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Abstract 

From 2014 to 2016, Jenn Potter ran a walking tour called Tours by Locals, leading hundreds of people through 

the poorest neighbourhood in Canada, Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES). This tour focused on what 

she described as social enterprises in the community and cost $185 per person. Though Potter ran this 

walking tour with the hope that it would lead to more understanding and compassion towards the 

neighbourhood and its residents, residents of the community and activists did not see it this way. In response 

to this tour, anti-gentrification activists held their own 'Yuppie Gazing Tour' down the streets of Vancouver 

yelling 'The Downtown Eastside isn't a safari, drive away in your Ferrari!' Though protests around Potter's 

walking tour led to its end, there are still an estimated 25 to 30 walking tours in the DTES today. Guides 

justify their presence in the DTES in various ways and treat tours as benign sources of education and 

entertainment for tour participants. Based on interviews with 13 walking tour guides and attendance in 13 

walking tours in the DTES, this research argues that walking tours in the DTES are not benign and are, in fact, 

invasive poverty tours. Walking tours in the DTES contribute to a narrative that erases its residents' rights-

based histories and continues a politics of dispossession and displacement. Poverty in the neighbourhood is 

both made a spectacle of and obscured during walking tours creating microaggressions against the DTES 

community. DTES residents are epistemically backgrounded– "both targeted and 'sub-merged,' both 

identifiable and indefensible...hidden in plain sight" (Dotson, 2017, p. 420). Community members are not 

bystanders or backdrops in this process. Through acts of microresistance and everyday resistance against 

walking tours, DTES residents make claims about their rights to the city. These forms of resistance presented 

against walking tours both nuance and challenge traditional understandings of how resistance is 

legitimized and preformed. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Through their stories and physical presence, walking tours in Vancouver's Downtown 

Eastside (DTES) continue a politics of dispossession by rescripting the neighbourhood, 

reimagining it, and making it a spectacle and object of consumption for community outsiders. 

Making a spectacle of and obscuring poverty are a key dimension of these tours. While this 

spatial invasion of community borders is described by walking tour guides as benign and 

educational, for the community it is an intrusive and voyeuristic invasion, as evidenced by the 

many acts of micro and everyday resistance aimed at the walking tours. 

 A layered history of colonial dispossession has built and rebuilt the DTES, causing socio, 

political, and economic imbalances. Vancouver has often been idealized as a progressive and 

livable city, with the DTES a blotch on this reputation. Attempts to control and border the DTES 

have taken various forms, often seen by the DTES community as more harmful than helpful. As 

various actors from outside the community attempt to say what and where the DTES is, 

residents of the neighbourhood continue to fight to have their voices heard and for their right 

to the city.  

1.1 A Layered History of Dispossession  
 

The DTES was formed by the displacement and dispossession of residents in the region 

(Blomley, 2004; Masuda & Bookman, 2018; Masuda et al., 2019; Schatz, 2015). As Schatz (2015) 

argues, “Any discussion of the spatial location of the VDES [DTES] must first situate the 
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geography in terms of colonial land dispossession” (p. 7). Vancouver is on the traditional 

unceded and occupied territory of the Coast Salish peoples, including the Sḵwxw̱ú7mesh 

(Squamish), səl ílwəta (Tsleil-Waututh) and xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam) Nations. The land now 

known as Vancouver has been home to the Coast Salish Peoples for at least 10,000 years. 

Europeans first made contact with Coast Salish peoples and land in the 18th century. 

Throughout the 18th and 19th century, the process of dispossession and displacement of 

Indigenous people from their lands continued. The establishment of the Hastings Sawmill on 

the bank of the Burrard Inlet–what is now the DTES– cemented the presence of industry and 

infrastructure and led to the founding of the City of Vancouver in 1886 (Kobayashi, 1992).  

 

 

The uprooting and dispossession of the Japanese Canadian community living in Paueru-

gai (Powell Street) became another layer in the building and rebuilding of the DTES. 

N 

Figure 1: Location of DTES in relation to Canada and Vancouver. Source: Professor Jeffrey Masuda  
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Immigration to Vancouver began to increase in the late 19th century. Japanese immigration 

through the 19th and 20th century for various jobs including fishing, mining, logging, and 

framing, meant many Japanese Canadians settled along Powell Street near the Hastings Sawmill 

(Adachi, 1968; Kobayashi, 1992). This area became home to approximately 11,000 Japanese 

Canadians and was the largest community of Japanese Canadians in Canada. Paueru-gai 

residents owned businesses, ran boarding houses, temples, and community centres. After the 

bombing of Pearl Harbour by Japan during the Second World War, the Canadian government 

became concerned that individuals of Japanese descent living by the coast might be spying on 

or sabotaging Canadian military efforts (Adachi, 1968; Miki, 1991; Miki, 2004). On February 24, 

1942, Prime Minister Mackenzie King issued an Order-in-Council to intern individuals of 

Japanese descent – many of whom were Canadian citizens (Adachi, 1968; Miki, 1991; Miki, 

2004). Within days, Japanese Canadians were dispossessed and dispersed mainly to internment 

camps in British Columbia, and sugar beet farms in Manitoba and Alberta. 11,000 Japanese 

Canadians were removed from the DTES and dispossessed of their belongings. After the war, 

Japanese Canadians were not allowed to move back to the West Coast. The Canadian 

government would allow them to reside only in the interior and east coast of Canada or to 

move back to Japan, even though many of individuals were born in Canada and were Canadian 

citizens (Miki, 2004). Paueru-gai’s Japanese residents never returned and ownership of all 

properties, except for one – The Japanese Language School and Hall – passed to other people.  

Vancouver's Chinatown underwent a very similar yet distinctly different process. To 

build the Canadian Pacific Railway from 1880 to 1884, Canada attracted 17,000 Chinese 

workers. More than half of immigrants came to British Columbia (Wong & Tan, 2013). Many 
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Chinese immigrants moved to the north-west of Vancouver, which locals began to refer to as 

Chinatown, located in the DTES. In the 20th century, Vancouver’s DTES became a target for 

racist land title management, immigration policies, lending laws, and policing, which together 

almost crippled the community. Restrictive land title management meant that individuals of 

Chinese descent could only buy property located in Chinatown, concentrating the population 

there. With increasing numbers of Japanese and Chinese immigrants to Canada, anti-Asian 

sentiment grew and pressure to slow immigration from Asia was felt at all levels of 

government. Beginning in 1885, the Canadian government began to impose a $50 head tax on 

all Chinese citizens hoping to enter Canada. This was raised to $100 in 1900 and reached $500 

by 1903. Later, the Exclusion Act of 1923, which lasted twenty-four years, halted all Chinese 

labour immigration to Canada, causing a debilitating economic and social decline in Vancouver's 

Chinatown (Anderson, 1988; Anderson, 1991). The opium trade, a lucrative and legal business 

for many Chinese immigrants living in Chinatown, became a point of contention at the federal 

level of government. In 1908 the Opium Act was passed and was strengthened in 1911 as the 

Opium and Drugs Act. During the early 1920s gambling rings and opium dens in Chinatown 

were heavily targeted by the City of Vancouver with nearly 1,000 residents fined and arrested 

in the early months of 1921 (Anderson, 1991, p. 130). In 1922, the Opium and Drugs Act was 

amended to facilitate the deportation of Chinese people who had been convicted of drug-

related crimes, again illustrating, "legislative activity at all levels of government in the ongoing 

construction of the category of outsider 'Chinese'" (Anderson, 1991, p. 132).   

The African Canadian community living in the DTES was also displaced from the 

neighbourhood due to institutionalized racism. The area of Strathcona in the DTES called 
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Hogan's Alley was home to a community of African Canadians, who began migrating to Canada 

from California in 1858 (Vancouver Heritage Foundation, 2020). This area was most famously 

known for being where Jimi Hendrix spent summers with his grandmother, who worked at the 

Vie’s Chicken and Steakhouse (Hogan's Alley Society, 2020). During an urban renewal project 

that began to rezone Strathcona in the 1960s, it became increasingly difficult for Hogan Alley 

residents to get loans for household improvements, or to get mortgages in this area. In 1967, 

parts of Hogan's Alley began to be expropriated and torn down to make way for an inter-urban 

freeway called the viaducts. The viaduct construction was created after a proposed highway 

running through Chinatown was halted by community pushback. The flattening of Hogan's Alley 

led to the dispersal of the African Canadian community from the DTES (Hogan's Alley Society, 

2020).   

 Today, as land pressures grow and gentrification ensues (Blomley, 2004; Liu & Blomley, 

2013; Masuda & Bookman, 2016), low-income residents of the DTES continue to push against 

threats of displacement and dispossession from their community. Through forms of retail and 

housing gentrification, the DTES has again become a place at risk of repeating a history of 

violent extraction of its residents (Blomley, 2004; Peyton & Dyce, 2017). A combination of the 

revitalization of the DTES and at the same time, lack of investment in social housing and 

services has created another layer of community erasure. Although I have summarized the 

histories of dispossession and displacement that reveal a pattern within the DTES, I do not 

mean to conflate these histories, or to imply that these were the only instances of injustice in 

the neighbourhood. This introduction cannot do justice to all the injustices, how they played 
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out, or their consequences today. Instead, I seek to suggest the ways the DTES has been 

fractured throughout time and yet has segments that still endure and push back.     

1.2 What is the DTES in Vancouver Today? 
 

1.2.1 Building Vancouver as a Utopia 
 

Vancouver promotes itself as a city of best practices for sustainability, livability, and 

quality of life. In a 2019 report, The Economist named Vancouver the 6th most livable city in the 

world based upon many factors including the standard of living, access to education, and 

political stability (The Economist, 2019). Spectacles and significant events that influenced the 

city socially, economically, and physically have created a romanticized view of it as a modern 

urban utopia but have also had detrimental impacts on low-income residents in the DTES. 

Today, the City of Vancouver is still sought after as a place to live and work, but the DTES 

challenges the city's glossy image.   

 Arguably the city became prominent on the world stage and the international capitalist 

market during the World Fair, called Expo 86, held in 1986. As Chan (2016) writes, Expo 86, “is 

widely hailed as the start of the young city’s transformation from a sleepy little town into the 

international metropolis it is today” (para. 4). Along with launching the city into global 

notoriety, the World Fair also started the mass displacement of low-income residents from the 

DTES, as 500-850 residents of low-income single room occupancy (SRO) hotels in the DTES were 

moved to make way for tourists (Blomley, 2004). In 2010, Vancouver again assumed the world 

stage by hosting the Winter Olympics. The city spent $7.7 billion on infrastructure projects, as 

well as operation costs (Keller, 2014). This mega-event again had adverse effects on the DTES as 
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evidenced by anti-poverty advocates who, with memories of Expo 86 still fresh in their minds, 

held a protest with banners proclaiming, "Don't kidnap the homeless for the Olympics" (Hyslop, 

2011). DTES residents before and during the games experienced heavier policing, as many felt 

heavily observed and were pushed out of their neighbourhood (CBC, 2011; Hyslop, 2011). Ten 

years on, the DTES is still feeling the consequences of the Olympics, as it has contributed to the 

current housing crisis (Currie, 2020). Reflecting back on the Vancouver Olympics, Gregor 

Robertson– the mayor of Vancouver during the Olympics, recognizes that the Olympics have 

had long-lasting negative effects, stating, “We might have attracted too much attention to 

Vancouver, and it turbo-charged our growth. Obviously our housing market was impacted by 

that. I don't think anyone could have anticipated how hot real estate would be in Vancouver” 

(Robertson, as cited in Currie, 2020, para. 13).  

Although Vancouver has painted itself as a gleaming modern metropolis, the DTES 

reminds us that Vancouver leaves its most marginalized behind. Today, with initiatives like 

Greenest City 2020, and a plan for zero waste by 2040, Vancouver is often romanticized as a 

green utopia of work and play and portrayed as an adventurous, magical getaway, where you 

can surf and ski all within the same day. As a writer for the Daily Telegraph (UK) stated 

"Vancouver is a city unlike any other. Wherever I look, I see water or mountains -- or both. And 

everyone looks so healthy" (City of Vancouver, 2020). While livable and beautiful for some, 

Vancouver is also the least affordable city in Canada for its residents (Mercer Report, 2019). The 

DTES especially suffers from an affordable housing/housing crisis, with 1 in 18 people in the 

DTES being homeless (Swanson et al., 2017). A report published by the Carnegie Community 

Action Project (CCAP), found that, “with about 9,000 low income people in the [DTES] 
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community surviving on welfare and disability and about 4,000 on seniors’ pensions, most folks 

have only about $375-438 a month for rent” (Swanson et al., p. 7).  Such figures are even more 

staggering when you consider that the average rent for a one-bedroom apartment is $2,208 

(Sherpert, 2019), and the average rent for SRO housing is $687 (Swanson et al., 2017). As 

Brownie and Vaughan (2005) illustrate, “A number of precedents in Vancouver’s development 

have entrenched this pattern of displacement...  Ironically, as the city is repeatedly sold and 

bought based on its ‘livability’ and ‘sustainability’, it is becoming less and less accessible…” 

(Brownie & Vaughan, 2005, 34). 

