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I N T R O D U C T O R Y  N O T E

The social sciences and humanities have taken a spatial turn in the last several years. Concepts 
such as “space” and “place” are being recognized as analytical instruments useful not only for 
geographers and planners, but for anyone curious about better understanding the world they live 
in. Scholars in disciplines ranging from Critical Race and Women and Gender Studies, to English, 
Health, and Economics, are writing and thinking in their respective disciplines spatially. Meanwhile, 
growing attention to the social dimensions of  natural processes and, conversely, the materiality of  
social relations, is troubling long-standing disciplinary boundaries. In this moment, geography is 
coming into its own as a versatile site of  engagement across fields of  study. 
 
Landmarks: The Undergraduate Journal of  Geography captures this convergence of  different modes 
of  scholarly inquiry. The fourth volume features a sample of  the exemplary work being done by 
our students. Some authors engage creatively with environment-society relations through a single 
object or case study, such as the cut flower or agricultural commodity chains. Others focus instead 
on the embodied and aspirational dimensions of  geographies in Iran and Vancouver, Canada with 
articles on the politics of  race, gender, and sexuality. Others focus on physical forms, be it the 
architecture of  One Spadina Crescent or hydrology. And others yet contributed theoretical dis-
cussions and critical media projects that examine how place is embedded with psychic and cultural 
meaning. Together these pieces are threaded by issues of  power and social justice, as well as con-
cerns for the implications of  the analysis, whether it be directed to policy makers, academics, or 
community members. 
 
We want to thank the many students who submitted their papers for publication this year. As al-
ways, 2017-2018 presented us with an overwhelming selection of  papers that reflect the breadth 
and talent of  the UofT community. All were a pleasure to read.  
 
This volume is the product of  a great deal of  collaboration and dialogue between our authors, 
editors, and managing editor. We thank everyone involved for the work, care, and generosity they 
placed in this project. We would also like to extend our appreciation to the Toronto Undergraduate 
Geography Society, the Department of  Geography & Planning, and the Arts & Science Students 
Union at the University of  Toronto for their ongoing support to the journal.  

The Landmarks Editorial Board
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HYDROGEOMORPHIC RESPONSES 
FOLLOWING DAM REMOVALS
By John Connor 

Current studies on dam removals include a combination of empirical, conceptual, 
mathematical, and flume models that provide a theoretical basis for understanding post-
fluvial regimes following the removal of a dam. The geomorphic effects of dam removals 
involve many upstream and downstream parameters that vary considerably depending 
on reservoir size, degree of filling, and sediment characteristics (Connor et al. 2012). 
Furthermore, removal approaches must organize and control the style and rate of removal. 
Following a dam removal, functional connectivity reestablishes over time between the 
upper and lower reaches of a river. Upstream and downstream responses are coupled into 
diverse multifaceted systems that make up the post-fluvial regime occurring after a removal 
(Grant & Lewis 2015). As such, this paper will examine related hydrogeomorphic responses 
involved in post-removal fluvial regimes by discussing key parameters considered in 
theoretical models and empirical observations. The paper will also investigate examples 
of how riparian vegetation responds in this context, as well as some of the theoretical 
limitations discovered from field results. 

Hydraulic Geometry
 

Temporal variations throughout a river channel are observed at given locations where cross-sec-
tional parameters – channel width, depth, and velocity – are measured to compare rates of  

change between sites and characterize how these parameters fluctuate in relation to discharge rates 
(Wohl, 2014). In other words, changes in these parameters are recorded and examined at multiple 
stations over time to compare hydraulic responses throughout a given river system. Hence, this 
conceptual model, also known as at-a-station hydraulic geometry, is useful for investigating chang-
es at the site of  a dam removal and provides a systematic field technique for observing geomorphic 
changes and responses in a post-fluvial regime. By incorporating the model, spatial and temporal 
changes can be examined by observing changes in downstream hydraulics. For instance, field stud-
ies measure changes in channel morphology at multiple cross-sections above and below a dam to 
examine temporal variability of  hydraulic geometry throughout different reaches of  a river’s lon-
gitudinal profile. Thus, hydraulic geometry provides an important investigative tool for assessing 
temporal variations in upstream and downstream geomorphic responses following a dam removal 
and characterizing the post-fluvial regime.

Upstream Reservoir Erosion
 
Construction of  a dam disconnects the upper and lower reaches of  a river system by restricting 
or preventing water flow and inhibiting sediment discharge into the lower reaches. Sediment accu-
mulates in the reservoir that forms upstream following construction. Over time, sediment consoli-
dates. A change in base level occurs and creates a base level drop to the lower reaches of  the river. 



A knickpoint forms. When a dam is removed, changes in channel gradient and sediment discharge 
impose a new flow regime. Particularly, a knickpoint consolidates in the upper reach of  the dam 
before removal and leaves a vertical discontinuity between the upper and lower reaches following 
the removal of  a dam. Moreover, knickpoints become subject to abrasion from driving forces. 
In short, dam removals induce changes throughout a river’s longitudinal profile by influencing 
base level, rate of  migration, and sediment load from developing headcuts or stepped knickpoints 
(Sawaske & Freyberg, 2012). Water and sediment discharge then incise or cut into the alluvium 
deposits of  the knickpoint wherever driving forces exceed resisting forces. 

Initial responses are attributable to the method and rate of  dam removal. They can be either 
instantaneous, staged, or phased. Instantaneous dam removal occurs all at once, whereas staged 
and phased removals incrementally remove sections of  a dam over a given period of  time in or-
der to mitigate any adverse effects from excessive water and sediment inputs. O’Connor, Duda, 
and Grant (2017) note that the two methods result in very dissimilar post-dam fluvial responses. 
Rapid removals result in a stabilized regime within months or years whereas phased removals are 
continuously subject to perturbations over decades. However, smaller increments field studies have 
also shown smaller dams do not substantially impact long-term channel morphology. Thus, despite 
long recovery rates that may occur as a result of  drastic changes in the flow regime, rivers have 
shown to be resilient to changes induced by a dam removal. However, the extent of  hydrogeomor-
phic changes will vary greatly from one removal to the next depending on a river’s surrounding 
topography and the duration of  a dam’s existence. In effect, topography and channel geometry are 
important for water and sediment discharges.

The rate and magnitude of  reservoir erosion are controlled by discharge volumes and sediment 
properties (Stewart & Grant, 2005). Incision processes are intensified throughout the delta and up-
stream channel as a result of  increases in flow velocities that depend on discharge rate and channel 
slope. This is supported by Lane’s Balance, a conceptual model used to understand cross-sectional 
parameters in channel adjustment and stated that a river’s channel gradient (S) and discharge rate 
(Qw) are proportional to the sediment load (Qs) and grain size (Ds) (Wohl, 2014). If  the param-
eters are not in equilibrium, aggradation of  degradation is resulted. Dust and Wohl’s equation 
expands on Lane’s Balance by accounting for geometric adjustments in channel cross-sections, 
planforms, and bedforms (Equation 1). Specifically, the equation indicates that the slope of  a 
channel is proportional to changes in elevation (∆z) and corresponds inversely with sinuosity (P), 
bedform amplitude (Ha), and width/depth ratio (w/d). We can apply this concept to predict how 
channel geometry would adjust following the removal of  a dam.

For example, researchers observed significant discharge rates resulting from substantial incision 
into sediment fill and subsequent base level lowering immediately following a removal on Pelham 
River in Washington (Magillingan, Nislow, Kynard, & Hackman, 2016). In other words, the channel 
gradient decreased from mobilized sediment incising into the alluvium and lowering base level in 
the upper reaches while causing aggradation downstream. Moreover, fluvial studies indicate it is 
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Equation 1. Dust and Wohl’s expanded equation to account for geometric changes in a channel’s 
cross-section, planform, and bedform (Wohl, 2014).



not uncommon for fine sediment particles to transport beyond predicted downstream reaches. As 
such, the influence of  discharge and grain size can result in exaggerated responses downstream 
aggradation that have not been measured in many field studies (Gartner, Magilligan, & Renshaw, 
2015). Nevertheless, Dust and Wohl’s expanded concept of  Lane’s Balance provides a useful model 
for predicting potential responses in post-removal fluvial regimes. 

Incision at exposed knickpoints changes the step height and rate of  migration, creating a tempo-
rary positive feedback loop that increases discharge and channel slope (Pizzuto, 2002). Moreover, 
channel deepening from incision processes may cause channel margins to become instable and sus-
ceptible to bank failure; this can lead to increases in channel width and aggradation along channel 
margins (Kim, Toda, & Tsujimoto, 2015). Incision rates depend on the volume, level of  cohesion, 
and grain size of  stored sediments (Sawaske & Freyberg, 2012). In particular, the measure of  co-
hesion in sediment particles - the degree of  resistance to erosion – influences incision processes 
related to bank instability and knickpoint migration (Sawaske & Freyberg, 2012). For example, 
Sawaske and Freyberg (2012) demonstrate cohesive or consolidated sediment exhibited much low-
er ranges of  eroded volumes compared to non-cohesive or unconsolidated materials following a 
removal. In other words, cohesive materials exhibited a higher erosional threshold compared to 
non-cohesive deposits. In addition to cohesiveness, the manner in which alluvium deposits are lay-
ered can influence the rate of  erosion in the post-fluvial regime (Sawaske & Freyberg, 2012). For 
instance, all rivers with cohesive or layered deposits in Sawaske and Freyberg’s study (2012) showed 
lower rates of  knickpoint migration over time compared to unconsolidated, un-cohesive alluvium 
deposits. This conclusion supports the Lane’s Balance model as their results show that peak and 
average flow rates, and channel gradient were related to sediment load and grain size (Sawaske & 
Freyberg, 2012). 

However, it is important to consider erosional processes are not uniform as they vary over space 
and time depending on topography, vegetation, and seasonal patterns. For instance, Gartner et 
al. (2015) emphasizes that the physiogeographic setting of  Ashuekot River in New Hampshire 
caused variable resistances to erosion along the bed and banks of  a channel’s longitudinal profile. 
Particularly, no knickpoint migration occurred in the upper post-fluvial regime due to the presence 
of  glaciofluvial bed materials. In other words, bedrock material resisted the driving forces that 
facilitate incision and knickpoint migration. Moreover, field studies consistently show bedrock 
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Figure 1. Conceptualized illustration of  Dust and Wohl’s extended interpretation to account for hy-
draulic geometry in channel cross-sections, planforms, and bedforms (Wohl, 2014, p. 131). 



materials exhibit high resistances to erosion (Gartner et al., 2015; Magilligan et al., 2016). Together, 
lithology and rock structure influence erosional resistance as materials can vary greatly in chemical 
composition, texture, and material strength. All these factors influence the degree of  fracturing, 
shearing, and deformation (Bierman & Montgomery, 2014).  

In addition to incision processes, erosion can also mobilize layers of  sediment. In effect, the plani-
metric morphology consists of  both planar and trough cross-stratification (Figure 2). Although 
dams are typically dominated by incision following a removal, erosional processes are important 
for impacts on the downstream reaches. Particularly, increased sediment yields facilitate particular 
bed configurations such as ripples, dunes, and antidunes, and can substantially increase grain resis-
tance when substrates mix with larger grain sizes (Wohl, 2014). The resulting bedforms are the first 
control on local flow resistances (Wohl, 2014). Thus, driving processes and subsequent geomor-
phic effects of  upstream erosion are closely related to responses in the downstream reaches of  a 
river, and the presence or absence of  resistant elements depends on flow and depositional history. 

Downstream Geomorphic Responses

A change in base level may increase the longitudinal discharge velocity and intensify abrasion 
processes that begin cutting into the knickpoint’s alluvium deposits. In other words, changes be-
tween the width and depth of  a river’s longitudinal profile occur as a result of  incision processes 
entraining alluvium deposits at exposed knickpoints following a dam removal (O’Connor et al., 
2017). Hence, width and depth ratio is an important hydraulic parameter for measuring changes in 
channel morphology. Major controls on width/depth ratios include discharge, grain size, channel 
slope, and vegetation density (Wohl, 2014). Moreover, Wohl’s (2014) extension of  Lane’s Balance 
indicated that discharge facilitates aggradation and reduces sinuosity, bedform amplitude, width/
depth ratios, grain size, and channel slope. These relationships are important indicators of  hydro-
logic variability and would be used to demonstrate geomorphic responses downstream.

Downstream responses immediately after a dam removal are regulated by sediment influxes along 
and above the channel. Suspended and bed load flux are determined by sedimentation dynamics 
such as grain density, shape, and size, as well as the sorting and imbrication of  particles (Wohl, 
2014). In addition, sediment mobilization along the bed depends on how particles rotate, slide, 
and saltate (Wohl, 2014). Particle structure and velocity are closely related to processes governing 

    Landmarks | Dam Removals | 9

Figure 2. Planimetric morphology illustrating (a) planar cross-bedding, and (b) trough cross-bedding 
(Wohl, 2014, p. 26).



entrainment. Field studies have demonstrated that different sedimentological conditions can pro-
duce highly dissimilar effects on post-fluvial regimes. The importance of  sediment properties on 
knickpoint migration following dam removal was further exemplified by Sawaske and Freyberg’s 
study (2012). Their study results demonstrated that differences in sediment structure and texture 
dictate the magnitude and the extent of  erosion and deposition downstream. Again, upstream 
erosion regulates downstream reaches.

Regardless of  a rapid or staged removal, substantial volumes of  sediment fill are temporally en-
trained, transported, and distributed to various longitudinal reaches downstream (Cui et al., 2016; 
Grant & Lewis, 2015). Downstream deposits cause aggradation and sedimentological chang-
es throughout the bed and floodplain. These changes depend on the coupling of  upstream and 
downstream reactions controlled by multifaceted behaviors and processes. Transient sediment 
loads are one way to examine these dynamic processes. For instance, changes in vertical velocity 
and turbulence can cause sudden increases in energy that disintegrates particles. In effect, these 
perturbations cause waves of  sediment to become entrained, also known as pulses of  sediment 
(Pace, Tullos, Walter, Lancaster, & Segura, 2017).

Downstream responses are controlled by two forms of  sediment pulse behaviour. Translational 
behaviour is characterized by uniform sediment transport and constant wave amplitude; whereas 
dispersive behaviour is associated with concentrated sediment pulses that diminish with time (Pace 
et al., 2017). Flume experiments, modelling results, and field studies conclude that dispersion dom-
inates sediment transport (Pizzuto, 2002; Pace et al., 2016). As a result, influences throughout the 
downstream reach are determined by the magnitude of  sediment wave dispersion and volume of  
sediment supply in proportion to channel transport capacity. Moreover, pulses of  sediment result 
in a heterogeneous sediment stratigraphy and facilitate the formation and degradation of  bed-
forms, bars, pools and riffles, and base levels (Pizzuto, 2002). For example, a staged removal at the 
Elwha River in Washington resulted in low sediment concentrations which impeded downstream 
migration (East et al., 2015). Channel morphology encountered minimal changes from aggradation 
during the first year; however, during the second year, sediment pulses from the former Lake Mills 
reservoir increased sediment yields in the regime, thereby resulting in planform adjustments. Par-
ticularly, aggradation – especially throughout the middle reach – covered riffle crests and formed 
numerous bars to the extent that downstream reached a change to a braided channel morphology. 
Thus, East et al. (2015) concluded that changes in morphology were dominated by sediment-wave 
dispersion resulting in pool filling, mainstream bed aggradation, and bed sediment fining due to 
excess sediment supply in relation to transport capacity. 

Potential Riparian Vegetation Development

Riparian vegetation can facilitate the stabilization of  exposed sediments and reduce downstream 
transport volumes (Kim et al., 2015). Initial upstream channel incision and subsequent bank fail-
ure supplies mostly fine sediment to depositional reaches downstream as stream power dissipates 
(Kim et al., 2015). In turn, downstream aggradation facilitates the formation of  bars, bedforms, 
and new flood plains depending on the duration, frequency, magnitude, and timing of  inundation 
(Kim et al., 2015). Hence, these hydrologic gradients are the primary factors that inhibit or enable 
riparian colonization and subsequent succession. However, long term riparian responses can also 
be dictated by other temporal and spatial changes downstream. For instance, channel planforms 
typically adjust from a meandering morphology to a braiding morphology in relation to increases 
in stream power, bank erosion, grain size, and bedload transport rate (Wohl, 2014). In effect, the 
downstream planform controls and adjusts to upstream changes and a new flow regime provides 
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opportunities for vegetation to establish and propagate. 

Results from a field study on the Kootenai River, in Idaho, Montana, and Flathead River in British 
Columbia demonstrated the differences between braided and meandering channel planforms on 
riparian propagation and succession in reaches impacted by the dam removal (Egger et al., 2015). 
The study suggested that braided rivers are more likely to have unstable conditions that impede 
plant growth compared to rivers that are more sinuous. Their results confirmed this hypothesis 
as lower success rates for colonization and succession were observed in the braided reaches, and 
indexes of  shear stress and inundation durations were considerably higher compared to the mean-
dering reaches. In other words, stream power rates were much higher in the braided reaches and 
were more vulnerable to bank erosion. In addition, bed formations in the braided reached have less 
resistance to erosional forces due to temporal changes in the flow regime. Overall, the study con-
cluded that high sediment turnover rates in braided rivers would inhibit long term plant growth. 
Moreover, current fluvial literature shows that sinuous channels have higher rates of  successional 
growth in contrast to braided rivers, particularly with native shrubs and trees (Kim et al., 2015). 
Studies also indicate that this is closely related to the balance between discharge and slope, and 
sediment load and particle size, also referred as the river equilibrium (Sawaske & Freyberg, 2012).

The state of  equilibrium in a river, which means a balance in the flow regime, results in lower 
sediment turnover rates. This is closely related to the success of  riparian development. In addi-
tion, strategies to remove dams largely impact the magnitude and frequency of  perturbations. For 
example, staged removal methods mitigate changes in base levels and reduce erosional processes 
downstream which can stabilize exposed sediments and permit riparian colonization (Sawaske & 
Freyberg, 2012). More importantly, dam removals can reconnect native plant communities from 
seeds entering the river before dispersing throughout the lower bed and floodplain reaches. Future 
studies may provide new insights into the impacts of  hydrochory dispersal and riparian vegetation 
responses. For instance, Cubley and Brown (2016) sampled hydrochorous seeds following two dam 
removals at Elwha River, and their predictions of  dispersal throughout the downstream reach of  
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Figure 3. Distinction in planform thresholds with respect to discharge, slope, width and depth. (Wohl. 
2014, p. 145).



their study highly underestimated the number of  successfully germinated seeds and the number 
of  developing species recorded. In turn, this led to higher rates of  connectivity. For instance, the 
continuity concept states that discharge is equal to the product of  a channel’s width, depth, and 
velocity. Hence, as channel width and depth increase from bank failure and incision processes 
following a dam removal, aggradation and subsequent bedforms may begin to support plant com-
munities dispersed from upstream. In short, the post-dam fluvial regime stabilizes over time and 
reestablishes functional connectivity between the upper and lower reaches.

Limitations of  Empirical Observations and Theoretical Models

Field studies have indicated predictive models do not always account for particularly important 
parameters affecting geomorphic responses. For instance, the Shields number quantifies the en-
trainment of  non-cohesive sediments, particularly sand-bed channels, by dividing the critical shear 
stress by the approximate weight of  a substrate particle (Wohl, 2014). This dimensionless critical 
shear stress can vary greatly depending on how studies define and measure sediment entrainment 
and determine their range of  average conditions. Moreover, empirical values can also vary due to 
changes in sediment distribution and flow roughness (Wohl, 2014).  Gartner et al. (2015) showed 
that dam removals can vary from conventional knickpoint migration and incision process models 
to spatial variations in bed materials affecting sediment supply. Moreover, their results demon-
strated that Shields criteria did not successfully predict depositional zones. Data collected from a 
one-kilometer reach indicated that calculated Shields values exceeded the critical threshold predict-
ed for entrainment, yet were observed as depositional zones. More interestingly, results showed 
that the depositional reach exhibited equal or greater Shields values compare to reaches where 
erosional processes were dominant. O’Connor et al. (2017) argued that synthesis between empiri-
cal and theoretical models require studies of  longer durations and a wider range of  locations, spe-
cifically, locations of  latitudes that are important to biological and physical responses. Moreover, 
sediment transport beyond a survey boundary can underestimate downstream responses, and this 
is common in many empirical studies (Kim et al., 2015). 

Conclusion

Hydraulic geometry provides important empirical methods for examining changes at a channel’s 
cross-section. These in-situ approaches are used to measure temporal and spatial changes through-
out a channel’s longitudinal profile, and provide the most accurate and reliable means of  assessing 
geomorphic effects that follow a dam removal. Sudden increase in concentrated sediment loads 
induces incision processes typically with subsequent knickpoint migration. Changes in width and 
depth affect the channel’s morphology downstream depending on the volume of  sediment dis-
charged. Lane’s and Wohl’s conceptual equations are important hydraulic models of  hydrogeo-
morphic changes and are supported by fluvial field studies that have examined dam removals. 
Moreover, hydrogeomorphic processes are important for producing alluviums that facilitate bank 
stabilization and riparian vegetation propagation further downstream, as well as restoring a river’s 
functional connectivity between the upper and lower reaches following a dam removal. The style 
of  removal, sediment structure, grain size, and volume of  sediment supply characterizes important 
hydraulic parameters involved in the primary hydrogeomorphic processes associated with dam 
removals. However, rivers are highly dynamic and are influenced by many other factors at the 
watershed scale. Thus, future empirical studies need to observe longer downstream reaches over 
larger scales for extended durations to provide new insights into post-fluvial regimes.
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AMERICAN EMPIRE AND "NEW IMPERIALISM":
HOW GEOGRAPHERS APPROACHED THE WAR ON TERROR FROM 
2001-2006

By Jordan Ali

Soon after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 came the war in Afghanistan, and then the war in 
Iraq. Prominent scholars including David Harvey, Derek Gregory, Neil Smith, Edward Said, 
Michael Ignatieff, Niall Ferguson, and Noam Chomsky were among the first to approach 
these event in their work. I focus on publications from these scholars and others between 
2001 to 2006, a period that covered 9/11 through to the early years of the wars. What makes 
this period important is the urgency of that moment in time. This was an opportunity 
to hypothesize, observe, and make conclusions as history was unfolding. Through these 
works, I argue that geographical scholarship at this particular moment in question—
the terror attacks of 9/11—represent a culmination of anxieties regarding the efficacy 
of American liberal diplomacy moving forward. I demonstrate how these authors make 
visible the underlying contradictions of coercion and consent practiced in the making and 
maintenance of American empire, and grapple with what it means for the universality of 
American liberalism to be challenged on the world stage.

Introduction 

Soon after the terrorist attacks of  9/11 came the war in Afghanistan, and then in Iraq. As these 
wars unfolded, some geographers[Symbol]and others writing with varying degrees of  attention 

to spatiality[Symbol]critically engaged with the existence of  an American empire in the face of  a 
nation in denial, and worked through what these wars might mean for the future of  American im-
perialism. Prominent scholars including David Harvey, Derek Gregory, Neil Smith, Edward Said, 
Michael Ignatieff, Niall Ferguson, and Noam Chomsky were among the first to take up this work, 
particularly from 2001 to 2006, a period that covered 9/11 through to the early years of  the wars. 
This paper focuses on select publications from these authors during this period for two reasons. 
First, the overwhelming amount of  related scholarship published during this time and thereafter 
speaks to the impact of  these events and the influence they had. Second, although some of  these 
authors have vastly different analytical frameworks, political leanings, and backgrounds, there is 
consensus on many of  the major points raised; they are clearly talking about the same imperialism. 
This allows for meaningful cross-analysis where these texts converge and differ.  

In the following sections, I recount how cases for the existence and implications of  American 
imperialism were argued in select publications between 2001-2006 through the use of  key themes 
such as American liberalism and its relationship with globalization Heartland theory, and imagina-
tive geographies of  terror. I situate these works within discussions of  the ways in which geogra-
phers have discussed American imperialism prior to and after this period to demonstrate its influ-
ence. By no means is this an exhaustive reading of  how geographers have treated imperialism as 



this period is not unique for dealing with imperialism, or even American imperialism at that (Bow-
en, 1985; Said, 1978), What makes this period important is the urgency of  that moment in time. 
This was an opportunity to hypothesize, observe, and make conclusions as history was unfolding. 
I argue that geographical scholarship at this particular moment in question—the terror attacks of  
9/11—represents a culmination of  anxieties regarding the efficacy of  American liberal diplomacy 
moving forward. I demonstrate how these authors make visible the underlying contradictions of  
coercion and consent practiced in the making and maintenance of  American empire and grapple 
with what it means for the universality of  American liberalism to be challenged on the world stage.

Politics and Economics: Globalization as the Vehicle for American Liberalism 

Smith’s End Game of  Globalization investigates liberalism past the confines of  twentieth century 
America. The squabble between neoconservatives and neoliberals in the US under the singular 
title of  liberalism is a testament to the triumph of  this ideology. Smith noted that through writing 
classical liberalism into the US constitution, a “natural liberalism”, a term which he credits to Louis 
Hartz, emerged as “an appeal to liberty, equality, and freedom that root[s] its claims in a philosophy 
of  natural rights… common to all man” (Smith, 2005, p. 31). As such, the US constitution was 
conceived as the antithesis of  the British Empire the the US wrestled their independence from.  
To be American is to be naturally of  these “universal,” liberal ideals, supposedly, and  these ideals 
form the basis for American nationalism. 

