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Vancouver’s Chinatown
Racial Discourse in Canada, 1875-1980

Popular wisdom maintains that the colourful Chinese quarters of
Canadian, American, and Australian cities owe their existence to the
generations of Chinese immigrants who have made their lives there.
The restaurants, pagodas, and neon lights are seen as intrinsically
connected to the Chinese and their immigrant experience in the
West. Kay Anderson argues, however, that “Chinatown” is a Western
construction, illustrative of a process of cultural domination that
gave European settlers in North America and Australia the power to
define and shape the district according to their own images and
interests.

Anderson clearly rejects the concept of “race” as a means of dis-
tinguishing between groups of human beings. She argues that race
is a set of discursive practices that structure struggles over identity
and place. Anderson applies this fresh approach toward the concept
of race to a critical examination of popular, media, and academic
treatments of the Chinatown in Vancouver.

Vancouver’s Chinatown offers an exciting interpretation of a locality,
the significance of which extends far beyond the boundaries of
Chinatown into the contemporary public affairs of any society in the
Western world that receives immigrants. The book will be of special
interest to social scientists and students looking for an empirical
study of racism, place and multiculturalism that is firmly grounded
in social theory.

KAY J. ANDERSON is senior lecturer in geography,
University College, University of New South Wales.
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Introduction

Popular wisdom has it that the colourful Chinese quarters of Cana-
dian, American, and Australian cities owe their existence to the gen-
erations of Chinese immigrants who have made their lives in the
cities of the West. The restaurants, pagodas, neon lights, and recessed
balconies — the Oriental streetscapes — seem to exist through a natural
connection between the Chinese and their immigrant experience in
the West. In this book I take a fresh, more critical look at Chinatown
than that which has appeared in previous popular, media, and aca-
demic treatments of the district. In contrast to such portrayals, I exam-
ine the evolution of Chinatown from a western perspective rather
than as an extension of an innate “Chineseness.”

The argument is written in such a way as to reach a range of policy
advisers and commentators on society, including social scientists,
journalists, and professionals working in ethnic relations, immigra-
tion, and human rights. Using a Canadian case study, it breaks with
the conceptualization of so-called “ethnic” settlements that features
in media, policy, and lay circles. For social scientists — many of whom
are now familiar with recent conceptual advances in thinking about
“race” - the book attempts to demonstrate empirically the workings
of the racialization processes about which theorists have written. It
brings micro- and macro-scales of analysis, historical and sociological
perspectives, and social and spatial dimensions to the constructivist
challenge against essentialist views of race.

The study is based on my pHD dissertation (“East Is West”) begun
in Vancouver in 1983 (see Bibliography). At the time, the majority of
Canadian race-relations research had been conducted at the provin-
cial and national scales, and in the case of British Columbia the sub-
ject of “Orientals” had been comprehensively examined. No local
history had been written, however, of the relationship between Van-
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couvers Chinese and European communities. There existed a gap in
the empirical literature on overseas Chinese communities in Canada.
Moreover, as shall be clear from chapter 1, there seemed strong con-
ceptual reasons for examining the local organization of European
assumptions about a Chinese race. From the late 1880s, the enclave
of Chinese settlement at Vancouvers Pender Street was an important
site through which white society’s concepts about the Chinese were
constituted and reproduced. A study which examined the local
(urban and neighbourhood) scale therefore seemed warranted on
both empirical and theoretical grounds. The result is a study that is
at once sensitive to the contingencies introduced by the Vancouver
setting and applicable to other racial categories and racially defined
enclaves in other contexts.

The study of localities brings into simultaneous view a range of
forces, only some of which are local in origin and scope. In the case
of Vancouvers Chinatown, the influences range near and far. Espe-
cially decisive, we shall see, were the practices of all three levels of
Canadian government, each influenced by a structure of domination
that affected a number of “white” settler societies from the late nine-
teenth century to the present day. The study of Chinatown’s construc-
tion opens windows onto this global field of European domination
and its domestic extension — national, provincial, and local.

In the absence of adequate secondary material at the local level of
Vancouver, and given that my conceptual emphasis here departs
widely from previous research at the provincial and national scales,
this study relies on primary sources collected at all three levels of
Canadian government. The most important government sources con-
sulted for different periods over the century-long time-span were as
follows: Vancouver city council’s Minutes (1886-1950), the city clerk’s
Incoming Correspondence (1886-1939), and the Chinatown files of
the city’s Planning Department (1970-80); the Journals of the Legislature
of British Columbia (1872-1950) and the relevant Bc Sessional Papers and
Statutes; and the Debates of the Canadian House of Commons (1879~
1980) and the relevant Canada Sessional Papers and Statutes. I also
studied Vancouver’s daily newspapers and other publications, includ-
ing the Chinatown News (1958-80) and English translations of the
Chinese Times (1914-37). Some selectivity in recording events has been
necessary, but the aim has been to use historical material with a view
to presenting a sociological argument rather than providing a con-
ventionally conceived history of the Chinese in Vancouver.