1.2.2 A Neoliberal Urban Agenda: What does the neighbourhood look like today? 
 

          The social reality of the DTES is complex. Certainly shaped by displacement, the DTES 

today has also been made and remade through processes of neoliberal urbanism. Neoliberalism 

is a process-based ideology (Peck & Tickell, 2016), that at its core is, “a mixture of neoclassical 

economic fundamentalism, market regulation in place of state guidance, economic 

redistribution in favor of capital” (Moody, 1997, pp. 119-120), in which cities are becoming an 

“increasingly important geographical targets” (Brenner & Theodore, 2002, p. 368). In cities like 

Vancouver, neoliberal urbanism has taken many forms, including public-private partnerships, 

social-mix, neighbourhood-branding, amongst many others (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; 

Harvey, 1989; Leitner et al., 2007). One of the hallmarks of neoliberal urbanism is the 

"intensification of spatially uneven development" (Peck & Tickell, 2016, p. 392), which in 

Vancouver can clearly be seen in the DTES. With affordable housing stock deteriorating, and a 

continuing opioid crisis, the DTES has become the epicentre in Canada for discussions around 
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affordable housing, mental health, poverty, and drug use. Under increasing strain from a 

neoliberal urban regime, the DTES has been subjected to 'best practices' that attempt to 

combat social issues, such as building housing with a social-mix and public-private partnerships 

"with urban policies now actively promoting gentrification and the attendant displacement of 

marginalized populations" (Schmid, 2012, p. 54). Revanchist neoliberal policies have been 

creating increasingly tightened spaces for DTES residents (Blomely, 2004; Thompson, 2018; 

Wideman & Masuda, 2018). Top-down, siloed, and highly institutional approaches to harm-

reduction, housing, and social service support are often at the centre of political discussions of 

the neighbourhood (Nowell, 2018; Thompson, 2018).  

One of the most recent planning projects seemed primarily focused on mapping the 

DTES in a way that perverted it from how local residents and activists conceived of the area 

(Wideman & Masuda, 2018). The Local Area Planning Process (LAPP) was a participatory 

planning project from 2011 to 2014. LAPP was an attempt to combat socio-economic 

imbalances present in the DTES for decades, by approaching both housing and business in the 

area in a way that worked for current DTES residents and economic development. However, the 

LAPP consolidated "hegemonic forces" driving "the ongoing capital-led transformation of the 

city" (Wideman & Masuda, 2018, p. 384). One of the ways this was done was by creating a 

singular term for "Downtown Eastside" including seven sub-areas or what planners defined as 

"Downtown Eastside Communities" (DEC) including, Strathcona, Gastown, and Chinatown 

(Wideman & Masuda, 2018, p. 389). By placing DECs under the umbrella term DTES, particular 

groups, especially the wealthy Strathcona neighbourhood, had difficulty adjusting to a label 

that had such negative connotations. Wideman and Masuda (2018) argued that LAPP's 
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inclusion of DECs into the DTES, "...effectively destabilized and erased..." the previous work of 

poverty activists who spent decades advocating for an, "internally coherent DTES community" 

(p. 390). Various actors in the LAPP process saw enlarging the boundary to include Gastown and 

Strathcona as “a "divide and conquer" strategy whereby the city created a common arena to pit 

disparate communities and class groupings against one another" (Wideman & Masuda, 2018, p. 

391). What the LAPP re-designation reveals is that boundaries that might seem innocent and 

inevitable,  are not benign and in many ways are fluid.  

 It is important to note that although they are all under the same label of DTES, the DECs 

appear to be very different places. Gastown is known as the most historic part of Vancouver as 

it is where the settlement of Vancouver began. It is where the oldest buildings are, and after 

heavy revitalization and neighbourhood branding of the area in the 1970s, is one of the most 

Figure 2: Downtown Eastside Local Area Plan Areas. Source: City of Vancouver. 
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photographed places in Vancouver due to its cobblestone streets, famous steam clock, and 

lampposts. Vancouver's Chinatown is also becoming increasingly marketed, branded and 

gentrified, with artisan coffee roasters and vegan ice cream shops. Tourism Vancouver 

promotes both Chinatown and Gastown as top destination spots to visit, pulling on both areas 

rich histories, food, and shops. The DTES also contains the Downtown Eastside Oppenheimer 

District (DEOD). The DEOD is the sub-area with a concentration of housing and social services. 

In this area, the seemingly mundane act of walking in public is complicated by the things and 

activities we presume to be "private", drug use, sleeping, and even dying, take place on 

sidewalks, down alleyways, and in parks. Strathcona is a quiet, mostly residential 

neighbourhood. There are many architecturally stunning houses in Edwardian and Victorian 

styles that have been given heritage designations and have been meticulously restored. 

Although distinct in their architecture, size, and demographics, all the DECs are home to varying 

amounts of Vancouver’s most socio-economically marginalized individuals.  

The DTES contains the largest number of single-room occupancy hotels (SROs) in 

Canada. Although it is difficult to know precisely how many SROs there are in Vancouver, as 

some are not registered as SROs, there are approximately 156 registered and unregistered 

SROs in Vancouver, most of them within the boundary of the DTES (Swanson et al., 2017). SROs 

are the primary source of housing for low-income individuals and provide close to 2,000 units of 

housing in the area. SROs are generally an 8' by 10' room, with shared bathroom and kitchen 

facilities. SROs, as forms of low-income housing, are contested spaces. This is because many, 

especially those that are privately owned, have fallen into disrepair and have been neglected, 

creating unsafe and unhealthy living conditions. Drug use, bed-bugs, broken toilets, lack of hot 
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water, broken elevators, structural deficiencies, corpses, and biohazards (Ryan, 2018), are just 

some of the issues that plague many SROs and make for inadequate living conditions for 

tenants who inhabit these buildings. However, SROs are a vitally important housing stock within 

Vancouver as they are the most affordable housing in a city where it is becoming increasingly 

difficult to rent or buy. They are seen as the last housing stop before homelessness and house 

some of Vancouver's most vulnerable and marginalized individuals. The Carnegie Community 

Action Project's (CCAP) annual Survey and Housing Report (2017), found that in 2017, 500 units 

of affordable housing units were lost through the closure or damage of SROs or SRO rooms 

(Swanson et al., 2017). The City of Vancouver and Province has promised 300 new units, but 

these numbers still leave a 200-unit deficit and still fail to provide housing for the estimated 

1,200 homeless people living in the DTES (Swanson et al., 2017, p. 6).   

Along with housing, the DTES has been known to the public mostly for illicit drugs, 

especially recently with the opioid crisis. In April of 2016, the Government of British Columbia 

declared the overdose crisis a BC public health emergency, as, "deaths continue to surpass a 

historical high" (City of Vancouver). This surge in opioid-related overdoses was due in part to a 

fentanyl-contaminated drug supply, which led to 991 overdose deaths in 2016 and surged to 

1,543 deaths in 2018 (BC Coroners Service, 2020). The opioid crisis has ripped through the DTES 

community, causing both heartbreak and fear, but also a strong community response. 

Numerous grassroots groups have sprung up in the community to educate residents about safe 

supply, and to administer life-saving Naloxone, an opioid blocker. Peer-to-peer harm reduction 

groups like Spikes on Bikes, TORO (Tenant Overdose Response Organizers), VANDU (Vancouver 

Area Network of Drug Users) have come together to save thousands of lives in the 
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neighbourhood and work the frontlines amidst this crisis. The work of these organizations, 

along with the Vancouver Coastal Health Authority, lead to a 36% decrease in the number of 

overdose-related deaths in 20191.   

1.2.3 Perspectives on the DTES 
 

 The DTES is often pathologized and homogenized by the media as a place of pain and 

lawlessness (Blomley & Liu, 2013). Newspaper articles such as, “What I saw in a day on the 

Downtown Eastside shocked me” (Gee, 2018), or “Two blocks of East Hastings Street saw more 

than 3,000 overdose calls in just two years” (Lupick, 2018),  have the neighbourhood at the 

epicentre of housing, drug, or violent crises.  As Liu and Blomley (2013) argue, these narratives 

also serve to "further stigmatize the D[T]ES by constituting it as a problematic space and its 

residents as passive victims" (p. 129). As P06, a DTES resident and activist, states, 

…people tend to pathologize the Downtown Eastside, they say people down here, we 

have mental health issues, umm, we have addiction issues, there's this sort of, inherent, 

or latent criminality in people that the Downtown Eastside brings, brings out. And I do my 

best to counter those narratives, I say well, there's addiction in every neighbourhood, it's 

just most visible down here, through no fault of our own. 

 
1 The global pandemic of Covid-19 has tragically increased the number of overdoses in British Columbia (BC). Though 
numbers were staying relatively steady and low in early 2020, when Covid-19 hit, overdose deaths in the DTES surged. In 
May of 2020, the BC Coroners Service announced that there were 170 overdose deaths, the highest total recorded in a 
single month (Schmunk, 2011). Further, this number meant that more people had died of overdoses than of Covid-19 in 
BC for the month of May. Dr. Bonnie Henry, BC’s provincial health officer, stated that these overdose deaths were due to 
a number of factors including a disruption in the distribution of the supply chain and the isolation involved with social 
distancing which could cause people to use drugs alone (Nair, 2011).  
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Due to centuries of racism, colonization, and oppression, the DTES does face extremely 

complex and interlaced issues that have life or death consequences for residents of the 

neighbourhood, however, community members, activists, and academics are attempting to 

change the narrative driving perception of the DTES.    

 The DTES community is also unwaveringly resilient and vibrant; policy reform, art, 

human rights achievements, care work, and radical activism, are all a part of life in the 

neighbourhood. The authors of a 2008 report on community visioning, emphasize the DTES as a 

community,  

people say “hi” on the street, where residents feel comfortable and familiar, have a chance 

of getting the help they need, volunteer, create and help each other and struggle to survive 

in spite of deep poverty, terrible or no housing, and often mental and physical illness. 

(Swanson & Pedersen, 2008, p. 2) 

The community’s motto is ‘nothing for us without us’, as residents push against institutions, 

urban governance, and gentrifiers who attempt to capitalize upon the neighbourhood. If you 

are from outside the community, you are likely to fall victim to trying to fit the neighbourhood 

into one of these linear narratives; it is either a place of pain and vice, or a place where people 

continually fight against oppression. The DTES however, is a place of duality, just like any other 

neighbourhood. This duality is beautifully articulated in the following poem, written by Garry 

Gust, in the February 1989 issue of the Carnegie Newsletter.   
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1.3 The Changing Nature of Walking Tours in the DTES 
 

1.3.1 The Past to the Present  
 

            Walking tours have been taking place in the DTES since the 1980s when neighbourhood 

activist group the Downtown Eastside Residents Association (DERA) held a walking tour to 

lobby for housing security in the neighbourhood before Expo 86. 46 politicians from all three 

levels of government took a walking tour through the DTES and select SROs (Hasson & Ley 

1994, p. 186). DERA also produced walking tour brochures in 1983 and again in 1990, 

highlighting various points of interest to the public in the DTES in pamphlet form. DERA’s 

walking tour was focused on heritage, and achievements or problems faced by the DTES and its 

Figure 3: ‘Phases’, a poem by Gary Gust from the Carnegie Newsletter (p. 6), dated February 15, 1989 
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residents (City of Vancouver Archives, n.d.). Stops on this tour took a critical perspective on 

housing, architecture, activism, and culturally important places in the DTES.    

            During the late 1980s and 1990s, more public tours began to appear including Audrey 

Kobayashi's (1992) walking tour along Powell Street focusing on Japanese Canadian heritage in 

the neighbourhood. They ran during the Japanese Canadian festival called The Powell Street 

Festival and were accompanied by a published walking tour book ‘Memories of Our Past: a brief 

history and walking tour of Powell Street’. Michael Kluckner and John Atkin’s published 

‘Heritage Walks Around Vancouver’ in 1992 had a chapter titled, Coffee Shops of the Downtown 

Eastside. This chapter presents an hour and a half walking tour of the DTES, and describes, 

“hidden delights that are often overlooked in the rush along Hastings Street between modern 

downtown and the eastern suburbs.” (Kluckner & Atkin 1992, p. 32). The City of Vancouver's 

Planning Department also published walking tour brochures including two from 1987 entitled, 

"Chinatown: a walking tour through history" (City of Vancouver Archives, 1987a), and 

"Gastown: a walking tour through history" (City of Vancouver Archives, 1987b). The late 2000s 

and early 2010s saw a rise in tourist-oriented walking tours in Vancouver and the DTES.   

Today I estimate that 25 to 30 organizations run tourist-oriented walking tours, bringing 

tens of thousands of people into the DTES. Tourist-oriented walking tours are businesses 

formed solely around walking tours that often provide tours for tourists to Vancouver, as well 

as locals. Walking tours are offered year-round, although they are busiest in the summer 

months– May to September– due to an increase in the number of tourists and better weather. 

Multiple organizations run tours weekly, or daily, meaning that if you spend a day on particular 

sidewalks in the DTES, you are likely to see multiple walking tours go by. These walking tours 
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market themselves as thematic tours, such as the history of ‘vice’ in the neighbourhood, or are 

cultural tours, highlighting for example, the history of Chinatown. Some tours have been 

presented by local DTES activist groups to reveal the lived history of the neighbourhood and 

present an anti-gentrification perspective.  

1.3.2 Contested tours  
 

Arguably, the most infamous walking tour in the DTES was called ‘Tours by Locals’. This 

walking tour was led by guide Jen Potter, who ran an estimated couple hundred people through 

the DTES, explicitly focusing on the DEOD, from 2014 to 2016 (Allford, 2016; Lupick, 2016). 

