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Abstract 

Communities dwelling in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside have long been the target of 

dispossessive strategies. In the earliest days of the city’s development, the Squamish, Musqueam, 

and Tsleil-Waututh Peoples were violently removed in the name of ‘civilization’ and for the 

advancement of the Canadian settler colonial state. In 1942, the Japanese Canadian community 

who had been living in Paueru-gai (Powell Street) were forcibly uprooted in the name of 

national security. In the 1960s, the Black community living in Hogan’s Alley were displaced in 

the name of urban renewal. In 1986, working-class and other tenants who had been living in the 

Downtown Eastside’s Single Room Occupancy hotels and rooming houses were suddenly 

evicted for the World Exposition. In recent decades, the Chinatown and low-income 

communities currently dwelling in the Downtown Eastside have fought an onslaught of 

gentrification threatening to develop condominiums for white, middle-class, potential-home-

buyers at the expense of current residents. In 2014, through a research project titled “Revitalizing 

Japantown?”, which questioned the toponym “Japantown” as a term deployed by the municipal 

government for gentrifying the Downtown Eastside in the name of ‘revitalization,’ community 

members, activists, and scholars articulated the right to remain as an activist counter-brand. 

Since then, the right to remain has fuelled housing activism in the Downtown Eastside, 

particularly with the Downtown Eastside (DTES) Single Room Occupancy (SRO) Collaborative, 

an organization dedicated to improving conditions in the neighbourhood’s SRO hotels as a 

political matter and practical means of ensuring that the low-income community remains in the 

neighbourhood. While the right to remain has informed much anti-gentrification activism, this 

thesis recasts the right to remain in light of the continuous death endured by the community 

dwelling in the Downtown Eastside. Drawing on eight months of ethnographic embeddedness in 
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the neighbourhood (May 2018 – January 2019), 12 unstructured interviews, as well as theories of 

haunting and urban geography, I argue that those who remain in the Downtown Eastside include 

not only the living, but also, and importantly, the dead. I reveal how the dead complicate the 

right to remain and the Downtown Eastside in ways that strengthen activism and imagine beyond 

justice.  
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“Do you think . . . that maybe these ghosts you dream about aren’t 
really ghosts, but are your attempts to deal with death?” 

“No,” I said. 
Her wide, blue eyes fixed on me. “Then you believe ghosts really 
exist?” 

“Yes,” I said. 
 

—Eden Robinson, excerpt from Monkey Beach 
 
 
 
 
 
. . . . the leak expresses the horror of walls transgressed, physical 
structures made permeable and violated of their visual promise of 
protective boundaries. 
 

—Eve Tuck and C. Ree, “A Glossary of Haunting” 
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Prelude 

One day, I was working in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, when I noticed a leak in the 

city. It was a sunny day, and looking out the big, glass windows of our art studio, I saw rivulets 

rising out of the cracks in the pavement, entrailing outward across the sidewalk, and before I 

knew it, there was a flood: history seeping out of fissures in walls, currents spilling out from the 

alleys, filling our streets and buildings with things past, now present again, and soaking us all to 

the bone. I went back to school, dripping. 

That was three years ago now, but I am still dripping. I am sitting at a desk on the fifth 

floor of a LEED-certified building on a university campus in Kingston, Ontario, but my hair is 

cold on my back, my skin feels tired, and my clothes are heavy. I am realizing, slowly, that this 

is not the norm here, to be dripping wet like this—or at least, I am realizing that not everyone is 

aware that they are dripping wet. Because not everyone knows about the flood.  

I worked in the Downtown Eastside for a few years before coming back to school, and 

for school—for my thesis project—I returned to the Downtown Eastside, taking fieldnotes, 

talking to people, writing poetry, making art (see Appendix B), and trying to negotiate my 

complicated relationship to this neighbourhood that has shaped my life so profoundly, even 

before I first encountered it. But I do not think that I came to know about the flood because of 

my working or researching in the Downtown Eastside. I know about the flood because of my 

inheritance as a mixed Japanese Canadian settler, because of my family, because of my grandpa1, 

and because, to borrow from Ruth2, one of the people who talked to me during my fieldwork, it’s 

 
1 On March 23, 2013, my grandpa, Ian Belcher, who grew up as a little boy in the Downtown Eastside, died. His 
death prompted much of my thinking about remains and remaining. 
2 Names of people who might be considered project “participants” by the General Research Ethics Board have been 
changed in order to protect people’s confidentiality. 
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always there. Everything in the past is always there inside me. I know about the flood because 

there is an inherited history in my bones. It just so happens that one day, I looked out a window 

in the Downtown Eastside, and I recognized that history, playing out again, at the expense, 

again, of the community dwelling in the neighbourhood. 

The fact is that the flood has always been here, soaking us all to our bones. The thing is 

only some of us are close enough to the past, indeed to the present, to those who have been dis-

appeared from where we are—to the dead—to realize that we have been soaked, that we are, in 

fact, dripping. But with or without our recognition, the flood surfaces what is important. 

For instance, the flood surfaces how this project has always been shaped by my returning 

to a neighbourhood from which my community, the Japanese Canadian community, was forcibly 

uprooted.3 Although I have never lived in the Downtown Eastside myself and have not 

experienced firsthand the trauma of dispossession, I do live in the aftermath of dispossession, of 

dispersal, in a community that feels fractured because it is, in a community that often describes 

itself as placeless (Oikawa, 2012), and in a community which has, in many ways, learned to 

survive by adapting to the ideals of the Canadian settler state (Ishiguro, Yakashiro, & Archibald, 

2017; Oikawa, 2012). 

At the same time, the flood surfaces how my family who had been living in the 

Downtown Eastside were not uprooted. As the story goes in our family, when the RCMP came to 

my great grandmother’s door, Kime told them, I’m British citizen. My husband is British. No 

 
3 In the mid-twentieth century, through a series of discursive socio-cultural and political maneuvers, ranging from 
the everyday-ness of a widespread anti-Asiatic (and specifically anti-Japanese) racism, to government legislation 
and violent action, virtually all people of Japanese origin living along British Columbia’s west coast were 
dispossessed of their property, uprooted from their homes, and sent to internment camps in the province’s Interior, 
or sugar beet farms in the Prairies. This included the Japanese Canadian community which had been living on and 
around Paueru-gai (Powell Street), the largest Japanese Canadian community in Canada. 



 

 3 

can, no can, she said. No can. British. British. Married to British, you know… My name, 

Belcher!4 

 

 

The flood reveals the settler colonial logics operative in my great grandmother’s assertion 

of her right to remain in the Downtown Eastside (Masuda, Franks, Kobayashi, & Wideman, 

2019): she insisted that she had a right to remain in the neighbourhood in spite of her 

Japaneseness specifically through her Britishness. Echoing in her assertion of Belcher, Belcher is 

the clamour of the Japanese Canadian Redress movement which was, in 1988, won on the basis 

of an Anglo-settler colonial definition of citizenship. That is, perversely, in the case of the 

Japanese Canadian community, the aftermath of dispossession helped to reformulate the very 

conditions for dispossession by reinscribing the import of citizenship, at the expense of those 

who deviate or are considered to be deviant from the state’s imagination of the ideal citizen. 

 
4 Kime Belcher was married to my great grandfather, George Belcher, who was indeed British. 

Figure 1: Kime Belcher’s Naturalized Canadian ID card, Belcher Family collection, 
Nikkei National Museum & Cultural Centre. 
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Such deviance includes but is not limited to many poor, racialized, gender-non-conforming, 

LGBTQ+, and Indigenous people presently dwelling in the Downtown Eastside. 

The flood renders the state culpable for the violent theft of Indigenous lands. This thesis 

project, for example, transpired in places which are literally built on stolen Indigenous lands, 

places we now call “Vancouver, British Columbia” and “Kingston, Ontario”. These cities and 

their outskirts are located on the Unceded Territories of the Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), 

xwməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), səl̓ílwətaʔɬ (Tsleil-Waututh), and sc̓əwaθən məsteyəxw 

(Tsawwassen) First Nations5, and from there, over four thousand kilometres to the east, on 

traditional Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee Territory. More specifically, this thesis project took 

place on the sidewalks, in the parks, and at the community centres of Vancouver’s most active 

urban Indigenous community6, whose contemporary dispossession, arriving today in the form of 

gentrification, resembles the settler state’s original theft of Indigenous land. 

The flood surfaces how the questions that I pursue in my thesis project are made 

thinkable in the first place because of the utter violence of colonization. It makes plain that what 

is happening in the Downtown Eastside today—the rapid displacement, dispossession, 

disappearance, and especially during the height of the most recent overdose crisis, literal dying 

of Vancouver’s most vulnerable people—is a part of the legacy of colonization. 

 
5 The Tsawwassen First Nation is not located in Greater Vancouver, but on the southernmost point of the Lower 
Mainland. My family lives in a town called Tsawwassen, where I did much of my writing for this project. 
6 The Downtown Eastside neighbourhood has also been home to the Chinese Canadian (Chinatown) community, 
Black community (Hogan’s Alley), and other working-class immigrant communities (Strathcona). The Chinese 
Canadian community living in Chinatown is the only one of these communities who maintains a lived presence in 
the neighbourhood. See Kay J. Anderson, Vancouver’s Chinatown: Racial Discourse in Canada, 1875-1980 
(Hamilton/Kingston, Ontario: McGill- Queen’s University Press, 1991) and Laura Madokoro, “Chinatown and 
Monster Homes: The Splintered Chinese Diaspora in Vancouver,” Urban History Review XXXIX, 2, 17-24, for a 
sense of Chinatown’s historical place in the Downtown Eastside. See “關於我們 About us,” Chinatown Concern 
Group 唐人街關注組, accessed March 17, 2019, https://chinatownconcerngroup.wordpress.com/about/; 
“PEOPLE’S VISION,” Chinatown Action Group, accessed March 17, 2019, https://chinatownaction.org/; and 
“About: Who We Are,” Youth Collaborative for Chinatown, accessed March 17, 2019, http://ycc-
yvr.com/whoweare, for a sense of Chinatown’s current place in the Downtown Eastside. 



 

 5 

The flood is a useful metaphor because all that water can drown things (or people) and 

surface them at the same time. It can kill the living and it can raise the dead. In this sense, the 

flood that I am talking about here is the deluge that comes when you remember the dead and 

recognize future ghosts. It is the force of history and futurity unleashed en masse. It is the 

volume of stories that you live in, which circumscribe your place in the world, delimit your 

reach, and mark you as an inheritor of the past, as an ancestor of those to come, as a converser 

with (and convenor of) ghosts. This thesis project emerged out of a personal conviction that 

learning to live (Derrida, 1994 [1993]) in the flood means reckoning with what—and whom—it 

surfaces.  



 

 6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 2: My participation in The Right to Remain Community Fair, organized for the research project 
“Revitalizing Japantown?”, January 2015, personal photograph. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

What you are reading now is a response to the flood. In some ways, it is a ghost story. It 

is certainly a story about haunting, about living and dying in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, 

about remaining in one of Canada’s most impoverished urban neighbourhoods. More 

specifically, it is about the Downtown Eastside community, caught in the surge and lurch of 

crisis—of homelessness, of housing, of home, of health—and how the community survives, 

despite ongoing dispossession, displacement, disappearance, and death. It is about how it feels to 

learn to live (Derrida, 1994) with the dead. It is an argument for the strength and survival of the 

Downtown Eastside community, whose everyday encounters with death point to the violent 

settler colonial origins of supposedly contemporary crises and, ultimately, whose expert 

knowledge of their own neighbourhood upsets the rational, logical, objective sensibilities 

implicit in conventional ways of understanding death and what it means to remain in the 

Downtown Eastside. 

Put simply, this thesis is an ethnographic story in which I think seriously about remains in 

the Downtown Eastside. My interest in remains has been informed largely by my involvement in 

community work in Vancouver, in both the Japanese Canadian and Downtown Eastside 

communities, especially as they overlap. In recent years, these communities have shaped and 

been shaped by the right to remain. A phrase mobilized for on-the-ground grassroots community 

organizing against gentrification in the city’s Downtown Eastside and in academic scholarship 

alike, the right to remain is an activist counter-brand fuelled by “a politics of dispossessive 

collectivism” that gathers together solidarities from across the five cited “founding communities” 

of the Downtown Eastside: historical Indigenous, Japanese, Chinese, African, and white 

working-class communities (Masuda, Franks, Kobayashi, & Wideman, 2019, p. 2). Specifically, 
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the right to remain has been deployed by activists, academics, and allies to confront the market-

based “revitalization” (City of Vancouver, 2014) that has, in recent decades, and continues now, 

to violently displace the low-income community living in the Downtown Eastside. 

I encountered this phrase, the right to remain, in January of 2015 at the Carnegie 

Community Centre in the Downtown Eastside. I had gone to Carnegie to attend one of the last 

events put on by the Right to Remain Community Fair (RRCF). The RRCF was a series of 

workshops, talks, presentations facilitated by a research project called “Revitalizing 

Japantown?”. In the theatre at Carnegie, then repurposed into an arts and crafts space, I was 

handed a small piece of wood, directed to a table full of paint, glitter, and other craft supplies, 

and invited to decorate my piece of wood with what “the right to remain” meant to me. For the 

first time, I had been asked to express my relationship to place, to the Downtown Eastside, as a 

Japanese Canadian person, in a concrete way. I stood there, holding my piece of wood, for a few 

moments, unsure of what to do. I was new to the Japanese Canadian community, newer still to 

the Downtown Eastside, and had only managed to glean that the right to remain was about one 

place—the Downtown Eastside—which was home, in different ways, to many people. 

Nervously, I painted my hand as many colours as I could find and pressed my palm down onto 

the wood, added some black paint around my handprint to represent violence, and left other areas 

blank for possibility. I chose this multiplicity of colours because my sense of place in the 

Japanese Canadian community has from its inception been bound up in other people’s sense of 

place in their communities and their neighbourhoods. Specifically, my own sense of place in the 

Downtown Eastside has been formulated alongside a political conviction that the present-day 

low-income community dwelling in the Downtown Eastside has, connectedly, a right to remain. 

Understanding my relationship to place in this way is not about homogenizing different 
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experiences of injustice; it is about recognizing their layers, their contingencies, and indeed what 

remains in their wake. 

In the academy, the right to remain has informed recent geographical scholarship on 

critical toponymy (Wideman & Masuda, 2018a, 2018b) and contemporary urban rights activism 

(Franks, Mori, Lohan, Masuda, & The Right to Remain Community Fair Team, 2015; Masuda et 

al., 2019). Much of this scholarship has been inspired by and thus centres the dispossession of 

Japanese Canadians as the primary starting point for analysis. The original research project out 

of which the phrase the right to remain emerged, “Revitalizing Japantown?”, questioned 

municipal planning practices in Vancouver (City of Vancouver, 2014) which were taking aim at 

the Downtown Eastside as a site for “revitalization” under the auspices of a historical Japanese 

Canadian legacy in the neighbourhood (Wideman, 2015). In response, and inspired by members 

of the Japanese Canadian and Downtown Eastside communities alike, geographers Trevor 

Wideman and Jeff Masuda articulated the potential for violence in reassembling toponyms such 

as “Japantown,” especially when asserted under the guise of social justice. Itself violent in its 

status as a racist external moniker, imaginaries of a “Japantown” returning to what is now the 

Downtown Eastside served, from 2010 to 2014, to compound regimes of dispossession inherent 

in municipal planning practices (City of Vancouver, 2014; Stanger-Ross, 2016; Wideman, 2015) 

literally in the name of community (Wideman & Masuda, 2018a). The impact of enlivening the 

place-name “Japantown” has been lasting, and the Japanese Canadian community in Vancouver 

continues to wrestle with the controversy of the term today. 

On the ground in the Downtown Eastside, the right to remain has served to fuel and 

deepen grassroots activism since the phrase’s first articulations in 2014 (Franks et al., 2015), 

perhaps most notably in supporting the work of the Downtown Eastside (DTES) Single Room 
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Occupancy (SRO) Collaborative. Formed in 2015, the DTES SRO Collaborative is a non-profit 

organization dedicated to improving habitability in the Single Room Occupancy (SRO) hotels of 

the Downtown Eastside and fighting for tenants’ right to remain in both house and home. In 

2016, organizers from the Collaborative, returning partners from “Revitalizing Japantown?”, and 

allied scholars launched a second project titled by the phrase which had steered so much work in 

its precursor: The Right to Remain. Funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 

Council of Canada and hosted in the Downtown Eastside by the Collaborative, The Right to 

Remain is a participatory research project endeavouring to tell the story of the SRO hotels in the 

neighbourhood while amplifying the voices and supporting the organizing of the tenants who 

live within them (The Right to Remain, 2019). Volunteering with the Collaborative and working 

as a Research Assistant on The Right to Remain during my time as a graduate student has made 

readily apparent to me how histories of dispossession and displacement have driven and 

strengthened community organizing and activism in the Downtown Eastside, particularly around 

housing justice and tenant rights. Overall, the right to remain, as both an academic discourse and 

an activist praxis, has done much for thinking through the outcroppings and aftermaths of 

dispossession as they settle in and refract outward from the Downtown Eastside. 

Simultaneous to such contemporary forces of dispossession, however, have been 

generations of health crises, police violence, government negligence, and decades of 

homelessness which have led, overwhelmingly, to death in the Downtown Eastside. As a result, 

while the Downtown Eastside community has sought to exert their right to remain in the 

neighbourhood, so too has the community suffered a seemingly unending and concentrated loss 

of life. Most recently, on August 14, 2016, provincial health officer Perry Kendall declared a 

public health emergency across British Columbia in response to an overdose crisis that was 
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disproportionately affecting people living in the Downtown Eastside. In the lead-up to this 

announcement, too, Vancouver’s ongoing housing crisis and conditions of homelessness 

continued to be fatal for the city’s most vulnerable residents (Hannon, 2017). While much 

activism in the neighbourhood has been understandably geared toward saving lives and securing 

housing, neighbours have continued to die at a rate accelerated by the overdose crisis, 

compounded by homelessness, and precipitated by ongoing stigma, discrimination, structural 

oppression, and systemic violence. Thus, rather than focus strictly on dispossession in the 

Downtown Eastside, this thesis recasts the right to remain in light of the continuous death 

endured by the community. I take seriously the “stubborn durability” (Masuda et al., 2019, p. 2) 

of the dead themselves in order to contribute in new ways to the academic discourse and activist 

praxis of the right to remain. In the pages that follow, I recount stories and conversations from 

my eight months of embeddedness as a student-scholar in the Downtown Eastside to argue that 

those exerting a right to remain in the neighbourhood include not only the living, but also, and 

importantly, the dead. 

What remains of the dead in the Downtown Eastside is not always readily apparent: 

remains are both material and immaterial, partaking as much of the corporeal as of the ghostly, 

and yet even as they may be difficult to discern, they constitute a central part of people’s 

everyday in the neighbourhood. However, such quotidian remains have long been obscured or 

simply ignored in scholarly, activist, and public discourse. For instance, media reports of the 

overdose crises in the neighbourhood have routinely cited numbers of deaths as the primary 

means for expressing the gravity of violence (Keller, 2017; Mercier, 2017). Much academic 

research on the Downtown Eastside, too, endeavours to understand death via its quantification, 

privileging epidemiological models of health as a means for explaining the stark inequities which 
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lead to suffering in the neighbourhood (Jones et al., 2015; Lima et al., 2010; Richardson et al., 

2013; Vila-Rodriguez, 2013). Scholars pursuing a more qualitative approach or writing from the 

vantage of the humanities have frequently examined what is more readily traceable in the 

neighbourhood—legal geographies (Moore, Freeman, & Krawczyk, 2011; Sylvestre, Damon, 

Blomley, & Bellot 2015), social movements (Boyd & MacPherson, 2019), histories of the 

disempowered (Longstaffe, 2017), for example—but have less frequently explored the nuances 

of the Downtown Eastside at the scale of the everyday, remains or otherwise.7 And while 

activists from the community are occupied with literally saving lives and organizing to fight 

against the very real forces of dispossession threatening to raze the neighbourhood to the ground, 

wider conversations amongst Vancouverites tend toward sweeping and simplistic accounts of the 

Downtown Eastside as, basically, the poorest neighbourhood in the city. Thinking in new, 

sometimes more intimate, if also seemingly mundane ways about the remains of the dead, I 

contend, is critical for deepening understandings of the Downtown Eastside and the current 

community’s right to remain in the neighbourhood. 

Therefore, this thesis project has three main objectives. First, I aim to contribute to a 

burgeoning scholarship about and activist praxis of exerting a right to remain in the Downtown 

Eastside by rendering visible the remains of the dead. Second, I endeavour to speak into the 

dearth of research taking the Downtown Eastside seriously at the level of the everyday, in this 

case paying close attention to the material and immaterial remains of the dead, as they appear in 

passing moments, maybe even at random, but mattering each time. Lastly, I seek to narrate the 

political force of the grassroots activism and community organizing of the DTES SRO 

 
7 Notable exceptions include Leslie A. Robertson and Dara Culhane’s In Plain Sight: Reflections on Life in 
Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (Talonbooks, 2010), a compilation of stories from Indigenous women living in the 
Downtown Eastside, and a book of oral histories, edited by Jo-Ann Canning-Dew, called Hastings and Main: 
Stories from an Inner City Neighbourhood (New Star Books, 1987). 
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Collaborative. That is, I intend to use short narrative episodes in order to render visible the 

Collaborative’s activist practice of remaining in the Downtown Eastside, in all the multiple ways 

that their remaining takes place. Overall, it has become clear to me through my paid, 

volunteering, and ethnographic work in the Downtown Eastside that the dead remain in the 

neighbourhood, even if in difficult-to-trace ways. Here, I am committed to rendering their 

remains visible in contemporary scholarship and activism, so much of which they have already 

inspired. 