Bishai (2004) explored the contradictions built into the liberal imperialism imposed by America to 
discuss the ways in which the tenets it holds, such as plurality and toleration, are achieved through 
coercive force which undermine those same universal values it stakes claim to. She also explained 
how liberalism produces the exceptionalism of  American identity, the cultural driver of  empire, 
and prevents citizens from recognizing their nation as an empire. The plurality and tolerance that 
liberalism champions in theory is limited by the global dominance of  the empire that keeps outsid-
ers to the margins. She said, “…[it] ought to be a globally beneficial and acceptable model… [but] 
policing must occur to marginalize dissent that departs from the moral core that is obvious to all 
rational people” (Bishai, 2004, p. 52). Further down, she unpacks the “supreme irony” of  liberal 
empire, which is that its universal liberal identity is predicated upon normalizing difference within. 
This appears to be neither plural nor tolerant. 

Some other key elements of  liberalism are “economic openness – free trade, free labour movement 
and free capital flows” (Ferguson, 2004, p. 184). Through organizations like the IMF, the World 
Bank, and the US Treasury Department, all of  which the US has significant influence within, the 
rules of  global economic engagement are set and these rules have consistently supported free 
markets. This has been problematic for developing countries that are coerced into opening their 
markets in exchange for debt-financed assistance. Reforms through these means have had little 
success in those countries. Through this highly unequal power dynamic, a global economy condu-
cive to American exploitation is produced. In this way, globalization only appears to operate as a 
deterritorialized expansion of  the American empire.  

The lack of  formal empire suggests that territory is not so important to the building and main-
tenance of  American empire, but territory is still critical to the imperial project. The use of  this 
deterritorialized facade is explained in many ways, but one of  which is as an aversion to grand 
colonial projects. Not only are these costly, but they give the outward appearance of  empire, a title 
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that Americans have staunchly rejected. This rejection may be because empire and by extension, 
colonialism stand contradictory to the liberal values that American Nationalism is founded upon 
(Smith, 2005, p. 49). This approach achieves imperialist control while adhering to the above. Smith 
is careful not to say that power becomes deterritorialized. Instead, Smith asserts that power “is 
always specific to particular places” (p. 51), which is echoed in Harvey’s New Imperialism. Harvey 
points to similar tensions between the liberal capitalist imperatives to break down market barriers 
and promote individual rights and freedoms, and the territorializing drive to capture and control 
resources and territories.  

Smith and Bishai, along with others like Harvey, Ignatieff, and Ferguson, are cognizant of  a shift 
in the approach of  the American empire that begins with the events of  9/11. First, diplomacy 
is carried out by garnering international support through the espousal of  a universal liberalism. 
Thereafter, it is traded in for a model of  coercion backed by military might. Though the approach 
was transformed, what remained unchanged was the hegemonic power of  the American empire 
and its claim to morality. The transformation is cyclical and made visible by the works of  Harvey, 
Nourzhanov, and Chomsky, who illustrated the continued presence of  coercive territorial strate-
gies of  empire that harken back to the imperial geopolitics of  the turn of  the twentieth century. 

Reviving the Heartland Theory: Heartland Theory within the Broader 
Field of  Geopolitics 

At the turn of  the twentieth century, Halford Mackinder, geographer and defender of  British 
Empire, published one of  his most influential works, “The Geographical Pivot of  History.” Im-
perialists like Mackinder were concerned by the changing geopolitical landscape in which Britain’s 
power appeared to be increasingly compromised by rising powers in Asia. Mackinder’s publication, 
often referred to as Heartland theory, divided the world into geographical sections of  influence, 
or stepping stones to global power. This theory designated a large swath of  land central to Eurasia 
(Mackinder, 2004), despite vast regional differences throughout, as the geographical pivot of  histo-
ry and goes on to justify its control as of  the utmost importance to European stability in the future. 
He worked to portray a cohesive and ordered Europe, with Britain at the helm of  course, locked 
into a timeless war with an ever-changing horde of  Asian forces. The concerned language he used 
hints that he felt Britain’s supremacy could be up-ended by the awakening of  Germany and Russia. 
Mackinder’s strategic geographies of  influence gave way to the emerging body of  work that would 
become geopolitics. In so doing, he embedded an ever-present threat of  a chaotic and savage Asia 
encroaching upon a just and righteous Europe. 

In discussing the geo-strategic importance of  oil in relation to Iraq’s position within the Middle 
East in his book, The New Imperialism, Harvey evoked the language of  Mackinder’s Heartland 
theory. He said, “…whoever controls the Middle East controls the global oil spigot and whoever 
controls the global oil spigot can control the economy…” (Harvey, 2003, p. 19). He used this to 
explain why toppling Saddam Hussein’s regime and gaining further ground in the region would 
be of  interest to the American empire if  oil was to be its primary concern. Likewise, Chomsky 
explained that Iraq, by having the second largest oil reserves in the region and the ease by which it 
can be accessed, is an advantageous position to hold for the US (Chomsky, 2005, p. 6). Intention-
ally, it would seem, Harvey’s phrase was almost identical to one found in Mackinder’s Democratic 
Ideals and Reality which read: “Who rules East Europe commands the Heartland; Who rules the 
Heartland commands the World-Island; Who rules the World-Island commands the World” (Mac-
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kinder, 1962, p. 106). Although Harvey’s language obviously called upon the geopolitical writing of  
Mackinder, Harvey’s analysis was more sophisticated in its approach. While Mackinder’s concep-
tualization of  global power was limited to a vague control of  territory alone, Harvey considered 
more deeply the economic dynamics underlying Heartland geopolitics. Comparing Mackinder and 
Harvey’s simplification of  their respective geopolitical landscapes, parallels are drawn between 
Britain-Eurasia and the US-Middle East. However, further readings of  the geopolitics underlying 
Mackinder and Harvey’s pieces bring forth questions about Russia’s relatively fixed position across 
both contexts.   

Nourzhanov (2006) mentions that even after the Cold War was over, the US had extended new 
containment policies aimed at preventing Russian control in the Middle East. In substituting the 
American for the British empire, he explicitly called upon the logic of  the Heartland theory to ex-
plain that US global dominance was dependent on keeping “continental powers [Russia, Iran, and 
China] from forming an alliance capable of  challenging US hegemony” (Nourzhanov, 2006, p. 65). 
Nourzhanov’s analysis was a departure from Mackinder’s more simplistic models of  territory as 
powerand like Harvey, he noted that oil played a role in so far as it represented a superficial justifi-
cation for American occupation in the region, and that “oil [was] merely a pretext for a struggle for 
domination that really belong[ed] to the bygone era of  the Cold War or even classical nineteenth 
century imperialism” (Nourzhanov, 2006, p. 64). Harvey recalled how Henry Kissinger, once Sec-
retary of  State and National Security Advisor of  the US, claimed the global power alignments at 
the start of  the War on Terror resembled that of  the nineteenth century, and that Kissinger was 
genuinely concerned that the US could not challenge a powerful Eurasian block (Harvey, 2003, p. 
85). Nourzhanov suggested that the danger in pursuing Mackinderian geopolitics in the region, 
which arguably find resonance with Kissinger, was that it would likely be counterproductive in 
fighting the War on Terror by bringing further instability to the region. The parallels drawn be-
tween the containment strategies used by the US during the Cold War and thereafter, and the 
geopolitics of  Mackinder are evident in both Nourzhanov and Harvey’s analyses. However, both 
Nourzhanov and Harvey diverged from Mackinder in important ways. For example, they work 
through Heartland theory to explain the unfolding of  events rather than to prescribe particular 
foreign policies. Additionally, their analyses add depth to the simplistic narrative of  the Heartland 
by investigating historical precedence and economic dynamics alongside each other. This speaks 
to the lingering influence of  the Heartland theory and its cyclical revival during these major geo-
political moments stretching from the fin de siècle, to the World Wars, the Cold War, and then in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Imaginative Geographies: The War on Terror 

Borrowing heavily from the work of  Edward Said, Gregory discussed the ways in which imagina-
tive geographies produce spaces that enable war through case studies of  Afghanistan, Iraq, and 
Palestine. The concept of  imaginative geographies refers to the ways in which places and by rela-
tion, people are socially constructed and represented because of  their positions within hegemonic 
relationships (Said, 1979). Gregory said, “[p]eople go to war because of  how they see, perceive, 
picture, imagine and speak of  others: that is, how they construct the difference of  others as well as 
the sameness of  themselves through representation” (2004, p. 20). This implied that cultural dif-
ferences produce conditions under which one “type” can be cast as superior or inferior to another, 
thus justifying whatever treacherous actions might ensue. By extension, imaginative geographies 
portray culture as a passive collection of  attributes that can be manipulated to fit some agenda. 
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Gregory made a point of  stressing that culture is not just a reflection of  the world, but that “cul-
ture underwrites power even as power elaborates culture” (2004, p. 8). Understanding that culture 
is constructed rather than a naturally occurring phenomenon highlighted the power dynamics 
within hegemonic relationships responsible for doing so. 

The terrorist attacks of  9/11 became a platform for constructing, or at least revisiting the previ-
ously established constructions of  the Middle East and Islam, an exercise that Said (2003) explains, 
has been continually practiced after the 18th Century invasion of  Egypt by Napoleon. In the 
immediate aftermath of  the attacks, Bush used terms like “barbarians” and the “civilized,” and 
characterized the impending war as a “crusade” (Gregory, 2004, p. 19). This language has roots 
in liberalism and the Christian crusades. Gregory quoted Fareed Zakaria who said in an essay, 
“America remains the universal nation, the country people across the world believe should speak 
for universal values” (2004, p. 23). Later in this same passage, Gregory quoted Veena Das’ analysis, 
which similarly argues that America is constructed as the privileged site of  universal values. Smith 
also tapped into the far-reaching influence of  America as a value system when referring to the 
phrase, “We Are All Americans Now”, which made appearances in solidarity movements across 
the world post-9/11 (2005, p. 8). Referring to the previous section in this essay, the model of  di-
plomacy rooted in liberalism that is articulated through global institutions like the UN, the IMF, 
the World Bank, and others played a crucial role in producing these moments of  solidarity. The 
construction of  the US as the site of  universal values has allowed American imperialism to global-
ize the geographical imaginations of  a barbaric Afghanistan and Iraq, and by extension through 
Islam, the entire Middle East.  

From Said’s Orientalism, Gregory borrows the concept of  folding distance into difference, which 
is precisely what is done in the making of  the War on Terror (2004, p. 17). Ignatieff  echoed this 
sentiment, stating that “[t]error has collapsed distance, and with this collapse has come a sharp-
ened focus in imperial capitals on the necessity of  bringing order to the barbarian zones” (2003, 
p. 21). Gregory explained that within this context, imaginative geographies work in concert with a 
strategy of  locating, opposing, and casting out to conduct a large-scale dehumanization of  these 
spaces (2004, p. 248). The dehumanized occupants simply become targets representing the mon-
strous and as a result, their deaths have no meaning. In constructing these countries in such ways, 
the events of  9/11 became not only an attack on America, but an attack on universal values, thus 
justifying war in these places for a greater good. 

Conclusion: Coercion and Consent 

The works in question have portrayed America as a liberal empire struggling with the use consent 
versus coercion to maintain its position as the dominant imperial project. Consent was typically 
garnered through international diplomatic institutions in the past, but the decision to go to war 
with Afghanistan and Iraq was unfavourable and isolated the US. In pursuing these wars without 
the support of  the international community, America made it clear that they were willing to use 
coercion to achieve their goals. This conflict over consent and coercion is shown to arise from the 
internal contradictions of  liberalism which are intensified through its integration with imperialism 
(Harvey, 2003; Smith, 2005; Ignatieff, 2003; Ferguson, 2004). 

One way these contradictions have played out is through spreading democracy by force. Ignatieff  
noted that “true democracy cannot be ruled by foreigners” (2003, p. 113). In attempting to install 
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US-friendly regimes in places like Afghanistan and Iraq, then exiting shortly thereafter, the liberal 
empire attempts to reconcile the contradictory nature of  such a project, which extends its control 
at the expense of  the freedom of  its subjects, by only doing so for a limited time. Another contra-
diction at play is  nationalism. While empires have often used nationalism to drive their ambitions, 
America included, it has also been a tool used by their opponents to resist their power. Ignatieff  
explained that the American campaign in Vietnam that was meant to contain the spread of  com-
munism was ultimately thwarted by the nationalism of  the Vietnamese people, the same force that 
fuels American empire and obscures its true nature from its citizens (2003, p. 117). 

Coercion through warfare and colonialism was profitable and readily used by empires before this 
one (Ignatieff, 2003, p. 113; Ferguson, 2004, p. 20), but in the case of  America, resorting to those 
tactics represents the failure of  diplomacy and hegemony through globalization. As such, carrying 
out the War on Terror is a shift towards coercion. Resultantly, America ultimately fails to reproduce 
the liberal empire as it has defined itself  prior to 9/11 (Harvey, 2003, p. 201; Smith, 2005, p. 206). 
Underlying the struggle of  coercion versus consent, there is the question of  why anyone might 
consent to be exploited and oppressed. Through a similar line of  questioning, Gregory delivers a 
witty undoing of  “voluntary imperialism”, a concept developed by Robert Cooper that describes 
“the imperialism of  neighbours”. Gregory says, “I have no idea what Cooper’s own neighbours 
are like, but if  they are forever interfering in his life and imposing their own ‘voluntary’ disciplines, 
then I’m surprised he has not moved” (2004, p. 254). What Cooper seems to be trying to get at is 
the idea that the world needs the order that imperialism claims to bring. For the American empire, 
that is the “universal values” of  liberalism, the same values that this empire consistently contradicts 
to further its imperial ambitions. To the idea that empires can be benevolent or well-intentioned, 
Said remarked, “Every single empire in its official discourse has said that it is not like all the oth-
ers, that its circumstances are special, that it has a mission to enlighten, civilise, bring order and 
democracy, and that it uses force only as a last resort. And, sadder still, there always is a chorus of  
willing intellectuals to say soothing words about benign or altruistic empires” (Said, 2003, preface). 

The American empire can be explained and understood in a variety of  ways. Despite their dif-
ferences, the authors this essay examines acknowledge the imperialist nature of  the nation that 
Americans would rather not confront. They all arrive at a pondering of  what comes next. Even 
today, this is still not clear. Beneath our main story line, however, is one of  geography’s deep rela-
tionship with imperialism. Geography has long served as a tool of  the imperialist – cartography, 
environmental determinism, colonialism. This lives on in some of  these works. Despite being 
critical, some of  them openly support imperial projects. However, we also see geographers chal-
lenging that type of  work and getting beneath that history of  the discipline to oppose imperialism 
and literally intervene.
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THE COLONIAL PRESENT: 

GUANTANAMO BAY, LEGALITY AND AMERICAN EMPIRE 

By Atif Khan

The United States' operation of Guantanamo Bay--a naval prison in Cuba--has been the 
subject of consistent moral criticisms over the course of the "war on terror". However there has 
been significantly less attention to Guantanamo Bay as a crucial site for new articulations of 
American sovereignty in relation to space, law and power. This paper analyzes how national 
and international architectures of law facilitate and materialize violence that is sanctioned 
through the institutions of law. I argue that the law is a site of political contestation through 
which the United States asserts sovereign power to operate legal regimes supporting the 
operation of Guantanamo Bay, in a period of a national emergency. The interpretation, 
manipulation and implementation of national and international law has allowed the United 
States to legitimate its expansion of sovereign power past mainland territorial boundaries.

Introduction 

After the attacks of  September 11, President Bush ‘directed all resources of  our intelligence 
and law enforcement communities to find those responsible and to bring them to justice’ 

(Elden, 2007, p. 823). The significance of  September 11, 2001 was to trigger international emer-
gencies in which non-state actors directly challenged and threatened state sovereignty in the twen-
ty-first century. At the center of  the American emergency was Guantanamo Bay, a naval prison in 
Cuba withholding captured detainees’ in the ‘global war on terror’ (GWOT) since 2002. According 
to The New York Times, there have been 780 inmates held on site (Koren, 2016). The inmates hail 
from multiple countries including Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, Malaysia 
and Morocco. The GWOT is therefore conducted in a transnational and de-territorial frame.  

There has been consistent criticism of  Guantanamo operations by the United States by multiple 
international organizations such as the United Nations, however there has been significantly less 
attention to how Guantanamo Bay offers a site through which to investigate how sovereignty in-
teracts with space, law and power (Blomley and Bakan, 1992, p. 665). This paper will not consider 
moral implications of  the Camp but rather analyze how national and international architectures of  
law facilitate and materialize violence. This violence is sanctioned through institutions of  law, such 
as legal categories, through which the United States legitimizes not only its presence in Guantana-
mo Bay but also in the GWOT. 

Broadly, this paper is categorized within the field of  critical legal geography. This approach is able 
to highlight the political use of  law as an instrument of  violence in international relations that is 
not fixed to or within nation state borders. Rather than assuming international law to be a codi-
fied and objective category, I argue that the law is a site of  political contestation through which 
the United States asserts sovereign power to operate legal regimes supporting the operation of  
Guantanamo Bay in a period of  a national emergency. The ‘crisis’ of  the threat of  terrorism to 



the security of  the nation state has resulted in the collapse of  distinct lines between national and 
international spheres of  law used to isolate potential or perceived threats to United States hege-
monic power. The implementation, manipulation and interpretation of  national and international 
law has allowed the United States to legitimize its expansion of  sovereign power past mainland 
territorial boundaries and into Cuba. Derek Gregory (2006) has argued, international law is not 
only reflective of  a colonial past but in ‘our colonial present marks a site of  political struggle of  
state legitimacy’ (p. 409). 

This paper is divided into two sections; first, I will unpack the key principle of  state sovereignty 
in the Platt Agreement that has dictated the sovereign relationship between the United States and 
Cuba. Second, I will focus on the law of  armed conflict within international humanitarian law in 
which legal categories are articulated as exclusive to certain bodies as the crisis of  state emergency 
requires. In this way, the United States is able to appropriate national and international law to justify 
the operation of  Guantanamo Camp for the purpose of  national security as legitimized through 
the law. Said differently, the legal structure allows the United States to operate the Cuban base and 
derogate from established practices of  liberal statehood. Rather than the United States, it is the law 
that prioritizes the security of  the state. Thus, terrorism is but one threat to the security of  not only 
the state, but also the established legal political order. 

De Jure American Sovereignty, Territory and Power 

Sovereignty is the core legal framework on which the international state system rests. Originating 
from European geographies, the Westphalian model is characterized by a territorial state having 
the ability to govern its populace within defined marked territories without any external/foreign 
interference within or on a fixed territory of  land (Minkkinen, 2007, p. 34). Article 2, Section 1 and 
7 of  the Charter of  the United Nations explicitly codify the principle of  sovereign equality and the 
principle of  non-intervention. Staurt Elden (2007) writes that sovereignty enshrined in the United 
Nations Charter has upheld ‘that preservation of  territorial status quo’ and thus the relationship 
between sovereignty and territory is crucial ‘to global stability’ (p. 825). The state is therefore the 
international actor that is afforded the highest level of  protection in the international legal system. 

In both national and international laws, the sovereign state is the only legitimate actor that can 
deploy instruments of  violence (the army, police) in order to preserve itself. Three days after Sep-
tember 11, 2001, President Bush declared a National Emergency ‘by reason of  [those] attacks and 
the continuing and immediate threat of  further attacks on the United States’ (Gregory, 2006, p. 
407). The ‘grave acts of  terrorism’ presented ‘the unusual and extraordinary threat to the national 
security, foreign policy and economy of  the United States’ (Gregory, 2006, p. 407). The national 
emergency of  the United States allowed for the blurring and derogation of  national and interna-
tional state practice. Legal scholar Kal Raustiala argues that ‘sovereignty has become progressively 
‘unbundled’ from territoriality’ (Gregory, 2006, p. 407). It is through territorial detachment or 
‘unbundling’ of  sovereign law and sovereign territory, the operation of  Guantanamo Bay is legit-
imized. 

Since the arrival of  the Spanish in Cuba in the fifteenth century, the geography of  territorial Cuba 
and within Guantanamo Bay has been subject to colonial rule. The third anti-colonial struggle in 
1895 by the Cubans, against Spain led the United States Marines to intervene and ‘win a key battle’ 
at Guantanamo (Kaplan, 2005, p. 834). In 1901, the United States agreed to ‘leave the government 
and control of  the island of  Cuba to its people’ in exchange for amending the Cuban Constitution. 
The amendment, known as the Platt Amendment declared, ‘the United States may exercise the 

  Landmarks | Colonial Present | 23



right to intervene for the preservation of  Cuban independence’ (Kaplan, 2005, p. 835). Article III 
of  the Platt Agreement was explicit to the legal clause of  sovereignty:  

“While on the one hand the United States recognizes the continuance of  the ultimate 
sovereignty of  the Republic of  Cuba over the above described areas of  land and water, on 
the other hand the Republic of  Cuba consents that during the period of  the occupation 
by the United States of  said areas under the terms of  this agreement the United States 
shall exercise complete jurisdiction and control over and within said areas with the right 
to acquire (under conditions to be hereafter agreed upon by the two Governments) for 
the public purposes of  the United States any land or other property therein by purchase 
or by exercise of  eminent domain with full compensation to the owners thereof ” (Agree-
ment Between the United States and Cuba for the Lease of  Lands for Coaling and Naval 
stations, 1903).  

This agreement operates on two contradictory legal geographies (Gregory 2006). There are hier-
archies of  sovereignty operating within the legal language of  the agreement, restricting sovereign 
action by Cuba while the United States continues to maintain its presence in Guantanamo Bay. 
When the Naval base initiated detainment of  prisoners in 2002, the Bush Administration selected 
the site due to the territory being outside the judicial reach of  United States national law (Kaplan, 
2005, p. 833). Thus, architects of  the GWOT recognized from the beginning the legal implications 
of  withholding prisoners in Cuba. Guantanamo Bay exists both ‘inside and outside’ domestic and 
international jurisdiction (Hernandez-Lopez, 2010, p. 472). John Morrisey (2011) writes that this 
form of  ‘lawfare’ is a continuation of  the GWOT through legal means (p. 291). The operations in 
the war on terror have prioritized United States national security at the expense of  both national 
and international legal obligations. For the United States, territorial borders remain mobile and 
flexible as reflected in the following two court cases. 

In 2004, the landmark United States Supreme Court Case Rasul v. Bush held that foreign prisoners 
held in Guantanamo Bay could petition United States federal courts for writs of  habeas corpus to 
challenge their detention (Reid-Henry, 2007, p. 633). Similarly in 2008, in Boumediene v. Bush the 
Supreme Court held that prisoners had a right to the writ of  habeas corpus under the United States 
Constitution (Reid-Henry, 2007, p. 633). Amy Kaplan (2005) argues that the extension of  United 
States jurisdiction was not only an extension of  empire in which sovereign jurisdiction transcend-
ed American borders but also produced in ‘creating new categories of  persons before the law’ (p. 
834). Under the Bush Administration, the Republic of  Cuba possessed ‘ultimate sovereignty’ and 
therefore the United States Constitution or United States international obligations did not apply to 
the detainees (Kaplan, 2005, pp. 835-836). The two landmark cases (above) interpreted the jurisdic-
tion of  United States Courts extending into Guantanamo Bay as territory operating as de facto (in 
fact) under American sovereignty. Through legal jurisdiction, the Court was able to extend Amer-
ican legitimacy and territorial borders for occupying and detaining suspects in the wars abroad. 

Guantanamo Bay is an example in which United States de jure (in law) sovereignty has precedence 
over Cuban de facto (in fact) sovereignty. Through national Court jurisdiction, American borders 
were extended into the sovereign territory of  Cuba. The National Emergency of  September 11 
sought to indefinitely justify the presence of  an American base as a practice of  expanding sov-
ereign power. In order to securitize national security, American expansion is able to dictate terri-
torial transgression on international territory. This cartography does not assume the fixed nature 
of  borders and led Amy Kaplan (2005) to ask ‘Where is Guantanamo?’ In the Platt Agreement, 
Cuban sovereignty was implicitly residual in comparison to the United States. As Judith Butler 

24 | Atif Khan | Landmarks  



(2004) argues, Guantanamo Bay is an ‘extra-legal sphere’ maintained by ‘extra-judicial power’ of  an 
American hegemonic state (p. 92). David Kennedy adds that ‘it [law] structures logistics, command 
and control’; ‘it legitimizes and facilitates violence’ and ‘contribute[s] to the proliferation of  vio-
lence rather than to its containment (Morrissey, 2011, p. 291). Thus while the United States seeks 
to ‘contain’ suspect bodies detained in Guantanamo, its use of  military and armed force abroad 
creates its own national emergency. 

The Violence of  Legal Categories: Unlawful Combatants 

On September 14, 2001, The United States Congress ratified the Authorization of  Use of  Military 
Force Against Terrorists (AUMF) authorizing the use of  force against those responsible for the 
attacks (Human Rights Watch, 2011). The Wars in Afghanistan (2001-2014) and Iraq (2003-2011) 
were recognized armed conflicts and thus International humanitarian law would have applied to 
the duration of  the conflict (Morrissey, 2011, p. 283). International humanitarian law seeks to gov-
ern and conduct the law of  armed conflict. International law requires all prisoners taken hostage 
in armed conflicts to be designated as ‘prisoner of  war’ (POW) status in which they are entitled to 
all rights under The Hague and Geneva Conventions (the United States signed the Conventions 
between 1900 to 1909) (Third Geneva Convention).  

‘The plight of  the Guantanamo detainees is less an outcome of  law’s suspension or evis-
ceration than of  elaborate regulatory efforts by a range of  legal authorities. The detention 
camps are above all works of  legal representation and classification. They are spaces 
where law and liberal procedurilism speak and operate in excess” (Gregory, 2006, p. 416). 