Potter believes that “… understanding a neighbourhood and its people creates more 

compassion, empathy and productive communication around social issues” (Allford, 2016). 

Prior to the development of the DEOD tour, Potter ran tours in Chinatown and Gastown that 

skipped over other parts of the DTES. However, she wanted a tour that focused on more social 

enterprises, small businesses, and resources in the neighbourhood. This concern lead to the 

development of her tour through the DEOD (Allford, 2016; Lupick, 2016a; Puri, 2016). This 

walking tour cost $185 per person, or $195 for two, took approximately 3.5 hours to complete, 

and was available multiple days a week (Allford, 2016; Lupick, 2016a). Potter’s tour was 

relatively unknown until a newspaper article published in 2016 in The Toronto Star promoted 

the tour.  

The newspaper article brought Potter’s walking tour to the attention of activists, in part 

because it took place in the DEOD, and also because it presented a demoralizing and voyeuristic 

image of the neighbourhood. The article entitled, Walking tour of Vancouver’s Downtown 
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Eastside reveals good in the community, by  Jennifer Allford (2016) opened with, “The man is 

dancing and watching his reflection in the window, humming to music only he can hear and 

oblivious to the small group of visitors walking past. We’re making our way through 

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, widely considered the worst neighbourhood in Canada”. For 

Allford (2016), the DTES, is, "a place most tourists either avoid or walk through without 

understanding what they're seeing".  She outlines some stops on the walking tour route: East 

Van Roasters-– a coffee shop that employs at-risk women who live at the nearby Rainier Hotel 

to make fair-trade coffee and chocolate; Skwachàys Lodge– a boutique Indigenous-run hotel 

and art gallery; and Save On Meats– a restaurant that serves diner food including boozy 

milkshakes but also has been targeted by anti-gentrification activists who see it as part of an 

ongoing class-war in the neighbourhood (Hager, 2013; B.Cat, 2013). Potter encouraged tour-

goers to participate in various activities during the tour, including a program that Save On 

Meats ran. Walking tour participants would purchase a token from the restaurant and could 

give it to a marginalized community member to get a meal. Allford (2016) explained her 

experience on the tour:   

Within minutes of leaving the diner, a man in a dirty coat asks for money. Instead of ignoring 

him or giving him a fiver that might go toward his next high, you hand over the token, 

knowing it will go toward a meal and not addiction. You give him a sandwich and you give 

yourself the opportunity to look an invisible person in the eye. 

Allford’s article put the DTES community in an uproar about Potter’s walking tour.  
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1.3.3 DTES ‘Yuppie Gazing Tour’ 
 

The DTES community was outraged at what they deemed poverty tourism (Ward, 2016).  

Community members and activists described the walking tours in various ways including, 

“poverty pimping”, “the worst kind of voyeurism”, “treat[ing] poor people like animals in a 

zoo”, “exploiting misery”, “totally inappropriate”, “objectif...[ying] and commodif...[ying] 

people who are in extreme distress” and “de-humanizing” (Lupick, 2016b; Puri, 2016; Ward, 

2016, Zeidler, 2016). CCAP’s Maria Wallstam argued that Potter's stops do not promote real 

discussion around the DTES community– using EastVan Roasters as an example, she explains, 

“they hire low-income people, but they don’t really serve the community otherwise,” (Wallstam 

as cited in Lupick, 2016b). As Karen Ward (2016), a resident in the DTES, activist, and writer 

states:  

Not only is the recent poverty tour incredibly exploitative, but it also erases the strength and 

power of our community. It erases the grassroots institutions that we ourselves have created 

over the years. It erases the incredibly rich history of resistance in the Downtown Eastside. It 

also erases the ongoing resistance and struggle against gentrification and displacement. 

Walking these streets for a few minutes will not help anyone understand the realities of 

structural poverty, the legacies of colonialism, or the reasons for the ongoing crisis of 

homelessness. Our message is that if you want to open a dialogue come talk to the 

community and support the ongoing struggles of resistance, don’t gawk at the community.  

In response to Potter’s walking tour, VANDU organized a ‘Yuppie Gazing Tour’, and “reversed 

the narrative” (Ward, 2016).  
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In the Yuppie Gazing Tour a couple of dozen DTES residents walked down the streets of 

their neighbourhood, chanting, "Downtown Eastside is not a safari, drive away in your Ferrari" 

(Lupick, 2016b; Ward 2016). It stopped in front of businesses gentrifying the neighbourhood, 

including an ice cream parlour, and a coffee roaster, along with other establishments that low-

income residents consider 'zones of exclusion' (CCAP, 2016; Ward 2016). Potter insisted during 

an interview with The Toronto Star after the Yuppie Gazing Tour that people had missed the 

essence of her tour. In her view, the walking tour was, "… definitely not about prancing people 

through anything to do with looking at poor tours or vulnerability," (Potter as cited in Puri, 

2016) but after the pushback from the community, Potter’s tour stopped running. 

1.4 Conclusion  
 

The DTES is a neighbourhood like and unlike many other neighbourhoods. It is a place 

known for violence and resilience, crime and community, drugs and healing, injustice and 

Figure 4: ‘Yuppie Gazing Tour’ organized by VANDU. Source: Carnegie Action Project, dated 2016 
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justice, inaction and action. Working with community co-researchers, it became evident to me 

that residents in the neighbourhood both love the DTES and the family that they have made 

there, but also were worn down at times by the processes of neoliberal urbanism that threaten 

their community. Community members feel and experience daily the history of dispossession, 

uprooting, and other forms of violent colonialism. DTES residents still often fear displacement 

due to various forms of upheaval, caused by neoliberal urban processes like gentrification. 

Although walking tours have not been at the centre of activist conversation, they have long 

been used by community outsiders to rescript, reimagine, and profit from the neighbourhood.  

This chapter illustrates how the DTES community came to be through repeated 

processes of displacement, dispossession, resistance, and activism. Further, though little 

attention has been paid to walking tours in activist and academic work, their history in the 

neighbourhood is far reaching and powerful. My literature review, found in Chapter 2, assesses 

the definition, or lack of definition of what is considered to be poverty tourism. How poverty is 

consumed as both a spectacle and yet obscured through this process is addressed. This chapter 

also explored the conditions that create what Kristine Dotson (2017) describes as being 

epistemically backgrounded, both hidden and observed in plain sight. Microaggressions, 

microresistance, and everyday resistance are also explored in this chapter. Chapter 3 goes 

through my methodological approaches to this research. Chapter 3 describes both my methods 

and the importance placed on a feminist ethic of care in doing this level of involved research 

(Lopez & Gilepsie, 2016; Mountz et al., 2015).   

Chapter 4 is my research chapter titled, “I don’t know why they have their backs up”: 

Community resistance to intrusive poverty tours in the Downtown Eastside. This chapter has 
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three parts. The first focuses on various justifications presented by guides for why they run 

walking tours in the DTES and analyzes these reasons through engaging with critical urban 

theory. The second section explores how education and entertainment during the tour 

constitute microaggressions against DTES residents and both obscures and makes residents a 

spectacle for consumption for tour goers. Section 3 explores DTES resistance to walking tours in 

their neighbourhood through everyday acts of resistance and microresistance. This section 

builds on of a legacy of work exploring resistance and activism in the neighbourhood by 

challenging the ways we see resistance in spaces where people are oppressed and 

marginalized.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Although there is literature on invasion into socio-economically marginalized 

neighbourhoods, and resistance to this type of invasion, there is inadequate coverage of the 

small, seemingly unorganized ways in which oppressed people push back against various forms 

of urban neoliberal intrusion, such as poverty tours. The literature on poverty tourism and 

critical urban theory has highlighted many of the ways tourism, and other forms of neoliberal 

urban practice, justify spatial invasion into socio-economically marginalized and vulnerable 

areas of a city. Right to the city has argued for a framework through which to create a new type 

of city, built around inhabitants capable of resisting these types of invasions, instead of profit 

accumulation. How poverty is made a spectacle and obscured in cities has also been discussed 

within urban geography, sociology, and many other disciplines. The framework of epistemic 

backgrounding allows us to consider the complex ways in which those who are oppressed can 

be simultaneously made a spectacle of and obscured. Little attention has been paid to how 

tourism, such as walking tours, acts insidiously, and, arguably, more importantly how these 

insidious acts are dealt with by the community. Relying on my own research, supported by 

literature on microaggression and micro and everyday resistance, I argue that a more nuanced 

understanding of walking tours as microaggressions and how the DTES community resists them, 

can illuminate how people who are oppressed and marginalized access their right to the city.  
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2.1 Slum Tourism to Poverty Tourism 
 

 Academic literature on poverty tourism (often interchanged with the terms slum 

tourism or poorism) does not contend with the more insidious places poverty tourism occurs, 

and therefore ignores critical sites where poverty tourism takes place. Poverty tourism, 

specifically slum tourism, has been around since the 1800s in Britain and The United States, 

where the middle-class were toured through low-income areas. Steinbrink’s (2012) work into 

the history of poverty tourism showed that the middle classes attending these tours created 

spaces of otherness within the city through their tours of “areas of both gloomy threat and 

erotic curiosity: slums were places of moral decay and places of libidinal liberty” (p. 220). 

Academic discussions around poverty tourism increased in the 1990s, when slum tourism 

became more popular in places like Mumbai, Johannesburg, North Jakarta, and Rio de Janeiro 

(Ma, 2010; Outterson et al., 2010; Phi et al., 2016). Though definitions regarding what poverty 

tourism is have varied, Whyte et al., defined poverty tourism as where, “financially privileged 

tourists… visit places for the purpose of experiencing where poor people live, work, and play” 

(p. 337). Scholars emphasize the ethical problems with these poverty tours, including their 

"socio-voyeuristic aspects" (Whyte et al., 2011, 442; also see Giddy & Hoogendoorn, 2018). 

Scholars have also attempted to contend with perceived benefits of poverty tourism including 

how they can inject money into the community through tours run by locals (Ma, 2010), support 

local storytelling (Outterson & Selinger, 2011; Ma, 2010), and provide tourists with an 

‘authentic’ experience (Ma, 2010; Steinbrink, 2012). However, little attention has been paid to 

how poverty tourism can be masked and hidden within tours that do not appear to be poverty 

tours. 
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 To date, the academic literature does not grapple with how tourism, beyond slums and favelas, 

can be poverty tourism without appearing to be so. As Rolfes (2009) articulates,  

The presumption, that provider of these tours primarily show human wretchedness, illness 

and infirmity or unworthy living conditions, turns out to be not supportable. The so- called 

slum, favela or township tours do not focus on visiting sordidness and poverty. This is not an 

explicit part of the guided tours’ agenda. Nevertheless, sordidness and destitution do also 

play an important part in this tourism phenomenon. (p. 422) 

The academic discussion around poverty tourism has not been extended to urban spaces, that 

are unlike favelas or slums, but that do have visible poverty. This is where analysis of poverty 

tourism and its insidious nature fall short. Whyte et al., (2011) broach these issues to a degree, 

with a discussion of when tourists become entrenched in what they describe as “involuntary 

poverty tourism,” explaining,  

Involuntary poverty tourism applies to situations where a priori consent [of local residents] is 

impractical, poverty tourism side trips being an instance. In these cases, the tourists simply 

walk through a neighbourhood without any advance planning. They simply trust that the 

tourism operator uses good and ethical judgment... If criticized, tourists who go on these 

tours may counter that ‘all we were doing was taking a walk and taking in the sights!’ (p. 

344). 

Lacking here is critical thought about why “involuntary” or “voluntary” matters, and the 

consequences to local residents, whatever the intentions. As poverty is often localized within 

cities, arguably certain types of planning and visiting will link tourism and poverty. Poverty 

tourism research must look beyond obvious examples of slum tourism into more nuanced 
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examples of this type of tourism and its consequences to better understand how it affects the 

people who are socio-economically the most vulnerable, such as residents of the DTES.  