This thesis comprises five chapters. Following this introduction, in Chapter 2, I outline 

how my ethnographic account of the dead of the Downtown Eastside serves to complicate long-

standing binaries of the neighbourhood as either ‘good’ or ‘bad’. I make a case instead for 

understanding the Downtown Eastside as a complex neighbourhood, rife with contradiction and 

beyond moralization. Chapter 3 functions as a ‘Methods’ section: I explain how I approached 

and conducted this research project, drawing attention to my positionality as well as the 

reasoning behind my methodological choices. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 constitute the main body of 

this thesis. Each chapter includes narrative accounts of my fieldwork interspersed amongst my 

analysis. Together, these chapters narrate one version of a chronological account of my 

fieldwork. Separately, they each offer a unique contribution to the right to remain. Chapter 4, 

“Resonant Displacements” centres the closure of the Regent, an SRO hotel in the 

neighbourhood, and contends with the contradictory idea that inhered in the right to remain, is, 

paradoxically, the right to leave—or at least, to escape. In Chapter 5, “Residual Inhabitance”, I 

move eastward from the Regent, down Hastings Street, to focus on the Astoria, another SRO 

hotel in the neighbourhood, where I draw from tenants’ encounters with the dead to respond to 

Masuda and colleagues’ recent observation of “the right to remain in limbo” (Weinstien, 2014, as 
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quoted by Masuda et al., 2019, p. 4). In response, I propose a notion of the ‘material urban 

limbo’. Chapter 6, “Revenant Neighbours”, refracts outward from the Astoria, into the wider 

neighbourhood, back to the Astoria, and then westward, and north, to Hotel Narrows8, tracing the 

sociality of the living and the dead throughout and arguing that the remains of the dead in the 

neighbourhood inspire activism on the part of the living. In this way, Chapter 6 contends with 

Masuda and colleagues’ (2019) interest in a “dispossessive collectivism” (Masuda et al., 2019, p. 

2), considering how such a collectivism may manifest across lines of life and death. I conclude in 

Chapter 7 to argue that scholars and activists dedicated to the Downtown Eastside community’s 

fight for justice must take the dead seriously as active forces in the neighbourhood, as they 

stubbornly remain and continue to matter for envisioning change in the Downtown Eastside, 

even in death. In doing so, we may better understand the experience of living – in all its minute, 

even paradoxical senses – in the Downtown Eastside. We may thus better organize ourselves 

against the diverse forces threatening the neighbourhood and the community dwelling within it. 

  

 
8 The name of this building has been changed to protect the housing of the person who was living at the hotel. 
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Figure 3: The Downtown Eastside, looking north from the roof of the Sun Wah Centre (268 Keefer), November 
30, 2018, personal photograph. 
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Chapter 2: Context 

Across news media, research, and even in the Downtown Eastside itself, partly as a result 

of the unjust death and violent disappearance that does, undoubtedly, happen in the 

neighbourhood, the Downtown Eastside has been configured primarily in two ways. On the one 

hand, it has been depicted as an ostensibly ‘bad’ neighbourhood: “Canada’s poorest postal code” 

(Lazarus, Chettiar, Deering, Nabess, & Shannon, 2011; Krausz & Jang, 2015; CBC News, 2016), 

a “gulag” (Hopper, 2014), a “slum” (National Post, 2014), or even “Hell” (Shore, 2014). In 

response to these damaging representations of the neighbourhood, a handful of community 

activists and allied scholars have ‘fought back,’ so to speak, rendering the Downtown Eastside 

alternatively as a ‘good’ neighbourhood: a “theraupeutic landscape” (Masuda & Crabtree, 2010, 

p. 660), a “community of hopefulness and resilience” (Campbell, Boyd, & Culbert, 2009, p. 2), 

or, as one man, Samuel, who spoke with me during my fieldwork put it, a place where “beauty 

still unfolds”. That is to say, the Downtown Eastside is typically represented in terms of a 

dichotomous good/bad relationality. I have wondered, though: what lays beyond this moralizing 

gaze? 

In this chapter, I contextualize my thesis project by showing how it attempts to 

circumvent a moralizing gaze of the Downtown Eastside. I begin by reviewing relevant history 

of dispossession in the Downtown Eastside, highlighting how the right to remain emerged as an 

activist counter-brand uniquely articulated by the already-dispossessed of the neighbourhood. 

Then, I pivot to focus on the prevalence of death in the Downtown Eastside. In focussing on 

death (and, in the case of missing women, disappearance), I highlight how the Downtown 

Eastside has been understood as ‘bad,’ before emphasizing the community’s vision of itself as 

nevertheless ‘good’. I conclude by articulating my nascent understanding of the Downtown 
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Eastside as not simplistically the synthesis of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ poles, but rather as a decidedly 

more complex neighbourhood which withstands and even transcends a totalizing moralization. 

That is, if the Downtown Eastside is good and bad, it is also, for example, a place of fun, 

soulfulness, damage, wisdom, melancholy, boredom, strength, complacency—and it is still, 

always, more than this. For all the good/bad relationalities in which the Downtown Eastside is 

routinely framed, the neighbourhood remains, just outside the grasp of such determinism. Hence, 

in a word, the Downtown Eastside is complex. 

 

Dispossession, displacement, and The Right to Remain 

There is a long history of dispossession and displacement in the Downtown Eastside. The 

oldest neighbourhood in the settler city of Vancouver, the area now known as the Downtown 

Eastside was one of the first places to be developed on the unceded territories of the 

Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), xwməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), and səl̓ílwətaʔɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) 

Nations. Since its development in the late 1800s, the Downtown Eastside has been targeted by a 

tangle of colonial interests. City-building experts such as municipal governments, urban 

planners, and public health officials have repeatedly configured the neighbourhood in terms 

readying it for the settlement of variously white, ‘healthy,’ or (upper) middle-class people. Often, 

these configurations hinge on depicting the Downtown Eastside as the frontier of colonial 

expansion and modern progress—an opportunity for (re)settlement, urban renewal, revitalization, 

gentrification—and yet, frequently, the language used to position the Downtown Eastside as 

“ripe for (re)settlement” (Sommers & Blomley, 2002, p. 45) belies this frontierism. As cultural 

scholar Amber Dean points out, frontier mythology “makes this colonial past ‘there and not there 

at the same time’: ‘there’ because the mythology evokes the past, but ‘not there’ because the 
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past’s significance and relevance to the present is so frequently disregarded” (2010, p. 118). 

While these frontier mythologies have been elusive, flexible, or silent, deliberately making 

themselves difficult to discern amongst rhetorics of security, healthy cities, and economic 

growth, they have nevertheless been active in catalyzing the (re)development and subsequent 

displacement of residents from the Downtown Eastside. 

As is the case elsewhere, the Downtown Eastside is marked by dispossession and 

displacement because white settler dominance is contingent on non-white and Indigenous 

erasure. This contingency has been expressed in numerous ways, but throughout the twentieth 

century, was most keenly expressed in the form of legislation and urban planning strategies 

either explicitly mandating or implicitly managing the removal of non-white and Indigenous 

people from Vancouver and, more specifically, from the Downtown Eastside. In 1942, for 

example, under an order-in-council passed under the War Measures Act, Japanese Canadians 

living in Paueru-gai (Powell Street)—along with all other Japanese Canadians living on the west 

coast—were forcibly uprooted and sent to internment camps in the province’s Interior and the 

Prairies. By the 1960s, the City of Vancouver’s “pogroms,” municipal plans intended to displace 

undesirable people under the guise of urban renewal, sought to remove Chinese Canadians and 

“a catch-all community of [Black, Asian, and Italian] working-class immigrants” (Compton, 

2005, p. 109) from Chinatown, Hogan’s Alley, and Strathcona, all areas in the Downtown 

Eastside. These at once outright and discursive uprootings renewed a colonial precedent of using 

dispossession as a tool for displacing non-white people from places presumably meant for 

(‘healthy,’ middle-class) white settlement. 

By the late twentieth century, Vancouver had become a bustling modern metropolis at the 

helm of international real estate markets, and its emerging status as a global ‘hedge’ city would 
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engender new forms of dispossession in the Downtown Eastside. These more recent forms of 

dispossession have appeared in the language of urban renewal, revitalization, and gentrification, 

but have been manifest with an intensity unique to global property markets in late capitalism. In 

preparation for hosting the World Exposition in 1986, for example, the municipal government 

sold the north side of False Creek in one lot to a Hong Kong real estate investment firm, which 

redeveloped the area as the site for Expo 86: fairgrounds featuring the Expo Centre (now Science 

World) as a bullseye amongst a tightly-packed collection of expensive, high-rise condominiums. 

This was not a benign development. Predicated on the ultimate goal of presenting Vancouver to 

the world as a beautiful and liveable modern city, Expo 86 also entailed the sudden and forced 

eviction of tenants dwelling in the hotels and rooming houses of the Downtown Eastside, located 

mere blocks away from the Expo grounds, and destined for renovation into “tourist hotels” 

(Aube Linden, Mar, Werker, Jang, & Krausz, 2012, p. 560). One resident, Tom Lewis, who “felt 

the change coming for years” astutely recognized his neighbourhood of the Downtown Eastside 

as “the developer’s dream” and ostensibly predicted the future of his home: “The same people 

who gave you Expo, with its related deaths and displacement will give the local poor an 

opportunity to live in a new ghetto” (Lewis, 1986, p. 4). 

Nearly 25 years later, when Vancouver held the 2010 Winter Olympic Games, residents 

of the Downtown Eastside recalled the trauma of mass evictions of Expo 86, and in the years 

leading up to the Games, their trauma was in many ways relived. Led by Mayor Sam Sullivan, 

the City of Vancouver implemented a strategy aimed at “civilizing” the city in preparation for 

the international attention of the Games and the influx of (very likely wealthy) people that 

Vancouver was about to receive. As Christopher Shaw sarcastically wrote in an article published 

by the political culture magazine, Briarpatch (2008), “‘Economic cleansing’ is the ticket, and 
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Mayor Sam Sullivan has the plan”. Titled “Project Civil City,” the local government’s initiative 

targeted the Downtown Eastside for its “15 square blocks of despair, squalid rooming houses, 

and alleys populated by thousands of drug addicts” (Associated Press, 2010). Under the auspices 

of civility, homeless people were forcibly removed from tourist areas, policing intensified in the 

Downtown Eastside, and—following the legacy of Expo 86—tenants living in the 

neighbourhood’s SRO hotels and rooming houses were evicted at a massive scale, leading to the 

subsequent closure of thousands of rooms from an already precarious housing stock (Boyle & 

Haggerty, 2011; City of Vancouver, 2006). 

Although the articulation of the right to remain in the Downtown Eastside emerged in 

roughly 2014, in the context of a unique research project intervening on a specific municipal 

planning process, the right to remain as a broader sense of felt connection to place, home, and 

community has a much longer history in the neighbourhood. That is, the right to remain is not 

only an academic discourse and a contemporary urban rights praxis (Masuda et al., 2019), but a 

several-decades-old inherited knowledge of belonging in the Downtown Eastside. It is largely 

through this inherited knowledge that the academic and activist articulation of the right to remain 

makes sense and can be put to work. Inhered in this present-day phrase guiding efforts for 

housing, tenant rights, and remaining in the Downtown Eastside are the voices of those 

dispossessed and displaced from the neighbourhood for more than a century. 

 

Death in Downtown Eastside 

Simultaneously, I argue, the remains of the dead themselves inform activism and 

scholarship organized around the right to remain. Paying attention to the dead themselves and 

their stubborn remains in the Downtown Eastside is critical for deepening our collective sense of 
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the right to remain and maximizing efforts at achieving justice in the neighbourhood. As it 

happens, many researchers, activists, and journalists have already attended to death in the 

Downtown Eastside. In fact, attention to death and suffering in the community constitutes almost 

all of what has been published about the neighbourhood to date. In response to such sustained 

focus on death and suffering in the Downtown Eastside and other disenfranchised communities, 

some scholars have formulated the important critique which understands these representations as 

pain narratives (Tuck & Yang, 2013, 2014)—and rightly so. A decades-long list of pain 

narratives have worked together to ultimately portray the Downtown Eastside as a fundamentally 

‘bad’ neighbourhood. 

 

A ‘bad’ neighbourhood 

Perhaps one of the most famous images of ‘badness’ in the Downtown Eastside is that of 

the neighbourhood’s dead and/or disappeared Indigenous women. On poster after poster, the 

literal images of these women have been peculiarly apparent, while the women they represent 

have been missing. In Vancouver’s Disappeared Women: Settler Colonialism and the Difficulty 

of Inheritance (2015), Amber Dean reflects on the 2004 Missing Women Task Force poster, one 

of many posters representing the faces of missing women in a grid of unflattering, squared 

photographs. Dean articulates: “The photographs on this poster have been replicated so 

exhaustively now, in media reports about the story of ‘Vancouver’s Missing Women,’ that they 

have come to stand in for the entire series of events, as well as for the lives of the women 

pictured” (2015, p. 76). The figure of the disappearing Indigenous woman, however, is not new 

(Dean, 2010). Specifically, in the 1960s, when journalists began to report about these mysterious 

disappearances, presumably to alert the public to danger and to bear witness to the irreconcilable 
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violence of women’s disappearances, their reports used language that was reminiscent of pre-

existing stereotypes: collectively, they presented “a fatalistic story” of the “Skid Road Girl” 

marked by death and suffering (Longstaffe, 2017, p. 233). Combined with other popular colonial 

myths about vanishing and disappearing Indians (Berry, 1960; Pryce, 1999; Grek-Martin, 2007; 

Baloy, 2016; Hawley, 2016; McFarlane & Schabus, 2017; Knight, 2018), this figure of the 

already dead, or as geographer Geraldine Pratt (2005) puts it, barely living (Agamben, 1998) 

Indigenous woman, served as ostensive justification for inaction on the part of police officers, 

courts, and public health officials for decades. 

What is more, as historian Meghan Longstaffe traces, from the 1960s (and arguably well 

into the twentieth century), reports about the disappearance of Indigenous women have 

configured the fact of their disappearance in a somewhat double-edged way. On the one hand, 

early reports of women’s disappearance appear to have created a platform for activists to lobby 

for more community and social supports in the neighbourhood. On the other hand, the same 

reports also created a cultural context in which paternalistic, colonial, and racist ideas about 

Indigenous women were validated in the name of raising awareness about their plight. By using 

language that positioned Indigenous women as victims in need of protection and simultaneously 

perpetrators of violence who were responsible for their own deaths (Longstaffe, 2017), these 

reports performed a discursive maneuver whereby actual Indigenous life was made to seem 

fundamentally unreal, necessarily mythological. In other words, Indigenous women disappearing 

and dying was made to seem so normal and so inevitable that the notion (nevermind reality) of 

their life was imagined to be impossible. 

It was not until the late 1990s, after immense pressure from grassroots groups as well as 

mourning family and friends in the Downtown Eastside community that the Vancouver Police 
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Department began a full investigation into the disappearance and death of Indigenous women in 

the Downtown Eastside. This culminated in the arrest of Robert Pickton in 2002 and the 

Supreme Court case, R. v. Pickton, in 2010, two widely publicized moments which bolstered 

public understanding of the Downtown Eastside as an inherently ‘bad’ place. However, arrests, 

trials, and convictions do not reverse the accrual and entrenchment of damage. The (imagined) 

figure of the already dead Indigenous woman endures, and, perhaps not so surprisingly, actual 

Indigenous women continue to disappear from and die in the Downtown Eastside (Women’s 

Memorial March, 2019). One woman I spoke with, Trina, expressed violence against Indigenous 

women thus: “They categorize us. Like, we’re the bottom, being Native women, the bottom of 

the pile, right? So… they kinda tend to not deal with us. They just sweep us under the rug and 

that’s it.” 

The Downtown Eastside has also endured waves of fatal health crises. Notable among 

these is the crisis of the 1990s, during which time people who use drugs and other community 

members in the Downtown Eastside died by the hundreds each year from a fatally concentrated 

drug supply and the HIV/AIDS epidemic. This continual death, largely unaddressed by 

governments and public health authorities, prompted drug user rights activists and allied 

community members in September of 1997 to launch what they called The Killing Fields 

campaign. In a CBC report about the campaign, long-time activist Ann Livingston emphasizes: 

“Over a thousand people have died in the last five years from heroin overdose alone—that 

doesn’t include all the other reasons people could die from drugs” (CBC, 1997). Not 20 years 

later, the fentanyl-related overdose crisis has retraumatized the Downtown Eastside community. 

While the crisis has claimed innumerable lives across North America, overdose deaths have 

numbered particularly high in the Downtown Eastside (Boyd & Macpherson, 2019). One man I 
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spoke with, Sawyer, explained that he had revived 375 people from overdose by breathing for 

them. He added: “I don’t count those [overdose deaths for which he does not have to administer 

Naloxone9] anymore… I stopped countin’ anyway. To hell with it. Why’s the sense of countin’, 

when y’know, it just happens all the time?” 

While Sawyer may have stopped counting deaths because he no longer saw the sense in 

counting, it is precisely the ‘sense’ of counting in which researchers and other public health 

experts responsible for managing crises have placed their faith. If death is incomprehensible, 

numbers are presumed to make it make sense, to render it not only intelligible to modern public 

health, but to make it palatable for ‘civilized’ sensibilities. One recent and oft-cited study, The 

Hotel Study (Vila-Rodriguez et al., 2013), pursued an epidemiological examination of how 

multimorbidity10 impacted the health of tenants living in the neighbourhood’s SRO hotels. The 

study ultimately concluded that “mortality was high in this cohort of persons living in marginal 

housing,” that “multimorbidity was common, and [that] provision of treatment was inadequate” 

(Vila-Rodriguez et al., 2013, p. 1420). While these results may be important, they tell us far less 

about life (and death) in SROs than stories from and times shared with tenants themselves. What 

is more, epidemiological studies such as these risk translating the structural oppression faced by 

the community from an issue of power to an issue of statistical proxy and disinterested data 

points (Masuda & Crabtree, 2010; Rose, 1999). In this way, attempts at grappling with death and 

disappearance in the Downtown Eastside that privilege the supposed sense of numbers serve to 

 
9 Naloxone is an opioid antagonist which blocks the effects of opioids and can help reverse overdoses. 
10 Multimorbidity is commonly understood as the coexistence of multiple health conditions in one person, but in 
practice, precise definitions of multimorbidity can dramatically impact research. See M. C. Johnston, M. Crilly, C. 
Black, G. J. Prescott, & S. W. Mercer (2018), “Defining and measuring multimorbidity: A systematic review of 
systematic reviews”, in The European Journal of Public Health, 29(1), 182-189. 
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depict the Downtown Eastside once again as a ‘bad’ neighbourhood, but this time with claimed 

objectivity. 

 

A ‘good’ neighbourhood 

In response to representations of the Downtown Eastside as ostensibly a ‘bad’ 

neighbourhood, a number of scholars and activists have emphasized the ‘goodness’ of the 

Downtown Eastside. Collectively, their resistance asserts that the neighbourhood remains a 

stronghold not only for community organizing and grassroots human rights activism, but for a 

sense of belonging, home, and family, even despite legacies of colonialism and generations of 

violence. Frequently, people living in the Downtown Eastside cite this good/bad dichotomy in 

articulating their deep and profound love for their neighbourhood. For example, a beloved 

community member, Tracey Morrison11 (1970-2017), to whom the Carnegie Community Action 

Project dedicates their report, No Pill For This Ill, is quoted at the report’s outset:  

Some people, even elders say, this is sick land, meaning it’s bad land, right. And 

well, it could be, but you know, how sick could it be when this is where I found 

compassion, friendship, family, love, hope, faith in people. This is where I found it. 

This is the best neighbourhood in the whole world, I swear it. (2018, p. 4). 

This sentiment about the Downtown Eastside as a loved, positive, nurturing community has been 

reflected in my conversations with people living in the neighbourhood before, during, and after 

my fieldwork. In interviews specifically, Scott expressed that he loved “the sense of community 

in the neighbourhood” for its “non-judgement”: “So like, doesn’t matter who you are, how you 

walk up the street, how you’re behaving, y’know, everyone still is… is not judging you for 

 
11 Tracey Morrison played an important role in the research project “Revitalizing Japantown?” and was featured in 
the project’s resultant documentary, titled The Right to Remain. 
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what’s happening with you”. When invited to tell his story, Theodore responded: “I’m not 

affluent… in the Downtown Eastside. I might add: I love my neighbourhood,” and Samuel stated 

plainly: “I love the Downtown Eastside, the neighbourhood, my community, my home since 

1992”. 