 In the prison of  Guantanamo Bay, prisoners are stripped from the legal category of  ‘prisoner of  
war’ (POW) to ‘unlawful combatant’ status. This status is defined as a violation of  the law of  war 
of  participants who the United States deems to be engaging in armed conflicts, even if  they are 
non-state actors rather than high-contracting parties, to which the law of  armed conflict explicitly 
applies such as the nation state. The Geneva Conventions stipulate that in times of  armed conflict 
and between high contracting parties, the conventions apply to the conduct of  armed conflict. 
Butler writes, the Geneva Conventions and the United States operate on a ‘questionable practice 
of  distributing rights of  protection differentially’. The Conventions apply a selective basis that is 
‘soaked in bias towards the nation-state’ (Butler, 2002, p. 1). 

This selective basis of  legal application favors armies and prisoners who belong to a nation state. 
Stateless organizations such as Al-Qaeda are not territorially fixed and do not belong to one state. 
Thus the Geneva Conventions place Guantanamo detainees as legal ‘outsiders’ through American 
sovereign derogation. For the United States, the GWOT is not a legally defined ‘ordinary war’ be-
cause it ‘is not primarily a battle between recognizable nation-states’ or ‘High Contracting Parties’ 
as explicit in the Geneva Conventions (Butler, 2002, p. 2). The general premise of  law operates 
on the language of  precision as codified through explicit language in the agreements and treaties 
signed by representatives of  the nation state. Non-state actors, such as potential or suspect ter-
rorists are a threat to the nation state, and in creating the legal category of  unlawful combatant, 
United States sovereign power is able to dictate who will be, can be or is a national security threat. 
By privileging the state as the primary actor in international law, the law permits exceptional cir-
cumstances that challenge state sovereignty to derogate from the established legal codes explicitly 
defined in the law itself. 

I
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n addition, the Geneva Conventions only accept conventions forms of  war in which actors such 
as militias or organized resistance movements must ‘conduct their operations in accordance with 
the laws and customs of  war’ (Geneva Convention 39). In an attempt to delegate legal rights, the 
Conventions also implicitly frame ‘legitimate’ warfare from ‘illegitimate’ forms of  conflict. John 
Morrissey (2011) writes ‘we need to remember what it means to say that compliance with interna-
tional law ‘legitimates’. It means, of  course, that killing, maiming, humiliating, wounding people 
is legally privileged, authorized, permitted and justified’ (p. 292). In effect, as Judith Butler (2002) 
argues, the Convention provides and legitimizes the political power of  the state in armed conflict 
while framing ‘legitimate and illegitimate’ violence (p. 5). 

The nation state is able to conduct legitimate warfare in which the state is afforded complete legal 
rights in international law while the GWOT and unlawful combatants ‘not affiliated with state-cen-
tered military actions [are designated] fewer [legal] rights than those who are’ (Butler, 2002, p. 5). 
Thus the United States is able to bypass legal categories while creating new legal categories that 
contradict, bypass or undermine with codified legal rules in international law. 

Judith Butler argues the Geneva Conventions were ‘not designed to handle this [GWOT] kind of  
war’ (Butler, 2004, p. 81). Legal frameworks with the help of  Supreme Court decisions arbitrarily 
extend judicial power into Cuba undermining Cuban sovereignty. The GWOT is legally framed as 
a ‘new’ war that creates a legal space of  intervention where the current legal structure is incom-
petent. Non-state actors are not legally protected when conducting armed conflict within this 
framework of  the GWOT. The authorization of  force after September 11, 2001 permitted force 
to bring terrorists to justice ironically also through mechanism of  the law. Dennis Hastert, Speaker 
of  the United States House of  Representatives, commented that ‘these [Guantanamo Prisoners] 
aren’t military people. They don’t belong to a country, they don’t wear a uniform, they’re not part 
of  an army. It’s a unique situation and we’ll have to deal with it in a unique way” (Butler, 2002, p. 
6). This justification to deny the prisoners international legal protections draws on the legal frame-
work. The period of  National Emergency exposes the contradictory and unstable international 
legal regime. 

By withholding bodies through detainment in Guantanamo as a threat to the legal and social order, 
law is utilized as an instrument of  excess sovereign power (Butler, 2004, p. 62).  In effect, sovereign 
power is extended with creation of  legal categories such as ‘unlawful combatant’ rendered visible 
at the site of  Guantanamo Bay in the GWOT. In a state of  emergency of  an endless, transnational 
war, Butler (2004) argues there is an ‘indefinite extension of  lawless power’ (p. 65). The ability to 
derogate from international and national legal obligations is explicitly provided in the legal struc-
ture of  the United States. For example, the United States Constitution permits the suspension of  
‘Writ of  Habeas Corpus’ through Constitutional emergency powers in which ‘Public Safety may 
require it’ (Constitution, Section 9, Article 2). In the Supreme Court Cases of  Rasul v. Bush (2004) 
and Boumediene v. Bush (2008), the Court held that Guantanamo prisoners were able to submit 
a Habeas Corpus (person under arrest has a right to be brought before a judge or into Court). In 
this way, the GWOT is no longer a particular moment of  emergency but an intrinsic condition of  
the twenty-first century. The events of  terrorism against state security around the world help the 
United States in manipulating legal architecture to create boundaries of  ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’. 
By extension, Guantanamo Bay is therefore not a site of  lawlessness but rather a site in which 
United States legal frameworks across territorial borders warranting sovereign power in national 
emergencies (Butler, 2004, pp. 62-63).  It is this exercise of  arbitrary sovereign power that denies 
Guantanamo bodies’ international legal rights. 



In changing categories from ‘prisoner’ to ‘detainee’, sovereign power removes any assumption of  
internationally recognized rights pertaining to the treatment of  prisoners (Butler, 2004, p. 64). As 
terrorism is not a historically or geographically contained threat to the state, sovereign power is 
able to expand transnationally. The cases of  Rasul v. Bush and Boumediene v. Bush are examples 
in which the Supreme Court of  the United States extended national jurisdiction into Guantanamo 
Bay in Cuba. In doing so, the United States increases national judicial authority in legitimizing na-
tional law over extraterritorial jurisdiction of  Cuba. 

State sovereignty is only accountable through legal frameworks that dictate legitimate sovereign 
action. Guantanamo Bay is one site in which United States judicial overreach materializes through 
policing, accountability and legitimacy. When Secretary of  Defense, Donald Rumsfeld was ques-
tioned on why prisoners were detained in inadequate legal and material conditions, he claimed ‘if  
they were not restrained, they would kill again’ (Butler, 2004, p. 73). In a press conference with re-
porters, Defense General Counsel Haynes responded: ‘the people we are detaining, for example, in 
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, are enemy combatants that we captured on the battlefield seeking to harm 
US soldiers or allies, and they’re dangerous people’ (Butler, 2004, p. 79). Only the United States 
executive branch that is able to deem which, who and how which detainee is a threat to United 
States national security. While the writ of  habeas corpus did not apply to detainees until 2008 with 
Boumediene v. Bush, sovereign power of  the executive branch justified the indefinite detention of  
detainees as their sole prerogative. In fact, it was only after the state instrument of  the judiciary 
held the motion, habeas corpus was administered. Rather than established national and interna-
tional obligations, the GWOT required sovereign power to operate by extension of  legal excess. 

By constructing the legal category of  ‘unlawful combatants’, the sovereign power of  the United 
States has justified indefinite detention by arguing that detainees have violated the laws of  the war 
and therefore cannot be provided POW status, as they are not legitimate international actors. The 
logic of  illegality has constructed the category of  unlawful combatant in which exceptional threats 
to United States national security require the denial of  certain legal obligations while adopting or 
tweaking legal structures and standards in support of  state security. When asked how the American 
government could withhold ‘these people [Guantanamo prisoners] without charging them indefi-
nitely’, Counsel Haynes replied ‘we are within our rights’ (Butler, 2004, p. 79). Thus, the language 
of  law operates as both legal excess and legal possibility. The action of  a state is justified through 
the language of  legal rights though the state is the only actor able to apply its discretion in creating 
legal exceptions in the GWOT. 
 

‘Guantanamo Is Everywhere’ 

Since the declaration of  the National Emergency of  September 11, 2001, the United States has 
been able to manipulate physical geography, national and international legal frameworks in a ‘twist-
ed cartography of  power’ (Gregory, 2006, p. 406). By creating legal black sites such as Guantanamo 
Bay, there has been simultaneous implementation and erasure of  both United States national law 
and international law. Guantanamo Bay is only one example of  such sites, among a global network 
of  war prisons such as Abu Ghraib in Iraq. 

In this paper, I have used Guantanamo Bay as an example of  American securitization through 
legal mechanisms. In order to assert the protection of  the American homeland in a global war 
field, Guantanamo Bay articulates a physical space of  containment of  detainees captured in this 
war around the world. Rather than law being an objective, written category of  rules, through he-
gemonic assertion of  American national security, law facilitates as an instrument of  violence. Law, 
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often assumed to be a body upholding civil order, is also simultaneously upholding disorder. The 
operation of  Guantanamo Bay is only one example in which the contradiction arises between the 
law, space and power.  

Rather than fixating international law as ‘fact patterns’, this paper unpacks genealogies of  law and 
empire that are closely intertwined. State sovereignty has always operated on scales and a language 
of  ‘inclusion’ and ‘exclusion’. The practice of  the United States reflects the use of  sovereign power 
in legal excess to legitimize the colonial present of  the American national emergency. By silencing 
critical narratives, the theory and practice of  international law will remain structurally weak to con-
temporary challenges in the international state system. 

It is imperative to ask questions in how genealogies of  global history and geography ‘shape the 
logic of  its [international law] operation in the present’ (Reid-Henry, 2007, p. 634). Neither sov-
ereignty nor jurisdictions are objective categories. When imbued with sovereign power, the law is 
constructed to legitimize and preserve the state, through violence if  required. I conclude with this 
insight by Jacques Derrida in which he states ‘the most perverse and violent of  all ‘rogue states’ 
must surely be the United States and its allies. However, the ‘rogue’ abuse of  power is an internal 
element of  sovereignty. There are only ‘rogue states,’ either potential or actual. The ‘rouge’ is the 
state itself ’ (Minkkinen, 2007, p. 47).
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REDIRECTED DOMINANCE AND THE FEMALE 
CHINESE INTERNATIONAL STUDENT IN 
VANCOUVER
By Lucy Fang

Vancouver of the 2010s is home to a thriving EFL (learning English as a Foreign Language) 
industry, cultivated by city planners and corporate actors. Chinese international students 
arrive in Vancouver to learn English, seen as a sign of prestige and academic or professional 
success. This paper will explore the socioeconomic dynamics between Vancouver and 
Chinese cities that produce the international student. In this process, I will also examine the 
power dynamics exhibited through age, gender, and the conflation of Canada and China as 
East and West. This paper will ultimately reveal these dynamics as Vancouver’s exploitation 
of individual international students through tuitions, discrimination, and unfulfilled 
expectations. Ultimately, I argue that white Vancouverites exert their power as hosts onto 
individual bodies in public space, wherein female Chinese international students receive 
redirected domination meant for the general East. 

Introduction 

In a new era of  Vancouver’s relationship with Chinese immigrants, city planners and corporate 
actors use Vancouver as an EFL (learning English as a Foreign Language) market. Park (2010) 

considers EFL an industry in Vancouver, alluding to how city officials, policies, tourism, and edu-
cation businesses help cultivate the Vancouver landscape to be friendly and attractive to potential 
EFL students and parents. EFL industry supporters and members market the city as an attractive 
place for EFL students who are part of  the greater group of  Chinese immigrant “wealth actors” 
in the neoliberal moment (Park, 2010, p. 349). EFL students come to Vancouver alone as “satel-
lite” children in pursuit of  education and social status as part of  the “transnational strategizing 
of  Chinese immigrant households” (Waters, 2005, p. 370). Using the gender lens as outlined by 
Silvey (2004), I reveal further unequal relations between the East and West that shape international 
student experiences in Vancouver; the gender lens also shows political and sexualized processes 
that trouble Vancouverite and international student interactions. Thus, socioeconomic conditions 
for middle- to upper- class families and Vancouver’s calculated EFL conditions produce the EFL 
international student; transnational family planning and local racial tensions between Chinese and 
Vancouver communities further shape the international student experience. The gender lens fur-
ther highlights power relations between key agents in Vancouver and the female international 
student in particular. This paper will ultimately reveal these dynamics as Vancouver’s exploitation 
of  individual international students through tuitions, discrimination, and unfulfilled expectations. 

Broader dynamics such as push conditions from the Chinese city and pull factors of  studying 
abroad motivates produces the Chinese international student. In recent times, Chinese cities have 
experienced more enrollment in higher education institutions which leads to the de-valuing of  



undergraduate degrees and subsequent unemployment and job insecurities (Waters, 2005). These 
conditions in major cities generally lead to pessimistic assumptions regarding career paths for 
youth and recent graduates (Waters, 2005). In this landscape, foreign education and credentials are 
particularly desirable and valuable as commodities—obtained for status, employment and bargain-
ing power; an already-existing idealization of  foreign culture and imported goods further encour-
ages this view. Learning English as a foreign language is particularly popular for Chinese youths as 
the English language (especially North American accented) is associated with “social upward mo-
bility”, “westernization” or progress (Park, 2010, p. 343). In China, English fluency also brings to 
its bearer confidence, “cosmopolitanism”, social capital and connection to transnational social and 
economic networks (Waters, 2005, p. 363). These conditions reduce domestic education prospects 
in light of  international education, which is deemed more promising for the individual student 
and their family. While choosing to study abroad is not an easy life decision for any student, this 
decision is further influenced by hierarchies between domestic and the West and media marketed 
for the purpose of  gaining tuition and registration fees from prospective international students. 
The Chinese international student is thus produced by way of  motivation and desperation for their 
own prospects in improving their quality of  life and social status.
 
The EFL industry and city officials take advantage of  the conditions described above by framing 
Vancouver as a desirable destination for foreign education as compared to other Western cities. 
As a destination for foreign education and EFL courses, Vancouver takes advantage of  broader 
dynamics in the education industry to encourage capital flow in the form of  tuition. Park notes 
that Vancouver is promoted as a place that “best cater[s] to Asian needs”, a “space in which Asian 
students can cultivate a United States accent without…United States crime rates” (Park, 2010, 
p. 343). Chinese universities such as Northeast Normal University see UBC as a “gateway to the 
Pacific Northwest” (Fang, Clarke & Wei, p.155).  Simultaneously, prestige and tuition revenue mo-
tivate UBC and other Vancouver education institutions to accept international students (Fang et 
al., p. 155). Vancouver thus takes advantage of  push and pull conditions in Chinese cities to draw 
international students to the EFL and foreign education market for tuition.

Transnational family strategies and local Vancouverite communities further contribute to the in-
ternational student experience including the desperate need to succeed in a foreign institution, 
loneliness and cultural barriers, and racial tensions between communities. Waters (2005) describes 
family strategies as transnational, using foreign education and immigration as a way to negotiate so-
cial and economic statuses. Middle- and upper- class families use foreign education to account for 
a child’s “perceived failure” in light of  very high academic and career expectations combined with 
increasingly competitive yet devalued domestic education (p.362). International students then bear 
the family’s aspirations to rise above domestic social and economic conditions; they must navigate 
an unfamiliar country and culture alone and have the decision to either stay in their "comfort zone" 
with other Chinese students and not practice English, or to "assimilate" for a more successful 
learning process (Cao, Zhu, & Meng, 2017; Fang et al., 2016). Assimilation is difficult especially in 
Vancouver where locals already have fixed perceptions of  Chinese bodies, which can lead to new 
students “being locked out” of  integration (Cao et al., 2017). Local communities associate “the 
Chinese”1 with Vancouver’s rising real estate prices, brought in part by “spoiled rich Chinese kids” 

1  Locals’ perceptions of Chinese (conflated to “Asian”) bodies are at once nuanced and generative. 
Locals recognize the "FOB" (once stood for Fresh Off the Boat, but now refers to a newly-landed 
immigrant) by performed social and cultural status through accent, niceties, fashion, and ac-
cessories (on the university campus, international students are known for nice cars and luxury 
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Figure 1.  Advertisement  by  agency  for  international  student  registration,  marketed  towards  Chi-
nese-speaking  students (www.vanpeople.com).

and their parents; locals respond to sentiments ranging from simply “hat[ing] the rich” to racial-
ized “resentment” (Bula, 2016). Even though a temporary international student may have little 
to do with those conditions, students also react to discrimination in ways that raise the tension. 
Discrimination contributes to lowered self-esteem and anxiety or aggression, which are worsened 
by loneliness, the pressure to succeed abroad, and possibility of  failing to do so (Grayson, 2014). 
Thus, Vancouver is not at all “safe” from racism despite EFL industry framings; the international 
student experience in Vancouver contrasts with expectations from China of  Vancouver for foreign 
education, social capital and brighter futures. 

In addition to these pressures and difficulties for the international student, a gender lens calls at-
tention to further vulnerabilities for the female Chinese international student. The female interna-
tional student is more vulnerable as both a product of  transnational gender dynamics and political 
and cultural hierarchies. The experience of  female gendered and racialized international students 
embodies the concept of  mobility and corporeal experiences as highly political, calling attention to 
how power dynamics exploit personal vulnerabilities in daily life (Silvey, 2004). In urban Chinese 
societies, the female student is encouraged to be more subdued, quiet, “ladylike” and less egre-
gious, which makes them less willing to assimilate than male students2 (Cao et al., 2017). 
brands). While not all international students are ostentatious or wealthy, locals and Chinese-Ca-
nadians (such as myself) can differentiate Chinese bodies into newly landed, partly integrated, or 
homegrown. However, non-Asian locals, while attuned to these class differences, are also quick to 
presume the nationality of any Asian body and employ (often misdirected) microaggressions if not 
discriminations.
2  These traits are especially visible in classrooms and public settings, where female Chinese stu-
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Unequal power relations between China and Canada further permeate as gendered dynamics, often 
in the form of  microaggressions or violence between locals and Chinese international students. 
Park (2010) speaks to transnational power dynamics between Vancouver and China with her anal-
ysis of  sexual assault cases on Asian female international students. The recent rise of  Asian indus-
try and economic power correlates to increasing Chinese presence in Vancouver and reflects the 
fear and “threat of  Asian invasion” (Park, 2010, p. 348). Orientalist discourse reassert “gendered 
scripts” of  racial, cultural, and national elevations of  the West over the East to assuage the “fear of  
Asian domination” (Park, 2010, p. 349). This unfolds through tensions between growing Chinese 
presence and Vancouverites, where local populations feel untitled to retaliate with gendered sexual 
violence.3 Park implicates the international student experience as produced by not only neoliberal 
narratives, but also processes of  threat and domination on Vancouver’s (and the West’s) terms. 
These encounters reflect Western xenophobic tendencies regarding immigration, rationalized by 
national security and fear of  domination, for which a growing Chinese presence is alarming. Thus, 
the gender lens illuminates different vulnerabilities in Chinese international students and Vancou-
ver’s exploitation of  power; as the EFL industry ensnares capital by accepting Chinese internation-
al students, locals assuage the fear of  domination with aggression upon individual students. 

While multi-scalar processes shape migrant motivations, underlying gendered and racialized cul-
tural hierarchies ultimately reveal Vancouver as exploiting the migration pattern of  Chinese inter-
national students. Vancouver’s EFL industry, including media, institutions, and businesses, take 
advantage of  push and pull factors in China that paint foreign education as desirable and necessary, 
drawing international students to Vancouver with the promise of  an English-learning environment 
safe from crime and racial discrimination. However, while Chinese international students are ac-
cepted for their tuition, they must remain diminished and vulnerable. This points to a redirection 
of  dominance, wherein accepting Chinese capital feels threatening and must be alleviated by dom-
inating young, vulnerable Chinese bodies in daily interactions. The international student experi-
ence is then shaped by the pressure of  success, tensions between communities in Vancouver, and 
hierarchies between Vancouver and Canada that are conflated to inequalities between the East and 
West. Ultimately, the international student experience leads to uncertain success, achieved only by 
overcoming barriers of  discrimination and culture by students themselves. Inequalities thus shape 
the international student experience to be one of  exploitation and unmet expectations.

dents in both China and Vancouver tend to be quieter, less social, and therefore less "threatening" 
or more vulnerable compared to their male counterparts
3  Cases of sexual violence targeting female Asian international students point to the vulnerability 
of the young Asian female as locals deem them less threatening and treat them with more careless-
ness or aggression—especially by the older generation of white Vancouverites. These aggressions 
permeate the everyday on the scale of personal interactions. As a female Asian student who has 
lived in Vancouver, I regularly experience people teaching me to cross the street, pointing me to 
where to stand in line, and other “social cues” that I apparently “don’t get” even if my same-aged 
non-Asian friends or even older family members also deviate from social cues with no comment.
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YOUR BODY OR YOUR LIFE:
TRANS ACCEPTANCE OVER QUEER EXCLUSION IN 
CONTEMPORARY IRAN

By Ally Mair

This essay discusses queer and trans Iranian identities and how power (re)produces 
normative binary understandings within Iranian society. Using a Foucauldian framework of 
power, categorization, and identity, this paper shows how different types of power produce 
gendered norms and differential vulnerabilities of queer existence in contemporary Iran. 
The paper analyzes the function of different forms of power in three spaces: the home, 
the hospital, and the society in contrast with the political. The site of the home is used 
to show how familial powers enforce transition through both disciplinary and sovereign 
means of coercion, emphasising that rejection shapes the queer and trans experience in 
Iran. The hospital space is used to show how queer identity is rendered medical and thus 
a medical gaze is used to police queerness, normalizing a binary which restricts queer 
identity and rewrites one’s own history to de-queer Iran. The space of the society in contrast 
with the political debates how differing views between the public and their state create 
sites of exception in which queer Iranians are placed; this is further analyzed through 
Agamben’s notion of homo sacer as queer Iranian identity begets precarity and profound 
marginalization. Overall, this paper contends that queer Iranian biopolitics (re)produce 
a rigid normative binary of gender and sexuality, which although is productive for some, 
remains increasingly restrictive for queer and trans individuals.

Author’s Note: I unconventionally use the terms trans and queer as separate ways of  being, with 
the latter not including the former. I do so because Iran’s enforcement of  transition, and thus the 
(re)production of  binary notions of  gender, seek to de-queer the space. 

Introduction 

Since the Islamic Revolution of  1979, Iran’s stance on queer issues has been complex, conflict-
ed, and contradictory; despite having zero tolerance towards homosexuality in the state’s laws, 

transitioning is perfectly legal. Moreover, it is even encouraged and subsidized by the government 
(BBC World Service, 2014; Schumacher, 2016). This bizarre contradiction of  partial political ac-
ceptance, which exists alongside a state of  social exclusion, leads many to choose between their 
body or their life. The contradiction stems from Ayatollah Khomeini reissuing his 1967 fatwa1 in 
1985, allowing for transition under Islamic law, as his status allowed him to implement this fatwa 
uncontested (Terman, 2014, p. 30). However, although this may seem like a progressive stance, 
especially in the context of  Islamic theocracies, it is fundamentally problematic and geared towards 
reinforcing a masculine power and the gender binary (Bluck, 2012, p. 61). This essay will contest 
the superficialities of  this progression, showing how the processes of  transitioning have manifest-

1  A religious edict



ed themselves in exploitative and sinister ways within a nexus of  gender, sexuality, and coercion. 
It will argue through a Foucauldian framework of  power that forced or coerced transitions create 
power plays within different societal spaces that generate a state of  trans acceptance over a broader 
queer exclusion. Firstly, this essay will provide context of  the historic and contemporary under-
standings of  what it means to be queer in Iran. This essay will then mobilize a Foucauldian lens and 
framework to analyze how issues of  gender, power, and force establish themselves within different 
spaces to generate positive and negative queer discourses; this will be done by looking at the set-
tings of  the home, the hospital, and society and the government as distinct spatial bodies of  power.

Queer Identity in Contemporary Iran

The history of  what it means to be queer in modern Iran is inseparable from the aforementioned 
fatwa. This fatwa was decreed after years of  communication and eventually a meeting with Maryam 
Molkara, a trans activist, who is regarded as a pioneer of  Iran’s transgender movement (Terman, 
2014; McDowall & Khan, 2004; Fathi, 2004). As a result of  this meeting, Khomeini differentiated 
between what it meant to be gay and what it meant to be trans (Fathi, 2004), seeing the latter as 
admissible in the eyes of  God on the proviso that those who transitioned from male to female 
obeyed all the Quranic rites that come with being a woman (McDowall & Khan, 2004; Bluck, 2012, 
p. 61). Although many members of  the clergy objected to his stance, due to Khomeini’s position 
of  authority not only as the head of  state but also as the "highest religious authority" and "the lead-
er of  the most massive revolution in the second half  of  the 20th century" (Terman, 2014, p. 30), 
his words carried weight and were swiftly put into practice. However, homosexuality has remained 
a crime punishable by lashes and, in some circumstances, by death (ISHR, n.d.).

As a result of  Khomeini’s legacy of  trans acceptance and queer exclusion, shifting societal dynam-
ics of  power, sexuality, and gender have formed (Bluck, 2012, p. 60-61). Iran has become a society 
where power plays at all levels to push queer people to either transition, leave, repress and risk their 
lives or, more often than not, a combination of  all three of  these processes at different points in 
their lives (BBC World Service, 2014). Essentially, queer Iranians either must choose between sac-
rificing their body or their life. Power exists at three main levels to enforce the transition processes: 
familial, medical, and societal in contrast with political. 

