste and improvement, might have exclusionary and 
marginalizing effects upon urban inhabitants. 

To achieve these objectives, I ask: 

1. How has “land use” shaped, and been shaped by, the relationship 
between urban planning and property in key early moments of 
Canadian planning history? 

2. In what ways have categories of “waste” and “improvement” been 
deployed through planning and property to spatialize land use 
arrangements in Canadian cities? 

3. How might land use controls aimed at eliminating “waste” facilitate 
exclusion and marginalization? 

I aim to make a significant and original academic, analytic, and political contribution 

to current literature in urban history, urban geography, and planning. I will focus on the 

historical and ongoing importance of land use as a subject of inquiry, and draw further 

attention to property as a complex relationship between people in regard to land (see 

Blomley, 2016a). I will examine the categories and elements that get foregrounded within 

planning, and which ones are concealed, or ignored. In this way, I will contribute fresh 

theoretical and empirical insights that will enhance understanding of planning/property-led 

processes of marginalization, while also helping to explain those unaccounted for to date.  

To introduce my dissertation, I first briefly outline “land use” and show its 

connections to planning, property, and people. I then go through the key concepts and 

relationships guiding this work: property, planning, waste, improvement, marginalization, 

and exclusion. I go on to talk about planning in Canada in the early 20th century, as well 

as the cities of Winnipeg and Vancouver. I conclude by outlining the structure of the 

dissertation that follows.  



4 

1.2. Land use: Relationships of planning, property, and 
people. 

“Land use” is a legal term that is ubiquitous within urban planning theory and 

practice, often used to classify relationships between people, things, and land (Blomley, 

2017; IPCC, 2000; Wideman & Lombardo, 2019). Land use classifications of urban space 

appear as rational and neutral categories (listed as commercial, residential, industrial, 

mixed-use, and the like) that, as some scholars have shown, seem to be detached from 

the activities of people on the ground (see Blomley, 2017; Guttenberg, 1959; Valverde, 

2005). On the surface, such arrangements seem only to affect material forms and objects 

such as buildings, while people, and questions around ethics, power, rights, exclusion and 

dispossession, appear absent (see Blomley, 1998). Yet recent insights into the nature of 

land use under liberal democratic urban planning have begun to challenge this supposed 

neutrality. Planning is a state-led tool aimed at circumscribing and managing urban space 

(Hall, 2014; Hodge & Gordon, 2014; Rabinow, 1995), and in classifying land use, planning 

makes a normative judgment about the activities on that land while attempting to facilitate 

it being used to its full potential (see Blomley, 2017; Krueckeberg, 1995; Valverde, 2005). 

This “potential,” often referred to as “highest and best use,” underlies much of liberal land 

use planning practice, but unlocking that potential requires urban planning practitioners to 

address a key component of the urban system: private property (see Blomley, 2014; 

Krueckeberg, 1995).  

Private property acts as an important organizational arrangement for the 

distribution of rights in a liberal democracy, with the rights of owners protected by the state 

and often trumping those of non-owners (Alexander, 1997; Blomley, 2004; MacPherson, 

1978). In spite of the importance of property, however, the relationship between property 

and land use planning is still relatively opaque (Blomley, 2017; Jacobs & Paulsen, 2009; 

Krueckeberg, 1995). As Krueckeberg (1995) asserted 25 years ago, land use (with its 

focus on location and utility) has long been a central theme within planning theory and 

practice, but this emphasis has meant that urban planning often elides important questions 

around who owns what. This absence of property is particularly notable considering that 

planning has long been used to protect the interests of the powerful by allocating and 

protecting property rights, often stabilizing communities to the exclusion of those (often 

poor and/or racialized individuals and groups) with more precarious relationships to 

property (Blomley, 2020; Jacobs & Paulsen, 2009). Furthermore, land use, and its 
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attendant legal terrain of height restrictions, allowances, setbacks, and floor-space ratios, 

can hide a host of legal powers that have significant arms-length effects on urban 

populations (see Blomley, 2017; Valverde, 2005). Land use disputes often devolve into 

contestations around property and rights, where disagreements between owners and 

cities must be mediated by special committees, city councils, or even higher courts if need 

be (see Jacobs, 2010). Planning focuses on land use, and in so doing, intervenes in 

property rights, although in an indirect manner. Under liberal democracy, such disputes 

can transform and spatialize land use by further demarcating property lines, regulating 

jurisdiction, controlling activity through zoning, and generating normative, place-based 

discourses aimed at optimizing land itself (Blomley, 2017; Hodge & Gordon, 2014). Thus, 

land use is never far removed from people or property, even as planning practice tends to 

downplay such relationships. Property-based land use techniques, such as zoning, set out 

parameters of what is allowed to exist (and what should exist) in a place, and in turn people 

and their activities are profoundly affected. In this dissertation, I aim to demonstrate how 

land use acts as a mechanism whereby planning politics play out in relation to private 

property. 

1.3. Guiding concepts and relationships 

1.3.1. Property 

Land use shapes and is shaped by property, and planning imperatives of “land 

use” in the liberal democratic settler state1 of Canada have emerged within the ownership 

model of private property (Blomley, 2013; Singer, 2000b). The ownership model, which 

derives from 17th and 18th century British political philosophy, reflects a liberal democratic 

understanding of property, and it has social and legal consequences. The model has at 

least five interlocking elements. First, property is assumed to be private property (Blomley, 

2004). Second, it assumes clear title to a parcel held by a single individual or identifiable 

 
1 This study sees the “state” as a set of centralized institutions that facilitate governmental and 
coercive power over a certain bounded territory. In Canada, private property is tied to spatial 
configurations of territory controlled and managed by the modern liberal state (Blomley, 2016b; 
Flint, 2009). In Canada, the question of the state is complex. Further, the territory of the state is 
defined according to multiple and overlapping federal, provincial, and municipal jurisdictions. In this 
study, I think of planning (particularly in Vancouver and Winnipeg) as a municipal state function 
whose activities are circumscribed by legal mechanisms deployed at the provincial and federal 
levels (Filion & Bunting, 2015; Hodge & Gordon, 2014) 
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entity, with full control over resources being vested in the owner and protected by the state 

(Blomley, 2004; Singer, 2000b). Third, it implies that an owner has a superior right to all 

others, notably, the “right to exclude” (Davies, 2007; Merill, 1998). Fourth, the model 

assumes that there are fixed boundaries between the state and the private owner 

(Blomley, 2004), and that these boundaries mediate between the individual and the 

collective (Nedelsky, 1990). Fifth, and finally, the model has the private home as its 

archetype, with the home as a site that bestows the individual with freedom, security, and 

prosperity (see Bentham, 1978; Nedelsky, 1990).  

Of relevance to geography, the ownership model of real estate also has important 

socio-spatial implications. On one hand, it presents private property as spatially finite – 

that is, that individual claims to land can be objectively identified and bounded - reinforcing 

property as an impersonal, self-evident, and singular relationship between an owner and 

land (Blomley, 2004). This is despite the fact that under common law, property is a highly 

contested, socially constructed ‘bundle’ of rights and relationships that can be interpreted 

in multiple ways (Blomley, 2004; Rose, 1994). On the other hand, the model also 

reinforces the idea that there is an “inside” and an “outside” to property. It frames the 

individual owner as the ultimate possessor of a bounded space, with the right to exclude 

others (Merill, 1998; Singer, 2000a). It also helps define the type of subject that is allowed 

the privilege of accessing private property. Legal scholars have demonstrated how 

property remains a deeply racialized, gendered, and class-based construct, with so-called 

“proper” subjects being allowed the privilege of accessing private property (Bhandar, 

2014; Blomley, 2004; Davies, 2007). In liberal democratic states such as Canada, property 

extends and “strengthens the notion of liberal selfhood” (Davies, 2007, p. 30) as White, 

male, normal, and proper, while promoting the “individual right to exclude others from 

some use or benefit of something” (MacPherson, 2012, p. 134). At the same time, 

Indigenous peoples and racialized groups (among others) have often been excluded from 

owning or accessing land (Bhandar, 2014; Davies, 2007; Harris, 1993). 

Yet as important as the ownership model is, critical legal scholars have 

demonstrated that it is not the only way of “seeing” property. Property is complex and 

relational, and the spatialities of property are much more multivalent than the ownership 

model would suggest, even as it remains the most common way that many people 

understand property. Indeed, the idea of the bounded plot of land owned by an 

autonomous liberal individual is a myth, and ownership is constantly being enacted, 



7 

contested, and negotiated (see Blomley, 1998; Davies, 2007; Nedelsky, 1990). 

Regardless of the story told by the ownership model, property does not just create a binary 

of “insiders” and “outsiders” – rather, people are “always already entangled in property 

relations,” and are given a conditional right to access property (Blomley, 2020, p. 50). 

Furthermore, while common law seemingly gives owners the right to exclude both people 

and the state from entering the boundaries of their property, owners in many cases require 

the state to uphold their property rights against others (see Cohen, 1927). In such cases, 

the so called “bright line” between the owner and the state becomes increasingly blurry. 

This blurriness is particularly evident when property is placed in relation to planning, which 

uses legal tools such as building codes, zoning, and the like to “invade” the so-called 

private space of the owner (see Blomley, 2004, 2017). The property owner may be able 

to repel the state from their boundaries, but they often have to do so on the state’s terms, 

as it is the state who has the legal authority to draw and uphold those boundaries 

(Nedelsky, 1990).  

Property matters to land use. By engaging with the literature on property, this 

dissertation aims to connect how land is possessed with how land is managed in a liberal 

democratic society. While land use runs throughout this dissertation, property is a powerful 

guiding concept, as land use in a liberal democracy is difficult to separate from private 

property (Jacobs & Paulsen, 2009; Krueckeberg, 1995). In relation to property, land use 

emerges as a multifaceted and variegated spatial strategy to sustain, perpetuate, and 

legitimize private property regimes. Private property is a core tenet of the liberal 

democratic state, and land use is meant to uphold this principle.  

1.3.2. Planning 

Planning is the primary institutional practice through which land use is shaped, 

managed, and governed in Canadian cities (see Hodge & Gordon, 2014). It acts to direct 

processes of urban change and development for the public good, and it acts as an 

important democratic mechanism for community governance (Hodge & Gordon, 2014; 

Smith & Moore, 1993). As planning became increasingly professionalized through the 20th 

century, land use emerged as a primary and necessary object of spatial management 

within the discipline (Fischler, 1998; Hirt, 2014; Perin, 1977). In North America, planning-

led land use control drew on a history of land regulation including building and health 

codes, but frequently took the form of zoning, a legal tool which classifies and regulates 
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space according to its function, i.e., residential, commercial, industrial, “mixed use,” and 

the like (Fischler, 2007; Hirt, 2014; Valverde, 2011). Since its inception, zoning been 

described by scholars as a mechanism to 1) facilitate the smooth functioning of the 

capitalist system (Dear & Scott, 1981); 2) stabilize property values and facilitate 

consumption (Boyer, 1983), 3) maintain the diversity, fluidity, unity, and “intricate order” of 

cities (Jacobs, 1961, p. 391); and 4) manage property (Krueckeberg, 1995), among others.  

But professional planning did not emerge out of thin air. Planning is rooted in 

enlightenment epistemologies, rationalist activities, and practices that emerged long 

before it became a discipline, particularly within colonial strategies of government which 

aimed to manage people, codify space, and create private property through abstract 

techniques like maps, surveys, and the law (Porter, 2010; Rabinow, 1995; Rutland, 2018). 

As Porter (2010) has powerfully argued, these foundational planning practices have 

continued throughout the history of planning (see also Porter & Barry, 2016). From a 

Foucauldian perspective, land use planning in Canada is – and has been - an economic 

and biopolitical project of modernism. Planning is an expression of power/knowledge that 

uses social scientific norms to facilitate control over life - operating upon individuals, 

society, and space (Rutland, 2015b, 2018). Professional planning emerged as a social 

scientific, (often) state-led technique that used social norms to determine the most 

adequate urban forms that would facilitate the smooth functioning of the economy and 

expedite the “transformation of the socio-natural milieu into a healthy and peaceful 

environment” (Rabinow, 1995, p. 12). Rutland (2017, 2018) has usefully demonstrated 

how Canadian planning has long acted to preserve certain forms of land and life above 

others, thereby ensuring that land was “used” in particular ways by a select group of 

people. 

Throughout this dissertation I assert that a geography of planning is concerned 

with the spatialization of material and social elements of the city according to a 

rationalized, bounded, parceled, and propertied cartographic vision - realized through land 

use control. More specifically, I illustrate how a geography of land use planning is 

constructed through the specific geography of the property parcel. Planning uses powerful 

techno-rational spatial techniques, such as surveying and mapping, to operate on the 

seemingly inert space of the parcel and codify urban space according to “uses.” Here, 

problems of life and property, as well as solutions to such problems, are identified in urban 

spaces and become spatialized in the land parcel, and such parcel-based solutions have 
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the potential to generate improvements that radiate outward across scales – to the 

neighbourhood, city, and the nation. In this process, planning moves away from a 

relational focus on the regulation of people’s actions towards a rational and 

comprehensive view of urban space as populated by parcels and codified according to 

use (see Valverde, 2011). Under land use planning, the politics of the land parcel are 

seemingly inert – but this veneer fades when it becomes evident that private property 

rights are spatialized in the land parcel. Planning thus appears to operate on parcels, not 

people, and under liberal democracy, land use planning becomes indelibly tied to the 

control of private property.  

In this dissertation, I show how land use planning under liberal democracy acts in 

relation to private property, and how planning struggles are actually property struggles in 

a different guise. I emphasize how planning treats property as a “norm,” in the sense that 

private property represents an important normative social value in a liberal democracy, 

and in the sense that people and things existing within urban space should be oriented 

toward certain types of ownership (see Blomley, 2017; Fawaz, 2017; Rabinow, 1995). In 

promoting and reinforcing these principles, however, planning also necessarily acts to 

rationalize, frame and modify land uses outside of normative and propertied ideas of 

space. Such aberrant land uses are highly variegated across sites, and outcomes differ 

across neighbourhoods and cities, yet in codifying people and things as outside the norm, 

land use often has exclusionary effects, or enacts legal and discursive violence upon 

particular groups who fall outside such norms (Rabinow, 1995; Rutland, 2018; Silver, 

1997). Land use planning aimed at reinforcing a particular propertied norm and/or 

eliminating inconsistencies within urban space can have the effect of marginalizing people 

in its attempts to orient people and things towards a particular way of being (see Rutland, 

2018). It is here that planning logics of “waste” and their relationships to programs of 

“improvement” become important to my analysis.  

1.3.3. Waste and improvement 

“The degree to which land is put to either productive or wasteful use 
becomes a driving concern, animated not by a concern with the 
individualized benefits that the disposition of land generates, but with its 
biopolitical utility” (Blomley, 2017, p. 356). 
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As Blomley (2017) has asserted, planners of the early 20th century were highly 

concerned with the social and material waste associated with poorly used land. Others, 

too, have noted planning and governmental concerns with economic waste during this 

progressive era of city management and urban reform in North America, and shown how 

such wastes were generally framed as a result of a lack of efficiency within governmental 

processes (Haber, 1964; Hays, 1959; Schiesl, 1977; Van Nus, 1979). Such scholarship 

highlights the ubiquity of waste within early planning discourses, and points to the concept 

of waste as being an important one in theorizing land use connections between planning 

and property. Yet while there is a volume of literature that hints at why “waste” might have 

been used to spatialize land use arrangements in Canada/North America to achieve 

social/material goals, none has theorized this question in detail, or revealed how this might 

have occurred. 

There is a burgeoning geographical literature on the concept of waste (see 

Gidwani, 2013; Millington & Lawhon, 2018; Moore, 2012; Vasudevan, 2018). While 

perspectives on waste tend to be diverse, a common thread across these writings is that 

the term is used to indicate sociospatial elements that are currently empty, useless, or 

superfluous (see Dillon, 2014; Gidwani & Reddy, 2011; Moore, 2012). In an economic 

sense, waste exists outside of circuits of capital, awaiting enclosure and/or improvement 

in order to be made useful and given “value” as a commodity (Gidwani, 2013). Waste is 

also biopolitical in a Foucauldian sense (Cantor, 2017; Foucault, 2010), as it is implicated 

in 1) shaping the activities of populations and 2) creating interventions meant to improve 

and protect the existence of the population (Rutland, 2015b). Drawing on such work, 

“waste” signifies arrangements of people and things that are not normatively optimal. 

Classifications of waste point to land uses outside of the “greater good,” that do not 

represent the “highest and best use.” 

Waste has long been used to justify the establishment and maintenance of private 

property under common law, and from the very origins of liberal property theory, wasted 

or spoiled land has been viewed as abnormal. Within the late 17th century theories of John 

Locke, wasted land (conflated at the time with commonly held land, see Goldstein, 2013) 

was not useful – and the way to eliminate such waste was for humans to appropriate land 

and improve it through labour, thereby turning it into private property (see Bhandar, 2018; 

Locke, 1952; Porter, 2010). Here, “land use” was defined by the productive and industrious 

activities that humans put into creating property, while waste was explicitly left out of this 
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characterization (see Gidwani, 2013; Goldstein, 2013). Utilitarian theories of the 18th and 

19th centuries likewise entail an abhorrence of waste and an impulse towards 

improvement, but they also advocated for state intervention (often in the form of law) to 

compel private owners to optimize their land for the greater good of society (Bentham, 

1978; Mill, 1978; see Porter, 2010). Relatedly, Rutland (2015b) has drawn attention to the 

19th century work of David Ricardo (1908), who used arguments around waste and scarcity 

to encourage the improvement of land and people, and who also argued that waste could 

appear within programs of improvement if such programs were not carried out in a proper 

manner. 

Questions of “waste” take on a particular urgency under such theories of liberal 

democracy. Waste is always either present or immanent within society, and the state must 

continually act to optimize people and processes in the interest of maintaining a flourishing 

population (see Rutland, 2015b). Land management techniques, and concomitant 

processes of classification, evaluation and arrangement thus become increasingly 

important to the state in dealing with wasteful land uses and generating improvement (see 

Blomley, 2017). Where waste is becomes an important question for those seeking to 

manage/eliminate it. As history has shown, the planning discipline has long sought to 

maximize efficiency and attempted to improve land in the economic interest of the state 

(Haber, 1964; Hall, 2014; Hodge & Gordon, 2014). Planning has also been deeply 

concerned with “amenities” and “quality of life” for the population (Rutland, 2015a; Smith, 

1979). Economic waste (linked to improperly used land) needed to be regulated, 

eliminated, or made valuable to serve the needs of the population, while the lives and 

energies of humans themselves (which might be seen as wasteful, or non-optimal) needed 

to be channeled towards a greater good. This study builds on such insights, placing a 

close focus on categories of waste in relation to land use, planning, and property, and 

recognizing that ideas of “waste” are not static, but change over time and across space 

(see Gille, 2007). I assert that waste, in all its various guises, matters in relation to planning 

and property. 

1.3.4. Marginalization/Exclusion 

Land use planning, even operating under the best of intentions, has at times used 

property logics in ways that marginalize and exclude groups who fall outside the norms of 

society (see Hayden, 1995; Porter, 2010; Rabinow, 1995). The unquestioned good of 
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improvement, inflected by property ownership, and translated through planning, often 

generates efforts (purposeful or not) to deny planning’s “others” – represented by both 

people and places marked as aberrant (Angotti, 2013; Sandercock, 2003). Indeed, the 

historic and ongoing spatial process of categorizing and appropriating “empty” or “waste” 

land, parceling it out into privately-owned lots, and maintaining that propertied regime 

through planning, can be seen as an attempt to improve and optimize land and channel 

the energies of the population for the greater good, while also performing moral ideas of 

ownership in exclusionary ways (see Angotti, 2013; Porter, 2010, 2014; Rabinow, 1995). 

Here, people, land, and activities can potentially be cast aside as waste – superfluous to 

programs of improvement and efficiency (Byrd, Goldstein, Melamed, & Reddy, 2018; 

Tadiar, 2013). Thus, I examine how dimensions and categories of waste might have 

facilitated marginalization and exclusion. In this I will emphasize relational dimensions of 

property (Blomley, 2016a), and show how when normative property relationships are 

upheld through land use planning, others can fall away, potentially placing people and 

things that do not fall within that model in a vulnerable position. 

Land use controls often appear as neutral in the production and expansion of 

propertied spaces. While planning techniques seemingly operate only on the material 

forms of the city, they can also use property logics to manage places and people through 

“a powerful, calculative rationale for the redevelopment of the city’s ‘under-improved’ 

spaces” (Rutland, 2015b, p. 3). Such spaces are often presented according to certain 

visualities that prioritize value-neutral and person-free geographies: for example, a blank 

space (or as a darker shade of grey or black) on a map, a photograph of abandoned or 

derelict houses, or a design panel showing the inevitable future improvement that will 

occur if a plan is implemented. However, this neutral façade crumbles as it becomes 

evident that planning shapes, and is shaped by, property in ways that can prioritize the 

rights of normatively productive owners over wasteful, non-industrious owners (see 

Krueckeberg, 1995; Porter, 2010; Sandercock, 2003), while securing property rights over 

those of poor and marginalized inhabitants (see Jacobs & Paulsen, 2009). Thus, planning 

is highly political, and is implicated in legal and discursive processes of ordering that often 

foreshadow processes of exclusion (see Angotti, 2013; Harvey, 2003; Roy, 2006; 

Valverde, 2005).  

In contemporary cities, zoning, as a legal/technical tool for regulating height, use, 

and location, among others, often precedes material (re)development while also acting as 
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tool for social control, and it has been used as “a mechanism for protecting property values 

and excluding the undesirables” (Silver, 1997, p. 24). Rationalistic planning procedures 

often have unprecedented powers to guide “intended land uses,” “expropriate private 

property,” create “sets of standards” and define “major land use zones,” all in the name of 

order, normalization, and reconstruction, and often to transform or eliminate undesirable 

urban processes (Relph, 1987, p. 140). Even contemporary gentrification, in the form of 

inner-city property reclamation and revitalization by the middle class, often includes the 

vilification of poor residents in the media, to be followed by rationalized liberal planning 

and policy responses to poverty (Fawaz, Krijnen, & El Samad, 2018; Liu & Blomley, 2013; 

Smith, 1996). Such liberal planning/urban development programs have often operated 

under the assumption that material interventions into the urban fabric can “improve” and 

“empower” the poor residents of neighbourhoods, but they can also result in their further 

marginalization and even banishment from place (August, 2014; Fairbanks II, 2009; 

Goode & Maskovsky, 2001; Roy, 2017).  

Yet exclusion is not the end of the story. As I articulate further throughout the 

dissertation, planning practices can also be resisted, and property logics rarely exist 

unchallenged. If “land use” is only seen according to liberal models of property, planning 

might only be seen as a way of performing, enacting, and spatializing private property. But 

if “land use” is conceptually detached from such models, more nuanced understandings 

of property can be uncovered, and emancipatory possibilities can emerge. While such 

practices must be used with caution lest they be subsumed back into (or inadvertently 

work within) private property logics, or fail to challenge systemic inequalities, a planning 

praxis drawing on alternative understandings of land use could critically challenge private 

property ideas of urban space. Seemingly rational and apolitical planning tools can be 

(re)positioned against hegemonic understandings of planning and property to imagine 

more socially just forms of the city. Alternative invocations of land use outside of private 

property might inspire more creative place-based relationships based in connectedness 

and provide an avenue through which urban space can be imagined beyond private 

ownership.  

1.4. Contextualizing early 20th century Canadian planning 

To answer my research questions, I look to a historic moment in urban planning in 

Canada. Planning began to emerge as a discipline in Canada in the early 20th century, 
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starting around 1910. At its inception, urban planning was heavily inspired by ongoing 

urban reform movements aimed at correcting so called “disorderly” 19th century cities, as 

well as those concerned with conserving the resources of the land and population (see 

Blomley, 2017; Rutherford, 1984; Weaver, 1984). Such movements advocated for the 

rationalization and improvement of cities through material interventions, while also 

supporting social interventions that would improve the moral and physical character of the 

population (Korneski, 2008; Rutherford, 1984; Valverde, 1991). Planning was implicated 

in such projects insofar as it provided a legal/technical basis for such transformations, and 

was the mechanism whereby land use controls emerged to tame property regimes and rid 

the city of disorder, nuisances, and slums (Artibise & Stelter, 1979; Boyer, 1983; Moore, 

1979).  

Extant literature in urban geography, history, and planning has suggested how 

planning’s relationship to property began to form in this foundational moment. Land use 

planning, under the guise of rationality and efficiency, began to provide municipal 

governments with legal tools such as zoning, which would operate upon individual 

property parcels while also scaling up land management to the city as a whole (see 

Bloomfield, 1982; Dennis, 2000; Fischler, 1998; Moore, 1979). In taking up planning, city 

governments could ostensibly normalize and spatialize land use by operating on multiple 

parcels of property simultaneously while also managing people at arm’s length (see 

Valverde, 2005, 2011). At the same time, a deep concern with waste emerged in planning 

that echoed broader state anxieties around individual property owners being wasteful with 

the resources provided to them (Blomley, 2017; Olmsted, 1916; Smith, 1979). There was 

a related concern around the wastes of life and energy that were found in the unhealthy 

slum, which threatened the productivity of the population and challenged normative ideas 

of what a city should be (see Hodge & Gordon, 2014; Rutland, 2018). As I demonstrate 

further in the dissertation, planners spatialized such economic and biopolitical waste in the 

land parcel and endorsed solutions that would encourage the highest and best use of land 

across neighbourhoods and cities - improvements that would ostensibly extend outwards 

beyond city limits to the space of the nation-state. Marginalization and exclusion were also 

a factor in such planning. Urban spaces were messy and unpredictable, filled with people 

and material elements that did not fit into, or accede to, models of citizenship and land 

ownership that urban elites sought to uphold (Artibise, 1979; Burley, 2013; Moore, 1979). 

Planning programs aimed to identify forms of urban inhabitation and land use that did not 
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fit into accepted norms, often (purposefully or not) framing people and places as other 

(see Rabinow, 1995; Rutland, 2018).  

This early 20th century planning moment has been partially defined in the urban 

history, urban geography, and planning literatures, and a cursory review of this literature 

reveals that this era is significant to the development of planning in Canada (see Artibise 

& Stelter, 1979; Blomley, 2017; Caldwell, 2011; Hodge & Gordon, 2014; Rutherford, 1974; 

Rutland, 2018). Yet early Canadian planning, and even planning in general, has been 

critically underexplored in regard to the relationship between land use, planning and 

property. Further, cities, in implementing land use control, had to attend to questions of 

property, waste, and exclusion, but existing literature has primarily explored these 

elements in isolation rather than interrogating the relationships between them. Finally, 

early 20th century urban “waste” has been investigated primarily in relation to programs of 

efficiency and scientific management under urban reform (Haber, 1964; Hays, 1959; 

Schiesl, 1977), rather than being placed in relation to the improvement of people and 

material forms within urban space (see Blomley, 2017; Rutland, 2015b). My study aims to 

build on this existing literature and looks to the planning archive to expand insights into 

relationships of property, waste, and exclusion within historical Canadian planning 

programs. 

1.5. Two planning cases: Winnipeg and Vancouver 

To achieve my research objectives, I highlight the early 20th century planning 

experiences of two disparate western Canadian cities, Winnipeg, Manitoba, and 

Vancouver, British Columbia, each of which have been the site of approximately 150 years 

of ongoing urbanization. But why this study, in these cities? As I outline in detail in chapters 

4 and 5, despite being enrolled within the same Canadian planning milieu, planning and 

development have not proceeded in the same way in each city (for example, each city 

took up “urban reform” in different ways and at different times), but are implicated in the 

development and utilization of planning ideals which are, and continue to be significant in 

the arc of Canadian planning. Winnipeg in the early 20th century was the fastest-growing 

city in Canada, a frontier town destined to become the “next Chicago,” with all the 

attendant problems of urban (property) development that such an appellation might 

suggest (see Artibise, 1975). It was also the site of the first Canadian conference on Town 

Planning, one of the first cities in Canada to form a Town Planning Commission, and an 
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early promoter of planning as a comprehensive solution to a multitude of urban issues 

(Artibise, 1979; City of Winnipeg, 1913; The First Canadian Housing and Town Planning 

Congress, 1912). Vancouver, at the same time, was rapidly becoming Canada’s most 

important Pacific port and was growing almost as fast as Winnipeg (see Abbott, 2010; 

Macdonald, 1996), even though the city was a relative latecomer to the planning game - 

formal planning programs emerged over 10 years after Winnipeg (Wynn, 1992).  

Yet beyond the historical importance of these cities in western expansion, this 

study is also important to me on a personal level, and in relation to my previous research. 

I grew up visiting my family in Vancouver, which in my short lifetime has grown from a 

working-class outpost to a hyper-developing metropolis underpinned by the machinations 

of real estate capital. I also lived over 11 years of my life in Winnipeg, a rather staid prairie 

city where planning seemed content with maintaining the status quo of suburban 

development, and for which “urbanism” consisted of waterfront condo developments and 

a separated bike lane along two blocks of a slowly gentrifying street. It was in Winnipeg 

where my research interest in planning mechanisms took hold, and in my undergraduate 

thesis research at the University of Manitoba I examined how planning in Winnipeg had 

become increasingly reliant on market-based solutions to neighbourhood problems 

(Wideman & Masuda, 2013). My master’s research in Vancouver, as a student at Queen’s 

University, only strengthened my resolve to understand the roots of planning. In 

Vancouver, I investigated the Downtown Eastside Local Area Planning Process (2011-

2014) and looked at the ways in which it discursively and politically rearranged the 

neighbourhood and primed it in particular ways for gentrifying redevelopment. It was 

during my master’s that I became interested in how planning and land use tools might 

become agents of exclusion, even when they seemed to be doing “good” in the 

community.  

During my master’s research, it also became evident to me that the ways in which 

planners were dealing with the Downtown Eastside were not new, rather, they were rooted 

in historical practice. That realization strengthened my resolve to look at the origins of 

planning in Vancouver, as well as to “go back” to Winnipeg and understand how that city, 

seemingly a part of the same Canadian planning environment, had taken planning on 

board at a similar time. I wanted to know: how might planning techniques have emerged 

historically, and how did they affect people? In time, it also became obvious to me that 

such questions were not just about planning, they were also about property and land use. 
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It seemed that in both cases (Vancouver and Winnipeg), planning could not escape its 

relationship to property, and that “land use” existed within that nexus. I wanted to know 

how that relationship developed historically, because it seemingly had important 

consequences for the contemporary planning moment.  

Winnipeg and Vancouver are important to this study as they are sites of property 

and planning-led marginalization, exclusion, and dispossession. Indeed, ongoing 

processes of Indigenous dispossession under settler colonialism, which help create and 

maintain common law systems of private property (Blomley, 2003; Harris, 2004),2 

underpin the existence of cities like Vancouver and Winnipeg (see Hugill, 2017; Hugill & 

Toews, 2014; Toews, 2018). The planning that emerged in early 20th century Canada 

cannot be seen as outside of such processes, and moreover, ongoing planning programs 

in both cities continue to have marginalizing, exclusionary, and dispossessory effects. For 

example, contemporary Winnipeg planning has shown a marked inclination towards 

aligning disinvested areas with land use guidelines aimed at community revitalization 

(Burley, 2013; City of Winnipeg, 2011; Hugill & Toews, 2014; Wideman & Masuda, 2013), 

yet such interventions have also had negative effects on disadvantaged populations, while 

unconventional uses of land/property are often quelled or met with ambivalence (CBC 

News, 2015a, 2015b; Distasio & Kaufman, 2015; Smirl et al., 2004; Toews, 2015). 

Likewise, planning programs for marginalized communities in Vancouver have long taken 

a deficit view of neighbourhoods and proposed social/technical interventions to orient the 

community towards social and economic productivity (see City of Vancouver, 1965, 1971, 

2014). At the same time, such frameworks have often motivated the displacement of 

marginalized groups and diminished their capacity to envision alternative land uses and 

property claims based on a right to remain in place (Blomley, 1998; Masuda, Franks, 

Kobayashi, & Wideman, 2019). Planning programs in both cities (both historic and 

contemporary) have used discursive and legal techniques of “land use” to substantiate the 

property-led “improvement” of (often impoverished) neighbourhoods.  

 
2 Nevertheless, as I expand on further in chapters 2 and 4, archival records of urban planning are 
often relatively silent on the issue of Indigenous dispossession, as the land was, as Australian 
Indigenous scholar Aileen Moreton-Robinson (2015) has highlighted, generally assumed to have 
been fully possessed by White settlers. Even when Indigenous lands and peoples were seen to be 
‘in the way’ of planning, as in the Vancouver case highlighted in chapter 5, there was seemingly no 
question in the minds of planners and city officials that Indigenous lands were in the possession of 
“Canada” – given and taken as needed by the state. This makes it hard to trace the colonial logics 
of early modern planning within the archive, except in its absence. 
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This research will investigate some of the similarities and contradictions between 

Winnipeg and Vancouver, asserting that together their geographies and histories matter 

in the broader context of Canadian planning. I look closely at how land use planning in 

these cities operated in relation to property, assess how planning might have categorized 

some people and places as “waste,” and examine how marginalization and exclusion 

might have occurred as a result. Using a genealogical analysis, I identify “moments” in 

these cities where planning (and planners) either deviated from accepted norms of 

planning practice or identified sites where land use deviance was present. As I outline in 

the following chapters, such moments appeared quite differently across cities. In short, I 

historicize planning ideas of land use in these cities to help ascertain the history of the 

present (how these cities came to be how they are).  

In terms of alternate urban futures (for these cities and others), it is not the goal of 

this dissertation to theorize the potential alternatives to a liberal democratic regime of land 

use planning and private property. However, I conclude my empirical chapters and the 

dissertation itself by pointing to emerging theoretical and empirical (urban) scholarship 

that is working to radically re-envision alternative futures of the present (where cities might 

go) shaped by multiplicity and difference (see Blomley, 2017). I am inspired by and see 

emancipatory promise in this burgeoning corpus of scholarship and seek to highlight key 

texts in this vein. 

1.6. Dissertation Structure 

This dissertation has been written according to the paper format, and is made up 

of three manuscripts. Chapter 2 outlines my archival methods. Chapter 3 looks at the 

activities of early 20th century Canadian planners at the national scale and shows how 

land use planning ideas were (or were not) taken up in my primary research sites of 

Vancouver and Winnipeg. This chapter was published in the peer-reviewed journal 

Planning Theory and Practice in 2019. Chapter 4 focuses specifically on Winnipeg 

planning of the early 20th century, and demonstrates how planners were reluctant to place 

land use controls on property owners, and how property owners essentially kept the upper 

hand in land use struggles. This chapter was published in the journal Urban Geography in 

2020. Chapter 5 moves across the country to the city of Vancouver and shows how land 

use planning there performed a specific function of moralizing property owners into 

properly propertied municipal citizens. The discussion and conclusion in chapter 6 brings 
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the two cities of Vancouver and Winnipeg together, outlines similarities and differences 

between the cases, and articulates their relationship to Canadian planning more broadly. 

It also summarizes the dissertation and sketches out the potential consequences of this 

history of land use for future research and practice. Supplemental to the core text included 

here, key insights of this dissertation have also been published in two journal articles that 

I have co-authored with Nick Lombardo (University of Toronto) in the journals City and 

Geography Compass (see Lombardo & Wideman, 2018; Wideman & Lombardo, 2019).  
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Chapter 2.  
 
Comparing moments of land use, property, and 
planning: An archival approach 

To answer my research questions, I undertook a multi-sited and multifaceted 

archival research program focusing on two cities – Vancouver and Winnipeg. As 

previously mentioned, I began by drawing on experiences from my three-year involvement 

as a master’s student and research assistant with a community-based participatory action 

project which used archival methods (among other strategies) to tell a larger story about 

contemporary and historical exclusion and dispossession in a marginalized 

neighbourhood in Vancouver. While arguably a less common approach in urban 

geography, archival methods have been used by geographers to investigate and 

“reconstruct past geographies” and assess the ways that geographical processes have 

influenced, and been influenced by, historical events (Baker, 1997, p. 232). I rationalized 

my methodological choice knowing that archival methods represent perhaps the only way 

that a geographer can investigate early 20th century planning in Canada. Significantly, the 

voices of actors influencing the development of planning in Canada are preserved in 

various repositories across the country, even though the people themselves have long 

since passed, making archival methods appropriate for this investigation.  

While it is perhaps the most appropriate method for this study, an archival 

approach is not unproblematic. Archives are sites of authority, and they are often 

embedded in networks of state power and control over knowledge (Withers, 2002). 

Indeed, the archive is a space of political and interpretive action, a place of knowledge 

making, even as records stored in the archive are framed as public and authoritative 

(Foucault, 1972; Withers, 2002). This is evidenced by the fact that the actors whose 

records are contained in the archive are ones whose lives and actions are deemed worthy 

of cataloguing and remembering for posterity – for the benefit of future generations. 

Importantly, so-called “outsider” knowledge that might challenge or complexify the public 

record (such as oral history, Indigenous storytelling, or perhaps a communication from 

someone deemed inconsequential) is often omitted, forgotten, or difficult to find in the 

official archive (Mayhew, 2008). That said, if archives are sites of authority, then they can 

also provide an important site from which knowledge by and about key actors can be 
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gleaned and used to counter official state narratives (Stoler, 2009). For my own study on 

Winnipeg and Vancouver, I have asked new research questions of the planning, policy, 

and other historical city documents that I procured from provincial and municipal archives 

in order to challenge taken-for-granted understandings of land use, planning, and 

property.  