2.2 What Does the Right to the City Look Like? 
 

 Critical urban theory, although often used as an umbrella term for, “leftist or radical” 

(Brenner, 2012, p. 11) urban scholarship, is a framework that not only critiques “power, 

inequality, injustice, and exploitation...” but also, “rejects inherited disciplinary divisions of 

labor and statist, technocratic, market-driven, and market-oriented forms of urban knowledge” 

(Brenner, 2012, p. 19), thus creating opportunity to reveal ubiquitous and quiet forms of 

modern capitalism. Recently scholarship in the urban realm recognizes the emerging ‘urban 

condition’ in which most of the world’s population is now living in cities (Marcuse, 2009; 

Brenner et al., 2011, Roy, 2015). These scholars argue that the urban can no longer be viewed 

as a distinct and bounded site as it has become a “generalized, planetary condition” (Brenner, 

2012, p. 21). The generalized nature of the urban, led Roy (2015) to ask, “…what is urban about 

critical urban theory?” (p. 815).  Roy (2015) argues that "today's urban question is a land 

question,” and land for Roy encompasses “regulations, registers, and rights” that are not urban 

(p. 817). Brenner et al., (2011), also argue that critical urban theory must investigate, 

“contemporary sociospatial relations across places, territories and scales” (p. 237) in order to 

remain relevant. Therefore, critical urban theory can be seen as a flexible and exploratory 

framework in which radically different cities are being imagined, as are a “radically different 

type of worldwide space” (Brenner et al., 2011, p. 238).  
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Long-standing in its radical usefulness, Lefebvre’s right to the city focuses on the rights 

of those directly oppressed by urban neoliberalism (Harvey, 2012; Marcuse, 2012; Masuda & 

Bookman, 2018; Purcell, 2002; Schmid, 2012). However, literature into how individuals, 

especially those who are most socio-economically vulnerable, fight for these rights has been for 

the most part neglected (Duff, 2017). Although dynamic in its presentation, right to the city at 

its core includes “a call for a radical restructuring of social, political, and economic relations” 

(Purcell, 2002, p. 101), “[a] radical effort at spatial appropriation” (Soja, 2010, p. 96), “a right to 

reinvent the city more after our heart’s desire” (Harvey, 2012, p. 4), “the right to information, 

the rights to use multiple services, the right of users to make known their ideas on the space 

and time of their activities in urban areas” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 34) and more broadly, “right to 

space” (Soja, emphasis by author, 2010, p. 108). The right to the city provides a framework to 

reconceptualize rights to place, which Marcuse (2009) states is, “a moral claim, founded on 

fundamental principles of justice, of ethics, of morality, of virtue, of the good” (p. 192). Authors 

such as Soja (2010) and Marcuse (2009) have argued that at times right to the city has lacked 

critical investigation into spatial issues, and therefore has been presented more as, “a slightly 

different way of speaking about human rights,” (Soja, 2010, p. 107). This lack of spatial 

investigation muddies one of the main strengths of the right to the city, which is the offering of 

an alternative scalar understanding of rights. Lefebvre's conception of the right to the city 

entails a cry and a demand, “a cry out of necessity and a demand for something more” 

(Marcuse, 2009, p. 190), a cry that, “primarily rises up from the streets, out from the 

neighborhoods, as a cry for help and sustenance by oppressed peoples in desperate times” 

(Harvey, 2012, p. xiii).  
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Right to the city helps us to think about and plan for cities that serve inhabitants instead 

of just the accumulation of profit. To realize the fruits of this thinking and planning, Masuda & 

Bookman (2018) argue that the right to the city needs to, “elucidate pathways for the re-

democratization of the city from forces of political, cultural, and economic dispossession 

inflicted by over three decades of neoliberal urban capitalism” (p. 178). Although recent 

scholarship such as Duff (2017), Öz & Eder (2018), and Barret (2019), has explored how some of 

these cries for rights are expressed, we need further research into how people who are 

oppressed and marginalized resist processes of neoliberal urbanism and make claims to the 

city. Marcuse (2009) argues that urban residents are the key to the realization of this new city: 

“the direction for actions in the future should not be pre-empted but left to the democratic 

experience of those in fact implementing the vision.” (p. 194). It is, however, necessary to 

witness and understand how this democratic experience plays out in cities. The research 

presented here contributes to building an account of how the right to the city can be seen on 

the ground and is useful for the advancement of this theory (Brenner et al., 2012; Duff 2017; 

Masuda & Bookman, 2018).  

2.3 Obscuring, and Making a Spectacle of Poverty. When to Consider Epistemic 
Backgrounding  
 

2.3.1 Consuming the City: Making a spectacle of and obscuring poverty 
 

As described in the introduction, neoliberal urban cities such as Vancouver, are in a 

constant process of market- and entrepreneurial-driven decision making to accumulate capital 

and compete in global markets. Authors such as Sharon Zukin (1990, 1998, 2008, 2010) have 
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noted that imperative to the neoliberal city is growth, which takes place often through 

development, image enhancement, consumption, and branding of urban space. Involved in this 

process of the neoliberal city is the commodification of ‘new’ sites and sights of consumption, 

especially spaces that are perceived to be authentic because of their industrial aesthetic such as 

brick walls, where trendy restaurants and cafés can afford rent, and where there is access to 

arts, history, and culture (Burnett, 2013; Peyton & Dyce, 2017; Zukin, 2005). These sites of 

speculative investment are often in low-income inner-city neighbourhoods and are promoted 

through the rhetoric of revitalization, historic preservation, and regeneration of urban space 

(Masuda & Bookman, 2018). Urban theorists have noted that “urbanism and consumption have 

become mutually defining” (Hetherington & Cronin, 2008, p. 5), and have created what Zukin 

(2008) has defined as a ‘twenty-first century flâneur’, interested in both commodifying and 

consuming urban space. These changing patterns of consumption also signify gentrification2, a 

process which although dynamic, has the undergirding quality of displacing lower and working-

class individuals out of these more affordable often inner-city neighbourhoods to make way for 

middle- and upper-class people and their consumption patterns (Smith, 1996). There is 

extensive literature on gentrification, consumption, and commodification of the DTES, as both 

cultural and historical value is high, and rent is generally lower (Blomley, 2004; Burnett, 2013; 

Swanson et al., 2017; Ley & Dobson, 2008; Masuda & Bookman 2018; Peyton & Dyce, 2017; 

 
2 Gentrification is inherently neoliberal, and therefore it may appear to be redundant to tie gentrification to 
neoliberalism or to state that what is occurring in cities is ‘neoliberal gentrification’. However, during walking tours the 
word gentrification seemed to be perverted from its ties to neoliberal urbanism. Walking tour guides would often refer 
to gentrification as something that is both bad and good for Vancouver’s residents, as well as a something devoid of 
harmful process. Gentrification is not something that just happens naturally in cities, it is part of strategic city planning, 
and is a process that always comes with harmful effects to those who are oppressed and marginalized. In explicitly 
stating that what is occurring in the DTES is neoliberal gentrification, I want to make my stance very clear that 
gentrification is not accidental or a by chance event, but an inevitably harmful process.  
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Ward, 2015). Katherine Burnett’s (2013) work on consumption, commodification, and 

gentrification in the DTES found that these themes have become increasingly complex systems 

in which, “the identities of low-income and marginalized residents [in the DTES] are being 

commodified even while the residents themselves are spatially managed and controlled, their 

bodies highlighted even as their communities may still be displaced” (p. 158). 

Closely linked to the concept of consumption of the neoliberal city is the spectacle. The 

etymology of spectacle derives from the Latin spectaculum, public show, and specere, to look. 

Moving through history from the Roman games to circuses, the word spectacle often referred 

to grand and prepared events. Although conceived as purely visual, Debord’s (1994 [1967]) 

work on the spectacle has moved beyond the spectacle purely as sights, as he articulates in 

work Society and the Spectacle, that, “the spectacle is not merely a collection of images; rather 

it is a social relationship between people that is mediated by images” (4), its “form and content 

are identically the total justification of the existing system’s conditions and goals” (6), and 

further that the spectacle “…is the main production of present-day society” (15). Hetherington 

and Cronin (2008) borrow from Debord’s (1994 [1967]) theorization of the spectacle stating 

that the spectacle is a marker for social relations of power found in entrepreneurial cities and 

mature capitalist societies and can be used as a tool to evaluate consumption, heritage, 

tourism, along with other neoliberal urban practices (p. 8). Authors have explained how the 

spectacle has been used as an instrument of separation between people and has played a role 

in reshaping urban space in various ways such as the creation of the 'other' (Debord, 

1994[1967]; Pinder, 2012). Research on the urban spectacle has also shown that it is a complex, 

multi- faceted reality that comes with opportunities to push against and resist its oppressive 
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qualities (Gotham, 2005, p. 228; Hetherington & Cronin, 2008; Jones & Sanyal, 2014; Pinder, 

2005). As the 'Poverty Tourism' section explained, research into slum tourism has been rising 

since the 1990s, and with it the notion of poverty as a spectacle. Authors exploring poverty 

tourism have noted how poverty has created a spectacle of consumption in poor urban centres, 

where the daily lives of individuals who are oppressed and marginalized have been put on 

display. Although much research on making a spectacle of poverty has come out of slum 

tourism research, Burnett’s (2013) research has been instrumental in illuminating the 

promotion and capitalization of the spectacle of poverty in the DTES. Although Burnett never 

explicitly refers to the spectacle in her investigation of consumption in the DTES, she notes that 

the image and reality of poverty are appealing to outsiders to witness. She observes that the 

commodification of poverty has played a large role in the gentrification of the food scene in the 

area. A key finding is that “the opportunity to dine in spaces shared with low-income and 

marginalized patrons has become a selling point, as restaurateurs and business owners seek 

competitive advantage amidst the increasing commodification of poverty” (Burnett, 2013, p. 

173). The commodification and consumption of new sights and sites in neoliberal urban cities 

have not been restricted to new art galleries and coffee shops; low-income individuals who live 

in these spaces of gentrification also become part of this new wave of consumption as faceless 

spectacles of poverty.  

Along with making a spectacle of poverty, consumption of the city can also obscure 

poverty in various ways. Many have written about how poverty, although often in plain sight, is 

made invisible in present-day society either through overlooking what is troubling, or because 

the gazed upon make themselves less visible to increase their safety and privacy (Goldfischer, 
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2018; Howard et al., 2002; Sparks, 2010). Researchers and poverty activists have also revealed 

that in neoliberal urban cities, poverty is not just made invisible, but obscured in various other 

ways to benefit capital accumulation. Academic literature on historical memory often shows 

the past is not only filtered and reconstructed in the present-day neoliberal city, but the 

struggles of present-day poverty are obscured and eroded (Edensor, 2005; Zukin, 1982, 2008). 

Zukin notes in her early work that the, “Only people who do not know the steam and sweat of a 

real factory can find industrial space romantic or interesting” (Zukin, 1982, p. 59). The 

commodification of these places Zukin argues separates them from the historical and ongoing 

struggle of dispossession and displacement. According to Masuda and Bookman (2018), in new 

places of consumption “historical plurality of cultural experiences are homogenized and 

instrumentalized”, while the present and past struggle over rights have been omitted (p. 12). In 

their work on imperial ruins presented in gentrifying restaurants in the DTES, Peyton and Dyce 

(2017) make a compelling argument that these establishments, “re-frame the spaces of 

gentrification as frontier spaces. By evoking wilderness, rough seas or the forests, they re-frame 

the socially impoverished parts of the city as spaces of exploration and adventure for middle-

class pioneering gentrifiers” (p. 604). In doing so, these restaurants not only attempt to make 

benign the history of colonization but the present-day history of dispossession and 

displacement in the neighbourhood, again obscuring rights-based struggles over place.  

2.3.2 The Consequences of Obscuring and Making a Spectacle of Poverty: epistemic 
backgrounding 
 

Due to the complexity of neoliberal urbanism and the consumption of poverty, 

academics have acknowledged that the relationship between obscuring and making a spectacle 
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of poverty are opposed yet intertwined (Goldfischer, 2018). Although this relationship is 

discussed in many ways, arguably one of the most useful discussions has been explored through 

critical race theory. Using Paul Murray and Mary Eastwood’s (1965) conception of ‘Jane Crow’ 

in the submergence of black women and girls during the civil rights movement, Dotson’s (2017) 

work builds on this legacy of unknowability to ask the question “How does it feel to live 

beneath the shadow of the problem?” (p. 424). Dotson’s work examines the concept of 

epistemic backgrounding, when people are “both targeted and ‘sub-merged,’ both identifiable 

and indefensible...hidden in plain sight” (p. 420). Dotson explains further that this is not merely 

a matter of being 'less' or 'more' seen in the public eye, but a deeper-rooted systemic condition 

of being targeted and disappeared (p. 422). Dotson theorizes the notion of epistemic 

backgrounding, which is “being relegated” for purposed not related to one own agency (p. 425). 

Dotson’s work highlights three epistemic conditions through which this unknowability is made 

possible: disregard, disbelief, and disavowal. Although these three conditions are all important, 

for my purposes her notion of disavowal is most powerful. She describes disavowal as the 

process of obscuring to hold other things in shared epistemic space (anything held in common 

that produces knowledge and facilitates knowledge production), thus creating negative socio-

epistemic space.  

Although Dotson’s use of epistemic backgrounding was focused on race, Eric Goldfischer 

(2018) argues that it can be used as a useful framework through which to examine oppressive 

neoliberal urban qualities. Goldfischer’s (2018) work on revanchist urban policing tactics in New 

York City reveals how epistemic backgrounding produces knowledge using those who are 

oppressed and marginalized, “around and about them, but not for them” (p. 837). He argues 
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that this process never fully erases those who are backgrounded, but instead turns them into 

objects of knowledge that renders them and their “concrete struggles unknowable” (Dotson, 

2017, p. 426). Though Goldfischer focuses on the ways the visuality of homelessness and 

poverty creates a particular way of knowing (or not knowing) those who are oppressed and 

marginalized, he also acknowledges that epistemic backgrounding conditions help, “to explain 

the ways in which everyday observances and discourses make possible knowledge which works 

to background homeless people and foreground desires for some kinds of urban space over 

others” (Goldfischer, 2018, p. 839). Goldfischer’s (2018) work also makes an important 

contribution by situating revanchist urban processes that epistemically background within, 

“everyday urban epistemology” (p. 839) from the scale of the street, and pulls from de Certeau 

(1984) in stating that these spatial practices , “secretly structure the determining conditions of 

social life” (p. 96).  

2.4 Microaggressions and the Emerging Importance of Everyday and Microresistance  
 

2.4.1 Microaggressions  
 

Research into microaggressions has illuminated the often-understudied ways in which 

small, seemingly benign interactions between perpetrator and oppressed cause harm to people 

who are marginalized and oppressed. Studies emerging from critical race theory in the 1970s 

found microaggressions were subtle, automatic, and pre/unconscious forms of verbal and 

nonverbal “offensive mechanisms” which, “as opposed to a gross, dramatic, obvious 

macroaggression such as lynching” (Pierce, 1974, p. 266), still carried significant and severe 

consequences for the targeted marginalized individual/group (Davis, 1989; Pierce, 1974; Ross-
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Sheriff, 2012; Torino & Sisselman-Borgia, 2017; Solórzano, 1998; Sue, 2004, Sue et al., 2007). 