In academic conversations, too, a handful of scholars have played a significant role in 

supporting residents’ expressions of their community as ‘good’. Geographers Sikee Liu and 

Nicholas Blomley (2013) have laid bare how problematic portraits of the Downtown Eastside in 

newsprint media “overwhelmingly construct the DES [Downtown Eastside] from a negative 

frame” (p. 129). Critical geographer Jeff Masuda, who has played an instrumental role, too, in 

amplifying the right to remain, and public health scholar Alexis Crabtree, have explained the 

Downtown Eastside as a “therapeutic landscape” (2010), a place that can facilitate well-being for 

its low-income residents, even if normative understandings of environmental justice and urban 

revitalization do not see the neighbourhood as therapeutic. Masuda and Sophy Chan have also 

highlighted the Downtown Eastside as a place with “a sense of refuge” that has been “built up by 

the community” in spite of funding cuts to services meant to provide the very refuge in the 

neighbourhood which community members have resultingly had to foster themselves (2016, p. 

e591). Meanwhile, no doubt prompted by the most recent overdose crisis, social and political 

scholar Susan Boyd and policy activist Donald MacPherson have reiterated the Downtown 

Eastside as a profoundly wise community in the face of iterations of drug prohibition (2019). 

Emergent, then, even against a backdrop of human suffering and death, is a picture of the 

Downtown Eastside which sees the neighbourhood in a primarily ‘good’ light. 

I suspect that much of the reason for what has become a relatively dichotomous 

representation of the Downtown Eastside as either a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ neighbourhood comes from 
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efforts to capture the extremity of the injustice endured by the community, and yet the truly 

radical grassroots political action and neighbourly love that has for so long characterized the 

neighbourhood. It speaks volumes that this chorus of voices emphasizing the Downtown 

Eastside as a neighbourhood of hope, love, and belonging comes from the community itself. 

Nevertheless, I am curious about what might lay beyond such a moralizing subaltern antithesis. I 

am curious about how the Downtown Eastside can be more deeply understood, beyond 

portrayals that define the neighbourhood primarily in terms of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and toward 

conceptions that privilege the neighbourhood’s capacity to elude description. In part, this thesis 

is a call for and an attempt at more deeply recognizing the Downtown Eastside’s complexity, the 

sort of complexity that escapes me even as I try to assert it. 

 

A complex neighbourhood 

It seems like it should go without saying that the Downtown Eastside is complex. 

However, this must actually be stated outright because like many poor, Indigenous, and 

otherwise disenfranchised communities, the Downtown Eastside is often stripped of its 

complexity. One woman, named as Tamara in Leslie A. Robertson and Dara Culhane’s book, In 

Plain Sight: Reflections on Life in Downtown Eastside Vancouver, articulates: 

Our stories are told when something happens, when ‘the poor’ or ‘unfortunate’ meet 

with trouble, trauma, and tragedy. In shows and pictures they show the most 

pathetic—they show us as this ‘thing’ and in people’s minds, they’re going to 

remember that. They don’t want to accept that we have a vivid reality. (2010, p. 10-

11, emphasis added) 
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One of the fundamental starting points in this thesis project, then, as strangely asinine as it 

sounds, is that the Downtown Eastside is complex, that people inhabiting this neighbourhood 

indeed have a vivid reality, entirely outside a straightforward good/bad relationality. 

In her foundational work, Ghostly Matters (2008 [1997]), sociologist Avery Gordon 

submits the notion of “complex personhood”. According to Gordon, complex personhood 

“means that all people . . . remember and forget, are beset by contradiction, and recognize and 

misrecognize themselves and others” (p. 4). She explains how this strikes her as common sense, 

rather than some sort of sophisticated theoretical argument. I feel similarly about the Downtown 

Eastside. Like people, places are complex. During the time that I have spent working, 

volunteering, and researching in the Downtown Eastside, I have seen a community get organized 

in the face of seemingly insurmountable oppression and come undone at a moment’s notice. I 

have seen history reassert itself in familiar and unfamiliar forms, and then shrink away without a 

word, either helpless, careless, or both. I have witnessed people exert their right to remain with a 

nearly seismic force and heard others fight tirelessly for their right to leave. Of course, the 

Downtown Eastside is also inhabited by complex people, who tell stories about themselves and 

their lives, at once questioning and believing their own tales; who turn against each other and 

stand together; who will ignore a living neighbour, but revive a dead one. I could go on. For 

now, I propose this understanding: the Downtown Eastside is a complex neighbourhood where 

the structural and systemic oppression of Indigenous, racialized, low-income, and otherwise 

vulnerable people complicates everyday life such that the most seemingly mundane aspects of 

living (and dying) simultaneously reveal and belie the inherited histories of the place. 

Admittedly, most places in the world fit that description. This is merely a reminder that the 

Downtown Eastside is one of those places. 
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A part of my intention in calling for more recognition of the Downtown Eastside’s 

complexity is to problematize (mostly outsiders’, including my own) efforts to ‘capture’ the 

Downtown Eastside in the first place. How do we expect one another to talk about the 

Downtown Eastside as if it might actually arrive neatly packaged in a few sentences? Why do we 

(here, I am talking to outsiders, again, including myself) want—so desperately, it seems—to 

make this neighbourhood comprehensible to us? I am reminded of Samuel, who I spoke with 

during my fieldwork. Samuel said: 

First of all, let me ask you some questions. What is it that you wish to capture? Is it 

the essence of the moment? Or the character? Heartbeat and soul… of the Downtown 

Eastside? Or is it about the human spirit? And its will to survive, in spite of all the 

challenges it encounters? What will you take from your experience? 

Samuel’s questions have stayed with me and I am still not sure how to answer them. But his 

questions invite the sort of reflexive thinking that has led me, again and again, to consider the 

complex and vivid realities of people dwelling in the Downtown Eastside, and so I share his 

questions here to extend their invitation. Because ethnographic research is not the only type of 

experience. Reading, of course, is quite the experience itself. 

Broadly speaking, the Downtown Eastside has become well-known in the Canadian 

imaginary as a site of human suffering, disappearance, and death. As Amber Dean puts it: “That 

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside is a neighbourhood of some notoriety practically goes without 

saying” (2010, p. 117). In tandem with discourses of securitization, moralization, and white 

supremacy, state-sanctioned attempts at mitigating the poor, Indigenous, and non-white people’s 

“dirtiness” or “foreignness”—in a word, their ‘badness’—have created the conditions for the 

very ill health, suffering, and death which other state interventions are deployed to prevent and 
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redress. A conflux of, on the one hand, government negligence, and on the other hand, 

government and public health interventions (City of Vancouver, 2014; Masuda & Chan, 2016), 

have configured the Downtown Eastside into a place marked by housing precarity, generational 

trauma, police surveillance and brutality, human rights violations, health atrocities, and violent 

disappearance and murder (Dean, 2010, 2015; Martin & Walia, 2019). Yet, if government 

negligence and interventions have led to suffering, disappearance, and death, so too have nearly 

a century of neighbourhood inhabitants and community activists advanced a radical politics of 

humanity. Such a politics in the Downtown Eastside is geared not only toward survival and 

rights in the face of death and oppression, but powerfully and utterly toward the outright 

humanity of people living (and dying) in the neighbourhood. One man I spoke with during my 

fieldwork, Sawyer, stated it simply: “That’s the way it is. It’s this… it’s humanity for humanity. 

It’s like… we’re all for us, right?” 

In many ways, this thesis is an exploration of Sawyer’s comment about how “we’re all 

for us”. At the same time, it is an exercise in difficult inheritance (Dean, 2015). Drawing on 

literatures of politics and haunting (Dean, 2015; Derrida, 1994; Gordon, 1997; Langford, 2013), 

this thesis takes up the everyday interchange between the living and the dead of the Downtown 

Eastside in order to complicate and deepen understandings of the neighbourhood and of the right 

to remain. Here, I take remains in the Downtown Eastside seriously and in this sense, I am 

writing about the dead themselves, not simply as dead or missing people, but as social figures 

(Gordon, 1997) and political agents who remain in the sensate neighbourhood of the Downtown 

Eastside. Thinking about dispossession and its ghosts, education scholars Angie Morrill, Eve 

Tuck, and the Super Futures Haunt Qollective assert that “the opposite of dispossession is not 

possession. . . . it is unforgetting. It is mattering” (2016, p. 2). Here, thinking about death and its 
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“stubborn durability” (Masuda et al., 2019, p. 2), both material and immaterial, I would assert 

that the opposite of death when it comes to the Downtown Eastside is not life, necessarily: it is 

the far more radical idea—fact, even—of remains, in every sense of the word.  
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Figure 4: Anonymous, found poetry on the east wall of 315 Powell Street, 
August 15, 2018, photograph courtesy of Nicole Yakashiro and the author. 
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Chapter 3: Dealing with the ‘R’ Word 

Researching remains is a questionable endeavour. As Linda Tuhiwai Smith establishes in 

her foundational book, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (1999), 

“research” is perhaps the dirtiest word in the English language. Since the publication of 

Decolonizing Methodologies, scholars across the social sciences and humanities have taken up 

the conversation that Smith started, advancing various strategies and theories for working within 

and without research and its dirtiness (Absolon & Willett, 2005; Battiste & Youngblood 

Henderson, 2000; Brown & Strega, 2005; Kovach, 2009; Little Bear, 2009; Smylie, Kaplan-

Myrth, McShane, Métis Nation of Ontario—Ottawa Council, Pikwakanagan First Nation, & 

Tungasuvvingat Inuit Family Resource Centre, 2009; Tuck, 2013; Tuck & McKenzie, 2015; 

Tuck & Yang, 2013, 2014). One noteworthy example is Eve Tuck and Wayne K. Yang’s chapter 

in Humanizing Research: Decolonizing Qualitative Inquiry with Youth and Communities, “R-

Words: Refusing Research” (2014), in which Tuck and Yang articulate how research can be 

damaging for Indigenous and disenfranchised communities, reducing, commodifying, and 

translating community pain into identity: in the wake of research projects, “in many cases, 

communities are left with a narrative that tells them that they are broken” (p. 227). With the 

dangers of research in mind, then, Tuck and Yang encourage researchers to ask themselves: Is 

research what is needed? 

It is not my intention in this chapter to answer Tuck and Yang’s question in some 

straightforward ‘yes’ or ‘no’ fashion nor do I intend to write my way out of actually engaging 

their question. Rather, I aim to grapple with this question by thinking through the plurality of 

answers which have crossed my mind throughout the research process. This chapter, then, is a 

forum for thinking about how and why research happens, as well as the stakes and impacts of 
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research, particularly in relation to the project I undertook in Vancouver. It is, in effect, my 

‘Methods’ chapter. 

 

Inheritance 

In qualitative research textbooks, books, and papers alike, a recurring topic of discussion 

is ‘insider/outsider’ status (Beals, Kidman, & Funaki, 2019; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Keikelame, 

2018; Oriola & Haggerty, 2012; Toy-Cronin, 2018; Wray & Bartholomew, 2010). I have been 

confused about what might be called my ‘insider/outsider’ status in the Downtown Eastside. At 

times, as a Japanese Canadian person, I am coded with some kind of belonging in the 

neighbourhood. Once, for example, I was asked if I felt like I belonged in the Downtown 

Eastside, to which I offered a thin little no, and was subsequently advised, with an intimacy only 

real communities seem able to achieve, not to dispossess myself. Another time, I was walking 

slowly down the 100-block of Hastings, at least in a daze, if not completely dissociated, when I 

paused to marvel at graffiti on a door and, observing this, a young woman shouted at me: “Shoo, 

bitch!”. (I shooed). 

I have determined that when it comes to the Downtown Eastside, I am not an insider; I 

am an outsider with a particular inheritance. Through the Downtown Eastside, I inherit much of 

my family’s and my (i.e. the Japanese Canadian) community’s history. While inheritance 

certainly implies a distance from the neighbourhood, inheritance is not without connection to 

place and to community. As an outsider, I am not so distanced from the Downtown Eastside that 

I have no relationship to the neighbourhood. On the contrary, my inheritance is pivotal for if not 

generative of my relationship to the Downtown Eastside. Inheriting histories of racism, forced 

removal, dispossession, and systemic oppression constitute one of the primary forces which 
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prompted me to pursue activist work in the Downtown Eastside in the first place, before I had 

even considered returning to school or pursuing research. 

My activism in the Downtown Eastside was and still is rooted in the Japanese Canadian 

community, guided largely by Kathy Shimizu. Kathy is a web designer by trade and an artist-

activist at heart, who has, since I met her in 2014, offered a form of mentorship for which I will 

be forever grateful.12 Kathy introduced me to her friend, Wendy Pedersen, a community resident, 

leader, and organizer based in the Downtown Eastside, who, in 2015, started the DTES SRO 

Collaborative. The Collaborative was originally a grassroots movement but is now a non-profit 

organization dedicated to improving habitability, safety, and housing security in the 

neighbourhood’s SRO hotels. 

The acronym “SRO” stands for Single Room Occupancy hotel. Built just after the turn of 

the nineteenth century, SRO hotels are common buildings in the Downtown Eastside and were 

once ostensibly regular hotels, where tradesmen and seasonal labourers would stay for work in 

Vancouver, or where tourists would stay temporarily while visiting the city; but a century later, 

these old, decrepit buildings are people’s (inhumane) homes. Neglect from governments, 

innkeepers, landlords, and managers have ensured that conditions in these hotels have worsened 

considerably since the early 1900s, with significant acceleration in the post-war years.13 Many 

SRO hotels are now structurally unsafe and otherwise compromised. However, with some of the 

 
12 Kathy introduced me to many organizations in the Japanese Canadian community, one of which was the Powell 
Street Festival Society, a non-profit organization celebrating Japanese Canadian arts and culture once a year in an 
annual festival taking place in Oppenheimer Park, a historic piece of home for Japanese Canadians and a present-
day home for many people currently living in the Downtown Eastside. Through Kathy’s leadership, I joined the 
festival’s Advocacy and Outreach Committee, which is responsible for building and maintaining relations with the 
Downtown Eastside community. See “The Value of Research in Activism: Kathy Shimizu” by Nicole Yakashiro 
(2017), accessible at https://scholarshipandactivism.com/2017/04/21/kathy-shimizu/. For professional and artistic 
work, see http://kathyshimizu.com/. 
13 See files pertaining to housing located in the Downtown Eastside in Subseries 2 – Correspondence, housing, 
Series 71 Health inspection records, City of Vancouver fonds, City of Vancouver Archives. 
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most affordable rents in the city14, SRO hotels represent a significant portion of the housing 

stock available to people living with low incomes. 

Initially, the Collaborative emerged out of Wendy’s witnessing the effects of the housing 

and homelessness crisis in the Downtown Eastside and seeing an opportunity for habitable 

housing in the area’s SRO hotels; but on a practical level, her idea to start the Collaborative 

worked because of tenant power and community organizing. In each of the buildings that the 

Collaborative is active, a key tenant is responsible for organizing community. Before attending 

graduate school or entertaining any ideas about research, I worked with Wendy and the 

Collaborative, helping to write grants, articles, and generally supporting the group as folks got 

organized. Through this work, I became involved more broadly in the many community- and 

activist-led movements that take place in the Downtown Eastside. 

I am also implicated in a genealogy of Japanese Canadian activism in the Downtown 

Eastside. In the 1970s, a group of young Japanese Canadians recognized that the seniors who had 

returned to live in Paueru-gai after the war had unique cultural and linguistic needs which were 

unmet in the absence of the larger Japanese Canadian community once present in the area, and in 

response, they organized themselves into an association of Japanese Canadian volunteers (Tonari 

Gumi) dedicated to meeting these seniors’ needs. Notably, one of these seniors was my great 

grandmother, Kime Belcher, who, after leaving the neighbourhood sometime after the Second 

World War, returned to Paueru-gai to live at the Lion Hotel.15 Partly concurrent to and partly 

 
14 Although rents at SRO hotels are some of the most affordable rents in Vancouver, the monthly rent to stay at an 
SRO hotel is not actually affordable. The average rent in privately-owned and -run SRO hotels is $663.00 per 
month, and most tenants at SRO hotels live on social assistance, which is $760.00 per month, leaving tenants with 
an average of $97.00 for monthly food and other necessities. See Carnegie Community Action Project’s report, 
Displaced: Rents and the Rate of Change in the Downtown Eastside (2018) for further information. 
15 One small illustration of the power of community is that through my involvement in Powell Street Festival, I met 
Mayumi Takasahi, Tamio Wakayama (1941-2018), and Naomi Shikaze, who were among the key volunteers of 
Tonari Gumi that also led the inception of Powell Street Festival. Mayu, Tamio, and Naomi told me about one of 
Kime’s nicknames, which our family would otherwise never have known: her nickname amongst the community 
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emergent out of Tonari Gumi came the first Powell Street Festival in 1977, a festival dedicated 

to bringing together and celebrating Japanese Canadian community, arts, and culture. In the 

1980s, Audrey Kobayashi began her career-long leadership in Downtown Eastside research, with 

particular attention to the Japanese Canadian community’s role in the neighbourhood’s change 

(Kobayashi, 1983). In the 1990s, Memories of Our Past: A Brief History and Walking Tour of 

Powell Street (Kobayashi, 1992) guided walking tours of Paueru-gai, which are held during the 

Powell Street Festival to this day. It is out of these activist genealogies that “Revitalizing 

Japantown?” and The Right to Remain emerged. As Kathy Shimizu puts it, “[The Revitalizing 

Japantown? and The Right to Remain work of Jeff Masuda and Audrey Kobayashi] has had a 

huge impact on the relationship between the JC [Japanese Canadian] community and the DTES 

[Downtown Eastside] community. . . . We’ve built some pretty great friendships and that work is 

still ongoing” (quoted from Yakashiro, 2017). 

In other words, my activism in the Downtown Eastside is not arbitrary. It has always been 

informed by my historical and political inheritance as a Japanese Canadian settler. I was and 

remain implicated in a generational and historical inheritance of loss, removal, and activist 

resilience in the Downtown Eastside that shapes the stakes of my work outside the academy. In 

this sense, I am “connected to oppositional action beyond that of writing for academic 

audiences” (Pulido, 2008, p. 343). I take seriously this positionality and pursued my thesis 

project accordingly—as what geographer Laura Pulido calls an (aspiring) “scholar activist” (p. 

342). 

 

 
with Tonari Gumi was Shanghai K, since originally, she came to Canada from Shanghai, rather than from Japan, as 
most Japanese immigrants had done. 
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Scholar activism 

When I arrived back in the Downtown Eastside in May of 2018, after my hiatus for 

coursework, I reconnected with Wendy as well as a few other people and groups who I knew 

from working in the neighbourhood prior to graduate school. I spent most of my volunteer time 

with the Collaborative. It is worth noting, too, that my relationship with the Collaborative was 

deepened by my involvement in The Right to Remain, a participatory action research project, in 

which the Collaborative is a community partner and host.16 Other volunteer responsibilities 

during my fieldwork included filling a vending machine located in a non-profit-run social 

housing building with $1.00 cans of pop (through which the Collaborative generated enough 

funds to pay rent for their office), taking minutes at meetings, emotional labour, running errands, 

attending or helping to support community events, and tidying the office. For the majority of my 

time with the Collaborative, though, I volunteered with its Tenant Overdose Response 

Organizers (TORO) program. 

TORO is a harm reduction initiative that started in 2016 as a response to the fentanyl-

related overdose crisis which was disproportionately impacting tenants living in SROs. The 

program is made up of TOROs, SRO tenants who use drugs themselves and are responsible, in 

different ways, for building tenant networks in SROs and leveraging these networks to enhance 

overdose response capacity.17 My primary role with TORO involved taking verbatim minutes at 

biweekly meetings and offering administrative or emotional support when appropriate. 

This volunteer work formed a fundamental part of my research praxis. The 

Collaborative’s and TORO’s community organizing, politics, and activism often delineated or 

extended the bounds of my project. Heeding the Collaborative’s and TORO’s guidance was 

 
16 I worked as a Research Assistant with The Right to Remain. 
17 In the language of public health, TORO would be called a “peer-based” harm reduction program. 
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critical to the integrity of my project, particularly given the sensibilities of the Downtown 

Eastside as one of Canada’s most over-researched neighbourhoods. I took very seriously 

cautionary messages about the long history of exploitative and extractive research in the 

neighbourhood (Boilevin et al., 2019; Waldern, 2006; Western Aboriginal Harm Reduction 

Society, n.d.) and endeavoured to work reflexively, recognizing my own complicity in the 

hegemony of research as knowledge production, while working against that hegemony in 

developing a project driven, at least in part, by a community’s expertise. 

Given the short-term nature of master’s programs, it was not feasible for me to involve 

the Downtown Eastside community, or even members of the Collaborative, in all aspects of 

research project design at every stage. However, I incorporated design suggestions from 

members of the Collaborative as much as possible. For example, on June 1, 2018, during a Right 

to Remain team meeting, I explained my tentative thesis project to the Collaborative, and sitting 

around the big, white, rectangle table in the Collaborative’s office, over coffee, toast, and eggs, a 

roomful of SRO tenants, community organizers, and researchers listened. When I finished 

speaking, Theodore, an SRO tenant and organizer with the Collaborative, raised his hand to 

indicate a response. 

“I think you might have some, uh… trouble, finding people to interview,” he explained. 

(I had not mentioned interviews when I explained my project. I kept listening). 

“Uh… you know, we’ve been doing these interviews for R2R18, and in a number of my 

interviews now, the topic of death has come up.” He waved his hand in the air, expressing a 

casualness. “You know, I’m in the Astoria [an SRO hotel in the Downtown Eastside]. Talking to 

 
18 The Right to Remain project is often abbreviated to “R2R”. Here, Theodore is referring to semi-structured 
interviews conducted for R2R. These interviews were conducted by SRO tenants who are a part of the Right to 
Remain research team with SRO tenants (who are not part of the research team). 
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a guy. Death comes up. And I go, How did you experience it emotionally? And the guy goes, I 

didn’t. I just shut my door.” 