My approach to archival research could be characterized as intensive. I 

documented and analyzed planning processes at work in Winnipeg and Vancouver and 

compared them in order to tell a larger story about the emergence of land use planning in 

Canada. I chose these two cities not only because of their convenience and my previous 

research experience, but because cities in the Canadian west were seen by early planners 

as sites where both new and established land use planning methods could take hold in 

within a milieu of rapid and sustained urban growth. Comparative urban research is 

nothing new to geography (or to Urban History, see Ewen, 2016), and in fact it has been 

the subject of recent heated debates between geographers arguing for and against 

generalized and specific approaches to urban theory (key points of these debates have 

been outlined in Brenner, 2018; Jacobs, 2012; Roy, 2016; Simone, 2016; Ward, 2012, 

among many others). Yet there are issues with comparative methods, including the fact 

that all data sources and research findings are shaped by the circumstances surrounding 

their production, and that findings from different places and times, collected and archived 

according to different methods, will vary in ways that make comparison difficult or even 

problematic (see Tracy, 2010). Furthermore, controlling for difference across sites guided 

by notions of rigour is often a futile effort that is nearly impossible to achieve, and might 

even ignore/discount variation in ways that mute conceptual innovation and novel findings 

(Robinson, 2015). Keeping these issues in mind, I eschewed straightforward notions of 

case comparison. I first looked at generalized planning activities occurring at the national 

scale to assess if and how such activities took place in relation to Winnipeg and 

Vancouver. I then focused on the uniqueness and complexity within and between these 

two cases and identified key moments in local planning, after which I began to draw out 

themes and variables that could lead to larger conclusions about planning in Canada (see 

Stake, 2005).  

I took a Foucauldian genealogical approach to my cases insofar as genealogy 

involves problematizing taken-for-granted present day discourses and practices (such as 

land use) by analyzing and critiquing their historical emergence (Blomley, 2017; Foucault, 
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1977; Koopman, 2013). I chose a genealogical approach because I wanted to do more 

than simply give a timeline of how “land use” emerged in these cities and in Canada: I 

wanted to more fully understand how particular moments of planning knowledge came 

into alignment, and the conditions and power dynamics which made such alignments 

possible. More specifically, I aimed to excavate the foundations of “land use” thinking in 

Canada and theorize the concept through relationships of property and planning in the 

early 20th century. Genealogy is “a mode of analysis that sheds light on the historical 

construction of theories and institutions and that focuses our attention on basic habits of 

thought and action” (Fischler, 1998, p. 389). It is a way of identifying “moments” of rupture 

whereby normative understandings of a concept or process either shift/coalesce to 

disrupt/produce forms of knowledge (see Foucault, 1977). As I further outline in the 

following empirical chapters, such moments and ruptures occurred in very different ways 

across cities, as deviant places and practices emerged and were problematized in relation 

to planning discourses at the national scale. In Winnipeg, these moments emerged as 

times when planners and government officials either “looked the other way” when faced 

with so-called wasteful land use conditions, or selectively took on land use planning in 

order to instigate improvement of idle land (vacant and underutilized lots) and/or aberrant 

neighbourhoods (Point Douglas, the North End). In Vancouver, these moments occurred 

when planners identified spaces of deviance and waste (in this case, the Kitsilano Reserve 

and the West End), primed them for correction and improvement, and used them to help 

define ideas of properly propertied municipal citizenship. Throughout the process, I 

worked to expose heretofore underexplored dimensions of land use, questioning the 

origins of (often) taken-for-granted historical and contemporary planning practices while 

also giving attention to how land use was spatialized in relation to property and planning. 

I also looked at how land use might rely on a moral conception of the person which was 

to be encouraged through and by planning to improve land for the “greater good” of the 

city and nation. Using a genealogical approach to interrogate land use, I aimed to provide 

a “history of the present” (Foucault, 1975, p. 31) while also imagining a reconstructed 

“future of the present” (Koopman, 2013, p. 227), marking a way for a transformative praxis 

of planning and property to emerge while making a novel empirical contribution to urban 

history, urban geography, and planning theory.  

I looked at select archival records from the pre-World War II urban reform era 

(~1910-1945, see Rutherford, 1984; Weaver, 1984) to unpack how relationships of land 
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use, planning, property, and their accompanying discourses and spatial planning 

processes might have evolved in Canada and these cities. I chose this era because 

questions around the emerging relationship between land use, planning, and property had 

rarely been asked of these cities in this time period. I focused in closely on the planning 

archive and allowed for significant figures and materials to emerge, with the aim of telling 

a broader story of land use, property, waste, and exclusion within early 20th century urban 

planning. Key examples were identified during the initial stages of document analysis. I 

kept my research questions at front of mind and paid close attention to discourses of 

property and waste within my collected documentation. I searched for clues as to which 

places and populations were considered “targets” of land use planning in each city. Key 

moments of articulation between land use, property, and waste began to emerge and 

became evident as document analysis proceeded, and connections began to form that 

revealed the extent to which people and places became enrolled in planning programs. I 

also became attuned to the (propertied) connections between the two local case studies 

that could point to broader factors influencing planning (e.g., the municipal states of 

Vancouver and Winnipeg in relation to the Federal or Provincial state levels, see Chapters 

4 and 5), while remaining cognizant of significant local differences within and between 

these two cities. Using analytical tools drawn from critical human geography, I proceeded 

using consecutive yet mutually reinforcing stages of archival data collection and analysis: 

- Stage one involved a purposeful program of library and archival 
document identification and retrieval.  

- Stage two involved reading and sorting the collected documentation 
and coding it for themes using QSR’s Nvivo Qualitative Research 
Software.  

- Stage three involved an intensive textual analysis of the archival 
documents coded during stage two, which occurred concomitantly 
with the writing of Chapters 3, 4, and 5  

These stages, and their accompanying processes, are described in greater detail below. 

2.1. Stage one: Library and archival research - document 
identification and retrieval 

I used a program of library and archival research to guide this dissertation and to 

build up a genealogical account of land use in Vancouver and Winnipeg, focusing primarily 
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on the years 1910-1940. After some preliminary searches and investigation, I identified 

and accessed four libraries across two provinces: The City of Vancouver Library, Simon 

Fraser University Libraries, the University of British Columbia Libraries, and the University 

of Manitoba Library. I also utilized six archival repositories. In British Columbia: the British 

Columbia Archives, the City of Vancouver Archives, and Rare Books and Special 

Collections at the University of British Columbia. In Manitoba: The Archives of Manitoba, 

the City of Winnipeg Archives, and the Archives of the University of Manitoba. I sought 

issues of Canadian professional planning journals of the early 20th century, as well as 

planning documents (in the form of statutes and official plans, as well as debates, 

discussions, statistical surveys, and mapping exercises that informed such plans) written 

during or about planning at the time. Table 2.1 below outlines my research sites and gives 

examples of collections I identified in each. 

Table 2.1. Research Sites and Some Example Collections 

 “Urban Reform” records, ca.1910-1940 
British Columbia Archives • Gerald Grattan McGeer papers - Town Planning Files 

• Hugh Wesley Dobson fonds - Housing, rural welfare, 
community work, city planning 

City of Vancouver Archives • City Clerk’s Office (Correspondence) 
• Town Planning Commission minutes 
• Town Planning Commission Secretary’s subject files 
• Town Planning Commission Secretary's Consultants' Reports 

and Publications collection 
City of Winnipeg Archives • City Planning Commission Minutes 

• Council communications 
• Special Committee on Town Planning (Zoning Board)  
• Special Committee on Housing Conditions (A19) - Winnipeg 

Housing Company Limited 
Manitoba Archives • R.H. Avent fonds 

• Winnipeg Chamber of Commerce 
Simon Fraser University 
Libraries 

• Canadian Municipal Journal (Journal) 
• Industrial Canada (Journal) 
• Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada (Journal) 
• Manitoba Free Press (Newspaper) 

University of British 
Columbia (Libraries and 
Archives) 

• Town Planning and Conservation of Life (Journal) 
• Social Welfare (Journal) 
• Frank E. Buck fonds 

University of Manitoba 
(Libraries and Archives) 

• Planning in Manitoba: historical documents (1911-1920s) 
• Winnipeg Tribune Clipping Files (Newspaper) 
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Prior to retrieval of documents, I first searched library and archival databases and 

paid particular attention to planning documents and collections that implicitly and/or 

explicitly addressed themes of land use, property, and ideas of waste. I searched library 

databases for specific publications of interest, and searched archives using generic 

keywords and phrases such as “planning”; “planning” and “property”; “planning,” “property” 

and “waste.” The results associated with these searches were often vast, and I developed 

a recursive and flexible search strategy to limit results to particular date ranges, city 

departments, and data types (for example, “planning,” 1910-1930, Office of the City Clerk, 

Correspondence). I searched within collection, series, file, and item descriptions for further 

information, and a purposive sampling strategy was used to identify specific documents 

for retrieval, based primarily on the occurrence of key terms and the relevance of the item’s 

description to my study (e.g., Town Planning Commission, 1913).  

 
Figure 2.1. Archives search and retrieval strategy. 

Second, I identified and investigated archival documents, collections, and fonds of 

interest by looking to important secondary literature in urban history that broadly 

addressed my topic (for example, Alan Artibise’ history of Winnipeg, Earl Levin’s 

dissertation on planning in prairie cities, Robert McDonald’s Making Vancouver, and John 

Weaver’s article on Land Use and Property in Vancouver, see Artibise, 1975; Levin, 1993; 

McDonald, 1996; Weaver, 1979) to see which records such scholars used to inform their 

writing. This strategy also allowed me to see how my work differed from that already 

existing in the research record. Third, and finally, I saved an immense amount of work by 

using an existing bibliography of early Canadian planning literature, Cooper and 

Hulchanski’s Canadian town planning, 1900-1930: a historical bibliography (1978), to 

identify important professional planning journal articles that contained my keywords in their 

titles (Winnipeg, Vancouver, Manitoba, British Columbia, property, land use, waste, 

speculation, and improvement, to name a few). The results of all these searches were 

catalogued and maintained in a spreadsheet for ease of retrieval when I was physically in 

each field site. 

Search terms, e.g. 
"planning" and 

"property" emerge from 
research questions

Results of search 
assessed based on 

description in archives 
database 

Documents with 
relevant descriptions are 

examined, retrieved, 
and catalogued for 

analysis



34 

The data collection phase for this project spanned approximately nine months, 

beginning at my proposal defense in September 2017, and ending around May 2018. A 

timeline of research visits is provided below in Table 2.2. 

Table 2.2. Timeline of research visits 
September 2017 • City of Vancouver Archives 

• Simon Fraser University Libraries 
• University of British Columbia Libraries 

October 2017 • City of Vancouver Archives 
• Simon Fraser University Libraries 
• University of British Columbia Libraries 

November 2017 • City of Vancouver Archives 
• Manitoba Archives 
• City of Winnipeg Archives 
• University of Manitoba Libraries 

December 2017 • City of Vancouver Archives 
• Simon Fraser University Libraries 
• University of British Columbia Libraries 

January 2018 • City of Vancouver Libraries 
• British Columbia Archives 
• Simon Fraser University Libraries 
• University of British Columbia Archives 

February 2018 • Manitoba Archives 
• City of Winnipeg Archives 
• University of Manitoba Libraries 
• University of British Columbia Archives 

March 2018 • Manitoba Archives 
• City of Winnipeg Archives 
• University of Manitoba Libraries 

April 2018 • Simon Fraser University Libraries 
May 2018 • British Columbia Archives 

• Simon Fraser University Libraries 
 

Upon arriving at each institution/repository, I began to work my way through my 

spreadsheets and retrieved items systematically while also remaining open to finding new 

resources that had not been identified during the initial search phase. At libraries, I went 

through books and journals of interest, searched for general keywords and terms, and 

scanned items if they were deemed relevant, naming and saving files in a methodical 

manner to a digital archive as I proceeded. At this point I also began to identify more 

specific keywords and phrases such as speculation, improvement, waste, development, 

decline, blight, and value, which also became relevant to my study. I entered information 
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into my spreadsheet outlining what search processes led me to the resource, listed the 

original location of files and items, provided notes on the item’s relevance to the project, 

and offered a short description of the item. Files stored in the digital archive were cross-

referenced with this spreadsheet. Items deemed irrelevant to the project were not 

retrieved, and detailed notes were retained as to why the item did not fit the scope of the 

study – i.e. the file was misnamed, the contents fell outside the research scope, or they 

were from a different time period.  

I employed a similar strategy at archives, where I retrieved documents, 

photographed/scanned them, and stored them in a digital archive using a consistent and 

systematic file naming strategy which I developed. At each institution I had the support of 

archivists who provided me with clues as to further avenues of research. Numerous 

documents were added to my data pool on the advice of archivists, without whom many 

important records informing this study would never have been accessed. Of crucial 

importance here was that the fieldwork was a recursive process. As I accessed my field 

sites, I allowed for further investigation if clues were found or if record groups of interest 

emerged that would help answer my research questions. At the end of nine months I 

arrived at a final dataset that consisted of n=119 journal articles and approximately n=656 

archival files of varying sizes. A partial example of my master spreadsheet can be seen 

below (Figure 2.2). 
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Figure 2.2. Example from Master Spreadsheet 

Furthermore, as I proceeded through my search, I generated a separate 

spreadsheet with a timeline of key planning “events” in each city, which was used to 

identify gaps in the research while also informing the final phase of writing and analysis 

(Figure 2.3). 
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Figure 2.3. Example of planning timeline spreadsheet for Vancouver. 

Important to note here is that research stages did not occur entirely independently. 

I began to sort and code my data for themes (stage two) as I was retrieving documents. 

This allowed me to see emergent themes and identify gaps in the research, which I 

attempted to fill as I accessed various field sites. Stage two is described in detail below. 

2.2. Stage two: Sorting and coding for themes 

Concomitant with stage one, I began to sort and code my data and analyze it. 

Drawing on my previous experiences in my master’s project, I chose to use QSR’s NVivo 

qualitative data analysis software as a repository for my archival materials and used the 

software’s coding functionality to group documents according to key themes. This second 

stage involved a series of iterative steps (see Figure 2.4). First, using the software’s 

categorization functions, I sorted my documentation into folders according to creator 

(archival record group, journal name, newspaper name, for example), then organized 

these documents according to repository (e.g. Manitoba Archives, City of Vancouver 
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Archives), geography (Canada, Vancouver, Winnipeg), type (official plan, committee 

minutes, planning act, bylaw, etc), and date of creation. This strategy allowed for a flexible 

search strategy where, for example, I could search for specific keywords within particular 

date ranges that related to a specific city. It also helped prepare my data for more complex 

matrix searches where I could cross-reference particular actors with particular cities using 

specific words and discourses. Second, after sorting my data, I approached the material 

with my research questions and theoretical framework in mind, and I began to distil the 

textual and visual information (images, maps) into key themes using the software’s coding 

functionality. I also used Nvivo’s note-taking functions to write in details about my findings, 

allowing me to be relexive about my position while also enriching my analytical process in 

ways that would inform my final write-up (see Rose, 1997). I read through documents 

carefully, and broadly coded each according to major themes of land use, property, waste, 

and marginalization/exclusion (among others). This first round of coding was followed by 

a second round which narrowed the investigation to key actors, important “moments,” and 

geographies of interest in each city, and also highlighted, for example, specific ways in 

which ideas of “land use” and “waste” did or did not change across place and time in 

relation to property. I identified “moments” at times when local planners and government 

officials either deviated significantly from national planning norms, or took on such norms 

in ways that helped to identify spaces of deviance and primed them for correction.  

 
Figure 2.4. Outline of coding strategy undertaken in stage two.  

1) Documents 
imported to 

NVivo
•Sorting into folders according to creator, 

repository, geography, date, and type.

2) First 
Coding 
Round

•Documents broadly coded for themes
•Reflexive annotation and note taking

3) Second 
Coding 
Round

•Narrower coding to reveal specific 
relationships

•Reflexive annotation and note taking
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My coding approach included features of grounded theory. A recursive and 

iterative relationship emerged between data and analysis which allowed me to identify 

important themes/subthemes and compare them with empirical outcomes (Charmaz, 

2001). But simultaneously, my coding approach did not assume that such themes 

emerged organically or inductively from the data. Categories, methods, and concepts draw 

upon existing social relationships (Harvey, 1973). I approached my data with a refined set 

of research questions in mind, recognizing that research is not only socially and historically 

contingent, but responds to the normative expectations that researchers have in relation 

to the data (see Burawoy, 1998; Sayer, 1992). I used this approach to try and strike a 

research balance where I could articulate relationships between emergent and existing 

urban theory, while also highlighting specific/general aspects and local/national scales of 

planning in the early 20th century.  

2.3. Stage three: Reading and discourse analysis 

The documentation collected in stage one, and coded in stage two, was at the 

same time subjected to an intensive program of discourse analysis (stage three). I used 

discourse analysis as it is a central analytical tool of qualitative social science, and it 

assumes that language acts relationally with non-textual social components to provide a 

window into social life (Fairclough, 2003). Discourse analysis can be thought of as a social 

process of meaning-making, where acts of analysis lead to new interpretations, which are 

in turn informed by the researcher’s subjective position. Drawing on Fairclough’s (2003) 

interpretation of discourse analysis, which in turn derives from Foucault, I aimed for a 

balanced view of my research subject(s) as I thought through the ways in which my 

collected texts “worked” together in relation to particular geographical and temporal 

contexts – through a micro view of the text itself, and through a macro view of the social 

processes and power relationships that contextualize such discourses. I paid attention to 

the use of particular words and phrases within texts, the social and geographical contexts 

in which such language is used, as well as the larger events and ideologies that framed 

such texts (Dittmer, 2010; Fairclough, 2003). I identified discursive patterns across 

research materials (words, phrases, references, assumptions) that revealed the 

ideological biases of such texts and their authors, while at the same time rejecting the idea 

that there can be any “true” interpretation or meaning associated with a text.  
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At the same time, consistent with a genealogical approach, I attended to particular 

moments in which land use knowledge coalesced and fractured – noting the ways in which 

particular land use discourses inhered at the scale of the nation (see Chapter 3), and how 

they concretized and/or ruptured when they touched down locally in Winnipeg and 

Vancouver (see Chapters 4 and 5). During this stage (which occurred recursively with 

stages one and two), I paid specific attention to how land use was conceptualized and 

spatialized in relation to property, how deviant places and practices were identified and 

framed, how categories of waste emerged and were deployed through planning schemes 

of improvement, and how such processes might have led to marginalization and/or 

exclusion. I analyzed how planning, in different moments (and in different cities), acted to 

promote and reinforce particular spatializations of land use. I worked to produce a 

genealogy of land use and give unique insights into the complex and intertwined history 

of planning and property in Canada, Vancouver, and Winnipeg.  

2.4. Methodological issues 

There were a few issues that arose during my archival research process. The first 

was a problem of geography and spatial delimitation. For example, archival files were 

rarely named consistently, and even more rarely categorized according to geography. A 

file titled “planning” or “plans” might have referred to a set of comprehensive land use 

guidelines for an entire city, or it might have applied to a single neighbourhood and refer 

to a community plan defined in consultation with local stakeholders. City-level planning 

process documents and guidelines were the easiest texts to procure and analyze, yet such 

documents rarely revealed specific details about neighbourhoods, parcels, or property 

owners. At the same time, localized community plans and property owner protests did not 

often tell much about larger frameworks such as planning law or municipal guidelines. I 

attempted to address this issue by gathering a large pool of data on each city from multiple 

sources and record groups (journal articles, city correspondence, planning department 

records, bylaws, official reports, and more), engaging in a recursive process that looked 

at city-level documentation that referred to areas of immediate planning concern, then 

looking at more specific documentation concerning such areas. 

One example that illustrates this recursive process of data gathering involved the 

shifting of municipal boundaries in both Vancouver and Winnipeg in the early 20th century. 

The City of Vancouver annexed municipalities such as Point Grey and South Vancouver, 
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while ward boundaries shifted, and urban expansion occurred in the City of Winnipeg. 

Scales of analysis and urban growth thus became important dynamics within my archival 

work. I accounted for urban growth by paying close attention to how these cities grew and 

changed over time, and by thinking of them not just in terms of rational, hyper-bounded 

geographies, but in terms of their jurisdiction and planning “reach.” As I worked through 

the historical record, it became clearer which geographies were of interest, and were the 

most appropriate for analysis – sometimes with unexpected results. For example (and as 

I detail further in my empirical chapters) in Winnipeg, the suburbs emerged as a site of 

concern, as did disaggregated collections of individual parcels across the city; in 

Vancouver, the West End and the Kitsilano Reserve stood out as deviant areas.  

A second issue was related to the temporal scope of the project. While data were 

collected within a wide range of dates (~1910-1945), it was difficult to tell which date range 

most accurately reflected the moment of urban reform planning in Canada, a situation that 

resulted in more data being collected than was needed. Further complicating this issue, 

date ranges of interest were significantly different between my two study sites, and some 

important documents even pre- or post-dated my temporal scope. Moments could not be 

discretely bounded within any well-ordered range of dates. In Winnipeg, planning occurred 

in fits and starts from approximately 1910-1936, and there were significant gaps in the 

archival record throughout the 1920s which had to be filled in through a review of 

professional journal articles. In Vancouver, on the other hand, the planning record was 

strong throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, but before and after those dates the records 

were sparser. In both cases, I did not collect documents based on predetermined date 

ranges, as it emerged that documents and plans created over a longer period of time in 

each city spoke to a moment of “urban reform.” In other words, data collection strategies 

were adjusted to fit the needs of each research site, and periods of interest only became 

clear as I explored the archive. 

A third issue was related to emergent tensions within planning and across sites 

around ideas of “land use,” “waste,” property, and the like. Such concepts were not 

consistently defined across such vast geographies or even within specific place-based 

contexts, and disjunctures became evident as my archival research proceeded. For 

example, as I outline in the dissertation, categories of “waste” were manifested in a much 

different manner in Winnipeg than in Vancouver. Different words were used in different 

(historical and geographical) contexts to say similar or even remarkably different things. 
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For example, even when the word “waste” did not always appear (as in the case of 

Winnipeg), underlying categorizations of deviance and nonconformity remained. Even 

when property logics were seemingly the same across cities, land use outcomes were 

highly divergent. I had to remain attuned to a diverse multiplicity of etymology and 

conceptualization as I worked through the records. Such tensions, while sometimes 

difficult to deal with, have I believe led to a richer final analysis, where I have been able 

unpack diverse categories of land use, waste, planning, and property while recognizing 

that conceptual definitions across sites will not, and likely cannot, be fully reconciled with 

each other. 

A fourth issue relates to law. While this study is not strictly one of legal codes, law 

plays a key role in how cities have developed in Canada, and I had to be attentive to the 

host of statutes, policies and plans that exist across scales of jurisdiction. Municipalities in 

Canada are created through provincial legislation, and municipal government activities 

can only proceed under the authority of the provincial government (see Tindal & Tindal, 

2009). Spatially, codes and legislation relating to town planning and zoning have required 

close attention, because they affect provincial and municipal jurisdictions in overlapping 

ways. Temporally, law presented a challenge because legislation has changed 

significantly over time, and at different times according to jurisdiction. Winnipeg and the 

Province of Manitoba present a key example of this issue. For example, the contemporary 

City of Winnipeg has authority to draw up land use plans within its boundaries, but these 

plans are subject to provincial law in the form of the Town (City) Planning Act, which has 

undergone multiple revisions since its original inception in 1916. The seemingly 

comprehensive report of the first Winnipeg Town Planning Commission, issued in 1913, 

had no legal authority to regulate land use because there was no Town Planning Act at 

the time. However, land use planning activities after 1916 were valid (even if they were 

disorganized) because they fell within the mandate of provincial law. Likewise, in 

Vancouver, land use planning and zoning could not legally occur until the Province of 

British Columbia passed a Town Planning Act in 1925. While I did not specifically trace 

the similarities and differences between provincial and municipal codes in this study, I 

have paid close attention to when laws were enacted and the powers that they contained, 

details which I expand upon in the empirical chapters.  

Fifth, there were logistical issues associated with the physical archives. 

Notwithstanding the fact that my research sites were thousands of kilometres apart and 
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required multiple visits for each, there were navigational issues that occurred at each 

institution. Each archive has a specific manner of operation unique to that institution, and 

archivists act as the gatekeepers of the archive. Methods of searching for, accessing, 

viewing, and gathering materials differ across sites. Methods of storing and coding 

materials also differed significantly. I had to learn the “rules” of the archive in each case, 

which was at times a time-consuming process. In every case, I drew on the expertise of 

archival professionals. In some cases (particularly in the case of Winnipeg), archivists led 

me to materials I would never have found otherwise.  

Finally, the data pool of this study was primarily limited to archival materials related 

to planning. While these materials were incredibly rich, they were also biased insofar as 

they communicated official state and institutional narratives at the expense of others, 

which were rendered invisible. As mentioned previously, the voices of powerful key actors 

were strongly represented within the planning archive, while the voices of those 

marginalized and oppressed by planning were difficult to find. Protests against land use 

planning were primarily articulated by property owners, a group that due to the distribution 

of liberal rights through private property was given the power to speak to city government 

and bureaucracy, while the voices of renters, “squatters,” and other non-propertied urban 

inhabitants were for the most part muted. Another key example of archival silencing relates 

to issues of settler colonialism. While cities like Vancouver and Winnipeg are highly 

inflected by ongoing processes of settler colonialism (Dorries, Henry, Hugill, McCreary, & 

Tomiak, 2019; Edmonds, 2010; Hugill, 2017; Stanger-Ross, 2008), the planning archive 

is remarkably silent on the issue. Planning professionals preferred to frame urban land in 

Canada as being fully possessed by White settlers, and ongoing processes of Indigenous 

dispossession are rarely addressed in the archive, save for the example of the Kitsilano 

Reserve given in Chapter 5. However, the absences in primary documents were also 

telling, as they indicated dimensions and categories ignored by planners and politicians. 

While a fuller story of early modern planning would need to find ways to fill these 

omissions, I believe that my focused and comprehensive program of archival research 

has been able to tell a unique story that adds significant theoretical and empirical depth to 

the existing corpus of urban literature. The land use insights presented here contribute to 

a deeper understanding of the links between planning and property in Vancouver, 

Winnipeg, and Canada, and hopefully suggest a way forward for those resisting 

marginalization, exclusion, and displacement. 
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Moving on from methods, the following chapter is the first of three empirical chapters, 

and it is meant to be read as a freestanding paper. Published in 2019 in the journal 

Planning Theory and Practice, the chapter provides a general overview of the early 

development of Canadian land use planning and outlines its relationship to people, 

property, and ideas of waste. Through a scoping review of professional journal articles 

from the early 20th century, the chapter highlights the perspectives and key messages 

being communicated to Canadian municipalities by professional planners. It also 

shows how such planners perceived and evaluated nascent planning activities in the 

growing cities of Winnipeg and Vancouver in relation to normative planning ideas being 

communicated at the national scale. This chapter outlines the planning activities and 

ideologies that such cities were expected to take on, and it sets the stage for chapters 

4 and 5, which more specifically outline the development of planning in Winnipeg and 

Vancouver through the work of planners and officials in those cities. 
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Chapter 3.  
 
“Laissez faire has had its day”: Land Use, Waste, and 
Propertied Improvement in Early Canadian Planning 

Originally published as: Wideman, Trevor (2019). “Laissez faire has had its 
day”: Land Use, Waste, and Propertied Improvement in Early Canadian 
Planning. Planning Theory & Practice, 20(5), 689-710. 

3.1. Introduction 

Urban planning has long used land use control to guide urban development, and 

land use has become a ubiquitous part of contemporary planning discourse. Yet as 

planning theorists and legal scholars have observed, the banal and everyday character of 

land use control can make it seem detached from the everyday lives of people or problems 

of property (Blomley, 2017; Krueckeberg, 1995; Valverde, 2005). While contemporary 

planners often use land use controls to mediate controversies involving quality of life, use 

and exchange value of property, and rights of owners, the underlying logics of such work 

are often unquestioned, and their effects on people and property can potentially go 

unnoticed, particularly among the general public (Lombardo & Wideman, 2018). However, 

in early 20th century North America, the situation was different. In this moment of urban 

reform, an emergent planning discipline contended with urgent problems around the uses 

of land and life, with legal controls like zoning touted as a solution (see Fischler, 2007; 

Hodge & Gordon, 2014; Rutherford, 1984). I examine this moment in Canada (~1910-

1930) to articulate connections between land use planning, people, and property. My aim 

is not to provide a technical outline of the emergence of land use controls in Canada, but 

rather to interrogate widespread anxiety among early Canadian planners around 

questions of waste (see Gidwani, 2013; Gille, 2007). I examine how waste might have 

been used to encourage land use control and motivate the improvement of people and 

property. I think through the frictions that emerged when such planning ideas, mobilized 

through nationwide professional networks, touched down in the rapidly-growing western 

cities of Vancouver and Winnipeg. 

In this paper, I follow Valverde’s (2005) call to evaluate the effects of land use on 

people, as well as Blomley’s (2017) appeal in this journal for renewed attention to the 



49 

relationship between land use planning and property. Scholarship to date has only partially 

unpacked the multidimensional impulses behind planning-led waste discourses of the era. 

It has not fully explored how planners deployed waste as a motivator for land use control 

(Blomley, 2017). To address this lacuna, I consider how planners might have branded 

‘wasteful’ places and practices at multiple scales, while considering how such planning 

might have encouraged processes of improvement to transform or eliminate such waste. 

First, I outline my theoretical position via a literature review. I provide a working definition 

of land use and look to literature on Canadian (and more broadly, North American) land 

use planning of the early 20th century. I place this literature in relation to theories of waste, 

planning theory, property theory, and liberal political philosophy, to outline logics of 

improvement foundational to Canadian land use planning. Second, I describe case 

selection, data, and methods. Third, I outline discourses of waste deployed by planners at 

the national scale. I demonstrate how such discourses related to people and property, and 

briefly describe how they intersected with dimensions of race, class, and gender. Fourth, 

drawing on perspectives of planners at the local and national scale (as articulated in 

planning journals and conference proceedings), I examine how ideas of waste and land 

use planning programs touched down in Winnipeg and Vancouver. Finally, I conclude by 

discussing the implications of these early 20th century activities, arguing that they still 

deserve scrutiny.  

3.2. People and property: Theorizing land use and waste 

Scholars in planning, legal and urban studies have examined land use as the legal 

and material relationships among people, land, and things that organize space according 

to logics of highest and best use (see Blomley, 1998; Krueckeberg, 1995; Valverde, 2005). 

In North America, land use is manifested in daily routines of professional planning, through 

zoning codes, height restrictions, setbacks, and floor-space ratios, for example, as well as 

in everyday built forms, banal signifiers such as the development application sign, or 

quotidian fora such as the zoning variance hearing (Blomley, 2002; Lombardo & Wideman, 

2018; Valverde, 2005). Scholars have observed how land use often goes unnoticed to 

those outside of planning: in governing land parcels through use, the consequences of 

planning laws on people are often elided (Valverde, 2005). Krueckeberg (1995) asserted 

that land use logics tend to downplay who owns what – a question of distributive justice, 

while Jacobs & Paulsen (2009) demonstrated how land use planning can defend powerful 
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interests by allocating and protecting property rights. While contemporary planning laws 

might seem to focus only on land and its uses, “planning’s very reliance on property to 

organize land use […] triggers the mobilization of propertied interests” (Fawaz, 2017, p. 

379, emphasis mine). Even though contemporary land use laws seemingly govern person-

free and value-neutral geographies, they relate to people and property in important ways. 

The arrival of planning-led land use controls led to a significant qualitative change 

in the way urban land was managed (Rioux, 2013). I follow Blomley’s (2017) call for 

scholars to examine the historical emergence of land use and further crack open its 

relationship to people and property. I heed Blomley’s request for robust examination of 

waste in relation to land use, a topic which, drawing on Hays (1959) and Gille (2007), he 

states “runs as a constant, almost obsessive anxiety” throughout the early emergence of 

North American planning (Blomley, 2017, p. 356). Waste was of immanent concern to 

early planners. Legal mechanisms such as zoning were meant, in part, to address waste 

(Fischler, 1998; Rioux, 2013). But waste, both in historic and contemporary contexts, is a 

multidimensional concept that requires some unpacking.  

Planning scholars and historians of the progressive era in the United States have 

examined connections between land use, waste and efficiency. Indeed, the early 20th 

century conservation and urban reform movements (of which planning was a part), played 

a role in transforming a nominally wasteful (or inefficient) society defined by laissez faire 

economic logics through programs of efficiency (Hays, 1959). Reflecting Taylorist logics, 

efficiency, deployed through scientific organization and management, became an almost 

universally positive goal among progressive circles (Haber, 1964). This American drive for 

efficiency reflected abhorrence of waste across all sectors of municipal government 

(Schiesl, 1977). Planning and zoning would help correct “economically wasteful pattern[s] 

of land use” (Boyer, 1983, p. 3; Fischler, 1998; Hirt, 2014). This relationship between land 

use control and efficiency was also evident in Canada, where middle class reformers and 

planners responded to complex problems posed by immigration, urban development, and 

rural settlement (see Adams, 1917b; Caldwell, 2011; Gunton, 1979). A “cult of efficiency” 

developed within Canadian planning (Van Nus, 1979, p. 226). Reformers presented 

unregulated development as a disease (Rioux, 2013). Canadian practitioners promoted 

zoning to generate efficiency, while drawing on British planning ideas to motivate state 

intervention into housing and health (Caldwell, 2011; Gunton, 1979). Planning actors 
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framed municipal government as inefficient while promoting land use controls as a way of 

eliminating disorder and ameliorating social issues (Rutherford, 1974; Van Nus, 1979). 

Rich technical case studies of early land use planning in Canada have unearthed 

some of these connections. Studies of the origins of zoning in Toronto and Montréal 

identified how antecedent forms of building and land control from the mid 19th century 

influenced early 20th century land use regulations (Fischler, 2007, 2014; Hulchanski, 

1981). In Montréal building and land use regulation intensified from the 1890s-1920s, 

emerging from the wealthy suburbs of Westmount, Pointe-Claire, and Mount Royal 

(Bérubé, 2015; McCann, 1996; Van Nus, 1998). Such regulations provided a mechanism 

for maintaining land values and promoting efficiency and presented a standardized 

planning template from which other cities could draw (Bérubé, 2015; McCann, 1996; 

Rioux, 2013).  

However, while studies of the progressive era have unearthed motivations behind 

land use control, categories of waste are rarely unpacked and are often thought of in 

relation to efficiency. But waste represents more than inefficiency, and increased 

efficiency does not guarantee waste reduction – elements can be classified as waste no 

matter how efficient a system is (Gille, 2007). Here, Gille’s (2007) idea of the waste regime 

is instructive, as it shows waste as a potent discursive force, a source of moral, social, 

and cultural anxiety that produces sociomaterial effects. Waste regimes are 

multidimensional and change across time (Gille, 2007; Moore, 2012). Waste represents 

“matter out of place” and “a concept out of order” (Gille, 2007, p. 22). It has an immanent 

spatiality that emerges through processes of classification and evaluation. For planning, 

the spatiality of waste involves questions of land use, property ownership, and jurisdiction 

tied to the land parcel (Blomley, 2017; Lepawsky, 2012).  

Renewed interdisciplinary attention to waste enables reconsideration of the past 

with an eye to present-day effects. While historic definitions of waste may differ from the 

contemporary era, land use planning logics have a legacy extending to the enclosure of 

private property (Porter, 2010). Imperialist and (settler) colonial projects of improvement 

acted to dispossess and/or (re)orient land and people according to specific uses and 

propertied norms (Porter, 2010; Rabinow, 1995). “Waste” land was synonymous with 

unenclosed or unimproved land, ready to be made into property through labour (Locke, 

1978). The relationship between waste and improvement is rooted in a liberal tradition of 
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utilitarianism, which posits that individual citizens are morally obligated to orient their 

actions toward the “greater good” of society (Mill, 2001; Reeve, 1986). Key liberal theorists 

such as J.S. Mill and Bentham believed waste was something to be despised. Mill (1978) 

was concerned with idle land, arguing that owners have a moral obligation not to waste 

their property. Bentham (1978) emphasized the importance of law and the state in 

optimizing property, denouncing governments that fail to intervene when selfish individuals 

leave land “wasted, barren, and almost abandoned” (p. 55). The work of Ricardo adds 

nuance here, as he channeled Malthusian ideas of scarcity to argue for improvement of 

land and populations, but also stressed that improvement was a category in which waste 

could appear – i.e., improvements could be insufficiently optimizing to meet the needs of 

the population (Ricardo, 1908; Rutland, 2015b).  

Canadian planning emerged from a utilitarian philosophical milieu, where state 

intervention was encouraged in the interests of upholding “proper” arrangements of land 

and people and encouraging prosperity and improvement (Blomley, 2005, 2017). Planners 

argued that regulation was important for the optimization of property and the development 

of citizens (see Rioux, 2013). “[T]he degree to which land [was] put to productive or 

wasteful use [became] a driving concern” which could be alleviated by enhancing the 

activities of the population and compelling them to use land to its utmost advantage 

(Blomley, 2017, p. 356; Gidwani, 2008; Rutland, 2015b). Land use management 

strategies, backed by legal codes, were touted as a way of improving people and land, 

and reinforced through moral appeals towards the greater good (Caldwell, 2011; Hodge 

& Gordon, 2014). Utilitarian motivations still underpin contemporary planning programs 

that negotiate between individual and property rights under the ethical imperative of 

serving the public interest (Campbell & Marshall, 2002; Harper & Stein, 1999).  