Often it is the case that friends and families force their queer relatives into transitioning with 
threats of  violence, disowning, and even death (BBC World Service, 2014; Euronews, 2015). Iran 
is a state framed on masculinity where men would rather forego their masculinity completely than 
be seen as a gay man or, as it is framed in the Iranian context, feminine and therefore less of  a man 
(Karimi, 2016). It is important to note that the masculine framework of  Iranian society especially 
neglects trans men and lesbians as, they are not seen to exist to the same degree as gay men and 
trans women. However, they are acknowledged in the legislative system (BBC World Service, 2014; 
6 Rang, 2015; Karimi, 2016).

Framework of  Inquiry: A Foucauldian Lens

In order to analyze how power functions spatially with the concept of  trans acceptance against 
queer exclusion, a Foucauldian lens will be adopted in this essay. This is done as a Foucauldian 
interpretation of  queer studies sways from looking at why queer and trans communities are op-
pressed to how socio-political power produce sexual and gendered norms which thus enable dis-
crimination. This perspective will be taken to show how people are categorized, acknowledging the 
powers which shape, rather than treating these categories as naturally occurring (Foucault, 1978).

  Landmarks | Your Body Your Life | 37



Much of  Foucault’s work on power examines identity and categorization, and the processes which 
compartmentalize communities (Foucault, 1978; 1991; 2010); this theorization of  how power 
functions to generate categories of  others, and thus shapes them, is an apt framework with which 
to analyze the Iranian context of  trans acceptance over a more general queer exclusion. Foucault’s 
belief  of  queerness as an identity, as was expressed in his lack of  participation in gay rights move-
ments, was that it was nothing more than an invention of  those who held power, believing that 
to accept categorization and then ask for equality is to acknowledge that a differentiation exists 
in the first place (Bartky, 2002, p. 46-68). Foucault’s idea of  power being used to queer people by 
controlling their bodies and gender expression will be used to analyze how queering functions dif-
ferently in different spaces of  Iranian society. Much like Agamben’s homo sacer (1998, p. 71-74), 
a Foucauldian analysis of  queer Iranian biopolitics discusses the geographies of  those integrated 
into society yet somehow still placed on the margins of  their community (Gutting, 2005, p. 88-89); 
those acknowledged by the state yet often socially and legally abandoned.

Familial Powers and the Home Space

In forcing transitions, power functions very intimately within the home space, usually initially in a 
private and concealed fashion before becoming more disclosed as internal tensions build (Bluck, 
2012, p. 64; BBC World Service, 2014; 6 Rang, 2015). Power generally takes place through rejec-
tion, with families severing ties from queer relatives (Bluck, 2012, p. 64). However, as spatially re-
stricted as rejection is, having the two dimensions of  the home and the external, it often functions 
on different temporal scales depending on the family and thus generates different aspects of  famil-
ial, societal, and even legal power. For some, rejection comes before gender affirmation (though 
often reassignment is more apt) surgery is discussed, others experience it during these discussions 
as they reject the idea of  needing the surgery, and for others, the family will support them until 
after the surgery before rejecting them. In any case, familial acceptance is a rarity (Bluck, 2012, p. 
64; BBC World Service, 2014; Euronews, 2015; 6 Rang, 2015).

One case from Euronews (2015) shows a trans woman who had full support of  her family but was 
then rejected after her surgery. Another case, documented by the BBC World Service (2014), shows 
a gay man who was told by his father and two other relatives that if  he did not transition they would 
kill him, being told: "you need to either have your gender changed or we will kill you". Consequent-
ly, he agreed to the surgery but fled the country the night before. This idea that the family would 
have killed him out of  anger and shame without fearing consequences is a prime example of  how 
queer Iranians are rendered homo sacer (Agamben, 1998, p. 71-74), as they exist within a category 
which enables rejection and violence without the fear of  legal consequence as the police partake in 
this othering and lessening of  queer individuals too (Bluck, 2012, p. 64; 6 Rang, 2015)
.
Further to the lessening of  queer individuals, within the home space an artificial transformation 
between victim and perpetrator can occur. A power shift between parent and child, chiefly gener-
ated through an imposed guilt, can make queer individuals believe that they are at fault—that they 
are the ones who have brought shame and humiliation on their families and therefore the family 
members are the victims (Bluck, 2012, p. 62). This is a unique manifestation of  power, as it is the 
only time during the three tiers of  society discussed in this essay where guilt is explicitly used to 
coerce transition. It is possible to postulate that the base of  this guilt comes from the idea of  ho-
mosexuality being haram2, but the manifestation comes from how the family reacts to the "sins of  
youth": either with tolerance or punishment (Foucault, 1978, p. 101). The former allows only for 
the religious guilt, whereas the later contributes to guilt of  hurting one’s own family. Thus, power 
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functions in different ways, sometimes violent and sometimes subtle, within the home space to 
generate a result usually based on rejection, guilt, and a coercion to change (Bluck, 2012, p. 64).

The Hospital and Powers of  Medicalization

The model of  power within the medical context for transitioning functions through a "panopti-
cism" (Foucault, 1991, p. 195-231) of  social control which is not imposed from above through 
coercion, but rather by disciplining people into serving power themselves; a method of  control 
which encourages people to reinforce a gender binary and restrict sexual diversity (Bluck, 2012). 
The idea of  a medical gaze in this context (Foucault, 2010, p. 89) focuses on constant regulation 
which, instead of  the violence that is used legislatively to police queerness, modifies behavior 
through medical procedures, counselling, and religious advisement to render halal3 (Bluck, 2012; 
BBC World Service, 2014; Terman, 2014; 6 Rang, 2015; Schumacher, 2016). 

The form of  power in the hospital is extremely intimate and seeks to control not only how the 
body presents but also how it functions. While people function with individual identities that are 
fluid in nature, power operates here to produce and reinforce a hegemonic culture that excludes 
queer identity (Valentine, 2007, p. 19; 6 Rang, 2015). Medical power seeks to generate a narrative 
of  normalcy (Davis, 1995, p. 24) and thus creates a problem with being queer. The act of  making 
queer people transition reinforces normative binary ideas of  gender and sexuality, categorizing to 
what is understandable in Quranic thought whilst ignoring the lived realities. 

Power functions within the Iranian medical context, "to ensure that binary gender distinctions 
remain firmly in place" (Bluck, 2012, p. 63); it is a power which not only controls the body but ma-
nipulates and rewrites one’s own history. This form of  biopolitics seeks to control through main-
taining a construct fundamental to the extremely gendered Iranian identity. The medical authorities 
are required to alter all histories of  their patient’s previous gender within fifteen days of  the oper-
ation (Bluck, 2012, p. 63); a mandatory procedure which reaffirms queer exclusionary practices of  
the state and controls the idea that queerness does not exist in Iran as one cannot maintain a legacy 
of  being transgender or gender queer, rather one is either a man or a woman and has always been 
regardless of  how they personally identify (Bluck, 2012, p. 63-64) 

Referring to Foucauldian thought, it should be noted that the biopolitics of  rewriting the body’s 
histories and the idea of  rendering medical stem from the very same processes which generated 
the categorization of  sexuality in the West: with queerness becoming an area of  study, something 
that should be analyzed and categorized (Foucault, 1978; Sawicki, 1991, pp. 21-24). The intimate 
knowledge of  productive power that Foucault (1978; 1991; 2010) discusses is seen here, as being 
transgender became a medical variable. Queerness has become a form of  discourse within Iranian 
medical practices, with its own production of  knowledge and its own categorization of  peoples 
within Iranian society which is productive yet increasingly restrictive to the gender binary and 
notions of  non-heterosexuality. Thus, power functions within the hospital to produce, "the het-
erosexualization of  desire" (Butler, 1956, p. 23) and consequently reproduces and reinforces binary 
ideas of  what it means to be male and female.

Socio-Political Power Dynamics and Differentiations

In a legislative context differential powers are used to police varying queer identities. A sovereign 
power (Foucault, 1991, pp. 32-69) is used to make a visible and violent example of  homosexuality 
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if  transition isn’t sought, whereas disciplinary power (Foucault, 1991, pp. 170-194) is used for those 
choosing to or being coerced to transition; this power is seeking to correct rather than to punish. 
The sentence, or treatment, of  transition is no longer about violent punishments to cause physical 
pain which is used as a deterrent, but rather it is now an exercise in rectification, training, and a 
significantly more intimate and meticulous control of  the body to reinforce ideas of  normalcy 
(Davis, 1995, p. 24).

Disciplinary practices are used to generate binary divisions of  male and female, which as a result 
of  an, "authoritative status, is used as effective means of  normalization and social control" (Sawic-
ki, 1991, p. 22). This way of  living against oppression that seeks to control and regulate how one 
acts is placed within Foucault’s (1978) concept of  "juridico-discursive" power which is a negative 
relation persistently maintaining order to represent the power and thus forming binary systems 
of  social categorization (Mohanty, 1988, p. 79). This enforced binary is what has caused a societal 
ignorance to gender fluidity, which has in turn stigmatized those who transition whilst excluding 
those who don’t. Thus, queer and trans individuals are rendered homo sacer (Agamben, 1998, 
pp. 71-74), as even if  they are acknowledged within society, a result of  transitioning, they remain 
on the margins, facing discrimination (Bluck, 2012, pp. 64-66); those who transition exist in the 
contradictory world of  political acceptance without acknowledgment which, in turn, allows for 
exclusionary societal practices to persist.

In a societal sense, as previously noted, many who transition are still not accepted by the majority, 
thus implying a perceived "in-between" gender in Iranian social thought (Bluck, 2012, p. 65). This 
idea of  an "in-between" gender, is the only explicit time where gender is seen to break the binary 
in Iran. The adherence of  Iranian society to a fixed gender binary contends with Foucault’s (1978; 
1991; 2010) ideas of  fluidity and lack of  fixity and is therefore noted by Bluck (2012, p. 65) as being 
restrictive and, "problematic for liberty" as it reveals, "a wholesale disaffection for change".

The notion of  perceiving this "in-between" has led to those who are known to communities for 
having transitioned facing intense discrimination and legal abuse (Schumacher, 2016). As those 
who transition now exist outwith the realms of  Iranian society, they often cannot find work other 
than work that fetishizes the concept of  "in-between" (Bluck, 2012, p. 64). Many trans Iranians 
struggle with societal integration and leaving the home space out of  fear of  harassment (Bluck, 
2012; BBC World Service, 2014; 6 Rang, 2015), which shows differential spatial vulnerabilities that 
come with being queer in Iran, as both sites are spaces of  restriction and danger, yet the most inti-
mate tends to be favoured. This is most likely due to queer individuals being rendered homo sacer 
(Agamben, 1998, pp. 71-74) and consequently fearing the very authority that is meant to protect 
them upon leaving the home space (6 Rang, 2015). Therefore, social space is seen as a contentious 
area for trans people as, although they have been politically recognized, the recognition of  rights 
from the government doesn’t trickle down, reinforcing a binary and leaving trans individuals in a 
contradictory state of  progressive politics against discriminatory societal views.

Conclusion

As a result of  the Iranian state being more concerned with, "fixing sexual identity, rather than ac-
cepting sexual diversity" (Bluck, 2012, p. 66), it has generated a setting of  political trans acceptance 
over a more general socio-political queer exclusion. The state of  "juridico-discursive" power (Fou-
cault, 1978) helps to generate a fixed binary of  male and female which, in turn, motivates powers 
functioning at all levels of  society to police queerness—that is, anybody who does not fit into this 
binary. This policing is done with the aim of  using disciplinary power to "correct" and regulate 
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bodies to fit into the established binary through processes which not only control the individual’s 
body, but also rewrite their legacy to fit with normalcy. Thus, people are led to choose between 
their body or their life. Overall, power functions spatially and intimately with the body in Iran to 
(re)produce rigid notions of  gender which, although productive for those who can fit within this 
binary, remain profoundly restrictive for many others.
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PUBLIC COMMENTARY ON ONTARIO’S 
PARKS SYSTEM:
NATURE NARRATIVES AND WHERE THEY COME FROM

By Daniel Romm

A nature narrative is a conceptualization of the value of nature. ‘Nature’, however, is socially 
constructed so that ontological constructions of nature determine understandings of 
nature’s value. A germane expression of nature narratives is found in parks because of the 
historical importance of parks in environmentalism and parks’ connection to the concept 
of ‘wilderness’. Commentaries on parks then reflect particular nature narratives. To map 
the nature narratives of parks, this study conducts a deductive discourse analysis of public 
commentary on Ontario’s parks system found in the Environmental Registry, an online 
database of proposed changes to the parks system in which the public may comment. The 
analysis deconstructs commentary to deduce their discursive underpinnings and identify 
pervasive nature narratives. This study argues that comments on entries regarding parks 
on the Environmental Registry reflect nature narratives that alternatively see nature’s 
value as instrumental for recreation, intrinsic for preservation, instrumental for work and 
habitation, or multifaceted and varied. Further, this study argues that various actor-groups 
enlist their constituent actors to mobilize narratives towards particular ends. In this way, a 
discourse analysis of comments reveals the narratives of actor-groups more than those of 
individual actors. These findings problematize an understanding of the ‘public’ as either too 
homogenous and too heterogeneous, highlighting the importance of nuance in analysis.

This land like a mirror turns you inward / 
And you become a forest in a furtive lake; / 

The dark pines of  your mind reach downward… / 
There is something down there and you want it told. 

– Gwendolyn MacEwan, Dark Pines Under Water



Introduction 

Nature is reflexive for MacEwan12 and other nature commentators, many of  whom understand 
that “nature is never just nature” (Eisenberg, 1998, p. 244). This understanding is not un-

common; many scholars explore "nature" as a social construct (Robbins, Hintz, & Moore, 2014, p. 
121).3 "Nature", understood as a social construction, then defines conceptualizations of  humans’ 
ideal role in nature (Proctor, 1996, p. 284). Commentaries on human-nature relations inevitably 
reflect these ideals through nature narratives. Parks and attitudes towards them are especially ger-
mane expressions of  nature narratives because of  the historical importance of  the parks move-
ment in environmentalism as well as parks’ connection to the concept of  "wilderness". This has 
led many authors to examine the discursive underpinnings of  parks oftentimes as a surrogate for 
all of  nature, allowing commentaries on parks to reflect particular nature narratives. 

I examine such commentaries through Ontario’s Environmental Registry, an online database of  
proposed changes to legislation, regulations, and instruments of  Ontario’s environmental regime, 
on which the public may comment to the authority behind the proposal (SO 1993, c28). Using 
a deductive discourse analysis of  the Environmental Registry, I assay the ideals presented with-
in public commentaries to identify common nature narratives. The discursive underpinnings of  
comments reveal a set of  pervasive narratives about parks, and importantly, connote the historical 
construction of  these narratives. I categorize comments on entries regarding Ontario’s parks in the 
Environmental Registry into one of  four nature narratives that see nature’s value as: instrumental 
for recreation, intrinsic for preservation, instrumental for work and habitation, or multifaceted 
and varied. A discourse analysis of  comments reveals the narratives of  actor-groups more than 
individuals. I therefore argue that various actor-groups enlist their constituent actors to mobilize 
narratives to fulfil particular objectives. 

I begin by defining my methodology. Following this, I examine the findings of  my analysis. I 
consider the ontological construction of  two nature narratives before discussing each narrative 
individually. I then discuss the important role of  actor-groups in shaping discourse as discovered 

1  Cronon (1996a) introduces Uncommon ground: Rethinking the human place in nature with an 
appeal for the humanities to be given more clout regarding the environment. Similarly, Roos and 
Hunt’s (2010) Postcolonial green: Environmental politics and world narratives, and DeLoughrey 
and Handley’s (2011) Postcolonial ecologies: Literatures of the environment are grounded in the 
humanities. As LeGrace (2011) notes within DeLoughrey and Handley’s collection, arts play a 
formative role in ecology (63); Neumann (1998) also makes note of the importance of images of 
nature (15). Many authors, including Cronon himself (1996b: 72) note that the roots of ecological 
narratives are partially within the arts (Handley, 2011; Kirk, 1969, p. 6; Grove, 1995, p. 11). It is 
with respect for this tradition, as well as for the pomp of the seminal texts of ecological critique, 
that I begin with MacEwan’s Dark Pines Under Water poem, and subsequently explore the connec-
tion of this poem to my arguments.
2  MacEwan’s full poem is as follows: “This land like a mirror turns you inward / And you become 
a forest in a furtive lake; / The dark pines of your mind reach downward, / You dream in the green 
of your time, / Your memory is a row of sinking pines. / [paragraph break] / Explorer, you tell 
yourself, this is not what you came for / Although it is good here, and green; / You had meant to 
move with a kind of largeness, / You had planned a heavy grace, an anguished dream. / [paragraph 
break] / But the dark pines of your mind dip deeper / And you are sinking, sinking, sleeper / In an 
elementary world; / There is something down there and you want it told.”
3  Many authors explore proofs for the social construction of nature. See Cronon’s (1996b) Uncom-
mon ground: Rethinking the human place in nature for a collection of essays on the subject.
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through my analysis. I conclude by reflecting on the significance of  my findings, problematizing 
an understanding of  the "public" as either too homogenous or too heterogeneous, arguing instead 
for further nuance.

Methodology: Constructing Discourse

To construct my arguments around discourse, I use three source types: comments made on the 
Environmental Registry, proposals on the Registry, and secondary sources.4 Dryzek (1997) offers 
that discourse is composed of  an ontology, assumptions of  human-nature relations, actor-groups 
and their objectives, and key rhetoric (p. 16). Using a deductive approach, it is possible to identify 
one of  these factors if  the others are known; in this way, one may determine actor-groups and 
their objectives if  ontology, assumptions of  human-nature relations, and key rhetoric are known. 
I use this approach to explore the reoccurring narratives within the comments. My argument is 
built from an analysis of  all available comments on the Environmental Registry under the “parks” 
category, the count of  which is 1088 representing 11% of  the total comments made between April 
20, 2005 and February 22, 2017. This analysis only reflects online comments and does not include 
in-person consultations. 

The structure of  my analysis was a three-step qualitative process. I first gathered and reviewed all 
available comments to form the four aforementioned coding categories for nature narratives. From 
my observations, I identified the assumptions of  human-nature relations and the key rhetoric used 
within narratives. Second, I categorized comments by their sources: individuals, actor-groups, and 
government bodies. Actor-groups denote an organization of  some collection of  actors outside of  
governmental bodies that mobilize discourse through nature narratives to affect desired change. 
While actor-groups are often non-governmental organizations, they may also be businesses, hobby 
associations, or informal networks – families and friends. Following Dryzek’s (1997) construction 
of  discourses and Eisenhardt’s (1989) recommendation (p. 544), I use secondary sources to detail 
the ontology of  the narrative. Third, I carefully re-read all comments from individuals and not-
ed trends in the respective coding categories in which they fell. Whenever a narrative trend was 
observed within a case, I attempted to locate the source of  that narrative within comments from 
actor-groups using the deductive method. Through this process, I identify some actors and the 
motives behind their narratives to construct as complete a picture of  discourse as possible.

Nature Narratives: Pines in a Lake

As MacEwan’s pines delve into the reflective lake, so too are our understandings of  nature formed 
reflexively. Nature is made to matter in relation to ourselves, so that nature is most often defined in 
contrast to humans (Robbins, Hintz, & Moore, 2014, p. 122; Neumann, 1998, p.  25). Accordingly, 
of  the four narratives I identified within comments made to the Environmental Registry, all but 
one depend on a dichotomous view of  nature as separate from human. With this in mind, I define 
the narratives in terms of  their understanding of  human-nature relations. Secondary sources help 
to identify commonalities between comments within a narrative by outlining the ontology of  a 
narrative. For example, a comment mentioning "beauty" and a comment mentioning "wilderness" 
connect through the "wilderness as sublime" narrative identified in various texts (for example: 
Grove, 1995; Slater, 1996). Through this process or narrative definition, I identify and operation-
alize four nature narratives: nature as having instrumental value for recreation, intrinsic value for 

4  To refer to entries on the registry, I cite the registry number associated with each case, beginning 
with ER#. To refer to comments on entries on the registry, I cite the comment number associated 
with the comment, beginning with C#, followed by the registry number.
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preservation, instrumental value for work and habitation, and nature’s value as multifaceted and 
varied. The same historical ontological construction underpins the former two narratives—that 
is, the "objects" or "entities" upon which the narrative acts. I begin by discussing this ontological 
construction—the national park ideal—and continue by exploring the first two narratives that 
rely on this construction. The two remaining nature narratives, which do not share that historical 
ontological construction are discussed afterwards.

National Park Ideal(s)

It may surprise both hunters and “planet fetishers” (Eisenberg, 1998: 283) that the narratives they 
embody share the same historical ontological construction. Historical ontological construction 
here refers to a social construction, undergirded by historicity, of  "nature" as a knowledge domain. 
The construction of  such an ontology may be conceptualized as a three-step process: first, the 
"wilderness" imaginary is constructed through an erasive frontier;5 second, this "wilderness" is 
made sacred, legitimizing its protection; third, the "wilderness" imaginary is protected, commonly 
through what Neumann (1998) defines as the “national park ideal” (p. 9).6 These narratives differ 
in the particular "national park ideal" they pursue, which is related to their understanding of  the 
value of  nature—as either instrumental or intrinsic. Both narratives, however, remain underpinned 
by the history of  this construction. 

The construction of  the "wilderness" imaginary through an erasive frontier emerged from the 
American frontier mythos, discourses of  primitivism, and the colonial erasure of  Aboriginal oc-
cupation. The American frontier mythos "imagineers" wilderness as a frontier for heroic men to 
conquer and domesticate. As America’s remaining "wilderness" became increasingly scarce, the im-
perative to preserve the “frontier experience”—one of  rugged men and primitive living—emerged 
(Cronon, 1996b, p. 76-78). Eisenberg (1998) argues that notions of  primitivism, through cultural 
reference to primitive wilderness myths, serve an imaginary of  a pristine landscape (p. 284). The 
pristine imaginary remains prevalent: one commenter, supporting the prohibition of  landing air-
crafts in park grounds, argues that landing planes “does [not] inspire to mind the pristine and se-
rene environment that Ontario Parks has worked so hard to protect” (C#115319:ER#010-4507). 
Neumann (1998) notes that the discourse of  the pristine is fundamentally erasive (p. 122; also 
Handley, 2011, p.  117). In the Canadian colonial context, conceptualizing land ownership through 
European definitions served to classify land occupied by First Nations as wilderness, justifying 
appropriating land for European settlement (Blomley, 2004). To make this point, Eisenberg (1998) 
refers to a Tuscarora Indian chief ’s quote: “The West wasn’t wild until the white man got there” 
(p. 307). 

This newly constructed wilderness became the subject of  the Romantic movement, which aban-
doned a portrayal of  wilderness as frightening in favour of  a portrayal of  wilderness as sacrosanct. 

5  Here I draw on Pow & Neo’s (2013) understanding of imaginaries as social and political aspira-
tions, based on which landscapes can be “imagineered” towards particular desired landscapes

6  Neumann (1998) defines the national park ideal as “the notion that ‘nature’ can be ‘preserved’ 
from the effects of human agency by legislatively creating a bounded space for nature controlled 
by a centralized bureaucratic authority” (p. 9). Neumann continues, arguing that “national parks 
are historically and culturally contingent representations of a particular nature aesthetic” (p. 11). 
I appropriate Neumann’s term slightly (though Neumann might not disagree with this adoption) 
to allow for multiple ‘national park ideals’ that depend on different understandings of the value of 
nature
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This legitimizes regimes protecting the now sacred wilderness (Cronon, 1996b, p. 72-75). The use 
of  sacred is intentional – Romanticism’s religious elements prominently feature in this shift in 
sentiment. Many scholars identify the biblical fable of  Eden as formative to Romantic nature.7 As 
such, the Romantics interpreted wilderness as a closeness to God (Cronon, 1996b, p. 73). Slater 
(1996) notes that narratives evoking Eden remain prominent in conservationism (115), though 
often this is evident through the rhetoric of  the sublime rather than direct religious references. 
One commenter mentions “the feeling of  wilderness on these lakes” (C#140718:ER#011-5560); 
another writes “serene surroundings and purity of  air, quiet time for contemplation and natural 
beauty” (C#160757:ER#011-9984). Through this discourse, wilderness is made sacred and what 
is sacred must be protected.

To protect the wilderness imaginary, conservationism often pursues a national park ideal. Kirk 
(1969) identifies one early national park ideal, noting that Canada’s parks system originally aspired 
to establish elite tourist resorts (p. 72); the same is true for America’s early parks (Cronon, 1996b, 
p. 78). Kirk identifies another early national park ideal as aspiring towards protecting a pristine 
nature, quoting Canada’s first Parks Commissioner, who argued that because of  parks, “primitive 
beauty may remain untouched and unscarred” (1969, p. 70). Despite sharing the same historical 
ontological construction, here are two disparate park ideals: the former understanding nature’s 
value as intrinsic, the latter as instrumental for recreation. 

The First Narrative: Nature’s Value as Instrumental for Recreation

The first narrative sees nature as having instrumental value for recreation. This narrative aspires 
towards a national park ideal that Eisenberg (1998) might classify as “planet management,” an 
approach that “sees the earth as a garden that we are to dress, keep, and humanize” (p. 286). This 
narrative construes recreation as a means of  knowing nature. One commenter agrees, arguing 
against a cycling ban, suggesting that “mountain bikers cherish the opportunity to explore [na-
ture]” through that activity (C#104206:ER#PB05E6008). Along the lines of  understanding nature 
through recreation, another commenter refers to “activities such as angling, hunting, and trapping” 
as “natural heritage activities” (C#813123:ER#012-4102). Appeals to "heritage" and "tradition" 
are common and central to this narrative, perhaps because of  the prominence of  the aforemen-
tioned frontier mythos and the primitivism discourse, which historically were reflected through the 
national park ideal.