Theodore looked at me, lowered his chin, raised his eyebrows, and made a face. A ta-da 

face. A there-you-have-it face. 

I think I maybe offered a hmm. 

“You should interview me,” he went on. “I’ve known six people who died in SROs.” 

I looked sideways at my supervisor, Jeff, who was sitting in the chair beside me, and who 

returned a subtle nod. A there-you-go face. And so it was that interviews became a part of my 

methodology. 

 

Interviews 

Theodore’s assumption that I would include interviews in my project design and his 

suggestion that he would be an appropriate person to interview because he had had personal 

encounters with the dead dramatically shaped my thesis work. Originally, I had not planned to 

conduct interviews at all, but by the end of my fieldwork, I had conducted 12. 

I approached interviews flexibly but purposively. I did not seek a representative sample 

of Downtown Eastside community members, but rather let the networks and relationships that I 

had already established in the neighbourhood determine who I interviewed. More specifically, I 

followed a convenience purposive sampling approach (Emmel, 2014). The major criteria that I 

considered with potential interviewees was whether or not the person in question was 

meaningfully connected to the Downtown Eastside community, and whether or not, based on 

that connection, they might have something to say about death and/or disappearance in the 

community. I did not display posters or otherwise advertise for recruitment. Instead, I contacted 
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specific people who I knew from working and volunteering in the Downtown Eastside prior to 

graduate school and embraced the relationship-building opportunities afforded to me through my 

volunteering with TORO. Therefore, all 12 of the people who I interviewed were meaningfully 

connected to the neighbourhood and linked to me either through already- or newly-established 

connections. Conversation topics included the overdose crisis, experiences in SRO hotels, 

violence in the Downtown Eastside, racism, gentrification, sexism, trauma, residential school, 

colonialism, and people (especially women) who have been disappeared. Of the 12 people I 

interviewed, 8 people lived in the Downtown Eastside, 7 of those 8 people lived in housing 

typically geared towards people living with fixed incomes, and 3 of those 7 people lived in 

privately-owned SRO hotels. Of the 12 people I interviewed, 5 people were women, and 7 

people were men (based, admittedly, on my assumptions—that is, no one explicitly identified as 

gender fluid). 

I only interviewed one Indigenous woman. From what I could tell, this 

underrepresentation was not necessarily for a lack of interest (though it may have been). My 

sense, though, is that it was more an expression of how Indigenous women already bear a 

significant portion of the labour involved in community work as well as a reflection of the 

difficult nature of the research topic. Although the activist circles in which I was networked 

included many Indigenous women, I was keenly aware that many of these women were already 

occupied in positions of front-line work and leadership, and were often facing multiple, 

intersecting forms of oppression, as well as, sometimes, personal struggles, and so I frequently 

made a conscious decision not to ask the Indigenous women with whom I was networked about 

the possibility of an interview. This is not to say that those people who I did interview do not 
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work hard for their community, but to recognize the particular circumstances in which 

Indigenous women live. 

In general, interviews ranged from 45-60 minutes, with two outstanding interviews, one 

of which was nearly two and a half hours long, and another in which the person I interviewed 

totally subverted the form of the qualitative interview. This person, Samuel, and I met up for an 

interview twice during the course of my fieldwork. The first time we met, it became clear that 

Samuel wanted to come across a certain way in his interview. When he was unsatisfied for some 

reason or other, he would ask me to stop the recording. “Let’s try again,” he would say. I stopped 

and started the recorder several times, each time upon Samuel’s instructions. That evening, 

Samuel phoned me. 

“I figured out what I want to say,” he explained. 

Walking home, I listened. 

“I’m fucking pissed.” 

I had never heard Samuel swear before. 

He went on: “I’m angry. We’re dyin’ down here and nobody gives a shit.” 

Samuel and I met up a second time, intending to create space for him to express his 

anger. What happened, however, was a one-on-one reading, in which Samuel read a selection of 

his poetry and speeches (as well as some assorted news and other features) aloud, while I 

recorded his readings. We only talked about anger when I prompted him, at the end of our 

meeting, a conversation which went unrecorded, as its intimacy seemed to warrant privacy from 

research. Samuel did, however, ask me to take notes during our conversation about his anger, 

and to email him a written summary of what he had said based on my notes, which I did. To be 

clear, I did not include these notes or the summary in my analysis for this thesis project. 
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However, by prompting the conversation, taking notes, and composing a summary, we mutually 

created space for Samuel to express and think through his anger, a space which, though small, 

might not have been created, had I not been pursuing this research project. I draw attention to 

this story about Samuel because it demonstrates the value, on multiple levels, of approaching 

qualitative interviews loosely. 

Much of this loose approach to interviewing emerged out of an effort to balance a form of 

critical social science inquiry centred, somewhat, around health (Mykhalovskiy et al., 2018) with 

a politics of refusal (Simpson, 2007; Simpson, 2017; Tuck & Yang, 2013, 2014). This balancing 

act shaped my thesis project in general, but especially how I interviewed people, given that of all 

the methods I had planned to use, interviewing seemed to most explicitly risk devolving into 

some awful sort of pain-inspired Q&A session. Of course, I did not want anything close to a 

pain-inspired Q&A session. I was keenly aware, though, of the possibility. 

In Research 101: A Manifesto for Ethical Research in the Downtown Eastside, a 

document co-created by community members and graduate students from Simon Fraser 

University, the authors explain how research can “exploit people’s pain, exhaust community 

members and typically benefits researchers much more than it benefits the DTES [Downtown 

Eastside]” (p. 6). The authors emphasize: 

In a time when the DTES continues to be hit hardest by the overdose crisis, housing 

crisis, and generations of colonial violence, we also continue to be inundated with 

research. The DTES should not have to bear the brunt of the costs associated with 

research. We should not have to continually exhaust ourselves working with 

researchers to ensure they are comfortable and acting respectfully within our 

community. (Boilevin et al., 2019, p. 7) 
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Importantly, these assertions go beyond advocating for meaningful community involvement in 

research, and gesture more towards how that involvement is complicated, can be done wrong, 

and can still disproportionately and unfairly exhaust community members. Evidently, regardless 

of my relationship to the Downtown Eastside community and my attempts at scholar activism, 

there were ways to do interviews—and research more generally—very wrong. 

Given the nature and dangers of research in the neighbourhood, then, the authors19 of the 

Manifesto “reserve the right to refuse to participate in research” (Boilevin et al., 2019, p. 6). As 

researcher and interviewer, I, too, have reserved the right to refuse to participate in certain forms 

and expectations of research. In my interview with Theodore, the man who suggested that I 

conduct interviews in the first place, we deliberately avoided certain stories. 

“I can tell ya some really unpleasant stories,” said Theodore, early on in our interview. 

“Like finding bodies and all that sorta stuff.” 

I responded with yeahs, mhmms, and nods, until, curiously, Theodore talked himself 

away from the Downtown Eastside and into a rather broad societal commentary, a distancing 

which did not go unnoticed. I felt, in Theodore, a reluctance to tell the stories which he seemed 

to assume I wanted to hear. I tried to remove any pressure to tell these stories. 

“You said I can tell you a lot of stories, and some of them are tragic, and I, I don’t want 

to, um…” 

“Well,” explained Theodore, “you know, they’re tragic, lurid…” 

“Yeah. In the academy, um… or in a few papers, they call those ‘pain narratives’. And 

they kind of problematize it and say that, like, researchers who are just kinda—well, it’s 

 
19 My use of the word “authors” here corresponds to the words “we” and “us” in the Manifesto itself, which refer 
generally to the Downtown Eastside community members who participated in Research 101 (i.e. not the SFU 
students who helped to facilitate the sessions). 
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evocative. It’s compelling, right? So researchers who are just seeking sort of these pain 

narratives to—” 

“Everybody likes horror stories, right?” interrupted Theodore. “It’s a horror story!” 

“Yeah, and so, I don’t really want to make a spectacle out of people’s suffering, but I do 

want to, um,” I muttered, struggling, “tell stories that matter… if you feel like there are stories 

that matter. Do you know what I mean?” 

“Uhh, okay. Well, we’ll skip the ones that were kind of, most distressing for me.” 

In other words, together, in the middle of the interview itself, Theodore and I negotiated and set 

its bounds. 

At times, these types of refusals leave holes in peoples’ stories and holes in my research, 

holes which would be considered by many researchers as marks of an unrigorous, or at least a 

not-rigorous-enough, project. It is my contention, however, that these holes, if they are indeed 

holes, evince a deeper analytic practice. Such a practice refuses inquiry as invasion and posits in 

its place a generative stance whereby power and its formations (including research inquiry and/as 

colonial invasion), rather than people and their “problems,” are the central objects of analysis 

(Tuck & Yang, 2014). Beyond refusing particular conversations, with people during fieldwork 

and throughout the writing process, I also refused certain methodological tendencies that would 

“divert story into data” (Langford, 2013, p. 21). For example, I transcribed, but did not code 

interviews. Instead, I pursued a sustained interaction with the interviews that I conducted: I 

listened to interview audio and read interview transcripts—and then re-listened to this audio and 

reread these transcripts. I repeated this process several times. I trusted that an accrual of 

closeness with these conversations would reveal the stories and meanings that I was positioned to 

amplify. 
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All 12 interviews significantly shaped this project. Each person I spoke with provided 

political, local, and personal context that is important for understanding the place of death, dying, 

and the dead in the Downtown Eastside. However, in this thesis, I only engage explicitly (e.g. 

interview excerpts) with a few conversations. In part, this focus on a small number of interviews 

is an outcome of my analytical process (i.e. sustained interaction, as opposed to coding). 

Through this analytical process, I realized that my capacity to work with and amplify people’s 

voices hinged not only on my sustained interaction with interview data, but on my sustained 

interaction with the person giving the interview. Thus, in general, excerpts from interviews 

included in this thesis come from conversations with interviewees who I saw, worked, or spoke 

with multiple times throughout my fieldwork. Notably, these people are predominantly those 

interviewees who were living in the Downtown Eastside. 

Through my analytical process, I also (re)learned that I believe in the power of narrative. 

By engaging with a small number of interviews and thinking through these conversations as they 

shaped my ethnographic experience “in the field,” I was able to piece together a rough 

chronology of my fieldwork. Of course, centring a chronological account of my fieldwork risks 

centring me as the researcher, a centring which I would typically try to avoid, under the 

assumption that centring myself would come at the expense of the people with whom I was 

working in the Downtown Eastside. However, in this case, I chose to risk centring myself as the 

researcher—because at least in a first-person narrative, that centring is explicit. In narrating my 

ethnographic experience this way, I am forced to admit my position at the centre, whereas in 

other approaches (e.g. coding and reporting themes), a researcher’s position might be hidden 

amongst explicit or implicit claims to objectivity or neutrality. Here, following anthropologist 

Jean M. Langford, I have pursued a retelling of stories not to disentangle certain themes, but “to 
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follow such themes into a tangled terrain, grappling with them there in the mess of the story” 

(Langford, 2013, p. 22).  

 

Ethnography, fieldnotes, fiction 

One aspect of that mess is power. However, power and its formations do not always show 

up where you expect them to be. For example, throughout the summer months of my fieldwork, 

whenever I walked to the bus stop from my grandma’s house (where I was living during this 

time), I was met by a murder of crows. The bus that I caught to get to the Downtown Eastside 

was the 14 Hastings, and the bus stop where I caught it was at Trafalgar and Broadway. To get to 

this bus stop from my grandma’s house, I had to cross 12th Avenue, and every day, at the 

northwest corner of Trafalgar and 12th, along the powerlines, in trees, and atop fences, a murder 

of crows would be gathered, their black bodies alert against the blue sky. They reminded me of 

the crows that Lisamarie encounters in Eden Robinson’s novel, Monkey Beach: “Six crows sit in 

our greengage tree. Half awake, I hear them speak to me in Haisla” (Robinson 2000, p. 1). I 

didn’t hear these crows speak to me in anything, but every day, they would be gathered at this 

corner and they would watch me. 

Monkey Beach is one of the initial forces that prompted me to think seriously about death. 

Like my thesis project, the novel is centred around absence: Jimmy, Lisamarie’s brother, has 

gone missing, and Lisamarie sets out to find him. The crows help her do so: “La’es, la’es,” they 

say to her from their greengage tree—“go down to the bottom of the ocean” (p. 1). Like 

Lisamarie, in my thesis project, I, too, was tracing the contours of absence, but the crows at 

Trafalgar and 12th said nothing to me. 
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I have thought a lot about this recurring encounter. The novel’s protagonist, Lisamarie, 

can hear the crows in the greengage tree speaking to her in Haisla primarily because she is Haisla 

and because she is, as a Haisla person, connected with the spirit world around her. As a settler on 

stolen Indigenous land who is not connected (as far as I know) to any spirit worlds, I could not 

help but notice—and worry about—the silence of the crows at Trafalgar and 12th. Because why 

were they silent? Under the watchful eye of these crows, settler colonial Canada, its structures, 

systems, and institutions (such as universities), were brought into sharp relief, and for the first 

few months of my fieldwork, I began each day with a reminder that I occupy a particular position 

in the world, circumscribed largely by formations of power that privilege some at the expense of 

others. Ethnography is a unique methodology in that it positions researchers to live with a 

question “in the back of the head” (Castañeda, 2006, p. 81). If that question is about power and 

its formations, then an ethnographic approach can reveal much about power—because you feel it 

everywhere. Even from crows. 

It is worth noting, though, that my thinking about these crows and their silence is not 

representative of ethnographic practice writ large. In my project, I took up a critical ethnographic 

practice hinged on poststructuralism and social constructivism, an approach which granted time 

and space for taking everyday, seemingly mundane occurrences seriously, and thinking through 

their representations and meanings as a significant avenue of inquiry. While this and similar 

approaches are not uncommon in contemporary ethnographic studies (Childers, 2011; Ho, 2008; 

Schept, 2014; Small, 2015), what is relatively common practice in ethnographic research now 

belies a shameful history. Communications scholar Robin Patric Clair puts it succinctly: 

“ethnography grew out of a master discourse of colonization” (2003, p. 3). Traceable to 

Herodotus in third century B.C. Greece, who wrote a nine-volume tome about cultural and 
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political tensions in the Middle East, ethnography is rooted especially in histories of European 

colonial expansion, during which time explorers of the ‘New World’ would chronicle their 

observations of Indigenous, non-white, and/or non-European peoples, who were often 

constructed as Other in diaries and journals (Clair 2003; Said 1978). This is where the oft-

repeated description of ethnography as ‘writing culture’ (Behar & Gordon, 1996; Clifford & 

Marcus, 1986) derives its sense. 

It was in the aftermath of World War II and increasingly during the 1960s and 1970s that 

Indigenous decolonization and national liberation movements across settler colonial states and in 

former European colonies in Asia and Africa began to change ethnographic theory and practice 

(Culhane, 2016). These movements critiqued ethnographic research for the ways in which it was 

(and, in some instances, remains) predicated on eliding the power, knowledge, and lived 

experiences of the peoples who it seeks to represent. Coinciding with the rise of postmodernism 

and poststructuralism, two intellectual and aesthetic movements which take representation as 

their main problem (Marcus & Fischer, 1986), ethnographic work in the late twentieth century 

began to resemble the critical inquiry that is more common today, in which language, power, and 

representation figure as central organizing forces (Augé, 2011; Bourgois & Schonberg, 2009; de 

la Cadena, 2015; Hecht, 2006; Simpson, 2014). 

Indeed, scholars now posit more nuanced conceptions of the field. For instance, the 

Centre for Imaginative Ethnography defines ethnography as the 

embodied, affective, relational processes of knowledge co-creation and re-circulation 

that develop from, elaborate and enrich, and challenge and subvert conventional 

ethnographic methods such as participant observation and observant participation, 
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interviewing, documentary and archival research. (Centre for Imaginative 

Ethnography, n.d., as quoted in Culhane, 2016, p. 9) 

Caught in a whirlwind of socio-political, cultural, and historical worlds then, and researching 

these worlds even as they build and break each other, ethnographers today take a variety of 

different approaches in order to unsettle, diversify, and circumvent what is typically considered 

thinkable, sensible, or possible in ethnographic work. Observations are documented in a 

multitude of ways, from scribbled notes, to detailed prose, poetry, audio recordings, and even 

drawings. One aspect of ethnography that has remained relatively constant since the field’s 

beginnings, however, is some form of documentation. In the case of my thesis project, I wrote. 

No matter the ethnographer, written fieldnotes are research tools that inherently 

employ elements of creative writing. When ethnographers embrace this connection, 

fieldnotes might border on what has become known as ‘ethnographic fiction’ (Langness & 

Frank, 1978; Schmidt, 1981). As nominally implied, ethnographic fiction inherits research 

practices from social sciences such as sociology and anthropology, while also using creative 

writing practices and literary methods. Anthropologist Tobias Hecht describes ethnographic 

fiction as an 

approach to the study and evocation of social life and the world of the mind that 

emerges from rigorous observation, makes use of certain conventions of 

ethnographic fieldwork and writing, but also employs literary devices. It is inspired 

by observation over the long run, based on recognizable scenarios, and treats a 

particular moment. It is not, however, restricted by these things; it takes liberties with 

reality. (2006, p. 8) 
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In Hecht’s (2006) case, it became clear over the course of his ten years of fieldwork in Recife, 

Brazil, that the tales he was hearing were not, as the summary on the back of his book describes, 

“strictly speaking, true,” and so he wrote an ethnographic novel, tugging at the knots which 

presumably hold together empirical inquiry and ‘truth’. 

At the outset of this thesis research, I did not intend to create a project that incorporated 

any elements of ethnographic fiction, but in the end, that is, in many ways, what I did. By the end 

of my fieldwork, it was clear to me that my background in literary studies had primed me to 

think of fieldnotes equally as a research tool and a creative composition, resulting less in an 

ethnographic report than an ethnographic narrative. In total, I took nearly 300 single-spaced 

pages of fieldnotes. These notes include first-person reflections, narrations, screenshots, photos, 

text messages, links to and excerpts of news articles, poetry, written commemorations, Facebook 

posts, and one speech. I wrote chronologically. Each entry corresponds to a unique day and 

month. In these entries, I aimed to recount what happened from the beginning to the end of the 

day, variously emphasizing certain moments, circumstances, or conversations when they struck 

me as notable, or recounting the seemingly quotidian aspects of the day. For sociologist Nicholas 

Wolfinger (2002), my fieldnotes, overall, represent a comprehensive strategy in which some 

events appear with more salience than others. 

That said, these events do not simply happen to appear in my fieldnotes with more 

salience; on the contrary, as ethnographer, I determined which parts of my fieldnotes were 

reflected as salient and which were not. I was continuously making decisions about what 

mattered, what did not matter, and only sometimes explaining, in my view, why that was or was 

not the case. Much of this was the result of tacit knowledge. Wolfinger (2002) draws attention to 

the ways in which tacit knowledge shapes note-taking processes: “tacit knowledge is perhaps the 
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most important consideration in determining how particular observations are deemed worthy of 

annotation” (p. 87). 

In my case, I tacitly assumed a poststructuralist approach and a social constructivist 

worldview. That is, I wrote my fieldnotes (and this thesis manuscript) from the standpoint “that 

all cultural representations are crafted and in this sense fictional” and that these craftings are 

“structured by relationships of power and history” (Jacobson & Larsen, 2014, p. 180). 

Practically, then, my fieldnotes do not fit neatly into the categories of “ethnography” or “fiction”. 

They are perhaps more like creative non-fiction, a genre in which “events that actually happened 

[are] shaped and dramatized using fictional techniques” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 5). Importantly, the 

events that actually happened during my fieldwork include the experiences of people from the 

Downtown Eastside and those of me as the researcher. In the pages that follow, then, I have 

endeavoured to privilege the experiences of people from the Downtown Eastside, but at certain 

times, I deliberately include my own experiences—precisely because they centre me as the 

researcher. This choice is not unproblematic. Nevertheless, including my own experiences leaves 

a trail of breadcrumbs, so to speak, to mark the difficulty of this research, which I have not as yet 

been able to fully process. 

In research as elsewhere, feelings matter for how we come to think, know about, and 

move through the world. It has been my experience that ethnographic fieldnotes, particularly 

those that understand feelings as fundamental to the exercise of knowledge production, invite the 

sort of “thick description” (Ryle, as quoted by Geertz, 1973, p. 312) that is so crucial for 

understanding what is actually happening in our social worlds. It is my hope that the creative 

non-fiction accounts that I have included here, for the ways in which they privilege feelings, 

including my own, more fully describe the events that actually happened during my fieldwork. 
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Indeed, it seems to me that more than any other research method, and at least partly for their 

creative inflections, fieldnotes reveal the structure of feeling (Williams, 1954) which might 

unleash so many liberatory, if also slippery, potentials. For example, in the pages that follow, 

public health—or rather, its absence—looms large, at once opening up possibilities for critique 

that might advance justice in the Downtown Eastside, and remaining elusive, assuming death to 

be the limit condition for what falls under the purview of public health.  
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Figure 5: The Regent hotel, June 28, 2018, personal photograph. 
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Chapter 4: Resonant Displacements 

I arrived in Vancouver on May 12, 2018. Less than a month after my arrival, in early 

June, with blue sky, green grass, and the hot swell of city around us, members of the Right to 

Remain research team and friends gathered in a communal room at the Four Sisters Housing Co-

op. Over sushi, pop, and Pocky, we discussed the fate of the Regent, an SRO hotel in the 

Downtown Eastside—because Cindy, the lead organizer of the Collaborative, sensed that the 

Regent was about to be closed. Tension was mounting. If the Regent was closed, this would 

mean the forced removal of the hotel’s approximately 150 tenants. If it was not closed, these 

tenants would continue to endure the Regent’s uninhabitable conditions. 