“Land use” seems to present a utilitarian conjuncture between planning and 

property, where waste is to be eliminated through processes of improvement. Importantly, 

for planning, waste is an economic and biopolitical concept (Foucault, 2010). Planning-led 

waste regimes can apply to land and property, and, by extension, capital (Blomley, 2017; 

Rutland, 2018). In such a theorization, waste indicates people and/or land cast off as 

useless, empty, or superfluous along interconnected lines – waiting to be improved and 

given value (Cantor, 2017; Dillon, 2014). Gidwani (2008) has usefully demonstrated how 

property-led improvements depend on the categorization of land (and activities on that 

land) as waste. Economic waste (particularly in relation to property) is classified as being 
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outside circuits of capitalist political economy, waiting to be enclosed, regulated, and given 

value to serve a normatively defined population (Gidwani, 2013; Gidwani & Reddy, 2011). 

The lives, energies, and activities of those who do not accede to normative standards are 

classified as biopolitical waste (in the Foucauldian sense), ready to be either cast aside 

as disposable, or improved through targeted interventions meant to “protect and improve 

[human] existence at the aggregate level” (Cantor, 2017; Rutland, 2015a, p. 850). Such 

waste categories are explicitly tied to dimensions of race, class, and gender, where people 

are categorized by their usefulness to capital (Dillon, 2014; Rutland, 2018; Tadiar, 2013).  

Such ideas resonate through the writings of early 20th century Canadian planners. 

Waste was a capacious category, deployed in relation to people and land in multiple ways 

across local contexts to motivate land use control. I aim to increase the critical historical 

understanding of Canadian planning by framing land use control through relationships of 

waste and improvement, showing how planning-led improvement was intended to act 

upon property parcels and human lives, efficiency being an outcome, and the elimination 

of waste appearing as a motivating factor for both.  

3.3. Why Winnipeg? Why Vancouver? Comments on case 
selection and methods 

Winnipeg and Vancouver may seem to have little in common. One is a landlocked 

prairie city that, while serving as a provincial capital and important regional service and 

manufacturing hub, long ago lost its dominant position among Canadian cities (Artibise, 

2012). Vancouver, by contrast, has become known one of the most dynamic cities in 

Canada with its planning programs hailed as an achievement (Peck, Siemiatycki, & Wyly, 

2014; Punter, 2004). Yet both were important sites for Canadian planning. Early on, 

professional planners evangelizing at the national scale looked at these youthful and 

rapidly growing western frontier cities as a sandbox where programs of correction (aimed 

at reorienting unruly conditions) might take root in tandem with schemes of prevention 

(which would counteract problematic tendencies) (Adams, 1917b, 1919; The First 

Canadian Housing and Town Planning Congress, 1912). With urban growth and 
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development in a fledgling state, planners were eager to implement comprehensive 

schemes in western cities before problems could take root (Adams, 1917a, 1917b).3 

Through living in Vancouver and Winnipeg I became curious as to whether and 

how historical practices and place-specific differences affected how planners categorized 

problems of people and land. My research suggested that discursive and legal techniques 

of land use have been used to mobilize improvement in (often marginalized) 

neighbourhoods (Wideman & Masuda, 2013, 2018). In Vancouver, planning programs for 

the Downtown Eastside have long taken a deficit view of the neighbourhood and used 

land use techniques to orient the community towards social and economic productivity 

(see City of Vancouver, 1965, 1971, 2014). Such frameworks have at times reduced the 

capacity of residents who envision alternative land uses and property claims (Blomley, 

1998). Likewise in Winnipeg, planning has shown an inclination towards aligning 

disinvested inner-city neighbourhoods with land use guidelines aimed at renewal and 

community balance (City of Winnipeg, 2011; Hugill & Toews, 2014; Wideman & Masuda, 

2013). Nonetheless, such improvement projects have come at the expense of 

disadvantaged populations, while unorthodox uses and property entitlements are often 

restrained or met with suspicion (Distasio & Kaufman, 2015; Smirl et al., 2004; Toews, 

2018). To understand how land use planning in these cities emerged, I examined 

Canadian planning publications, reports, and conference proceedings from the period 

which, taken holistically, give a sense of the actors and ideas travelling across the country 

and through these cities.4 Using Cooper and Hulchanski’s (1978) bibliography Canadian 

Town Planning, 1900-1930 as a guide, I analyzed n=119 relevant journal articles from the 

period using keywords such as land use, waste, and property, as well as those relating to 

Vancouver and Winnipeg. I coded each article using QSR’s NVivo Qualitative Analysis 

Software, drawing out themes and quotations through a recursive and iterative process 

 
3 Urban growth and development in Canada cannot be divorced from the logics of settler 
colonialism, nor can planning (Porter, 2010; Porter & Barry, 2016). However, planners of the day 
rarely make explicit reference to colonialism, even though the techniques they used are directly 
descended from those used to dispossess Indigenous peoples – indeed, Indigenous peoples are 
rendered invisible in planning texts. Instead, liberal democratic land use logics of the era (many of 
which remain today) seem to obfuscate or normalize settler colonial attempts to possess and settle 
land permanently, replace Indigenous populations, and facilitate opportunities for accumulation 
(see Hugill, 2017). 
4 There are limits to interpreting these historical sources. While they provide important insights into 
the motivations of planners of the time, they are not objective accounts, rather they are shaped by 
the social and cultural norms of the period (Burgum, 2018). 
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that found 71 free codes. I then analyzed these codes, identifying discourses of waste and 

improvement in relation to people and property, a process that grounded the argument 

presented here. 

3.4. Waste, improvement, and the land use planning 
evangelists of early 20th century Canada 

Many interrelated actors and organizations promoted planning in early 20th century 

Canada: I introduce four influential ones. First is the Commission of Conservation (COC, 

with their official journal Conservation of Life), established in 1909 to encourage 

conservation of natural resources and human life. By 1914 it promoted town planning to 

remediate/prevent unruly urban land uses and social conditions (Adams, 1920; 

Commission of Conservation, 1910; Conservation of Life, 1914). Second is British 

Canadian town planner Thomas Adams, expert advisor to the COC who promoted land 

use controls to generate desirable financial, social, and material arrangements (Adams, 

1919; Caldwell, 2011), Third is former Prime Minister of Canada W.L. Mackenzie King,5 

whose book Industry and Humanity (1918) outlined a liberal vision of how planning 

regulations would compel property owners to improve land. Fourth is the Town Planning 

Institute of Canada (TPIC, who also published a trade journal), founded in 1918 by Adams 

and others with the goal of determining optimal arrangements of land use for economic 

development and the enhancement of life (Buckley, 1920a; Caldwell, 2011; Cauchon, 

1921).  

Such actors promoted land use interventions to produce improvements in health 

and property values in service of a greater good (see also Blomley, 2017; Porter, 2010). 

A persistent concern with waste reflected a broader panic around property owners who 

were not being productive with their land (Blomley, 2017). Waste was both an economic 

problem, where failure to improve land generated loss of value, and a biopolitical problem, 

where individual and population-wide vitality was left unrealized. Such reform-led 

understandings of people and land were foundational as planning began to codify itself as 

a discipline in Canada. 

 
5 The longest serving Prime Minister of Canada (over 21 years), Mackenzie King was dedicated to 
liberal corporate ideas around technocratic modernization (Courtney, 1976; King, 1918). 
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In economic terms, Canadian planners believed controls were needed to correct 

and improve wasteful land uses caused by unregulated property subdivision and 

development. For Adams, the primary villain was the selfish property owner who would 

kneel before the “deadly doctrine of laissez faire” (Adams, 1921, p. 10). Adams (1916) 

was concerned that land left unimproved, due to speculation, caused financial harm to 

cities. Mackenzie King asserted that “private rights cease when they become public 

wrongs” (King, 1918, p. 518), a phrase that became a town planning mantra (see 

Ambrose, 1929; Cauchon, 1927). King proclaimed that “private ownership of land and 

capital [could] have but one justification […] community service” (King, 1918, p. 343). He 

identified planning as a method of achieving such goals (see Cauchon, 1927; King, 1918). 

Key players in the TPIC agreed, touting the value of land use/zoning legislation to 

generate improvement and efficiency and noting that an ideal community was designed 

“before the private rights begin to operate” so that “wasteful processes of reconstruction 

might be avoided” (Buckley, 1920b, p. 35). Compulsory land use planning was the solution 

to individualistic tendencies and waste. Property that was not being improved was reduced 

to waste(d) land, and practices which failed to add value were rendered as wasteful. 

Writing as TPIC president, Adams outlined how individual waste deriving from 

speculative ownership practices caused municipal waste through unnecessary 

expenditures for infrastructure improvements to service un(der)developed properties 

(Adams, 1921, 1926). Improvements (if underpinned by speculation) could be wasteful, 

having negative impacts on tax revenues, fiscal solvency, and the health and happiness 

of citizens at large (Adams, 1916, 1921). Likewise, the Journal of the Town Planning 

Institute of Canada (JTPIC) warned against the town which might “grow up on the method 

of land sweating and for the supposed benefit of a few real estate owners” (JTPIC 1922a, 

pp. 1, 2). Proper land use, promoted and regulated through planning, would avoid waste, 

promote improvement, and ultimately raise property values for a strong municipal 

economy.  

In biopolitical terms, early Canadian town planners believed that population 

energies were being wasted and failing to contribute to the greater good. For Adams, 

wasted energies were evidenced in the slum, a term reformers used to refer to immigrant 

working class urban neighbourhoods where poor health, insanitary housing, and 

immorality presided (Adams, 1918a). Such arguments often had racialized contours. 

While housing conditions of the day were undoubtedly appalling (Hodge & Gordon, 2014), 
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the figure of the immigrant added a racial dimension to planning interventions, as it 

signified those who needed to be normalized into an Anglo-Canadian way of living 

(Cauchon, 1921). Furthermore, planning invocations were often about preserving and 

improving the well-being of a White population (Rutland, 2017, 2018). For example, 

Mackenzie King highlighted the “race degeneration” and “general predisposition to 

disease” that occurred in working class areas, noting that “public opinion will no more 

tolerate the slum and overcrowded tenement” (King, 1918, pp. 323; 359). He admired 

planning as a means of controlling property (King, 1918). Thomas Adams agreed that 

slums where “foreign immigrants concentrate[d]” (Conservation of Life, 1914, p. 32) 

needed intervention to “conserve life and raise the standard of physique throughout the 

Dominion” (1915, p. 52). He denounced slum landowners: “there should not be property 

rights in dwellings […] that are a menace to the health, morality and well-being of the race” 

(Adams, 1920, p. 39). A frequent contributor to the JTPIC, Noulan Cauchon saw certain 

populations as more valuable than others and used xenophobic, White supremacist, and 

environmentally deterministic arguments to frame immigrant slums as biopolitically 

wasteful areas that could be improved through planning (see Cauchon, 1919, 1921, 1927, 

1928). 

Gender also worked in relation to biopolitical waste, as women were often called 

to address issues of propriety and moral reform among immigrant populations (see 

Rutherford, 1984; Valverde, 1991; Weaver, 1984). Women’s role in the urban reform 

project was to tend to the home (Korneski, 2009; Valverde, 1991). For Ethel Ambrose (one 

of the few women published by the TPIC) women’s energies were needed to deal with 

wastes of life and “arouse an enlightened public opinion to help people to see what is [in 

the slums]—what shouldn’t be there and what should be there” (Ambrose, 1929, pp. 88–

89; JTPIC 1925d). “What shouldn’t be there” were conditions of “debased citizenship,” 

“delinquency,” and “degeneracy of race” (Ambrose, 1929, p. 88). “What should be there” 

constituted homes and towns oriented towards the “best purposes of life […] free from 

haphazard and laissez faire methods of development” (JTPIC 1925d, pp. 21, 22).  

While planning practitioners warned of economic and biopolitical waste, such 

rhetoric needed to have municipal relevance. Planners, writing in publications distributed 

nationwide, saw Winnipeg and Vancouver as important sites where land use planning 

could be rolled out. I next look at how categories of waste were used to codify and assess 

these cities on the degree to which they complied with norms around economy and life. 
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3.5. “A little folding of the hands to sleep”6: ‘Wasted’ 
planning in Winnipeg 

Early Canadian town planners originally viewed Winnipeg as a planning pioneer. 

Located at the confluence of the Red and Assiniboine rivers, and a key industrial node 

connected by rail, road, and water to Canada and the United States, Winnipeg in the early 

20th century was one of Canada’s fastest growing cities as western colonization proceeded 

at the encouragement of the federal government. It hosted the First Canadian Housing 

and Town Planning Congress (1912) and was one of the first cities in Canada to appoint 

a Planning Commission to survey urban conditions (1911-1913) - even before the 

Province of Manitoba passed town planning legislation in 1916 (Artibise, 1975; Levin, 

1993). The original impetus for planning in Winnipeg came from a business-led coalition 

(the Winnipeg Industrial Bureau) that aimed to generate improvements in health, order, 

and efficiency (Artibise, 1975). This capitalist booster lobby expressed economic concerns 

around waste that were reinforced by visiting planners. Speaking to Winnipeg officials at 

their planning conference in 1912, American planning expert Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. 

pointed out that a growing city such as Winnipeg must pay attention to civic improvement 

through the “establishment of standards” for regulating use of private property (Olmsted, 

1912, p. 84). He exhorted them to “guard, so far as practicable, against [planning] in 

conflicting, wasteful, injurious ways, and […] guide its application in efficient ways” for the 

good of the economy (Olmsted, 1912, p. 81). The 1913 City Planning Commission report 

likewise extolled planning’s potential to eradicate wasteful ownership practices and 

generate economic and biopolitical improvements to the city: 

It is clearly a dictate of common sense to plan […] rather than to trust to the 
partial and divergent views of individual workmen; […] every bit of work 
carried out is done in the right place and in the right way, so that it need not 
be undone in the future and loss through waste is largely eliminated […] it 
is the highest economy, for in addition to producing the maximum of 
convenience […] it will conserve and promote the health of citizens and will 
enlarge and elevate the spirit of the common life (City of Winnipeg, 1913, 
p. 12). 

But as the COC observed in 1916, the 1913 report was simply a collection of well-

meaning ideas without legal backing (Conservation of Life, 1916; Levin, 1993). Even after 

Provincial land use planning regulations were implemented in 1916 (with Thomas Adams’ 

 
6 JTPIC 1927, 195 
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assistance), the legislation was non-compulsory, and reform-minded organizations had to 

engage in “propaganda work” to encourage municipalities to take on land use control 

(Conservation of Life, 1916, p. 89; Winnipeg Industrial Bureau, 1916). COC officials were 

disappointed at land use planning inaction in Manitoba, observing in 1918 that 

“comparatively little progress” had been made in relation to other provinces (Conservation 

of Life, 1916, 1918, p. 95). By 1920 Provincial and Municipal officials were blaming 

overcrowded slum housing and poorly used land on Winnipeg’s lack of regulation, stating 

a need to “eradicate[e] the system of self-seeking individualism which results in the glaring 

inequalities of distribution” (Harkness, 1920, p. 25). Social reformers also observed that 

economic waste from laissez faire development (particularly in “promiscuous” immigrant 

settlements of North Winnipeg), was generating biopolitical waste in the form of 

“inconvenience, discomfort, and danger from disease” and a “deteriorating influence on 

morals” (McLachlan, 1920, p. 23).  

The TPIC also had its eyes on Winnipeg, and announced in 1921 that Manitoba 

would make land use regulation effective by selecting a Provincial Town Planning 

Comptroller, Wilfrid E. Hobbs (Stoughton, 1921, p. 9). The TPIC praised Hobbs’ 

appointment, using economic arguments to encourage planning in Manitoba, and citing 

the need to “impose upon all property” street/zoning plans that would avoid “waste of land 

and cost of improvements” through “desirable restrictions [on] undesirable occupation” 

(Stoughton, 1921, p. 9). Hobbs would encourage “schemes of improvement” to deal with 

the “waste and inefficiency of planless development” in the province, which had resulted 

in “subdivisions that are frequently very faulty in their arrangement and in their relation to 

adjoining property” (Stoughton, 1921, p. 9). The TPIC positioned Winnipeg as a city that 

could be brought into the Canadian planning mainstream.  

Hobbs recognized that Winnipeg was falling behind the planning curve. In his 

articles for the JTPIC, he found the city’s land uses scattered, faulty, and in need of 

immediate correction (Hobbs, 1922a). Issues caused by unrestricted growth and suburban 

property subdivision had grown so acute that strong planning efforts were needed to 

generate civic improvements and align individual property interests with those of “the 

community as a whole” (Hobbs, 1922a, p. 32; see Figure 3.1). Hobbs, following a TPIC 

line, positioned such developments as outside of the municipal good and framed them as 

wasteful along four dimensions. First, they removed useful and economically beneficial 

agricultural land from circulation; second, they created vacant/idle land and decreased the 
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tax rolls in the inner city; third, they generated a need for infrastructure to serve a sparse 

and fledgling population; and finally, they led to increased taxes in the suburbs (Hobbs, 

1922a). Land use control would help solve problems of fragmentation, keep development 

costs to a minimum, and “[restrict] the area of development” (Hobbs, 1922a, p. 32). Hobbs 

used haphazard land uses as an indicator of the wastefulness of Winnipeg, using 

economic arguments to encourage business-minded city officials to implement the 

planning controls that they had for years resisted. Pointing to property owners’ tendency 

to produce “objectionable” forms of occupation, he explained how zoning would prevent 

loss, lock in values, and separate and stabilize land uses (Manitoba Free Press, 1922, 

p. 9). 
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Figure 3.1. Unruly land subdivisions on Winnipeg's suburban fringes (Hobbs, 

1922a). 

Land use control would communicate stability, generate improvements, and make 

the city attractive to property investors (see Artibise, 1975; Manitoba Free Press, 1922). 

Hobbs described how zoning could maintain proper family relations and racial exclusivity 

in Winnipeg, asserting that “the man who owns a home on a residential street does not 

want a store or a Chinese laundry to start up next door, and in most cases he does not 
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want an apartment block there either” (Hobbs, 1922b, p. 15). He provided an example 

from the newly-settled Rural Municipality of East Kildonan (now part of Winnipeg), 

outlining undesirable occupation and the triumph of zoning. Property owners there had 

revolted after an “individual commenced to build a two-roomed shack on a lot adjoining [a 

house] which had cost in the neighbourhood of $8,000” (Hobbs, 1923, p. 6). This class-

based land use conflict produced a municipal planning scheme to designate uses, 

reinforce boundaries, preserve the “character” of property, and achieve “reasonable 

uniformity in the value of houses in the same district” (Hobbs, 1923, p. 8). Yet planning 

successes were not common in Winnipeg. Inconsistencies in enforcement of the Town 

Planning Act, in addition to fiscal constraints in the Province post-WWI, created a class of 

property owners who militated against the perceived ineffectiveness of planning, which 

they believed would affect their property values (Hobbs, 1924). Hobbs framed such 

owners as wasteful, old-fashioned, and unwilling to improve, stating that they would do 

anything they wanted with their land “regardless of the effect on adjoining properties in the 

vicinity” (Hobbs, 1924, p. 14).  

Hobbs’ writings echoed planning concerns at the national level. John M. Kitchen 

(Secretary-Treasurer of the TPIC) saw planning in Manitoba as straying from TPIC core 

principles around land use control (Kitchen, 1925). An underlying concern was that 

planning was taking on a corrective role, dealing with land use issues in ad-hoc ways 

rather than systematically exercising authority over property and guiding development 

(Kitchen, 1925). Damning the “promiscuous subdivision” of land in Winnipeg’s suburbs, 

Kitchen condemned inadequate land use legislation for generating “evil fruit”: land being 

held out of productive use, creation of “fictitious values” through speculation, surplus 

building lots, and excessive demand for infrastructure (Kitchen, 1925, p. 12). Yet two more 

years of planning inaction followed. The TPIC published an eight-page outline of 15 years 

of ineffectiveness describing the “indifference and inertia” of a civic government that 

caused many planning proponents to give up (JTPIC 1927d, p. 193). “People are at least 

as important as property,” they declared; they poked fun at government actors who would 

bow in “religious terror” before “mere ‘property,’” as well as private actors who encouraged 

the “wild subdivision business [which] has been characterized by appalling stupidity” 

(JTPIC 1927d, pp. 196; 199). They praised the rational, scientific, and neutral methods of 

land use planning which could correct and prevent such ills by setting apart use districts 

and protecting them from invasion by “wrongly located” uses (JTPIC 1927d, p. 194).  
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For the TPIC, Winnipeg was being economically wasteful while “wasting ten years 

of the time and voluntary service of some of [its] most responsible citizens” (JTPIC 1927d, 

p. 200). This “waste of energy” was a “waste of public opinion” – where the public was left 

uneducated and resistant to town planning ideas (JTPIC 1927d, pp. 199; 200). The TPIC 

observed wastefulness with despair in the coming years, marvelling at “how long it takes 

some city council business men to see the obvious first steps to effective planning” (JTPIC 

1930a, p. 16). They would have to continue waiting. Winnipeg’s appointment of a Town 

Planning Commission in 1930, while seemingly progressive, was seen by the TPIC as a 

self-interested “waste,” as its membership (aldermen and hand-picked citizens) 

represented property interests in the wealthiest areas of the city (JTPIC 1930c, p. 89). For 

the TPIC, Winnipeg was a lost cause: 

The successive city councils in Winnipeg […] are no nearer to a rational 
concept of the advantages of town planning than their predecessors in 
1912. […] it seems to be high time for the electors in Winnipeg to look 
around for twentieth-century city council (JTPIC 1930b, p. 129). 

While momentum around planning in Winnipeg (as in many Canadian cities) collapsed 

during the Great Depression (Hodge & Gordon, 2014), the city had spent almost two 

decades being “wasteful,” and remained aloof to planning ideas of improvement and the 

greater good.  

3.6. Regulating Vancouver 

Pre-WWI, Vancouver was Canada’s most important Pacific port, and a site of 

industry and growth. Growth came with problems, as planning proponents at the national 

level noted. In 1915, Adams published an open letter to Vancouver planning enthusiasts 

that outlined a city “suffering in a special degree” from poorly used land and real estate 

speculation: he encouraged a regional development scheme backed by planning 

legislation (Adams, 1915, p. 57). For Adams, the city needed land use planning to avoid 

economic and biopolitical waste by ensuring the “proper and efficient carrying on of 

business” and the “provision of satisfactory and healthy living conditions of the people” 

(Adams, 1915, pp. 57; 58; 59). Adams asserted that comprehensive planning was required 

to tame the land of British Columbia for the greater good of the Dominion (Adams, 1918b, 

1919). While these sermons were not unique, Adams’ commentaries on Vancouver 
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outlined broader concerns and urgencies around implementing planning and preventing 

waste.  

Despite ongoing efforts by Adams and others, British Columbia did not implement 

land use planning until 1922, when the wealthy Vancouver suburb of Point Grey (perhaps 

drawing inspiration from regulations in Montréal, see McCann, 1996), passed a zoning by-

law even before the province adopted a Town Planning Act (JTPIC 1922b). Planners 

described Vancouver of the early 1920s as a “dreary jumble of handsome villas and 

Chinese shacks” (JTPIC 1926, p. 3). The Point Grey by-law aimed to maintain aesthetic 

appeal and exclude the “social evils” of Vancouver – whose slums were “carrying away 

an appalling wealth of young life into the grave of despair” (JTPIC 1922b, p. 23). “Nature,” 

Point Grey civic officials lamented, “has done everything for us and […] we are wantonly 

tumbling her work into ugly ruin and squalor by bad city building” (JTPIC 1922b, p. 23). 

“Bad city building” was tied to a lack of land use control needed to prevent private property 

owners from “destroy[ing] the vista of a beautiful street of beautiful homes by jamming an 

apartment house close to the curb” (JTPIC 1922b, p. 23).  

Vancouver found its by-laws inadequate for regulating land use on a city-wide 

scale. Council spent too much time dealing with property issues and attempting to “find 

solutions for vexing individual cases which [were] constantly before it” (Walker, 1925, p. 

9). Thus members of the TPIC addressed the city council, assuring them that 

improvements would accumulate if they implemented a “system of zoning under which 

certain property is restricted to a certain purpose” (Sharp & Walker, 1925, p. 11). Zoning 

would “guide the development of a growing city into the proper channels,” provide a “check 

upon the […] improper subdivision of land,” and “avoid the waste of public money” (Sharp 

& Walker, 1925, p. 11). The city soon heeded this advice. In 1925 both Vancouver and 

Point Grey appointed town planning commissions, and the Provincial Legislature passed 

a Town Planning Act, giving power to councils that “desire[d] to save their towns from the 

evils and waste of jumble building” (JTPIC 1925c, p. 14). The TPIC fell over themselves 

in admiration of the Town Planning Act, declaring it “one of the best and […] most humane 

documents ever placed before a legislature in the furtherance of a great public good” and 

praising the manner in which it would address “waste and misfortune” (JTPIC 1925a, p. 

9). They rejoiced over the impending demise of the “old orgy of land speculation, with its 

wasteful concomitant of unimproved land lying idle for decades” and hailed a new era 

where the “disposition of lands” in Vancouver would be controlled by “modern town 
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planning” (JTPIC 1925b, p. 3). “Hideous erections” such as the “Chinese slums” would be 

prevented, and the improvement of people, land, and procedure could go forward, as 

Vancouver could augment and/or replace existing by-laws administered by elected 

officials with a comprehensive zoning by-law managed by a citizen-led volunteer Town 

Planning Commission (JTPIC 1925a, p. 11; Smith, 1926). This transition, described by 

Vancouver City Engineer A.G. Smith in the JTPIC as the replacement of an “old machine” 

with a “new machine” (Smith, 1926, p. 9), would facilitate the elimination of waste and the 

improvement of property through land use control. 

Land use planning work in Vancouver immediately followed the hiring of St. Louis-

based expert planner Harland Bartholomew, an economically-minded professional for 

whom the “improvement of Vancouver” was a goal, and whose methods appealed to the 

city’s businesspeople and propertied elites (Bartholomew, 1928, p. 237; Bottomley, 1971; 

Weaver, 1979). The TPIC was pleased that the “real estate brotherhood” of Vancouver 

had become “ardent advocates of the whole town planning project,” as it would help 

stabilize land use conditions and prevent wasteful speculative investment in a city where 

“raw land” had been transacted, but “only used to the extent of about one per cent” (JTPIC 

1926, p. 3). The TPIC organized its 1927 Annual Meeting in Vancouver, “mark[ing] a new 

epoch in Canadian planning” (JTPIC 1927b, p. 52). Given the importance of such 

conference settings in promoting ideas and learning about the city (see McFarlane, 2011; 

Temenos, 2015), the Vancouver Town Planning Commission (VTPC)7 was eager to use 

the forum as a chance to show the national body preliminary results. Tours would give 

out-of-town professionals a glimpse of the improvements land use planning could 

generate. Using examples of Shaughnessy and Point Grey, Vancouver’s most elite 

neighbourhoods, the VTPC tour would compare orderly land uses in first-class residential 

areas with neighbouring uses (JTPIC 1927b). 

The Vancouver Branch will be able to show […] the messing of Granville 
Street, where handsome houses are neighboured by flimsy and ugly stores 
and apartment tenements jamming the sidewalk, with fortuitous 
manufactories sprawling where gardens and tennis courts should be. The 
contrast will show the meaning of planning better than many books and 

 
7 The VTPC is notably still in existence as the Vancouver City Planning Commission (VCPC). 
However, in 1952, the VTPC was stripped of its planning powers and was replaced by a 
professionalized planning department. The VTPC, renamed the VCPC in 1972, soldiers on as a 
lay advisory body to city council, even though their power is greatly diminished (City of Vancouver 
Archives, 2019). 
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indoor exhibitions and will generate some sympathy with manufacturers 
operating in the wrong place (JTPIC 1927b, p. 52, my emphasis). 

The underlying assumption was that wasteful land use conditions could be improved 

through planning, ensuring a proper place for every building, and a best use for every 

property parcel. 

Housing was also of concern to conference participants. In his address, Toronto 

engineer and frequent JTPIC contributor A.G. Dalzell used Vancouver as an example of 

a city suffering at the hands of speculative private interests (Dalzell, 1927). Unchecked 

developments generated economic waste in the form of high taxes and costly 

infrastructure, but even more so, for Dalzell, it had biopolitical effects that endangered the 

health, welfare, and home life of the citizens (Dalzell, 1927). Improvement was tied directly 

to property ownership, which achieved its highest form in a single-family dwelling that 

could promote proper gender relations and the “best type of family life” (Dalzell, 1927, p. 

103; JTPIC 1927b). Attendees were reminded that land values were more stable and 

improvements less costly in a wealthy, planned area like Shaughnessy than in poor, 

unplanned areas where people were “accustomed to the congestion of population […] in 

the old lands overseas” (Dalzell, 1927, p. 104). The overcrowded housing of Vancouver’s 

immigrant working classes was framed as a wasteful consequence of an outdated order, 

which needed to make way for use-based forms, instituted through town planning and 

epitomized by the single-family home (Dalzell, 1927). Journal editor Alfred Buckley 

declared to the assembly that “laissez faire has had its day and wrought mischief enough,” 

noting that “the disposition of buildings is intensely important” and a prerequisite for 

planning to be able to provide “decent housing” and “civilized living for the common 

people” (JTPIC 1927a, p. 141). Planners identified Vancouver’s most problematic area, 

the one furthest outside the planning norm, as “a derelict portion of the city […] east of 

Main Street […] where the houses have become old,” and suggested demolishing old 

housing “for sanitary reasons,” creating vacant land and creating new “workmen’s 

housing” in its place (JTPIC 1927a, pp. 141–143). 
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Figure 3.2. Comparing proper and improper uses (Bartholomew, 1928). 

The TPIC extolled the Vancouver Conference: the selfish logics of private property 

were being replaced with land use logics (JTPIC 1927c). But they also warned that 

“blighted streets and contiguity of slumdom” would remain indefinitely if development 

continued along “the present lines [where] owners speculate in the extravagant land 

values associated with [the slums]” (JTPIC 1927c, p. 119). The slum problem would be 

solved, however, if the city exerted planning control over the disposition of land and 

buildings, after which residents of wealthier areas could relax, because “they [would be] 

spared the whole sickening business of watching their chosen home environment 

mutilated by laissez faire” (JTPIC 1927c, p. 122). Here, implicit links were made between 

the slum and the old evils of speculation, and between magnificent neighbourhoods and 

modern scientific land use planning.8 For the TPIC, Vancouver was becoming the most 

advanced and progressive city in Canada, with no effort wasted (JTPIC 1927c). 

A few months after the conference, Horace Seymour, engineer in charge of the 

Vancouver plan, reported on the “improvement project” occurring in Vancouver, noting 

that property owners were gaining a deeper understanding of “the disadvantages of 

unregulated growth, as evidenced by the intrusion of buildings erected for incongruous 

uses,” and were pushing for land use control (Seymour, 1927, p. 216). Less than a year 

later in 1928, Bartholomew and the VTPC published a comprehensive plan for the City of 

Vancouver, the first such document produced for a Canadian city (see Bartholomew, 

 
8 Similar discursive logics were used by Montréal planners of the early 20th century (see Bérubé, 
2015; McCann, 1996; Rioux, 2013). 
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1928). The TPIC observed that “there is no more important work being done in Canadian 

cities at the present time” (JTPIC, 1928, p. 156). Comparing Vancouver to other unnamed 

cities, they noted there were “City Councils yet existing who do not take kindly to sharing 

any of their responsibilities” and that “this spirit has been has been responsible for the 

sterility of certain town planning commissions” (JTPIC, 1928, pp. 155–156).9 The TPIC 

framed the comprehensive planning of urban land as the highest improvement that a city 

could attain. Vancouver’s plan was the best that Canada had to offer (JTPIC, 1929).  

The completion of the Bartholomew plan and Vancouver’s adoption of a 

comprehensive zoning by-law allowed the TPIC to declare the city’s planning “complete” 

(JTPIC, 1931, p. 29). Vancouver’s land use planning method was a model for 

improvement to be emulated by cities and bring them planning success (JTPIC, 1931, p. 

31). For the TPIC, the implementation of land use planning in Vancouver was a significant 

historical event that shifted the relational logic of property and propriety to the scientific 

logic of the parcel (JTPIC, 1931). To proponents, the advent of comprehensive planning 

marked the moment where Vancouver transitioned from a young city seized by the chaos 

of wasteful and speculative land development, to one whose land uses were properly 

improved, ordered, and planned along rational lines (JTPIC, 1931). 

3.7. Discussion and conclusion 

In this paper I have looked to early 20th century Canadian planning and examined 

discourses originating from planners at the national scale in relation to the two “frontier” 

cities of Vancouver and Winnipeg. I articulated relationships between land use, waste, 

and the improvement of people and property. Within such discourses, waste gestures to 

non-normative, or suboptimal elements that require improvement - i.e., people and 

activities that are outside of the (greater) public good, and land use that does not represent 

highest and best use. In this sense, waste was productive and motivated rationalized land 

use systems that could solve problems of people and land. 

In early Winnipeg, local actors championed broader planning ideas as a panacea 

for urban conditions caused by over 40 years of relatively unchecked property 

 
9 Published less than a year after the TPIC’s extensive indictment of poor planning in Winnipeg, 
there can be little doubt here as to which city they are referring to. 



69 

development. Boosterish elites viewed land use control as a way of eliminating wasteful 

consequences of growth (misused property, poor health/housing) while still encouraging 

civic improvement. National planners were initially pleased to see Winnipeg following their 

advice, and found hope in the Province of Manitoba’s implementation of land use law. 

However, despite efforts of local proponents, land use control remained a primarily 

hypothetical rather than practical pursuit. Winnipeg officials refused to relinquish control 

over land use in the face of resistance from conservative property owners. Thus, according 

to national planners, Winnipeg continued wasteful land use and wasted energy, waiting 

for improvement. By the early 1930s, land use conditions remained almost as unruly as 

they had been when controls were first touted.  

Vancouver in the 1910s was also dealing with disorganized property development 

while national planning actors pressured the city to enact land use controls as a mode of 

improvement. Yet local actors were reluctant until property owners in the wealthy suburb 

of Point Grey adopted zoning controls to exclude wasteful activities and land use 

associated with the central city. After provincial planning legislation passed in 1925, 

Vancouver planners targeted wasteful property practices (speculation, idle land, 

unimproved housing, unorganized development) through comprehensive planning and 

land use controls, while touting their achievements to Canadian planners more broadly. 

Local experts used conferences and articles to practically demonstrate how land use 

planning could ameliorate wasteful, laissez faire property ownership practices (the logical 

outcome of which was the slum), to a properly improved terrain, codified according to use 

(and exemplified by exclusive neighbourhoods like Point Grey and Shaughnessy). 

National planning promoters touted the “Vancouver method” as a model for improvement 

and made derogatory references to cities like Winnipeg whose planning was framed as 

wasteful. Vancouver’s embrace of land use planning was viewed as an embrace of 

modernity, where waste and disorder would be subsumed into, and improved through, the 

techno-rational use-based codification of the parcel.  

While planning was implemented differently in these two cities, categories of 

waste, defined at both the national and local scales, played a role in framing people, 

places, properties, and processes that were outside of a normative planning vision, and 

that required improvement and rationalization through land use control. Local planners 

saw the problems that planning evangelists taught them to see, and local examples 

reciprocally reinforced such ideas. Property issues such as excessive land subdivision, 
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speculation, and idle land constituted economic waste, while immorality, disease, and poor 

housing (with their accompanying class-based, gendered, and racial dimensions) 

represented a biopolitical waste of human energy. Land use controls, legally regulated 

and applied to the property parcel, were meant to eliminate such wastes and correct 

conditions associated with individualistic ownership practices by disciplining property 

owners to improve their land and improve broader living conditions. Such parcel-based 

codifications could be scaled up to the neighbourhood, where wasteful (often immigrant) 

areas could be improved and aligned with those of governing elites. This 

waste/improvement dialectic also applied to entire cities: Winnipeg by the 1930s was 

framed as wasteful, while Vancouver was making steps towards improvement by 

attempting to normalize people and property according to a liberal democratic land use 

vision. While frictions occurred in implementing planning ideas at the municipal scale, land 

use acted as an inert container within which various forms of waste, presented as issues 

of property and life, could be subjected to processes of improvement. Indeed, what early 

planners often framed as a quest for efficiency was a process of valuation where planners 

were called to constantly guard against waste and ensure optimal improvement. By 

classifying and neutralizing problems of life and property as waste, planners advocated 

for abstract methods of improving and adding value to such formations.  

What do these insights tell us more broadly about land use and its relationship to 

people and property? Why might they matter to the contemporary planner? Planners have 

had to become flexible and creative in the ways that they use zoning techniques, deploying 

them for both exclusionary and inclusionary purposes, while attempting to navigate social 

issues and adhere to city mandates of collecting property taxes through development 

(Fischler, 2017). Yet some things have stayed the same: utilitarian impulses remain within 

modern planning conceptualizations around the public good (Campbell & Marshall, 2002), 

while issues around speculation, investment, and the proper uses of property abound 

(Rogers, 2018). Land use planning is still implicated in the establishment, maintenance, 

improvement, and protection of liberal-democratic property systems (Blatman-Thomas & 

Porter, 2018; Porter, 2010), processes which have excluded people across race and class 

lines (Boyer, 1983; Silver, 1997), and optimized certain lives to the detriment and 

exclusion of others (Rutland, 2017). Planning practices classified as waste in the early 20th 

century remain today, albeit in different forms (see Gidwani & Reddy, 2011). Categories 

of waste have not disappeared from planning, whether they are explicitly identified or not.  
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However, the legal and technical complexity of modern land use controls can allow 

planning practitioners to sidestep such issues using a “depoliticizing discourse of 

setbacks, building heights, and car parking requirements” (Blomley, 2017, p. 361). By 

managing the parcel, planning can retain and embed property logics through everyday 

practices while eliding foundational forms and subsuming concerns around people and 

land into a tidy, yet relatively opaque logic of land use. But this depoliticized veneer falls 

away when looking at the impulses behind the inception of land use planning in Canada. 