Indeed, recreation activities are the “traditional uses” (as one commenter puts it; 
C#115813:ER#010-4911) that parks were designed to preserve as part of  the “frontier experi-
ence”. In tandem with appeals to tradition and heritage, this narrative’s intimate connection to 
history serves to place wilderness in a liminal position outside of  history (Cronon, 1996b, p. 79), 
so that (re)experiencing the garden of  Eden—through recreation—is particularly plausible. To ob-
tain this liminal position, instrumentalists understand the "wild" in a teleotic sense. Eventually, the 
"wild" is to be domesticated through the West’s project to recover a lost Eden (Merchant, 1996, p. 
147, 134). Domestication in this case means making wilderness an Edenic garden in which to play. 

7 Many authors cited within this essay consider the fable of Eden in different ways. Merchant 
(1996), for example, walks the reader through the justifications for domination and management of 
nature through Genesis (p. 134). Neumann’s (1998) refers to the role of Eden in subjugating Africa’s 
‘wilderness’ several times (see p. 128, p. 177). Grove (1995) looks at “Edenic island discourses” 
throughout the book and even more directly considers Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe as con-
necting nature and Providence. Eisenberg (1998) produces a tome dedicated to the subject. This is 
said to highlight the popularity of considering Eden in environmental discourse.
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The Second Narrative: Nature’s Value as Intrinsic for Preservation

The second narrative sees nature as having intrinsic value, aspiring towards a national park ide-
al that endeavours to dichotomize activities as "natural" or "not natural". The distinguishing of  
activities between the two is often arbitrary. One comment remarks about the natural wilderness 
of  park grounds in support of  conservation, only to request altering this nature: “anything you 
could do to get rid of  the fragmites would be a bonus” (C#142544:ER#011-6833). Another com-
ment compliments a park’s serenity, stating that they “prefer it the way it is” only to later request 
more picnic tables and the introduction of  wild turkeys (C#160757:ER#011-9984). Comments 
following this narrative lean towards a diametric opposition of  what they perceive as inappropriate 
instrumental uses of  nature. One comment proclaims that “ATVs do not belong in these places 
of  serenity and natural [sic]” (C#115925:ER#010-4911). The question, of  course, is what uses of  
nature are permissible within this framing.

As Proctor (1996) notes, that humans should not intervene in nature “is not just some conception 
of  nature; it is also a conception of  the ideal role of  humans in nature” (p. 284). By defining some 
activities as intervening and some as permissible in nature, commenters within this narrative rely 
on a constructed "nature" as “a stable external source of  nonhuman values against which human 
actions can be judged without much ambiguity” (Cronon, 1996a, p. 26). Such judgements are many 
and clear in comments. Referring to policy permitting horseback riding and biking, one commenter 
argues that: “Such non-conforming and incompatible uses should not be allowed as they threaten 
park values” (C#110994:ER#PB01E3003). Persistent through comments within this narrative is a 
value-laden dichotomization of  natural and not natural activities. 

The Third Narrative: Nature’s Value as Instrumental for Work and Habitation

The third narrative sees nature as having instrumental value for work and habitation. Comments 
following this narrative tend to either consider the objectives of  environment and development 
as reconcilable, or scorn environmental protection in favour of  other land uses. The former has 
roots in Pinchot’s resource management approach (Dryzek, 1997, p. 10) but today manifests main-
ly through the sustainable development movement. One commenter argues that “Algonquin Park 
Leaseholders have a… history of  environmental responsibility, and have always prided themselves 
on being ‘stewards of  Algonquin’” (C#206080:ER#012-8560). Here, habitation within a park is 
seen as supportive of  conservation goals. Proctor (1996) similarly quotes a logger who asserts 
that “[loggers] have probably gained a respect for the forest and the land that few people will ever 
know” (p. 270-271). White (1996) agrees that working and/or living in nature provides a means of  
knowing nature, recognizing the merit in an instrumental valuing of  nature.

At the same time, White (1996) also warns against a romanticism of  work and habitation in nature, 
offering that doing so does not necessarily ensure environmentally responsible behaviour (p. 185). 
Most comments following this narrative do not strive towards the happy coupling of  environment 
and economy. One comment argues that “The focus appears to be on… [appeasing] environmen-
talists in Southern Ontario instead of  supporting the people who live (sic) and use these lands in 
the North” (C#114755:ER#010-2514). At the same time, the work deemed acceptable in parks 
oftentimes depends more on colonial impositions of  what work is "traditional" rather than any 
ecological basis (for example see Neumann, 2003, p. 248). The Canadian parks system similarly 
permits work and habitation within parks, provided that it conforms to certain standards. 
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The Fourth Narrative: Nature’s Value as Multifaceted and Varied

The fourth narrative sees nature as having multifaceted and varied appeals resulting from a 
complex understanding of  nature. The ability to address environmental topics with a high de-
gree of  nuance is enabled by this complex understanding of  nature. For example, one com-
menter notes that people “may value a variety of  tangible and intangible aspects of  protected 
areas” (C#120718:ER#010-5767). A comment from Conservation Ontario begins by stating 
that “Land use negotiations involving diverse interests can be a complex and challenging task” 
(C#114765:ER#010-2514) and continues to consider the diverse interests of  multiple stakehold-
ers. For these commenters, nature is not understood in any one way; nature is, in Ellis’s (1996) 
words, non-essentializing. 

Comments within this category largely come from organizations—from Conservation Ontario, 
from Stewardship Councils, from government departments, and other such groups—who may 
have the positionality and wherewithal to incorporate nuance and complexity. Individuals who 
make such comments seem to have some educational background on environmental topics. One 
such commenter notes their background in fire management within the Ministry of  Natural Re-
sources after arguing for the consideration of  First Nations’ interests within the policy framework 
(C#130419:ER#011-1892). Comments within this narrative are typically long-form and present 
several specific policy recommendations.

Discussion: Who Is the Individual? Troubling the Source of  Narratives

Above I have identified the historical-ontological sources of  the four nature narratives found 
within public comments. The question, then, is what publics embody these narratives. Through 
my analysis, I found that comments from individual actors seemingly acting independently instead 
often originate from and reflect the narratives of  actor-groups. In this way, actors often should be 
considered constituents of  distinct "actor-groups" rather than independent actors. To determine 
whether an actor should be considered a "constituent" or independent, I considered the rhetoric 
and ontologies of  comments. 

Usually, this determination is glaringly obvious and the "parent" of  an actor-group’s narrative is 
easily identifiable. One case, for example, has all available comments challenging a ban on moun-
tain biking (ER#PB05E6008). Comments in this case share similar language, presenting mountain 
biking as "sustainable", "low-impact", and healthy. For another case, the source of  the comments 
is a conservation organization titled “Ontario Nature”. This is easily found as Ontario Nature’s 
comment is echoed in other comments: one quoting Ontario Nature, another sharing the same 
argument, and all others including “the Carolinian zone of  Southern Ontario” (ER#PB01E3003). 
Evidently, some actor-group is enlisting its constituent actors to promote a particular narrative. 
This trend is common among all cases reviewed; for most cases, the majority of  comments belong 
to an identifiable actor-group.

In this way, understanding public comments as representing "the public" becomes problema-
tized—instead, it is some publics pursuing particular interests such that the line between "individu-
al" and "actor-group" is blurred. Occasionally, this result in actors, linked via an actor-group, over-
whelming the public commentary on an entry. The most blatant case is regarding the Proposed 
Amendments to the Algonquin Park Management Plan (ER#010-4911). For this case, 93% of  the 
234 comments were nearly identical. This case has the fifth most public comments submitted and 
the second most online comments submitted. This demonstrates the potential for an actor-group 
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to enlist enough constituents to drastically alter the discourse of  a topic. While I began my analysis 
with the a priori assumption that public comments constitute public opinion, expecting to discern 
"a" public opinion on parks, and by extension on nature. Evidently, it is rather that nature narra-
tives are rife with history and that comments made by actors also reflect their actor-network. 

Conclusion: Pervasive Narratives and a Multiplicity of  Pines Under Water 

Explorer, you tell yourself, this is not what you came for / 
Although it is good here; and green / 

You had meant to move with a kind of  largeness, / 
You had planned a heavy grace, an anguished dream.
– Gwendolyn MacEwan, Dark Pines Under Water 

This paper examined public comments on parks in Ontario’s Environmental Registry and iden-
tified four conceptualizations of  nature’s value that form the narrative landscape of  the parks 
system: as instrumental for recreation, intrinsic for preservation, instrumental for work and hab-
itation, or multifaceted and varied. By integrating literature, this analysis foregrounds the history 
of  these narratives. Furthermore, by identifying discourses using Dryzek’s (1997) construct, the 
actor-networks behind comments are revealed. This analysis first identified different conceptual-
izations of  nature’s value. That these are varied demonstrates a heterogeneous public, or publics. 
Concurrently, the finding that many seemingly independent comments share one source demon-
strates some degree of  homogeneity within the public.

Following the geography adage that "everything is infinitely complex", there are limitations to 
understanding the public as overly homogenous or as overly heterogeneous. The comments are 
linked both to larger nature narratives flush with history, and also often to an actor-group to which 
the commenter belongs. MacEwan’s poem begins with a reflection through nature (“This land like 
a mirror turns you inward”) and concludes with a grand realization of  some deeper, latent meaning 
(“There is something down there and you want it told”). It is fitting that for geography, we begin by 
reflecting on nature, but in place of  a grand realization we instead conclude with an acknowledge-
ment of  many meanings, implicit and explicit, and sources historical and contemporary. Perhaps 
we should take the liberty of  homage to MacEwan’s Dark Pines Under Water, and alter the last line 
to read: “Many things are down there and you want them told”. For publics’ perceptions of  parks, 
and on nature by extension, we recognize the influence of  history, the intricacies of  understanding 
"a public", and most significantly, the importance of  nuance in analysis.
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IS HOME WHERE THE LAND IS? 
IN SEARCH OF GREEN LIVING FROM CONTEMPORARY ECO-HOMES 

TO THE BACK-TO-THE-LAND MOVEMENT OF THE 1970S

By Fay Lin

The 1970s “back-to-the-land” movement is frequently associated with romantic ideals of 
living self-sufficiently off the land and with its call for radical social change and political 
resistance to consumer capitalism. While contemporary “eco-homes” can be traced to 
“back-to-the-lander” homesteads, I investigate popular periodicals and publications to 
show how the original dream of getting “back to the land” and “living with nature” has not 
endured in the new symbolic form of the eco-home.  In dialogue with Robbins et al. (2014) 
and Escobar (1995), textual analysis will reveal how terms such as “nature,” “environment” 
and “development,” have transformed discursively. Accompanying these discursive changes 
has been a shift of the back-to-the-land movement from the public to the private realm. As 
public engagement, social values, and consumer culture are consequently recast around 
conceptions of eco-development, the eco-home has emerged as a site for modernizing, 
improving, developing and consuming—as a site of depoliticized consumption rather than 
radical potential.

Introduction

The 1970s “back-to-the-land” movement is frequently associated with romantic ideals of  liv-
ing self-sufficiently off  the land, and is also recognized for its call for radical social change 

and political resistance to consumer capitalism. Shelter is a key necessity for the movement, and 
the "home" or "homestead" is a symbolic focal point upon which we can read these motives and 
practices of  self-sufficient living. This iteration of  sustainable living persists today in the form of  
the "eco-home" or "green" housing. But has sustainable living changed, and if  so, how and why? 
In this paper, I investigate popular periodicals and publications to map out the different narrative 
voices contesting whether the original dream of  going “back to the land” and “living with nature” 
has endured in a new symbolic form, or if  the eco-home, rather than embodying ecological poten-
tial, has turned into something else entirely. 

While contemporary eco-homes can be traced back to the homesteads of  the 1970s, I argue that 
the lineage between these two symbolic homes has not stayed the same. I show a distinct shift 
in the romanticization of  land and home from the public realm to the private realm, reflecting a 
corresponding recasting of  public engagement, social values and consumer culture surrounding 
conceptions of  ecological sustainability. What are the factors behind this change? I argue that this 
overall transition from “public” ecological engagement to “private” is driven by the evolving dis-
cursive categories of  “nature,” “environment” and “development.” These categories are co-opted 
in such a way that nature has given way to environment, and from environment emerges devel-
opment, which ultimately has led to the rise of  eco-home as consumption embedded in develop-



mental logics. In contrast to the “back-to-the-land” movement, I will show how this contemporary 
configuration of  the ecological home is actually de-politicized, as opposed to the radical potential 
of  the 1970s movement.

Methodology and Theoretical Background 

The roadmap of  my paper is as follows: after outlining my methodology and theoretical back-
ground, I briefly introduce the back-to-the-landers before proceeding to analyze popular period-
icals and magazines sequentially over time. I start from the 1970s with Whole Earth Catalog to 
the 1980s with Mother Jones, and finally move to the 1990s and 2000s with Popular Mechanics 
and Popular Science. I have assigned these periodicals to distinct decades in order to group their 
themes into a coherent narrative trajectory. My methodology is adopted from Sharp’s (2000) meth-
od of  characterizing Reader’s Digest as a “voice” of  “American-ness” during the Cold War, which 
creatively fashioned the “Russian character” so crucial to the geopolitics of  the time (Sharp, 2000, 
p. x). In the same way that Sharp argues the popular magazine created “a picture of  a correspond-
ing place—‘America’” (p. xi) for the magazine’s readership, I argue that the voices in publications 
such as Whole Earth Catalog or Popular Science are similarly important points of  inquiry. The 
articles do not present only events and hard facts but also embedded values, ideals and beliefs 
couched in particular word choices, phrases and symbolic focuses. Like Sharp’s analysis of  the 
Reader’s Digest’s “foundational myths and stories” (p. xiii), my selected articles serve as artifacts; 
through close reading we can assemble from their contents a traceable evolution of  the characters 
of  "land" and "home," depicted through corresponding discursive categories of  nature, environ-
ment and development all bound in a changing narrative of  sustainability. 

I now discuss the concept of  a discursive category. “Nature” rather than held still as a singular 
authentic subject is a constructed idea that is “a product of  social processes, beliefs, ideologies, 
and history” (Robbins et al., 2014, p. 121). For the purposes of  this paper, I emphasize that these 
discursive categories obscure themselves and the layers of  ideas that culminate in their formations 
in order to masquerade as obvious and authentic. Discourse is a useful concept for understanding 
that “nature” as it pertains to the back-to-the-land movement is constructed in different ways over 
time to serve particular purposes for particular actors. In order to illustrate the transition from 
homestead to eco-home, I cite Escobar’s (1995) work, which provides an essential framework for 
demonstrating how the discourse of  nature transforms into environment, and how environment 
solicits and in fact necessitates development. I highlight four distinct stages that Escobar outlines 
in this discursive transformation: a) in order to justify the extraction of  natural resources, the dis-
course of  environment “becomes an indispensable construct”; b) in this construct, “the human 
and his/her creations” gain an ever more powerful role as nature is diminished to “an ever more 
passive role”; c) consequently, environment discourse not only causes the “physical deterioration 
of  nature” but its “symbolic death”; d) finally, this process that merges the economic and the eco-
logical is affirmed by “ecosystems analysis and ecodevelopment” (Escobar, 1995, p. 196).

Relying on Escobar’s work, I argue that the discursive trajectory of  nature, environment and de-
velopment is the propelling force that has brought the homestead into the realm of  the eco-home, 
and the public into the realm of  the private. Escobar writes that “discourses do not replace each 
other completely but build upon each other as layers that can only be partly separated” (Escobar, 
1995, p. 195). From the 1970s “back-to-the-land” movement to now, this myth making is precisely 
what I will explore next. 
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Who Were the Back-to-the-Landers?
?
The “back-to-the-landers” movement largely consists of  well-educated members of  the mid-
dle-class who, in groups as small as an individual or family and as large as a commune, are char-
acterized by their investment in alternative technologies such as gardens, wood stoves, solar ener-
gy and other renewable energies. Overall “back-to-the-land” is defined as a large-scale, collective 
social movement that involves urban to rural migration (Jacob, 1997). During the 1970s and into 
the 1980s, the movement prioritized “a return to simple living” (Shi, 2007, p. 267), an “ideal of  
self-reliance,” “fragility of  the earth’s ecosystems” (Jacob & Brinkerhoff, 1986, p. 44), “rural ro-
manticism” (Miller, 1997), and an “apocalyptic mind-set”—that is, a retreat from financial crisis 
and climate change (Vlahos, 2009). However, important to acknowledge is the fact that far from a 
singular community, the “back-to-the-landers” should be understood as numerous communities, 
if  even a community at all, with different and often contradictory ideals and practical challenges. 
Nevertheless, an interesting feature of  the larger overarching group is the symbolic object of  
“home” central to the movement. Tellingly, memoirs written by the movement’s children-turned-
adults are centred around the structure of  the built home (Coleman, 2011; Strayed, 2008). The geo-
desic dome in particular, designed by Buckminster Fuller, became an iconic home structure of  the 
time. Dubbed a “house of  the future,” the dome structure was meant to provide an energy efficient 
shelter with natural cooling and heating capabilities that mimicked “the natural system of  humans 
and trees” (Fuller, 1998). Indeed, homesteaders come to “live” upon the land, and the structure 
of  shelter is the symbolic constant, so to speak, that holds throughout this narrative exploration. 

Whole Earth Catalog: “Nature” as Enabling Public Engagement and 
Radical Political Disruption

While different homesteaders were politically invested to varying degrees (Wilbur, 2013, p. 149), 
the countercultural back-to-the-land movement succeeded in empowering broader agendas. Whole 
Earth Catalog, a publication centred around self-sufficiency and ecological consciousness displays 
how the back-to-the-landers envisioned their actions not only as personal lifestyle change but 
more-so as a resistance to growing capitalist consumer culture, environmental depletion and col-
lective disempowerment. How was this mobilization possible if  they were not overtly an organized 
political group? One Whole Earth writer provides a salient metaphor: Meadows (1997) aligns eco-
systems with living bodies and economic and political systems to describe how a small change can 
ripple and produce large-scale changes in complex systems. My goal is not to determine whether 
the movement succeeded or failed in producing these large-scale changes, but to draw out readings 
of  "nature" that enabled political resistance, radical social change or disruptions to consumer cul-
ture. That is, how did a particular discourse of  nature empower and sustain the public and political 
vision of  the back-to-the-landers? 

“Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front” by Wendall Berry (1974) captures the movement’s 
spirit and is a useful artifact for exploring the discursive rhetoric that empowered the political 
imaginaries of  the back-to-the-landers. To the urbanites, Berry warns, “Your mind will be punched 
in a card / and shut away in a little drawer.” In contrast, coupled with strong religious imagery, 
he calls on homesteaders to “plant sequoias” and “put your faith in the two inches of  humus / 
that will build under the trees every thousand years.” Berry’s writing positions the homesteaders 
as being in service to nature and he hails them to “denounce the government” and condemn the 
“politicos.”  “Manifesto” shows a discursive reading of  nature as a living entity and a sacred site 
of  return for life and radical hope. Meanwhile, Rosemary Menninger’s “Community Gardening” 
is a more practical example. She explores community gardening not as a hobby but as a “program 
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of  the future” by aligning it with nature (1976). Menninger writes, “Nature is a relentless force…
given time it also begins to realign human behaviour” (1976). Thus to return to the land and to 
self-sufficiency was to return to a politically awakened and spiritually conscious collective life, rath-
er than an increasingly individualizing consumerist culture. The discursive category of  nature lends 
itself  to the movement’s romanticization of  land-as-home that is steadfastly and perhaps morally 
entwined with the public realm.

The maintenance of  this discourse and its ideological values was crucial for sustaining the alterna-
tive rural narrative of  the back-to-the-land movement (Jacob & Brinkerhoff, 1986, p. 44). Appro-
priately, architect and theorist Buckminster Fuller’s “Thoughts of  Buckminster Fuller” opens with 
himself  “standing by the lake” (1998). His position in nature acts as an entry point to self-sufficien-
cy not only as practice but also as principle. He calls upon his readers, writing, “You and all men 
are here for the sake of  other men” (Fuller, 1998). The back-to-the-landers in effect are upholding 
“our future” (Fuller, 1975). In these contexts, the foregrounding of  nature discourse as living, 
sacred and universal grants the back-to-the-land movement and homesteading a deeply public and 
political function.  

Mother Jones: The Emergence of  “Environment” and a Turn to Private Life

By the 1980s, the revolutionary rhetoric found in Whole Earth Catalog was losing momentum in 
Mother Jones. As Ronald Reagan’s policy to shut down the Department of  Energy gained traction 
in the United States, for example, the Solar Energy Research Institute and its alternative energy 
study was “quashed” and “killed” (Allen, 2000, p. 64). The fall of  the “Solar pioneer” runs parallel 
to what Keene (2015) calls an unmaking of  the rural moral economy and by extension the unmak-
ing of  anti-capitalist resistance. In an analysis of  homestead agro-culture, Keene argues that the 
values central to the 1970s movement became diffuse as second generation children often held 
different aspirations from their parents. She points out that people were more interested in what 
the land had to offer rather than the land itself. “Living off  the land” became attractive for its 
profit (Keene, 2015). Here, the narrative pivots to reveal an emerging dual discourse of  nature and 
environment: “back-to-the-land” in the public realm begins to veer into the private realm.

The social and spiritual concerns seen in Whole Earth Catalog are recast as more technical and 
environmentally centred. Escobar (1995) claims environmental discourse is crucial for urban in-
dustrialization and “what circulates are raw materials, industrial products, toxic wastes, ‘resources’” 
(p. 196). Indeed, parallel to Escobar’s observation, environmentally-minded writers prioritize “re-
maining cultivable acres, erosion, salt contamination, water shortages, air quality problems and run-
off  pollution” (Brechin, 1996, p. 38). The diction of  these articles revolves around resource-based 
concerns, more so than public consciousness. Furthermore, whereas Berry imagines the home-
steader as the servant of  a greater nature, the discourse of  environment in Mother Jones is subju-
gated to human management and regulation, making apparent the increasingly skewed relationship 
between a dominant “human agent” and a “passive nature” (Escobar, 1995, p. 196). As illustrated 
by this discursive shift, nature undergoes not only a physical death but also a symbolic one (Es-
cobar, 1995, p. 196)—land is recast as an exploited subject and discursively bound as “resource.”

As land and land-as-home are reconfigured as resource, individual needs transcend possibilities 
for collectivity and contestation. As the collective values of  the back-to-the-land movement erod-
ed, those who believed urban life was too crowded and polluted pursued green-living for other 
reasons, propelling the growth of  commuter suburbs (Harkinson, 2010). This changing realm 
of  home from public to private brings us to Keizer’s critical examination of  a disabling of  polit-
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ical participation: “The pull of  private life,” he writes, “proved irresistible” (Keizer, 2005, p. 69). 
Despite a growing investment in environment and climate change awareness, those invested in 
green-living and self-sufficiency began domesticating these agendas to remain within the private 
house rather than the public realm. As environment discourse overtakes nature in homesteading 
culture, does the narrative for action, empowerment or mobilization become inert? In the next 
cluster of  magazines, I will take up this question and its implications for the ideals of  the back-to-
the-land movement.

Popular Mechanics and Popular Science: 
The Rise of  Development Discourse and the “Eco-home”

In a special edition of  Popular Mechanics published in February 2017, the issue revisits the “back-
to-the-land movement” with the editor’s introduction: “The new self-sufficiency” (D’Agostino, 
2017, p. 4). D’Agostino’s use of  the word “new” gestures to the changing contours of  green-living 
values. As environment discourse becomes the centrepiece of  ecological activists, self-sufficiency 
enthusiasts and green-oriented families, Keizer reminds us that “beginning the revolution at home 
is not the same thing as retreating into domesticity. The personal is not automatically the political” 
(2005, p. 69). Indeed with the rise of  “environment” and “environmental sustainability” discourse, 
development discourse moves to the forefront, requiring consumption and growth. The essential 
recognition we must make here is that the resurgence of  interest in green living is not a reincarna-
tion of  the radical spirit embodied in the “Manifesto.” Instead, only a lifestyle is “back in vogue,” 
a way of  living centred around consumer logic that gains in tandem with sustainability initiatives 
harboured in the private sphere. Ironically, this depoliticized and domesticated consumption of  
green-living is precisely what the radical 1970s movement had sought to resist. 

Sustainability no longer resides in Fuller’s vision of  systemic change, but is taken up in the confines 
of  private life. Tracking this narrative demonstrates the changing trends of  how we value ecologi-
cal sustainability, what we think is important about it and how this is contained in the built home. 
As one example of  this tense duality, I compare a 1970s wood homestead and a contemporary 
steel homestead both designed to ward off  Montana bush fires. My intention is not to suggest that 
one is more "authentic" than the other but that the ideological underpinnings of  these two houses 
are symbolic of  the trajectory I have been tracking thus far. The log house is not only a shelter but 
grants its builder a certain orientation to the world and a profound “engagement with life” (Hen-
derson, 2017, p. 66). Despite living in the remote wilderness, the builder feels connected to a great-
er collective of  people in service to nature. Conversely, the modern homestead is “equipped with 
vacuum-sealed doors, a steel frame, and an exterior clad only with steel and concrete” (Wardell, 
2004, p. 24). The diction signals that the material is not only literally different but also symbolically 
so: the steel is designed to ward off  mold, mildew, and bacteria that do not belong in a modern 
home (Wardell, 2004, p. 24). Land and nature are no longer romanticized but read as intrusive and 
requiring domestication by the built home. 