Canada is an interesting setting in which to examine the process
of race definition. For one thing, there is something of a gap in
sensibility between the popular rhetoric of a “tolerant” past and a
harmonious “multicultural” present, and the reality of a cultural his-



5 Introduction

tory in which race has been an enduring motif. Furthermore, the
management strategies adopted by the Canadian state toward out-
groups have been relatively veiled by comparison to the Australian
colonies before federation and, of course, the United States and South
Africa.

This comparison points to a crucial sub-theme alluded to in
chapter 1, which considers generally the idea of race. In Canada, the
division of the state, as laid out by the British North America Act
(now the Constitution Act) of 1867, into three relatively autonomous
levels of jurisdiction set considerable judicial limits on the exercise of
European cultural domination (or “hegemony”) in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Municipal and provincial strategies
were constrained by the country’s constitutional framework in ways
that did not impede the separately governed Australian colonies of
Victoria and Queensland, for example. Ottawa’s power of disallow-
ance restrained the excesses of an anti-Chinese provincial legislature,
just as at other times the state afforded some of Vancouvers Chinese
merchants the means to contest successfully encroachments on their
life chances.

These constitutional arrangements framed roughly a century of
discourse - at the local, provincial, and national levels — on “racial”
matters. Chapters 2-7 look at the various players and phases of the
discourse as they shaped and were shaped by Vancouver’s China-
town. Chapter 2 examines how, between 1875 and 1903, a racial cat-
egory “Chinese” was constituted by the Bc legislative assembly in
Victoria and by the dominion parliament in Ottawa. The intellectual
context for these measures is identified, including a brief history of
the race idea in Western thought. Nation-building and province-
building in their symbolic dimension will be seen to focus on con-
struction of a white European society, though within limits set by
Canada’s judicial framework; at the local level, territorial boundaries
in Vancouver confirmed the broader cultural and political ones dis-
tinguishing “Chineseness.”

Chapter 3 looks at the concept of “Chinatown” - the term by which
local whites and municipal officials came to know and manage the
area around Dupont Street. The chapter investigates the moral and
sanitary dimensions of the Chinatown idea, showing how, with the
imprimatur of the state, the area was represented through the filter
of European imagining. Successive local administrations between the
mid-1880s and about 1920 took their justification from and gave fresh
effect to the idea of a (vice-ridden) Chinese race and place.

The 1920s saw the most feverish exploitation of the race idea in
British Columbia, and chapter 4 explores the implications of this for
government practices, some already in place in the 1910s. Certain
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measures, including the dominion’s Chinese Immigration Act of 1923,
were extreme forms of sanction for the idea of a Chinese race, while
others directed at resident Chinese were constrained by judicial lim-
its. Within such bounds, the three levels of government strengthened
the isolation and stigma of Vancouver’s Chinatown in the post-First
World War era.

The levelling years of the Depression brought Chinatown its first
real allies and the earliest signs of change in European attitudes — as
well as some equally fanatical anti-Chinese advocates. Chapter 5
describes events that captured Chinatown’s enduring stigma and
those that distinguished its emerging definition as Vancouver’s “Little
Corner of the Far East.” The social construction of Chinatown has not
always or necessarily been a unilaterally imposed process, however,
as indicated by strategies of both accommodation and resistance on
the part of Chinatown merchants.

By the late 1950s, when “race” was being dismantled by Canadian
policy-makers, the area became the target of the post-war ideology
of progress; officially, Chinatown became a “slum.” In chapter 6, it is
argued that the choice of Chinatown for some major public projects
bluntly exposed the power relation that had always underpinned the
race-definition process. The efforts of some Chinese groups to use
the tourist definition of the district as leverage against the plans for
urban renewal and a freeway show how they attempted to manipulate
European projections of difference. By the late 1960s, these efforts
and pressure by liberal reformists, academics, and architects led to
withdrawal of the remaining stages of the public projects in China-
town, which was now heralded as an “ethnic neighbourhood.”

Chapter 7 examines the radically new form of neighbourhood tar-
geting that took place in the 1970s. Ottawa announced a policy of
“multiculturalism” to recognize Canada’s “ethnic groups,” and Chi-
natown became courted by all three levels of government precisely
for the perceived “Chineseness” that for so long had separated it. It
will be argued that through all the seemingly “enlightened” rhetoric
of multiculturalism and local beautification and zoning schemes, the
classification “Chinese” (i.e. non-white) continued. And, as long as
the racial frame of reference itself persisted, cultural relativism could
easily give way - as it did in Vancouver in the late 1970s — to negative
and seemingly more enduring forms of racialization.

The transformative potential of European hegemony underlines the
point that the process of racialization is situated in history and society,
not biology and nature. It does not take a fixed course whose form
for all Western settings can be predicted in advance or “read off” from
abstract system needs. It is also a contradictory process, with different