The implications here for practice are various, but planners need to be attentive not only 

to the legacies of dispossession and exclusion behind land use, but to the fact that 

planning schemes of improvement have a wasteful concomitant. In producing an optimal 

arrangement of property under a liberal democratic regime, something or someone will be 

left out and categorized as waste/wasteful. Professionals should acknowledge alternative 

understandings of property and land use, mobilized by people on the ground, outside of 

those considered highest and best, and move land use beyond the abstract. “Dominant 

formulations of property, land use, and real-estate development [can be] unsettled” 

(Dozier, 2019, p. 192). A “creative articulation and assertion of people-place relations in 

land use decision-making” could allow a more inclusive place-based regime of 

connectedness and responsibility to emerge (Van Wagner, 2013, p. 313). Land use 

thinking is not a priori, but neither has it disappeared from planning: land use regimes 

warrant increased and continuous attention and transformation. 
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The following chapter is the second of three empirical chapters, and it is written as a 

freestanding paper. The chapter was published in 2020 in the journal Urban 

Geography. Drawing on and building upon insights in chapter 3, chapter 4 goes on to 

look at relationships of land use planning, people, property, and waste as they 

manifested in early 20th century Winnipeg, Manitoba. Through two short case studies, 

and using material from the archives of the City of Winnipeg and Province of Manitoba, 

the chapter looks at the ways in which Winnipeg officials took up normative land use 

planning ideas being communicated by national professionals. Further, it assesses if 

and how powerful planning ideologies around the avoidance of waste were used to 

motivate the improvement of people and private property. The chapter ultimately shows 

that professional planning ideas had limited purchase in pre-war Winnipeg and were 

used selectively to uphold particular arrangements of private property. Following this 

in chapter 5 the dissertation moves over to Vancouver to look at similar discursive 

logics. 
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Chapter 4.  
 
Property, waste, and the “unnecessary hardship” of 
land use planning in Winnipeg, Canada.  

Originally published as: Wideman, Trevor (2020). Property, waste, and the 
“unnecessary hardship” of land use planning in Winnipeg, Canada. Urban 
Geography, doi: 10.1080/02723638.2019.1698866 

4.1. Introduction  

The improvement of land towards a so called “highest and best use” is a core 

function of planning in the liberal democratic state, and recently, land use and its specific 

relationships to people and private property have begun to receive renewed attention 

within the academic literature (see Blatman-Thomas & Porter, 2018; Fawaz, 2017; Porter, 

2014; Roy, 2017), despite often going uncontested within planning practice (Blomley, 

2017; Valverde, 2005). Indeed, in viewing and controlling the city as a collection of uses, 

contemporary land use planning practices often appear as neutral, technical, and apolitical 

processes in which questions of people and property do not figure. Yet land use planning 

is political, and this paper builds on an emerging body of scholarship to historicize and 

interrogate relationships between planning and property within planning theory and 

practice. Furthermore, drawing on Blomley’s (2017) call for renewed attention to logics of 

waste within planning, and building on an important emergent literature on waste within 

geography and the social sciences writ large (Dillon, 2014; Gidwani & Reddy, 2011; Gille, 

2007; Millington & Lawhon, 2018; Moore, 2012), I examine how waste has operated in 

relation to land use planning, people, and property. More specifically, I look at relationships 

of land use, people, and property in early 20th century Canada, and observe how waste 

logics, outlined and circulated by professional planners at the national scale to encompass 

both wasteful planning practices and wasteful land uses, touched down in the frontier city 

of Winnipeg, Manitoba, one of the most economically successful and ethnically diverse 

Canadian municipalities of the interwar era (see Kobayashi & Preston, 2015). I look at the 

ways in which planners and city officials, driven to add value and apply improvement 

schemes, took up discourses of waste in codifying people and land as idle, unproductive, 

aberrant, and/or unhealthy. I show the differential effects of powerful planning-led waste 

discourses in a local context. 
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But why Canada, and why Winnipeg? Canadian land use planning of the early 20th 

century has not received too much recent scholarly attention (notable exceptions include 

Bérubé, 2015; Fischler, 2014; Rioux, 2013), while Winnipeg planning of the same era has 

suffered a similar fate (see Artibise, 1975; Levin, 1993; Toews, 2018). While this lacuna 

is in itself an argument for a more robust scholarship, perhaps even more compelling is 

that the specific dimensions of land use planning in Canada and Winnipeg, particularly in 

relation to private property, have been critically un(der)explored (notwithstanding Blomley, 

2017), with much scholarship tending to focus on the structuralist and/or functionalist 

aspects of planning. Furthermore, such scholarship has rarely dealt with logics of waste, 

despite the ubiquity of the term within early 20th century urban reform discourse (see 

Blomley, 2017; Schiesl, 1977) What is clear, however, is that a land use focus is of 

importance, as recent scholarship on Winnipeg has revealed a long time planning impulse 

toward putting so called underproductive land ‘to work’ (Hugill & Toews, 2014; Toews, 

2015, 2018; Wideman & Masuda, 2013).  

Building on existing planning scholarship, I historicize planning in Winnipeg from 

1911 (when planning ideas first took root in the city) onward, then I outline two moments 

of municipal land use management from the economically depressed 1930s, after which 

activities paused at the advent of World War II. I analyze archival documentation, 

newspaper articles, and the published writings of professional planners, drawn primarily 

from the archives of the Province of Manitoba and the City of Winnipeg, to tell a story of 

(allegedly) deviant land use and (seemingly) chaotic planning energies. I sketch out 

examples of local planning activity in relation to an intense enthusiasm around land use 

planning at the national scale. I first trace the bureaucratic structures and decision-making 

activities of the Special Committee on Town Planning/Zoning Board through 1936, then 

summarize the development of a municipal housing scheme from 1936-1938. Through 

these short cases, I show how land use controls were (or were not) deployed within 

depression era planning in Winnipeg, and examine the highly-selective ways in which 

logics of waste were implicated in the evaluation and correction of people and property. 

Planning politics in Winnipeg ultimately involved a set of waste discourses that varied from 

than those used by national planners. In one case, local planners went against dominant 

planning practices and their solutions to waste. In another case, they aligned themselves 

more closely with such practices. In both cases, they upheld private property. Ultimately, 

this paper proposes that the exhortations of the high priests of Canadian land use planning 
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(and their ideologies of waste) had differential purchase among municipal actors in 

Winnipeg, and that private property ownership was prioritized in land use struggles. I 

contend that this focus on local conditions is useful, as it allows for a more robust 

understanding of early Canadian planning and can reveal how such circumstances might 

have wider contemporary resonance in terms of the relationship between land use 

planning and property in the liberal democratic city. 

4.2. Theorizing land use planning and property 

Urban planning scholarship has identified land use planning (and its legal form, 

zoning) as an important method of bounding, classifying, and managing urban space in 

the liberal democratic state (see Dennis, 2000; Fischler, 1998; Silver, 1997). Yet despite 

the importance of land use, contemporary land use planning often appears as a legalistic, 

neutral, and apolitical practice (Blomley, 1998, 2017; Lombardo & Wideman, 2018; 

Valverde, 2005). Under a land use regime, the city becomes a banal and seemingly self-

evident landscape of buildings and land parcels, regulated through setbacks, zoning 

codes, height restrictions, and others into which questions around people and rights can 

be subsumed (see Valverde, 2005). However, land use planning is political: it is a 

normative and value laden practice that uses logics of improvement to solve problems 

around people and property (Blomley, 2017; Ranganathan, 2018; Rutland, 2018). Land 

use planning processes act to maintain liberal regimes of private property – they “enroll 

private property in order to achieve desired ends,” and in doing so, planning and property 

become mutually imbricated (Blomley, 2017, p. 353). 

Recent scholarship has questioned the propertied foundations of the liberal 

democratic city. Bhandar (2018) has shown how race and property have been co-

constituted through legal projects of land claiming and dispossession. Others have 

demonstrated the important role of private property in the establishment and maintenance 

of the city under processes of settler colonialism, a process that entails the active land 

dispossession of Indigenous peoples and their replacement by settlers (see Edmonds, 

2010; Hugill, 2017; Simpson & Bagelman, 2018). Safransky (2017) has shown how 

planning acts as a mechanism for putting so called vacant land to work in the liberal 

democratic city, and how debates around urban space are intimately connected to those 

around property and race. Still others have considered property as “a race-making 

institution” that shapes how urban space is produced and reproduced, while also offering 
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an important set of alternative possibilities for marginalized and dispossessed peoples to 

redefine the city (Bonds, 2018, p. 575; Bonds & Inwood, 2015; Roy, 2017). Such 

scholarship is valuable insofar as it offers tools for exposing the exclusionary and 

dispossessory ideologies behind private property and land use regulation. But it has done 

less to deconstruct the (foundations of) everyday mechanisms of land use (planning) 

and/or elucidate their relationship to property, a project to which this paper is meant to 

contribute. Indeed, relationships between land use (which describes location and utility) 

and property (which outlines ownership, citizenship, and rights) are complex, and 

geographers, planners, and legal scholars alike have noted that such relationships require 

unpacking (Blomley, 2017; Jacobs & Paulsen, 2009; Krueckeberg, 1995).  

Planning arguably ‘sees’ property according to the ownership (or classical) model 

of property, which assumes clear title to a bounded parcel, held by an individual or entity 

with a superior right to exclude others from their land (Blomley, 2004; Singer, 2000). 

Liberal democratic planning is grounded in the work of classic political theorists such as 

Locke and Petty, who believed that property could be claimed and secured through 

individual labor and cultivation, and whose theories were used to justify the taking of land 

by settlers (Bhandar, 2018; Porter, 2010; Rutland, 2018). The utilitarian political theories 

of Mill (2001), Bentham (1978), and Ricardo (1908) supported planners who believed that 

the state needed to regulate property for the ‘greater good’ of society (see Bhandar, 2018; 

Blomley, 2017). Of note here is that the benefits of property, authorized and reinforced 

through planning, were meant to accrue to White settlers, or those who might take on the 

cloak of whiteness (see Dorries, 2017; Harris, Cheryl, 1993), while Indigenous territorial 

rights were left out of conversations around planning and private property ownership 

(Dorries, 2017; Moreton-Robinson, 2015). Such conversations, which occurred frequently 

in Canada and the US in the early 20th century, instead centered around property 

regulation and the development of technocratic land use controls that would replace or 

enhance older controls like restrictive covenants, building codes, and nuisance law 

(Blomley, 2017; Hulchanski, 1981; Valverde, 2011). For actors in this era, effective 

planning required municipalities to view the city as a neutralized landscape, surveyed, 

bounded, and legally controlled according to specific uses, with the ultimate goal of 

facilitating improvement and generating economic value across the urban terrain (Blomley, 

1998, 2017; Valverde, 2011).  
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But as geographers and others reveal, planning processes of improvement have 

often evidenced a concomitant concern with waste (Blomley, 2017). Logics of waste are 

diverse and nuanced, but they generally signify social and material elements viewed as 

useless, superfluous, and waiting to be given value along multiple lines (Cantor, 2017; 

Dillon, 2014; Gidwani & Reddy, 2011; Glucksberg, 2014; Millington & Lawhon, 2018; 

Moore, 2012). Economically, waste refers to land, objects, or activities that are not fully 

enclosed/regulated by capitalist processes, and that need to undergo processes of 

improvement/valuation (Gidwani, 2013; Gidwani & Reddy, 2011; Goldstein, 2013; 

Millington & Lawhon, 2018). Biopolitically, waste is related to (often state led) practices of 

management that aim to optimize populations in terms of their health and productivity, 

where people/things/activities framed as aberrant are classified as in need of 

transformation into a normatively improved state (Cantor, 2017; Foucault, 2010; Rutland, 

2015). According to Cantor (2017), biopolitical waste can be defined as materials that 

threaten public health, as well as populations considered disposable, dispensable, 

surplus, or worn out (i.e., wasted, suboptimal) - in other words, problematic elements that 

motivate biopolitical practices. Drawing on such work, I consider waste as being defined 

by people, things, and processes that (are meant to) fall away when normative 

understandings of improvement are upheld.  

Elements and activities considered to be outside of improvement can be 

considered wasteful, or as waste – even when they are not specifically named as such. 

Here I am drawing on sociologist Zsuza Gille’s concept of the “waste regime,” which 

identifies waste as a distinct, yet dynamic, social category (Gille, 2007). Waste regimes 

represent hybrid institutional discourses that describe people, objects, and activities that 

are “out of place” and “out of order,” and that produce moral, social, and cultural anxiety 

in the interests of motivating social interventions (Gille, 2007, p. 23). Such aberrant and 

deviant elements are primed for improvement and/or rendered as governable objects to 

be made into commodities or resources (Gille, 2007; Moore, 2012). In relation to urban 

planning (an explicitly biopolitical practice, see Blomley, 2017; Rutland, 2015) and private 

property, waste has been a constant anxiety, discursively deployed in multiple ways 

depending on context.10 Planning has long been concerned with people and things that 

 
10 Many scholars of the progressive era have investigated waste in relation to the relentless drive 
for efficiency in early 20th century urban governance, which was inspired by the introduction of 
Taylorist modes of production (see Haber, 1964; Hays, 1959). Very few, by contrast, have looked 
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are not contributing to a normative good, or that threaten the ‘highest and best use’ of 

land, and in the process, populations have found themselves ostracized across 

intersections of race, class, and gender (Angotti, 2013; Porter, 2010; Rabinow, 1995; 

Rutland, 2018; Sandercock, 2003; Silver, 1997). Important here is that under liberal 

democracy, processes of wealth creation through private property often act to marginalize 

particular human subjects (Mbembe, 2014; Tadiar, 2013), and that such subjects can find 

themselves subjected to exclusion (Porter, 2014; Roy, 2017).  

4.3. Situating Winnipeg 

While it is not the primary analytical focus or theoretical framework of this study, it 

is important to historicize and contextualize Winnipeg as a settler colonial city, a fact that 

has been noted by numerous scholars (Hugill & Toews, 2014; Perry, 2016; Toews, 2018). 

A settler colonial city is one where Indigenous peoples have undergone active 

displacement/dispossession and (attempts at) replacement at the hands of capital 

accumulation strategies employed by settler populations (Hugill, 2017). In Winnipeg, 

located on Treaty 1 territory, the lands and land use practices (and attendant economic 

and political structures) of Indigenous peoples living in the Red River area, which 

according to Métis scholar Norma Jean Hall (2015), have long been based on cooperation, 

need, sharing, and mutual support, began to gradually be displaced/overlaid from the mid 

19th century onwards (see also Dorries, Hugill, & Tomiak, 2019). At this time, Western 

Canada began to be ideologically framed as wasted/unproductive land by the Canadian 

state, instigating processes that included the surveying and legal codification of land as 

private property, the placing of (White) settlers to cultivate and improve the land, and the 

exclusion of (often Indigenous led) alternative visions and relationships to land (Toews, 

2018). Similar processes occurred across Canada and the United States, where Lockean 

ideas of commonly held and/or uncultivated land as waste helped to justify representations 

of land as a tabula rasa to be claimed, cultivated, and improved through the application of 

settler labor, and where those unwilling to do so “were deemed to be in need of 

improvement as much as their waste lands were,” resulting in loss of land, life, and 

sovereignty (Bhandar, 2018, p. 8; Goldstein, 2013; Tully, 1980). In Canada, Indigenous 

land uses and knowledges were rendered wasteful, placed outside the purview of capital, 

 
at the relationship between waste and the improvement of people and property, a lacuna that this 
paper seeks to fill.  
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ready to be dispossessed and improved through settler knowledge (see Hird, 2016; Hird 

& Zahara, 2017). 

Land use planning (in nations like Canada, the United States, and Australia in 

particular) has been implicated in settler colonialism through the establishment and 

maintenance of (urban) property regimes (Blomley, 2017; Porter, 2010; Toews, 2018). 

Indeed, Porter (2010) has demonstrated how contemporary techniques of land use and 

property management in settler colonial states have antecedents in techniques used to 

instigate colonialism and dispossess Indigenous peoples (see also Bhandar, 2018; 

Blatman-Thomas & Porter, 2018; Rabinow, 1995). This fact is notable in relation to early 

20th century planning and formation of the western Canadian city, where the violent 

transformation of Indigenous land, land uses, and activities into a landscape dominated 

by Anglo-Canadian property continued (Abbott, 2010; Blomley, 2003; Perry, 2016; Toews, 

2018). At the same time, Indigenous peoples and their understandings of land, while 

remaining a potent and formative presence in the Winnipeg/Canadian urban landscape 

(see Kozminski, 2009; Toews, 2018), were rendered invisible within the planning archive, 

as land was assumed to be possessed by settlers (see Moreton-Robinson, 2015). 

Planning advocates at the national scale, and at the local scale in Winnipeg, ideologically 

framed urban land as being fully owned under a White liberal property regime, even as 

their actions attempted to further entrench private property using methods directly 

descended from those used to populate the prairie west with settlers (see Adams, 1915; 

Commission of Conservation, 1910). Even though settler colonial logics of possession 

were normalized through planning, and within the archival record, they still provide 

important context for planning activities occurring in Winnipeg in the early 20th century. 

4.4. Land use planning and the emerging Canadian city 

In early 20th century Canadian city, the organization of land was of crucial 

importance. In this era defined by immigration, rural settlement, and urban growth, 

individual owners (who were not using land ‘properly’) and racialized immigrants (whose 

lifeways were deemed incompatible with societal norms) were targeted for improvement 

by politicians and social reformers (see Adams, 1917b; Blomley, 2017; Caldwell, 2011; 

Cauchon, 1921; King, 1918). To solve such problems, scientific land use planning, as part 

of the burgeoning urban reform movement, was deployed by the state as a mechanism to 



90 

orient social and material elements of the city toward an Anglo-Canadian normativity (see 

Caldwell, 2011; Porter, 2010; Rutherford, 1984; Weaver, 1984). 

Thomas Adams, British-Canadian town planner, was an important actor here - his 

writings drew on both British and American planning principles to outline normatively 

desirable urban formations (Adams, 1915, 1917b; Caldwell, 2011; Gunton, 1979). Adams’ 

ideas influenced two other key organizations: the Commission of Conservation (COC), a 

federal commission (1909-1921) dedicated to the conservation of life, land, and resources, 

and The Town Planning Institute of Canada (TPIC), which promoted rationalistic land use 

controls to improve socioeconomic conditions (see Buckley, 1920; Cauchon, 1921; 

Commission of Conservation, 1910; Conservation of Life, 1915). For such actors, land use 

planning and housing were concomitant concerns. Throughout the 1910s, Thomas Adams 

and the COC promoted (1) comprehensive, parcel based codifications of land use to 

generate civic improvement, and (2) government intervention into the housing and social 

conditions of the poor (see Adams, 1917b; Blomley, 2017; Conservation of Life, 1914, 

1918). These planners fixated upon aberrant elements of the city, and they outlined the 

detrimental effects of haphazard, laissez-faire11 ownership and development practices 

upon land and life (Blomley, 2017). As I demonstrate elsewhere (Wideman, 2019), 

Canadian professionals identified, mapped, and calculated economic waste in property 

speculation, idle/unimproved land, and the careless subdivision of land (see Adams, 1916, 

1921; Buckley, 1920), and biopolitical waste in the poor housing conditions of the 

racialized, gendered, and class denigrated slums, places that for planners emanated 

disease, immorality, and crime (see Adams, 1918; Ambrose, 1929; Cauchon, 1921).  

Planners believed that scientific planning approaches would ameliorate the 

wasteful expenditures and chaotic land use conditions of cities, and that social solutions 

would necessarily follow (Adams, 1915). Planning activities that fell outside of these 

recommended processes would not generate improvement, and hence were wasteful (see 

Blomley, 2017). In 1915, Adams outlined a systematic method of planning-led 

improvement, instructing cities to (1) survey the land, (2) obtain legal authority to place 

restrictions on the land, (3) prepare a comprehensive land use planning scheme, and (4) 

appoint a group of citizens to administer planning (Adams, 1915). Of these four, Adams 

 
11 By this I mean that control over land was concentrated primarily in the private hands of individual 
owners and property developers, free, for the most part, from municipal state interference. 
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identified the survey as the most essential step, as it would highlight land use problems 

and form the basis for planning interventions (Adams, 1915). This planning led focus on 

the survey is significant, given its importance as a tool for establishing a parceled and 

propertied landscape in settler colonial Canada (Blomley, 1998, 2003; Harris, Cole, 2002; 

Rogers, 2018). For early 20th century Canadian urban planners, however, the survey was 

not just about creating parcels, as it was during colonial settlement or in the creation of 

master planned “new towns” and suburbs, it also performed a more advanced function: 

maintaining and correcting an already existing regime of property parcels that was the 

legacy of so called haphazard and unplanned (urban) development (Kitchen, 1925; 

Saarinen, 1979; Seymour, 1923). 

Canadian planners at the national scale promoted rationalistic land use planning 

as a catch all solution to a myriad of ‘wasteful’ urban problems, which to them represented 

an “almost obsessive anxiety” (Blomley, 2017, p. 356; Wideman, 2019). But such ideas 

were taken up selectively at the municipal scale in Winnipeg. While questions around 

proper land use, poor quality housing, and social problems also animated Winnipeg 

officials, they were hesitant and inconsistent in placing controls on property. From this 

milieu, I argue, unique approaches to planning and land use emerged, as did geographies 

of marginalization and programs of correction.  

4.5. Winnipeg planning: Points of departure 

Winnipeg planning scholarship seems to agree that planning and development 

activities in the city have long been led and controlled by a small but powerful group of 

governing elites (Artibise, 1977; Levin, 1993; Toews, 2015, 2018), and before 1920, these 

elites were seen through the eyes of Canadian planning orthodoxy as highly progressive. 

Encouraged by a powerful business led coalition bent on growth and development (the 

Winnipeg Industrial Bureau), Winnipeg became one of the first cities in Canada to 

establish a Town Planning Commission (1911-1913) and hosted the First Canadian 

Housing and Town Planning Congress in 1912 (Artibise, 1975; Levin, 1993). The report 

of the Commission (which was composed of City aldermen and local experts) identified 

deviant urban processes that failed to generate improvement, and instead produced 

overcrowded and congested “slum territor[ies]” (City of Winnipeg, 1913, p. 64). Poorly 

planned land was directly linked to health, housing, and social conditions, and the 

commission recommended legislative action be taken to address land use, stating that 
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“effective development of a Zone System and Good Housing are intimately connected” 

(City of Winnipeg, 1913, p. 30). Proclaiming land use patterns to be “too haphazard,” the 

report echoed concerns at the national scale and called for a “comprehensive scheme for 

the City as a whole” to build it “into a convenient, beautiful mass without waste of material” 

(City of Winnipeg, 1913, p. 58). Yet this seemingly progressive report was simply a set of 

recommendations, as land use legislation was still forthcoming (Artibise, 1975; 

Conservation of Life, 1916; Levin, 1993).  

The work of this commission ended with the 1913 report, but planning activities 

resumed the next year under the advisory Greater Winnipeg Plan Commission (GWPC, 

composed of the mayor, four citizens, and technical staff, see Avent, 1943; Levin, 1993). 

Notably, the outbreak of World War I in 1914 severely limited GWPC activities, and land 

use planning was of little concern until Thomas Adams visited Winnipeg in 1915 (Avent, 

1943; Winnipeg Industrial Bureau, 1914).  Adams advised local elites that proper planning 

and improvement required legal backing, and his address sparked excitement among 

planning enthusiasts, who almost immediately began drafting provincial Town Planning 

Legislation (Adams, 1915; Winnipeg Industrial Bureau, 1915). This legislation, which 

represented the first attempt by Winnipeg/Manitoba organizations to place controls on land 

use, was passed in 1916 by the provincial legislature (Conservation of Life, 1916).  

However, the Planning Act was non-compulsory, so many municipalities, including 

Winnipeg, continued to rely on ad hoc interpretations of building codes in relation to 

individual parcels, and allowed owners to defer to restrictive covenants, instead of 

implementing comprehensive land use planning schemes (see Conservation of Life, 1916, 

1918; Dennis, 2000).12 While this was possibly due to financial and human resource 

restrictions during wartime, as Avent (1943) suggests, the GWPC’s inaction around land 

use planning was obvious to planners at the national level. For example, in 1917, Thomas 

Adams encouraged the city to prepare a land use scheme and “prevent the beginnings of 

bad development” (Adams, 1917a, p. 1). This advice was ignored by the aesthetically 

 
12 What has appeared to some scholars of early 20th century Winnipeg as “zoning” was actually a 
fragmented land use system of restrictive covenants, building codes, and health codes. Restrictive 
covenants, in particular, were used by developers to maintain exclusive neighbourhoods. As a legal 
form, restrictive covenants are less comprehensive and limited in their geographic reach than land 
use zoning, but more powerful in terms of exclusion (Artibise, 1975; Berger, 1964; Kramer & 
Mitchell, 2010; Toews, 2018). 
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oriented GWPC, who instead spent their volunteer hours designing grand boulevards and 

scenic driveways (Avent, 1928, 1943). In response Adams in 1919 wrote to Mayor Charles 

Gray, indicting the GWPC for being “too limited in the scope of its operations [having] kept 

too much to the field of beautifying the city and [paying] too little attention to industrial and 

housing problems” (Adams, 1919). These housing issues, which had been detailed in a 

City Health Department survey earlier that year, involved biopolitical waste associated 

with overcrowded and disease filled lodgings in the primarily Eastern European/Slavic 

immigrant quarters of the central city, whose populations were racially framed as deviant, 

second class Whites by Anglo-Canadian elites (Artibise, 1975; Hague, 1919; Toews, 

2018). The survey described conditions fueled by speculation and the poor use of land, 

railed that “too much sympathy is often wasted on the owners of such property,” and 

advocated for tweaks to building bylaws and health codes (Hague, 1919, p. 75). Adams 

argued otherwise, stating that land use control through “the new [Town Planning] Act” 

would help control subdivisions and solve housing problems” (Adams, 1919, p. 1). Adams' 

advice again went unheeded, and the ineffective GWPC ceased operations the next year, 

their efforts having been thwarted by an almost complete lack of municipal support (Avent, 

1928, 1943, p. 3). Such efforts were, by the definition of national planners, deviant, as they 

did not follow accepted norms of planning practice (see Adams, 1915). Indeed, the six-

year tenure of the GWPC was marked by their uncanny ability to remain outside of the 

wider Canadian planning zeitgeist - producing architectural drawings and aesthetic 

enhancements instead of land use surveys, maps, and legal codifications.13  

The demise of the GWPC meant temporary suspension of planning activity, and 

throughout the 1920s, Winnipeg’s ongoing aversion to land use control drew scorn from 

planning professionals across Canada, who saw the city’s actions as a “waste of energy” 

(see Hobbs, 1924; Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1927c, p. 199; 

Kitchen, 1925). Despite the Province of Manitoba’s promotion of land use planning to 

eliminate economic and biopolitical “waste” attached to slum properties and “planless 

development,” efforts were restricted to suburban municipalities that desired to control 

subdivisions and exclude undesirable uses (Hobbs, 1922, 1923; McLachlan, 1920; 

Stoughton, 1921, p. 9). It was not until 1928, when the TPIC and the Board of Trade (for 

 
13 This lack of land use planning and aversion to property control on the part of elites is particularly 
notable in relation to the momentous Winnipeg General Strike in 1919, during which working-class 
strikers railed against the logics of private property and sought to radically transform the liberal 
democratic capitalist foundations of the city (Kramer & Mitchell, 2010; Toews, 2018). 
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whom planning advocacy was meant to give a progressive veneer, see Artibise, 1975), 

along with the Tribune and Free Press newspapers, shamed Winnipeg city council into 

taking up the land use planning question once again (Avent, 1928; Journal of the Town 

Planning Institute of Canada, 1927c; Manitoba Free Press, 1922). Subsequently, 

Winnipeg began to implement land use controls and housing programs, but as I show over 

the following two cases, they did so in ways that often went against the advice of 

professionals at the national level. In the case that follows, I show how they rejected many 

dominant planning ideas around waste to reinforce the existing power of property owners. 

Here, officials often utilized planning practices categorized as wasteful or deviant by 

national planners, while also evincing an ongoing reluctance to regulate private property 

development or diminish the power of ownership.  

4.6. Land Use - Case 1: The Special Committee on Town 
Planning/Zoning Board (1928-36) 

4.6.1. The bureaucracy of planning 

Just as planning activities in Winnipeg were muted by the advent of the First World 

War in 1914, the city’s eventual adoption of land use planning and zoning controls in 1928-

29 was subdued by the Great Depression and the attendant collapse of the Canadian 

economy (see Avent, 1943). Regardless, Winnipeg demonstrated some commitment to 

planning. In 1928 City Council formed a Special Committee on Town Planning (SCTP) in 

an effort to replace its jumble of building bylaws and codes with a zoning bylaw (Avent, 

1928). That bylaw was implemented in 1929, at which time the SCTP also took on the 

functions of a zoning board/appeals forum (City of Winnipeg, n.d.). To outside 

professionals, it appeared that Winnipeg was ready to take on unruly land conditions and 

reject wasteful planning practices by taking up land use control (Avent, 1928; Journal of 

the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1927c). Yet what seemed to be a rational and 

progressive move was a façade. Rather than following the normative four step systematic 

planning method set out by Thomas Adams (and others), the SCTP from 1928-36 

approached planning selectively. For professional commentators, these four components 

made up proper planning. Practices outside of them were viewed as deviant and unable 

to produce improvement, and were hence categorized as “no small waste” (Journal of the 

Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1930b, p. 89, 1930a). 
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First, land use planning under the SCTP took place without a comprehensive 

survey of existing land use conditions, a practice that town planning experts agreed was 

essential for proper civic improvement (see Adams, 1915; Journal of the Town Planning 

Institute of Canada, 1927c, 1927b). Civic officials rarely examined how and where property 

owners were using their land, except when conflicts arose around individual parcels (see 

City of Winnipeg, 1931c). This situation sometimes led to expensive negotiations with 

owners around infrastructure improvements, or to lengthy appeals when owners protested 

use restrictions (see City of Winnipeg, 1932a).  

Second, the zoning bylaw had several unique aspects that demonstrated a lack of 

commitment to interventions into property rights, a practice that experts considered 

improper. Unlike the survey informed comprehensive zoning being enacted in other 

Canadian cities, the bylaw did “not of itself apply to any specific area of the city,” rather it 

allowed for use districts to be applied at whim by the SCTP/Zoning Board (Avent, 1928, 

p. 142; Bloomfield, 1982; City of Winnipeg, 1929; Journal of the Town Planning Institute 

of Canada, 1927a, 1931). Further, the bylaw allowed for appeals in cases where 

restrictions caused “practical difficulty or unnecessary hardship” to the owner, a vague 

clause that allowed for variances to be applied on highly subjective grounds (Avent, 1941; 

City of Winnipeg, 1929, p. 23). Finally, the zoning bylaw did not supersede previous 

bylaws, and existing land uses could continue indefinitely (unless they ceased for a 

continuous 12 month period), even if they were deemed incompatible with surrounding 

uses (Avent, 1928; City of Winnipeg, 1929).  

Third, even though it was framed as a necessary step to planning improvement, 

the SCTP refused to hire outside expertise to help prepare a comprehensive land use 

scheme, even after they charged city surveyor R.H. Avent with seeking out a town 

planning expert. While Avent received responses from some reputable planners, most 

notably Toronto planner A.G. Dalzell and Ottawa planner Noulan Cauchon, the search 

resulted in a dramatic expansion of Avent’s duties to Town Planning Engineer, city 

surveyor, and SCTP secretary (Cauchon, 1930; City of Winnipeg, 1930; Dalzell, 1930).  

Fourth, and lastly, the SCTP consisted of the Mayor and several aldermen, all of 

whom, as elected officials, businessmen, and property owners, represented real estate 

interests and lived in exclusive districts such as Crescentwood and Armstrong’s Point 

(Artibise, 1975; Avent, 1928; Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1930b; 
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Kramer & Mitchell, 2010). This contrasted with accepted planning practice, which called 

for land use planning to be managed by volunteer citizen experts from across a broad 

spectrum of civic life outside of the everyday politics of municipal government (see Avent, 

1931; Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1925, 1931). Bureaucratic 

attempts from 1930-32 to strip land use planning power away from council were rebuffed 

by aldermen, who succumbed to “endless bickerings,” and argued that citizens would lack 

planning expertise and be bound by “personal interests” (Journal of the Town Planning 

Institute of Canada, 1930b, p. 89; Osler, 1930). The TPIC accused Winnipeg officials of 

rejecting one of the “essential conditions of progress,” and even after a public referendum 

was held and bylaws were changed to support an independent planning commission, 

council continued to administer planning throughout the 1930s (City of Winnipeg, n.d., 

1931a; Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1930a, p. 129; Winnipeg City 

Clerk, 1931, 1932).  

Winnipeg’s unwillingness to adopt procedural norms was viewed as planning 

inactivity by outside professionals, who denounced the futile efforts of an ignorant council 

“still grubbing at the A.B.C.’s” of town planning (Journal of the Town Planning Institute of 

Canada, 1930a, p. 129; Wideman, 2019). Yet land use planning indeed occurred despite 

being slow and inefficient.14 Of note, however, is that property owners could exploit zoning 

restrictions if they desired to exclude certain uses from their neighborhoods, but they could 

also oppose zoning when it was perceived to have negative effects on their property. 

When the city tried to impose restrictions in the downtown business district, “stiff 

opposition was encountered from owners who wished no such interference with their 

speculative investments” (Avent, 1943, p. 2). Furthermore, owners who found their parcels 

bound by zoning had been given an escape clause, as land use exceptions could be 

granted if zoning was found to be causing them “practical difficulty or unnecessary 

hardship” (see Avent, 1941; City of Winnipeg, 1929, p. 23).15 In short, deviant, and thereby 

wasteful land use practices (identified by planners at the national scale) could be 

permitted, modified, or eliminated depending on the demands of property owners and the 

whims of the SCTP/zoning board. I illustrate this below through a selective overview of 

board rulings from 1929 to 1934, demonstrating that elected officials’ rejection of 

 
14 Zoning proceeded so slowly in fact, that by 1941 only 61% of the city had been placed under use 
restrictions (Avent, 1943). 
15 This clause was eventually removed from the zoning by-law in 1934 (City of Winnipeg, 1934a). 
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normative and rational ‘best practices’ meant that land use regulations were deployed in 

a limited and inconsistent manner - often with deference to private property owners – in 

ways that were considered aberrant according to professional planning logics of the day. 

4.6.2. The difficulty of decision-making 

A first set of SCTP decisions revolved around residential and commercial property 

owners (named below) who claimed that the zoning bylaw was causing them hardship 

(and arguably even producing economic waste), because land use restrictions prevented 

them from extracting value and making the highest and best use of their land. Regarding 

residential land use, the board granted a variance to W.G. Scott of the middle class 

McMillan neighborhood in May 1931 when he claimed it was an “unnecessary hardship” 

for him to “keep his proposed new building back to the seven ft. alignment” (City of 

Winnipeg, 1931c, p. 1), while in August 1933, a variance was granted to J.W. Taylor of 

the working class Alexander neighborhood, who claimed it would be unnecessarily difficult 

not to widen his veranda “to a useful width when reconstructing” (City of Winnipeg, 1933a, 

p. 2).16 Commercial operators likewise claimed that zoning was hampering their ability to 

conduct business. In August 1932, M. Wiseman (of the “Dainty White Co.” in working class 

Elmwood) was granted permission to erect a bottling plant on a lot zoned R1 (for a 

detached dwelling), having claimed that zoning was causing him “unnecessary hardship” 

as the “rear of the lot was laying idle” instead of being put to productive, revenue 

generating use (City of Winnipeg, 1932b, p. 2). In July 1934, Western Vinegars Ltd. in the 

racialized and working class North End was granted permission to expand their factory on 

the ground that it would be an “improvement on the former conditions,” despite the desire 

of some nearby property owners for the factory to be demolished (City of Winnipeg, 1934e, 

p. 1).  

A second set of decisions revolved around residential property owners who 

contested land use modifications they believed would negatively affect land values and 

hinder improvement. In these decisions, the SCTP often rejected zoning changes based 

on the protests of neighboring owners. In 1931, W.J. Christie in exclusive Crescentwood 

applied to convert his single family dwelling into a six suite apartment, stating that the 

 
16 Historic neighborhood characteristics drawn from Artibise (1975). 
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home was an “unnecessary hardship” (City of Winnipeg, 1931b, p. 1). Christie was 

rejected due to protests from neighbors, who claimed that an apartment building would 

“be seriously detrimental to […] the enjoyment of [their] home[s] and to the selling value 

of same” (City of Winnipeg, 1931b, p. 1). Residential property owners also took advantage 

of the SCTP to contest commercial, industrial, or alternative uses. In 1932, owners just off 

wealthy Wellington Crescent petitioned to have their block zoned R1 to “prevent the 

establishment of an auto repair and service station,” a condition that was granted (City of 

Winnipeg, 1932a, p. 1). A similar situation arose in 1933-34, when Jessie Scott applied 

for a commercial rezoning to increase the resale value of her property in the middle class 

West End (City of Winnipeg, 1932c). The variance was rejected after protests from nearby 

owners, one of whom claimed that residents “investment in their homes should not be 

prejudiced for the sake of the owner of a piece of land who could not be rated as other 

than a speculator” (City of Winnipeg, 1934c, p. 1). However, such owners did not always 

get their way. In 1935, 40 property owners tried to force a private boys school out of the 

elite Armstrong’s Point area, a request that was denied when it was found that the parcel 

had housed a school before zoning was implemented (City of Winnipeg, 1935). 