Leaning back in her chair at the Four Sisters, Cindy adjusted her glasses and paused in 

thought, before she spoke. 

“I can feel it, you guys. I think they’re gonna close it soon. What are we gonna do? What 

are we gonna do about the situation at the Regent?” 

For a few moments, we were quiet. 

Cindy brushed her hair from her face, leaning forward in her chair. “I just feel so stuck, 

you guys! People can’t live in these places, but we can’t advocate for habitable conditions in 

them without risking building closures. It’s just this systemic stuckness…” 

We looked around at each other, and slowly, conversation picked up. Some of us 

collected and recorded the basic facts—numbers of SRO hotels still standing, rooms available, 

homeless counts, rates of change, average rents—and others of us listened. At the front of the 

room, Bailey, a young but experienced activist from the Chinatown community, scrambled to 

note down on flipchart paper all the ideas and concerns discernable from the chatter. We all 

agreed: the right of tenants to live in better housing than what was available at the Regent was 
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undeniable. However, as had been demonstrated to the Collaborative and confirmed by archival 

research, the demand for more and better housing far exceeds the City’s willingness to invest in 

the supply that is SRO hotels, a divestment that has been in place at least since 1989 (The Right 

to Remain Team, 2019). 

In all the din, beside me, Theodore, an SRO tenant and organizer with the Collaborative, 

spoke. I don’t think anyone else heard him. He spoke, not proclaiming, but not quiet, just aloud, 

and as a matter of fact, correctly predicting what was to befall the community two weeks later. 

Theodore said: “We’re writing a eulogy”. 

 

Theodore’s comment that we were writing a eulogy not only predicted the closure of the 

Regent roughly two weeks later, on June 20, 2018, but alludes, too, to the pervasive sense of 

death implicit in processes of displacement in the Downtown Eastside. The Regent in particular 

is rife with violent death, especially against women. Stories of women being pushed out of 

windows, of being held hostage in rooms, and of being trapped in impossible situations, are 

common in the community. Although the Regent was a dangerous place to be for its 

compromised structural integrity as a building, broken plumbing, infestations of rats, mice, 

cockroaches, and bedbugs, the hotel was also a site of gendered violence. But while the sudden 

closure of the Regent impelled the City and the Province to secure safe and habitable housing for 

the approximately 150 tenants who had been living in the hotel, at the same time, the Regent’s 

closure roused its ghosts. In the moment of the hotel’s closure and the displacement of its 

tenants, women pushed from windows, held hostage in rooms, and trapped in basements were 

resounded on the sidewalk outside the hotel in a great historical rasp. In this chapter, I tell the 

story of how one tenant who had been living at the Regent negotiated her displacement as she 
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was being forcibly removed from the hotel. I show how these negotiations took place alongside a 

chorus of ghostly women’s voices in order to argue that the dead remain at the Regent in 

haunting memory and shape how people exert and refuse their right to remain. 

 

“All the other girls” 

In the days following the announcement of the Regent’s closure, members of the SRO 

Collaborative, myself included, stood outside the hotel trying to connect with tenants as they 

were moved out of the building. On the last Tuesday of June, upon my arrival at the Regent, one 

of the first people I noticed was a young woman. She had dark hair and black-framed glasses, 

and she was protesting to a few police officers who were collectively sidling her out of the hotel 

and through the small maze of temporary metal fencing which had been set up just outside the 

building. 

“My ex-boyfriend stabbed me!” she protested. “I got fourteen fuckin’ stitches! I can’t 

stay here!” She waved her arms, the purse slung over her shoulder swinging around wildly. 

One of the officers responded. “Yes, Kelsey, and that’s exactly why it’s important for you 

to move.” 

“No! You don’t understand! All of the places you’re telling me are still here! I can’t stay 

here!” 

When the officers got Kelsey out of the Regent, through the fencing, and onto the main 

sidewalk, they left her there and huddled themselves together again just at the threshold of the 

fencing. The fencing was, in effect, the entrance to (and exit of) the Regent. 

 

I approached the young woman. “Sorry, did you say that they offered you housing?” 
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“Housing?! Yeah. They keep offering me the same damn thing! Over and over again! 

And I say: NO. And they just keep offering me the same thing! I don’t know how many times I 

have to say: NO MEANS NO!” 

“Yeah, totally. I hear ya. What have they offered you?” 

“They offered me the Colonial! And uh… the Arco. But I can’t stay here!” 

I scribbled the names down in my notebook. “Gotcha. Did they by any chance offer you a 

room in the Jubilee20?” 

“Oh, yeah, and the Jubilee! But all of those places are in this fuckin’ place!” She gestured 

around. “In this neighbourhood! And I told them: I can’t stay here! My ex-boyfriend stabbed me 

and I got fourteen fuckin’ stitches!” She lifted the bottom of her hoody, revealing a bandage. 

“You feel like you’re in danger?” I asked. “Like he’s going to find you and hurt you?” 

“YES. Or kill me. If it’s not here,” she explained, looking up at the Regent, “then it’ll be 

wherever I go next. All he has to do is just say, Hey, where’s Kelsey, and someone will tell him! 

I can’t stay here!” 

I started calling and texting anyone I could think of that I thought might be able to get 

this woman—Kelsey, it turned out—housing outside the neighbourhood. 

 

As the afternoon wore on, Kelsey pulled up a plastic yellow Dairyland crate and sat down 

on it next to me. Next to me on her yellow crate, she opened a Ziploc bag that she had been 

carrying around and started examining its contents. 

“I got these for $3!” she boasted, showing me trading cards from the bag. 

 
20 By way of announcing the Regent’s closure, in a joint press release, the City of Vancouver and the Province of 
British Columbia had explained that tenants who had been living at the Regent would be moved into safer and more 
secure accommodations at the newly-renovated Jubilee Rooms, just blocks away from the Regent. 
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She cycled through the cards, every so often tipping one upward so I could see. There 

were wrestling cards, baseball cards, hockey cards, even some Lion King cards, which she 

seemed to like the most. 

“I knew if I just held out long enough that someone would help me…” She paused her 

cycling through her cards, looked up at me from the crate, emphasized: “And I’m a shy person! I 

don’t like to yell or be loud! I like BOOKS. I like to READ. I’d rather be QUIET!” 

I listened, nodded. 

“But if I don’t raise my voice, I’m not gonna get anything, and I’m gonna fuckin’ die 

down here! I don’t want to die down here, like all the other girls. But if they don’t get me out of 

here, I’m gonna die down here.” 

 

Like all the other girls. This refrain was uncanny, even palpable, on the sidewalk outside 

the Regent. In her reference to “all the other girls,” Kelsey was likely alluding to wider violence 

against women in the Downtown Eastside, but specifically, her expression recalls the deaths of 

three women at the Regent: Kandace Kemp, Ashley Machiskinic, and Verna Simard 

(Shabaquay21). Kandace Kemp was murdered on May 20, 2003 on the second floor of the Regent 

hotel. Ashley Machiskinic (Cree) died—or, the community would say, was murdered—on 

September 15, 2010, having fallen (or having been pushed) from a window on the Regent’s fifth 

floor. One year later, almost to the day, Verna Simard (Wabigoon) died—or, again, as the 

community would say, was murdered—on September 16, 2011, having fallen (or having been 

pushed) from a window on the Regent’s sixth floor. In different ways, the deaths of Kemp, 

 
21 Angela Sterritt reports that Verna Simard was actually Verna Shabaquay, but went by Verna Simard. See 
https://www.cbc.ca/missingandmurdered/mmiw/profiles/verna-shabaquay. 
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Machiskinic, and Simard have all profoundly affected the Downtown Eastside community and 

impacted, I argue, how Kelsey negotiated her displacement from the Regent hotel. 

While Machiskinic’s and Simard’s deaths prompted considerable support from the 

community, frequently expressed out of necessity as resistance to poor police investigations, 

Kemp’s death seems to have impacted the neighbourhood in more subtle ways. Of Kemp’s 

death, one community member wrote into the Downtown Eastside’s most widely-read 

newsletter: 

Let me relay a story to those of you who do not know that a woman was beaten to 

death on the 2nd floor of the Regent Hotel this past May. She was a young woman 

about eighteen years old. From what we know she had been living with an abusive 

man for about a month prior to her death. Many people who lived in the building 

knew that she was being held captive in her suite and they knew that she was beaten 

on an almost daily basis until her final beating. 

People who lived next door to her and even those who lived on other floors, heard 

her screams for help as she was being beaten. Her screams and cries for help were 

going on for a long time before she was silenced by the beating. Why didn’t anyone 

do anything? Why couldn’t they go to the front desk and ask the manager to call the 

police. [sic] Why couldn’t they intervene and help the woman in some way? Why 

couldn’t or wouldn’t they? Why? Why? Why? For some neighbours it was a relief 

when she finally stopped screaming! (Carnegie Newsletter, 2003, p. 4) 

The person who wrote this (who remained nameless in their submission to the newsletter) 

concludes by expressing their concern about “a quickness to forget what happened to her” 

in the community (Carnegie, 2003, p. 4). 
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The deaths of Ashley Machiskinic and Verna Simard were more publicly discussed. The 

nature of their deaths also remains highly debated, in no small part due to family, friends, and a 

community who contested official claims from the police and the BC Coroners Service. Friends 

rejected the police’s initial ruling that Machiskinic’s death was a suicide and asserted instead that 

she was killed. Specifically, they claimed that she was killed over a small drug debt, both as 

payment for the debt itself and as an example for other people who use drugs to pay their debts. 

Of Machiskinic’s death, Marlene George22, a neighbourhood activist and organizer, stated 

plainly: “We [the Downtown Eastside community] know that that wasn’t an accident” 

(Theodore, 2010). 

Family, friends, and community also rallied behind Verna Simard in the wake of her 

death. Rather than take seriously the possibility that Simard had been murdered, particularly in 

light of suspicions raised by Machiskinic’s death, the police and the BC Coroners Service 

suggested that contributory to Simard’s death was her level of intoxication (Sterritt, 2016), and 

the official report from Coroners Service classified her death as “undetermined” (Marley & 

Smith, 2016). Christine Simard-Chicago stated outright: “Verna Simard was my cousin and she 

was a person who mattered” (Ball, 2011). 

Last year, in the hot sun on the sidewalk outside the Regent, I argue, Kelsey re-sounded 

these women’s deaths. In the strained tone of her voice, in the difficult content of her testimony 

of “all the other girls,” and in attesting to the violence that she herself had suffered from her ex-

boyfriend, Kelsey recalled the remains of these women. In doing so, she reframed the terms of 

 
22 At the time of Machiskinic’s death, Marlene George was organizer of the Downtown Eastside’s Annual February 
14th Women’s Memorial March, an event that started in the early 1990s in response to the continual disappearance 
of Indigenous women, sex workers, and people who use drugs from the neighbourhood. For more about George’s 
activism, see her article, “Why I March” (2014), accessible here: http://rabble.ca/blogs/bloggers/bwss/2014/02/why-
i-march-marlene-george. 
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her own displacement from being strictly about housing to being instead about surviving. In 

other words, for Kelsey, being forcibly uprooted from the Regent was not simply a matter of 

moving to “safer, more secure accommodations” (City of Vancouver, 2018): it was also an 

opportunity, a moment on which she intended to capitalize in order to get herself out of the 

Downtown Eastside and to save her own life. Implicit in the volume of her voice, the rapidity of 

her words, the horror of her tales, is the mayhem of imbalanced power, the violence of eviction, 

and the nonsense of being removed from her home at the Regent supposedly for her safety, while 

having her appeals to a police officer to prevent her further harm or death essentially dismissed. 

In the face of about six or seven police officers, all collectively assuaging the rest of us who were 

standing outside the Regent into a relative docility and near silence, Kelsey resisted in the form 

of sound. Her voice was a charge. She paced around the sidewalk outside the hotel, repeating 

herself, her tone escalating, getting louder, and louder, and louder. She was loud, after a lifetime 

of being silenced and shut away. She was loud, screaming, yelling, stomping around, asking 

questions, demanding answers, for hours in the hot sun at the end of June and in the midst of 

sudden eviction, distinctly refusing her right to her remain in the Downtown Eastside, and 

asserting instead her right to leave, or at least to escape—as a matter of survival. 

I contend that in reversing the right to remain into the right to leave, Kelsey deepens, 

rather than rejects, the ethical sense of remaining in the Downtown Eastside. That is, 

paradoxically, remaining might somehow entail leaving, so long as—and this is crucial—the 

leaving happens on the terms of the person who is doing the leaving. To meaningfully privilege 

“the dispossessed themselves, as sites for contemporary rights-based activism” (Masuda et al., 

2019, p. 2) is to wrestle with the full complexity of what it means to be dispossessed, even if, as 

is the case with Kelsey at the Regent, that complexity necessitates a reckoning with contradictory 
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ideas of justice. If it is the case that the “Right to Remain . . . [resonates] particularly strongly 

with postcolonial accounts of subaltern urbanisms” (Masuda et al., 2019, p. 15), then it seems 

prudent to take up the subaltern on the complicated terms according to which, Kelsey, for 

example, must live. Clearly, these terms do not easily align with the straightforward notion of 

literally remaining in place. Rather, Kelsey’s insistence that she cannot stay in the Downtown 

Eastside and that her departure from the neighbourhood is imperative for her survival reflects 

alternative notions of spatiality. Notable among these might be the periphery (Simone, 2010), 

less a place than a “range of fractures, discontinuities, or “hinges” disseminated over urban 

territories” (2010, p. 41), or a gray space “positioned between the “whiteness” of 

legality/approval/safety, and the “blackness” of eviction/destruction/death” (Yiftachel, 2009, p. 

88). Indeed, postcolonial and urban studies scholar Ananya Roy has highlighted peripheries and 

gray spaces as categories generatively breaking from the sort of normative (ontological, 

topological) understandings of subaltern space, the very sort of breaking with which the right to 

remain is itself allied. 

Notably, this deepening of the right to remain is made possible through Kelsey’s 

interchange with the dead. As Derrida puts it, “to speak of the ghost, [is] indeed to the ghost and 

with it” (Derrida, 1994, p. xviii, emphasis original). Contrary to many exchanges with the dead 

of the Downtown Eastside, which happen through intimate remembrance, memorials, or official 

commemoration (such as, now somewhat famously, the Annual February 14th Women’s 

Memorial March), this social exchange between Kelsey and these women’s ghostly remains at 

the Regent took place at the level of the everyday. While the sudden closure of the Regent just a 

few years after the building’s centenary was a significant moment for the Downtown Eastside 

community, and particularly for the tenants dwelling within the hotel, evictions such as these, if 
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disruptive and violent, are simultaneously commonplace in the neighbourhood. Thus, for all 

intents and purposes, there was nothing “special” about Kelsey’s recalling these women’s 

remains. In fact, her evocation was almost banal. In and outside of the context of dispossession, 

and in the Downtown Eastside as elsewhere, it has become routine to hear people cite “the 

missing women,” “the missing and murdered Indigenous women,” or, in light of the 

government’s recent National Inquiry, the now federally championed phrase of Canada’s 

“missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls,” often collapsed into the abbreviation 

MMIWG. In this way, Kelsey’s refrain of “all the other girls” does not necessarily stand out: it is 

mundane. It is everyday. There were no lovingly decorated photos, no candles, and no mourning 

crowds, which typically mark the specialness of commemoration and remembrance. Instead, we 

were looking at some trading cards in the midst of eviction, with Kelsey seated on an old, 

yellow, plastic Dairyland milk crate. 

Yet, it is precisely the everydayness of Kelsey’s refrain which, I insist, inscribes its 

power. Taking “everyday experiences as a starting point privileges the perspectives of urbanites” 

(Borer, 2013, p. 979) in subaltern spaces, such as Kelsey, so frequently obscured from 

mainstream public and academic thought. Not only this, but privileging Kelsey’s experiences 

singularly—not as one voice of many meant to represent some category of person and 

subsequently coded for themes or patterns, but as a stand-alone voice enough to warrant serious 

attention in and of itself—changes the terms of knowledge production in important ways (St. 

Pierre & Jackson, 2014; Tuck & Yang, 2014). For education scholars Eve Tuck and K. Wayne 

Yang (2014), such a driving beyond codes can elicit questions of who gets to know, who gets 

known, how knowledge is kept, what knowledge is desirable, who profits from it, and so on. 

Moreover, as scholar Mark Rifkin articulates, considering everyday life, especially as it 
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intersects with formal policy, “may displace how settlement’s histories, brutalities, effacements, 

and interests become quotidian and common-sensical” (2013, p. 324). In other words, taking 

seriously the seeming mundanities of this afternoon with Kelsey on the pavement outside the 

Regent, might render visible the complex legacies of settler colonialism. This is not an 

overstatement: the decision on the part of the City of Vancouver and the Province of British 

Columbia to “move people living at the Regent Hotel into safer, more secure accommodations” 

(City of Vancouver, 2018) is fundamentally a part of the settler colonial project. 

Following mundanity to its extreme, it is arguable that Kelsey’s refrain of “all the other 

girls” is not necessarily meaningful. It may be that Kelsey did not know of the Regent’s 

particular histories, of Kandace Kemp, Ashley Machiskinic, and Verna Simard—and yet, not 

knowing about these women’s deaths does not de facto preclude their resonance. Ghosts, after 

all, are not cognitive forms. They do not depend on being known in order to haunt; if ghosts 

depend on a semblance of knowledge at all, it is the opposite of knowledge, non-knowledge, of 

being at least to some extent unknown, on which they depend. As philosopher Jacques Derrida 

puts it, the ghost “no longer belongs to knowledge” (1994, p. 5). Thus, re-sounded in Kelsey’s 

refrain of not wanting to die “like all the other girls,” I argue, are these haunting remains of 

women at the Regent. Understood in this way, Kelsey’s displacement from the Regent hotel was 

a layered violence. Not merely a matter of forced removal, resonant in Kelsey’s displacement 

were memories of past violence, “shot through with repetitive terror” (Langford, 2013, p. 25) and 

thus violent themselves, both in the passing moments outside the Regent and in future moments, 

in anticipation of violence. Kelsey’s refrain about not wanting to die “like all the other girls,” 

then, suggests that for her, dwelling in and being violently removed from the Regent was not a 



 

 66 

straightforward matter of housing. On the contrary, evidently, Kelsey’s displacement from the 

Regent was a matter of life and death. 

 

“And you know about the hidden staircase?!” 

That afternoon, Kelsey repeated herself to anyone who would listen. About how she 

couldn’t stay there, about how her ex-boyfriend had stabbed her, about how she didn’t want to 

die down there like all the other girls. At one point, a man walked by us, who seemed to be a 

tenant she knew from the Regent. He was older, maybe in his 60s, with long untamed hair and a 

dog by his side. The dog followed him happily, but stopped when the man stopped—because 

Kelsey called out to him. 

“Noah! Did you get housing?! Where did you end up?!” 

“West 2nd.” 

“WEST 2ND?! WHY DIDN’T I GET OFFERED A PLACE ON WEST 2ND?! I’M 

GONNA FUCKIN’ DIE DOWN HERE!” 

She lost it. She yelled. To no one in particular, I think, but also to everyone. 

“WHY IS HE OFFERED A PLACE ON WEST 2ND AND I’M NOT?!” 

 

No one was answering her. 

 

An answer seemed necessary. Acknowledgement, at least. Recognition that she was 

yelling, that she was rightfully angry, that she deserved to live, and not to live in constant fear of 

being attacked or murdered. 
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“I’m really not sure, Kelsey. This isn’t making any sense to me either. I’m so sorry this is 

happening this way.” 

The man walked away and his dog followed behind him. 

Kelsey whipped around, looking at me wide-eyed. “He uses drugs all the time! He’s just 

gonna go get high and make a mess, and he stinks! I’m not gonna use drugs. I just want to be 

safe… why don’t I get to go to West 2nd…” 

“I don’t know, man… let’s ask about it.” 

 

We did ask about it. We talked to the Executive Director of Atira Women’s Resource 

Society, a police officer, a man from BC Housing, a nurse from Vancouver Coastal Health, and 

two housing outreach workers from Carnegie Community Centre about Kelsey’s situation, and 

no one could tell us about efforts made to secure her housing outside the Downtown Eastside. In 

fact, one housing support worker from Carnegie explained that that she and her colleagues were 

only equipped with knowledge about housing specifically in the Downtown Eastside, that 

housing outside the neighbourhood was distinctly not within their purview as housing support 

workers. No one could give us a straight answer about why Kelsey was not offered housing on 

West 2nd. 

 

Toward the end of the afternoon, Kelsey was getting pretty worked up. 

“And you know about the hidden staircase?!” she asked me. 

(I didn’t.) 

“In the Regent…?” I asked. 
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“YES! There’s a hidden staircase in there! And there’s these rooms, with no windows, 

and you can’t get out!” 

A police officer approached us, to whom Kelsey then directed her story. 