Importantly, the symbolic eco-home, some replete with $2 million home systems (Ashley, 1986, p. 
90), is not portrayed as alien, removed or inaccessible. Rather it is a “living, homeostatic organism” 
(Ashley, 1986, p. 90). The rhetoric is still centred around an invocation of  “nature,” but one that is 
overlaid by the tenants of  development. Demanding advancement, modernization and regulation, 
development discourse necessarily requires material growth and capital accumulation in order to 
sustain an exploitative “capitalist market expansion” (Escobar, 1995, p. 195) that masquerades as 
environmental sustainability. Indeed rather than wood beams, the modern eco-mansion is con-
structed from stone and stucco and boasts, among other luxuries, a “flat screen television…a 
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baby grand piano…and granite countertops [that] could land a small plane” (Vlahos, 2009, p. 
56). Ecodevelopment, embodied in the contemporary eco-home, successfully inscribes economics 
onto the ecological.

Conclusion

In the written piece, “2025, If…,” Buckminster Fuller envisions a mythical portrayal of  “planet 
Earth, its 200 million square miles of  surface…[and] nature in her formulation” (1975). The hu-
man beings and the humanity Fuller imagines are aware of  their critical responsibility to each other 
and the Earth as their shelter. Time and time again, Fuller situates this revolutionary image within 
the walls of  the homestead. In an equally striking passage, Vlahos describes the 5800-square-foot 
spread of  an eco-mansion with a 270-degree view of  Rocky Mountain National Park. Though also 
portrayed as a home for the green-minded, Vlahos characterizes the structure as a “biodiesel-pow-
ered Hummer” (Vlahos, 2009, p. 56). 2025 for sustainable living it would seem, may not be heading 
in the direction Fuller anticipated.

In our arrival at the contemporary “eco-home,” home has become a site for modernizing, improv-
ing, developing, and consuming.  But the intersection of  land and home has not always resulted in 
the de-politicization of  ecological initiatives. By sampling different popular periodicals and mag-
azines as artifacts, I traced the narrative roots to the original back-to-the-land movement of  the 
1970s, exploring the imaginings of  the homestead as imbued with radical potential, and its gradual 
erosion into depoliticized consumption. Referring to Robbins et al. (2014) and Escobar (1995), I 
argued that conceptions of  land, home and ecological engagement transformed in tandem with 
discourses of  “nature,” “environment” and “development, which ultimately drove possibilities for 
green-living from the public vision of  the back-to-the-land movement to the private realm of  the 
eco-home. 
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CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF GENTRIFICATION IN 
SOUTH PARKDALE

By Ghazal Sobhan-Sarbandi

According to Hulchanski (2007), Toronto’s neighbourhoods have become increasingly 
divided due to the income polarization and segregation among and between neighbourhoods. 
In response to such persistent trends, Cowen et al. (2011) state that policy makers, planners, 
and politicians sometimes assume that “gentrification” could be a solution to bring 
prosperity to disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Gentrification is a term given to series of 
related processes tied to an up-ward shift of the socio-economic status of residents and 
the cost of land and housing. Walks et al. (2008) argue that the neighbourhood upgrading 
is associated with declining housing affordability and the shortage of “adequate housing 
which cause the issue of involuntary displacement of low-income households. This paper is 
centered on the question of how the government responds to the tension between the need 
for redevelopments to accommodate the growing population, and the issue of involuntary 
displacement associated with gentrification. Using the case of gentrification in South 
Parkdale, this paper explores the process of gentrification and the impacts of stigmatization 
relating to mental health issues on low-income residents. I argue that “transformative” and 
holistic approaches are important in terms of facilitating communities to build capacities to 
prevent involuntary displacement.

Introduction

Toronto is becoming a “divided city” with increasing income polarization and segregation 
among wealthy neighbourhoods and numbers of  disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Hulchanski, 

2007, p. 1). Poverty has been concentrated in the inner suburbs of  the northeastern and northwest-
ern parts of  the city (Hulchanski, 2007, p. 1). In response to such persistent trends, policy makers, 
planners, and politicians sometimes argue that “gentrification” could be used to bring prosperity 
to disadvantaged neighbourhoods (Cowen et al., 2011, p. 3). Gentrification is a term given to se-
ries of  related processes tied to an up-ward shift of  the socio-economic status of  residents and 
the cost of  land and housing. The neighbourhood upgrading is associated with declining housing 
affordability, a shortage of  “adequate housing”, and the issue of  involuntary displacement of  
low-income households (Walks et al., 2008, p. 1). This paper is centred on the question of  how 
the government responds to the tension between the need for redevelopments to accommodate 
the growing population, and the issue of  involuntary displacement associated with gentrification. 
Using the case of  gentrification in South Parkdale, this paper explores the process of  gentrification 
and the impacts of  stigmatization relating to mental health issues on low-income residents. I argue 
that “transformative” and holistic approaches are important in terms of  facilitating communities 
to build capacities to prevent involuntary displacement.



According to the National Household Survey (2011), South Parkdale’s total population is approx-
imately 21,000 with 34% of  people being low-income and 21% being on social assistance. The 
neighbourhood is unique for five reasons; first, it has a significant number of  people living with 
mental illness due to its proximity to the large mental health institution, Queen Street Centre for 
Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH), second, it boasts relatively affordable housing prices, third, 
it has unique architectures, fourth, it has convenient access to transit, and lastly, it lies close to the 
downtown area which attracts gentrifiers (Slater, 2004, p. 314). 

Owing to the growing interest in Parkdale, many of  the existing “bachelorettes” and rooming 
houses have been upscaled out of  affordability. Additionally, Victorian mansions were converted 
from rooming houses to single-family homes (Ferguson, 2017, p.02). A bachelorette “is a self-con-
tained mini-apartment, often converted from a rooming house unit—one room that simultane-
ously contains sleeping, living, and dining space, with a separate bathroom within the unit” (Slater 
2005, p. 3). The conversion of  cheapest forms of  permanent accommodations is framed as of  
being “emancipatory” and glorified with bringing economic prosperity, businesses, and capital into 
the area while they exacerbated the existing costly housing market (Slater, 2004, p. 314). Neigh-
bourhood upgrading is assumed to benefit everyone, however behind this admiration of  the pro-
cess of  gentrification is the displacement of  low-income residents (Fincher et al., 2016, p. 534). 

The growing population of  Downtown Toronto demands increasing housing supply through rede-
velopment projects. This article draws on work that I did with the Parkdale Community Economic 
Development project (PCED), which recently conducted an 18-month community-based study in 
Parkdale and developed a strategic neighbourhood plan for equitable development.  The objective 
of  the PCED’s plan is to support the people of  Parkdale in having a say over the way that the 
neighbourhood changes through the creation of  a community benefits framework. The PCED 
project is led by Parkdale Activity Recreation Centre (PARC) in partnership with many other com-
munity initiatives. 

Framing the Issue 

In order to understand the issue of  gentrification and involuntary displacement of  low-income in 
South Parkdale, I need to review material and symbolic dimensions of  space established by theori-
zation of  Lefebvre (1991). He argues that space is not neutral and empty. According to him, “con-
ceived space” is a socially constructed space through processes of  representation which involves 
symbolic constitution based on ideas, symbols, and stories (as cited in Razack 2002, p. 9). It has 
impacts on how people perceive themselves in the space and how they are perceived in the eyes of  
outsiders. Lefebvre argues that capitalism and powerful groups reproduce the existing hierarchical 
power relations based on “abstract space” constructed through the processes of  representation 
(Razack, 2002 p. 9). Such practices of  representation of  space can be perpetuated through media, 
which plays a crucial role in delivering information that feeds local action and eventually causes 
neighbourhood change (Lindgren, 2009, p. 77). Given the importance of  socially constructed 
space, in the following section I will explore the conceived space in South Parkdale and its impacts 
on processes of  neighbourhood change and people. 

The History of  South Parkdale

In 1922, as a result of  the construction of  major amenities in Parkdale, the neighbourhood became 
known as the “Village by the Lake” (Slater, 2004, p. 309). However, the image of  the neighbour-
hood of  Parkdale changed dramatically in the 1950s, when it underwent a period of  decline due to 
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economic slowdown associated with the Second World War and the housing demolition associated 
with Gardiner Expressway’s construction in the 1960s (Slater, 2004, p. 309). The neighbourhood 
was significantly impacted and lost its privileged location when the highway construction discon-
nected it from Lake Ontario.

The shifting politics of  the government in the 1980s toward a neoliberal economy profound-
ly impacted vulnerable neighbourhoods such as Parkdale (Mayer, 2013, p. 7). Such politics were 
manifested in actions of  cuts to social programs. This was particularly problematic for Parkdale 
neighbourhood since the close proximity of  the neighbourhood to the large mental health insti-
tution, Queen Street Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, and its affordable housing prices 
made it a perfect destination for discharged patients. As a result of  the radical global shift towards 
deinstitutionalization—finding community-based alternatives to psychiatric hospitalization—the 
discharged psychiatric patients lacked supervision, access to adequate medication, and services to 
acquire skills for daily activities (Statistics Canada, 2009, p. 2). As a result, many patients became 
homeless and/or settled in rooming houses or bachelorettes in South Parkdale (Slater, 2005, p. 3). 
The settlement of  significant numbers of  deinstitutionalized single low-income disabled patients 
contributes to ongoing stigmatization. South Parkdale became represented as a “service-depen-
dent ghetto” or a “little ghetto of  misery” in the late 1970s and 1980s (Slater, 2004, p. 309). The 
stigma mainly stemmed out of  the presence of  a significant population of  people living with men-
tal illness in the neighbourhood. It is perpetuated by the media, which offers negative portrayals 
of  mental illness (Ma et al., 2017, p. 90). For example, movies, television, newspaper articles and 
books often present patients with mental health issues as dangerous, unstable, abnormal, childish, 
useless, and less intelligent (Hampton et al., 2014, p. 172). Such representation is harmful and con-
tributes to “territorial stigmatization” associated with rooming houses in South Parkdale (August, 
2014, p. 1163).

The South Parkdale neighbourhood has yet to become entirely gentrified. Parkdale Planning Study 
report (2016) verifies that the demographics of  the neighbourhood are changing, showing a clear 
pattern of  gentrification. The number of  people living in poverty rates in South Parkdale de-
creased while those rates in Toronto increased. This shift is an indication that low-income residents 
have been displaced by their high-income counterparts (Parkdale Planning Study, 2016, p.18). De-
spite the continuous stigmatization, the unique architecture, relatively affordable housing prices, 
and proximity to the downtown core act as magnets which attract a middle-income population 
(Slater, 2004, p.311). However, according to Walks et al. (2008), gentrification is complete “when 
the average income ratio is greater than that for the metropolitan area as a whole” (p.2). In the 
case of  South Parkdale, the average individual income in 2012 was less than that for the whole city 
of  Toronto (Parkdale Planning Study report, 2016, p.35). In other words, there is still hope that 
low-income residents can continue living in the neighbourhood.

South Parkdale and Gentrification

Bringing higher-income to Parkdale neighbourhood through gentrification would not help the 
poor. Advocates of  “social mix” as an urban policy argue that socially mixed redevelopments in 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods would bring middle-income households and consequently decon-
centrate poverty. The assumption is that middle class would act as “role models” who can educate 
working-class on “appropriate behaviour” and provide mobility and social networks to marginal-
ized population (August, 2014, p. 1161). While a social mix policy is meant to represent the city as 
being “livable” with a foundation of  inclusivity, diversity, and tolerance, it creates tensions in terms 
of  day-to-day living due to the differences between the life styles of  working-class and middle-class 
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residents (Rose, 2004, p. 281). In other words, “gentrification is not creating social mix but what 
the academics call ‘social tectonics’ where two groups exist in the same space and don’t mix, or 
when they do mix, the mixing is conflictual” (Carnegie Community Action Project, 2009, p. 16). 
Therefore, although social mix policies promise healthy and balanced neighbourhoods, the result 
of  such practices is increasing tensions between low income and middle income in the neighbour-
hood (August, 2014, p.1161)

The processes of  neighbourhood revitalization and gentrification in South Parkdale are not “eman-
cipatory”. According to Slater (2004), emancipatory processes unite “different people in the central 
city, creating opportunities for social interaction and tolerance” (p. 305). Upgrading the neighbour-
hood would mean improving the decaying urban infrastructure, buildings, and neighbourhood 
services. However, gentrification causes the displacement of  low-income residents who cannot 
afford increased housing prices due to neighbourhood upgrading. Also, gentrification and revi-
talization cause some residents to become strangers in their neighbourhoods. Jonathan Montpetit 
(2016) shows that, based on the case of  St-Henri in Montreal, while gentrification improves the 
neighbourhood, the way the neighbourhood has changed segregates low-income residents since 
the incoming businesses would not serve their needs (p. 1). Although gentrification beautifies the 
neighbourhood, it is at the expense of  a vulnerable population who cannot afford to stay (Slater, 
2014, p. 322).

The process of  gentrification entails upgrading the neighbourhood and making it more appealing 
to upper-class residents while at the same time removing the “undesirable” population (Slater, 
2004, p. 314). Policies targeted to revitalize and improve the inner cities are successful when they 
satisfy residents’ desires for safety. Considering the socially constructed fear of  homelessness, 
such practices involve “socially sanitizing” the homelessness (Rose, 2004, p. 282). For example, 
in the case of  South Parkdale, Slater (2004) states that the City passed new zoning restrictions in 
which rooming houses/bachelorettes are licensed and property standards are defined to improve 
living standards for tenants (p. 314). However, such practices would motivate landlords who can-
not afford the money to meet the required property standards to convert their properties from 
rooming houses into single family houses (Spurr, 2015, p. 2). Bearing in mind the tension between 
low-income households who are threatened by displacement and middle-class households who 
are concerned with the effects of  rooming housing on their property values, the city of  Toronto’s 
new regulation favours middle-class households and encourages the conversion of  rooming hous-
es into single-family houses. It attracts families rather than singles and reduces the percentage of  
single-person housing in the neighbourhood. 

South Parkdale and Stigmatization 

In South Parkdale, landlords keep units in unbearable conditions and fail to carry out routine main-
tenance and/or repair in an effort to evict low-income tenants so they can rent out their units at 
higher prices (Ferguson, 2017, p. 2). The process of  denying essential maintenance/repair leaves 
the aging structures in poor condition, which in turn represents poverty to outsiders, justifying 
legal intervention (Razack, 2002, p. 8). In the eyes of  outsiders, the government’s intervention is 
necessary to “rescue” the low-income population.

Moreover, the stigmatization associated with rooming houses—which are disproportionately home 
to people with mental illness in South Parkdale—disempowers low-income residents. Gentrifica-
tion is “a product of  political and cultural struggle” in which powerful groups seek to defend their 
privileged position and maintain their entitlement to desirable areas in the city (August, 2014, p. 
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1162). They attempt to reproduce their existing hierarchical power relations and their entitlement 
to space through practices of  redevelopment and neighbourhood upgrading in desirable areas. 
In the case of  South Parkdale, due to stigmatization, the position of  low-income households is 
degraded and their opposition to the incoming projects might be disregarded and denied (August, 
2014, p. 1163). 

What can be done?

Bringing economic growth through private investments into the neighbourhood is challenged by 
the idea of  “right to the city”, meaning that it is not merely about the inclusion of  low-income 
into the city, but about democratizing the decision-making processes (Mayer, 2009, p. 371). With 
this in mind, successful urban revitalization projects such as the Tower Renewal in Kingston Gal-
loway-Orton Park (KGO) show that a collaborative approach to community development would 
advance social justice (Cowen et al., 2011, p.44). Moreover, we need to take a “transformative” 
and holistic long-term approach to build capacities in the community through community-based 
engagements and developing “social infrastructure”, which would connect residents to a range of  
skills, knowledge, and networks (Cowen et al., 2011, p. 6). Such practices would facilitate commu-
nities to build capacities.

I interviewed Mercedes Zayas who is the Workforce Planning Coordinator at PCED Project. She 
stated that the efforts of  PARC organization are mainly concentrated on bringing equitable out-
comes for all community members. They focus on equity, inclusivity, diversity, and affordability. 
One of  their main strategies for addressing the issue of  poverty and displacement is “collective 
ownership and community ownership” through utilizing a “land trust” model of  ownership. She 
argues that change in neighbourhoods is inevitable, but we can potentially have a say in the way the 
change occurs. She commented that “if  you are able to create more ownership over land, labor, and 
money then you could actually potentially change the way the neighbourhood is going and create 
more equitable change in the end” (Zayas, 2017).

Conclusion

South Parkdale’s bachelorette buildings and/or rooming houses have upscaled out of  affordability 
and Victorian mansions have been converted from rooming houses to single-family homes. Such 
conversions have furthered the problem of  inadequate housing supply in the neighbourhood. 
While planners, politicians, and policymakers sometimes argue that gentrification through revital-
ization and social mix policies would help the poor, using the literature on gentrification, I showed 
that such practices would eventually displace the poor if  no collaborative approaches were de-
fined to involve all parties in the processes of  redevelopment and neighbourhood upgrading. Also, 
based on Lefebvre’s theorization of  space, I argued that space is not neutral. In the case of  South 
Parkdale, the processes of  stigmatization disempower low-income residents in decision-making 
process. Also, the representation of  poverty through the denial of  essential maintenance/repair 
by landlords works to justify legal interventions by the government and upcoming redevelopment 
projects. While the growing population in downtown Toronto makes neighbourhood change in-
evitable, PARC organization shows that practices of  collaborative ownership and neighbourhood 
ownership help to tackle issues of  poverty and displacement in the neighbourhood. The govern-
ment should be involved and enforce more holistic long-term approaches to increase the capacity 
of  communities by engaging community members and giving low-income marginalized groups a 
say in processes of  neighbourhood change.
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SPADINA AVE: 
HOW THE PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SUPPORT OF THE CREATIVE ECONO-

MY HAS SHAPED THE FASHION DISTRICT

By Daniel J. Vanderhorst 

Urbanism models that favour the creative economy have revived post-industrial districts, 
like Toronto’s lower Spadina, from urban decay and disinvestment by encouraging and 
attracting new mixed-uses to its historic industrial lofts. This paper examines factors 
that left the industrial district abandoned in the post-war period, and the introduction 
of new policies and practices on behalf of both the public and private sectors that granted 
the area, and its historic architecture, new life. While originally this involved a hands-off 
urban entrepreneurialism approach from the government, which was primarily concerned 
with deregulating the area to attract private investment, it eventually shifted to a type of 
urbanism that branded the historical district in order to attract the creative class. The paper 
also explains how shifting cultural ideals of young North Americans, who grew to favour 
cosmopolitan living much more than their previous generations, along with the versatility, 
authenticity, and elegance of the existing industrial architecture created the ideal conditions 
for the redevelopment to occur along lower Spadina. The revitalization of lower Spadina 
has brought immense social and economic advantages to Toronto. However, it also created 
a superficial enclave within the city that has brought negative consequences to the Greater 
Toronto Area.

Introduction
 

After years of  deindustrialization and suburbanization emptying the downtown cores of  cities 
across North America, the migration of  people and money has returned to post-industrial 

cities like Toronto in what has been called an urban renaissance. Over the past 30 years, the aban-
doned and derelict formerly industrial area along lower Spadina Avenue has been transformed 
into a thriving mixed-use neighborhood due to the public-private support of  a creative-economy 
urbanism. Effective government policy and planning tools enabled real estate developers and in-
vestors to adapt the historic factories and warehouses for new purposes and also construct new 
developments that adhere to the existing industrial loft architecture. Through this redevelopment, 
the public and private sectors have been able to give the area an identity, branding it as the Fashion 
District—a high-density, historic, cultural district in the inner-city with many transit options, that 
appeals to a young creative demographic. While the influx of  the creative class to lower Spadina 
has transformed an abandoned industrial area into a vibrant mixed-use neighborhood and has 
attracted many individuals and businesses that enhance Toronto’s economy, it has also created an 
social and economic enclave that contributes to class stratification. 



Spadina’s Industrial History

Prior to new government policies that led to the revitalization of  the lower Spadina in the 1990s, 
planning tools and lack of  investment kept the area derelict and abandoned. Originally the area 
had been a thriving industrial district home to Toronto’s growing garment industry in the early 
20th century (Donegan & Salutin, 1985; see Figure 1). Economic prosperity allowed for the con-
struction of  many large new factories along Spadina, which were typically employed and owned 
by Toronto’s rapidly increasing Jewish population (Donegan & Salutin, 1985; see Figure 2). Since 
industries were often located in cities at the time, planners in the first half  of  the 20th century 
were concerned with the pollution, congestion, and poor living conditions that resulted from living 
near noxious and loud factories (Grant, 2002). To enhance the living conditions of  urban residents, 
Toronto’s planners and politicians adopted a view of  urbanism based on segregation of  land use, 
which was made possible through zoning laws that kept areas, such as Spadina’s garment factory 
area, single-use industrial districts (Grant, 2002). However, as larger, cheaper properties, and more 
efficient transportation access became available after World War II, Toronto’s garment industry 
migrated to the suburbs to maximize their profits (City of  Toronto [a], 2017). While the public 
sector restricted Lower Spadina for industrial use, the private sector was not interested in the area 
since it was not economically profitable, causing disinvestment, abandonment and urban decline in 
lower Spadina during the second half  of  the 20th century. 

Adoption of  Urban Entrepreneurialism Approach
 
By creating new opportunities for private development, the new government policies in the 1990s 
served as key factors behind the revitalization of  the area in subsequent years. In 1994, Barbara 
Hall, the mayor of  Toronto, stated her new economic development policies aimed at deregulating 
the area “to attract a mix of  uses that would retain the physical and heritage character of  the area, 
reuse existing buildings, enhance public space, create jobs and encourage a synergy between em-
ployment and residential uses” (Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, 2002). Along with 
the support of  Paul Bedford, Toronto’s Chief  City Planner of  the time, Jane Jacobs, Ken Green-
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Figure 1. At the turn of the 20th century, lower Spadina was a thriving industrial area home to To-
ronto’s garment manufacturing trade and was filling in Lake Ontario to gain more land.
Figure 2. An advertisement displays the technological advancement and architectural grandeur of 
the Balfour Building, one of lower Spadina’s many garment factories that manifested the economic 
prosperity of Toronto’s garment industry at the time.



berg and other prominent architects and urbanists, the 2 Kings plan was created shortly afterwards 
(CMHC, 2002). This plan removed the industrial land-use zoning and density restrictions from 
the King-Parliament and King-Spadina areas, rezoning them for mixed-use so that conversions 
of  existing buildings and newly constructed buildings allowed for maximum flexibility of  uses 
(CMHC, 2002). Through the deregulation of  the area, the public sector worked together with the 
private sector in an urban politics strategy known as urban entrepreneurialism, which involves 
minimal government regulation to allow for the maximum amount of  intervention from private 
developers (Wieditz, 2001). Many viewed the strategy as a great success, since it did not require any 
major public spending, but rather only altering the zoning to create opportunities for private sector 
investment in the inner city (CMHC, 2002). The urban entrepreneurialism approach to urban pol-
itics marked a distinct evolution of  thought from Toronto’s formerly strict and rigid planning and 
zoning laws, which were now perceived as outdated, given the rapidly changing real estate market 
conditions of  the time (CMHC, 2002). Not only did the deregulation create the opportunity for 
development, it encouraged and attracted investment. Barbara Hall’s support for new economic 
development policies for King-West was perceived to be a leading influence in inciting real estate 
interest to return to the inner city during the 1990s (Wieditz, 2001). The government was making 
decisions based on a neoliberal form of  market economy urbanism in which private investment 
without regulation was thought to have the power to revitalize neighborhoods and generally im-
prove the entire city. 

By deregulating the industrial zoning laws, the government anticipated and encouraged mixed-use 
development due to the positive effects it was expected to have on lower Spadina and the easy abili-
ty for its implementation in that location. Stemming from Jane Jacobs’ critique of  modern planning 
in North American cities during the 1960s, scepticism of  zoning and land-use segregation gained 
traction throughout the latter half  of  the 20th century (Grant, 2002). Eventually this movement, 
which advocated for mixed-use development, gained mainstream support and worked its way into 
the planning departments of  cities across North America (Grant, 2002). The emphasis was not 
only on mixed-use, but also on transit-oriented development as opposed to unsustainable suburban 
growth amid growing environmental concerns in the 1990s (Grant, 2002). Planners realized that 
mixed-used development would foster an urban environment that would be active throughout the 
day, meaning it would be more vibrant and result in an optimal use of  infrastructure (Grant, 2002). 
In addition, mixed-use development would permit residents to live close to where they shop, work, 
and play, so that these neighborhoods would be more pedestrian friendly and less reliant on the au-
tomobile (Grant, 2002). Planners in Toronto recognized the economic, social, and environmental 
benefits that could be gained through transit-oriented mixed-use neighborhoods and so promoted 
these ideas in both the King-Parliament and King-Spadina areas (City of  Toronto [a], 2017). The 
existing factories along Spadina provided excellent opportunities for mixed-use purposes due to 
their open-concept floor plans and large floor-to-ceiling heights, meaning that they were flexible 
and could be creatively adapted for wide variety of  land uses, including light industrial, commer-
cial, entertainment, retail, residential and live-work combinations (McHugh, Bozikovic, & Pahwa, 
2017). To fully attain the environmental benefits of  mixed-use in the area slated for redevelopment 
along lower Spadina, the city approved a plan to reintroduce the Spadina streetcar in 1992, which 
had been out of  service since 1966 (Bow, 2017). The existing built form on lower Spadina and new 
public policies created the ideal conditions for transit-oriented, mixed-use development that could 
revitalize the unused inner-city district—all that was still needed was private investment.