A third and final set of SCTP decisions could have been described as wasteful, as 

they deviated from professional planning wisdom around land use control, and many of 

these applied to properties in the marginalized North End neighborhood. In August 1933, 

J.A. Stechnicki requested that his vacant property be rezoned to allow for the bottling of 

soft drinks, a request that was inexplicably refused even after neighboring owners offered 

no objection (City of Winnipeg, 1933a). Likewise, in July 1934, a variance was denied to 

Joseph Swirsky who presented a petition for rezoning signed primarily by renters, a 

situation that prevented him from opening a confectionery store (City of Winnipeg, 1934d). 

Yet the SCTP also used their powers for seemingly charitable purposes. In April 1934, a 

city alderman intervened to push through a one year commercial variance on a residential 

property owned by a ‘Mrs. Malchikoff,’ a widow who was making a meagre living from 

running a small store (City of Winnipeg, 1934b). The variance was later extended “so long 

as her personal circumstances remain as present, such privilege to be personal and not 

extend to any assignee, heir or successor” (City of Winnipeg, 1936, p. 2). Here, land use 

was being governed through the category of the person, not the parcel, a legal 

circumstance that defied the supposedly scientific underpinnings of zoning (see Valverde, 

2005). 
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The SCTP went dormant in 1936, not to be revived until 1942, and throughout its 

eight year existence the committee was inconsistent in deploying land use controls, with 

officials bending the rules and either allowing or ignoring wasteful land use practices 

identified by planners at the national scale, usually giving the owner the benefit of the 

doubt as to the proper improvement and use of their parcel (see City of Winnipeg, n.d.). 

Indeed, there was an unwillingness on the part of the SCTP to view the city as a rational, 

scientific landscape, or to consistently discipline the private interests which could 

undermine rationalistic land use planning. Of course, as Valverde (2011) has noted, 

exceptions and variances are a core function of the land use control system - a way for 

property owners to contest and reshape seemingly rigid laws. But as City Surveyor Avent 

noted in 1941, planning/zoning activities in Winnipeg from 1928-1936 were simply a series 

of “endless conferences” with property owners who desired “variations of the restrictions” 

on their land, to the point where one SCTP member termed it the “dezoning board” (Avent, 

1943, p. 2).  Despite the admonitions of professionals at the national scale, the Winnipeg 

zoning board eschewed a veneer of objectivity and were transparently selective in their 

decision-making, deploying their own understandings of improvement while ignoring, 

downplaying or endorsing land uses that would have been categorized as deviant and 

wasteful by national planners. Through the evasion and modification of planning 

regulations, Winnipeg planners buttressed the claims of private property owners, allowed 

for improvement on their own terms, and generally attempted to ensure that land would 

remain in use. In short, the SCTP generally acted in favor of property owners - ignoring 

planning practices promoted by national planners and rejecting their definition of waste as 

something to be “solved” through zoning. Waste was, in this sense, productive of a certain 

type of “improvement,” as private property logics arguably became further entrenched.  

However, this waste regime became destabilized after 1936. In the following case 

of planning and housing, I demonstrate how Winnipeg officials became concerned with 

waste when facing an economic crisis of vacant land and a biopolitical crisis around 

substandard housing. Here, they selectively took up dominant planning ideas around 

waste in a bid to expand private property ownership.  
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4.7. Land Use - Case 2: The Special Committee on Housing 
Conditions and the Winnipeg Housing Company 

As soon as SCTP activities ceased in 1936, a different waste regime began to 

emerge in Winnipeg, one that more closely mirrored that which existed among national 

professionals, but still ultimately prioritized property owners. Here, biopolitical anxieties 

around ‘slums’ mingled with an economic need to put land ‘to work,’ and waste discourses 

were taken up selectively in ways that would serve the needs of the city. Echoing broader 

depression-era societal trends in Canada that stemmed from general economic collapse, 

a renewed emergence of reformist concerns around population welfare and land 

optimization emerged in 1930s Winnipeg (see Hulchanski, 1986). Winnipeg officials began 

to frame a long existing inner city housing situation as a crisis, and a general civic 

apprehension emerged around the health and morals of those forced to live in inadequate 

housing (McWilliams, 1936). At the same time regarding land, depression era civic officials 

faced a problem where over 11,000 parcels across the city, having been seized for 

nonpayment of taxes, were simply being left idle (Avent, 1943; Sara, 1937). In the late 

1930s, city officials schemed ways of improving wasted, vacant land through processes 

outside of the legalistic zoning plan, and surveys, public education, and the media all 

played a role in creating a ‘slum panic’ that underlined the need for immediate action. 

The city had been aware of poor inner city housing conditions since as early as 

1913 (City of Winnipeg, 1913; Hague, 1919). Yet serious housing solutions did not emerge 

until 1933, when the Building Trades Council (a group representing the construction 

industry) lobbied the city to allow private property owners to hire unemployed tradespeople 

and improve their properties to “[reclaim] deteriorated areas of the city to the advantage 

of the city assessment” (City of Winnipeg, 1933b, p. 1). While this scheme was not then 

entertained, a renewed momentum around housing occurred with the Government of 

Canada’s passage of the Dominion Housing Act in 1935, a scheme which released federal 

funds for provinces and cities to implement housing schemes and deal with laissez-faire 

urban development (see Hulchanski, 1986). That same year, Alderman R.A. Sara (of 

homebuilding company Aladdin Homes Ltd.) initiated a conversation with the Federal 

Minister of Finance as to the possibility of Winnipeg securing a homebuilding loan under 

the Act (Clark, 1935; Roberts, 1935). This request aligned neatly with a council 

recommendation from the same year that the city put tax seized land on the market (Sara, 

1937). These converging conversations led in 1936 to council forming a committee to 
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address housing issues in the city, the Special Committee on Housing Conditions (SCHC), 

which was chaired by Alderman Sara (Sara, 1937).  

For the city, a housing program was needed to solve two wasteful problems at 

once – that of life in the inner city, and that of land exemplified by empty parcels. One of 

the first acts of the SCHC was to undertake a survey of housing/social conditions, which 

compared “two central areas with the rest of the city” (McWilliams, 1936, p. 1; see Figure 

4.1). While the survey was only the most recent in a line of similar reports (see City of 

Winnipeg, 1913; Hague, 1919), it collated ten years of crime and health statistics and 

codified the inner city as aberrant in comparison to the functioning agglomeration outside 

it (McWilliams, 1936). Central areas were framed as a biopolitical and economic burden 

in the report: infant mortality, venereal disease, “defective children,” relief cases, and 

juvenile delinquency were all inevitably higher than elsewhere, while social services in 

such areas were much more costly (McWilliams, 1936, p. 10). Aldermen debated solutions 

to the housing problem in the report’s wake. Some believed in market solutions, noting 

that conditions would become more settled “as soon as private enterprise can cope with 

them […] if we leave things alone” (Winnipeg Tribune, 1937a, p. 11). Others were 

amenable to an agreement where the city would “[take] advantage of the Dominion 

housing loan […] to supply houses” (Sara, 1937; Winnipeg Tribune, 1937a, p. 11). Such 

houses would be built on tax seized lots and “sold as refrigerators were sold” at nominally 

affordable rates (Winnipeg Tribune, 1937a, p. 11). 
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Figure 4.1. “Selected areas” to be contrasted with the rest of the city 

(McWilliams, 1936, courtesy of the City of Winnipeg Archives) 

While aldermen debated solutions, the SCHC report generated a moral panic 

around slum conditions, and public support for government intervention into housing 

increased. In March 1937, Reverend J.W. Clarke appeared before the SCHC and urged 

them to solve the problem of central city slums, highlighting the importance of public 

education on the subject (Winnipeg Tribune, 1937a). Newspapers began reporting on the 

“dreadful housing conditions prevailing in the center of the city,” an “intolerable situation” 

where people were “living in conditions actually worse than dogs” (Winnipeg Tribune, 

1937a, p. 1). Winnipeg Free Press reporters inspected areas identified in the McWilliams 

report, finding overcrowding, “repulsive conditions,” and “a serious state of decay” in 
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dwellings that “violate every health rule and are both disease and fire traps” (Gray, 1937, 

p. 1; for similar examples from Halifax, see Rutland, 2018). Newspapers blamed greedy 

landlords and poor economic conditions for housing conditions, but they also lambasted 

the city, whose health and building departments were reluctant to wield bylaws against 

property owners (see Winnipeg Tribune, 1937b). The Winnipeg Tribune observed that “a 

number of interests would be vitally affected […] by any serious attack on the housing 

problem,” noting “the city has a direct economic interest in wringing the last bit of use out 

of worn out buildings, and is able to do so because the owner has no alternative”  

(Winnipeg Tribune, 1937b, p. 13). Housing costs were “out of economic harmony with the 

incomes of the occupants,” a condition made worse by those indulging in the “national 

passion for realty speculation” (Winnipeg Tribune, 1937b, p. 13). The Tribune, echoing 

concerns outlined in the McWilliams report, framed these actions as wasteful and called 

for government intervention, declaring that “waste is a social crime, and the wastes arising 

from chaotic profit taking in the supply of shelter are a blot on the national character” 

(Winnipeg Tribune, 1937b, p. 13, emphasis mine).  

While the media alerted the public to the horrors lurking in the slums, aldermen 

went on a speaking tour in April 1937 to further “arouse” the citizenry and drum up support 

for a housing scheme (Winnipeg Free Press, 1937, p. 4). Addressing the annual meeting 

of the Central Council of Social Agencies of Manitoba, Alderman Sara pledged to “attack 

the problem from all angles,” while Alderman McWilliams outlined the “cost of slums in 

terms of human life and crime” and asserted that bylaw enforcement was impractical 

because “it would just result in pushing people from one bad house to another” (Winnipeg 

Free Press, 1937, p. 4). Alderman Sara likewise addressed the Board of Trade, stating 

how overcrowded slums caused waste in the form of disease, crime, and moral 

delinquency (Sara, 1937). He used a stark and biopolitical metaphor to drive home the 

urgency of creating a housing plan, arguing that since the city was already spending 

millions of dollars on a sewage system, then they must likewise spend to “ameliorate […] 

intolerable slum conditions” (Sara, 1937, p. 31). For Sara, the slums were comparable to 

literal human waste: 

The sewage system will remove open sewers, the presence of which were 
visible and offensive to the eye and the nose, the danger of which was in 
plain evidence and definitely known. The cancer of our slums gnaws at our 
vitals, largely unseen and unrealized, but infinitely more dangerous, 
insidious, and fatal (Sara, 1937, p. 32). 
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In preaching to the Board of Trade, Alderman Sara argued that housing solutions 

should also put wasted, idle land to work. Tax seized properties, many of which were 

hooked up to city amenities such as sewer and water, were “not bringing in any taxes 

now,” and could be used for the building of homes (Sara, 1937, p. 25). The lots were, as 

Sara noted, “a burden on the existing tax payers” who were “obliged to produce sufficient 

taxes to take care of the non-producing property” (Sara, 1937, p. 25). The answer was 

one where “vacant properties would be put back on the tax roll” and “numbers of building 

artisans would be taken off relief” (Sara, 1937, pp. 28, 29). In June 1937, the Board of 

Trade communicated their general support for this scheme but argued that it must be 

business led and encourage property ownership. They were unsupportive of plans that 

provided direct government support to the poor or created public rental housing, but 

supported taking advantage of federal subsidies that would help non owners purchase 

their own lot, or existing owners improve their properties (Technical Bureau of the 

Winnipeg Board of Trade, 1937). The Winnipeg Housing and Property Owners association 

agreed, expressing their opposition to any scheme that might place a financial burden for 

housing upon taxpaying property owners (Epp, 2010). 

The SCHC thus prepared a housing program tailored to Winnipeg conditions. 

Responding to federal recommendations and business led concerns, the SCHC eschewed 

slum clearance and subsidized rental housing schemes (see Hulchanski, 1986). They 

instead formed a limited dividend joint stock company known as the “Winnipeg Housing 

Company” (WHC), which stood at arm’s length from the city to take in federal funds to 

build low cost houses on city owned lots (see City of Winnipeg, 1937b; Epp, 2010). The 

WHC, with developer/alderman Sara as co-director, became the legitimate outlet for the 

management and improvement of surplus urban land, and they opened a demonstration 

home in October 1937 to showcase the benefits of their scheme (City of Winnipeg, 1937a; 

Winnipeg Housing Company, 1937). The model home, as well as the housing program, 

were promoted via the media and a promotional brochure entitled A Home You May Own 

and Pay For Monthly (Winnipeg Housing Company, 1937; Winnipeg Tribune, 1937c, see 

Figure 4.2). The brochure outlined in detail how the housing scheme would eliminate 

wastefulness. Economic objectives included “utilizing vacant building property […] 

bringing back to the tax rolls land which has not been revenue producing,” while “assisting 

prospective owners in securing loans […] at a low interest rate” (Winnipeg Housing 
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Company, 1937, n.p.). Biopolitical objectives included putting idle hands and surplus 

labour to work, “providing employment […] in construction [and] in every business 

associated with the building industry,” and promoting health by “providing good housing 

at a price within the reach of the average citizen” (Winnipeg Housing Company, 1937, 

n.p.). The project also aimed to generate demand for consumer products – the brochure 

is littered with ads from businesses selling insulation, paint, glass, appliances, and 

furnishings, while the home was an archetype of proper living in stark opposition to the 

slum (Winnipeg Housing Company, 1937; Winnipeg Tribune, 1937c). Health, clean living, 

gendered divisions of labor, and Anglo-Canadian normativity were promoted through the 

model home, which according to the Winnipeg Tribune (1937c) would be the “the kind 

housewives like” (p. 10).  
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Figure 4.2. "A Home You May Own and Pay For Monthly" promotional brochure 

(Winnipeg Housing Company, 1937, courtesy of the Archives of 
Manitoba). 
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Yet rather abruptly, in 1938, the housing scheme collapsed when the Manitoba 

legislature refused to allow the City of Winnipeg to hold the entirety of the WHC common 

stock (Winnipeg Free Press, 1938). Since this provision was essential to the company 

securing a federal housing loan, the company directors were “of the opinion that the 

foundation [of the scheme] had been swept away” (Winnipeg Free Press, 1938). Little 

evidence exists on why the project collapsed, or why the province halted the plan, but it is 

clear, as Epp (2010) argues, that the city “had built a wonderful home for the middle class” 

(p. 422) while doing little to address the slum conditions that motivated the plan in the first 

place (a critique that might equally apply to the Dominion Housing Act, see Hulchanski, 

1986). For the time being, as with the zoning plan, ownership was prioritized. In advocating 

for a housing program, officials aligned their views on more closely with the ideas of 

national professionals and paid selective attention to the regulation of waste in the interest 

of upgrading the productivity of urban land and further entrenching private property 

regimes. While this scheme failed, private property ownership emerged unscathed, and 

indeed was never threatened, left intact for potential future interventions aimed at 

increasing the utility of the land. 

4.8. Discussion and conclusion 

Planning in early 20th century Canada (including in Winnipeg) was concerned with 

the conservation of land, resources, and Anglo-Canadian forms of life (see Blomley, 2017; 

Rutland, 2018). For such planners, the chaos of the newly settled Canadian landscape, 

marked by the inefficiencies and social problems of indecorous ownership and city 

building, needed to be tamed through land use planning. Fears around economic waste 

(associated with suboptimal land uses) and biopolitical waste (evident in poor housing and 

deviant behavior) needed to be quelled. As evidence from professional journals, 

newspapers, and archival records indicates, Canadian planners viewed Winnipeg as a 

city grappling with wasteful, deviant land uses and planning practices. 

From 1911 onwards, Winnipeg city officials were well aware of the imperatives of 

land use planning and the waste discourses being promulgated by planners at the national 

level. They found themselves under pressure by Thomas Adams, the COC, and the TPIC 

to adopt comprehensive planning schemes, and manage municipal land according to use, 

which would presumably encourage orderly city building, promote normative forms of 

property ownership, and allow problems of life and land to be alleviated. But on the whole, 
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such ideas were ignored by Winnipeg officials, and planning activities from 1911-1928 

instead revolved around aesthetic beautification projects. So called haphazard urban 

conditions remained, private property development was encouraged, and poor housing 

conditions in the inner city, outlined in government and newspaper reports, were left 

unchecked. Waste (outlined by planners at the national and provincial levels) represented 

activities outside of the municipal good and was meant to drive rational systems of 

evaluation and control, but such programs were ignored by Winnipeg officials until 1929, 

when public and media pressure forced the city to implement land use control in the form 

of zoning. 

After 1929, zoning and land use planning activities came under the purview of city 

council through the Special Committee on Town Planning. The SCTP/Zoning Board was 

meant to put the scientific land use planning ideas of town planning professionals into 

practice, but instead their activities presented a lackluster attempt at ruling people and 

property through use. Even though zoning bylaws were in place, regulation was lax and 

ad hoc. The SCTP operated under their own waste logic. They ignored the advice of 

planners at the national scale and undertook planning practices considered wasteful, or 

suboptimal, according to normative metrics – i.e., they failed to organize planning surveys, 

implemented zoning districts at whim, rejected the assistance of outside professionals, 

and were controlled by property owning elected officials. In addition, throughout the 1930s, 

the SCTP rarely disciplined property owners, and zoning variances were the norm rather 

than the exception. Owners were considered as experts, and often argued that zoning 

hampered their ability to improve and/or extract value from their property, embracing 

planning only as an extension of their individual powers. Most Winnipeg elites remained 

comfortably ensconced in exclusive neighborhoods blanketed by restrictive covenants, 

and the SCTP did little more than maintain a private property led status quo that 

necessarily excluded propertyless urban inhabitants and alternative understandings of 

land use. Judged by the standards of Canadian planning, the SCTP failed to obviate 

economic or biopolitical waste. Indeed, despite ubiquitous concerns around waste among 

planners at the national scale, waste logics found differential purchase within Winnipeg 

land use planning during the years that the SCTP was in operation, and there was 

hesitance on the part of the committee to identify waste, discipline owners, or interfere 

with the primacy of private property. Even in this seemingly weak planning context, the 

SCTP legitimized claims to private property ownership while allowing owners to use and 
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improve their land as they saw fit. In short, dominant planning ideas around waste were 

rejected by the SCTP in favor of a laissez-faire, pro-property owner approach that sought 

to maintain/further embed existing private property logics. 

Compared to SCTP activities, the SCHC/WHC plan presented a different type of 

effort to put land to work for the city, albeit one performed outside the auspices of official 

land use planning practices. The activities of the SCHC from 1936-1938 show a strong 

willingness to undertake land use interventions through housing, and a reluctance to 

regulate property through rationalistic planning practices, as demonstrated by their failure 

to use health/building codes against landlords. Instead, they rolled out a discursive project 

around the dangers of the slums and constructed an elaborate housing scheme to 

maximize land use for the benefit of the city’s tax rolls. In the process, the SCHC 

selectively identified waste, classifying impoverished and racialized inner city 

neighborhoods and populations as biopolitically wasteful and attempting to mitigate the 

economic waste of idle/unproductive land (a concern echoed in contemporary calls for the 

“intensification” of “transformative areas” by Winnipeg planners, see Wideman & Masuda, 

2013). While local media called for property regulation and landlord discipline, the 

SCHC/WHC bypassed questions around property control and rejected ideas of housing 

as a form of belonging and shelter, instead confronting the slums by putting people and 

land to work and upholding private property ownership in a way that was acceptable to 

city elites (see Epp, 2010; Winnipeg Tribune, 1937b). Social questions were subsumed 

into an economic, use based logic, and housing was used by Winnipeg officials to 

encourage the proper use of parcels. However, the scheme did little to improve actual 

housing conditions, and instead attempted to increase middle class homeownership while 

cementing private property logics, which were never under threat. The SCHC mirrored the 

waste logics of national planners to motivate the improvement of people and land, but they 

continued to reject regulatory practices that would have restricted the activities of property 

owners. While the SCHC housing project ultimately collapsed, the model home built at 

804 Ashburn St. still stands today, a silent testament to an ongoing project of improvement 

and productivity.  

If we are to take the professional planning logics of early 20th century Canada at 

face value, then the story of Winnipeg planning to 1938 is a story of futility and waste. 

According to this tale, Winnipeg continued to govern people instead of governing people 

through land use, and the city’s inability to “properly” plan was deeply connected to the 
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political interference of elected officials in what was supposed to be a rationalistic and 

neutral process of land use management. Yet in a more nuanced reading of the situation, 

the activities of the SCTP and SCHC present a willful denial of such planning programs. 

In other words, officials understood the logics of professional planning, which were 

supportive of state intervention into the private ownership of land to avoid speculation and 

waste, but they took up such ideas selectively. Wasteful land uses and planning practices 

were either ignored, identified, used, and/or exploited depending on the purpose. 

Everyday bureaucratic practices of planning, advocated by professionals as a method of 

optimizing the city, were seemingly uninteresting to Winnipeg officials, to whom programs 

of correction were more attractive. Land use was managed, and planning practices were 

used in ways that would ensure property owners (most notably the wealthy business and 

landowners who controlled city government) would maintain their power, and the 

propertied landscape of the city would remain intact. Under this logic, strict land use 

controls were not needed, because utility could be maintained simply by upholding 

common law systems of private property and ensuring land was populated and controlled 

by property owning individuals. In the case of Winnipeg, the power of private property 

owners trumped the implementation of rational land use planning.  

However, I do not mean to imply that if Winnipeg had taken on ‘proper’ scientific 

land use planning, the city would have been able to control the ‘chaotic’ land use 

conditions identified by planning professionals. Nor do I want to suggest that liberal logics 

of private property would have been replaced by a more egalitarian or emancipatory 

system had such planning been taken up. On the contrary, such rationalistic planning 

programs, grounded in programs of land dispossession, might have further entrenched 

liberal democratic property logics, making Winnipeg appear even more settled according 

to Anglo-Canadian norms. But this was no narrow escape for those marginalized and 

dispossessed – and indeed, the lived experiences of Indigenous peoples in Winnipeg 

would contest that notion (Dorries, Henry, Hugill, McCreary, & Tomiak, 2019). Outside 

experts might have accused Winnipeg of being ‘wasteful’ with its planning energies, and 

land use planning might have ‘failed,’ yet the actions taken by city officials of the day 

performed a function insofar as they supported/maintained land uses and activities and 

ensured the primacy of private property. These early efforts appear as experimental, 

prefiguring increasingly aggressive modernist planning programs deployed in the post-

war, where regional planning was used to actively displace and/or apply corrective 
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measures to idle lands and racialized (particularly Indigenous) populations through 

suburban redevelopment and slum clearance (see Burley, 2013; Peters, Stock, & Werner, 

2018; Toews, 2018).  

Land use planning has long been a part of the production and reproduction of cities 

in Canada, and the marginalization and exclusion of people and things that do not conform 

to their normative mandate. However, this paper has shown that planning’s effects have 

historically been uneven and unstable. The so called ‘failure’ of pre-war planning in 

Winnipeg was in fact a triumph of private property over planning. Powerful ideologies of 

waste, as evangelized by early Canadian professionals, were variegated in their ability to 

motivate scientific land use control.  

Waste can be used to multiple ends in relation to property. Here, wasteful and 

deviant land uses and planning practices, as evangelized by early Canadian 

professionals, were either ignored, permitted, or denounced by Winnipeg officials in the 

interest of generating locally specific forms of improvement that upheld systems of private 

property. Such insights enhance an already-diverse existing literature in geography on 

waste (see Millington & Lawhon, 2018; Moore, 2012), and more specifically that on waste 

and the improvement of people and land (see Blomley, 2017; Gidwani, 2008; 

Ranganathan, 2018), insofar as they demonstrate how waste(fulness) has been 

categorized to motivate land use planning in Canada, and show the variegated effects of 

seemingly-powerful waste regimes when encountering private property in a local context. 

Furthermore, in attending to the codification of deviant places and practices in a historical 

context, this paper also contributes to a burgeoning critical literature seeking to disrupt 

hegemonic understandings and relationships of land use, property, and planning under 

liberal democracy (see Blatman-Thomas & Porter, 2018; Fawaz, 2017; Roy, 2017; 

Wideman & Lombardo, 2019). Important here is that land use planning, like the city itself, 

is contingent and open to resistance (see Blomley, 2004; Hugill, 2017). Yet unsettling the 

city will require a renewed attention to the mundane, ongoing, and highly entrenched 

relationships whereby settlement is maintained – relationships which include those 

between land use planning, property, and waste. 
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Land Use Planning and the Making of a ‘Properly Propertied’ Vancouver 

The following (and final) empirical chapter moves halfway across the continent from 

Winnipeg to Vancouver to look at how pre-World War II Vancouver planners and 

officials took up the ideas of national planning professionals. This chapter, like the 

previous two, is formatted as a freestanding article. Building on work presented in 

chapter 3, chapter 5 contrasts with the Winnipeg example as it shows the great 

enthusiasm with which Vancouver planners took up professional planning ideas around 

land use control. Vancouver planners educated property owners on the avoidance of 

waste and the importance of planning to generate a properly propertied city full of 

proper municipal citizens. Yet in doing so, planners also marked particular geographies 

as deviant, aberrant, and wasteful, with the effect of facilitating marginalization and 

exclusion. Following this Vancouver case, in chapter 6, I synthesize insights from the 

three empirical chapters and outline the major contributions of the dissertation.  
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Chapter 5.  
 
Land Use Planning and the Making of a ‘Properly 
Propertied’ Vancouver 

“Zoning substitutes an economic, scientific and efficient community 
programme of development for that of wasteful, inefficient and haphazard 
growth. […] It is just a fair, common-sense, honest effort to provide 
citizens in each district or neighbourhood in a community […] with as 
much protection and liberty as are essential in that particular district. 
Briefly, its object is to put the right thing in the right place for the general 
benefit of all” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-d) 

5.1. Introduction 

Relationships between land use, planning (and its legal counterpart, zoning), 

people, and property have not received much critical scrutiny (see Blomley, 2017; 

Krueckeberg, 1995; Valverde, 2005) and are often obfuscated, despite the fact that the 

improvement of land for its “highest and best use” is a primary function of planning under 

liberal democracy (Krueckeberg, 1995). Land use appears in contemporary planning 

practice as a techno-legal agglomeration of seemingly mundane categories such as floor 

space ratios, car parking requirements, setbacks, and height restrictions (Blomley, 2004, 

2017). Yet planning effects go far beyond legal terminology and connect to people and 

property insofar as they can protect, maintain, and enhance the value of private property 

in exclusionary ways (Lombardo & Wideman, 2018; Roy, 2003). 

But in the early days of planning. land use planning was far from an “everyday” 

practice, and its relationships to private property were actively being negotiated (Blomley, 

2017). In this paper, I look to the foundations of Canadian land use planning in the early 

20th century and interrogate/problematize the propertied liberal relationships underpinning 

ideas of use. Specifically, I examine the emergence of land use controls from 1925-1935 

in the western Canadian port city of Vancouver. To contextualize, Vancouver is a settler-

colonial city, situated on the unceded ancestral territories of the Squamish, Musqueam, 

and Tsleil-Waututh peoples, and founded on the active replacement of Indigenous social 

orders with a (propertied) settler order (Blatman-Thomas & Porter, 2018; Hugill, 2017). 

Important recent scholarship by geographers, legal scholars, and planning theorists has 
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outlined how private property systems emerged within settler colonial states in relation to 

the dispossession of Indigenous peoples, whose lands were framed as waste, ready to be 

settled, cultivated, improved, and made productive (Bhandar, 2018; Blomley, 2003; Harris, 

2002; Porter, 2010). Such logics are foundational to the establishment and maintenance 

of urban property systems in Vancouver, and are in turn foundational to planning itself 

(see Bhandar, 2018; Porter, 2010). Drawing on such work, I examine some of the liberal 

logics that were used by planners to justify land use controls and convince the property-

owning public of the utility of land use controls in creating a normatively populated and 

properly improved city. 

First, through an overview of early 20th century Canadian professional planning 

journals, I outline planning ideologies espoused by major Canadian planning actors. Then, 

through a close reading of material drawn from the City of Vancouver and University of 

British Columbia archives, I look to the activities of Vancouver planners and assess how 

they did (or did not) implement broader planning ideas on the ground. I seek answers to 

three key questions. First, how did Canadian planners of the early 20th century convince 

the public of the benefits of imposing land use controls upon private property? Second, 

how might planners have deployed property-led ideas of propriety and citizenship to 

achieve such goals? Finally, how might such spatialized ideas of land use, propriety, and 

citizenship have categorized particular places and practices as waste(ful), or outside of 

the proper usage? To answer these questions, I first outline the theoretical basis for the 

paper, demonstrating some of the intertwined relationships that make up land use under 

liberal democracy: property/planning, citizenship/propriety, and waste/improvement. I then 

look at how Canadian planners operating at the national and local scales used such 

discourses in their writings, and show how aberrant, or “improper” spaces emerged as a 

result. In doing so, I seek to expand contemporary geographical understandings of land 

use while exposing how land use has been shaped through planning/property 

relationships. 

5.2. Relationships of Land Use 

Land use is a rather opaque concept. In contemporary planning practice, it appears 

without question, as an objective term to describe things and activities that make up the 

material form of the city (Blomley, 2017; Valverde, 2005). Land use law, wielded through 

planning primarily through zoning, seemingly operates only upon spaces and material 
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objects, managing people at arm’s length (Valverde, 2005). Yet land use can be deceptive, 

as it masks political relationships between people, planning, and property, and it elides 

questions around rights and ownership (Blomley, 2017; Krueckeberg, 1995; Valverde, 

2005). Under liberal democracy, land use and planning are inseparable from private 

property, which is in turn grounded in a host of liberal political economic logics, many of 

which emerged under (settler) colonialism (see Blatman-Thomas & Porter, 2018; Hugill, 

2017).  

To ground my tale of land use planning in early 20th century Vancouver, I next 

unpack some of the relationships help form the liberal category of “land use”: property and 

planning; citizenship and propriety; and waste and improvement. The first relationship 

provides a framework for land use, the second outlines the subjects of land use, and the 

third describes the impulses behind land use control. These liberal land use relationships 

do not operate independently of one another – they are thoroughly intertwined within 

planning - and I argue that together they help to define land use as a concept and outline 

planning in general.  

5.2.1. Property and Planning: The Foundations 

Planning is the primary institutional practice through which urban land use is 

shaped and managed in liberal democracies such as Canada. As planning scholars have 

noted, planning plays a key role in directing processes of change and development for the 

public, or collective, good, and it is an important mechanism whereby communities govern 

themselves (Smith & Moore, 1993). As planning professionalized and modernized through 

the 20th century, land use emerged as a primary object of management within the 

discipline. This was done using the technical/legal tool of zoning, which classifies and 

regulates urban space according to its land use, i.e., residential, commercial, industrial, 

“mixed use,” and the like (Fischler, 1998, p. 398). Land use began to operate through the 

specific geography of the property parcel – a rationalized, bounded space that could be 

described in legal terms and codified according to “use.” Yet as planning theorists have 

stated, a focus on land use tends to hide planning’s relationship to private property 

(Krueckeberg, 1995). Land use, an important site of planning conflict, acts as a political 

arena where the politics of private property play out – even as such struggles appear as 

technical disputes around the “uses” of parcels. This obfuscation is important, because 

ideas of land use (in Canada, the US, and other English-speaking liberal democratic settler 
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states) cannot be divorced from private property (Bhandar, 2018; Porter, 2010). Land use 

planning problems are problems of private property. As such, land use planning solutions 

are applied to property parcels, and such solutions are meant to generate positive effects 

as they radiate outwards and generate improvement of land across scales – eventually 

affecting cities and the nations as a whole. 

As legal scholars have noted, ideas of property and land use are foundational to 

liberal democratic society and are interlinked within British political philosophy and 

common law (Bhandar, 2018). The 17th century arguments of John Locke are of particular 

importance here. Locke argued that individual labour gave one the right to private 

property, and that land use and improvement could be defined according to particular 

modes of cultivation and productivity (Bhandar, 2018; Davies, 2007). In doing so, Lockean 

ideas helped to justify the (legal) appropriation of land and the dispossession of 

Indigenous peoples (Bhandar, 2018; Goldstein, 2013). Yet once enclosure and takings 

had occurred, political theorists asserted that property systems required upkeep to 

maintain a functioning liberal democratic state, a proposition that planning scholars have 

argued helped generate urgency around land use planning (see Porter, 2010). Utilitarian 

theorists such as J.S. Mill and Jeremy Bentham, writing in the 19th century, argued that 

land use arrangements and private property ownership should ensure industry and 

prosperity, and that such imperatives required state intervention through law (see 

Bentham, 1978; MacPherson, 1978; Mill, 1978). In this world, individuals would be legally 

and morally obligated to align their actions with the ‘greater good’ of society (often 

expressed in the form of the state) while improving land and upholding optimal spatial 

arrangements of property (Bentham, 1978; Davies, 2007; Porter, 2010; Reeve, 1986). 

Such ideas of land use and property take on a certain urgency when viewed through the 

work of David Ricardo, who (drawing on Malthus) accounted for population concerns and 

resource scarcity in his arguments for the state-led management and taxation of land (see 

Ricardo, 1908; Rutland, 2015b). For Ricardo, land use interventions were necessary for a 

properly functioning state: without them, land could potentially run out or be used in an 

un(der)productive manner by an untrustworthy population (Rutland, 2015b). Land use 

control would also prevent land from falling into the “hands of those, who possess more 

of the qualities of the gambler, than the qualities of the sober-minded proprietor, who is 

likely to employ his land to the greatest advantage” (Ricardo, 1908, p. 185). 
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In theorizing property and land use, Ricardo’s “sober-minded” proprietor bridges 

two important concepts: utilitarianism and proprietarianism. As scholars in law and legal 

studies have asserted, both concepts centre the individual, but frame a relationship to the 

collective that differs from the classical liberalisms expounded by theorists such as Locke. 

A proprietarian understanding of property, according to Alexander (1997), is one where 

property represents “the material foundation for creating and maintaining the proper social 

order, the private basis for the public good” (p. 1). Rose (1994) likewise notes that in some 

property law traditions, property is seen as the “foundation of decency and good order” (p. 

64). In such a view, property is a space for human flourishing, and property owners are 

linked together interdependently, each having rights and obligations in relation each other 

and to the state, which (like under utilitarianism) might compel them to improve their land 

to advance common societal goals (Alexander, 1997; Purdy, 2007; Rose, 1994; Roy, 

2003). Further, such understandings are never separate from more commodified visions 

aimed at maintaining economic prosperity and satisfying individual preferences – indeed 

it may even help reinforce them (Alexander, 1997; Blomley, 2005; Rose, 1994). 

Importantly here, the proprietarian view has direct implications to land use planning and 

zoning, which has the power to “curtail the rights of owners to do with their property what 

they see fit, on the assumption that citizens may be legitimately required to bear private 

sacrifices in the interests of maintaining a healthy social order” (Blomley, 2005, p. 620, 

emphasis mine).  

5.2.2. Propriety and Citizenship: The Subjects 

As the name suggests, the proprietarian view is freighted with notions of what it 

means to be a “proper” subject in a liberal democratic society. Yet proper ideas of liberal 

citizenship do not simply appear – the public must be educated, and political subjects must 

embrace societal ideals. Educational theorist and philosopher John Dewey outlined the 

importance of educating citizens into a democratic community in the early 20th century, 

noting that “the young have to be brought within the traditions, outlook and interests which 

characterize a community by means of education” (Dewey, 1927, p. 154). Further, 

educators and political theorists have long puzzled over the (moral) challenges associated 

with teaching values of citizenship and democracy (i.e. “civics”, Gutmann, 1987; Heslep, 

1989; Parker, 2001), values which are underpinned by private property and the 

possession of land (Carr, 2008). Lawyer Carol Rose argues that in a proprietarian view, 
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the role of property is “to accord to each person or entity what is ‘proper’ or ‘appropriate’” 

to them (Rose, 1991, p. 232), and indeed, normative logics of propriety are embedded in 

the idea of property ownership and subjectivity (Byrd, Goldstein, Melamed, & Reddy, 

2018). Feminist legal scholar Margaret Davies argues that property thought is the “thought 

of the proper,” and she has usefully unpacked and interrogated the various meanings 

embedded in notions of proper(ty) (Davies, 1998). For Davies, the “proper” has six 

interconnected dimensions – it is simultaneously: territorial (with an inside/outside), an 

immediate relation (such as a “proper” noun), a singular relation, autonomous and self-

possessed, right and legitimate, present (in an object), and pure (Davies, 1998). For 

Davies and other feminist scholars, property extends and “strengthen[s] the notion of 

liberal selfhood,” while the proper and normal subject of property appears as self-

possessed, autonomous, White, and male, and has the right to (ap)propriate land to 

themselves in the interests of extracting resources and accumulating wealth (Butler & 

Athanasiou, 2013; Byrd et al., 2018; Davies, 2007, p. 30). Key here in relation to Canada 

and Vancouver is that exclusionary aspects of private property are integrally connected to 

imperial/colonial processes of settlement and frontier land-claiming (Byrd et al., 2018; Roy, 

2003). In particular, Indigenous peoples who were unwilling to assimilate into settler 

Canadian society were systematically excluded from property ownership and its promise 

of full citizenship through the racist provisions of the federal Indian Act, which “validate[d] 

non-Indigenous possession and occupation of territory while facilitating the elimination of 

Indigenous territorial claims” (Dorries, 2017, p. 77). 