Critical race scholars have argued that microaggressions often stem from “unconscious 

attitudes” of white superiority to supposed inferior racialized groups (Davis, 1989; Sue et al., 

2007). Although microaggressions are argued to be pervasive, everyday occurrences for 

marginalized groups, they are rarely investigated as “The power of racial microaggressions lies 

in their invisibility to the perpetrator and, oftentimes, the recipient” (Sue et al., 2007), thus 

making them hard to quantify and track (Solórzano, 1998; Solórzano et al., 2000). To better 

understand microaggressions, Sue et al., (2007) have identified three types of microaggressions 

including 1) “microassaults” – explicit use of derogatory language directed at an 

individual/group, whether it be verbal or nonverbal. Microassaults intend to harm, oppress, 

and/or demean the individual through "purposeful discriminatory actions" such as name-calling 

or avoidance; 2) “microinvalidation”– communication that undercuts, excludes, and/or negates 

lived realities and embodied experiences of the individual; and 3) “microinsults”– consisting of 

insensitive remarks and snubs that often have an insulting message meant to demean the 

individual.   

Scholars have also acknowledged that these “offensive mechanisms” apply beyond race 

and, “communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to target ...persons based solely 

upon their marginalized group membership” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 3). Microaggressions have 

been examined in the fields of education (Solórzano, 1998; Solórzano et al., 2000), law (Davis, 

1989), psychology (Sue, 2004, Sue et al., 2007), mental illness (Gonzales et al., 2015), social 

work (Ross-Sheriff, 2012), and homelessness (Torino & Sisselman-Borgia, 2017). Torino and 

Sisselman-Borgia (2017), working on homelessness and microaggressions, note that there is 



 

36 
 

virtually no other literature present on this subject, however, the potential for microaggression 

against homeless individuals is high (p. 154). They identify emergent themes that exemplify 

microaggressions against homeless individuals, including ascribing sub-human status, 

invisibility, criminal status/dangerous, assumption of substance abuse, and assumption of 

mental illness. Like many other scholars who examine microaggressions, they pay most 

attention to the psychological and performance impacts of these encounters. Although this is 

very important to consider, I argue that research into microaggressions can be pushed beyond 

these types of impacts to examine larger social movements and impacts, such as the battle for 

the right to the city. By examining how microaggressions occur on the ground in cities, we can 

begin to see how they have consequences for people who are marginalized and oppressed and 

whole neighbourhoods. Researching microaggressions on the street level between people who 

are marginalized and oppressed, and passersby can reveal these as malignant and repeating 

events, part of a complex of cognitive habits linked to power imbalances, within a historical 

context and continuity with far-reaching consequences (Davis, 1989).  

2.4.2 Resistance and the Downtown Eastside  

… to raise shit is to actively resist and we resist with our presence with our words 
with our love  

with our courage  

we resist 
person by person 
square foot by square foot room by room 
building by building 
block by block  

we resist 
because we are a community 



 

37 
 

of prophets, of activists, of advocates, 
of volunteers. and agency workers 
and we, you and I, us 
are all that stands between 
the unique vulnerable troubled life-giving and death-attacked community of the downtown 
eastside  

we are all that stands between our vast community and those who would 
gentrify and displace and replace it 
replace with greed  

the singular leadership we have here where it is said we lack 
a single dynamic individual leader but we have  

the most powerful leader there is 
the most effective leader we can have 
in this grave situation 
our community 
our community itself 
has emerged as our leader 
the downtown eastside community itself leads us 
and it is to our credit that this is so 
for it is from our  

prophetic, courageous, conflictual and loving unity 
that our community 
raises shit  

and resists  

- Bud Osborne, DTES poet, activist and founding member of Vancouver Area Network of Drug 
Users (VANDU) (an excerpt from ‘Raise Shit’ Space & Place, 1998) 
 
 Activist scholarship in the DTES has attempted to reflect how the DTES community has 

actively resisted aggressive and degrading attacks on resident places and rights. Authors have 

documented encroachment on the DTES, including colonization (Peyton & Dyce, 2017; Schatz, 

2015), gentrification (Burnett, 2013), and planning practices such as toponyms (Peyton & Dyce, 

2017; Wideman & Masuda, 2018). Research on resistance in the DTES has noted resistance in 

the form of harm reduction (Boyd & Boyd, 2014; Boyd & MacPherson, 2018; Nowell, 2018), 
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Indigenous health (Benoit et al., 2003), access to public space (Blomley, 2010), and 

participatory planning along with group solidarity (Wideman & Masuda, 2018). Much of today’s 

scholarship on DTES resistance documents how residents respond to neoliberal urban regimes 

that threaten to alter the neighbourhood radically. Blomley’s work (2004, 2010) has been 

crucial in capturing highly visible moments of neighbourhood resistance, such as the 

Woodsquat in 2002. The purchase of Woodward’s, a building in the heart of the DTES, by 

developer Geoff Hughes in 2002, was the centrepiece of a planned social-mixing 

redevelopment: a “’gentrification bomb’ of speculative property investment and 

redevelopment” (Wideman & Masuda, 2018, p. 388). Hughes was already known in the DTES as 

a vital part of the forces of gentrification, as he had previously purchased and renovated 

buildings in the neighbourhood, leaving local residents unable to afford the new rental prices 

(Sullivan, 2002). To draw attention to the social injustice taking place in the city, DTES 

community members and anti-poverty activists began squatting on the sidewalks in front of 

Woodward’s and setting up dozens of tents. The squat lasted three months and involved 

hundreds of committed activists. Blomley (2011) summarizes the ‘Woodsquat’: 

‘Woodsquat’, as it was quickly dubbed, was many things to many people: a visible expression 

of radical anger, a deliberate attempt at embarrassing the provincial government and city in 

the run-up to the bid for the 2010 Winter Olympics, a symbolic space of opposition to 

private property and an affirmation of the commons, an eyesore and a civic embarrassment, 

a space of carnival and celebration, an affront to public salubrity and a resource centre and 

safe refuge for many homeless people. Tents, sleeping bags, posters, couches, dogs and 
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people intermingled. Highly politicized, Woodsquat activists invoked a language of rights, 

social justice and insurgent citizenship. (p. 107) 

Blomley’s (2011) account is important as it not only documents this event but provides an 

analysis of this resistance as part of a broader history and context of resistance in the 

neighbourhood.  Numerous groups including academics, community organizations such as the 

Carnegie Community Action Project (CCAP), Downtown Eastside Women’s Shelter, and VANDU, 

have all played a critical role in facilitating, documenting, and activating resistance in the DTES.  

DTES residents constantly resist as their bodies push against neoliberal urban regimes. 

Residents link their street-level resistance to global events. As Bud Osborne, a prolific poet and 

DTES activist writes in his poem ‘Raise Shit’ (see excerpt above), what is happening in the DTES  

“is a planetary resistance, against consequences of globalization, against poor people being 

driven from land they have occupied, in common, and in community, for many years”. Though 

the DTES community and activist scholars have documented and supported resistance in the 

neighbourhood, we need to understand the nuanced and less obvious ways the community 

resists on a daily basis. 

2.4.3 The Emergence of Everyday Resistance 
 

Resistance and what it is and is not, has been long debated across disciplines (Hollander 

& Einwohner, 2004), but such debates often lacked critical insight into how non-overt 

resistance can also be a powerful tool. One of the most comprehensive reviews of the literature 

on resistance by Hollander and Einwohner (2004), argues that although much work has been 

done on resistance, there has been little consensus on what it is. They argue that resolving 
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dissonance around a definition of resistance may not be as powerful as evaluating the 

conceptual parameters of resistance. Hollander and Einwohner (2004) agree that resistance 

requires both action from a group or individual, and opposition to that action. They also agree 

that authors debate recognition and intent; to be classified as resistance, acts must be intended 

to be oppositional and understood as such by both perpetrators and resistors. Hollander and 

Einwohner (2004) lay the groundwork for critical discussions of resistance, but they neglect 

discussion of power imbalance. Johansson and Vinthagen (2014) argue that "Resistance is 

always related to power and power is plural, thus simultaneously creating a difference 

according to several logics” (p. 424). They are critical of Hollander and Einwohner’s (2004) work 

as it uses a typology that does not account for these pluralities. For Johansson and Vinthagen 

(2014), the focus on whether “…the act is recognized as resistance and if the act is intended as 

resistance, by target, agent, and observer” is a contradiction of their emphasis on “resistance as 

a complex and ongoing process of social construction” (p. 418). As feminist and queer scholars 

have explained, due to societal power imbalance, many bodies are always at intersections of 

resistance (Lorde, 1984; Harcourt, 2016). This complexity allows investigation of how everyday 

acts of resistance bring power and agency to those at these intersections.   

 Unlike overt acts of resistance such as revolts, protests, and sit-ins, James Scott (1985) 

defines acts of everyday resistance as “ordinary weapons of relatively powerless groups…” that, 

“require little or no coordination or planning; they make implicit understanding and informal 

networks; they often represent a form of individual self-help; they typically avoid any direct, 

symbolic confrontation with authority” (p. xvi). Acts of everyday resistance, whether they are 

verbal, cognitive, or physical, attempt to undermine power (Hollander & Einwohner, 2004; 
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Frederick, 2016). Johansson and Vinthagen (2014) explain that everyday resistance has four 

elements: 1) it is a practice, not an intent or outcome; 2) it is entangled with power relations; 3) 

it needs to be understood intersectionally within these power relations; and 4) its practice 

needs to be contextually and situationally viewed as heterogenous and contingent.   

Some scholars have argued that the term everyday resistance leaves it open to excessive 

inclusivity of choices, difference, or individualism which, if not recognized as resistant, should 

not be considered as such (Hollander & Einwohner, 2004; Rubbins, 1996). Scholars have found 

the concept of everyday resistance useful as it “illuminates the messy nature of resistance” 

(Frederick, 2017, p. 137). Hall (2015) notes that to maintain capitalist societies, the inequality 

that is produced through these processes makes, “both conscious and mundane processes of 

everyday resistance” (p. 856) part of everyday life for some. The inequality that makes 

resistance part of everyday life also makes everyday forms of resistance important, “as they 

illuminate actions and patterns that, by design, are difficult for members of dominant groups, 

including researchers, to recognize” (Frederick, 2017, p. 137). The concept of everyday 

resistance creates space for exploring the nuanced meanings of seemingly mundane acts, ideal 

for understanding how the DTES community stands up to inequity and power imbalance. 

Everyday resistance is an important conceptual steppingstone to understanding quieter acts of 

mundane resistance. By contrast, microresistance reveals microaggression. Attention to both 

everyday acts of resistance and microresistance provides a complete picture of how those who 

are marginalized and oppressed react to both overt aggression and microaggression.  
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2.4.4 The Importance of Microresistance 
 

 It is imperative to view those who are subjected to forms microaggression not just as 

passive recipients, but as people who actively engage as agents of microresistance. Sayumi Irey 

(2013) coined the term microresistance which Ganote et al. (2015) describe as, “small-scale 

individual and/or collaborative efforts that empower targeted people and allies to cope with, 

respond to, and/or challenge microaggressions to ultimately dismantle systems of oppression” 

(p.1). Scholars have promoted microresistance as a politically valuable tool and have suggested 

how to enhance its power through education and mentoring, counter-narratives, and by 

"examining reality in a non-dominant way” (Irey, 2013, p. 36; also see Ganote et al., 2015; and 

Cheung et al., 2016). Evans and Moore (2015) point out that microresistance is not only 

resistance of degradation and objectification but ensures that the people who are marginalized 

and oppressed can protect themselves emotionally from further exclusion. People who are 

marginalized and oppressed by society must function in the spaces where microaggressions 

occur every day while seeking to navigate their day-to-day activities. Microresistance allows 

people who are oppressed to resist without draining themselves emotionally or putting 

themselves at social or physical risk. Much of the microresistance literature has focused on 

university settings and explores how to be an ally by microresisting in pedagogic practices 

(Ganote et al., 2015; Cheung et al., 2016). However, microresistance is also a useful framework 

to understand resistance in places like the DTES. In the DTES, where people who are 

marginalized and oppressed often spend most of their time and energy trying to acquire basic 

necessities such as shelter and food, microresistance becomes a realistic and less emotionally 
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draining way to resist. I argue that focusing on microresistance, along with everyday forms of 

resistance, can reveal how DTES residents are actively fighting for their right to the city. 

2.5 Conclusion  
 

 Poverty tourism literature begins to define the parameters of how poverty is a tool to 

accumulate capital, however, its theorization does not push far enough to understand how it 

acts insidiously in neoliberal urban cities. By understanding poverty tourism through the lens of 

the right to the city, a more nuanced understanding of how poverty tourism makes claims to 

urban space can be formulated. Poverty tourism uses neoliberal urban rhetoric such as 

historical preservation, gentrification, and regeneration in justifying access to poor inner-city 

neighbourhoods, where new sites and sights of consumption are being produced. Regardless of 

the intent of these tours, poverty becomes both obscured and made a spectacle for 

consumption. This process of individuals who are oppressed and marginalized being both ‘seen’ 

and ‘unseen’ creates what Dotson (2017) describes as epistemic backgrounding. Furthermore, 

research on microaggression allows for a better understanding of how these seemingly small 

acts continue a politics of dispossession and displacement within communities. Academics and 

poverty activists also argue that it is imperative not just to see those involved in 

microaggressions and injustice as passive bystanders, but as active agents of resistance. 