While the government policies and practices set up the ideal conditions for redevelopment to occur, 
it was the injection of  investment and capital from the private sector that transformed and revital-
ized lower Spadina. When discussing urban revitalization, Neil Smith (1979) argues that although 

72 | Daniel J. Vanderhorst  | Landmarks  



cultural factors play a part in what he calls the 
“urban resurgence,” economic factors are the 
primary drivers behind the transformations 
of  urban cores in many post-industrial North 
American cities. Rather than simply a return of  
people to the inner city, urban revitalization is 
a return of  investment back into the city when 
it becomes more profitable (Smith, 1979). In 
the current capitalist economy, the desire of  
developers, the real estate industry, and land-
lords to earn profit follows a cycle, where capi-
tal continuously migrates to areas that grant the 
greatest returns (Smith, 1979). During the mid-
20th century, it was more profitable to develop 
in the suburban areas, which at the time were 
often unused fringes of  the city. As a result 
manufacturing jobs and workers migrated out 
of  the inner city (Grant, 2002). This lead to a 
lack of  investment and therefore the deteriora-

tion of  the inner city, which in turn worsened the situation, since investing in the city now offered 
higher risks and lower rates of  return than suburban areas for investors (Smith, 1979). However, 
as suburban areas continued to develop, it became either more expensive to build, or further away 
from the city as sprawl increased (Smith, 1979). Since the former garment industry buildings along 
Spadina were conveniently located in the inner-city, sitting empty, and recently rezoned for mixed-
use, the area became a more lucrative site of  investment for the real estate industry than anywhere 
else in the region (City of  Toronto [a], 2017). This immense investment was only possible due to 
the change of  government policies. With the public sector’s support and encouragement of  mixed-
use development, the private sector was enabled to provide the investment needed to revitalize 
lower Spadina.

Despite economic factors serving as the main agents in lower Spadina’s revitalization, underlying 
cultural factors and societal changes helped create the demand that attracted private sector devel-
opment investments back to the inner-city. Towards the end of  the 20th century, changing trends 
in lifestyles and values in society led many predominantly young people to resent suburban life 
and its association with traditional family-oriented values (Podmore, 1998). Young professional 
middle-class adults were having fewer children, marrying less, and divorcing more often, so they 
no longer desired the family-oriented lifestyle that came with a single-family detached home in the 
suburbs (Smith, 1979). Many of  these young adults still wanted children, but not as many as fam-
ilies during the postwar era. Thus, they did not require large suburban houses, opting instead for 
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Figure 3. The historic grand entrances of many 
of the factories have been preserved, and the 
intricate level of ornamentation is often visually 
appealing to the creative class, who Richard 
Florida states have an appreciation for historic 
architecture.



small inner-city houses or apartments that would be more suitable for families with fewer children 
(Moos, 2016). Another factor causing young adults to move downtown is that while many still 
anticipated suburban lifestyle, marriage, and children, they postponed these events until later in life 
because they desired to live and work downtown for some years after graduating post-secondary 
school (Moos, 2016). Living downtown also had many economic benefits for young people, as 
there are jobs in Toronto’s downtown core that are not available in the suburbs or smaller Cana-
dian cities (Moos, 2016). With increases in the prices of  gasoline and transit fare, it became less 
economically viable for young people to commute far distances from Toronto’s suburbs to their 
jobs in the downtown core (Smith, 1979). Living close to the workplace is not purely an economic 
motive for the young adults participating in the downtown resurgence. Markus Moos notes that 
many people who grew up in the suburbs now desired an urban lifestyle and would rather depend 
on transit and bicycles than automobiles (Moos, 2016). At the end of  the 20th century, the ideal of  
suburban life was no longer the preference of  many young people and their desire for a new urban 
lifestyle contributed towards the revitalization and resurgence of  people to inner-city districts, such 
as lower Spadina.

Both the public and private sector worked together using a creative economy urbanism to brand 
lower Spadina as a historic, cultural district that has an appealing identity for creative young peo-
ple. Richard Florida’s book on the creative class served as a precedent that the public and private 
sectors based many of  their policies and practices on during the redevelopment of  lower Spadina 
(City of  Toronto [b], 2017). In his book, Rise of  the Creative Class, Florida mentions the many 
benefits that creative young people have on the entire city. He also argues that these people need a 
specific environment that supports their urban lifestyle: an environment that has historic architec-
ture, authentic street life, and a vibrant arts and culture scene (2002). Rather than building stadiums 
and concert halls and attempting to attract large corporations to the financial district, Florida’s be-
lief  was that cities should focus on sidewalk cafes, thriving music venues, and art galleries to create 
a bohemian character that would attract the creative class (2002). While the public sector’s urban 
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Figure 4. A City of Toronto planning map shows the properties that they deem as heritage and that 
make a significant contribution to the historic identity of the district.



entrepreneurialism policies in the 1990s were mostly geared towards deregulation with minimal 
government involvement, they did include laws to preserve the exterior form of  the architecture 
in order to retain the historic appearance of  the neighborhood in hopes of  attracting the creative 
people Florida describes (CMHC, 2002; see Figure 3). The city also created and required private 
developers to fund Community Improvement Plans (CIPs), which focused on enhancing the heri-
tage character, improving the quality of  public spaces, and increasing public safety (CMHC, 2002). 
Apart from the CIPs, the government practiced a relatively hands-off  approach at the time, allow-
ing the private sector to do as it desired as long as it preserved the existing industrial buildings. 

Transformation to Creative Economy-Style Urbanism

More recently, there has been another change in policy approaches in lower Spadina. After realizing 
that residential development was more profitable for investors and was overtaking and threatening 
existing cultural spaces, the public sector has since shifted its policies from focusing primarily on 
deregulation to focusing almost entirely on attracting the creative class by protecting the cultural 
identity of  the area (City of  Toronto [b], 2017). Since arts and culture are vital ingredients that 
attract creative people and tourists to lower Spadina, the city wants to protect these cultural spaces 
from private development, and even help fund more of  these spaces for artists, designers, and 
cultural entrepreneurs to work (City of  Toronto [b], 2017). The public sector’s support for cultural 
spaces is evident in their regulation of  new construction. As a city planning document states, their 
ambition is “to ensure non-residential space in King-Spadina is best suited to cultural (or cre-
ative) work, several building attributes could be promoted (through design guidelines or otherwise) 
including: high ceilings, large windows providing ample natural light, flexible/adaptable ‘brick-
and-beam’ layouts (all appealing features of  the area’s historic commercial warehouse buildings)” 
(City of  Toronto [b], 2017, p. 16). In a further attempt to brand this area and enhance its identity, 
the City of  Toronto planning department recently recommended that the King-Spadina area be 
designated as a heritage conservation district, citing its strong historical and architectural values 
“reflecting Toronto’s period of  industrial and manufacturing growth and economic prosperity at 
the turn of  the 20th century” (City of  Toronto [a], 2017, p. 14; see Figure 4). 
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Figure 5. The “Fashion District” brand appears on all the street signage throughout the area. Also, a 
trendy coffee shop and residential lofts across the street fill what was once an abandoned neighbor-
hood, revealing the impact of the redevelopment.
Figure 6. A plaque on Spadina commemorates Benjamin Brown, a notable Jewish architect that 
contributed much to the architectural and cultural significance through his many elaborate designs 
of garment factories in the area



The branding of  the area has lead to the addition of  “Fashion District” street signs (see Figure 5), 
commemorative plaques marking the architectural and cultural history of  the area (see Figure 6), 
and restoration of  building façades (see Figure 7), all of  which help grant the area a cultural signif-
icance and creative identity, appealing to potential residents and tourists alike. The private sector 
also contributed much to the branding of  the Fashion District and commodified the lifestyle of  

the creative class by marketing the redeveloped lofts to artistic and creative people. After the first 
industrial loft conversions took place in SoHo New York in the 1970s, mass media portrayed these 
living arrangements as stylish and cosmopolitan places that were home to the loft lifestyle of  artists 
and designers (Podmore, 1998). As this lifestyle became increasingly desirable among the young 
adults who resented suburban life, the real estate developers converting these industrial lofts target-
ed design professionals and marketed these lofts as ideal for people that were stylish, adventurous, 
and wanted to live in an avant-garde area with strong artistic capital (Podmore, 1998). While the 
public sector had been working hard to brand the area as the Fashion District, a safe, artistic, and 
cultural hub in a historic area, the private sector capitalized on this opportunity, using this identity 
as a means to attract buyers and revitalize the neighborhood. 

Effects of  the Creative Class on Lower Spadina

The creative economy urbanism practiced by the public and private sectors was largely successful 
at attracting creative individuals and businesses, which has had a substantial economic and social 
impact on the surrounding area and entire city of  Toronto. Many tech and software companies, 
artists, designers, media companies and other knowledge-based workers and industries currently 
fill up the redeveloped brick factories (see Figure 8). These industries along lower Spadina consti-
tute a large portion the creative economy, which boosts economic activity through cultural tourism 
as well as exported cultural products, including design products, published media, music and film 
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Figure 7. The front façades (blue) have been restored to a much higher degree than the rest of the 
structures (orange), producing a consistent historic street wall along Spadina that presents a super-
ficial image of a pristine and immaculately restored neighborhood.



(City of  Toronto [b], 2017). The economic benefits of  lower Spadina’s revitalization reflect Rich-
ard Florida’s prediction, that cities need creative people to prosper because creativity generates 
new ideas, economic and technological innovation, and therefore economic growth (2002). Since 
changes in the North American economy mean that cities are transitioning from manual indus-
trial to creative knowledge-based work, it is vital that post-industrial cities attract creative people 
to move their cities forward (Florida [b], 2002). The high-skilled, innovative, and entrepreneurial 
knowledge workers that the Fashion District has successfully attracted have provided a strong eco-
nomic base for Toronto, and have transformed it into a global city (Wieditz, 2001). Yet the Toronto 
planners recognize how arts and culture also “bring social benefits to cities above and beyond the 
purely economic: they enhance quality of  life by providing spaces for beauty, dialogue, expression, 
critique, reflection, celebration, inspiration, education, civic engagement and social change, and the 
preservation and transmission of  cultural heritage” (City of  Toronto [b], 2017). While the entrance 
of  these affluent young creative professionals is often associated with the displacement of  former 
residents in the process of  gentrification, the creative class did not displace any residents during 
the revitalization of  lower Spadina since it was already an abandoned industrial district (Wieditz, 
2001). Ultimately the creative class that was enticed to lower Spadina by the identity created by the 
public and private sectors helped revitalize the area and brought social and economic impacts that 
benefited the entire city.

However, despite bringing benefits to the entire city of  Toronto, the creative economy urbanism 
that lead to the redevelopment of  lower Spadina created a social and economic enclave within the 
city. In his recent book, Richard Florida details “the new urban crisis”, which he describes as the 
income and class stratification that occurred in many cities across North America after mayors 
adopted his previous policy recommendations on how to attract the creative class (Florida, 2016). 
With the re-entrance of  the creative class, which is typically comprised of  well-educated and af-
fluent individuals, came rising rents and the growing gap between the rich and the poor (Florida, 
2016). This inequality separated areas like the Fashion District from the rest of  the urban fabric, 
creating an idealized yet superficial bubble that does not truly represent the city. The public and 
private sectors have both worked hard to brand the area as a creative hub, and through the policies 
of  CIPs, they created a safe environment for wealthy tourists and the residents (CMHC, 2002). 
While lower Spadina is certainly mixed-use, it still caters to a very specific demographic, namely 
young, upper-middle class adults, and in doing so excludes others, such as lower-income people, 
the elderly and families (see Figure 9). Richard Florida has critiqued his earlier work by stating that 
the through the public sector’s work to attract the creative class to support of  the downtown core, 
came neglect of  other areas such as the inner-suburbs in Toronto (Florida, 2016). This lead to 
growing inequality and resentment towards cities that Florida believes gave rise to Rob Ford style 
anti-urban politics and ideologies (Florida, 2016). What started out as an attempt to deregulate 
the area and allow for more opportunities from the private sector, which garnered support from 
figures like Jane Jacobs due to the re-use of  old buildings, eventually turned into a profit-oriented 
scheme which allowed the entrance of  chain stores and trendy expensive restaurants (see Figure 
8). The resulting neighborhood became a bubble within the city, where wealthy professionals have 
priced out many of  the original artists and designers, undermining many of  the ideas that Jacobs 
vehemently advocated.
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Figure 8.While the historic structures are filled with a wide variety of different uses, most of these 
are geared towards affluent people that work in creative industries. The streetcar line running 
throughout makes this neighborhood a prime example of transit-oriented mixed-use development. 
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Figure 9. The District is fairly busy and full of activity throughout the day and night (much more 
than the former single-use industrial district would have been). The large amount of nightlife in the 
area corresponds with it catering towards young adults rather than children or the elderly. 



Conclusion

The creative economy urbanism practiced by the public and private sectors not only brought new 
life and vibrancy to an abandoned neighborhood, but also brought economic prosperity to Toron-
to as well as the social and environmental benefits of  transit-oriented, mixed-use development. 
However, the success of  the Fashion District is anchored to its creative identity produced from 
the policies and practices of  public and private interests, which caused the area to be branded into 
a superficial district that caters towards a constructed lifestyle rather than the true way of  living in 
the city. When analysing the redevelopment of  the area, the many benefits that it brought cannot 
be ignored, but neither can its constructed image, superficial identity, and inequality relative to the 
rest of  the GTA. The revitalization of  lower Spadina is a testament to the shifts in North American 
society from preferences of  living in suburban areas to preferences of  living in the downtown core, 
and also the economic changes as Canada transforms from a resource-centred industrial economy 
to a knowledge-centred creative economy. With the redevelopment of  areas like the Fashion Dis-
trict, the question posed for the public and private sectors is no longer how to attract the creative 
class, but rather how to create spaces that balance the needs and desires of  the creative class with 
the rest of  society and to what extent the public sector should be involved in this process.
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DISMANTLE NOT REFORM: 
CONFRONTING THE REGRESSIVE EFFECTS OF CANADA’S SUPPLY 

MANAGEMENT

By Hayley Roberts 

The current framework of supply management has controlled the production and 
distribution of dairy and poultry products in Canada since 1971. While supply management 
is intended to protect Canadian famers and consumers by insuring stable prices that 
reflect the cost production, in recent years it has become clear that the framework has 
produced a variety of unintended consequences. The increasing cost of quota units have 
discouraged new and small farmers from entering the system and have contributed to the 
consolidation of the industry by large farms. This form of protectionism has also resulted 
in higher commodity prices, acting as a regressive subsidy that disproportionately harms 
poor consumers. Thus, while the following paper accepts the premise that Canadian famers 
may need some support, it argues that supply management is not the means to accomplish 
this. After nearly fifty years of this system, it has become clear that supply management does 
more harm than good and that it is time to be dismantled.

Introduction

Let us begin this paper by assuming that you the reader have recently decided you would like to 
become a Canadian dairy farmer. Furthermore, let’s say you have a friend who is a cheese pro-

ducer in New York who specifically wants to buy your milk at a higher price than the going market 
rate. This sounds great. Unfortunately, you cannot do this. In fact, not only are you not allowed to 
sell your milk to your friend in New York, but you must also first give the government $25,000 for 
each cow you want to own. This is not the price of  the cow; rather, it is the price of  the right to 
own it. In other words, before you buy the cows, the land, the machinery and any other inputs you 
may need, you must first pay $25,000 for each cow you want to buy. If  you are beginning to think 
you no longer want to become a dairy farmer, I would not blame you. 
While the above description is certainly an oversimplification of  a very nuanced system, it illus-
trates Canada’s model of  Supply Management. However, this depiction is only highlighting the 
more negative side of  it. In reality, supply management has done a great job ensuring that Canadian 
farmers in the dairy, egg and poultry industries maintain good wages and do not get taken advan-
tage of  in the neo-liberal market place. This is important because farming is an essential compo-
nent of  Canada’s rural economies. Furthermore, many Canadians enjoy buying Canadian products 
and supporting local farmers even if  it costs them a bit more. So, while the following paper accepts 
the premise that Canadian famers may need some support, it argues that supply management is not 
the means to accomplish this. Indeed, after nearly fifty years of  this system it has become clear that 
supply management does more harm than good for Canadian farmers and consumers and that it 
is time to be dismantled. 



What is Supply Management?

Canada’s supply management (SM) framework is based on three pillars: (1) cost of  production 
pricing; (2) import controls; and (3) quota production. Cost of  production pricing means that the 
prices for SM commodities are set by an external marketing board, rather than the free market, and 
reflect the full cost of  production as well as enough profit for farmers to make a living (Cardwell, 
2015). This measure is meant to ensure that Canadian farmers make a "fair wage". Because of  cost 
of  production pricing, the cost of  SM commodities in Canada are generally a bit more expensive 
than foreign products. Thus, for supply management to work, import controls must be established 
to prevent cheaper foreign products from undercutting the marketing boards administered price 
(Hart, 2005). These import controls generally take the form of  tariffs, which range from 168% for 
eggs, 238% for chicken, 246% for cheese and 299% for butter (Coyne, 2011). These extraordinarily 
high tariffs serve to keep virtually all cheaper foreign products from entering Canada. The third 
pillar is the quota production system. This entails that a supply management committee determine 
the domestic demand and then divide this production among farmers who have quotas (Findlay, 
2012). Under this system farmers are only allowed to produce what his/her quota allows for. 

As we will see in the following sections, not only does the pricing system of  SM lead to higher 
prices for Canadian consumers; the quota system has also led to a variety of  market distortions, 
many of  which have prevented the system from accomplishing the very goals it sets out to achieve. 

The Case for Supply Management
 
While supporters of  supply management acknowledge that the system has some downsides, they 
ultimately conclude that these downsides are an acceptable price to pay for the benefits it produces. 
Most obviously, by insuring that Canadian farmers can sell their products at a price that reflects the 
cost of  production you ensure that farmers make a livable wage. It is argued that if  the government 
did not support farmers in this way they would not be able to make a steady income competing in 
the free market and would thus leave farming. This would be problematic, not only because people 
like Canadian products, but also because farm revenues represent a significant portion of  rural 
economies. 

Underlying this argument is the assumption that SM must address two issues that the free market 
has produced: the cost-price squeeze and price volatility. The cost-price squeeze refers to the fact 
that the cost of  producing farm commodities is increasing while the price at which these com-
modities can be sold (in the free market) is decreasing. Thus, if  the government can create stable 
prices then this will insure stability in the farm sector and decrease the number of  farmers driven 
out by low prices. Finally, supporters of  SM often argue that it is precisely because of  SM that the 
Canadian government has not had to spend millions of  dollars in subsidies or bailouts – something 
common in farm sectors not under supply management (Girouard, 2014; Paikin, 2011; McIsaac, 
2008). However, it should be noted that proponents of  this argument generally frame SM as not 
being a subsidy; many disagree with this noting that government mandated price increases are 
equivalent to subsidies. 
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Does Supply Management Protect Small Producers?

While Canada’s supply management set out with the goal of  protecting family farms, in reality SM 
has harmed small producers, serving as a central mechanism for keeping new and small farms out 
of  agriculture. Much of  this has to do with the quota system. Since the only way to either become 
a SM farmer or to increase production within the system is to buy the right to fulfill new quotas, 
these quotas have taken on value (Girouard, 2014). As seen in Table 1, the value of  quotas has been 
steadily increasing. To enter the SM system, not only do you need to purchase these increasingly 
costly quotas but you also must produce a minimum number of  units. For example, in order to be 
a SM dairy farmer in Ontario the minimum number of  cows you must own is ten units (Girouard, 
2014). What this means is that if  you are a new farmer wanting to get involved in dairy production 
you must invest $250,000 to acquire the quotas before even buying the cows, land and machinery 
(Girouard, 2014). With chicken farming the price of  quotas in Ontario was $130 per unit and 
the minimum units you must have is 14,000 (Girouard, 2014). This means to become a chicken 
farmer in Ontario you must invest $1,820,000 just to buy the quota. As noted by France Roy of  
the Quebec poultry company Ferme Du-Roy enr.; “When you add to this the prohibitive cost of  
quotas, you have all the ingredients necessary to discourage small-scale producers, even the most 
tenacious” (Girouard, 2014, p. 7). Union Paysanne further note that “The model seems to have 
imploded. It is no longer a means to share the wealth but has become a way to keep it. The coming 
generation no longer has access to it and it allows no place for niche markets and new ways of  
farming” (Girouard, 2014, p. 10).

The high cost of  quotas has made it extremely difficult for new and small farmers to enter the sys-
tem, and has allowed large farms, which have the financing to purchase these quotas, to dominate 
the market (Holtslander, 2016). In other words, it has led to the concentration of  large farms which 
is the exact opposite of  what it set out to do. For example, when supply management was first 
established in 1971 there was around 145,000 dairy farmers (Findlay, 2012). As of  2011 there were 
only 12,746 dairy farms in Canada, representing a 91% decrease (Findlay, 2012). This consolidation 
has occurred much faster in the supply management sectors than in Canada’s non-supply-manage-
ment agricultural sectors (Findlay, 2012).  
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Table 1. Price of Milk Quotas in Canada. (Girouard, 2014)



Supply Management – A Regressive form of  Taxation
 
Supporters of  supply management also claim that; (1) the price Canadians pay for SM commod-
ities are not very different from the price of  these commodities in countries without SM; and (2) 
even if, say, the price of  milk was a bit cheaper in the US, that this is not a fair comparison because 
their milk is subsidized by tax payer dollars. Thus, if  we did an "apples to apples" comparison the 
prices would be very similar. Both points would be strong arguments if  they were true. To begin, 
countless studies have demonstrated that Canadians do in fact pay more for SM commodities then 
they should be (e.g., Findlay, 2012; Paikin, 2011; Barichello, 2009). For example, Martha Hall Find-
lay (2012) claims that the price of  butter and cheese in Canada is two and a half  times that of  the 
US price. Furthermore, the Dairy Farmers of  Canada website notes that Americans pay the equiv-
alent of  an extra 31 cents on one litre of  milk when taking into account that the price you see in 
US supermarkets is subsidized by tax dollars (Dairy Farmers of  Canada). However, even when we 
add this extra 31 cents on to the price differences seen in Table 2, Canadian are still paying more! 

Even if  you accept the premise that paying more for SM commodities is an acceptable price to 
pay to support Canadian farmers; what must be understood about SM is that it disproportionally 
harms poor consumers. A 2015 study conducted by Cardwell, et al., found that Canada’s SM pol-
icies are highly regressive because SM results in a situation in which “Households in the lowest 
income quintile face an implicit tax of  2.3 percent of  household income, whereas households in 
the highest income quintile pay an implicit tax of  0.47 percent” (Cardwell, 2015, p. 2). In absolute 
terms, SM imposes an implicit tax on the poorest households that range from $466 to $592 per 
year (Cardwell, 2015). This amount of  money can certainly be a determining factor in whether you 
are food insecure or not. What is also important to note is that SM products, such as butter, cheese, 
yogurt, milk and eggs, are staple foods. Given this, it is not surprising that several scholars have 
called supply management regressive. Thus, not only should SM be viewed as a form of  taxation, 
but also a form of  taxation that disproportionately harms poor consumers who already struggle to 
feed themselves and their families. 

Table 2. Comparison of Several United States & Canadian Food Commodities

Reform Not Dismantle 

Recognizing some of  the unintended consequences of  supply management, Canada’s National 
Farmers Union and Union Paysanne have issued separate reports in which they call for SM to be 
reformed but not dismantled. In their report, Union Paysanne acknowledges that the “current 
system does harm small producers and new farmers and thus it does need to be reformed but 
not dismantled since farmers do need support” (Girouard, 2014, p. 10). Union Paysanne’s biggest 
critique of  SM has to do with the prohibitive effects of  the quota system. The main solutions they 
given to address this problem are as follows: cap the price of  quotas and attempt to diminish their 
cost to a reasonable amount; limit the number of  quotas a single producer can hold to prevent 
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concentration; and, allow farmers to be able to have a certain amount of  animals on their farm 
without needing to buy quota (see Girouard, 2014).

Canada’s National Farmers Union (NFU) have also offered several recommendations on how to 
reform the system, which, like Union Paysanne, exclusively focus on the prohibitive effects of  the 
quota system. However, the NFU is directly against Union Paysanne’s recommendation to allow 
farmers to be able to have a certain number of  units of  production without having to enter the 
SM system. They write, “Cost-of-production prices paid to farmers with quota provide a bench-
mark for non-quota producers, making it possible for them to obtain higher prices than would be 
the case in the absence of  supply management” (Holtslander, 2016, p. 6). This argument seems 
to suggest that the NFU feels this course of  action would be unfair to SM producers. Thus, their 
recommendations largely focus on ways to “increase opportunities for smaller scale producers 
while avoiding the risk of  over-production” (Holtslander, 2016, p. 6). In their report they offer sev-
eral possible alternatives that certain provinces are currently experimenting with (see Holtslander, 
2016).

