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The Powers of Landed Lords

Property as Sovereignty
Cohen (1927) on legal theory, as in Magna Carta, “Ownership of the land and local 
political sovereignty were inseparable.” (p. 9); see, e.g. Harris (2017) continuing.

Common usage
The Feudal inheritance of Fee Simple (Feodum Simplex) Ownership (vs. 
complicated alternatives) & Landlords (retaining notion of lordship of land).

State Delegation & Legitimation
Boundaries of states are built, legitimized, and extended by delegating authority 
over land to landed lords (as well as establishing citizenship), e.g. Lund (2016).



The Powers of Landed Lords

Delegated Powers (“Bundle of rights”)
Exclusion
Regulation 

Use (Current)
Use (Set Agenda)
Construction & Improvement

Disposal
Inherit
Subdivide 
Lease
Sell



Purchasing & Settling into Landed Lordships

First Nations band sovereignty overridden Settler
(“IR” reservations on map) Pre-emption

& Purchase

Map of New Westminster District, B.C - AM1594-: MAP 2 – Vancouver Archives  

Lower Mainland lots laid out after “purchase” from 
Hudson’s Bay Company & start of Provincial Governance

BC as “wild and 
unoccupied 
Territories”



Creating a Municipality

http://vancouverpublicspace.ca/2011/04/06/a-petition-for-the-incorporation-of-the-city-of-vancouver/

http://vancouverpublicspace.ca/2011/04/06/a-petition-for-the-incorporation-of-the-city-of-vancouver/


Creating a Municipality

http://vancouverpublicspace.ca/2011/04/06/a-petition-for-the-incorporation-of-the-city-of-vancouver/

It’s 1886 & the Railroad is coming!

We’re about to have a population boom

We’re going to want to coordinate to 
build common infrastructure

We’re going to want more powers to 
preserve “LAW & ORDER” 

http://vancouverpublicspace.ca/2011/04/06/a-petition-for-the-incorporation-of-the-city-of-vancouver/


Step #1 First Bylaws



The Powers of Landed Lords

Delegated Powers (“Bundle of rights”)
Exclusion
Regulation 

Use (Current)
Use (Set Agenda)
Construction & Improvement

Disposal
Inherit
Subdivide 
Lease
Sell

Property subject to inspection

Limiting Regulatory Powers: 
Specific uses & 
buildings forbidden



Step #2 Zoning (1920s on-)

General provisions (use; height; FSR; subdivision; etc.)

Define “family” in terms of use



The Powers of Landed Lords

Delegated Powers (“Bundle of rights”)
Exclusion
Regulation

Use (Current)
Use (Set Agenda)
Construction & Improvement

Disposal
Inherit
Subdivide 
Lease
Sell

Property subject to inspection

Limiting Regulatory Powers: 
Only specific uses & 
buildings allowed

Subdivision strictly limited



Step #3 Tenancy Regulations (esp. Residential)

Contract Protections
Rent Control

NDP: Landlord & Tenant Act 1974

SoCred: Repeal 1983

NDP: Reinstate 1990s

BC Liberal: Retain, but limit 2000-2010s

NDP 2017: Strengthen & Freeze (COVID)

Eviction Protections



The Powers of Landed Lords

Delegated Powers (“Bundle of rights”)
Exclusion
Regulation

Use (Current)
Use (Set Agenda)
Construction & Improvement

Disposal
Inherit
Subdivide 
Lease
Sell

Limited Powers to Evict

Limiting Regulatory Powers: 
Only specific uses & 
buildings allowed

Subdivision strictly limited
Regulated Leasing



Landed Lords to Landlords

Delegated Powers (“Bundle of rights”)
Exclusion
Regulation

Use (Current)
Use (Set Agenda)
Construction & Improvement

Disposal
Inherit
Subdivide 
Lease
Sell



Landed Lords to Landlords

Delegated Powers (“Bundle of rights”)
Exclusion
Regulation

Use (Current)
Use (Set Agenda)
Construction & Improvement

Disposal
Inherit
Subdivide 
Lease
Sell

Two Implications

1. Potentially Less 
Responsive Housing

2. Commodification 



Implication #1 Less Responsive Housing

Removal of Agenda-Setting from Landed Lords to Collective & Complicated Municipal 
Governance (Zoning & Permitting Regimes) 
…eventually resulting in limits upon housing system response to changes in demand



Implication #2 “Commodification” of Housing

Municipal standardization of 
property use (& leasing) as key 
component of transformation 
of land into specific exchange-
able form(s) of housing

Exchange-ability (and 
inheritance) remains key 
unhindered right of property 
ownership

de-commodification trajectories? 

Use 
Standardization

Use De-
Standardization

Easy
Exchange-
ability

Landlords Landed Lords

Encumbered 
Exchange-
ability

State / Trust 
Managers

Complex Feudal
Landed Lords



And Back Again?

Possible Steps Back…

Loosening Regulations upon 
Detached House Landed Lords

Returning Stolen Land to First 
Nations Sovereignty

de-commodification trajectories? 

Use 
Standardization

Use De-
Standardization

Easy
Exchange-
ability

Landlords Landed Lords

Encumbered 
Exchange-
ability

State / Trust 
Managers

Complex Feudal  
Landed Lords



Detached House Landed Lords

Delegated Powers (“Bundle of rights”)
Exclusion
Regulation

Use (Current)
Use (Set Agenda)
Construction & Improvement

Disposal
Inherit
Subdivide 
Lease
Sell

More powers to evict

More flexible “family”
Secondary Suites &
Laneways 

Less Regulated Leasing

(Now a large source of 
rental housing!) 



Restoration of First Nations Sovereignty

https://senakw.com/vision

(Also a lot of 
housing!)

https://senakw.com/vision


And Back Again?

Possible Steps Back…

Loosening Regulations upon 
Detached House Landed Lords

Returning Stolen Land to First 
Nations Sovereignty

More responsive housing & 
de-commodification trajectories… 

Use 
Standardization

Use De-
Standardization

Easy
Exchange-
ability

Landlords Landed Lords

Encumbered 
Exchange-
ability

State / Trust 
Managers

Complex Feudal  
Landed Lords



Rethinking Delegation of Sovereignty

via Landed Governance Orders

Crown
Federal
Provincial

Regional (Corporate)
Municipal (Corporate)
Strata (Corporate)

Landed Lord

First Nations
A variety of 
governance 
structures



The Shifting Sovereignty of Property: From Lords of the Land to Landlords (and back again?) in Three Short Steps

I draw from Vancouver history and the legal perspective of property as sovereignty to document shifts in the 
sovereignty afforded by urban property. Initially through colonial history the landed lords of Vancouver could improve, 
construct upon, regulate, subdivide, lease, and dispose of their properties with few constraints. Provincial law and 
municipal incorporation into the City of Vancouver bound lords to one another and a set of ever-growing regulations, 
stripping away key aspects of sovereignty. I work through three moments in this transformation, including early 
bylaws, zoning, and residential tenancy regulation. These moved lords of the land closer to landlords, standardizing 
housing while removing lordly powers to build, regulate, subdivide, and lease as they would. I briefly consider two 
implications: 1) Evidence suggests that limitations on lordly powers to build and subdivide have dramatically 
constrained housing options in Vancouver, though semi-illicit persistence of such powers has continued. 2) The 
stripping of landed sovereignty and municipal (as well as provincial) standardization of housing provides the basis for 
at least one understanding of the commodification of housing as a process. Finally I describe recent walking back of 
municipal (and provincial) constraints along with contestation of underlying sovereignty claims by local First Nations.
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