Proper land use, in a liberal democratic state, then, is arranged according to, and 

populated by, proper, property owning subjects who appear in the figure of the citizen. The 

citizen is proper. Property ownership (under liberal democracy) has long been a 

fundamental condition for producing “proper political subjectivity and citizenship” – a 

relationship that has a genealogy extending back to colonization (Butler & Athanasiou, 

2013, p. 27; Dorries, 2017). Under liberalism, ideas of citizenship and property are nearly 

inextricable, and property is seen as a bulwark of liberty and democracy (Davies, 1999, 

2007; MacPherson, 2012). While these connections were perhaps more obvious before 

the mid 20th century, when property ownership was connected to voting rights, ownership 

still confers liberal subjects with an advanced set of rights and privileges associated with 

citizenship (Davies, 1999, 2007). Moreover, planning scholarship has shown how property 

and citizenship are clearly intertwined within planning, land use, and ideas of the “public 
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good” in multiple ways (see Campbell & Marshall, 2002). As Roy (2003) notes, “the idea 

of citizenship is […] inextricably linked to the public domain—to what is considered to be 

the public interest as well as to a body of citizens conceived as public beneficiaries” (p. 

475). Land use planning provides a way in which the “urban form comes to be associated 

with property ownership, and how this, in turn, comes to be linked to liberal democracy” 

(Roy, 2003, p. 484). Planning acts to maintain/advance/educate an idea of a “properly 

propertied” citizen, and property and citizenship are thoroughly intertwined. 

 

Ideas of the proper are, of course, not rigid or fixed, they are dynamic and open to 

contestation. The “proper” subject of property has been subject to refusal by Indigenous, 

feminist, and queer scholars who have challenged the myth of the self-possessive, White, 

male, autonomous individual and sought to replace it with a more inclusive vision that 

moves “beyond the limitations of (social) citizenship in a liberal democracy” (Bhandar, 

2014; Davies, 2007; Rosa, 2018, p. 32). Such scholars have also demonstrated how the 

“proper” has the potential to be “improper” – referring to people, activities, and land (uses) 

that do not conform to a normative liberal framework. The improper is an “interruption of 

normativity” – it is “common,” in relation to that which is direct, pure, sovereign, self-

possessed, singular, and correct (Davies, 1998, pp. 149, 172). Importantly, this is not a 

binary relationship, as improper uses and activities help to define and supplement that 

which is proper – i.e., the proper must always have a referent outside itself, to the common, 

to the improper other (Davies, 1998). The improper is meant to fall away, but the improper 

also provides motivation – a drive towards propriety, a drive to make, mold, and educate 

“properly propertied” citizens, to tame land, to optimize land use, to improve.  

5.2.3. Waste and Improvement: The Motivations 

Waste is improper. Waste, according to Gidwani and Reddy (2011) “is material 

excess that is unruly and improper: disordered matter, or matter out of place” (p. 1627, 

emphasis mine), and as legal scholars, geographers, and planners have stated, 

categories of waste have long been of immanent importance to planning - from its 

foundations in colonial projects to its early 20th century professionalization, and into the 

present (Bhandar, 2018; Blomley, 2017; Porter, 2010). The term “waste” has been used 

in many ways across diverse contexts, but in relation to planning, and as seen in the 
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opening quote of this paper, it has been used to signify and categorize elements of the 

city that are superfluous, useless, inefficient, and waiting to be brought into regimes of 

value (Gidwani, 2013; Gidwani & Reddy, 2011; Ranganathan, 2018). Waste is not an inert 

category, it is a discursive source of moral and cultural anxiety that produces real and 

differential effects in place and across time (Gille, 2007). Such conjunctures occur through 

processes of evaluation and classification, and are materialized through particular spatial 

forms: for example, in planning, through the seemingly inert geography of the property 

parcel (Blomley, 2017; Gille, 2007). Wasted parcels are a result of wasteful activities. They 

represent disorderly, out of place elements that need to be normalized and/or made 

governable and made into a resource or product (see Blomley, 2017; Moore, 2012). 

Through land use planning, waste is seemingly rendered inert within the geography of the 

parcel, even as techniques and solutions differ across place and time. Waste, in planning, 

is dynamic and exists simultaneously along economic and biopolitical lines, representing 

people, activities, and land (uses) that are improper, outside the norm, putatively 

“wasteful,” and in need of intervention. Geographers and others have emphasized how 

economic waste indicates elements (land, processes) that have not been fully enclosed 

or regulated within capitalist economies, and which need to be brought within circuits of 

value (Gidwani, 2013; Gidwani & Reddy, 2011; Millington & Lawhon, 2018). Biopolitical 

waste refers to populations whose lives, activities, or energies might not measure up to a 

normative standard and/or judged ‘improper’ – either to be rendered disposable and cast 

aside, or enhanced through particular forms of (often state-led) mediation (Cantor, 2017; 

Rutland, 2015a). Here, processes of government are deployed to optimize wasteful lives 

and populations through interventions into health and productivity (Cantor, 2017; Foucault, 

2010).  

Categories of waste are foundational to the establishment and maintenance of 

property systems and are meant to motivate the improvement of people and the land on 

which they live. As Bhandar (2018) asserts, land use and property ownership under liberal 

democracy have long been justified and determined by ideologies of improvement first 

outlined in early colonization, where “communities who lived as rational, productive 

economic actors […] were deemed to be proper subjects of law and history; those who 

did not were deemed to be in need of improvement as much as their waste lands were” 

(p. 8, emphasis mine). As geographers have noted, ideas of waste have long been used 

to motivate the improvement of landed property for the benefit of capitalist economies, 
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and such ideas were directly linked to the land use practices of those occupying the land 

(Gidwani, 2008; Ranganathan, 2018). Planning becomes implicated here, as it draws on 

both economic and biopolitical understandings of waste to motivate improvement. 

Planners and geographers alike have shown how land use planning has a broader 

concern around protecting, maintaining, and/or promoting the highest and best use of 

land, processes that necessarily include avoiding waste, improving the qualities of the 

land, and optimizing the activities of those living and working on the land (Blomley, 2017; 

Porter, 2010; Rutland, 2018).  

In North America, the legal mechanism of zoning was established as a way of 

improving seemingly wasteful patterns of land use brought about by social processes of 

unregulated development, immigration, and urban settlement (Boyer, 1983; Hirt, 2014; 

Van Nus, 1979). Yet through such activities, populations have found themselves 

marginalized, excluded, and/or dispossessed across dimensions of race, class, and 

gender, their land uses and activities codified as wasteful by planners seeking to promote 

a normative vision of what a city or place should be (Angotti, 2013; Rabinow, 1995; 

Sandercock, 2003; Silver, 1997). This progression from waste to improvement to 

exclusion is a perpetual problem of liberal democratic land use planning. As 

Rangananthan (2018) asserts (in relation to India), planning-led improvement: 

“seeks to mobilize corrective behaviours […] [it] not only targets landed 
property, but also the moral, bodily, and […] financial propriety of subjects 
while eliding structural causes of inequality. [It] holds out the promise of 
inclusion while reinforcing certain types of exclusion” (p. 1388, emphasis 
mine). 

Indeed, property (and planning) based processes of improvement can produce subjects 

that are normatively wasteful and superfluous to the operations of the liberal-democratic 

(capitalist) state, and such subjects have the potential to be marginalized, excluded, or 

even banished from urban space (see Mbembe, 2014; Porter, 2014; Roy, 2017; Tadiar, 

2013). 

The relationships outlined above are important to the way that land use is 

understood and perpetuated in a (settler colonial) liberal democracy such as Canada, and 

in the following case of early 20th century Vancouver planning, I demonstrate how land 

use relationships played out on the ground. First, drawing on insights from early 20th 

century professional planning journals, I demonstrate how ideas of proper land use 
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emerged through planning discourses at the national scale in Canada. I then move on to 

show how Vancouver planners took up such ideas, and how they deployed a particular 

understanding of propertied citizenship (to be realized through land use control) through 

planning education and practice. Finally, I demonstrate how aberrant spaces, in particular, 

the Kitsilano Reserve and West End of downtown, were identified and framed by planners 

as outside of a properly propertied land use regime.  

5.3. Early Canadian Planning 

The emergence of the planning profession within the urban reform and city efficient 

movements in early 20th century Canada has been well-documented elsewhere (see 

Hodge & Gordon, 2014; Rutherford, 1984), but in terms of understanding the liberal 

relationships that underpin land use control, two players are of particular note due to the 

ideas they espoused. The first is Anglo-Canadian planner Thomas Adams, who in 1915 

became Town Planning Advisor to the federal government’s Commission of Conservation, 

established in 1909 with the goal of conserving natural resources and promoting 

population health (Caldwell, 2011; Hodge & Gordon, 2014). Adams’ paternalistic brand of 

planning contained an expansive economic and biopolitical mandate that included greater 

control over the use of land and resources to improve the health and wealth of the 

population (Bottomley, 1971; Caldwell, 2011). The second player was a non-governmental 

national planning organization, the Town Planning Institute of Canada (TPIC), which 

was founded in 1919 by Thomas Adams, and which disseminated town planning ideas 

within their official journal (JTPIC). Their collective membership built on Adams’ ideas and 

broadly aimed to promote the “science” of town planning as a tool for organizing land uses, 

generating economic development, and enhancing human life (Buckley, 1920a; Caldwell, 

2011). 

Planning experts believed that civic education and publicity was the key to 

overcoming any bureaucratic or public resistance that might stand in the way of technical 

interventions such as town planning legislation, land surveys, or land use control through 

zoning (Adams, 1915a; Rioux, 2013). First, such experts saw education as a way of 

convincing government officials to take on land use planning as a key component of city 

building. For Thomas Adams, “practical demonstrations” and “theoretical teaching” were 

needed to persuade potentially stubborn local authorities of the value of proper town 

planning, and he asserted that the technical work of planning could not proceed without 
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“the assistance of [educational work] to make it effective” (Adams, 1915a, p. 169). 

Members of the TPIC, such as Montreal engineer and planning proponent James Ewing, 

agreed, stating that planning education would be ineffective if it meant preaching to the 

choir (to Civic Improvement Leagues and such), and that experts needed to “open the 

eyes of [their] legislative and administrative authorities” (Ewing, 1921, p. 6). Second, 

education was needed to persuade the public of the positive outcomes that would accrue 

through government control over property/land use. For key players in the TPIC like 

Ottawa planner Noulan Cauchon, planners with technical expertise needed to make 

planning popular and intelligible to the layperson, because changes to the “method of 

dealing with the disposition of land and buildings” were bound to come up against 

unenlightened opposition keen on maintaining laissez-faire property systems (Cauchon, 

1928b, p. 4). Adams noted that “the co-operation of owners of land has to be sought before 

[a town planning] scheme is completed and not after it is made” (Adams, 1915a, p. 174). 

Others from the TPIC stated an urgent need for broad town planning promotion across all 

sectors of society, stating that “until we have the great masses behind us, town planning 

will never amount to much” (Ewing, 1921, p. 6).  

For early planners, education was needed to encourage proper and engaged 

municipal citizenship. Thomas Adams declared in 1916 that land use planning would 

produce “higher standards of public health and citizenship,” not only because it would 

compel owners to use and develop their land in ways beneficial to the broader public, but 

because in doing so, it would produce advantages in terms of a socially and materially 

optimized community (Adams, 1916a, p. 85). Such planning would also save money, 

which could potentially be used to create “educational and social programmes essential 

to the upbuilding of true citizenship” (Dalzell, 1921). According Ottawa planner and TPIC 

member Noulan Cauchon, land use planning held the promise of true citizenship, but 

individuals had the responsibility to unselfishly give up some power (Cauchon, 1928a). 

This utilitarian view of citizenship entailed that each individual had a right to the protection 

of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but they were also obligated to put their trust 

in the technical skills of planners and “contribute to the welfare of the whole community” 

(Cauchon, 1928a, p. 118). Such citizenship, however, was reserved for those who would 

(or could) accede to Anglo-Canadian normativity. As Adams stated, planning was about 

educating immigrants to forget “the faults of the land systems and customs of the older 

countries from which they came” and be proper citizens of their new home, noting “that 
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there is great need of new policies in urban development in Canada if a new immigrant 

population is to be satisfactorily settled, and made decent and law-abiding citizens” 

(Adams, 1926, p. 24). 

To motivate planning further, experts expressed their ongoing concerns around 

waste, and the way that wasteful land use practices hindered the improvement of private 

property and of human lives. Waste, for such experts, was an economic problem (where 

property owners were failing to be productive with their land) and a biopolitical problem 

(where the health and vitality of the general population was viewed as suboptimal) (see 

Blomley, 2017; Rutland, 2015b). Economically, land use controls were needed to correct 

wasteful conditions wrought by decades of unregulated development enacted upon cities 

by private interests (Adams, 1916b, 1917). Land was being left idle or unimproved by 

speculative property owners, a practice discursively rendered by planning experts as 

“wasteful” due to the deleterious effects it inflicted on the municipality, such as lack of tax 

revenue, fiscal insolvency, and unnecessary infrastructure (Adams, 1916b; Dalzell, 1920; 

JTPIC 1922a). Land use controls, according to JTPIC editor Alfred Buckley and others, 

would prevent property owners from perpetrating harms and align their interests with those 

of the city, thereby eliminating “wasteful processes” associated with the post-hoc 

correction of land use through planning (see Adams, 1921; Buckley, 1920b, p. 35). 

Biopolitically, land use controls were used by planners to deal with wastes of human 

energy found in immigrant “slums,” where immorality, disease, and overcrowded housing 

were evident (see Adams, 1918). Such conditions were blamed upon their racialized 

(primarily eastern European) inhabitants, whose lifeways were framed as wasteful and 

outside of Anglo-Canadian norms (see Cauchon, 1921; Rutland, 2018), as well as 

landlords, who were charged with holding property rights in buildings that were a “menace 

to the health, morality and well-being of the race” (Adams, 1920, p. 39). Planning was 

promoted as a cure for all such ills, as it would help create land uses “free from haphazard 

and laissez-faire methods of development” and oriented toward the “best purposes of life” 

for the greater good of the nation (JTPIC 1925, pp. 21, 22). The rational, scientific logics 

of land use control, planners surmised, would help obviate waste and generate 

improvements across economic and biopolitical lines, compelling owners to manage 

property and buildings in ways that contributed to healthy community life and proper 

citizenship instead of destroying it (see Blomley, 2017). 
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Thus, the contours of a planning-led vision (and educational program) around 

citizenship began to be communicated from the national level, based in ideas of 

improvement and waste-avoidance. As I will demonstrate, these ideas were taken up in 

locally specific ways by Vancouver planners as they rolled out a land-use planning led 

vision of properly propertied citizenship. 

5.4. Early Vancouver Planning 

In the early 20th century, Vancouver was a young, rapidly growing frontier resource 

city (Macdonald, 1996; Wynn, 1992). Land use planning was slow to take root in the city, 

and as early as 1915, planning actors at the national scale noted serious conditions of 

“undirected and misdirected growth” and “speculation in real estate” in Vancouver, 

problems which would ostensibly be alleviated by effective planning legislation (Adams, 

1915b, p. 57). Conditions had hardly improved by 1919, when Thomas Adams published 

a scathing indictment of Vancouver and British Columbia which decried the province’s lack 

of legislation, and outlined how undue respect for property rights, combined with inefficient 

and imprudent methods of development, caused waste of land and life (Adams, 1919). 

Yet it was not until 1922 that formalized land use planning was established in the 

Vancouver region. Frustrated by the lack of provincial town planning action, the wealthy 

Vancouver suburb of Point Grey unilaterally decided to pass a zoning bylaw (Journal of 

the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1922b). By the admission of its authors, this bylaw 

was preventative, meant to protect the interests of property owners and preserve beauty 

by excluding the moral evils and unregulated development associated with the central city 

(Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1922b). 

Vancouver, while lagging behind Point Grey on the legislative front, had a number 

of citizens who were mesmerized by the potential of the town planning movement, and the 

Vancouver Branch of the Town Planning Institute of Canada (VTPIC) was formed in 

the city in 1922 (Walker, 1927b). The VTPIC was instrumental in drafting, garnering 

support for, and ensuring safe passage of a Town Planning Act through the provincial 

legislature in 1925, and they denounced the “waste of public money” that ran concomitant 

with lack of land use planning, stating that true planning would “provide the best economic 

use of land and […] guide the development of a growing city into the proper channels” 

(Sharp & Walker, 1925b, p. 11). The Town Planning Act gave authority to Vancouver City 

Council to create the Vancouver Town Planning Commission (VTPC) in 1925 (Journal 
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of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1926). The VTPC was an arms-length group of 

planning experts, independent of council, but responsible for preparing a town plan, 

designating land use districts, and imposing land use regulations (City of Vancouver, 

1926a). Many appointed members of the VTPC were picked from the membership of the 

VTPIC, and they were steeped in logics and rationales of the TPIC around land use, 

propriety, citizenship, and waste, having spent years both as organization members, and 

as champions of town planning ideas in Vancouver and beyond (City of Vancouver, 1926b; 

Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1926). 

As soon as the VTPC was officially established, they hired town planning 

consultant Harland Bartholomew to prepare a comprehensive town plan, and together 

they made publicity and education their mission. In what might be seen as a precursor to 

contemporary modes of communicative planning (see Innes, 1995; Monno & Khakee, 

2012), Bartholomew’s method was to “lay out […] a scheme of organization to promote 

the plan” where “every one takes a part in preparing it and […] makes it a living thing,” 

thus when the plan was complete, “every body was for it” (Kingery, 1926, pp. 1, 2). H.L. 

Seymour, resident engineer in charge of the Bartholomew plan, described an immediate 

ad-hoc effort on the part of planners to educate public officials and the public on the extent 

of, and reasons behind, the zoning programs that were under preparation (see Seymour, 

1926a). Newspapers were one venue where this unfolded – for example, an article entitled 

“Memorandum re: zoning” appeared in the Vancouver Sun in December 1926, to outline 

the technicalities, legalities, and nuances of land use and convince the public of the need 

for, and validity of, zoning restrictions in light of “the great increase and concentration of 

property problems […] in urban communities” (Seymour, 1926b). Public lectures were 

another important venue, and between Fall 1926 and Summer 1927, members of the 

VTPC gave approximately 20 lectures to university students, service clubs, women’s 

organizations, regional councils, and professional groups (Seymour, 1927a). Such 

activities were viewed as so successful that the VTPC appointed a publicity committee to 

oversee all such efforts going forward (Seymour, 1927a). 

From the beginning of town planning activity in Vancouver, education was seen as 

a key to success, first, to convince government officials of the need for land use planning, 

and second, to ensure the support of property owners and encourage propertied 

citizenship. Starting around 1923, the VTPIC “became very active in spreading town 

planning propaganda” to get the province to pass a Town Planning Act (Walker, 1927b). 
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They then targeted the City of Vancouver, encouraging them to provide opportunities for 

“education and civic development” by implementing a Town Planning Commission (Sharp 

& Walker, 1925a, p. 2). The VTPIC also educated the city on the ways that planning could 

eliminate financial waste and ensure land in the city was properly used and allocated 

(Sharp & Walker, 1925b). Vancouver planners also knew that property owners would be 

resistant to government intervention regarding their land, so much like planners at the 

national scale, they embraced education (see Seymour, 1927b). The VTPC described how 

“the effective use of modern publicity methods is essential to the success of [planning] 

which has as its chief aim the clearing of the way for a really great city on this Peninsula” 

(Bland, n.d., p. 2, my emphasis). From December 1927 on, the Publicity Committee of the 

VTPC became the primary vehicle for planning education in Vancouver. The committee 

labored under the assumption that “without publicity to interest and inform the citizens, a 

great amount of the work would prove abortive” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 

1928a, p. 8). On the occasion of the first meeting of the committee, Seymour, acting on 

behalf of the Bartholomew organization, issued a directive to the committee outlining the 

importance of their role, stating that “proposed plans cannot be made adequately effective 

[…] unless they have the support of the public. This support can only be obtained […] 

through well thought out publicity; by lectures, printed reports and newspaper articles” 

(Seymour, 1927b, p. 1). More importantly, Seymour instructed the committee to give 

“special attention” to educational efforts around land use control, stating that it was the 

“phase [of planning] that deals with the restrictions of the use of private property in which 

the public made of private owners is so directly interested” (Seymour, 1927b, p. 2).  

Within this educational program, Vancouver planners consistently warned the 

property-owning public of the wasteful problems caused by unregulated urban 

development. For example, a sample lecture, likely written by members of the VTPC 

around 1928, condemned waste and noted that without zoning, suburban development 

and municipal improvements would proceed without proper understanding of a district’s 

future needs, resulting in “wasted development” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 

n.d.-a, p. 6). VTPC members rarely deviated from this line in the years to come. A high 

school educational pamphlet from the early 1930s positioned land use planning as the 

ultimate eliminator of waste by promoting economic and efficient development in the 

community interest (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1931, p. 7). In another 

lecture from the early 1930s entitled The Reason for Town Planning, the VTPC stated that 
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Vancouver’s growth has been marked by “wasted development,” and asserted that 

“planning saves waste” and that the “observance of the scientific principles of planning in 

civic development will provide an insurance against waste in development” (Paton, n.d., 

pp. 5–6, 8).  

Planners also explicitly likened land use issues to “problems of citizenship” 
(Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-d, p. 1). As early as 1927, a planning 

pamphlet denounced the “moral and physical weakness” (Point Grey Town Planning 

Commission, 1927, p. 9) of the city, touting the ability of planning to guide “into proper 

channels [..] a community’s impulses toward larger and broader life” (p. 8) in the interests 

of the “citizen of the future” (p. 5). Laissez faire methods of municipal development, bred 

“lethargic and indifferent” citizens who gave little thought to “matters of serious 

importance” in the city – but with land use control, a new citizenship would arise 

(Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928b, p. 2; Walker, 1927b). Tracking 

backwards to the liberal utilitarian views espoused by the TPIC, the VTPC asserted that 

“liberty must stop when it causes injury to our fellow citizens” and promised that zoning 

would bring “organized co-operation for the benefit of all” (Vancouver Town Planning 

Commission, n.d.-d, pp. 1–2). 

Problems of citizenship, for planners, needed to be transformed, and the publicity 

committee set out to “develop a citizenship spirit amongst adults and students that will […] 

secure their wholehearted acceptance of the Plan [and instill] a keen desire to see it 

carried out” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928b, p. 2, emphasis mine). 

Indeed, planning efforts would be “wasted” unless the public was made aware of the 

importance of planning to both themselves and the “future citizens of Vancouver” 

(Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928d). Thus, the VTPC educated officials and 

the public on how land use control would generate positive, utopian outcomes in the form 

of properly propertied municipal citizenship. They also directed educational efforts towards 

“special studies in citizenship and city planning [for] school students” (Vancouver Town 

Planning Commission, 1925, p. 1). Such a program would, according to planners, “avoid 

the necessity of bending old thoughts to the new methods of modern city planning,” while 

also educating young people “to their future responsibilities as citizens” (Vancouver Town 

Planning Commission, 1927b, p. 2). Framing the student as a “future citizen” - planning 

and land use control, the VTPC claimed, could not possibly fail to be of value to those with 

a “right citizenship spirit” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1931, p. 2).  
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In their lectures, planners made links between proper land use and the proper 

home, stating “we own or occupy our homes individually and we own our city […] 

collectively, and we are, as citizens, responsible for the efficient running of both” 

(Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-d, p. 3, emphasis mine). Extending that 

metaphor, the VTPC explained that a proper home is functionally separated using doors, 

walls, and rooms, and that the proper city is zoned for separate uses. In enacting this 

separation, zoning would “[protect] the property of citizens, and [prevent] the blighting of 

districts, thereby eliminating serious financial loss and waste” (Vancouver Town Planning 

Commission, n.d.-d, p. 6). Zoning, the VTPC noted, “protects the owner who wishes to 

develop his property along proper lines against the owner who wishes to develop his 

property along improper lines” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1931, p. 7, 

emphasis mine). The VTPC also appealed to the apolitical nature of land use law in 

creating particular spatial orderings, stating that “zoning does not discriminate against 

laundries and fish and butcher shops which are necessities, but simply places them where 

they rightly belong and where they cannot do injury to the environment, health, or financial 

interests of others” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-d, p. 7). For the VTPC, 

zoning protected citizens, but it did so in a neutral way. Planning “appeals to the best in 

our civilization,” commissioners lectured, and in this framework, the ideal citizen of 

Vancouver spurned waste in the form of haphazard, laissez-faire development, and 

unselfishly embraced improvement by acceding to land use controls (see Buck, 1928, p. 

1). 

Yet in their quest to educate the public and outline proper, property owning 

municipal citizenship, Vancouver planners indicated various geographies that fell outside 

of the proper. These spaces served as a “warning” to the public as to what could happen 

if proper planning was not implemented. Planners used these examples to demonstrate 

that the proper municipal citizen trusted the wisdom of zoning and accepted the logic of 

the comprehensive plan. Next, I highlight two ‘wasteful’ areas that planners saw as in need 

of improvement: The Kitsilano Indian Reserve, and the West End.  

5.5. Aberrant Geographies I: The Kitsilano Reserve 

The history of the Kitsilano Indian Reserve, and its relationship to Vancouver 

planning, has been well documented (Stanger-Ross, 2008). This urban reserve (see 

Figure 1), centrally located on English Bay at the mouth of False Creek, was under the 
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control of the Federal government, eventually to become a public park (Vanier Park) in the 

1960s. The reserve was long an object of desire for the city – framed as empty land, ready 

to be made useful to the property-buying settlers who had been flooding to Vancouver 

since the city’s inception (see Stanger-Ross, 2008). It was here that planning’s relationship 

to settler colonialism, rather than being hidden in logics of private property and 

improvement, was laid bare as a mechanism of dispossession (Stanger-Ross, 2008). Of 

note to this study, planners consistently used the reserve as an example of a wasteful 

space that did not conform to normative ideas of land use, and that needed to be improved 

for the benefit of the citizens of Vancouver. More specifically, planners railed against the 

supposed abandonment of the reserve by Indigenous peoples, and the aberrant (industrial 

and residential) land uses being deployed by squatters who were living on the reserve 

lands and the ways in which they affected the nearby recreational beaches in Kitsilano 

and English Bay (Stanger-Ross, 2008; Walker, 1931). The reserve and its uses, as I will 

show, were incompatible with a planning vision for a properly propertied city. 
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Figure 5.1. “Vacant Indian Lands.” The Kitsilano Reserve in 1934. Surveyor 

notes “Numerous Squatters Along Waterfront” (City of Vancouver, 
1934, courtesy of the City of Vancouver Archives). 
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As early as 1927, when the city was in the midst of comprehensive planning, 

members of the VTPC began advocating for the “disposition of the Kitsilano Indian 

Reserve […] for park purposes” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1927a, p. 4). 

This park vision became so important to the city that the VTPC resolved to lobby the 

provincial and federal governments to acquire the rights to the land, noting that “public 

sentiment is almost unanimous for the development of these lands for park or similar 

purposes,” and should “be developed in a manner that will be a credit to the City, the 

Province and the Dominion” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928f, p. 4). In a 

memo to the Mayor and Council, the VTPC noted that “it will be a crime on future 

generations to allow the reserve […] to be further developed for […] any other purpose 

other than recreational and as an open space” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 

1928e, p. 2). The Publicity Committee of the VTPC offered their wholehearted support in 

educating the public of these plans, promising that every assistance would be given to the 

city in their quest to secure the land (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928h). The 

idea of the reserve-as-park also received the “emphatic endorsement” of Harland 

Bartholomew, who incorporated the concept into his comprehensive plan for the city 

(Bartholomew, 1928; Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928a, p. 7).  

In their letters to upper levels of government in support of the acquisition of the 

reserve for park purposes, the VTPC framed the reserve as an improper or wasteful space, 

arguing:  

 “[that] these lands were reserved for Indian occupation [does not] imply 
that the increment in value which has been earned by the settlement of 
nearly one-half the population of British Columbia near these lands should 
be used as an endowment for the tribe of Indians which happened to 
occasionally occupy them” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 
1928e, p. 3).  

Here, the VTPC drew on racist tropes about nomadic Indigenous peoples (see Bhandar, 

2018) and likened them to speculators, the undeserving beneficiaries of the socially 

produced value that proper, property owning settlers had brought to Vancouver by working 

and improving the land. In noting that they “occasionally occupy” the land, they also 

downplayed any rights that Indigenous peoples may have had to the reserve. These 

discourses are significant, considering that one of the primary objectives of the VTPC was 

to gain clear title to the land, curb speculation, and optimize the uses of property.  
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While the city was unable to secure the land in 1928, the following year the VTPC 

issued a final report on the Bartholomew plan. They noted that the park plan was 

“commending itself to public opinion,” and highlighted the importance of maintaining a 

“lively interest” among the public regarding the Kitsilano Reserve situation, so that “the 

interests of the citizens of Vancouver may be guarded” (Vancouver Town Planning 

Commission, 1929, p. 10). This advice was followed throughout the ensuing depression 

years, and the VTPC continued to press the issue in newspaper articles, lectures, and 

pamphlets. For example, a 1931 VTPC educational pamphlet aimed at high school 

students, entitled A Student To-Day, a Citizen To-Morrow, made it clear that the reserve 

was not part of a proper future for the city. The Kitsilano reserve was framed as a space 

that was existing along improper lines, and was noted to be a “splendid investment” that 

should be “owned by the city” and “under control of citizens of Vancouver,” a discursive 

move that conveniently excluded17 the Indigenous peoples for whom the land was 

reserved (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1931, p. 6). In another lecture to 

students, entitled Vancouver’s Town Plan and What It Means to Vancouver, the VTPC 

noted that the Bartholomew plan would be of immense value to the “youth and adult 

citizens” of Vancouver (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1934c, p. 3). The 

acquisition of the Kitsilano Reserve “for park or recreational purposes” (among other major 

projects), was noted as a “proposal of a major character” that was “essential to the general 

well-being and efficiency of the city” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1934c, pp. 

4, 5). 

While these lectures didn’t necessarily help to expedite the acquisition process, 

they were a part of a much larger settler colonial project that framed the reserve as an 

aberrant space in relation to a broader citizenship – a space that could be made proper 

through planning. Newspaper articles, too, helped in this project. A 1936 article in the 

Vancouver Daily Province trumpeted a “$2 Million Stadium and Park Plan for Kitsilano 

Reserve” that was being held back due to legal complications around property ownership 

(The Vancouver Daily Province, 1936a). In the article, it was noted that to acquire clear 

title, the city would be required to pay $350,000 to the “primitive owners” of the land (The 

Vancouver Daily Province, 1936a, p. A1). The piece also mentions that the land was now 

 
17 Under the provisions of the federal Indian Act of 1876, Indigenous peoples could not access 
citizenship rights or own property without moving off reserve and assimilating into Anglo-Canadian 
society (Dorries, 2017). 
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host to a “shack-town” occupied by “squatters […] with complete disregard for any of the 

aspiring owners” (The Vancouver Daily Province, 1936a, p. A1). While the stadium and 

park plans were framed as a potential asset for the citizens of Vancouver, complications 

around ownership and land titling hampered implementation. Indeed, the fact that land 

was still “reserved” for the members of the Squamish nation was a source of much 

consternation to civic officials, and these anxieties were again aroused in 1936 when the 

Squamish threatened to move back onto the reserve in response to the stadium and park 

proposal (The Vancouver Daily Province, 1936b). As a result, the city dialed back their 

plans, noting that a “wrong impression had been circulated” regarding plans for the 

reserve, and stated that “all we wish to do is clean up the area from the standpoint of 

health and civic beauty” (The Vancouver Daily Province, 1936b, p. unknown). 

While at no point in the pre-war era was the Kitsilano Reserve acquired by the city, 

it acted as a convenient foil, an economically and biopolitically wasteful “other” that stood 

out in contrast to the city surrounding it. For planners and city officials, the reserve served 

as an instructive space on the dangers of wasteful land use and lack of control: the 

Squamish nation failed to properly use the land by not living on it, while the land uses of 

squatters created an “eyesore and health nuisance” that threatened the integrity of the 

Kitsilano and English Bay beaches (The Vancouver Daily Province, 1936b, p. unknown; 

Walker, 1931). In other words, the Indigenous peoples for whom the land was reserved 

were standing in the way of the proper citizens of Vancouver, who “simply” desired the 

land to enhance civic beauty. 

5.6. Aberrant Geographes II: The West End 

While the Kitsilano Reserve was framed as a blank space on a map that needed 

to be improved, the already parceled and populated West End presented planners with a 

different kind of problem. From almost the founding of the city, the West End, located 

between Downtown and Stanley Park, had been an elite residential neighbourhood 

reserved for large, single family dwellings (Macdonald, 1996). But by the 1920s, the area’s 

fortunes had shifted as Vancouver’s elite classes moved to the suburban community of 

Shaughnessy Heights (Macdonald, 1996). In their wake, conflicts began to occur when 

planning concerns around propriety butted up against the economic concerns of property 

owners. Within these conflicts, a recursive relationship between economic and biopolitical 

waste became evident – where planners and property owners each framed the other’s 
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activities as wasteful (or productive of waste) and as a hinderance to proper 

neighbourhood improvement.  

5.6.1. The path to zoning 

The West End was a cause for planning concern when it began to be invaded by 

“undesirable apartment houses” and commercial establishments, a situation which helped 

convince city council of the need for land use control (Smith, 1926, p. 1). Planners framed 

apartments as undesirable for two reasons: first, because apartments were being used as 

a speculative investment by developers who wanted to create a monopoly before single-

family zoning was locked in; and second, because apartments being built were of an 

inferior character and quality, and not of the type that would be “a credit to the city” or “fit 

to bring up a family in” (Smith, 1926, p. 3). Here, deeper anxieties around the class and 

race of potential apartment occupants were implicit (see Adams, 1917; Dalzell, 1927), but 

were framed primarily around the type and quality of building being constructed (Smith, 

1926), and the social class of potential occupants and living arrangements that might arise 

as the district transitioned away from the single-family home (concerns that began to be 

borne out over the next few years, see Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1934a, p. 

2). The VTPC called for immediate action to halt the construction of apartment houses, 

and in 1926, against the technical advice of the Bartholomew organization, the VTPC drew 

up what they termed an “interim” zoning bylaw, meant to freeze development in place 

while the final zoning bylaw was being prepared (Bartholomew, 1926). This bylaw would 

“afford immediate relief to a situation which is becoming impossible,” while respecting 

private rights and ensuring that “no injustice will be done to the owner of any land or any 

class of citizens” (Smith & Walker, 1926, p. 2). It would also maintain a portion of the West 

End as a first-class (single-family, as officials termed it) residential area and exclude 

apartment construction (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1926).  

Such zoning met with immediate resistance from area property owners and 

developers such as John Mackenzie, who made a “[…] strong protest – against the placing 

of this district – in the first-class residential zone. […] it is not now a first-class residential 

locality and never will be” (Mackenzie, 1926, p. 1). The years 1926-1928 saw the VTPC 

flooded with petitions and protests, and while planners tried to convince West End owners 

that the by-law would simply “prevent the undesirable intrusion of apartment houses,” 

delegations of owners attended public hearings to assert that “the now proposed 
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residence area” should be opened up for the “building of apartments” at such time as the 

final zoning bylaw was implemented (City of Vancouver, 1926c, p. 1). On counting the 

results of these letters and petitions, the city clerk found that property owners in favour of 

apartments outnumbered those against by a ratio of almost two to one (McQueen, 1926). 

Owners argued that land values were too high to support single family dwellings, as taxes 

had become too much for single owners to afford, resulting in a situation where owners 

desired to build apartments and/or subdivide houses into suites to extract more value from 

the land (see Green, 1926).  

Such protests were taken into account by the VTPC and were reflected in the final 

zoning bylaw of 1928. The commission decided as early as January 1927 that the West 

End properties in question should be taken out of the R1 residential zone and that 

apartments should be allowed (Walker, 1927a). As resistance was (for the most part) 

quelled, the 175 property owners who attended a public hearing on the final bylaw in July 

of 1928 simply concerned themselves with arguing about the minute details of the 

incoming controls (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928g). Yet while property 

owners were satisfied, the VTPC was not. In their report on the final zoning by-law, the 

VTPC asserted that changes to the zoning map had not been their desire, but were a 

capitulation, emphasizing that: 

“[…] such zoning can only be justified on account of the very strong 
[collective] sentiment in its favour, [which] recognizes in each case only the 
individual lot and takes no cognizance of the various streets or the future 
of the district as a whole” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1928c, 
p. 1). 

For planners, the selfish actions of private property owners made it so zoning could not 

be implemented effectively in a larger context, and thus the area would not be improved 

“enough,” or properly. In this case, improvement could be wasteful as owners failed to use 

their land for the greater good of the district or the city. 