Resistance, although a broad term, gives space to conceptualize the various ways in which 

communities such as the DTES continually act against injustice.  
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Chapter 3 

Methods & Methodology 

 Carrying out ethical research in Vancouver’s DTES, with a history of violent extraction of 

resources, including academic research, requires participatory community-based research that 

is reflexive, well recorded, face to face, and flexible. Analysis of the data I collected while taking 

part in walking tours, required cross-referencing my detailed place-based field notes with 

interview transcripts, to gain a grounded and descriptive picture of the nature and impact of 

the tours. This kind of research is challenging, both academically and emotionally, and raises 

many methodical and ethical issues as well as opportunities. A feminist ethic of care and care 

work is essential to immersed and ethical research; in particular, we adopted a "buddy system" 

for our fieldwork (Lopez & Gilepsie, 2016).  

3.1 Participatory Community-Based Research: Becoming part of the team 
 

 The complex histories, politics, relationships, and individuals that make the DTES, have 

created a unique environment conducive to research. As one interview participant and resident 

explained to me, the DTES is, “…one of the most studied neighbourhoods in North America. 

We’ve been poked, we’ve been prodded” (P06). The neighbourhood is so studied, that Boilevin 

et al. (2019) in partnership with local universities and community groups have recently created 

a document titled, Research 101: A Manifesto for Ethical Research in the Downtown Eastside. 

This document highlights the ‘pitfalls’ and ‘potential’ of conducting research in the 

neighbourhood, and acknowledges that, “Research has long-functioned as a tool of colonialism, 

and colonial research practices continue in the ways that researchers exploit, exhaust, and 
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extract from Indigenous and other marginalized people” (Boilevin et al., 2019, p. 3). Academics 

have criticized and contested forms of research that continue patterns of exploitation of 

vulnerable individuals for the sake of data extraction (Boilevin et al., 2019; Castleden et al., 

2012; Tuck & Yang, 2014). Further, members of the DTES community are wary of some research 

as the benefit to researchers and institutions always seems to outweigh the benefits to the 

neighbourhood. Research in the neighbourhood also starkly highlights power dynamics 

between community insiders and outsiders. Researchers often enter the DTES, insert 

themselves in activities and groups and extract data, without much return to the community. 

Distrust of research, a violent history of extraction, and an environment of extreme socio-

economic imbalance create methodological challenges and opportunities for field academics. 

As a novice researcher, I navigated these ethical and situational challenges.   

 I came to the DTES in April of 2018. When I arrived, my original plan was to examine the 

built legacy of Japanese Canadians. I was introduced to the community as a researcher on 

Professor Audrey Kobayashi’s and Professor Jeff Masuda’s SSHRC funded project, The Right to 

Remain (R2R). The larger project focuses on tenant activism for safe, habitable, and stable 

housing in single room occupancy (SRO) hotels. R2R is a community-based participatory action 

research project that works in conjunction with our community partner, the DTES SRO 

Collaborative (SROC). For Wilson et al. (2018), “The underpinning features of CBPR include the 

involvement of the community as co-researchers and reciprocal knowledge transfer.” (p. 193). 

Masuda et al. (2019) also state that activist participatory research involves “emphasiz[ing] the 

praxis of rights underpinning diverse forms of dispossession and resistance,” (p. 4), 

encountered when working in the DTES. R2R's relationship with the SROC was vital in 



 

46 
 

strengthening neighbourhood ties, creating relationships, and maintaining community 

grounding. This partnership also created the opportunity to find and establish relationships 

with co-researchers, who are members of the DTES community.  

 I was able to establish relationships and trust within the community quickly, thanks in 

part to the pre-established relationships of Dr. Masuda and Dr. Kobayashi. Each of them has 

spent decades cultivating relationships, trust, and reputations of ethical research in the 

neighbourhood. Their work not only as academics but also as academic activists has fostered 

strong community ties and has enabled their students to enter the complex context of the DTES 

with support and community contacts. Past graduates who, working in the DTES, fostered 

strong relationships have also modelled conduct during fieldwork. This genealogy of research 

training in the DTES allowed me to enter the community with clear ideas of my research values. 

It was also important that I establish my own community relationships and build my ethical 

research practices.  

 Eight months of research assistant work for R2R included weekly trips to the City of 

Vancouver archives involving six to eight hours collecting archival material and taking 

photographs to create an archival database. Every second week a community co-researcher 

would help collect documents and data.  Our time in the archives was largely spent capturing 

documents, but also chatting. Through these archive trips, we built close professional and 

personal relationships. We entered routines, including where to meet, and where to have 

lunch. Our conversations began to grow and deepen. Community co-researchers shared stories 

about their families, childhoods, friendships, and of their lives in the DTES. This process of 

relationship building with R2R co-researchers from the DTES community felt organic; we 
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became friends as we spent time together, came to know one another over food, coffee, and 

work. When we found a particularly valuable document we would talk about it. During these 

conversations, co-researchers revealed that they felt the documents written 30 or 40 years ago 

described the neighbourhood as it exists today. Spending one-on-one time with co-researchers 

in this space allowed us to get to know each other, strengthening trust and understanding.  

In addition, I spent approximately five to seven hours a week volunteering for the SROC 

and R2R. Some of this time was spent in weekly Friday meetings, for which I would also shop 

and prepare a breakfast of hard-boiled eggs, bread, bananas for the PIs, student researchers, 

and community co-researchers. These 2-hour meetings entailed strategizing next steps, 

debriefing, and checking in with the team. Engagement with co-researchers before and after 

meetings was also important to relationship building. These meetings allowed us to chat with 

other R2R team members about their week over breakfast, as we debriefed about research. In 

preparing breakfast for the group, I was also able to perform a feminist ethic of care. As 

Thompson (2018) states, a feminist ethic of care 

recognizes that at one time or another we will all need and give care, but how the work of 

care is distributed is ultimately shaped by intersecting social relations of power. It offers new 

ways to challenge the historical undervaluing of care work (p. 5).  

A feminist ethic of care provides a "lens through which to understand the different ways that 

care shapes, or is impacted by, everyday experiences, relationships, and processes” (p. 6). By 

making breakfast, eating a meal together, and sharing stories, I was able to contribute to how 

our team felt together. Community co-researchers looked forward to breakfast together, joked 
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about the importance of hard-boiled eggs in our research, and said they felt strong friendships 

within the R2R team.  

 Volunteer work for the SROC also included cleaning the SROC office or running errands. 

My primary volunteer task was weekly “pop runs”, which involved buying and loading dozens of 

flats of pop into SROC’s vending machine. Located in a government-assisted housing building, 

this vending machine paid for half of the SROC’s office rent. Although dull, this work 

contributed time to the SROC and allowed me to perform a feminist ethic of care that attended 

to power imbalances. Doing this kind of work helped to break down hierarchies. After a while, 

DTES residents I met in the SROC office would refer to me as the woman who took over the 

vending machine, not as the woman doing research. This work helped to dissolve some barriers 

associated with my position of privilege. On one of my early pop runs, the community organizer 

and Director of the SROC told me she would not work with researchers unable to understand 

the social value of this type of “schlepping work”. Relieving the community organizer from pop 

runs ensured that her time, energy, and focus could be spent on community organizing actives.  
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Spending time in the neighbourhood also allowed me to develop a deeper 

understanding of the complex and dynamic components of the DTES, which played a large role 

in reformulating my research focus. In June of 2018, in discussion with both Dr. Masuda and Dr. 

Kobayashi, I began to study walking tours in the DTES. The shift in research emerged from my 

observation of a marked increase in the frequency of a walking tour devoted to the DTES, but 

most importantly the likelihood that research based around walking tours would better serve 

the DTES community as tours were multiplying as was the number of visitors attending tours.  

 

Figure 5: My friend Amelia Copeland helps me during a weekly pop run. Source: author 
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3.2 Data Collection: Walking tours attendance and field notes  
 

In the initial stages of planning for my research, my research field supervisors and I were 

aware of only one or two tours in the DTES. We planned that my research would focus on these 

tours. Further investigation revealed 25 to 30 organizations running walking tours. My research 

scope grew to include as many of these tours as possible (13 tours by eight companies) during 

my time in the field. This focus on walking tours excludes tours by bus or bike which also run in 

the DTES.  I found the walking tours through their listings on ‘TripAdvisor’ and the Tourism 

Vancouver webpage. Two walking tours were suggested to me during interviews with tour 

guides from other companies. Walking tours taking place in Vancouver are all accessible by 

online booking and ranged in price from ‘pay what you want’ to approximately $120 a tour.  

From June to December of 2018, I attended 13 walking tours. During these tours, I did not 

disclose my researcher status, as permitted under Article 3.7 ‘Departures from General 

Principles of Consent’ TCPS 2 guidelines. As many walking tour attendees are tourists, and tours 

are public, it would have been impossible to give individuals advance notice of my attendance 

or to gain effective consent.  As tours are open to the public, and I do not disclose guide or 

walking tour participant identities, there was minimal risk. Not disclosing my position as a 

researcher was also to ensure I was not influencing the content, form, and flow of the tour or 

the business of the tour company.  

Tours ranged from 45 minutes to two and a half hours. All of the tours I studied were 

focused on the DTES. The tours I attended were from eight different organizations, and ten of 

the tours were unique. I took two tours more than once in order to achieve rigour in my field 

notes or to experience the tour on a different day. Tours varied from theme-, to culture-, 
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history-, and activist-based. During walking tours, I tried to ask very few questions and did not 

insert myself into conversations to avoid interrupting the natural progression of the tour and to 

ensure my research interests did not influence the narrative. After each tour, I took detailed 

field notes on the routes, stops, narratives, stories, questions, and encounters.  

There were some limitations to my collection technique. To avoid intrusion, I did not use a 

recorder during walking tours, but my field notes were thorough and had enough detail to 

create a comprehensive description of each tour. Usually satisfactory, this method revealed its 

limitations on Walking Tour 9. In this case, my field notes were very sparse, as prior to the tour I 

handled a highly emotional and charged series of events with a community co-researcher. After 

these events I was drained but still attended the tour, though I was not fully engaged. My notes 

were accurate but sparse.  I retook this tour to ensure that the field notes were complete. 

Another limitation of walking tour observation was that tours do not run year-round. Some 

tours, especially cultural tours, may only run once a year. I found out about a few of these tours 

after the event. Luckily a majority of my fieldwork took place over the summer when walking 

tours ran most frequently due to better weather and a higher number of tourists.  

Walking tour observation enabled me to gain significant insight into how tours are received 

by non-participants (i.e. those using the space we are walking in), how other attendees respond 

to the content and interact, as well as the walking tour guides’ interaction with the 

environment and participants. Attending tours also allowed me to see off-script stops inserted 

by some guides, as guides would often stop at sites of personal interest or would indicate 

places where they thought tourists should shop and eat.  
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Field notes also assisted in recruiting for and deepening interviews. By attending walking 

tours, and then interviewing guides who had led a tour, I was able to bring up events, stops, 

stories, and encounters that occurred on that tour. Field notes allowed me to ask more specific 

questions, and to involve the guide in comparing one tour to another. For example, “On other 

walking tours I noticed X occurred frequently but did not happen much on your tour. Have you 

ever encountered that on your tour?”. This was also important because at times guides would 

forget events that had occurred, or not see something as important until I raised it. Attending 

tours allowed me to push past unquestioned practice during interviews.  

3.3 Data collection: Semi-structured interviews  
 

Table 1 
Interviews conducted and walking tours attended 
Company A B C D E F G H I J K 
# of Tours 
Attended 

3* 3** 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 2*** 1 

Interview # 1 2, 4 3, 9 5 6 7 8 10 11 N/A N/
A 

# of Participants 
(n) 

2 2 (1,1) 2 (1,1) 1 2 1 1 1 1 0 0 

Company 
Involvement 

i   i i i ii i ii ii i iii iii 

11 companies that were included in this research. Of those 11 companies, six were used for both 

interviews and tour participation, three were used for interviews without tour participation, and 

two were used for tour participation without interviews. A total of 11 interviews were conducted 

with 13 participants, as two interviews were conducted with multiple participants. I attended a 

total of 13 tours, including ten unique tours and two tours that were repeated. This table 

corresponds with the Table 2 located in Appendix A.  
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Company Involvement: i- Attended tour(s) and conducted the interview(s), ii- Conducted 
interview(s) but did not attend one of their tours, iii- Attended tour(s) but did not conduct an 
interview. 
 
*All three tours the same; **Two tours the same, one tour different; *** Two different tours 

 
I contacted walking tour guides mainly through emails provided on the company’s 

walking tour website. In some cases, I was given a guide’s email address after an interview with 

another guide from the same company. I emailed guides a Letter of Information and Consent 

Form to read before the interviews and reviewed the documents again with each participant 

before their interview. Interview lengths ranged from 42 minutes to 84 minutes. Interviews 

were semi-structured and included questions regarding guides’ experiences creating narratives 

for walking tours and their experiences walking through the DTES. I introduced myself as a 

Master’s student interested in learning more about the form and function of walking tours in 

this complex neighbourhood. I kept my politics, and my association with the SROC and R2R 

concealed, to ensure that guides were as forthcoming about their tours as possible.  