“And there’s this ROOM,” she shouted to the police officer, the words firing out of her 

mouth rapidly, “called The Red Room, where all the walls are painted red and there’s cameras in 

there so they can watch, and they cut women up!” 

The police officer, a blonde-haired, seemingly kind, white woman, furrowed her brow. 

“Okay,” she said, “do you know how I could talk to any of these women?” 

“NO! Because most of them are DEAD!” 

Kelsey’s voice was loud and her response was instant. A shock. The air went flat after she 

spoke. 

The police officer was not impressed. “Okay, Kelsey—” 

“I’m not crazy!” she insisted. “I’m serious—I know it sounds crazy. Trust me. I can hear 

myself. I know how this sounds, but I’m serious. I’m not crazy. I’ve heard their screams. And 

I’ve seen it! They come out with cuts on their face!” She made a cutting motion at an angle from 

her jaw up to her cheek. 

“Okay, Kelsey,” said the police officer. “I’ve seen the staircase, and it’s closed off. There 

are no rooms there.” 

At this, Kelsey dashed back into the Regent to retrieve the official notice to prove that the 

hidden staircase was real. 
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She went on to talk about the basement. “And you know that ramp thing?! In the 

basement?!” 

Figure 6: Kelsey demonstrating that the hidden staircase was real, June 26, 2018, personal 
photograph. 
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“Yes,” said the police officer. “I’ve been in the basement, Kelsey. I know the ramp 

you’re talking about.” 

“Well, have you gone through that door that it leads to?! I’ve been in there!” Kelsey 

paused for a moment, a look of horror frozen on her face, before snapping back into daylight. “It 

was all flies!” she continued. “I’m serious! Go down there! You’ll see!” 

 

Witnessing the interaction between Kelsey and this police officer was horrifying in so 

many ways. I was horrified, of course, at what Kelsey was saying, at the police officer’s 

dismissal of the egregious violence that Kelsey was describing and her assertions of murder, at 

the patronizing tone of the police officer’s voice, and at the impossibility, at least from my 

position, of discovering the truth. In the days following this conversation at the Regent, I came to 

think of Kelsey’s assertions less as testimony, which was how I had originally heard them, and 

more as rumour. But inadvertently, I dissolved truth into rumour and rearranged rumour into 

truth so that the conversation in my head about truth and rumour ultimately devolved and was 

emptied of meaning, into just noise—that is, until about two weeks after the Regent was finally 

closed, on July 5, 2018, when I was sitting in a café in the neighbourhood and Cindy called me. 

“I was going to tell you,” she said, “to look at my Facebook wall.” 

“Your Facebook wall… ?” 

“Seriously,” she emphasized, “look at my Facebook wall.” 

 

What I saw on Cindy’s Facebook was actually a screen-capture of another post, 

captioned: 
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I have not fact-checked this. Saw it on a friend’s page and wanted to share, in case 
there is truth to it. 

 

The screen-capture itself showed another post that someone had shared to a Facebook Page 

called DTES LIVES MATTER, and that post read: 

 

Oh my gosh, I heard some horrible news in the Downtown Eastside today… they 
recovered six bodies in the basement of the Regent hotel, right below the bar 
portion, and they were all women and girls. These are things that are being kept 
quiet… fuck the police! 
 

 

 

There were comments on the post. At the time, there were three. Cindy had commented first. 

Figure 7: The post on Cindy’s Facebook Timeline, July 5, 2018, personal 
screen capture, 
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It is certainly how people feel, the truth of the horrible violence that has happened 
there. So many deaths, so much fucked up stuff. I am so proud to have had a hand 
in closing it. But whether it’s really, really true, I doubt it. I can’t see how something 
like that could be hushed up. Lots of people in and out of that basement, including 
the City of Vancouver. I’ve been there too. 

 

Another person had offered their thoughts: 

 
This rumour has been floating around for a few weeks. The numbers and the 
location of the supposed bodies change. It’s a rumour and nothing more. 

 

As if not wanting to let the conversation be shut down, Cindy commented again: 

 
I believe it’s possible that things like this could be covered up. Keeping mind open. 
People know the violence there. Same feelings and stories happened with the 
Balmoral when it closed. 
 

 

Figure 8: Comments on the post on Cindy’s Facebook Timeline, July 5, 2018, 
personal screen capture. 
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The Balmoral is another privately-owned SRO hotel which sits just across the street from 

the Regent, on the north side of Hastings. I remember hearing about those rumours, too. The 

ones about the Balmoral. Bones in walls, is what I heard. What stuck with me most, though, in 

all of this, was the ways in which these rumours about the hidden staircase, the Red Room, the 

flies, the bodies in the Regent’s basement, and then these histories of death—of Kandace Kemp, 

Ashley Machiskinic, and Verna Simard—seemed, all of them, dreadfully, to make sense 

together. 

This is not to say that what Kelsey insisted about the hidden staircase, the Red Room, and 

the flies in the basement of the Regent were unequivocally true, nor is it to suggest that any of 

these rumours are untrue. It may be worth noting that in discussing these assertions, histories, 

and stories as rumours, my intention is not to suggest their falsity, but to account for the unease 

and the visceral remains which leave a trail in the aftermath of injustice. Indeed, this collective of 

rumours underscores at least one important aspect of such aftermaths: verifiability is not the 

same thing as veracity. Something can be true without being verifiable. In fact, arguably, this is 

the main reason that rumours work: they claim truth without proving it. Whether or not the 

particular claims that Kelsey was making were verifiably true, then, there was, without a doubt, 

something unverifiably true about what she was saying. 

The right to remain is not only about the act of remaining; it is also about the fact of 

remains. Sedimented in tired rooms, old floors, and phantasmal airs inside the Regent, and 

simultaneously re-sounded by Kelsey outside the hotel on the sidewalk, the remains of women 

such as Kandace Kemp, Ashley Machiskinic, and Verna Simard make up the stuff of “what lives 

on from the disappearance and violent deaths of so many women” (Dean, 2015, p. 4, emphasis 

original). Forcibly displaced from the Regent hotel, Kelsey’s resistance, literally loud and 
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politically confounding, and her seemingly innocuous recall of “all the other girls” serves to 

complicate government, academic, and activist notions of what would be good, just, and safe for 

her, following her removal from the Regent. Effectively, Kelsey turned the right to remain on its 

head, alerting us to the basically straightforward idea that those who have a right to remain in the 

Downtown Eastside also have a right to leave. To theorize the right to remain in this way is to 

think beyond dispossession and outside of rote solidarity, toward, instead, cartographies of 

struggle (Mohanty, Russo, & Torres, 1991), toward the kind of dispossession that “is 

manufactured for my destruction” (Tuck, Morrill, & The Super Futures Haunt Qollective, 2016, 

p. 4). Ultimately, I argue, the right to remain as an activist stance resonates with the Downtown 

Eastside community because it speaks to remaining in place against the forces of dispossession at 

the same time that it speaks to—paradoxically, even in death—remaining alive in spite of forces 

that kill. 
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Figure 9: The Astoria hotel, October 28, 2018, personal photograph. 
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Chapter 5: Residual Inhabitance 

On June 23, 2018, three days before I would meet Kelsey, I went to Oppenheimer Park. 

In the Downtown Eastside, Oppenheimer Park is often referred to as the neighbourhood’s ‘living 

room’. The park is bordered on the north by Powell Street, on the south by Cordova, and on the 

east and west respectively, by Jackson and Dunlevy. There is a fieldhouse toward the 

northeastern corner, a small playground tucked in the southeastern edge, and a cement path 

breaking off in ‘Y’ shape through the remaining grass park. It has the overall feel of a living 

room, too, with people generally sitting around and talking amongst friends. 

At the end of June, I was sitting at the park, when someone walked silently up to me. It 

was deliberate, I could tell. They walked right up to where I was sitting. 

“Oh, there you are.” 

I looked up. Standing in front of me was Theodore, one of the tenant organizers with the 

Collaborative. Theodore was the man who, at the meeting about the Regent in the Four Sisters, 

had correctly predicted that we were, at the time, indeed writing a eulogy. On this day at 

Oppenheimer, I wasn’t expecting to see Theodore, and something about him was off. Just 

slightly askew. But he seemed to want to talk. 

Theodore, it turns out, was askew from being in pain. Or more accurately, he was “in 

bereavement,” as he put it. He said that he wanted to help me because he knew I was studying 

death and he thought it was really important. 

“The communities in SROs are shattered,” he told me. 

I nodded. 

Theodore shook his head, kicked at the ground. Maybe in response to my silence, he 

looked back up, right at me, and spoke again, as if to clarify: “They’re FUCKED.” 
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I nodded again, but of course, the truth is I had no real concept of what Theodore was 

describing. I had never—still have never—lived in an SRO hotel. I haven’t even stayed one 

night. Trying to show my understanding of what Theodore was saying was probably futile, even 

presumptuous, as was confirmed by his next question. 

“Do you know what death shit smells like?” 

“I’ve only ever encountered one dead perso—” I began, until it dawned on me that people 

defecate after they die. “Oh, but you mean literal shit…” It seemed obvious now. “Because 

people shit when they die…” 

“Yes,” he said, unflinching. “And have you ever smelled death shit?” 

(I hadn’t.) 

“No.” 

“It smells terrible.” 

I sat still. 

“I hate it.” 

I nodded. 

“It has its own distinct smell.” 

 

When Theodore left, he reiterated that I should interview him, walked away, westward, 

then turned around, and called back to me: “We’ll call it ‘death shit’”. 

 

Theodore’s report of “death shit” forces a recognition of the materiality of the dead in the 

Downtown Eastside. Whereas in hospitals and palliative care facilities people die in spaces of 

relative sanitation, in the Downtown Eastside, and more specifically, in the privately-owned 
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SRO hotels of the Downtown Eastside, people die amongst all the difficult materialities of death: 

“death shit,” other bodily excretions, rigored postures, and tissue decay, many of which are 

signalled by smell. As one man who I spoke with during my fieldwork, Toby, put it, “most of the 

time, we find dead bodies [in privately-owned SROs] after they start to smell”. These material 

remains matter for how we think about the right to remain in the neighbourhood. While forcibly 

displacing people can be enormously traumatic, even from the uninhabitable conditions of SRO 

hotels like Regent, so too can remaining in these hotels be traumatic, not just because of 

compromised building integrity, broken plumbing, pest infestations, and threat of violence, but 

because of people’s material remains, their residual inhabitance. In this chapter, I recount 

conversations with two tenants, Theodore and Sawyer, both of whom had lived or were still 

living at a privately-owned SRO hotel called the Astoria. Through Theodore’s and Sawyer’s 

comments and stories, I show how the dead remain at the Astoria not just in haunting memory, 

but in odorous materialities. Here, I further a nascent discussion within the right to remain about 

“the right to remain in limbo” (Weinstein, 2014, as quoted by Masuda et al., 2019, p. 4), arguing 

that the odorous remains of the dead cast being “in limbo” in a distinctly material light. 

 

“Lots of people are found like that.” 

Around the second week of September, I went to the City of Vancouver Archives, where 

I ran into Theodore, who was there with Sera23, doing archival work for The Right to Remain. At 

a big table by the window, once again, Theodore and I talked about death. 

“I’ve been thinking about death,” he explained, “and talking to people about it.” 

“Oh, yeah? Wow, Theodore… thank you for being so supportive. How’s that going?” 

 
23 Seraphina Skands is another graduate student and my close friend. She was also a colleague working as a 
Research Assistant with The Right to Remain. 
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“Well,” he muttered, clearing his throat, “lots of people are dying. That’s what I’m 

hearing. You know, just incidentally. I’m just keeping my ears open to it.” 

I pictured Theodore moving through the neighbourhood, through Spring Cabins24, up and 

down Keefer, down Main, in rooms, hallways, and centres, his ears pricked to the sounds of 

death. 

“For example,” he went on, “my friend. Lives in the Astoria. Just stepped into the 

bathroom on the third floor the other day. Finds a dead guy in the bathroom.” 

I kept listening. I think I made something between a surprised face and a grimace. 

“Didn’t know him well, apparently. René, apparently, was the guy’s name. Or something 

like that.” 

Theodore had mentioned René in the last Right to Remain meeting, maybe a week before 

this conversation at the Archives. In the meeting, Sarah had said that there were lots of deaths 

recently, that she’d heard that someone died on the third floor of the Astoria, and at the time, 

Theodore had said that he “wasn’t totally sure,” but he thought maybe the man’s name was René. 

“Lots of people are found like that,” Theodore went on. “That’s very common. To just, 

you know, wake up in your room, go down the hall to go to the bathroom in the morning, you 

open the door, and there’s a dead body.” 

“Yeah…” 

“Because, you know, a lot of these people in SROs, they often have COPD25. You know 

COPD?” 

“Yeah.” 

 
24 The name of this building has been changed to protect the housing of the person who was living at the hotel. 
25 Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) is a term used to describe progressive lung diseases such as 
emphysema, chronic bronchitis, non-reversible asthma. It is characterized by continuous and increasing 
breathlessness.  
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“Yeah. So, they have COPD to begin with, and then they have a heart attack, and 

apparently one of the symptoms of a heart attack is an urge to pass a bowel movement, so they 

go to the bathroom, and they have a heart attack while they’re on the toilet. My friends Curtis 

and Sandy both passed like that.” 

 

Later on in September, Theodore and I were chatting at the Collaborative’s office before 

another Right to Remain meeting. 

He sipped his coffee. “You know, it would be good to have more clarity on what type of 

data you’re looking for… I’m not sure what to tell people, when I ask them about being 

interviewed.” 

A fair, but tricky question. Theodore was serious when he had said earlier, back in June, 

in Oppenheimer, that he wanted to help me with this project. He had determined at the time that 

he would do what he could to help me with recruitment for interviews. 

“Hmm… yeah… well, broadly, I’m interested in… I mean, yeah, I can send you 

something. I’ll send you something.” 

“Like criteria.” 

“Yeah, gotcha. Okay. I’ll email you.” 

Theodore swirled the coffee in his cup, looked down at it, nodding. “It’s just, you know, 

it’s like… what do you want to hear, right? What are you looking for?” He glanced up at me. 

“And what do you not want to hear? Do you want to hear, you know, I woke up this morning and 

I went to the bathroom and I opened the door and there was a dead body on the floor…? You 

know?” He made a gesture with his hand, lifted an eyebrow. 
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Theodore’s reference to finding a dead body in an SRO hotel as a commonplace 

occurrence is important in its own right, but reflects, too, other people’s comments about death in 

SRO hotels. One woman on the Right to Remain team, Melody, for example, told me that she 

was living in her room at the Savoy because the previous tenant had simply been “executed”. In 

conversation with Mara, discussing the death of a man with a walker on the sixth floor of the 

Regent, John, an organizer with the Collaborative who had been living in the Regent before it 

closed, remembered: “Oh, and they left him for about a week or whatever?” Belle, an old friend 

who I ran into at a Blenz and shared an impromptu coffee with, explained that hotel managers re-

rent rooms so quickly after tenants die, that they just flip the mattress (if anything), and that a 

friend of hers was once “spooked right outta the building” because when they laid down on the 

bed in the room they had inherited, the mattress had not been flipped, and they could feel the 

imprint of the previous tenant’s body on the bed. In a conversation about someone’s court case, 

one of the TOROs, Hayden, lamented that “unfortunately, one of the witnesses overdosed,” a 

young woman who had been living at the Vogue. And in the first days of August, after reports of 

a smell, police identified Chelsea Lynn De Forge, deceased in a room on the second floor at the 

Regal. These differently embodied dead reveal that for the Downtown Eastside, remaining “in 

limbo” (Weinstein, 2014, p. 20) constitutes more than the durability of the neighbourhood itself: 

remaining “in limbo” is necessarily also an everyday lived practice of encounter. For those 

exerting their right to remain in the Downtown Eastside, “limbo” is not just the political limbo of 

remaining versus being dispossessed; it is also the material limbo of living—literally—with the 

dead. 

Such living arrangements are full with possibilities of encountering the dead. As 

geographer Helen Wilson observes, the word “encounter” is loaded with meaning, largely from 
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its usage in tales of colonial encounter, but also from its etymology which codes it “as a meeting 

of opposites” (2017, p. 452). Theorizing embodied meetings between the living and the dead in 

SRO hotels of the Downtown Eastside as encounters, then, is useful for three main reasons: 

doing so recognizes the fundamental difference, indeed opposition of life and death; attends to 

the literal and figurative borders which separate the living and the dead (e.g. doors, walls, floors; 

earthly- versus after-life); and simultaneously understands these meetings between opposites as 

social relations capable of transgressing borders through “fine negotiations, intersections and 

exchanges” (Rovisco, 2010, p. 1024). In the paragraphs below, I theorize these meetings between 

the living and the dead in SRO hotels as olfactory and everyday encounters in order to delineate 

a notion of the ‘material urban limbo’ as central in comprehending and exerting the right to 

remain. 

As Theodore emphasized, the dead have their own distinct smell. According first to 

geographer J. Douglas Porteous, and subsequently to many scholars of the senses, smells shape 

place. Porteous (1985) conceives of this constitutive relationship as a smellscape, in which one is 

“immersed . . . [because] it is immediately evocative, emotional and meaningful” (p. 360, 

emphasis original). In this sense, in living SRO tenants’ encounters with their dead neighbours, 

the smell diffused from people’s remains shapes the place of the SRO in important ways. First, 

spaces originally built for living habitation are swiftly repurposed into spaces of dead habitation, 

or rather, into spaces of co-habitation. Critical humanities theorist Stuart Murray puts it thus: 

“across the threshold that separates life and death, we might accept the living and the dead as co-

belonging” (Murray, 2008, p. 206). In SRO hotels, I argue, it is partly the olfactory encounter 

between the living and the dead that expedites the crossing of that threshold and ushers in such a 

co-belonging. At the same time, paradoxically, the putrid stench of the dead marks the border 
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between life and death and thus fractures the ontological stability upon which “we moderns” 

(Bell, 1997, p. 819) have come to depend (Guy & Holloway, 2007). Indeed, it is perhaps for this 

reason that, as Theodore remarked, “the communities in SROs are shattered”. So, for living 

tenants in SRO hotels, encountering the smell of dead neighbours transforms the space of the 

SRO hotel itself and forces a co-belonging of the living and the dead. In this way, the SRO 

becomes either a space for the living harbouring the dead or a space for the dead harbouring the 

living. This is one aspect of the absurd reality of the ‘material urban limbo’: place, in its sensate 

expressions, is transformable, though never permanently transformed. Rather, it is in limbo. 

To think through everyday encounters with the material remains of the dead in SROs, it is 

worth re-quoting Theodore: “Lots of people are found like that”. It is “very common,” said 

Theodore, “to just, you know, wake up in your room, go down the hall to go to the bathroom in 

the morning, you open the door, and there’s a dead body”. I want to make a note about theorizing 

academic discourse using Theodore’s comment about his very real life in the SRO hotels and 

rooming houses of the Downtown Eastside. Theodore’s comment speaks volumes about the 

everyday as an analytical frame. It begs the question: everyday for whom? Studies of the 

everyday tend to privilege educated, upper- or middle-class, white (men’s) English-language 

perspectives at the expense of others. In thinking through Theodore’s description of encounters 

with the dead, my intention here is not to commodify his experience or knowledge, but to 

highlight the politically important everyday encounter that he describes for its transformative 

potential, transformative at least in how it illustrates the ‘material urban everyday’ and/or 

coheres in manifestations of grassroots activism and community organizing. 

Theodore’s experience of encountering dead neighbours in SROs reveals a key feature of 

what I am calling here the ‘material urban limbo’: that is, for those inhabiting the ‘material urban 
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limbo,’ encounters can be everyday and shocking at the same time. Theodore, or any tenant in an 

SRO—take, for example, Belle’s friend, who was “spooked right outta the building” by the 

bodily imprint of the dead—might recognize an encounter with the dead as an everyday event, 

but nevertheless be shocked by the sensory assault and psychological toll of finding bodily 

remains. For Helen Wilson, this element of shock is part and parcel to the geographies of 

encounter; and simultaneously, she adds, “shock can . . . be a core element of the everyday” 

(2017, p. 456). In other words, the everyday, if monotonous and quotidian, can also be shocking. 

The ‘material urban limbo,’ then, though perhaps best exemplified by sensory encounters with 

dead people’s remains, is not restricted to such encounters. On the contrary, based on Theodore’s 

and many other community members’ stories of their community, as well as my own encounters 

in the neighbourhood, the ‘material urban limbo’ is various. It is, I contend, a spatial and political 

stasis frequently experienced by people dwelling in urban and dispossessed neighbourhoods such 

as the Downtown Eastside that is distinguished by encounters with a wide array of at once 

commonplace and potentially shocking materialities. In the Downtown Eastside, examples other 

than the remains of the dead might include encounters with automobile exhaust, garbage, urine, 

drug paraphernalia, people’s suffering, in all its diverse forms, or even more mundane 

experiences, such as the feeling of wearing running shoes with no socks. 