5.6.2.  The consequences of impropriety 

For years after the zoning ordinance was passed in late 1928, the West End was 

held up as an example of what could happen if citizens did not embrace zoning. A VTPC 

sample lecture on “Modern City Planning” from the late 1920s, aimed at educating the 

public on the benefits of zoning, held up the West End as an example of waste. The West 
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End, planners noted, was a site of “wasted development,” and because the area had not 

“adopted a proper plan” it was “subject to […] waste” (Vancouver Town Planning 

Commission, n.d.-b, p. 6). Here also the VTPC (in what may be their earliest use of the 

term) made explicit links between waste and “blight” – a condition that for planners 

emerged from improperly regulated development (Vancouver Town Planning 

Commission, n.d.-b). They noted that the West End was “intended as a residential district 

[…] laid out for single residences,” but without zoning, the neighbourhood was a “loss to 

citizens and the city” and had become “blighted or ruined as a single residential area” as 

“stores, apartments and warehouses […] gradually crept [in],” overwhelming infrastructure 

at “enormous cost to citizens” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-b, p. 6). More 

specifically, “blight” (for the VTPC) represented the depreciation of property value and 

amenity associated with the intrusion of undesirable uses, such as a “fish or a butcher’s 

shop or a laundry,” or an “apartment block covering the full area of [a lot],” next to a “home 

loving citizen” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-b, p. 6). Thus defined, blight 

was not necessarily synonymous with waste, rather it represented wasteful, improper, or 

suboptimal types of improvement that could lead to neighbourhood decline. 

The West End and its blight of apartment houses and stores continued to act as a 

bogeyman to proper planning throughout the 1930s. In May of 1932, VTPC Secretary-

Engineer J.A. Walker addressed the Shaughnessy Ratepayers’ Association, outlining the 

uniqueness and importance of Shaughnessy and the need for its protection as a first-class 

residential area in Vancouver (Walker, 1932). “The love of home is one of the 

distinguishing traits of Canadian character,” declared Walker, “and zoning is designed to 

preserve the amenity of the home and to insure against the intrusion of any, even incipient, 

evils that may threaten it” (Walker, 1932, p. 11). Evils, Walker noted, were represented in 

misplaced uses, such as the “apartments and small stores” that helped produce “blighted 

districts” (Walker, 1932, p. 12) such as the “horrible example” of the West End (Walker, 

1932, p. 16). “If zoning had been in vogue say twenty or twenty-five years ago,” Walker 

stated, “there would have been a different story insofar as the West End is concerned” 

(Walker, 1932, p. 16). Instead of the intrusion of apartment houses, Walker inferred that 

the area would have had some of the class and character of Shaughnessy, noting that 

“many fine old homes would still be occupied and the whole tone of the West End would 

have been different” (Walker, 1932, p. 16). Apartments and lodging houses, Walker 

reminded his audience, were the result of the selfish, speculative desires of owners “who 
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refused to listen to any argument,” and even though planners had “pointed out the fallacy 

of creating so much apartment area in advance of the demand for sites” and “endeavoured 

to save” the West End, they were bound by the ”democratic nature” of zoning and were 

forced to comply with owners wishes (Walker, 1932, p. 16). “The whole area [is] in the 

doldrums” Walker stated, so “why have a repetition of the West End’s fate in Shaughnessy 

Heights?” (Walker, 1932, p. 17). In a high school lecture written around 1934, the VTPC 

doubled down on their opinion of the West End, impressing upon their young audience 

that the area was a “glaring illustration” of blight and depreciation (Vancouver Town 

Planning Commission, n.d.-d, p. 6). Because zoning had not been implemented early 

enough, planners stated, property values had fallen and city tax revenue had decreased, 

a “loss from which no one benefits, hence a waste” (Vancouver Town Planning 

Commission, n.d.-d, p. 6).18 If zoning had been implemented, however, it would have given 

“proper protection to West End homes” and the area would be “one of the most desirable 

residential areas in the city” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-d, p. 7). 

Due to all these problems, and as a result of contestation among property owners, 

the VTPC completed full report on the land use conditions of the West End in the summer 

of 1934 (see Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1934d). It noted that the area was 

in retrograde and at risk of becoming a slum, and that property owners were to blame for 

the infestation of undesirable uses (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1934d). Even 

though some owners agreed that certain dwelling types could have the effect of “bring[ing] 

the East End into the West End” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 1934b, p. 6),19 

such owners were condemned by the VTPC in an anonymous editorial in the Daily 

Province on January 11, 1935: 

“Ward One [the West End] is a blighted ward. […] The fault lies in various 
places […] but chiefly it lies at the door of property owners and their 
unwarranted hopes and ambitions. They weren’t satisfied with owning 
property in a good residential district. They all wanted to build apartment 
houses or to sell to prospective apartment house builders. […] at the 
moment, the ward is tending directly toward slumdom” (The Daily Province, 
1935, p. 6) 

 
18 “No one” except perhaps renters or low-income people, categories conveniently excluded from 
the VTPC analysis.  
19 The East End of Vancouver at the time was widely understood to be an impoverished and 
racialized slum (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-c). 
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In short, for planners, speculative and non-proprietarian property owners were to 

blame for the conditions in the West End. Their unwillingness to accede to a proper 

municipal citizenship, or to accept planners’ recommendations, rendered their 

neighbourhood wasteful. Thus, planners used the West End as an example of what could 

happen if proper planning were not taken up. The area was framed as an aberrant and 

wasteful geography, its owners having rejected proper zoning and allowed for the intrusion 

of apartment houses and commercial businesses, a condition which resulted in loss of 

land value to owners and tax revenue to the city (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, 

n.d.-d). Regardless of the structural factors that helped create land use conditions, blame 

was individualized, and zoning was held up as a collective solution to such problems.   

5.7. Discussion and Conclusion 

Canadian land use planners of the early 20th century were deeply concerned with 

property control and how land use planning could eliminate waste, facilitate improvements, 

and optimize the use of human and natural resources. Such ideas, grounded in British 

political economic theory, had been instrumental to the 19th century settler colonial 

establishment of private property systems in Western Canada and British Columbia, and 

subsequently “land use” began to emerge as an object and category of liberal government. 

In time, land use relationships emerged between property and planning (which provided 

legal framing), citizenship and propriety (which moralized subjects), and waste and 

improvement (which gave motivation). Land use became spatialized in the specific 

geography of the property parcel, within which wasteful problems of land and life were 

identified and solutions were enacted, albeit in various ways across the space of the city. 

For both national and local planners, land use planning applications would improve parcels 

in a manner that would correct deviant neighbourhoods and affect cities at large, 

eventually extending outwards to generate spatial improvements at a national scale. 

Planning actors such as Thomas Adams and the TPIC underscored the 

importance of land use relationships as they educated cities and their citizens on the long-

term benefits of comprehensive land use planning for the common good. Planners touted 

land use planning as a mechanism whereby un(der)regulated systems of private property 

could be subjected to state control without unduly infringing on the rights of owners, but 

only if property owning individuals gave up some power and put their trust in the technical 

skills of planners for the benefit of the community at large. Motivations for land use control 
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of property parcels included economic waste, identified by planners in land speculation, 

underdevelopment, and unnecessary infrastructure, and biopolitical waste, represented in 

the disease, poor housing, and so-called immoral lifeways of those living in the (primarily 

immigrant) working class slums of urban inner cities. Planners argued that as cities and 

their citizens took on the rational logics of land use planning, such forms of waste could 

be removed or be avoided altogether, and true improvement in the form of orderliness, 

productivity, citizenship, propriety, and Anglo-Canadian normativity would arise, ultimately 

resulting in a properly propertied city full of proper municipal citizens.  

After being chastised by planning consultants for their lack of attention to land use 

control, early advocates in Vancouver embraced planning ideas wholeheartedly, creating 

their own local branch of the TPIC, lobbying the province to pass a Town Planning Act, 

and eventually forming the Vancouver Town Planning Commission. The VTPC acted as 

an advisory body to Vancouver City Council, and they were in charge of preparing plans 

and imposing land use restrictions. They also followed the recommendations of TPIC 

experts and developed public education programs to build support among government 

officials and property owners for comprehensive city planning and land use planning 

programs. Primarily using newspapers and public lectures, the Publicity Committee of the 

VTPC educated the public and municipal officials on the benefits of planning, and railed 

against the wasteful speculation and unregulated urban development that characterized 

land parcels across Vancouver’s urban landscape, touting the improvements that would 

result with zoning regulation. Planners made explicit links between land use control and 

municipal citizenship, noting that uncontrolled development bred lazy citizens, while 

zoning controls would encourage proper citizenship by channeling individual energies 

towards the good of the community. For planners, the proper citizen was unambiguously 

a property owner, and the proper city was one where proper owners worked together 

under zoning to ensure that everything (and everyone) was in the right place, and that 

landed parcels were used for their optimal purpose. Yet in preaching these sermons, the 

VTPC also identified people and places that were improper according to their normative 

vision. Such spaces acted as wasteful comparators that not only provided a contrast to 

so-called proper areas of the city, but as motivators insofar as planning would make such 

wasteful spaces (and their residents) proper and improved.  

The first such space was the Kitsilano Indian Reserve, a place of Indigenous use 

and occupation since time immemorial, and a parceled space that city officials lusted after 
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in their quest for a properly ordered city. As comprehensive planning began to take shape 

in the late 1920s, the VTPC, along with others, began to frame the reserve as an ideal 

space for a public park (or some such recreational space) for the citizens of Vancouver. 

To complete such a transformation, however, they needed to convince private property 

owners of the benefits of acquiring the land and convince the Federal government to give 

up their ‘trusteeship’ of the land. The publicity committee of the VTPC went into action, 

using settler colonial discursive tropes in attempts to convince upper levels of government 

that the parcel, as it stood, was a waste space - empty land ripe for improvement in the 

form of a park. They framed (Indigenous) occupation and use as either wasteful or non-

existent, likening Indigenous peoples to speculators while disparaging them as unworthy 

recipients of the economic value brought to the coast by settlers, rejecting their land rights 

and claims as invalid. Planners communicated similar messages to property owners and 

high school students in newspaper articles, lectures, and pamphlets, framing the reserve 

space as improper insofar as it was not properly owned, populated, or used by proper 

citizens. While VTPC lectures didn’t do much to help the city acquire the reserve, they 

performed an important function as they discursively named the reserve as an improper 

and wasteful space in relation to the rest of the city, and acted to demonstrate the value 

of land use planning in generating a normative and settled Anglo-Canadian urban 

landscape.  

The second site of planning deviance was the West End, a residential 

neighbourhood near Downtown that was dominated by aging single family homes and 

transitioning to an apartment district as elite residents abandoned the area for more stylish 

residences in exclusive neighborhoods such as Shaughnessy. Upon observing the rapid 

‘invasion’ of apartments and rise of speculation in what was once seen as a proper and 

upstanding community, members of the VTPC began to panic. They outlined the inferiority 

of apartment construction and denounced the types of occupancy that such buildings 

would attract, and they implemented an interim zoning scheme in 1926 to freeze 

development while they deliberated the dimensions of the final zoning bylaw. The interim 

zoning drew immediate protest from West End property owners, many of whom wished to 

extract increased rent from the land by adding density to their lots, and who argued that 

the neighbourhood was over-taxed and unsuitable as a single-family residential zone. 

These petitions were instrumental in the formation of the final bylaw of 1928, as planners 

begrudgingly took owner concerns into account and made accommodation for apartment 
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houses and commercial establishments. Planners argued that owner desires hindered 

proper improvement, that they were selfish, and that they did not consider the collective 

needs of the neighbourhood. Over the following decade, VTPC planners used the West 

End as a kind of ‘bogeyman’ in their lectures and editorials – as an example to the rest of 

the city of what could happen if greedy property-owning citizens rejected proper land use 

zoning. The area, planners argued, was suboptimal, “blighted” by structures and 

underimproved parcels that destroyed property values and amenity, and a burden to the 

city as a result of the selfishness of property owners who refused to listen to the rational 

arguments and scientifically informed plans of planning experts. Planners held these 

owners responsible for the so-called blight and slum conditions that gripped the area 

throughout the depression-era 1930s, and for a broader loss of land value and tax revenue 

for the city.  

During the inception of town planning activities in the Vancouver region from 1922-

1935, local planning enthusiasts, who eventually formed the membership of the VTPC, 

wholeheartedly took up the ideas of professional planners at the national scale and sought 

to implement them in a practical manner. In doing so, they laid out a particular liberal and 

Anglo-Canadian (read: White settler) vision of “land use” for the rapidly growing Pacific 

coast city, one in which a particular relationship between planning and property emerged. 

Private property, such as it was a bulwark of the Canadian state, was fundamental 

Vancouver’s planning vision – indeed it was conjoined to it. But unregulated private 

property was a problem, as individual owners, who were engaged in “selfish” speculation 

and leaving their land idle, could derail comprehensive and utopian planning schemes 

aimed at improving the city over the long term. Land use control in the form of zoning (as 

in many North American cities) was viewed by the VTPC as a catch-all solution to 

Vancouver’s property issues, and they saw public education as an important step to 

ensuring planning success. Vancouver planning visions were both utilitarian and 

proprietarian in nature. Planners educated the property-owning public on the need for 

zoning to ensure that individuals were using property parcels for the greater good of the 

city and the nation, and they instructed them that in giving up certain rights to their land, 

they and the city would flourish as particular land uses were placed “where they rightly 

belong[ed]” (Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.-d, p. 7). Indeed, planners 

understood that land use and zoning issues were inseparably linked to issues of private 
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property and the proper use of land parcels, and they set about educating property owners 

in order to avoid/head off planning conflicts before they began. 

Within VTPC planning education, a discursive relationship between propriety and 

citizenship took hold as planners exercised forms of subjectification that aimed to moralize 

Vancouver residents into so-called “proper” municipal citizens. VTPC planners spoke 

against un(der)regulated and laissez-faire forms of development that had been in place 

since settlers arrived on the coast, stating that such developments were anathema to 

proper municipal citizenship. They agreed that the proper citizen was one who accepted 

the value of zoning controls and gave up a portion of control over their property for the 

good of the city and nation. Citizens (property-owners) who insisted on selfishly using their 

land were shown to be improper – unwilling to accede to the normative impulses of land 

use planning. Proper land was that which was properly owned under an Anglo-Canadian 

property system. Improper land was that which did not 1) fall under the normative 

categories of private property ownership promoted by the Canadian state (the Kitsilano 

Reserve), or 2) was not regulated and/or properly ordered through comprehensive 

planning and zoning-based land use control (the West End). Relationships of waste and 

improvement were implicated here as well, as improper land was classified as waste, and 

those who used/occupied that land were framed as wasteful. Such land, people, and 

activities were seen to be ripe for improvement through planning, and wasted land parcels 

(either individual parcels, or collections of parcels) were used as a warning for those who 

might fail to see the value of comprehensive land use planning.  

But what do these cases tell us more broadly about planning in Vancouver? And 

what broader function did classifying people and land as improper, excess, or waste 

serve? At its most basic, discouraging waste and encouraging the improvement of land 

parcels served an economic function for the City of Vancouver. By removing haphazard 

land use conditions and replacing them with efficient, orderly, and so-called proper ones 

(i.e., everything in its right place), the social and material conditions of the city would 

improve. More specifically, in eliminating the “wasteful” conditions associated with the 

Kitsilano Reserve and replacing the space with a public park, property values (and 

consequently tax revenue) in the Kitsilano Point area would ostensibly increase. Further, 

in increasing the aesthetic value of the reserve, the significance of the land as a tourist 

attraction and space of enjoyment would also increase, providing “benefits” to the city. 

With the West End, the influx of apartment houses in the early 20th century was seen as a 



156 

wasteful development by planners, who saw the area’s value as an Anglo-Canadian 

single-family neighbourhood. Here, proper “improvement” also meant morally, socially, 

and aesthetically acceptable development. Without proper zoning, planners agreed, the 

area was suboptimally improved - “blighted” by improper uses and populated by improper 

people – a condition that also meant a loss of property values and tax revenues. 

We need not look far to see the contemporary legacy of such early 20th century 

planning programs in Vancouver. Land use controls and their relationships to property, 

propriety, citizenship, waste, and improvement are part of the ongoing colonial 

maintenance of the city. Zoning and land use controls are taken for granted as the most 

appropriate municipal tools for regulating private property and urban space through the 

land parcel, and their contentious discursive legacy remains woven into the fabric of land 

use contestation and property promotion. Land use politics are property politics by a 

different name, and like in many cities, land use arguments around who and what is proper 

to a neighbourhood have never gone away in Vancouver. Take for example the racially-

coded arguments over “monster homes” in Shaughnessy and the West Side that 

dominated the planning discourses of the 1990s and 2000s, arguments which had at their 

core an Anti-Asian bias, but where property owners appealed to the land use character of 

the neighbourhood as a mechanism of exclusion (Mitchell, 2004). Or perhaps the debates 

of the late 2000s over residential condo tower rezoning in the East Vancouver community 

of Collingwood, where planners and developers had to convince property owning 

residents that their neighbourhood was undervalued, and that such towers would fit with 

the social character of the area while spurring economic development (see Davison, 

2011). Finally, there has been a longstanding effort by the city to enact land use planning 

programs of “improvement” to solve so-called problems in the impoverished Downtown 

Eastside neighbourhood, programs which have at their core a framing of the community 

as aberrant and wasteful, its (often non-property owning) residents deviant in relation to 

the rest of the city, and its land uses suboptimal (Sommers, 2001; Wideman, 2015; 

Wideman & Masuda, 2018). These examples among many others are reflective of deeply 

entrenched relationships that are foundational to Vancouver’s land use planning system.  

However, in attending to such relationships, there is emancipatory promise. While 

it is not the intention of this paper to articulate (or theorize around) all the possible ways 

in which liberal democratic ideas of land use and private property can be subverted, 

Davies (1998) reminds us that there is really no such thing as a “proper” form of property, 
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regardless of what rational and scientific programs of modernity might tell us. Instead, she 

argues that the proper is never pure, as it contains within it that which is improper and 

common – everyday performances of difference (queerness) that subvert the boundaries 

of proper liberal property and citizenship. Land use relationships, such as they are 

thoroughly entangled with property and people, are open to being contested and 

dismantled. Van Wagner (2013), drawing on Graham (2011), argues that property and 

land use law tend to evict place-based relationships to land in favour of rationalization and 

standardization, but offers hope in reviving place-based relationships to land within land 

use law, stating: 

“By articulating connectedness with, and responsibility to, specific places 
in [land use] forums, we can do at least some of the work to move land use 
law beyond a model of property as a contest of abstract rights to exclude 
and control” (Van Wagner, 2013, p. 314). 

Of particular relevance to this study, and to the settler colonial context of 

Vancouver and Canada, Van Wagner also pushes us to consider Indigenous ways of 

knowing land that “fundamentally challenge colonial legal frameworks governing land use 

and people-place relations” (Van Wagner, 2013, p. 287). In this vein, Byrd et.al. (2018), 

drawing on Indigenous scholar-activists Glen Coulthard and Leanne Betasamosake 

Simpson (Coulthard, 2014; Coulthard & Simpson, 2016), advocate a practice of “grounded 

normativity” which radically reimagines relationships to land: 

“[grounded normativity] provides an ethical way of knowing and being that 
is more expansive than those ontologies that prioritize the human as 
exceptional, and it is a placement that extends memory through vast 
kinship networks that assume life, vibrancy, and agency beyond the limits 
of enlightenment notions of self, liberty, and property” (Byrd et al., 2018, p. 
13). 

These emerging conversations, while bracketed here, outline important 

alternatives for urban space, and they remind us that liberal and settler colonial land use 

relationships in Vancouver and Canada are mutable. Moreover, land use regimes were 

not enacted overnight. Rather, their inception required sustained work through the 

educational activities of planners, politicians, and the public. Likewise, while land use 

controls might now go unnoticed, they are persistent, and they help ensure the 

maintenance of the contemporary liberal city. Importantly, though, such relationships are 

mutable. But their transformation will require the ongoing and sustained labour of those 

willing to shake the ground upon which land use stands. 
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Chapter 6.  
 
Discussion and conclusion: Bridging Vancouver and 
Winnipeg through early 20th century land use planning 

6.1. Study Purpose Revisited 

Aside from being situated in western Canada, the contemporary cities of 

Vancouver and Winnipeg seemingly have very little to do with each other. Yet these cities 

share a certain historical importance. In the early 20th century, these rapidly growing cities 

were understood by Canadian planning professionals as places where private property 

systems and governance processes had become problematic and unruly, and where 

technical and legal interventions were needed in the form of land use planning. Itinerant 

planners representing national organizations saw these cities as sites of planning 

experimentation where programs of prevention and correction could be implemented. 

They visited Winnipeg and Vancouver, advised them on planning methods, and 

highlighted their successes and failures to the nascent Canadian planning community 

through professional publications. At the same time, government officials in these cities 

took up technocratic programs of land use control in highly differential ways – accepting 

or discarding planning ideas in ways that suited their immediate needs, and in relation to 

their own propertied understandings of what a city should be.  

This highly contentious historical planning milieu has proven to be a fruitful site of 

investigation for accomplishing my research goals and answering my research questions. 

I began with the following questions: 

1. How has “land use” shaped, and been shaped by, the relationship 
between urban planning and property in key early moments of 
Canadian planning history? 

2. In what ways have categories of “waste” and “improvement” been 
deployed through planning and property to spatialize land use 
arrangements in Canadian cities? 

3. How might land use controls aimed at eliminating “waste” facilitate 
exclusion and marginalization? 
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In working through these questions, I have contributed to a deeper understanding 

of land use relationships in Canada and shown how land use is enrolled with planning and 

property at the national, provincial, and municipal scales. I have demonstrated how 

economic and biopolitical ideas of waste, signalling urban elements which are deviant, 

superfluous, or valueless, have been used by planning to drive programs of improvement, 

and demonstrated how improvements occur differently across place and time. I have also 

shown how waste-led programs of improvement can potentially have exclusionary and 

marginalizing effects upon urban residents. I outline these contributions in detail in the 

discussion that follows.  

6.2. Case Summaries  

6.2.1. Canada, Vancouver, Winnipeg 

In Chapter 3, I examined how national planning professionals in early 20th century 

Canada acted to shape a normative understanding of land use (planning and practice) in 

relation to concerns around people and private property. Drawing specifically on 

professional Canadian planning journals and other primary literature of the day (Journal 

of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, Town Planning and Conservation of Life, 

conference proceedings, etc.), I looked at the activities of important actors and institutions 

(namely Thomas Adams, Prime Minister Mackenzie King, the Commission of 

Conservation, and the Town Planning Institute of Canada). I demonstrated how 

professional planners at the national scale were deeply concerned with implementing 

rationalized forms of land use control across cities, through property parcels, to eliminate 

wasteful land uses and practices and motivate improvement of people and property. For 

such planners, economic waste was found in speculative property development and in 

unregulated, undeveloped, and undervalued land, while biopolitical waste was found in 

the inhabitants of the “slum” and in the figure of the “immigrant” – both of which were 

framed by planners as deviating from the racial, gender, and class-based norms of the 

Anglo-Canadian population. Canadian professionals evaluated both Winnipeg and 

Vancouver according to such norms. In Winnipeg, a rush of planning activity was followed 

by a long period of stagnation, and while national professionals were initially optimistic 

that Winnipeg officials would implement land use planning and take on wasteful 

conditions, they were soon disappointed to see that haphazard land uses and abysmal 
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housing environments remained in the face of inaction. Land use controls and rational 

planning programs were ignored by Winnipeg city officials, who preferred to consolidate 

power in the hands of property owners. Vancouver was likewise seen by planners as a 

city that needed improvement and correction. While the city was slow to take up planning, 

it eventually did – and was soon viewed as a planning innovator that was willing to take 

on rational and scientific ideas of national planners, eliminate various forms of waste, and 

improve the city for the greater good. Planning promoters at the national scale saw 

Vancouver as doing planning ‘right,’ and elevated the city’s progress in relation to the 

aberrant (and even non-existent) land use planning practices of Winnipeg.  

Chapter 3 helped fulfil my study objectives by demonstrating how ideas of land use 

co-evolved in relation to the development of the planning profession, which was highly 

concerned with biopolitical issues and the management of private property. It also 

demonstrates that while ideas of land use became relatively solidified within professional 

planning discourses at the national scale, these ideas had differential purchase at the local 

level in Winnipeg and Vancouver. Likewise, ideas of waste articulated by national 

professionals were meant to motivate legal and social interventions that would bring 

optimal and improved local land use conditions, correct improper arrangements of people 

and things through the geography of the parcel, and uphold private property, but the 

degree to which land use planning programs were taken up was highly variegated across 

cities. As I articulate further in chapters 4 and 5, these processes laid a foundation for very 

different land use and property systems to emerge in Winnipeg and Vancouver.  

6.2.2. Winnipeg 

In chapter 4, I further analyzed how land use planning concerns outlined at the 

national scale were taken up by Winnipeg officials. Drawing on records from the City of 

Winnipeg and Province of Manitoba archives, I presented a case where land use planning 

ideas and powerful ideologies of waste, deployed by national professionals, were either 

ignored or used in a highly selective manner. Winnipeg’s planning practices were 

considered deviant and wasteful by professionals, who saw the city as devoid of land use 

planning and property control. On their part, Winnipeg officials set up planning forums and 

programs and used discourses of waste, but they did so in way that ensured the primacy 

of private property ownership. In one case, they implemented zoning controls, but catered 

to the needs of property owners by allowing for extensive zoning variances. In another 
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case, they took up waste discourses to attack problems of poor housing and vacant land 

but fell short of placing further regulations upon property owners. In the process, 

Winnipeg’s most vulnerable residents and neighbourhoods were almost wholly ignored. 

Zoning contestations discounted the arguments of renters and benefitted private property 

owners that had the means, power, and rights to shape the city according to their will, 

while housing interventions encouraged/maintained middle/upper class home ownership 

at the expense of (often racialized) inhabitants of the so-called slums of the North End and 

Point Douglas. Winnipeg used planning as political tool, but they did so in ways that 

deviated from the advice of professional experts insofar as they used a different calibration 

of property in relation to state action. While “proper” professional planning would not have 

solved problems of exclusion and marginalization, the chapter demonstrates that planning 

processes are unstable and open to disruption, even as they have assured the power of 

property owners and entrenched private property regimes in Winnipeg.  

Chapter 4 helped answer my research questions by demonstrating the 

contingency of professional land use planning ideas and waste ideologies in a local 

context where officials and property owners were resistant to municipal interference. Land 

use processes like surveying, mapping, zoning, and citizen control of planning, outlined 

by national planners as essential steps to proper planning and improvement, were taken 

up in a selective manner (if at all) by city officials keen on maintaining powers associated 

with unregulated property development. Planning activities and land use conditions in 

Winnipeg deviated from planning norms and were framed as wasteful according to 

professional logics. Even when Winnipeg officials were seemingly willing to identify 

wasteful conditions of land and life within parcels of private property (vacant land, poor 

housing conditions), they did so in a manner that upheld property rights, promoting an 

economic improvement scheme that would fill empty parcels and repair aging structures 

instead of disciplining individual landowners/landlords. Land use conditions remained 

haphazard according to the planning logics of the day, and property systems remained 

mostly intact – free from undue influence or intervention from city planners or officials. Yet 

the fact that waste logics were only partially taken up did not mean that exclusion did not 

occur. By discursively rendering private property ownership as non-wasteful, and in 

selectively framing some places and practices (speculation, vacancy, poor housing) as 

wasteful, Winnipeg officials were able to encourage programs of improvement which were 

meant to benefit property owners while excluding particular people and places in need of 
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planning attention. In this way, land use and waste logics played a role in generating 

nuanced and locally specific forms of exclusion in Winnipeg. 

6.2.3. Vancouver 

In chapter 5, I examined how land use logics emanating from the national scale 

touched down locally in Vancouver. Drawing on the records of the Province of British 

Columbia and the City of Vancouver, as well as the journal articles analyzed and 

presented in chapter 3, I demonstrated how local elites and city officials in Vancouver (in 

contrast to those in Winnipeg) took up professional land use planning ideas with great 

enthusiasm. I framed this chapter according to three interdependent theoretical 

relationships that I argue outline a Vancouver-specific liberal democratic vision of “land 

use”: property and planning (foundational concepts of land use); citizenship and propriety 

(subjects of land use); and waste and improvement (impulses behind land use). Using 

examples from the Vancouver Town Planning Commission, I showed how land use 

planning ideas espoused by national organizations were implemented at the local level 

with the help of planning education. Educational programs were meant to garner support 

for planning from property owners who favored unregulated development and were 

resistant to land use control and zoning of property parcels. In such programs, planners 

denounced waste in the form of vacant land and speculative development, and they 

framed laissez-faire property ownership as wasteful and outside of the municipal good. 

Planners argued that the proper citizen was one who accepted the value of land use 

planning, and that the implementation of zoning would help generate a properly propertied 

city filled with proper municipal citizens. They proclaimed that zoning would eliminate 

wastefulness and generate improvement for the benefit of all. Yet in doing so, they also 

made examples of places and land parcels in the city that were improper. For example, 

planners used the example of the squatter-occupied Indigenous space of the Kitsilano 

Reserve as a warning to private property owners of what might happen if urban space 

were left unregulated and outside of regimes of private property. Likewise, planners used 

the example of the West End neighbourhood as a place where land uses had begun to 

slip outside of the properly propertied land use regime promoted by the city. In both cases, 

aberrant people and places were framed as ripe for planning-led improvement and were 

used as a warning to citizens who might fail to see value in land use planning. While 
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planners of the era could do little to deliver planning programs of improvement for such 

areas, they played a key role in codifying such places as outside of the municipal good.  

In relation to the broader objectives and questions posed by this research, chapter 

5 shows a clear relationship between the motivations of planning, the imperatives of 

private property, and the implementation of land use control. Property regimes and social 

conditions in early 20th century Vancouver were seen as deviant by planners at both the 

national and local scales, and rational, scientific implementations of land use control were 

seen as a catch-all solution to issues of land and life, spatialized in the parcel. From the 

beginning, planning professionals in Vancouver hooked land use and property together in 

a consequential manner that differed from Winnipeg – they formed a program of education 

to teach property owners about the benefits of zoning in creating a properly ordered city, 

while also lecturing to Vancouver residents on how planning could help create proper 

municipal citizens. Waste was important here, as Vancouver planners took up broader 

professional understandings around the consequences of wasteful people, places, and 

activities to codify particular urban spaces as deviant and aberrant. They used generic 

warnings about the evils of speculative property ownership, unproductive land, and slum 

housing to motivate improvement at the scale of the parcel (and indirectly provide benefits 

to the city, province, and nation), as well as more specific admonitions around wasteful 

areas of the city such as the West End and Kitsilano Reserve, which were meant to 

generate neighborhood scale improvements. In undertaking such activities, Vancouver 

planners acted to moralize the population and tame an unruly urban landscape through 

the land use control of property parcels, but in doing so, people and places were placed 

outside of a properly propertied vision of land use/citizenship, a process that both indirectly 

and directly facilitated marginalization and exclusion.   

6.3. Synthesis: Winnipeg and Vancouver 

In comparing these cases, what do they tell us more broadly about relationships 

of land use, planning, and property in Canada in the early 20th century? In the following, I 

outline six insights of this study that I believe contribute to a deeper understanding of the 

foundations of land use planning in Canada and liberal democracies more generally.  

1. Land use planning under liberal democracy has always been 
thoroughly entangled with private property 
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From its inception, land use planning has been an attempt to solve problems 

associated with the ownership of private property. While this statement might seem 

obvious, numerous authors have observed how contemporary professional land use 

planning has a tendency to elide questions of private property and ownership, instead 

rendering urban space as an inert collection of parcels codified and managed according 

to legal categories of use (Blomley, 2017; Jacobs & Paulsen, 2009; Krueckeberg, 1995). 

In this research, I have demonstrated, building on Blomley (2017), the ways in which 

Canadian planners of the early 20th century, in attempting to promote and implement 

programs of land use control, were forced to address problems of private property. 

However, their solutions were offered under highly constrained terms. Land use planning 

did not aim to solve systemic problems caused by private property such as inequality, 

rather, it addressed certain inefficiencies and spillover effects on the collective caused by 

private action. Planning promoters at the national scale – drawing on political economic 

theories expounded by 19th century British political theorists - problematized particular 

issues of private property and ownership while failing to problematize others, such as 

settler colonial land-claiming, certain forms of speculation, and more. They encouraged 

the use of legally backed systems of land use control as a normative, catch-all solution for 

Canadian cities. Such planners saw seemingly “unregulated” private property as the 

biggest obstacle to civic improvement. Planners espousing their ideas in professional 

journals saw a nation blanketed by parcels of underutilized private property that saturated 

the Canadian urban landscape. Property problems were explicitly linked to what they 

referred to as “idle” land – land that was not being managed in a way that would increase 

its (taxable) value. Implicated here was the problem of the speculative property owner who 

left their land “idle” in an attempt to gain profit without inputting labour into the land. 

Problems of planning, for national planners, were problems of property. 

Planning and property were likewise entangled at the local scale, though in 

categorically different ways across space and time. In Winnipeg, land use planning activity 

occurred in a selective manner, precisely because the powerful property-owning elites 

who controlled the city government were reluctant to interfere with property rights, 

preferring instead to intervene into land use outside of official planning channels in ways 

that would uphold private property rights. Land use planning, a seemingly rational and 

“scientific” practice, became political precisely because it interfered with private property, 

and it threatened the relatively unregulated forms of property development that Winnipeg 
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elites were accustomed to, and profited from. In Vancouver, land use planning was equally 

political and equally entangled with property, but in a different way. Civic elites saw the 

value in land use planning as a catch-all method of regulating and normalizing what they 

saw as an underused and un(der)improved urban terrain. Vancouver planners, with the 

support of civic government and economic elites, took up the ideas of national planners 

with gusto, and rolled out a program of regulation and education meant to tame the land 

and moralize property owners into improving their property for the greater economic and 

social good of the city. In each city, land use planning acceptance and success was 

dependent on its relationship to, and influence on, local regimes of private property.  

2. Land use planning is an incomplete attempt at governing people 
through use 

Land use is not just about land – it is about the activities of people on land (see for 

example the definition in IPCC, 2000). As Valverde (2005) has observed, contemporary 

land use planning law governs inert spaces and material objects through categories of 

use, often ignoring social arguments and keeping issues of human rights at arm’s length. 

But as this study has shown, land use planning has not always been just a legal and 

techno-rational exercise, and issues around the governance of people have at times been 

obvious. In early 20th century Canada, land use law was implemented to solve problems 

of property through proper use, but by extension, it also had a biopolitical agenda that was 

meant to address social issues relating to housing, morality, crime, and population health 

(see also Rutland, 2015a, 2018). Concerns around the ‘conservation of life’ and ideas of 

the population as an exploitable resource underpinned many planning arguments around 

the rationalization of land use, and such arguments were directly linked to issues of race, 

class, and gender, where certain deviant populations were called upon to accede to the 

normative values of Anglo-Canadian society. In Winnipeg, land use regulations were 

promoted as an effective way of dealing with improper uses and “undesirable occupation” 

by recent immigrants and indecorous landowners (Stoughton, 1921, p. 9), while in 

Vancouver, such regulations were seen to ward off social evils such as “Chinese slums” 

(Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, 1925, p. 11). Yet as an added bonus 

for planning professionals, the rationalization of the city through land use control would 

ostensibly make social problems disappear within an all-encompassing logic of use 

ordered by land parcels (Seymour, 1927; Vancouver Town Planning Commission, n.d.). 

By legally codifying the city as a collection of parcels and uses, seemingly devoid of actual 
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people, planners were able to claim that land use control did not hold prejudice against 

anyone. 

But even as cities transitioned from so called unregulated, “laissez-faire,” and 

socially problematic forms of land development to those regulated by zoning, they found 

that technical and rational land use controls sometimes interfaced uncomfortably with the 

social and political issues of people in situ. In Winnipeg, officials who were meant to 

adjudicate land use disputes on the basis of their technical conformity were easily swayed 

by the arguments of property owners who made claims about how zoning restrictions were 

causing them personal hardship – to the point that land use control arguably became 

ineffective as a legal tool for city government. In at least one case, council members even 

tied use restrictions to an individual occupying a parcel, not the parcel itself, defying zoning 

conventions while making a direct connection between land use and the governance of 

people. In Vancouver, the implementation of zoning bylaws in the West End caused 

extensive friction between planners, who sought to preserve a stately landscape of single 

family homes, and property owners, who claimed social and economic hardships and 

desired to alleviate their tax burden by building apartment buildings and subdividing large 

homes into suites. West End property owners won the argument, and here, technical 

controls on use were limited in their ability to control the political will of property-owning 

individuals, or to regulate the social norms of the neighborhood. The findings here 

reinforce those of Valverde (2005, 2011) insofar as they show how land use codes were, 

and are, meant to govern land through use instead of people, but they also demonstrate 

how in this early moment in both cities, people on the ground were able to effectively use 

social and political arguments (rather than just technical arguments) to mount clear 

challenges to use-based zoning controls.  

3. Land use produces propertied subjects 

As several scholars have identified, planning is a biopolitical project aimed at 

normalizing/optimizing the energies of populations, eliminating moral weaknesses, and 

addressing interrelated problems of health and housing (Blomley, 2017; Rabinow, 1995; 

Rutland, 2015a, 2018). While these observations are reinforced within my own study, the 

insights herein suggest that land use planning was also related to the production of 

propertied subjects. As I have shown, land use planning is aimed at governing property, 

and it also attempts to govern people at arm’s length. However, in order for land use 
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planning to govern property, property owners must agree to an extra layer of legal control 

(zoning) being placed upon their property. Planning professionals at the national and local 

scales needed to educate and convince city officials and property owners (often the same 

thing) of the benefits that would accrue if they accepted land use controls. City officials 

were encouraged by national planners to implement legal tools that would compel private 

owners to align ownership practices with normative values to serve the greater good of 

the city/state. Planning was said to be a method of simultaneously optimizing property and 

developing citizens – and was even touted as a cure for what some termed “debased 

citizenship” (Ambrose, 1929, p. 88). Planning and propertied citizenship were linked 

together explicitly within the influential works of W.L. Mackenzie King, who argued that 

“private [property] rights [should] cease when they become public wrongs” (King, 1918, p. 