To elicit a more in-depth and meaningful answer from guides, I took an approach to 

interviewing that did not appear critical. I would often structure my interviews to build trust 

and rapport before delving into more difficult questions. I began by discussing practical 

elements of the tour, such as the number of tours, routes, and length of time. I would then 

move into questions about community engagement, asking if there had been any encounters 

with DTES residents, and what those encounters were like. I would often then use 'Tours by 

Locals’ as an example of a debate around walking tours and voyeurism. Using 'Tours by Locals' 

allowed me to talk about voyeurism without suggesting the organization or guide is complicit in 

voyeurism yet opened the discussion to the issue of voyeurism. At times, guides would get 
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defensive explaining that their tour spent a lot of time and effort to be sensitive to community 

narratives, and actively avoid anything that would create the assumption of voyeurism. Some 

guides would shut down with any reference to the ethics of tours or access to space. With these 

guides, I asked more general questions designed to elicit stories about their experience of being 

in the neighbourhood: “Have you had any encounters with DTES locals?”.  

 In one case, it was important that I disclose my relationship to the community and ties 

with the SROC and R2R before the interview. This interviewee ran an activist community-based 

walking tour in the DTES, giving tours that were not necessarily open to the public. Meeting 

with this guide to discuss my research was essential to both access and building trust. After we 

met and chatted, the tour guide offered to take me on his walking tour. This experience shows 

the importance of coming into the DTES community with connections, as my research 

supervisor’s previous relationship with this guide helped to create trust and understanding.  

3.4 Data Analysis: Interviews and Fieldnotes  
 

 In order to ensure qualitative rigour, I checked transcript content with participants and 

carried out multiple rounds of coding. In the Consent Form, I gave guides the option of 

reviewing their transcripts. Ten of the thirteen guides asked to receive their transcripts back via 

email in order to review and edit their interviews. Out of the ten, four made edits, mostly 

correcting names, and in one case redacting information. I uploaded the interviews into NVivo, 

a qualitative data management and analysis software. I then began an inductive analysis of the 

data. I chose inductive analysis so that the themes that emerged were data-driven as opposed 

to theory-driven (Schiellerup, 2008; Thomas, 2006). As Thomas (2006) explains, the primary 
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purpose of an inductive approach to coding is "to allow research findings to emerge from the 

frequent, dominant, or significant themes inherent in raw data, without the restraints imposed 

by structured methodologies” (p.238). I began inductive in vivo coding, which means I used the 

words or the phrases directly from the interviewee to create codes from data (Thomas, 2006). 

My first round of coding produced 990 in vivo codes. Using in vivo coding enabled a richer 

analysis of data for many reasons, one of which was being able to focus on the language that 

guides used when talking about the DTES. For example, guides would often refer to parts of the 

DTES as “down there” or “over there” but would refer to other sub-areas of the DTES by name, 

i.e. Strathcona or Gastown. Inductive in vivo codes ensured that these nuances in language 

were not lost during the coding process.  

 During my second round of coding, I began pattern or category coding. This second 

round of coding allowed data to be compiled, “into more meaningful and parsimonious units of 

analysis” (Saldana, 2016, p. 236). Categories began to form, creating more manageable units of 

data. This round of coding created 43 categories, which were named with in vivo phrases or 

words that I deemed representative of each category. These 43 categories fell into four broad 

themes: 1) Territoriality, borders & places; 2) Walking tours as a tool for education; 3) The 

importance of entertainment and walking tours; and 4) community resistance to walking tours.  

Attending walking tours and then using field notes and semi-structured interviews 

together in data analysis was essential to the creation of thick description. Attending walking 

tours myself also allowed me to compare my experience on tours to what guides discussed in 

interviews. Field notes and semi-structured interviews combined help to create a more 

complete understanding of what walking tours in the DTES look and feel like.   
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I uploaded my fieldnotes into NVivo but they were not coded. I read my fieldnotes 

multiple times during all three stages of coding. Each time I read my field notes, I added 

comments and annotations on how emerging themes conformed or did not conform, to the 

walking tours. At times it was beneficial to read the fieldnotes I made from a particular walking 

tour, and the interview from the guide of the affiliated company back to back. Using both 

sources of data enabled a richer comparison between the guide’s perspective and what 

occurred during the walking tour.  

 A map of walking tours alone lacks the contextual impact of text about specific 

encounters, stories, and the questions I asked. I also used fieldnotes to recreate the routes and 

stops made during the tour. Maps were made using Paint S software. I used Paint S as it was 

simple to learn and effective in representing tours. I had a map layering all 13 walking tours 

created (please refer to Appendix A for further details).  

 

 

N 

Figure 6: Map of research area. Map by: Christopher Radford. *High resolution map, zoom in for details. 
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Walking tours that were attended more than once are represented using a similar colour. I 

indicated a walking tour more than once to make clear that even though tours were the same, 

in some cases, stops were different. To the extent possible, I also indicated the side of the 

street on which we stood.  It was important to represent the side of the street during specific 

stops since, in some cases, the tour group was standing in front of housing units for DTES 

residents and blocking doors as a result. Some guides indicated during interviews that they 

were very strategic in where they would get groups to walk and stand due to sidewalk width, 

the flow of pedestrian traffic, or views of particular sites. 

 

 

Figure 7: Map of 13 walking tours and stops attended. Map by: Christopher Radford.  
* High resolution map, zoom in for details. 
 

N 
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3.5 The Importance of Friendships/Relationships as a Methodology   
 

 The beginning of this chapter addressed how I formed relationships with DTES 

community members in the field. I thought it essential to discuss how we formed these 

relationships and friendships for a variety of reasons, including how little discussion there is in 

academia of research relationship formation. As a novice researcher coming into a community-

based research project I read about the dangers of parachute research (Batista, 2010), use of 

pain narratives (Tuck & Yang, 2014), and the importance of relational ethics (Castleden 

et al., 2012). What does relationship formation look like when you are in the field, navigating 

complex relationships on the ground, and in the moment?  

 As it can harden the dominant narrative of “researcher” and “researched,” the focus on 

flawed or invasive research approaches, such as parachute research, within the qualitative 

methods literature, can make understanding the nuances of relationship building more difficult 

to understand.  Conducting yourself ethically, and understanding your positionality, particularly 

with socio-economically marginalized, racialized, and vulnerable individuals are crucial to 

conducting ethical research. Understanding power imbalances, privilege, and positionality are 

all imperative aspects of being reflexive (England, 1994; Kohl & McCutcheon, 2015; Tracy, 

2010). While bearing all of this in mind, it is also important to be open to dialogue, compassion, 

and understanding. Very early in the field, I felt hung-up with ethical considerations, worrying 

about saying the wrong thing, and overthinking what to say or do. My navigation strategies felt 

ethical but also to a degree unnatural (Proudfoot, 2015). When I adjusted my thinking from that 

of a researcher trying to do ethical work, to research built on strong friendships and 
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relationships rooted in ethical research, I found my footing and was better able to navigate 

ethical issues. My work remained reflexive.  

Spending time building friendships and relationships with community co-researchers 

brought clarity to the stark consequences of doing inadequate or noncritical research. It was 

thanks to these relationships that the consequences of walking tours were made continuously 

apparent to me.  The stories of my co-researchers’ experiences of encountering walking tours 

resonated as I took walking tours. Regular informal discussions with R2R team members also 

gave me critical perspectives on my research.  

Community co-researchers were particularly concerned about whether my research 

would be in some way useful to the community. I received my first formal feedback from the 

group during a Friday meeting on September 28, 2018. At that point I had completed nine 

different walking tours and ten interviews. During this meeting, I was challenged by co-

researchers: one exclaimed, “Our [DTES residents] spaces are getting infringed upon!”, while 

someone else asked, “How can this [research] benefit our community?” I bore these questions 

in mind throughout all subsequent phases of the research and writing. During another R2R 

meeting on July 26, 2019, I shared the emergent themes with the group and again asked for 

feedback. I asked: 1) what do you think of these themes; and 2) where do you think this 

information should go? The group advised, amongst other things, sharing a pamphlet with 

tourists attending walking tours on why such tours might be problematic. 

Relationships and friendships also allowed me to challenge ways of thinking attached to 

my social position, life experience, and embodiment. At times during interviews with guides, 

perhaps as a result of the sympathy that develops during interviews, I found myself thinking 
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their perspective was familiar, not that controversial, or that they were doing the best job they 

could. I found myself believing narratives that minimized the impacts of gentrification, undercut 

the importance of lived experience, or denied agency within the community. A key factor in my 

susceptibility to these perspectives was my upbringing in a middle-class family in the suburbs in 

and around Vancouver. I was conditioned to accept some perspectives revolving around ideals 

of capitalist accumulation, paternalistic imaginings of what and why the DTES is the way it is, 

and the importance of property ownership. The narratives and “facts” shared by the guides in 

interviews were comfortably, and then suddenly uncomfortably, familiar. Co-researchers and 

exchanges in the SROC office always brought the consequences of these neoliberal discourses 

into stark reality. My relationships with people in the neighbourhood always encouraged me to 

push further into stories, ask more contentious questions, and not shy away from being critical. 

The influence of co-researchers was not deliberate or explicit as none of my co-researcher 

approached me and said, “Seraphina in what ways is your social privilege affecting how you are 

asking interview questions or analyzing your data?” I frequently heard stories of what 

revitalization, the encroachment of territory, tourism, and so on, actually does to socio-

economically marginalized people in the DTES. These statement always reminded me whose 

voices need to be heard. I listened closely to the voices that often go unheard (Groody & 

Gutiérrez, 2014) and privileged them and their frequently dismissed perspectives. I am deeply 

grateful for the time, effort, and insight DTES residents offered me throughout my fieldwork. 

Co-researchers were always open and accepting of me, and more than generous in sharing their 

experiences.  
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3.5.1 The Importance of a Buddy(ies) System in Conducting Ethical Research:  A feminist ethic 
of care  
 

 Making space for a feminist ethic of care within writing and fieldwork can be 

challenging, to say the least, however it is imperative to ethical immersed research. Within a 

neoliberal academic environment, where productivity, individual accomplishments, and, 

concise objective results, are overvalued (Caretta et al., 2018), a feminist ethic of care is often 

undervalued. A feminist ethic of care involves slow, reflexive, and engaged research (England, 

1994; Lopez & Gilepsie, 2016; Mountz et al., 2015). It is sometimes critiqued as self-centred or 

self-indulgent (England, 1994). Relationships created through a feminist ethic of care allowed 

me to consider how my position, life experience, and appearance were influencing my research. 

Another important aspect of the feminist ethics of care for my research was the use of what 

Lopez and Gillespie (2016) call, the ‘buddy system’. Lopez and Gillepsie (2016) developed their 

buddy system “through our close friendship, our care for and about one another, and our 

ongoing concern about the emotional toll wrought by solitary research about violent systems 

and their embodied effects” (pg. 1690). 

Processing, witnessing, and engaging with violence comes with a cost to the researcher. 

During my fieldwork, I experienced the emotional toll of hearing and witnessing the violent 

consequences of hundreds of years of aggressive displacement and dispossession of the people 

living in the DTES. Building relationships and friendships within the community also meant 

hearing and seeing the results of this violence on a daily basis. Of course, the cost to those 

living with oppression and marginalization and the grief of witnessing and experiencing this is 

far greater than any impact on the researcher. They also receive less support for the trauma of 
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the continuing structural legacy of colonization, racialization, and marginalization. However, 

everyone who works for social justice in the neighbourhood experiences grief, frustration, fear, 

and confusion while they are there. Carving out time and space to process these violent 

processes and stories is essential to performing ethical or engaged work in the DTES. I agree 

with Mountz et al., (2015) that "care work is work. It is not self-indulgent; it is radical and 

necessary” (p. 1238).  

During my time in the field, I was lucky to have the company of a colleague and co-

student friend, who was also conducting her fieldwork in the DTES and a research assistant on 

the R2R. We established our buddy system naturally but out of necessity. In reaction to the 

physical and psychological danger of our work, we established weekly and at times daily check-

ins. Some of these conversations were brief interactions about the progress of data collection 

or the day. More often, they were long and emotionally laborious discussions about boundary 

setting, complex interactions, or ethical qualms we were experiencing. These check-ins and 

debriefs helped me slow down and reflect on what was happening, instead of hurriedly moving 

past it. This slowing of scholarship allowed for the reflection necessary to engage with data 

generated in the field, but more importantly, to interrogate the sources of the structural 

violence we were witnessing. The emotions we worked through in our buddy system also 

allowed us to be more present for co-researchers and to hear, care for, and honour their 

stories. Processing and workshopping together allowed us to discuss how to best work with co-

researchers on the team. 

Furthermore, the buddy system created a space of discussion and developing coping 

strategies for the violence, especially violence against women, that is ever-present inside and 
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outside of the DTES. Speaking about what was happening openly and honestly, created an 

opportunity not to ignore, become hardened by, or indifferent towards, the oppression that we 

witnessed in the neighbourhood. This friendship also ensured that to whatever degree possible, 

we were not getting completely bogged down or petrified by what we witnessed. Without our 

buddy system, I could not have completed this research. My buddy’s support and guidance 

meant that my work could be more engaged, reflexive, slow, and thoughtful.  