Dismantle Not Reform
 
As noted in the previous section, Canadian farmer unions admit that SM has resulted in some 
negative outcomes; however, whereas they call for a reform of  the system, this paper takes the 
position that it should be dismantled. What is interesting about the reports by the NFU and Union 
Paysanne is that neither of  them address SM’s impacts on the consumer. Instead, they exclusively 
discuss the prohibitive effects of  SM on farmers while failing to acknowledge the fact that Cana-
dian consumers are paying more for staple goods than they could be. Perhaps this is not surprising 
considering the reports were written by farmers unions who have a vested interest in preserving 
this support system. However, this system is regressive. As noted by Cardwell, supply management 
relies on “higher prices generated by SM policies [to] transfer income from a large number of  
lower-income (on average) consumer households to a small number of  higher-income producer 
households” (Cardwell, 2015, p. 3). This is referring to the fact that while the average Canadian 
household income is around $68,000, the average dairy producer makes $110,000 and the average 
poultry and egg producer makes $119,000 (Cardwell, 2015). Given that nearly 4 million Canadians 
are affected by food insecurity, it seems that we should be fighting to put an end to any system that 
disproportionality harms poor consumers. 

All this is not to say that Canada must stop supporting dairy and poultry farmers, but rather that it 
should reconsider how it is doing so. Rather than supply management, a system that harms small 
producers and consumers, Canada should provide support through a taxed subsidy. Whereas SM 
has discouraged new and small farmers from entering the system, a taxed subsidy would encour-
age these farmers. Furthermore, while SM places the biggest burden on poor consumers, direct 
income support through a tax would receive most of  its capital from the upper income level since 
taxes are proportional to income (Paikin, 2011). This is just one alternative that will need to be 
further researched, although its appears to be a better course of  action considering it would protect 
both farmers and consumers, rather than one or the other. 

Creating a Just Transition

Recognizing that Canadian dairy and poultry farmers are extremely vested in the current system, 
Canada will need to develop a plan for SM to be dismantled in a just manner. Writing in the Cana-
dian Public Policy Journal, Barichello et al. (2009) offers several possible transition options. They 
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make it clear that the most important thing to understand is that the sum value of  SM quotas 
currently represents $2.6 billion dollars. Therefore, these quota values represent a significant frac-
tion of  the wealth of  producers who currently own them. For example, an Ontario milk producer 
who currently has 100 cows has about $3.0 million invested in that quota. As would be expected, 
farmers with these quotas are quite literally banking on the fact that when they retire they will be 
able to sell them. 

With this in mind, the first option for assistance in transition is for the government to reimburse 
people for these quotas based on their book value. In other words, since the Canadian Government 
made it a requirement for farmers to buy quotas, they should be responsible for reimbursing them. 
Paying them back the book value implies that the government will only reimburse however much 
the farmer payed for the quota at the time of  purchase, as opposed to how much the quota is cur-
rently worth. However, many feel that this is too generous considering SM farmers have already 
benefited greatly from higher incomes because of  SM. Critics of  this solution often turn to the 
Australian transition model (see Barichello, 2009). 

In 2000 Australia dismantled their SM system and introduced what many believe is a strong tran-
sition model. This model involved assistance payments that totaled to about $150,000 per farm, 
which represented about three years of  income loss due to the reform (Barichello, 2009). These 
assistance payments were financed by an eleven-cent tax on milk for a ten-year period (Barichello, 
2009). Importantly, even with the new eleven-cent tax on milk, Australian consumers were still 
paying less for milk than they were under SM (Barichello, 2009). This is because the dismantling 
of  the system led to a 35% decrease in the price of  milk (Barichello, 2009). Barichello, et al., write 
“The financing arrangement was a ten-year tax that meant consumer prices would actually only fall 
by one-half  of  the expected amount during those ten years, after which the full decline would be 
enjoyed” (Barichello, 2009, p. 212). As they further note, “this kind of  scheme would be cheaper 
than simply buying out quota. It also shifts the financial burden of  this assistance to consumers 
and away from government” (Barichello, 2009). Furthermore, rather than drive Australian dairy 
farmers out of  business, dismantling SM has led to increases in export revenue in the dairy indus-
try, all while saving consumers an estimated $118 million annually in supermarket dairy purchases 
(Findlay, 2012). This clearly illustrates the potential benefits Canada is missing out on. It also 
suggests that Canadian policy makers should look to the Australian model for guidance in how to 
create a transition that will work best for farmers, consumers and tax payers.

Conclusion 

Nearly fifty years ago the Canadian government set out with the goal of  protecting their dairy and 
poultry producers through the system of  supply management. Today it has become clear that this 
system has done a poor job at accomplishing the very goals it set out for itself. Since its establish-
ment in 1971, the number of  Canadian dairy farms has decreased by 91% (Findlay, 2012). This is a 
faster rate of  decrease than in Canada’s non-supply-management sectors and clearly demonstrates 
that SM has done a poor job at protecting small farmers. It has also become clear that the quota 
system has served to keep small producers out, allowing large producers who can afford these 
increasingly costly quotas to dominate. Furthermore, Canadian consumers have been forced to 
pay more for staple food products. Worse yet, unlike a direct tax subsidy which is proportional to 
income and thus receives most of  its capital from high income consumers; supply management 
disproportionally impacts poor consumers. Those in the lowest income quintile face an implicate 
tax of  2.3% of  their income, while those in the highest quintile only pay a 0.47% tax on their 
income (Cardwell, 2015). Given that nearly 4 million Canadians are affected by food insecurity, it 
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seems that we should be fighting to put an end to any system that makes staple commodities more 
expensive. Thus, alternatives that seek to dismantle supply management and instead offer Canadian 
farmers support through a flat tax subsidy should be strongly considered. This would allow us to 
continue to support Canadian farmers while alleviating some of  the burden faced by consumers. 
The Australian experience has demonstrated that it is in fact possible to dismantle supply manage-
ment in a manner that is better for farmers, consumers and tax payers. Thus, it is time Canadians 
start demanding that their government put an end to supply management. 
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BEHIND THE BLOOMS: 
CONTRADICTIONS IN THE CUT FLOWER GLOBAL COMMODITY 

CHAIN

By Aayesha Patel 

This essay investigates the global commodity chain of cut flowers starting from their 
production on Colombian farms, through a time-bound distribution network, and finally 
to their consumption in the supermarkets and florists of Toronto. The contrasts between 
exploitative conditions in the Colombian flower industry and flower consumption practices 
are highlighted using the Marxist theory of commodity fetishism – the substitution of social 
relations between people with relations between objects. Cultural practices related to flowers 
have become so normalised that the commodity fetishism in their consumption draws 
attention away from where and how flowers are produced, allowing them to be preserved 
as natural, uncontaminated symbols of femininity, romance, and aesthetic enjoyment. The 
highly industrialized production process, hazardous manual labour, and complex speed of 
distribution networks that allow flowers to reach our local florist are pushed from consumer 
consciousness. This essay works to make transparent the exploitative labour conditions 
behind our blooms which have been obscured by social customs of consumer society.

Introduction

In the rural outskirts of the Colombian capital of Bogota, women work up to 16-hour days on 
flower farms, bent over bushes, measuring stems, clipping thorns, and delicately packaging 

flowers. In just 72 hours, those flowers will be displayed in buckets lining the sidewalks of To-
ronto’s flower district and purchased as a gift for a loved one or an act of self-care, likely ending 
up on an Instagram feed by the end of the day. In 2016, Canada imported $103 million of ros-
es, carnations, chrysanthemums, lilies, and orchids from Colombia (Statistics Canada, 2017). 
As with most commodities, the consumption of fresh-cut flowers is a part of social relations 
and practices that are tied to global geographies of power (Mansvelt, 2013). Although used as 
means of expressing identity, few consumers are aware of where their flowers originate from or 
the identities of those who produce them. In this study, I follow the global commodity chain 
of cut flowers from a production site on Colombian farms, through a time-bound distribution 
network centered in Miami, and finally to their consumption in the supermarkets and florists 
of Toronto. I argue that the commodity fetishism embedded in the consumption of flowers 
works to mask the exploitative labour conditions within the cut flower industry. My analysis 
works to expose these exploitative origins which have been hidden behind the social customs 
of consumer society.



Theoretical Background

The relationship between processes of production and consumption in the context of global 
inequality involves exchanges that typically favour the global north or the dominant, industri-
alised regions (Ziegler, 2007). During northern winters, millions of fresh blooms are delivered 
to Canada, allowing people to express culturally accepted forms of social relations year-round. 
The global commodity chain analysis provides a lens through which we can examine the pro-
cesses and networks that allow these flowers to be grown, delivered, and consumed more than 
4000 km away. Consumption consists of a range of social relations, practices, and meanings 
“centered on the sale, purchase, use, and disposal of commodities” (Mansvelt, 2013, p. 379). 
In the 19th century classic Capital, Karl Marx first conceptualized commodity fetishism as the 
substitution of social relations between people with relations between objects (Bohm & Batta, 
2010). Under commodity fetishism then, the social labour involved in the production of an item 
is objectified once the product enters the capitalist market and is given an exchange value. To-
day’s capitalist society is dominated by commodity fetishism, “producing a modern subject that 
constantly desires to consume more in order to constitute itself ” (Bohm & Batta, 2010, p. 345). 
Through consumption practices shaped by desire, pleasure, and self-expression, consumers in 
the global north actively take part in the reproduction of capitalist social relations and exploit-
ative labour conditions such as those in the Colombian Flower Industry (CFI). 

Billig (1999) argues that social customs related to consumption work to erase the production 
process from general awareness. When buying flowers, consumers are often not told who pro-
duced them, the location of the farm, or the conditions of their labour. Marx argues that capi-
talist markets impose this impersonal objectivity by assigning monetary value to products, so 
that consumers only recognize a bouquet of flowers as a commodity and not as the product 
of human labour (Bohm & Batta, 2010). From this perspective, I analyse the consumption of 
flowers in contemporary industrialised societies as a practice of commodity fetishism. I focus 
specifically on Columbia because it has the second largest flower export industry in the world 
after the Netherlands and constitutes the largest share of flower imports in Canada (Ziegler, 
2007; Statistics Canada, 2017). In the following section, I explore the range of exploitative la-
bour practices used in the production of Colombian cut flowers. 

Production

The high savannah area surrounding the Colombian capital of Bogota has rich soil, an abun-
dant groundwater supply, 12 hours of daily sunlight, and consistently moderate temperatures, 
producing an ideal climate for growing flowers year-round (Ziegler, 2007). This eliminates the 
need for expensive greenhouses, costly heating, and artificial lighting, avoiding the seasonal and 
climatic challenges limiting North American growers. The large supply of labour accustomed 
to working for low wages due to high unemployment rates was another main attraction for the 
establishment of flower farms in Colombia during the 1960s (Patel-Campillo, 2012). Over the 
1970s and 1980s, flower growing declined in the US and Canada as cheap imports increased 
through the development of a global flower trade made possible by jet transportation, new cul-
tivation and communication technologies, and international financial arrangements (Ziegler, 
2007). In the 1980s, the flower industry shifted from its historic center in the Netherlands to 
Colombia, and by 2004 the CFI had grown to export more than US$703 million annually (San-
miguel-Valderrama, 2007). However, high annual sales revenues and increases in productivity 
were made at the cost of worker’s rights (Balch, 2015). 
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Labour represents 50% of production costs in the flower industry, as human labour is required 
for cultivation, selection, and cutting where machines cannot be used in the narrow, delicate 
spaces of greenhouses (Miller, 2012). The industry employs over 100,000 people, 70% of whom 
are women who are the sole earners of household income or supplement their family income 
(McQuaid, 2011; Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). Gendered divisions of labour on CFI farms 
allocate women to jobs involving detail and obedience in the production and care of flowers, 
whereas men are concentrated in management, supervision, and technical positions. Most field 
workers are racialized peasant migrants escaping violent conflicts and rural poverty, from in-
digenous, mixed-race, and African backgrounds, whereas middle and upper-class workers in 
administrative and managerial roles are from urban areas, of European descent, and are western 
educated (Friedemann-Sánchez, 2006; Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007).

Pressures of the highly competitive global flower trade drive employers to exploit their workers. 
Long shifts of up to 15 hours ignore women’s roles in the private sphere, as they balance paid 
labour with unpaid social reproduction work. Workloads are intensified by the absence of gov-
ernment support systems such as daycare, health care, and schooling (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 
2007). Although women are happy to be wage earners, dangerous working conditions, instabili-
ty, and low pay do not allow for the advancement of their own or their childrens' socioeconomic 
status (Patel-Campillo, 2012; Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). The hard work at plantations leaves 
women little time to take care of themselves or their children and participate as social beings in 
the wider community, thus the ability of these jobs to empower women is highly limited (Frie-
demann-Sánchez, 2006; Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). Although labour power has been key to 
the growth of CFI, minimum wage salaries of field workers are below the poverty line, at $0.48 
an hour, covering only 40% of a family’s monthly expenses (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). 

Labour conditions in the CFI are also a source of numerous health complications. The heavy use 
of chemical pesticides and lack of protective clothing in closed greenhouse environments are a 
major cause of higher rates of miscarriages, stillbirths, and birth defects among female workers 
and the wives of male workers (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). 21% of the chemicals used in the 
Savannah are carcinogens and toxins that are banned in the US, while employees chronically 
suffer from asthma, carpal tunnel syndrome, and posture problems due to cramped working 
conditions and the quick pace of production (Miller, 2012). Women also face psychological is-
sues due to long hours, verbal abuse, extreme pressure from supervisors to be more productive, 
and instances of sexual harassment by male coworkers (McQuaid, 2011; Sanmiguel-Valderra-
ma, 2007). High temperatures and humidity, low levels of clean air circulation, and little drink-
ing water produce a harsh work environment (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). National labour 
rights standards are not enforced on CFI farms, and workers can be fired for falling ill, organis-
ing a union, complaining to government authorities, showing high levels of pesticide exposure, 
or requiring maternity leave (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007; Miller, 2012). As workers are given 
short-term contracts to maintain employer flexibility, the fear of not being granted an extension 
of contract creates instability and insecurity which disempowers workers and inhibits them 
from forming labour movements to demand better standards (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). 

The CFI has destroyed many attempts to unionise by refusing to bargain with unions, firing 
unionised workers, declaring bankruptcy, and abandoning plantations without unemployment 
compensation when workers attempt to organize (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). The Florverde 
Sustainable Flowers seal is an association of Colombian flower exporters marketed as being 
environmentally and socially responsible through employment protections, health and safety 
requirements (Balch, 2015). However, enforcement is lax and voluntary codes dependent on 
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each farm owner provide little protection. Florverde workers report 15-hour work days, unpaid 
pensions, and no health insurance (Miller, 2012). The financial success of the cut flower global 
commodity chain thus relies on the underpaid, precarious, and exploitative work of Colombian 
women, while plantation owners sell flowers at low prices. The following section explores the 
highly efficient and profitable distribution networks that allow these flowers to be sold to con-
sumers in the global north. 

Distribution 

Cut flower circulation is a race to cheat death in which low temperatures and high humidity 
must be continually maintained to slow flower metabolism and delay the decaying process (Mc-
Daniel, 1999). Retailers want to receive cut flowers as soon as possible after harvest to lengthen 
vase life and increase customer satisfaction. Cut flowers are distributed through a “cold chain” 
in which transportation, handling, and storage are temperature controlled in order to make 
the supply chain as long as possible. Flowers are cut at dawn and set in buckets of preserva-
tive solution in cooling warehouses to condition them for shipment (McDaniel, 1999). Tied 
bunches of flowers are then packaged into boxes, loaded into refrigerated trucks, and sent to El 
Dorado Airport in Bogota from which 20 daily cargo planes fly shipments to Miami (Haragan, 
2015). After inspection by U.S. customs for pests and drugs hidden in flower stems, flowers are 
shipped to wholesalers and distributors across North America (Ziegler, 2007). An extensive 
cold chain infrastructure is located in Miami with 24-hour inspections, fumigations, and distri-
bution (Haragan, 2015). Flowers typically take 48 hours to travel from a field in Colombia to a 
warehouse in the US, and one or two more days to reach a retailer (McQuaid, 2011). 

Because of the perishability of flowers, timely sale is critical and requires tight buyer-supplier 
coordination (Raynolds, 2012). Wholesale florists and importers are essential to the process as 
they unload shipments into cold storage, divide large quantities of flowers into smaller bunches, 
and deliver them to local florists, supermarket chains, and convenience stores in refrigerated 
trucks (Ziegler, 2007). The flowers arrive dry packed, which means they have been dormant 
during the journey and must be “woken up” using a hydrating solution that preserves freshness 
(McDaniel, 1999). To account for this expensive flower logistics while also maintaining low re-
tail prices, growers often cut wages to reduce overall costs (Ziegler, 2007). Thus, at the expense 
of Columbian flower producers, consumers are able to perform their relationships with fresh, 
inexpensive, imported flowers, without having to acknowledge the inequitable conditions be-
hind their blooms.

Consumption
 
Commodity fetishism not only obscures the social labours of production but also works to me-
diate relationships with special social meanings tied into flower consumption. With the wide-
spread availability of cheap South American imports, Ziegler (2007) argues that although still a 
luxury item, flower consumption has been “democratized” to include more working-class peo-
ple. Today, women are the primary consumers of flowers, and most flower purchases occur in 
supermarkets and street vendors, destabilizing elite spaces of traditional florists (Ziegler, 2007). 
Although cut flowers are not necessary to life and have no utilitarian function, they are used 
to express cultural and social meaning, shape class status, relationships, and self-presentation 
of identity. Flowers are used for domestic decoration, romantic gifts, and marking important 
life events such as births, weddings, funerals, and graduations (Patel-Campillo, 2012). Because 
these cultural practices have become so habitual and normalised in consumer society, the com-
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modity fetishism in their consumption draws attention away from where and how flowers may 
have been produced.

Using flowers to communicate emotion to others and nurture relationships makes their con-
sumption embedded in processes of cultural reproduction of social relations. Relationships are 
thus mediated by objects, rather than by social relations between people, in the process of com-
modity fetishism. Consequently, the labour behind flowers is transformed into objective mon-
etary value, as “custom, or habit, fixes a price to commodities and in consequence, the hidden 
secret [of labour] disappears from awareness” (Billig, 1999, p. 316). 

Several ironies exist in the contrast between flower consumption and the lived realities of pro-
duction. Whereas Mother’s Day is a major holiday for flower purchases, the CFI treats moth-
erhood as a means for dismissal, as female workers who become pregnant are fired or must 
continue working in toxic chemicals out of economic necessity, often leading to miscarriages 
and stillbirths (Sanmiguel-Valderrama, 2007). This link between custom and lack of awareness 
conceals the labour involved in the production of commodities, which Marx argued to be the 
process of "social forgetting" (Billig, 1999). Commodity fetishism confirms that objects such 
as flowers have symbolic value, allowing consumers to convey meaning in their relationships 
(Ziegler, 2007). Advertising campaigns for Valentine’s Day perpetuate gendered gifting prac-
tices which work to normalise consumer behaviour. Pressure on workers is intensified before 
major holidays such as Valentine’s Day, during which women must work 16-hour shifts under 
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Figure 1: The flower-saturated Instagram feed of  a popular Toronto based lifestyle blogger with over 
100,000 followers (Instagram: @thiswildheart, 2018).



strict monitoring with little opportunity to rest while working at incredible speeds to keep pro-
ductivity high (Balch, 2015). The social amnesia, however, allows these exploitative origins of 
one’s Valentine’s Day roses to be pushed from collective awareness and forgotten (Billig, 1999).
 
In recent decades, the global commodity chain of cut flowers has responded to new needs and 
desires in consumer culture, as more people now purchase flowers for themselves and for do-
mestic decoration (Ziegler, 2007). These needs relate to conceptions of the self and the way con-
sumer goods are employed in identity expression. Advertising and marketing industries pro-
mote the necessity and desirability of goods with personal and cultural value, as consumption 
provides a medium for identity to be shaped and reproduced (Mansvelt, 2013). Ziegler (2007) 
argues that identity creation is fundamental to mainstream flower consumption practices as 
individuals search for reassurance about who they are and how they fit into to contemporary 
society through their purchasing choices. Her interviews with flower consumers showed that 
women bought flowers to change their emotions and ideas of themselves, and to make one’s 
space their own by choosing a product that represents their tastes. 

New flower consumption practices are also a consequence of media industries’ emphasis on 
individual identity and self-expression. People’s choices to consume flowers are influenced by 
magazines, movies, and social media; structural cultural forces which encourage flower con-
sumption through “images of flower-saturated existences and celebrity lives” (Ziegler, 2007, p. 
14). Although Ziegler’s research during the early 2000s identified magazines as a major influ-
encer of flower consumption, today that impact can be seen more strongly in the exhibitionist 
world of social media. A search for flowers on the popular social media platform Instagram 
produces over 116 million image results (Instagram, 2018). Fresh-cut flowers are commonly 
used imagery to beautify the online portrayal of daily life by fashion and lifestyle bloggers, who 
are often labelled as "influencers" within the sphere of online, social media-based marketing 
(Abidin, 2016). 

Successful influencers also recommend fresh-cut flowers as props that aspiring bloggers should 
include in their feeds to increase follow counts and user engagement (McKillop, 2017; Happy 
Grey Lucky, 2017). These depictions of flowered life indicate a particular social status and a 
disposable income able to afford the luxury of flowers, making visible the intangible signs of 
status, wealth, and cultural capital (Ziegler, 2007). The burgeoning literature on identity cre-
ation on social media shows that users partake in conspicuous consumption of goods online 
in an effort to express their class identity (Abidin, 2016; Taylor & Strutton, 2015; Sinanan et al, 
2014). Through such practices, flowers assist in creating and sustaining individual identities 
and become a part of the stories used to “tell ourselves and others about who we are, where we 
belong, and the lives we would like to live” (Ziegler, 2007, p.  194). 
Since commodities are consumed as a means of pleasure and identity creation, their continued 
circulation is dependent on rendering invisible the exploitative labour conditions involved in 
their production (Billig, 1999).

Commodities must be separated from the bodies which have created them in order for the ob-
ject to truly be “mine” and enjoyed as such. My sense of possession and drive to consume more 
would be diminished if I imagined the exploitative conditions which have produced my flow-
ers. Billig (1999) views consumer capitalism as a form of repression in which such disturbing 
thoughts are pushed from consumer consciousness. By looking at a beautifully arranged bou-
quet of flowers, it is difficult to discern the living conditions of the Colombian women bent over 
rose bushes, developing repetitive strain injuries, and breathing in toxic chemicals. Such images 
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would interrupt the consumer’s enjoyment of the commodity, so the flowers must be viewed 
objectively by only their exchange value. This forgetting at the core of commodity fetishism is 
socially shared and engrained into the daily patterns of life in capitalist societies (Billig, 1999). 
Ziegler’s ethnographic research on the cut flower consumer market in the New York Metropol-
itan Area confirms many of these arguments:

“Very few buyers of today’s flowers know their origins. Sidney Krauss’s comments were 
typical: “I never think about where the flowers come from,” he responded, surprised by 
my question. “I assume they are grown locally. There are a lot of nurseries. Where do 
they get flowers?” (Ziegler, 2007, p. 226). 

This ambiguity of flowers’ origin allows consumers to imprint their own notions of pleasure and 
luxury onto the commodity. Sanctioned by capitalist relations, this pursuit of pleasure demands 
a repression of the social realities of flower workers in order to erase a moral and ethical guilt 
which would spoil the act of consumption (Billig, 1999). Ziegler argues that the conception 
of purity in naturally grown flowers is transferred onto commodified flowers, turning them 
into objects that seem to exist beyond the realms of capitalist production. Consumers thus fail 
to see the highly industrialized production process, exploitation of the environment, difficult 
manual labour, and complex speed of distribution networks which have allowed the flowers to 
reach their local florists. These processes are objectified once the flowers become a commodity 
in the market. Masking the production of cut flowers allows the commodity to maintain its 
cultural meanings and be preserved as sublime, uncontaminated symbols of femininity, love, 
romance, and aesthetic enjoyment (Ziegler, 2007). It is this commodity fetishism engrained in 
the consumption of flowers that allows the exploitative production process to be hidden from 
awareness and to continue quietly. 

Conclusion

The availability of fresh cut flowers is intimately tied to the exploitation of workers in the global 
south. When commodities are objectified and seen only for their monetary value, the human 
labour involved in their production becomes hidden in the process of commodity fetishism. 
The CFI is plagued by meager wages, precarity, occupational hazards, forced overtime, gender 
discrimination, and lack of union representation (Raynolds, 2012). Commodity fetishism in 
the consumption of flowers drives the global commodity chain and allows the exploitation of 
labour to persist. The future of socially responsible flowers however, should not consist entirely 
of locally grown flowers. Miller (2012) found that Colombian women urged Northern consum-
ers not to boycott their flowers since the industry provides employment and helps sustain some 
livelihood for themselves and their families. Instead, they asked consumers to demand retailers 
to supply flowers with better social responsibility and certification seals such as Fairtrade which 
has been shown to improve working conditions, labour rights, social benefits, and the standard 
of living for workers on Ecuadorian flower farms (Reynolds, 2012). However, Fairtrade farm 
owners question the commitment of mainstream consumers as low demand for certified flow-
ers has inhibited the sustainability of their ethical practices and decreased interest in fair trade 
(Reynolds, 2012). 

This speaks to the power of commodity fetishism in flower consumption which has obscured 
the realities of production so much so that consumers have failed to support ethical flowers de-
spite their availability. The cut flower global commodity chain is driven by consumer demand 
and making this process more transparent can impact the lives of CFI workers if consumers 
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make informed choices to purchase fair trade flowers. Furthermore, this exemplifies the im-
portance of global commodity chain research as a means of exposing exploitative labour con-
ditions, breaking down commodity fetishism, and bringing greater awareness to consumers.  
Further research on the cut flower commodity chain should examine the role of wholesalers, 
importers, and other distributors in controlling the demand and availability of socially respon-
sible flowers. We must remember that the fetishized commodities, which are integral to our 
sense of self and the expression of our relationships, are produced by unnamed "others" under 
conditions of exploitation. 
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