518) and that “private ownership of land […] [should] have but one justification […] 

community service” (p.343). King, along with other town planning proponents such as 

Thomas Adams, saw the legal control of land use as a method of molding proper subjects, 

as it would compel property owners to do the ‘right thing’ with their land (i.e., improve it 

and increase its value) for the good of society. 

At the local scale in Winnipeg, city officials also encouraged propertied citizenship, 

but they did so in ways that jarred with the advice of planning professionals. In the case 

of land use planning, officials preferred to ignore technical and rational practices 

associated with zoning, and allowed property owners to dictate how their land should be 

used. Here, the land use practices of city officials reinforced a particular vision of 

ownership – one where property owners were already ‘proper’ insofar as they held rights 

to the land. This understanding of ownership was reinforced in Winnipeg when officials 

declined to use their powers to improve conditions for renters and instead deployed land 

use interventions to populate vacant land and encourage single family homeownership. 

The Vancouver case even more explicitly demonstrated connections between land use 

planning and ideas of the propertied subject, as planners used various methods of 

promotion (lectures, newspaper articles) to teach property owners that the proper 

municipal citizen was one that rejected laissez-faire development practices, and accepted 

the value of land use control as a method of civic improvement for the benefit of all. 

Planners made examples of improper places in the city that were outside of land use 

planning (Kitsilano Reserve), and of property owners who resisted planning, and thus were 

not proper subjects (West End residents). These, among other examples in this 



179 

dissertation, demonstrate that land use planning activities of the early 20th century in 

Canada aimed to produce a properly propertied subject20 associated with the figure of the 

citizen, but they did so in various ways across place and time. 

4. Planning identifies categories of waste to generate improved 
land use 

Planning practice, in a mode descended from antecedent techniques used during 

initial waves of colonization, has long sought to identify waste. Waste, under planning, can 

be (and has been) used to refer to abnormal and deviant elements within urban space - 

people, places, things, and practices - that need to be corrected and improved. In this 

study, I have drawn on geographic scholarship on waste to highlight the relationship 

between waste and improvement, and demonstrated how within planning, waste has both 

economic and biopolitical connotations. Moreover, building on the work of Gille (2007), I 

have demonstrated how understandings of waste change across time and place, in 

relation to normative concerns at both national and local scales. Planners preaching at the 

scale of the nation railed against economic waste associated with unregulated property 

development and speculative ownership practices: e.g., loss of municipal tax revenue due 

to unimproved land, and unnecessary expenditures on infrastructure servicing 

un(der)developed lots. They also denounced the biopolitical waste of population energy 

associated with so called slum areas – places where poor housing, ill health, immorality, 

and crime were seen to be prevalent. At the same time, they also identified wasteful 

practices of urban government that failed to correct wasteful urban conditions – asserting 

that such conditions could not improve unless proper urban planning practices were 

employed. Canadian planners writing about Vancouver and Winnipeg saw two cities 

dealing with equally pressing issues of waste, and pressed them to take up land use 

planning to solve such issues. In both cases, discourses of waste were used by national 

planners to categorize/spatialize cities as deviant and mobilize city officials to action – but 

such officials took up land use programs in very different ways. In the eyes of national 

planners, Winnipeg officials bowed to the will of local property owners and were reluctant 

to implement land use control, allowing so-called wasteful conditions of land and life to 

continue, while Vancouver was willing to take on waste through land use planning. 

 
20 Arguably, they also worked to produce the incomplete propertied subject of the renter, at least 
by absence. 
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Coming down to the local scale in Winnipeg, city officials took up ideas of waste 

selectively. While early progressives in Winnipeg identified issues with waste, they did 

little in the way of concrete action to correct urban conditions. National planners accused 

Winnipeg officials of wasting energy, as they consistently ignored the advice of planning 

experts. Winnipeg city officials were reluctant to regulate land and were content to allow 

so called wasteful property practices and slum conditions to continue in the interests of 

upholding the primacy of private property. Even when wasteful conditions of vacant land 

and insanitary housing were identified and spatialized in the North End and across the city 

in the mid 1930s, officials ensured that projects of improvement did not interfere with 

property rights. In Winnipeg, “wasteful” planning practices and urban conditions were 

exploited to promote a locally specific land use vision of a privately propertied urban 

landscape. In Vancouver, waste was exploited in a much different manner. Ideas of 

economic and biopolitical waste emanating from the national scale were put into the 

service of local planners who sought to normalize the city according to an Anglo-Canadian 

normativity. Waste spaces were identified in Vancouver where speculative practices were 

prevalent, owners were selfish, living conditions were not according to Anglo-Canadian 

single-family norms, and urban land was not possessed as private property. Such wastes 

provided fodder for planners who sought to gain legitimacy for their burgeoning profession. 

The West End and Kitsilano Reserve provided examples of such waste, while wealthy 

neighbourhoods like Shaughnessy and Point Grey were held up as models of proper 

planning and improvement. In short, waste was a potent discursive force that was 

selectively deployed to identify and spatialize non-normative elements within Canadian 

urban spaces, often setting the stage for land use planning-led projects of normalization 

and improvement.  

5. People and places categorized as waste are subject to 
marginalization and exclusion 

For early Canadian planning evangelists, waste was seemingly everywhere, used 

as a motivator for programs of improvement (Blomley, 2017). People, places, and 

activities categorized as waste were meant to be corrected and/or eliminated. Aberrant 

elements were meant to fall away as cities took on rationalistic programs of land use 

planning. By definition, wasteful elements of the city would be excluded from a modern, 

scientific vision of an improved city codified according to land use. Such waste most 

frequently appeared in the space of the land parcel or subdivision, where speculative 
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owners were leaving land idle and unimproved, and in the immigrant slum neighbourhood, 

where population energies were being wasted as a result of poor housing. Professional 

planners saw such issues occurring in both Winnipeg and Vancouver and aimed to 

exclude wasteful spaces – often based on their presumed deviance across lines of race 

and class. In the rapidly growing Winnipeg region, speculation ran rampant, and planners 

promoted land use control as a way of excluding improper (often class-inflected) 

ownership practices and correcting wasteful (sub)urban conditions in places like East 

Kildonan. They also identified wasteful conditions in the marginalized and racialized 

immigrant slums of the North End, which were excluded from their vision of a properly 

improved city. Similarly, in Vancouver, land use planning was touted as a method whereby 

wasteful social and material conditions of the racialized and class-denigrated inner city 

(represented in the twin spectres of the “east end” and “Chinese slums”) could be excluded 

from wealthy, healthy communities such as Point Grey and Shaughnessy that represented 

Anglo-Canadian norms. Likewise, land use planning would ensure that the jumble building 

and “messing” of the urban landscape associated with laissez-faire development would 

be excluded and even eliminated from the city altogether.  

These waste discourses, originating at the national scale, set the stage for various 

types of land use intervention at the local scale aimed at excluding particular people, 

places, and practices from urban space. In Winnipeg, waste discourses were taken up 

selectively as a mode of marginalization and exclusion. While they held very little purchase 

in terms of dispelling practices of speculation and vacancy through zoning, they were 

highly effective as a technique of city government insofar as they held inner city “slum” 

communities such as the North End and Point Douglas outside of understandings of what 

Winnipeg should be. Such modes of exclusion set the stage for further attempts in 

Winnipeg to tackle aberrant spaces of slums and vacancy through housing improvement 

programs. In Vancouver, waste discourses were used to frame improper forms of land 

management and property ownership as outside of the municipal good, setting the stage 

for land use planning-led improvement according to an Anglo-Canadian normativity. Here, 

exclusion was on one hand implicit – property owners who clung to old ways of thinking 

were rendered marginal to a future vision of a properly improved city populated by proper 

citizens. But waste discourses also motivated more explicit forms of exclusion, as places 

like the Kitsilano Reserve were set outside of rational understandings of land use, their 

residents rendered superfluous to ideas of the modern city. Likewise, the property owners 
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of the West End, in demanding apartment houses and multi-family dwellings, were 

considered wasteful and deviant by planners, their actions seen as slum-generating and 

as a hindrance to land use planning that privileged the single-family home. Such property 

owners were marginalized in comparison to the proper ownership represented by the elite 

residents of Shaughnessy, who sought to preserve their stately neighbourhood. Waste 

discourses were meant to motivate improvement through land use, but at the same time, 

people, places, and processes were rendered marginal to/excluded from ideas of the 

properly planned and optimized city. 

6. Land use is implicated in the spatialization of people and private 
property 

Land use is a geographical term, and land use planning is a geographical practice. 

From the inception of planning in Canada, geographical techniques have been used to 

categorize and codify space in seemingly rational ways, to varying effects. At the scale of 

the nation, planners argued that geographical methods such as surveying and mapping, 

used in antecedent programs of land claiming and dispossession under settler colonialism 

(see Bhandar, 2018; Blomley, 2003; Harris, 2004; Porter, 2010), were essential tools for 

the proper planning of cities (Adams, 1915). Indeed, planners argued that comprehensive 

urban planning could not proceed without the deployment of such “scientific” methods – 

to “determine [the planning] area and obtain [a] map of existing sociological and physical 

conditions” (Adams, 1915, p. 174). Thus, the mapping of people and property was of 

utmost importance in determining which geographies would be prioritized by planning, and 

planners advocated that all Canadian cities should follow such steps.  

For national planners, surveying and mapping would allow local civic officials to 

identify and spatialize issues of people and property at the scale of the neighbourhood 

and of the land parcel (e.g., “what shouldn’t be there and what should be there,” see 

Ambrose, 1929, pp. 88–89), and subsequently address geographical deviations by 

codifying urban space in a comprehensive, systematic, and rationalized manner, 

seemingly without prejudice. Land use planning would thus generate new maps that could 

normalize and smoothen the geographies of the city by ensuring a proper place for every 

person and building, and a best use for every property parcel, thereby making private 

property and property owners work for the collective good of the city. In addition, 

surveying. mapping, and comprehensive planning would produce bonus spinoff effects, 

as they would create urban spatial knowledge for national planners and federal officials 
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and help to generate economic and biopolitical improvements across scales and 

jurisdictions, for the greater good of the nation (see Adams, 1915). Perhaps most 

importantly, this work was meant to have depolicitizing effect insofar as planning would 

move away from a focus on regulating the activities of people in relation to property and 

urban space, toward a more modern, comprehensive, and rational view of the city 

seemingly devoid of people, spatialized according to (propertied) land parcels, and 

codified according to use (Valverde, 2011).  

Spatial techniques promoted by national planners landed to varying effects in 

Winnipeg and Vancouver. In Winnipeg, planners rejected the advice of professionals and 

attempted to perform land use planning upon particular areas without first doing 

comprehensive surveys or mapping. In doing so, they arguably protected the position of 

property owners against the city insofar as property owners could be considered experts, 

with the final say over the best use for their land. Winnipeg planners were unable (and 

unwilling) to use “scientific” or “evidence-based” arguments to regulate private land, and 

they reinforced the boundaries of private property and the primacy of the land parcel 

simply by reaffirming the rights of private owners. At the same time, however, such officials 

used techniques of surveying and mapping for other purposes, in order to generate a 

moral panic and spatialize deviant people (racialized immigrants) and places 

(neighbourhoods like the North End and Point Douglas) in the city. In placing social and 

economic problems at the scale of the neighbourhood and reinforcing the importance of 

the parcel, officials were able to promote improvement and wealth creation through the 

exploitation of vacant and underutilized land and the expansion/reinforcement of property 

ownership.  

Vancouver, on the other hand, took up national planning ideas around surveying 

and mapping with great enthusiasm. They hired a rational, scientific, business-minded 

professional planner to measure the spatial dimensions of the city along social, economic, 

and material lines. Based on this data, and using the expertise of professionals at the local 

and national scales, they proceeded to spatialize and codify the uses of the city by area, 

block, and parcel, using zoning to help create a rational, modern city. At the same time, 

planners began to educate property owners on the benefits of zoning and the proper ways 

of understanding the city. Planners taught citizens to see the city as a collection of parcels 

classified by use, and framed people and places that were outside of this rationalized mold 

as wasteful. For planners, social problems would ostensibly be nullified within an all-
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encompassing logic of use, spatialized in the parcel. An aberrant use became an intrusion, 

a collection of deviant/wasteful uses could produce blight, and so forth. In both cities, land 

use techniques were used to spatialize people and property, and the land parcel emerged 

as a geography of concern, but techniques and solutions were enacted in very different 

ways across time and space. Ultimately, however, the implementation of land use 

techniques (in both cities) marked the beginning of a progressive depoliticization of 

planning, to the point where questions of people and property are now elided within zoning 

maps simply containing land parcels and their legal descriptions.  

6.4. Theoretical and empirical contributions  

6.4.1. Histories and Geographies of Canadian Planning 

I have sought in this work to contribute to a broader history and geography of 

Canadian planning. I have drawn on methodological, theoretical, and empirical work in 

historical geography, legal geography, urban geography, and I have synthesized insights 

from across disciplines such as law, legal studies, political theory, urban history, urban 

planning, and planning theory, among others. I have made judicious use of the archives 

to outline a geography of urban land use. This geography encompasses the territory of 

the nation, where planners aimed to generate improved and efficient urban land uses that 

would contribute to the broader well-being of a burgeoning state called Canada. It also 

concerns the space of the city – in the examples here, Vancouver and Winnipeg – which 

when properly aligned with normative land use goals at the scale of the nation, would 

become optimized and improved. But most importantly, this dissertation has been 

concerned with the property parcel, the activities contained therein, and they ways in 

which the parcel relates to wider circuits of local and national state mapping and 

monitoring. 

For land use planners, vacant property parcels were not contributing to the tax 

revenues of the city. Decrepit buildings, spread across parcels, were emblematic of 

wasteful slums. Un(der)improved parcels created economic waste in the form of municipal 

expenditures. Contiguous parcels whose uses and/or users differed produced suboptimal 

neighbourhoods. In other words, normative planning problems around population and 

economy were spatialized in the land parcel, as were their solutions. Similar to (but 

qualitatively different from) mid-century discourses of “blight” (see Pritchett, 2003), 
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planners presumed that problems could emanate outwards from a parcel to the 

neighbourhood, city, and nation. Solutions, applied similarly, would have the same 

outward trajectory. Land use control, in upholding normative arrangements of private 

property, was a method of managing space while at the same time improving territory for 

the good of the state. Planning sought to solve problems situated in particular spaces 

using standardized methods, even as geographical contingencies affected how they 

enacted solutions (see Massey, 1984). 

Much work on early 20th century Canadian planning/urban development was done 

within urban history and urban studies in the 1970s and 80s (see Artibise & Stelter, 1979; 

Bloomfield, 1982; Gunton, 1979; Hulchanski, 1986; Rutherford, 1974, 1984; Smith, 1979), 

while geographers – with the notable exceptions of Blomley (2017) and Rutland (2015a, 

2017, 2018) - have spent less energy investigating this formative moment in the 

profession. Though scholarship in this vein has slowed in the past 30 years, the broader 

corpus of urban research has been of immense value in identifying key players and 

articulating some of the legal, technical, and ideological foundations of planning in Canada 

through case studies of certain cities within particular time periods. The rich empirical 

detail contained in such urban histories was an invaluable resource as I worked through 

the archive and interpreted historical sources.  

I argue that this dissertation builds on, yet differs from, existing literature and 

makes four important contributions to a history and geography of Canadian planning. First, 

I have located the ideological basis of land use planning in utilitarian strands of British 

political economic thought and state theory, demonstrating how spatial techniques and 

discursive justifications used by early 20th century planners have their origins in, and 

represent a continuation of, antecedent methods of private property formation and 

land/use control from the 18th and 19th centuries. Second, I have linked planning case 

studies across scales by 1) demonstrating that planning ideologies and processes 

promoted by national professionals had variegated effects when touching down in 

particular Western Canadian cities, and 2) showing the differences and similarities 

between local approaches in relation to broader professional discourses. Third, drawing 

on a wide range of property theory, I have empirically articulated relationships between 

land use planning activities and the social and material dimensions of private property, 

spatialized in the land parcel. Finally, I have shown how waste discourses were used by 

Canadian planners to motivate the improvement of aberrant geographies and populations. 
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Importantly, these historical insights also relate to contemporary planning insofar as 

private property owners are still prioritized in urban struggles, and populations still find 

themselves marginalized and excluded across multiple lines. Land use controls are a 

primary method by which such processes occur, but often draw little attention to 

themselves. By examining planning history and focusing on the ideologies and practices 

behind land use planning, this dissertation has politicized deeply entrenched everyday 

planning processes and activities and demonstrated their important consequences for 

marginalized populations in urban space.  

This work has also provided a contribution to the planning histories and 

geographies of Winnipeg. The work of Artibise (1975), Levin (1993), and Toews (2018) 

has been foundational to my study. I have built on this existing work by 1) investigating 

the class-based and real estate-led motivations behind the earliest planning movements 

in Winnipeg, 2) interrogating the discursive motivations and propertied inflections behind 

such planning, 3) situating the city’s actions in relation to broader movements and 

discourses emanating from national planners of the day, and 4) providing a detailed look 

at how land use controls sought to uphold locally-contingent Anglo-Canadian 

arrangements of people and property. I have shown how land use planning programs and 

discourses of waste emanating from the national scale were taken up selectively in 

Winnipeg to reinforce the power of private property (owners). Importantly, such insights 

have connections to contemporary Winnipeg. Recent research has demonstrated that 

planning continues to focus on increasing the utility of idle parcels under regimes of private 

property (Hugill & Toews, 2014; Wideman & Masuda, 2013). It remains concerned with 

improving aberrant (waste) spaces of the city (particularly the long-denigrated North End) 

according to accepted social and material norms (City of Winnipeg, 2011; Wideman & 

Masuda, 2013). Most of all, “unconventional” land uses and assertions within urban space 

(particularly by Indigenous peoples), sometimes outside of common-law regimes of private 

property, are often unrecognized/delegitimized by processes of city government (see 

Dorries, Henry, Hugill, McCreary, & Tomiak, 2019; Dorries, Hugill, & Tomiak, 2019; Hugill 

& Toews, 2014). 

Insights in this dissertation have also drawn upon existing studies of urban 

planning/history in Vancouver (see Bottomley, 1971; Macdonald, 1996; Mawani, 2003; 

Stanger-Ross, 2008; Weaver, 1979; Wynn, 1992). I have built on such work to expose the 

(properly propertied) ideological foundations underpinning the origins of land use planning 
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and zoning in Vancouver. I have also demonstrated the vital role of land use planning in 

governing people, land, and activities, encouraging municipal citizenship, and maintaining 

the physical and social form of the city. Significantly, such insights have a relationship to 

present day planning in Vancouver, where zoning remains the most important method of 

codifying and regulating urban property through use. In Vancouver, as in many other cities, 

the effects of such controls lie at the root of many arguments around urban development, 

as well as questions around who or what is appropriate in a neighbourhood. From racially-

charged arguments around monster homes in Shaughnessy and the west side (K. 

Mitchell, 2004), to the ecological densification of single-family neighbourhoods (Quastel, 

2009; Quastel, Moos, & Lynch, 2012), the appropriateness of condo towers near east side 

transit hubs (Davison, 2011; Jones & Ley, 2016), and the ongoing property-led 

gentrification of the Downtown Eastside (Blomley, 2004; Wideman & Masuda, 2018), 

questions around who and what is proper to a neighbourhood, and what makes a proper 

citizen, have never gone away in Vancouver.  

6.4.2.  Land Use 

In this dissertation, I have worked to establish land use as a relevant object of 

inquiry in geography. Taking a genealogical approach, I worked through the archives and 

identified key times and places where land use thinking did and/or did not take hold in 

Canada, Vancouver, and Winnipeg, and outlined the effects of such thinking. I unpacked 

the motivations behind the establishment of land use control in different moments, 

recognizing that it would be insufficient to consider land use discourses as having the 

same effects across place and time. Building and expanding on work by Blomley (2017), 

Krueckeberg (1995), Jacobs and Paulsen (2009), Valverde (2005), and Davy (2019), 

among others, I looked to the foundational moments of land use planning in Canada. I 

have built upon literature in Canadian urban history/planning/studies that has examined 

the origins of land use planning as a legal and technical practice aimed at generating civic 

efficiency (see Dennis, 2000; Fischler, 2007; Hulchanski, 1981; P. Moore, 1979) and 

sought to denaturalize such controls, unearthing their discursive and propertied 

foundations and exposing their origins as a method of governing and improving people, 

land, and activities according to Anglo-Canadian norms. I have attempted to demystify the 

motivations behind land use planning processes and laws that have become taken-for-

granted as the only appropriate (and available) method of regulating urban land. I have 
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demonstrated how planning, reluctant to intervene directly in property rights, wields land 

use as a technical and rational tool for ameliorating property conflicts. In doing so, I have 

shown how land use, people, and property are necessarily connected through planning 

processes, and that land use planning in Canada is an important method of upholding and 

maintaining particular arrangements of people and land, ostensibly for the civic good. I 

argue, building on Valverde (2005), that geographers (particularly in North America) ought 

to take land use “seriously” as a technique of municipal law, as it is powerfully implicated 

in the regulation of people and land, and a key to preserving the primacy of private property 

in the Canadian city. In ignoring land use, researchers might miss how land use controls 

act to uphold the interests of the powerful while limiting the actions of marginalized urban 

populations.  

6.4.3. Waste 

This dissertation has also focused on various dimensions of waste. More 

specifically, I have built on scholarship in urban planning/studies that explored the early 

20th century planning relationship between waste and efficiency (Haber, 1964; Hays, 1959; 

Schiesl, 1977), as well as recent work in geography outlining a relationship between waste 

and improvement in planning (Blomley, 2017; Rutland, 2015b), to empirically demonstrate 

how planning and property-led waste/improvement relationships have developed across 

time and place within Canada. I have used Gille’s (2007) concept of the waste regime, 

which conceptualizes waste as appearing in different forms across time, to connect a 

number of disparate threads of waste scholarship in Geography. As recent literature 

reviews have identified, waste has been variously used in Geography to refer to 

discarded/superfluous material objects, people, and social processes that need to be 

brought back into regimes of value (see Millington & Lawhon, 2018; S. A. Moore, 2012). 

Through my case studies of early Canadian planning, I have built on this literature and 

made three distinct contributions to the geographical study of waste. First, I have shown 

how social, material and procedural dimensions of waste come together within the 

planning concept of land use, and demonstrated their connections to private property. 

Second, I have unpacked economic and biopolitical motivations of waste discourses within 

land use planning, and demonstrated how such discourses are used to motivate planning 

attempts to improve the city and bring aberrant urban elements back into regimes of value. 

Third, I have given examples of how multidimensional waste discourses act to enframe 
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superfluous elements/practices within urban space, setting the stage for such elements to 

fall away under normative programs of improvement. Waste, therefore, encompasses a 

multitude of urban elements and practices that are meant to be eliminated and/or improved 

through planning. I argue that geographers need to pay close attention to waste, as doing 

so would draw a closer focus on people, places, and practices in urban space which 

remain outside of regimes of value, and those that are deemed worthy of improvement. 

6.4.4.  Marginalization and Exclusion 

Throughout this work, I have examined how land use planning activities articulate 

with private property and take on discourses of waste to (purposefully or not) motivate 

processes of exclusion. Many studies in planning, geography, and urban history to date 

have focused on more sensational processes of exclusion, where processes of planning 

and zoning have explicitly been used to exclude people along lines of race, class, and 

gender (Angotti, 2013; Redford, 2017; Silver, 1997; Stabrowski, 2015). This dissertation 

has attempted to build and expand on this work and show how planning and private 

property can work together to exclude, even when social dimensions of race, class, and 

gender have seemingly been eliminated from zoning codes meant to manage the material 

form of the city. Land use planning codes and processes, in Canada, have promoted 

morals and values associated with private property ownership. Zoning codes were 

established along “rational” and “scientific” lines, and their aim was to establish and 

maintain a propertied urban landscape, improve the health and well-being of populations 

willing to accede to Anglo-Canadian norms (see Rutland, 2017), and manage aberrant 

populations, often at arm’s length. In both Winnipeg and Vancouver, zoning codes were 

proposed as a corrective to “problems” lurking in racialized and class-denigrated 

neighbourhoods, as well as a method of preserving already-established “first class” 

neighbourhoods. Likewise, in Vancouver, planning was seen as a way of increasing the 

utility of “vacant” land while eliminating unregulated uses (Kitsilano Reserve), as well as a 

method of excluding racialized, lower class populations from neighbourhoods through the 

regulation of apartment and rooming houses (West End). The exclusionary powers of land 

use zoning were explicitly articulated in the rhetoric of early 20th century professional 

planners who tried to convince cities of their utility, and while planners were able to appeal 

to the neutrality of zoning codes as they became an everyday part of the municipal 
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government function, their exclusionary foundations remained intact, a condition that has 

important consequences for social justice in the contemporary city.  

6.5. Limitations of this study and future directions 

As with any study, there are limitations to this research. In testing the political 

foundations of land use thinking in Canada, I have asked particular questions of my 

research materials around planning, property, waste, improvement, marginalization, and 

exclusion – at the expense of others. During the research process it also became clear to 

me that not only are there other important questions to be asked of these materials, but 

that it might be important to ask the same questions of different places and/or moments in 

planning. Below I outline four limitations of the study and some potential directions for 

future research. While this list is not exhaustive, I believe these avenues would prove 

fruitful for further study.  

The first, and perhaps most important limitation is that the study was not built to 

specifically interrogate questions of settler colonialism. Throughout the thesis, I have 

attempted to build a theoretical connection between the dispossessory and exclusionary 

processes and techniques of settler colonialism and the everyday machinations of land 

use planning in early Canadian cities. I have acknowledged, drawing on Porter (2010), 

Bhandar (2018), and others, that planning techniques emerged from the same toolbox 

used to establish private property and dispossess Indigenous peoples. However, due to 

the limits of the archive and the time constraints of the project, very few robust empirical 

connections emerged between my research materials and colonial processes. Indeed, 

early Canadian planners, much like contemporary ones, were relatively silent on colonial 

issues, speaking of cities as though they were already fully possessed under an Anglo-

Canadian regime of private property (see Moreton-Robinson, 2015). That said, there are 

both implicit and explicit connections between settler colonialism and land use planning in 

Canada, and there is much research yet to be done in this area. If researchers are to make 

a strong claim that professional land use planning acts to protect, maintain, and expand 

regimes of private property in Canada in a manner linked to processes of original 

dispossession, then more specific empirical study tracing such dynamics is of utmost 

importance. Such a study would look closely at the key Canadian organizations and 

corporations that provided the architecture for settler colonial dispossession, and 

identify/follow the procedures, discourses, and actors that connect such entities to 



191 

burgeoning professional planning movements (see Cowen, 2019). A key example might 

be to look at the records of Sir Clifford Sifton, Federal Minister of the Interior responsible 

for western colonization, to see how his role might have continued as the chairman of the 

Commission of Conservation, the organization responsible for bringing town planning 

ideas to Canada (see Adams, 1915; Commission of Conservation, 1910). This example, 

among many others, might be used to make robust connections between settler 

colonialism and planning. 

A second limitation to this study is that questions of political economy have been 

downplayed in favour of interrogating discourses and ideologies of planning in Canada, 

Winnipeg, and Vancouver. While I have made gestures to broader economic and political 

conditions in particular eras to situate the actions of planners, I did not explicitly connect 

such actions to specific movements of capital and conditions of growth and decline. Of 

course, there are numerous existing studies that outline economic circumstances of the 

day, in both of my sites of interest (see for example Artibise, 1975; McDonald, 1996; 

Toews, 2018; Wynn, 1992), but there is still much work to be done showing how planning 

in Canada responds (or not) to the needs of capital (real estate and otherwise) in place 

and across time. While my study has sought to connect planning to the social and material 

dimensions of private property in Canada, further research is needed to help strengthen 

such connections along economic lines. 

A third limitation, one that links to both of the above, is that this study has only 

been able to unpack ideas of land use within a particular time in Canadian planning history. 

Relative to the previous discussion on settler colonialism, land use thinking did not simply 

“arrive” in the 1910s with the advent of professional planning. Moreover, land use controls 

did not “end” in Canada in the late 1930s with the start of World War II. Rather they have 

become increasingly complex, entrenched, and taken-for-granted as the de facto method 

of regulating private property in urban space (see Valverde, 2005, 2011). Thus, there is 

still a need for research tracing the lineage of land use thinking in places like Vancouver 

and Winnipeg prior to 1910, as well as from the mid-century (and various programs of 

“urban renewal”) into the present. Land use was important in the urban renewal era, and 

indeed, mid-century planners argued for standardization and improvement of land use 

planning processes across cities in order to increase the efficiency of municipal decision-

making and development (Guttenberg, 1959). Yet such land use programs also allowed 

planners to claim increased objectivity through their use of "scientific" and apolitical land 
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use methods, allowing them to frame the planning-led destruction of marginalized and 

racialized communities across North America as a natural, inevitable, and necessary 

process for urban progress. In the contemporary era, planners continue to use technical 

zoning codes and legal procedures to regulate property/buildings through "use," keeping 

people and their activities at arm's length (Valverde, 2005). However, such processes 

continue to disproportionately affect vulnerable residents and communities, who are often 

forced to learn the language of planning and contest municipal decisions on technical 

grounds, rather than making arguments around local needs, human rights, or social 

justice. A more longitudinal program of research would help unpack ongoing machinations 

of land use planning to more fully demonstrate how and why cities have encouraged 

development and managed private property through municipal law, and show the 

cumulative effects of rationalized programs of land use control on vulnerable urban 

inhabitants.  

Fourth, and finally, there is much more room to study the effects of land use control 

along intersectional lines of race, class, and gender (some of which have been identified 

in texts such as Boyer, 1983; Hirt, 2014; Rutland, 2018; Silver, 1997; Valverde, 1991). In 

this dissertation, I have worked to show marginalizing and exclusionary effects of land use 

control upon particular neighbourhoods and populations in cities. While specific questions 

around race, class, and gender did not animate my study, it became clear as I proceeded 

that such dimensions affected if, where, and how land use controls were implemented in 

places. For example, race played out in how zoning was used to exclude businesses such 

as “Chinese laundries” from “first-class” neighbourhoods, or to normalize immigrant 

populations into Anglo-Canadian ways of being. Gender played out in how land use 

controls were implemented to protect the sanctity of the single-family dwelling and its 

attendant visions of home and propriety. Class was demonstrated insofar as those with 

economic power often had the authority to shape planning according to their vision of what 

a city should be, at the expense of both propertied and non-propertied inhabitants of lower 

classes. Yet this study has been limited, as intersectional dimensions have been rendered 

in more general terms, leaving much room for further study on how race, class, and gender 

specifically interface with the propertied motivations of land use control.  

While the scope of this study could not account for all of these limitations, my work 

here has opened up new questions that can ground future inquiry into land use planning 

in Canada.  
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6.6. Alternate futures: Transforming and dismantling 
entrenched liberal democratic ideas of land use 

Land use under liberal democracy is intimately connected to private property, 

which in turn is premised on the exclusion and marginalization of non-owners. Yet there 

are possibilities outside of liberal understandings of land use. An emergent vein of 

contemporary scholarship in (urban) geography, legal studies, and planning, focusing on 

various dimensions of private property, land (use), and residential real estate/housing, has 

begun to point to exciting alternatives for thinking, knowing, and organizing urban land. 

What such work does is force urban scholars to re-think taken-for-granted methods of land 

use management and regimes of private property in relation to planning under liberal 

democracy. I am inspired by this promising work and am keen to acknowledge it. In the 

dissertation at hand, it has not been my intention to outline such work in detail, or to include 

it in my theoretical framework, as it falls outside of the scope of the study. However, I have 

provided short, bracketed discussions of this work across the empirical chapters, and 

again here in the conclusion, as I believe that such scholarship is an important source for 

dismantling entrenched liberal democratic ideas of land use planning and private property, 

and asserting in their place alternative visions of urban space.   

Geographers and others have demonstrated how vulnerable populations have 

worked to transform liberal democratic land use regimes and formal legal frameworks to 

gain access urban space, redefine property, claim belonging, and assert their rights to the 

city (see Blomley, 2004; Martin, 2013; D. Mitchell, 1995, 2003). Scholars have also 

identified many other understandings of land use that challenge liberal democratic norms, 

while also illuminating resistance activities that point to alternative ways of knowing urban 

space. Postcolonial scholars focusing on the global south, particularly those studying 

informality and informal property regimes, have shown how everyday improvisational 

practices of dwelling and occupation can subvert liberal ideas of land use (see McFarlane, 

2018; Roy, 2015; Simone, 2019; Vasudevan, 2015). Such uses are difficult to classify 

using rational, neatly ordered land use categories aimed at managing parcels of private 

property, and they are constantly under threat from liberal deployments of property and 

land use aimed at formalizing property rights and “improving” land according to the needs 

of capital (see Gidwani, 2008; Ranganathan, 2018). Yet the struggles and land use 

practices of urban inhabitants of the global south also offer a politics of hope insofar as 
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they subvert liberal ideas of land use, rights, property, and citizenship that have become 

deeply entrenched in the global north (Roy, 2003, 2017).  

In considering the global north, scholars have begun to rethink land beyond 

abstract categories of land use while foregrounding lived experiences of marginalized 

urban inhabitants. For example, Safransky (2017) has demonstrated how Black residents 

of Detroit have worked against planning regimes to liberate “vacant” land and reorganize 

space according to an ethos of survival and care, while Ramírez (2020) reveals how 

racialized and dispossessed residents of Oakland enact new urban futures through 

creative geographies of resistance to municipally-led gentrification and urban 

development. Likewise, Roy (2017) has looked to poor people’s anti-eviction movements 

in Chicago and shown how a collective politics of land use and home, which she refers to 

as “dis/possessive collectivism,” can arise outside of liberal categories of property and 

personhood. Drawing on Roy and others, Masuda et. al. (2019) refer to the “stubborn 

durability” of dispossessed residents of Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, who claim a 

right to remain in the face of planning and property-led gentrification and homelessness 

(p.15). These examples, and others, show how land use categories are dismantled via 

everyday practices of urban residents undergoing exclusion and dispossession. 

Finally, scholars have also highlighted how Indigenous resistance is always 

already being enacted against the liberal formulations and machinations of the settler 

colonial city, even as cities themselves continually seek to reaffirm settler jurisdiction over 

Indigenous territory through planning processes (see Dorries, 2017; Dorries, Henry, et al., 

2019; Peters, Stock, & Werner, 2018; Toews, 2018). Assertions of Indigenous law and 

sovereignty provide a fundamental challenge to the “colonial legal frameworks governing 

land use” and force a rethinking of relationships between people and place, leaving room 

for a more creative, relational, and reciprocal vision of land use to emerge “outside of the 

ownership model” of private property (Van Wagner, 2013, pp. 287, 314). Scholarship has 

shown how Indigenous understandings of land reinforce “relations of belonging” beyond 

property possession, challenging and unsettling placeless notions of private property as 

well as the rationalized boundaries and codifications of land use planning (Blatman-

Thomas & Porter, 2018, p. 43). Blatman-Thomas (2019) refers to this process as 

“reciprocal repossession,” where Indigenous peoples “[push] back against the urban grid” 

and “[introduce] spaces from which Indigenous urban dwelling can be reimagined” (p.16). 

Relatedly, Indigenous scholar-activists have also advocated for a practice of “grounded 



195 

normativity” to radically reimagine people-place relationships to land beyond liberal 

notions of freedom, the individual, and private property (Byrd, Goldstein, Melamed, & 

Reddy, 2018; Coulthard & Simpson, 2016). Such work radically calls into question the 

categories that reproduce and reinforce settler colonial liberal democratic societies and 

inserts a more emancipatory vision in their place. 

I use the preceding examples to show that liberal categories of land use are not a 

priori, and they can be dismantled in favour of more socially just arrangements. Knowledge 

of how land use regimes have become so deeply entrenched is important, because it can 

point to avenues whereby resistance can be enacted. There is still much work to be done 

to unpack ideas of “land use” under liberal democracy, as well as show how land use 

controls are being resisted, dismantled, and transformed through everyday practices of 

people on the ground. Cities mask the processes of dispossession that initially produced 

them (Blatman-Thomas, 2019), and land use controls, while seemingly banal, are highly 

political, as they act to manage and control private property and have important 

consequences for shaping urban space.  

There is still a need for further research in geography interrogating land use and 

the ways that land use controls define the social, material, and economic contours of cities 

(Wideman & Lombardo, 2019). Land use knowledge is crucial for generating effective 

resistance to liberal land use regimes, and this dissertation shows that there is much room 

for geographers to politicize and problematize land use and show how power relations are 

reinforced through municipal activities. Furthermore, planning scholars and practitioners 

need to question the everyday land use practices that have become part and parcel of the 

planning profession, but were founded in political programs aimed at eliminating waste, 

managing populations, improving land, entrenching private property, and optimizing 

particular lives to the exclusion of others. Canadian cities like Winnipeg and Vancouver, 

and their concomitant systems of private property, do not just “happen.” They are 

sustained through land use laws, as well as the ongoing and reciprocal labour of 

politicians, planners, and the public. Land use labour often goes unremarked upon, but it 

helps to assure and maintain private property and social relations in the liberal democratic 

city – urban planning politics are, indeed, politics of private property. Importantly though. 

land use relationships can be transformed. Yet their transformation, evolution, or 

dissolution will require ongoing labour - labour which starts with exposing the foundations 

on which they are built. 
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