In their discussion of “the right to remain in limbo” (Weinstein, 2014, as quoted by 

Masuda et al., 2019, p. 4), Masuda and colleagues assert that 

[what] it means to be able to remain, even if in limbo, for so many generations and in 

the face of such powerful forces, contains important lessons for the historical 

situatedness of rights-based expressions within the contemporary geographies of 

dispossession. (p. 4) 
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I humbly submit that the ‘material urban limbo’ contributes to learning these lessons. As a 

concept, the ‘material urban limbo’ reaches toward a grounded understanding—“grounded,” that 

is, in the sense of activist work “on the ground,” for example, as opposed to “grounded” as in 

grounded theory. In any case, without some grounding force, the notion of being ‘in limbo,’ 

though politically charged and theoretically expressive, lingers somewhat in abstraction, almost 

existential, even halfway theological, in its Christian connotations. By revolving the idea of 

being ‘in limbo’ from an abstract to a grounded concept, I propose, the ‘material urban limbo’ 

serves to draw situatedness out of the nowhereness that is, typically, being ‘in limbo’. This move 

may enable new ways of theorizing rights-based (or indeed non-rights-based) activism in the 

Downtown Eastside and elsewhere, and might recast contemporary geographies of dispossession 

beyond property and placedness toward other radical, even otherworldy, forms of remaining. 

 

“Nobody’s there, nope” 

By October, Vancouver was beautiful. The leaves had begun to fall, but the sky was still 

blue. The contrast of the red, orange, brown, and yellow leaves against the blue sky was striking. 

A picturesque autumn. On October 16, 2018, I sat with a man named Sawyer in his “spot,” he 

called it. Sawyer’s spot is in Andy Livingstone Park at the top of the hill. On some trapezoid-

shaped cement blocks, in the middle of the park’s water feature, we settled in at Sawyer’s spot. It 

was peaceful. Sawyer was happy, with his cigarette lit and his Cariboo beers on hand. He smiled 

a lot. The city felt light with the possibility of connection, even of friendship. Towards the 

bottom of the hill, there were kids playing, and we could hear their laughter, amidst the 

occasional rush of a skytrain and the distant wail of seagulls. 
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At one point, the conversation turned to ghosts, and Sawyer told me a story about his 

room in the Astoria Hotel. 

“Like, my place?” he began. “There was three people that actually died in that ‘zact same 

room. Every now and again, I feel somethin’, but… I don’t believe in that stuff”. 

Sitting by the water in the park, I was not interested so much in his non-belief in “that 

stuff,” by which I gathered he meant the occult in general. But I was interested in what Sawyer 

felt, living, as he says, “in that ‘zact same room”. So I asked him: “What do you feel though?” 

“Oh, this one time, I woke up… huh.” 

Figure 10: Andy Livingstone Park, October 17, 2018, personal photograph. 
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He paused, almost like he was stuck, before continuing. “And what it was, was somethin’ 

just squishin’ on the, on the mattress—like the mattress…” 

“Like it was going down…?” I asked, making a pushing motion with my hand, trying to 

understand. “Like as if somebody was pushing it?” 

“As if somebody was sittin’ on it,” Sawyer corrected. 

I cleared my throat. 

“And this—oh! This… awful fucking smell!” He emphasized each word like a verbal 

punch. “And I woke up, and it was like… right, nobody’s there, nope…” 

I tried to double-check that I understood what he was saying, that I hadn’t missed 

something, that he really had felt something—someone—when presumably, no one was there, 

but Sawyer just continued his story. 

“Supposedly there was a woman, the last person that died in there, was a woman . . . . 

And I mean… oh, the smell from Hell! It was an open sewer smell. It was like… and it was 

breathing. And I felt hot air on me. I was like… and it woke me up! I was like… the fuck man?!” 

“So, you were lying on the bed and you saw it?” 

Sawyer nodded slowly, turning to me, delivering a serious look. “I was lying in the bed, 

and I was like… that was funky! It was just, I don’t know where, and all of a sudden, it was 

gone. It was gone.” 

I tried to understand. “Like the mattress went back to normal…?” 

“It was just gone. I was like… Okayyyy,” said Sawyer, slowly breaking into laughter. 

“What happened here, boy?!” 

There was a lull in our conversation. We both looked around. The park was still beautiful. 

“Did it feel… scary?” I asked. “Or—what did it feel like?” 
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“I’m not really afraid of a lot of stuff… but that was funky.” 

“Mmm.” 

“But… the smell!” 

“Mmm.” 

“It was like… it was foul.” He emphasized this word so much that it nearly became two 

syllables when he said it. “Foul odour smell. I was like… ohhh, that was…” He stared straight 

ahead, thinking, “… funky,” he concluded, turning to me. “That was funky.” 

“Are there other kinds of things that have happened in your room?” 

“Nothin’ really, but… that one was…” 

“That one stuck with you.” 

“Kinda hit me.” 

 

Admittedly, Sawyer’s story appears to confound the concept of ‘material urban limbo’ 

that I have just proposed. His story is not about material, after all. In fact, of his own encounter, 

Sawyer states outright: “nobody’s there, nope”. However, I argue that Sawyer’s story still fits 

within my concept of the ‘material urban limbo’—if for no other reason, then for his comments 

which allude to some form of residual inhabitance. There was an “awful fucking smell,” with 

“breathing” so that he “felt hot air on” him, and a haunting sense of the last person that died in 

his room that “kinda hit” him. Put simply, it is as if some inhabitant continues to reside in his 

room at the Astoria. While Sawyer’s comments do not signify materiality in the same way that 

Theodore’s comment about “death shit” does, they nevertheless work together and cohere into a 

sense of material presence. The “nobody” that was apparently sitting on Sawyer’s bed blends 

with the “somebody” that he felt, conjuring, together, a type of subjectivity that seems to exert a 
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real sort of social agency, indeed to force a type of “co-belonging” (Murray, 2008, p. 206) not 

unlike that entailed in tenants’ encounters with the literal bodily remains of the dead. 

This is not to treat the substance of materiality as a non-issue. On the contrary, it is to 

treat the substance of materiality as the primary issue. In theorizing the ‘material urban limbo,’ I 

am, by some measures, chiefly concerned with materiality and how matter comes to matter 

(Barad, 2003). For feminist theorist Karen Barad, “material conditions matter, not because they 

“support” particular discourses that are the actual generative factors in the formation of bodies 

but rather because matter comes to matter through the iterative intra-activity of the world in its 

becoming” (2003, p. 823). I understand this to mean that attention to the conditions of 

materiality—both discursively how we come to think about and understand “materiality” and the 

straightforward material conditions in, say, Sawyer’s room—and attention to how matter comes 

to matter matter because the world’s becoming is intra-active (i.e. not merely interactive, not 

assuming a priori relata). That is to say, for Barad (2003), the world’s becoming best be 

apprehended, or made meaningful, with considerable attention to the complex substance of 

materiality. In arguing for the sensate remains that Sawyer encountered in his room at the Astoria 

as material, I am not endeavouring to devolve or obscure the issue of materiality, but to take it up 

explicitly in ways that might enhance our understandings of remaining and, eventually, serve to 

create more just conditions for the actual lives and deaths of people dwelling in the Downtown 

Eastside. 

At the Astoria hotel, the dead remain in odorous materialities. Living tenants’ encounters 

with the bodily remains of the dead, at once everyday and uncanny, cast being “in limbo” in a 

particularly material light which I have articulated here as the ‘material urban limbo’. This 

concept both theorizes and expresses the lived practice of remaining that I have witnessed, heard, 
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and, to some extent, exerted myself in the Downtown Eastside. Framing the ‘material urban 

limbo’ in terms of the encounter, I have sought to show how the concept is capable of grounding 

otherwise abstract senses of being ‘in limbo’ in people’s actual lives and deaths. To understand 

my as yet emergent concept of the ‘material urban limbo’ as coherent with the right to remain is 

to take seriously the idea that “what is often gained in these struggles [against dispossessive 

forces] is [merely] the right to remain in limbo” (Weinstein, 2014, as quoted by Masuda et al., 

2019, p. 4). At the same time, it is to reach toward a more complex articulation of struggle. 

Thinking through Theodore’s and Sawyer’s encounters with dead people’s material remains at 

the Astoria, I have endeavoured to show how the right to remain, if constrained to a sort of 

‘limbo,’ is not in its constrainment also constrained from imagining beyond it. As Avery Gordon 

remarks, “we need to know where we live in order to imagine living elsewhere. We need to 

imagine living elsewhere before we can live there” (1997, p. 5). The “elsewhere” to which she 

refers is not a real place; that is, she is not talking about displacement or dispossession. Rather, 

she is talking about how grappling with complexity might engender more just futures. Theorizing 

the ‘material urban limbo’ in the context of the right to remain is my humble attempt at such a 

grappling.  
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Figure 11: The first floor of the Astoria hotel, October 17, 2018, personal photograph. 
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Chapter 6: Revenant Neighbours 

By the end of October, I was exhausted. The rain of the west coast’s autumn had arrived, 

and the streets were riddled with puddles. At night, even against the dark of sky and shadowy 

buildings, these puddles made the Downtown Eastside more colourful. Reflected in the watery 

surface of these puddles was the round yellow glow from the streetlamps above, and, too, the 

multi-coloured spectacle of fluorescent lights, illuminant vestiges from the city’s earlier days, 

what some have called “Vancouver’s neon glory” (Mackie, 2009). 

I spent most of November and December in a daze. Thoughts would swirl and then be 

gone. The city was heavy with downpour and blank with grey. The sun set earlier and earlier. 

When I left the Downtown Eastside at the end of each day,26 in the cover of dusk, often, I could 

see that there were lights on in the Regent (see Appendix A). They were not always the same 

ones. Different rooms would light up on different days. It was around this time, too, that I had 

been wandering down the 100-block of Hastings absent-mindedly marvelling at some graffiti on 

a wall and that lady, who was, I think, setting up her home on a blanket by the building that I was 

standing next to, shouted “Shoo, bitch!” and I shooed. I hadn’t even realized where I was or what 

I was doing. I was out of it. 

Memories from these fall and winter months are anchored only by fleeting glances, 

sights, sounds, moments, sometimes connected with people—Sawyer’s childish grin, Cindy’s 

laugh, the lilt of Sera’s voice; or the generosity of Theodore’s words, hovering right at the 

midpoint between intellect and kindness. Sometimes my memories are not connected with 

people at all, like just the fog on the bus window, for example, or the blanket of leaves, smudged 

 
26 It is worth noting that leaving the Downtown Eastside at the end of the day is routinely cited by residents as a 
distinguishing feature of outsiders (e.g. researchers, support workers, health professionals). 
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and scattered across the rain-wet pavement, which coated the city throughout these strange 

months, in sad, fibrous orange. 

In the new year, I interviewed a woman named Gina. Gina was a friend of a friend of a 

friend, but I was immediately comfortable around her, maybe in part because she had been so 

prominent in the media, even, too, in the archival material I had encountered. But Gina was also 

a warm, welcoming, authentic person. It was easy to feel comfortable around her. On an L-

shaped couch, with Gina on one arm, and me on the other, we talked. At one point, Gina 

described “how the haunting begins”: 

Yeah, just the… number of neighbours, people, you know, you walk by, and you see 

their faces, and you see their faces, and you see your faces, and then they’re absent! 

And that has this kind of—I think that’s how the haunting begins, because your brain 

has some way of knowing that something’s missing. But it’s just this unease, you 

know? 

She went on: 

And then, the opposite is also true. Where you’re going along and you’re going along 

and you’re going along, and you see someone and you go—you almost say—I’ve 

stopped saying it. I think I said it once—never tell someone that: I thought you were 

dead! Not a good opening line. Not a good line between friends or acquaintances or 

anything! So, you can just express surprise. Oh, I’m so surprised to see you! ‘Cause 

that’s the truth. (‘Cause I thought you were deaadd!) 

She laughed to herself a little, paused, briefly, and pushed her hair from her face, before 

calmly adding: “We make our death lists, you know”. 

But for Gina, the death lists and their haunting were activating forces: 
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I mean the haunting, in a way, it’s a motivator . . . you know, you think of all the… 

other situations where, you know, the overdoses for instance. I had to physically 

describe it to someone, because you know, people say that to me. They go, You 

know, you’re older, you’re completely unpaid. I’m on fuckin’ welfare. Well, I always 

go. Good thing, eh? People with jobs don’t go in alleys and fuckin’ do illegal shit. 

I’m just saying. They don’t. And we beg them to and they don’t. They have enough 

spare time to and they don’t. They could do it on their holidays and they don’t. Like, 

you know what I mean! . . . . So they’ll say, Oh, yeah, yeah, you should quit. You 

should take a holiday. You know, more self-care. Like, people don’t understand. 

Social justice work is self-care! If you are like, trying to have a good time and trying 

to take a break and every time you close your eyes, you’re just haunted by all this 

shit, I don’t see why that’s self-care! Like what the fuck! 

 

The dead inspire activism in the Downtown Eastside. While self-care is a critical aspect 

of social justice work (Alkenbrack, 2007; Eriksen, 2017; Hande & Kelly, 2015; González, 2015), 

in some cases, as in Gina’s case, it may also be the same thing as social justice work, or, to use 

another word, activism. For example, from 1995 to 2016, Gina was inspired to help open illegal 

overdose prevention sites in the Downtown Eastside, in the face of the neighbourhood’s two 

most fatal overdose crises, as a matter, evidently, of self-care/activism. Others have been 

inspired to start unique harm reduction programs such as TORO or fight for housing in activist 

organizations such as the Carnegie Community Action Project or the DTES SRO Collaborative. 

Indeed, in different ways, people have been inspired by the dead to exert a right to remain. If we 

are thinking of remaining, as I have suggested, not only in terms of dispossession and 
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displacement, but also in terms of death, then it is possible to conceive of this inspired activist 

work as a response to the finality of death rather than an indication of social interchange between 

the living and the dead. As Trina remarked of the dead: “they’re gone! You can’t bring them 

back! You don’t have that knowledge…” And yet, in the context of the most recent fentanyl-

related overdose crisis, in fact, for Trina and many others, the dead are often still there (in place) 

and you can bring them back (using Naloxone27) because you do have that knowledge (how to 

administer it). In this sense, what Derrida has called the revenant (the specter, the ghost) takes on 

a literal meaning: the Downtown Eastside is, at least literally, a community of revenant 

neighbours. In this chapter, I share from conversations with three community members: Gina, 

Sawyer, and Trina. I show how the sociality of the living and the dead in the Downtown Eastside 

prompts political activism, in this case expressed as overdose response. In many ways, then, in 

this chapter, I take up Masuda and colleagues’ (2019) suggestion that the right to remain is 

fuelled by a “dispossessive collectivism” (p. 2), arguing that inhered in such a collective are the 

social remains of the dead themselves. 

 

“I’m the only one who cares. . . . they don’t do shit themselves!” 

On November 13, 2018, there was a TORO meeting. When I got to the Collaborative’s 

office, where TORO meetings were usually held, I found Theodore and Sawyer sitting on the 

cement curb just outside the office’s main building. They were smoking together. 

“Well, hey!” I said, greeting them. 

“Hi, Angela,” came Theodore’s reply. 

 
27 Naloxone is an opioid antagonist which blocks the effects of opioids and can help reverse overdoses. 
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Sawyer just looked up at me beaming, a childish grin on his face, tucked away beneath 

his moustache. “Well, hello!” he said, through a puff of his cigarette. “You know,” he began. “I 

never got a chance to thank you!” 

“Thank me?” 

“Yes, thank you for, uh, hangin’ out with me that there day, a while ago now. That was 

really nice.” 

I gathered that he was referring to our interview, which, as he rightly pointed out, had 

really been more of a hangout. 

“Oh, no, Sawyer, thank you! That’s no problem, that’s no problem.” 

Theodore was quiet beside him, smoking, watching our interaction. Sawyer looked down, 

shook his head. 

“No, no,” he said, “thank you.” 

The fact is he had already thanked me, multiple times, even, but it seemed to be really 

important to him to thank me again, so I accepted. “Well, you’re welcome, Sawyer. Thank you, 

too.” 

His face lit up. “We was drinkin’ there, eh! Well, I was drinkin’!” he exclaimed, breaking 

out in laughter. 

“Yeah, man, it was a good day! Hey—how’ve you been, Sawyer?” (He didn’t look good.) 

“Not good,” he said. “Not good at all.” 

“No? What’s up? What’s goin’ on?” I asked, kneeling down. 

“Well, I had to get rushed to the hospital the other day, ‘cause this valve in here wasn’t 

workin’ right,” he explained, indicating his chest. “So that’s then why I was havin’ trouble 

breathin’, ‘cause no oxygen was gettin’ to my heart.” 
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I looked at Theodore in concern at what Sawyer was saying. He made a minute nodding 

motion, as if to say, Yeah, he’s dying. 

“Ohhh, Sawyer…!” 

“Yeah, so I gotta go back there, eh? And they’re gonna do some more tests or whatnot on 

me…” 

He didn’t seem excited about this. 

“Do you have someone to watch your room while you’re gone?” asked Theodore. 

We all knew that rooms got stolen in the privately-owned SRO hotels, that if you weren’t 

in your room consistently, that you might come back one day to find that someone has just up 

and moved in. 

“Are you kiddin’?!” laughed Sawyer, a little smug. “No one in that building’s gonna look 

out for my room! No one gives a shit in that building but me. I’m the only one who cares.” 

 

On December 11, 2018, there was another TORO meeting. After the meeting, before he 

left, Sawyer came over to me. I had taken minutes for the meeting, but I had needed to charge 

my laptop, and the only outlet available was just passed where Sawyer had been sitting, so that 

the laptop cord trailed in front of his feet, a tripping hazard. 

“You tryin’ to kill me?!” he joked, walking over to me. 

“You bet!” I joked back. 

Sawyer gave me a hug. “You just have a heart of gold, young lady.” 

“Ohhh Sawyer, you’re very kind. I try! You gotta try, right?!” 

He laughed. But he didn’t look well. 
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“Why are you smilin’?! Are you actually happy, Sawyer? Or are you just smiling because 

you don’t wanna bother me with feeling upset?” 

For a few moments, he kept laughing, before opening up. A little, at least. 

“Well, to tell you the truth, I just got back from the hospital on Wednesday morning, 

right?” 

I nodded, listened in. 

“And right when I got home, already, I hear it—my name. Sawyer! Sawyer! Calling out 

an overdose, like. Narcan28, Narcan! Overdose!” He rolled his eyes. “And I’m thinkin’, god, you 

know, I’m just a liiiitttle too weak for this. And haven’t I trained you people? I tell ya. I trained 

just about everybodys in that damn building, and not one person can give him the Narcan? 

Anyway, I Narcan’d the guy three times—and he was okay—but this guy… Jeez,” he muttered, 

shaking his head. “This guy was out. I Narcan’d him three times, the ambulance Narcan’d him 

twice… and that still wasn’t enough. I train everybody, I give supplies to everybody, but still 

everyone relies on me! They don’t do shit themselves!” 

 

Often, the sociality of the living and the dead is not straightforward. As with all forms of 

sociality, the social interchange between the living and the dead is complicated in and of itself, 

but it is also complicated by everyday circumstances in which people find themselves, such as, 

for example, returning to the Astoria after a trip to the hospital and hearing your name being 

called repeatedly, alerting you, even in your weakened state, to a person’s overdose. These 

“contemporary geographies of dispossession” (Masuda et al., 2019, p. 4), then, include 

uninhabitable conditions, eviction, homelessness, and the broader gentrification and 

 
28 Narcan is the brand name for naloxone, an opioid antagonist which blocks the effects of opioids and can help 
reverse overdoses. 
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displacement threatening to erase the neighbourhood writ large, but are bound up, too, in the 

happenstance of everyday life. In this sense, geographies of dispossession are not strictly place- 

or property-based in the way that the word “geography” can sometimes imply. 

Frequently, geographies of dispossession are emotional. That is to say, it is not only the 

facts of uninhabitable conditions, eviction, homelessness, gentrification, displacement, and 

neighbourhood erasure that constitute people’s circumstances: it is also the way it feels to live (or 

die) in those circumstances that is itself constitutive of them. Indeed, many scholars have pointed 

out the role of emotions in shaping worlds (Ahmed, 2004; Fox, 2015; Stewart, 2007). The 

emotional geographies of dispossession, then, I contend, play a pivotal role in shaping and 

indeed complicating the sociality of the living and the dead in the Downtown Eastside. 

The emotional geography of the Astoria, where Sawyer was living, is rife with fear, 

especially fear of the hotel’s manager. Many times throughout the eight months that I spent 

doing fieldwork in the Downtown Eastside, organizers with the Collaborative had remarked how 

“the manager [at the Astoria] is a monster”. In fact, with this in mind, during our conversation 

after the TORO meeting on December 11, I actually asked Sawyer if he thought that maybe other 

Astoria tenants were afraid to act as he did due to fear of management, and he confirmed: “Yeah, 

they’re afraid”. Fear, then, shapes relations between the living and the dead at the Astoria, 

particularly around situations involving people’s overdose. 

Critical scholar Sara Ahmed has contributed much to the discussion of emotional 

geographies, notably through her book The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004). In the book’s 

introduction, Ahmed explains how she sets out to trace the various movements and mire of 

emotions. She meditates, for example, on the hypothetical situation frequently used in 
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psychological literature of a child encountering a bear and feeling the emotion of fear. I quote 

her at length: 

Why is the child afraid of the bear? The child must ‘already know’ the bear is 

fearsome. This decision is not necessarily made by her, and it might not even be 

dependent on past experiences. This could be a ‘first time’ encounter, and the child 

still runs for it. But what is she running from? What does she see when she sees the 

bear? We have an image of the bear as an animal to be feared, as an image that is 

shaped by cultural histories and memories. When we encounter the bear, we already 

have an impression of the risks of the encounter, as an impression that is felt on the 

surface of the skin. This knowledge is bodily, certainly: the child might not need 

time to think before she runs for it. But the ‘immediacy’ of the reaction is not itself a 

sign of a lack of mediation. It is not that the bear is fearsome, ‘on its own,’ as it were. 

It is fearsome to someone or somebody. So fear is not in the child, let alone in the 

bear, but is a matter of how child and bear come into contact. This contact is shaped 

by past histories of contact, unavailable in the present, which allow the bear to be 

apprehended as fearsome. The story does not, despite this, inevitably lead to the 

same ending. Another child, another bear, and we might even have another story. 

(2004, p. 7, emphasis original) 

Translating this episode to the Astoria, we might say, then, that it is not the manager who is 

fearsome; the manager is fearsome to the tenants at the Astoria. This fear is shaped by tenants’ 

past histories of contact with SRO hotel managers, maybe even the manager at the Astoria 

himself, or housing support workers (e.g. in non-profit housing), which then allow the manager 

at the Astoria to be apprehended by tenants as fearsome. However, the manager is not fearsome 
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to all tenants at the Astoria, or at least the manager is not fearsome to all tenants at the Astoria in 

the same way. This is evidenced in tenants’ differing responses to people’s overdoses: Sawyer 

might feel fearless and reverse a person’s overdose himself; others might feel somewhat fearful 

and call an ambulance, shout Sawyer’s name, or cry out for Narcan; and still others might feel 

utterly fearful and do nothing at all. 

Under conditions of fear, these varied responses to people’s overdosing at the Astoria 

show how the sociality of the living and the dead at the hotel is complicated by the emotional 

geographies of dispossession. To a significant extent, it seems that tenants’ fear of the Astoria’s 

manager serves to foreclose particular relations between the living and the dead, namely the 

relations entailed in reversing a person’s overdose. Notably, for Sawyer, “the only one who 

cares,” the only tenant who reversed overdoses himself, the dead remained with a haunting 

presence: “Well, it’s like I said in our little talk there,” he told me at the end of the TORO 

meeting, “about how over there in Ontario, I watched my best friend die, and I mean, we were 

brothers, and I was helpless… I couldn’t do nothin’. So now I do what I can”. While Sawyer’s 

best friend obviously did not die in the Downtown Eastside, he remains in the neighbourhood in 

his haunting presence with Sawyer. It is through this haunting that he exerts a social force, 

inspiring Sawyer to respond to people’s overdoses at the Astoria and partake in wider activism 

with TORO. As Sawyer stated in our interview, “maybe that’s… one of the reasons why I do 

this? It’s like, yeah… I’ve seen so much death in my life”. 

All this to say that the sociality of the living and the dead is a generative site for detecting 

the sorts of politics (e.g. of residues, of urban fragments) that Masuda and colleagues (2019) 

have suggested are integral for more fully apprehending the right to remain. Complicated by the 

geographies of dispossession in the Downtown Eastside, both spatial (e.g. uninhabitable 
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conditions, eviction, homelessness, gentrification) and emotional (e.g. fear of hotel 

management), the sociality of the living and the dead may be an important frame for thinking 

through the constellation of geographies impinging on people’s right to remain. For example, 

emergent in this particular exploration of the sociality of the living and the dead is the seeming 

recursive relationship between, on the one hand, circumstances of dispossession and remaining, 

and on the other hand, circumstances of life and death. In this way, the sociality of the living and 

the dead reaches toward an understanding of “dispossession ‘outside the logic of possession’” 

(Butler & Ananasiou, 2013, as quoted by Masuda et al., 2019, p. 2). Put another way, if it is 

“important to consider how gender, racialization, Indigeneity, and other markers of subaltern 

social position are inseparable in imagining a constitutive ‘outside the grid of possession itself’” 

(Blomley, 2017, p. A21, as quoted by Masuda et al., 2019, p. 4), then, I argue, the marker of 

death, which looms so large in the Downtown Eastside, must also be recognized as uniquely 

relevant to imagining such a right to remain ‘outside the grid’. 

 

“I seen so many people dying…” 

I don’t remember much about the end of my fieldwork, but I did interview one of the 

TOROs, Trina. Trina appears on most days to be absolutely filled to the brim with hope, despite 

many years (and some continuation) of immense trauma and pain. She walks in determination. 

She expresses her enthusiasm for life in her eyes and her cheeks. Trina had been in the 

Collaborative’s office, just in between meetings, before we made our way westward, down 

Keefer, to the Tim Hortons just at the corner of Keefer and Main. Over tea, coffee, and in Trina’s 

case, cream of broccoli soup, we sat in the comfy, brown chairs by the (fake) fireplace and 

talked. At one point, Trina expounded on her involvement with TORO: 
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Oh yeah, TORO’s been a lifesend to me! Yeah! I loved them because we had to save 

lives, make something, you know? I seen so many people dying… that was really 

hard, ‘cause I didn’t know how to save ‘em, and by not being able to—not knowing 

how to do the Narcanning, or I haven’t done any, um— 

As if on cue, sirens wailed in the distance. 

—first aid. I haven’t done first aid in a long time. That was so hard, seeing these 

people, finding them in the stairwells, in the hallways, on the street, and then they’re 

out there, and, I can say, like—well, I knew what to do when somebody took some E 

[Ecstasy]. One time, I saved this guy’s life. I said, No, he’s not havin’ a seizure—I 

said, He’s, uh, took something when you guys were drinkin’ water. I got him outside, 

I did the—pumped his chest and everything—and um… yeah, I said, Just get me 

some water, I said, Let’s get him outside, get him some air, so we took him outside, 

and I saved his life and I said, Man, they gotta do something. And that’s when I met 

Cindy. And Cindy got me into this program [TORO], right? . . . . I don’t know what 

to do when people die like that, you know? Knockin’ on your door, there’s a person 

on your door, why you’re [are you] not helping them? I didn’t know there was 

anybody there! I haven’t been outta my room! I don’t do drugs, so I don’t know what 

to do. You know, and [Cindy] overheard me say that and she says, Well, you know, 

we’re starting this TOROs program, where they teach you how to save lives. And I 

said, Really? That’d be awesome! You know . . . I’ve been there. . . . I’m an ex-drug-

user and stuff. 

Trina’s account suggests that the sociality of the living and the dead, even as it connects 

to broader activism in the Downtown Eastside, might actually be quite straightforward. For 
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Trina, it was difficult to see dead people in her home at the Hotel Narrows29 and in her wider 

neighbourhood of the Downtown Eastside, and so observing this, she accepted an opportunity for 

activist work where she could learn how to reverse people’s overdoses. This, too, has significant 

implications for the right to remain. Trina’s account figures SRO hotels (i.e. the majority of the 

housing stock available to people living in the Downtown Eastside) and the broader 

neighbourhood rather straightforwardly as spaces of exception (Agamben, 1998; Pratt, 2005), “in 

which the human body is separated from its normal political status and abandoned, in a state of 

exception, to the most extreme misfortunes” (Agamben, 1998, p. 91). Agamben (1998) 

conceives of the concentration camp as the “absolute” (p. 19) or “pure” space of exception (p. 

78) because it so immediately and thoroughly encapsulates what he terms “bare life”. He 

articulates bare life thus: “Precisely because they [people] were lacking almost all the rights and 

expectations that we customarily attribute to human existence, and yet were still biologically 

alive, they came to be situated in a limit zone between life and death, inside and outside, in 

which they were no longer anything but bare life” (p. 91). The critical intervention made by the 

right to remain, and indeed by Trina’s activism within and without TORO, is that of effectively 

re-humanizing even the most inhumane condition of bare life. So, here, I am making two 

assertions: a straightforward conception of the sociality of the living and the dead configures 

SRO hotels and the Downtown Eastside writ large as spaces of exception, in which people 

subsist in a state of bare life; and the resultant activism, such as that of exerting a right to remain 

or, in this example, Trina’s activist practice with TORO, serves to re-humanize the otherwise 

effectively de-humanizing state of bare life. 

 
29 The name of this building has been changed to protect the housing of the person who was living at the hotel. 
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To theorize people’s manifold expressions of their right to remain in the Downtown 

Eastside as distinctly re-humanizing expressions is not necessarily the same thing as 

understanding the right to remain in terms of “political activism for human rights” (Masuda et 

al., 2019, p. 2, emphasis added). That is, “the human” does not refer to the same thing that the 

word “human” in the phraseology of “human rights” refers. Considering the penchant for 

universalism in discourses of human rights, lawyer and scholar Makau Mutua articulates: “[the] 

human rights corpus, though well-meaning, is fundamentally Eurocentric” and thus advances the 

Eurocentric colonial project and promotes a Eurocentric ideal, replete with the theoretical and 

rhetorical problems of Eurocentric thinking (2001, p. 204). Put another way, the meaning of the 

word “human” in “human rights” cannot be readily assumed. Rather, it is composed of the stuff 

of colonialism and white supremacy, veiled in the language of modern liberal democratic rights. 

Anthropologist Maria Sapignoli (2015) has demonstrated how in Botswana, contradictory ideas 

of what (and thus, who) was “human,” informed largely by colonial ideals of modernization, led 

to strife for people living in the Central Kalahari region of the country. As both an academic 

discourse and activist praxis, the right to remain has thus far been relatively silent on its use of 

rights-based language for understanding (grassroots, urban) activism in the Downtown Eastside. 

In my own claim that the right to remain makes a critical intervention in SRO hotels and the 

Downtown Eastside as spaces of exception by re-humanizing ‘bare life,’ I imagine “human” to 

refer more to a multiplicity of human-nesses, in which “the relations of representation and how 

these relations affect the possibilities of political intervention” (McClennen, 2007, p. 16) are 

considered at the fore. I propose this nascent theorization as an invitation for new conversations 

of human-ness in the right to remain and beyond. 
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As it has been inspired by the dead, Gina’s, Sawyer’s, and Trina’s activism has primarily 

been a response to overdose crises in the Downtown Eastside, rather than activism oriented 

around anti-gentrification or housing-based efforts specifically. But that is precisely my point: 

the very remains of the dead inspire others to remain, and to enact remaining, in every sense of 

the word, within contexts of dispossession, but without necessarily conceding to the logic of 

possession. Herein are some of the political residues, the urban fragments, the senses of 

“dispossession “outside the logic of possession”” (Butler & Ananasiou, 2013, as quoted by 

Masuda et al., 2019, p. 2) in the Downtown Eastside, the “material as well as the more-than-

material things that may linger in personhood” (p. 2) for which Masuda and colleagues express 

interest. As a means for more fully apprehending the right to remain, then, the sociality of the 

living and the dead, I argue, is an important and perhaps even transformative frame—

transformative, I mean, in its capacity to elude and renew justice. As Eve Tuck and Wayne K. 

Yang articulate, among activists and organizers, justice “circulates as a placeholder for actions 

and stances against dispossession, displacement, and death” (2016, p. 4). Tethered to notions of 

urban geography that see the dispossessed as either remaining in or removed from place, the 

right to remain, I maintain, is effective, but perhaps not maximized. Attending to the sociality of 

the living and the dead in the Downtown Eastside, in all of its theoretical and real-world 

viscosity, may position us to imagine story-arcs of remaining that begin from “outside 

elsewheres” beyond justice (Tuck & Yang, 2016, p. 6).  
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Raindrops needle my face 
as I step into ebony autumn. 
 

Wind blows into my eyes, 
phantoms approach, pass by. 
 

As I wind my way 
through blank concrete 
and neon rift, 
midnight streets 
of soaking leaves 
glitter. 
 

I watch my shoes 
lead me on. 

 
 

—Claudius Ivan Planidin, “City Autumn” in Carnegie 
Newsletter, November 1, 1989, p. 22 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This thesis project has been an attempt at learning to live in the flood, at “[learning] to 

live with ghosts,” which is to say that it has been an attempt at learning to live more justly 

(Derrida, 1994, p. xvii-xviii). Ghosts, in this sense, are not restrictively evidence of 

psychological harm, nor are they metaphors, actors of the so-called paranormal, a Hallowe’en 

trope, or happenstance. Ghosts are political beings in this world, social agents and alchemists 

(Gordon, 1997) emerging out of distinct injustice and haunting in its aftermath. It is following 

their lead that I have endeavoured to act, research, think, and write “in the name of justice” 

(Derrida, 1994, p. xviii, emphasis original). 

The first ghosts I encountered arrived in a flood, and since navigating these waters, I have 

been guided, changed, and challenged by others. I have been, in the context of the right to 

remain (and The Right to Remain) thrust forward by a collective accrual of efforts to capitulate 

to the ghost as political force while evading the conceptions of the ghostly which posit a tidy, 

liberal politics of remembrance as sufficient ‘revenance’ for reckoning with the brutality of 

injustice. Partly as a way of managing this evasion, but largely in response to the most recent 

overdose crisis which had disproportionately and predictably impacted the Downtown Eastside, 

and especially the communities of tenants dwelling in the neighbourhood’s SRO hotels, I have 

maneuvered my thinking about ghosts around the relatively recent dead (who are not necessarily 

different from ghosts, but who have sent me on a rather more material, even practical path). This 

is not to say that the more historic dead do not matter. On the contrary, the entire discipline of 

history essentially centres and revolves around such figures, such that the mattering of the 

historic dead goes somewhat without saying. By contrast, the more recent dead are typically 

thought to be accounted for in health research, and yet this accounting is often literal (i.e. 
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counting deaths) and thus fails to grapple with how the dead themselves matter as social and 

political beings. This thesis, then, intervenes in academic engagements with death(s), attending 

to how the relatively recent dead matter beyond their accumulation in numbers. 

My main argument has been that the dead matter for the right to remain. This, I have 

asserted, is true for multiple reasons, namely in their very status as remaining (resonant, residual, 

and revenant), but specifically, I have highlighted three reasons. First, the dead matter for the 

right to remain because they challenge one of its most basic assumptions. It is instructive that 

Kandace Kemp, Ashley Machiskinic, and Verna Simard, in their haunting presence at the 

Regent, alerted Kelsey to the need to leave the Downtown Eastside as a matter of survival. Such 

instruction challenges the strong adherence to remaining in place as the primary order of justice 

in the Downtown Eastside. Second, the dead matter for the right to remain because they (in part) 

constitute and thus reveal, what I have called here the ‘material urban limbo’. In my theorization, 

the ‘material urban limbo’ is a spatial and political stasis frequently experienced by people 

dwelling in urban and dispossessed communities such as the Downtown Eastside that is 

distinguished by encounters with a wide array of at once commonplace and potentially shocking 

materialities. The examples of Theodore waking up to find people’s dead bodies in SRO hotel 

bathrooms and Sawyer, somewhat by contrast, waking up to find no one in his room—where 

both men were aghast at the smell of the dead—suggests that living ‘in limbo,’ as some have 

termed the liminalities of dispossession/remaining, is not a metaphor. Rather, it is a world of 

material, everyday encounters. Third, the dead matter for the right to remain because they inspire 

it, importantly, beyond the logic of (dis)possession. While it is my assumption that we are all 

engaged, willingly or otherwise, in a sociality with the dead, it is meaningful that Sawyer and 

Trina, in their encounters with the dead, responded with activism, as it sheds new light on what 
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might be understood in the articulation of a “dispossessive collectivism” (Masuda et al., 2019, p. 

2). 

I argue that for these reasons, those researchers, scholars, and activists dedicated to the 

fight for justice in the Downtown Eastside must take the dead seriously as active and political 

forces in the neighbourhood. What is more, even as I have discussed death, the dead, and their 

often difficult relations with the living, I have insisted that the Downtown Eastside is not a ‘bad’ 

neighbourhood, though nor is it definitively ‘good’. Instead, I have argued that the Downtown 

Eastside is a complex neighbourhood that withstands and transcends moralization, a place where 

the structural and systemic oppression of vulnerable people complicates everyday life such that 

the most seemingly mundane aspects of living (and dying) simultaneously reveal and belie the 

inherited histories of the place. I have reached toward engaging this complexity by privileging 

community members’ stories of life and death in their home(s) at the level of the everyday, 

allowing their “stories to retain their extraneity, contradiction, density, and detail. . . . to 

discomfort, unsettle, hint at hidden realities, and mock semiotic certainty” (Langford, 2013, p. 

20). In this way, too, I have sought to make a few methodological contributions, namely arguing 

for: scaling methods to the level of the everyday (e.g. loose, unstructured interviews); 

volunteering in activist efforts as central in justice-oriented research (e.g. scholar activism); 

embracing the fissures which let ethnography, fieldnotes, and fiction bleed together (e.g. creative 

non-fiction)30; and committing to epistemologies equipped to render visible the political 

situations and stakes involved in the community being researched (e.g. poststructuralism, social 

 
30 I do not, however, advocate for homogenizing ethnography and fiction, creative non-fiction or otherwise. While 
ethnographers and creative writers may conduct research and even write out their research in comparable ways, and 
while I see niche genres such as creative fiction and ethnofiction as generative, the types of knowledge claims made 
in the context of ethnography and fiction can differ substantially, with different implications. Therefore, “embracing 
the fissures which let ethnography, fieldnotes, and fiction bleed together” is less about homogenizing and more 
about understanding their interactions. 
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constructivism). Indeed, to dedicate oneself to the fight for justice in dispossessed communities 

such as the Downtown Eastside should necessarily entail, I argue, a dedication to “practices of 

inheritance. . . . whose outcome is not guaranteed in advance,” but arrives as “an inescapable 

consequence of the actions of another who has sent you something . . . that implicates you in the 

necessity of a response” (Simon, 2006, as quoted by Dean, 2015, p. 7). 

The future of the right to remain should work, in every sense of the word, for the future 

of the Downtown Eastside. In the midst of navigating the flood, I have suggested that this future 

work will require engagement with the dead of the Downtown Eastside themselves as agents of 

“a politics of dispossessive collectivism” (Masuda et al., 2019, p. 2). By way of articulating such 

a collectivism, Masuda and colleagues (2019) have pointed to “what Merrifield (2018) calls a 

‘politics of residues’ or what McFarlane (2018) calls the ‘politics of urban fragments’” (p. 2). In 

both immaterial and material ways, I contend, the dead manifest these sorts of residues, urban 

fragments, and “more-than-material things that may linger in personhood” (p. 2). Specifically, I 

have drawn attention to the manifold remains of the dead as they assert themselves in memory at 

the Regent, materially at the Astoria, and socially across the neighbourhood. Indeed, the dead are 

abundant in the Downtown Eastside—“abundant,” I insist, because I see the remains of the dead 

not as inert, nor evidence of damage per se, but as possibilities for growth. The dead, in the very 

fact of their remains, free us—those of us allied to the right to remain, scholars and activists 

alike—from an adherence to remaining as a strictly spatial exertion of urban rights, and invite us 

into conversation with one another, and with the dead, about what “outside elsewhere” beyond 

‘justice’ as a colonial temporality might mean (Tuck & Yang, 2016, p. 6). In deepening our 

understandings of the right to remain and working for such a future, we orient ourselves together 

and forward, not according to the frontier mythologies which have for so long threatened the 
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Downtown Eastside (Blomley, 2003; Dean, 2010), and perhaps not even toward a place at all. 

Instead, I argue, we orient ourselves toward a sense of remaining full with the power of the dead 

and replete with utterly imaginative visions of change. 
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Appendix A: “Lights on in the Regent” 

I wrote the poem below in late October and early November of 2018, upon bussing out of the 
Downtown Eastside at night and seeing lights on in the Regent hotel. The original poem included 
the real name of the woman who I met outside the Regent on June 26, 2018, but I have changed 
the name here in conformity with the requirements of the General Research Ethics Board. 
 
 

Lights on in the Regent: 
He spent four years in there, living, 
watching dying, trying 
to break silences deep bound in 
old walls, ground 
up bones, homes, and now, 
who turned the lights on in the Regent? 
 
Lights on in the Regent: 
Who went in there? In to that somewhere 
Kelsey said 
stairs 
are hidden, 
doors 
are closed. She said room’s red, 
women dead, 
so who turned the lights on in the Regent? 
 
Lights on in the Regent: 
There are bodies in those floors, you know 
fused 
to old wood, 
abused 
thick 
basement lies 
and “it was all flies,” 
so who turned the lights on in the Regent? 
 
A presence now sees, hears 
new tenants, their 
somber, sad pleas, 
yellow 60 watt penance 
paid here 
on Hastings at night, 
up in the Regent, having turned on a light. 
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Appendix B: A Response to the Cenotaph at Victory Square 

In Vancouver, at the corner of Hastings and Cambie, in Victory Square, there is a cenotaph. On 
this cenotaph, there is a message engraved, which reads: IS IT NOTHING TO YOU. When I 
bussed into the Downtown Eastside on the 14 Hastings, I would see this message on the 
cenotaph and would wonder, in anger, at how human suffering and sacrifice is variously 
remembered, grieved, or ignored. As a means of addressing this anger, I channelled it into art. 
 
As my fieldwork continued, the art piece that I had begun originally in response to the cenotaph 
became a response to the research process. With the exception of acrylic paint, permanent 
markers, and the cloth which I used as a canvas, the materials used here were gathered from 
community work and the research process itself. 
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Appendix C: Thesis Proposal Statement 

No significant changes from the approved thesis proposal occurred. 
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Appendix F: Letter of Information and Consent Form (Ethics)  
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Appendix G: Unstructured Interview Script (Ethics) 
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