This feminist ethic of care deepened solidarity not only among academic colleagues but 

with the community too. At times our buddy system expanded beyond my colleague and me, to 

two other female friends working with the SROC. These women were instrumental in the DTES, 

caring for many community members' health and safety. Their work as community leaders 

meant that they carried(y) very heavy emotional loads. We four would occasionally go for lunch 

and discuss our work. There we could share our experiences working as women in these spaces. 

This was a time to not only care for but care with each other (Mountz et al., 2015). We would 

remark on how cathartic our time together was. These refreshing encounters meant that we 

could carry on with meaningful work, less encumbered by feelings of isolation.   

 Carving out time and places to process meant that I was able to stay present in the field, 

which in turn meant more reflexive data and stronger, more supportive relationships with 

community co-researchers. The Space + Place Collective (2017), an academic solidary group, 

reminds us that a feminist ethic of care, the buddy system, and check-ins, are things “we need 

to forcibly create spaces within the academy that encourage collective recharging, offering 

support to one another, and that embolden real solidarity...” (p. 3). I describe these various 

forms of a feminist ethic of care, not to take away from experiences of DTES residents and place 
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the focus on the researchers, but to bring attention to how a feminist ethic of care, like the 

buddy system, can enhance the opportunity for methodical and engaged research. 

3.6 Conclusion  
 

My methodological approach to researched aimed for an account of walking tours that 

was grounded in the community, questioned unquestioned practices, and considered a feminist 

ethic of care. Spending as much time in the DTES community as I did, enabled me to not only 

see the need for this research, but also granted me the time to build strong relationships. These 

relationships were imperative as they aided in making my research reflexive, engaged, and 

critical. The combination of walking tours fieldnotes, interviews with guides, and co-researcher 

involvement created a more robust account of how walking tours play out on the ground in the 

DTES.  
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Chapter 4 

“I don’t know why they have their backs up”: Community resistance to intrusive 

poverty tours in the Downtown Eastside  

While my interviews with tour guides indicate that they consider tours benign, this 

chapter of my thesis will examine how walking tours play out on the ground as poverty tours 

and as part of a neoliberal urban agenda that uses rhetoric to continue a legacy of 

dispossession and displacement. The first section of this chapter records how walking tour 

guides have justified a spatial invasion into the DTES community in five ways: 1) labelling and 

marketing of thematic tours; 2) imaginative remapping of borders for the DTES; 3) promoting 

neoliberal urban ideals such as revitalization; 4) remapping their own identities as cultural 

insiders to the community; and 5) arguing the need to illuminate and preserve the history of 

the area. These justificatory strategies are far from benign and make a claim regarding the right 

to the city that disregards the rights and needs of individuals living in the neighbourhood who 

are oppressed and marginalized. These claims to space fit into a larger narrative of neoliberal 

urbanism that promotes capital before people. In the second section of this chapter, I describe 

how individuals living in poverty in DTES become part of walking tours. Poverty in the 

neighbourhood is used as entertainment and education during walking tours and becomes both 

obscured and a spectacle for consumption. This process creates a condition for epistemic 

backgrounding, where individuals who have been oppressed and marginalized are 

simultaneously seen and unseen, for the benefit of outsiders to the community. In doing so, 

walking tours make a claim to space and present various forms of microaggressions against the 
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DTES community. The third section of this chapter is crucial as it acknowledges that these 

microaggressions are seen and understood by the DTES community. The DTES community, 

through their acts of everyday resistance and microresistance, nuance our understanding of 

resistance. The community's resistance to walking tours in the neighbourhood builds on a 

legacy of activism and critical research in the neighbourhood through which community 

members' resiliency and agency work toward their right to the city.  

4.1 Justifying the Spatial Intrusion of Walking Tours 
 

It is imperative to address justifications for walking tours in the DTES as they are 

statements about who has the right to the city. Although justifications for walking tours may 

seem innocent, they collectively enact a particular position about who has access to the DTES. 

Critical urban theory and the literature around the right to the city calls for moving the 

understanding of tourism beyond intent and into a more productive discussion of rights. Right 

to the city literature does not only ask why these tours are happening but for whom? By 

examining walking tours through the lens of right to the city literature, we are better able to 

see that these justifications are justifications for the spatial intrusion of the DTES that negate 

and depoliticize historical and lived experiences of DTES residents in their struggle against 

oppression, dispossession, and displacement (Aoki & Yoshimizu, 2015; Brownlow, 2011; 

Masuda & Bookman, 2018). The rhetoric presented in these justifications represents various 

forms of neoliberal urbanism that promote, above all else, capital accumulation and new 

patterns of consumption. 
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4.1.1 Labelling and Marketing Tours: Thematic, Historic, and Cultural walking tours 
 

During interviews, a number of guides indicated they were not conducting poverty tours 

but thematic or cultural tours whose goal was not viewing poverty or being intrusive. 

Regardless of the intent of tours, in neoliberal urban cities, walking tours are a business, and 

there is a competitive and lucrative market for tours. Even if tour designers and operators do 

not intend predation of the oppressed and marginalized, they are a capital-driven and 

speculative enterprise that brings thousands of people into the DTES every year (Harvey, 1989). 

Guides claim that labelling and marketing walking tours is imperative for their businesses' 

success, as it draws people to different tours and experiences. Online, there are 25 to 30 

different organizations offering walking tours in the DTES. Guides, some of whom were the 

owners of the walking tour companies, indicated that the company's online presence and 

marketing is key to bringing tens of thousands of people on their tours every year. Many 

walking tour companies in Vancouver offer multiple tours that focus on specific geographic 

areas, but the most popular are Chinatown and Gastown. Guides believe these tours are highly 

attended because customers see these parts of Vancouver as 'authentic' and historically rich. 

Most walking tours market and label themselves as cultural or thematic tours, like walking 

tours on Chinatown's history, or the history of vice in the neighbourhood. 

Guides consider that such labelling and marketing of tours proves they are not voyeuristic 

or poverty tours. Several guides explained that the exposure of poverty tours due to press 

coverage of 'Tours by Locals' had a significant impact on their business and made them more 

cautious about tour presentation. Two tour guides believed that the 'Tours by Locals' story hurt 

their businesses for months, and even years (P03, P04, P12). One of the guides who discussed 
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this impact defended his tour, saying, in his view, his tour is "a history tour, we don't walk up 

like you know, East Hastings, from Carrall to Main or anything like that…. We don't advertise 

ourselves as a tour that you can go and explore the Downtown Eastside through" (P04). Guides 

insisted that because they were labelled as cultural, historical, or thematical tours and did not 

focus on the DTES, DTES services, or the marginalized people living in the neighbourhood, they 

were not poverty tours or voyeuristic. They might have to cross through the DTES and provide 

context for their thematic tours, but this, in their view, did not make their tours DTES-focused. 

Although guides claimed that they never intend to view poverty, later in this chapter, I will 

describe how, during every walking tour I attended, oppressed and marginalized DTES residents 

were an element of the tour. In one case, a guide discussed how the labelling of a tour limited 

his ability to discuss the neighbourhood's current landscape: 

I just want to stimulate a discussion until the dots connect. So sometimes it becomes a 

discussion and people are exchanging ideas and I'm learning from it as well, which gives me 

more to say, you know, the next time I give the tour. Sometimes, sometimes people just 

nod. And smile. There's, nobody has anything to say. And sometimes it feels like people just 

want me to get back to the history. We're here for a historical tour, now we're hearing, you 

know, a borderline social justice piece, so people, they wanna hear how it connects, and 

they want to move on…. (P11) 

Today very few tours were marketed as DTES tours, partly due to heightened sensitivity of 

the guides. The few DTES-focused tours are all run by DTES community and activist 

organizations, which claim to provide an alternative narrative for the neighbourhood- i.e. anti-

gentrification, lived experience, etc. Out of the tours I attended, run by ten organizations, three 
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were DTES activist-based tours that discussed the neighbourhood's history and what it is like 

today. All three of these tours are co-led or fully run by a DTES resident. For these three 

organizations, co-leading or fully leading a walking tour with a DTES resident was the only way 

to make a walking tour ethical (P06, P13). Two other guides said they aspired to create walking 

tours that integrated local DTES resident leadership on tours about housing and lived 

experience storytelling (P01, P05). In their view, if marketed correctly, local residents could 

make good money running or participating in walking tours. One guide, upon further reflection, 

had second thoughts about resident-led walking tours. 

…any money that gets into a community is good, well it often fucks up the whole ecosystem, 

so I don't know, maybe actually a couple people being local guides in the Downtown Eastside 

would be a detriment to the ecosystem of that community, and I don't actually have a good 

sense of that, so, it's, I mean, it's a thing I see from the outside as maybe being something 

that people could, could get to, but maybe, maybe I have no idea, and the amount of 

support and things like that, you know, it would take to kind of make that happen, it would 

be a lot of, yeah, it's a kind of risk that you don't know if capitalism really supports. (P05) 

Here the guide points to the complexity of walking tours run in the DTES. Regardless of how the 

walking tour is advertised, whether it is to view poverty or not, there is a risk of running a 

capitalistic venture in a vulnerable space. This observation corresponds to the academic 

literature suggesting that themes and marketing only mask the voyeuristic tendencies of tours, 

somewhat obscuring their harm (Giddy & Hoogendoorn, 2018, p. 1296). Marketing their tours 

thematically or culturally allows tour guides to justify their presence in the DTES. 



 

70 
 

4.1.2 Imagining & Remapping DTES Borders 
 

Tour guides also justified their presence in the DTES by remapping the DTES. It became 

evident during both interviews with guides and during walking tours that many guides did not 

know where the DTES was. Guides described their routes to me in ways that suggested 

proximity to the DTES while the tours ran right through the DTES. The following are two 

examples of guides describing locations that are entirely in the DTES. 

Sometimes I'll now take people up towards Victory Square up Cambie Street then left past 

the flag block, and then through the Woodward’s building that way. I mean, and so, it's a, 

like it's a little bit closer to the Downtown Eastside. (P05) 

And, “[It]… really goes through the edge of the Downtown Eastside, it goes from Victory Square, 

from here to Chinatown” (P04). When guides discussed entering the DTES during interviews, it 

became apparent that what they were loosely referring to is the Downtown Eastside 

Oppenheimer District (DEOD). The Local Area Planning Process (LAPP) remapping of the DTES to 

include Downtown Eastside Communities (DECs) has in many peoples’ minds restricted what 

they know as the DTES to only the DEOD, which runs from approximately Oppenheimer Park to 

Pidgeon Park (Wideman & Masuda, 2018) (see Figure 2, p. 10). As previously discussed, the 

DEOD is the area of Vancouver where poverty is the most visible. The DEOD is also between 

Gastown and Chinatown, two of the most popular walking tour venues in Vancouver. A majority 

of guides indicated being close to, hedging along, or being a block away from the DTES when 

their tours ran through Gastown or Chinatown. A handful of guides declared they would not do 

walking tours in the DTES yet routed their tours right through it. If guides crossed through a 
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part of the neighbourhood they considered to be the DTES, it was often said that they would 

not stop there, just quickly go through it (P04, P05, P07, P08, P11). Interestingly, at times when 

guides were going through parts of the DTES they actually considered to be the DTES, they 

would not say 'go through' or 'walk through' as they would on other parts of the tour, but 

instead crossing as in "cross over Hastings… we cross Pidgeon Park" (P07), or "through 

Chinatown, then through Gastown, and like over Hastings" (P08), emphasizing this was not a 

place they stopped or lingered.   

  Some guides tended to define the borders of the DTES in relation to poverty, 

homelessness, and drug use, rather than with city district definitions. For example, one guide 

claimed that Gastown was not in the DTES, but that there were indicators that you were close 

to the DTES such as "smell [of] urine-soaked alleys" and of "people fishing through garbage" 

(P11). Other guides would restrict the DTES to the DEOD by delimiting the area with streets 

bordering the DEOD, i.e. East Hastings Street or "Carrall, Abbot, are Downtown Eastside 

streets" (P04). Alternatively, they might define the neighbourhood using notorious DEOD social 

hubs, including Carnegie Centre, the DTES Market, Pidgeon Park, and Oppenheimer Park.   

Only a small handful of guides had an accurate conception of the DTES, as an entire 

neighbourhood. One of these was a resident of the DTES who ran a community-based walking 

tour. 

P06: So I do these walking tours, and generally I’ll start on the Downtown Eastside proper. 

And then we’ll move down towards Woodward’s, which is also the Downtown Eastside. It 

depends on who you ask.  
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Interviewer: Yeah. What do you think of Chinatown, do you consider that Downtown 

Eastside?  

P06: Yes, it is!  

This guide used very clear language: "the DTES proper," to describe the starting point of his tour 

at the Carnegie Centre, on the corner of East Hastings Street and Main street. The Carnegie 

Centre is an essential anchor in the DTES community, providing affordable lunches, free 

computer usage, library books, washrooms, and community spaces to low-income residents. He 

also clearly locates the Woodward’s building in the DTES, whereas P05 did not consider 

Woodward’s part of the DTES.   

 By not knowing what/where the DTES is, guides were again able to justify walking tours' 

spatial invasion. Although some might argue that misnaming the DTES to Strathcona, or 

Gastown, or other DECs, is benign, these imagined boundaries are justifying invasion into the 

DTES community with consequences for the neighbourhood's residents. In Wideman and 

Masuda's (2018) research on the effects of LLAP and critical toponyms, they found that place 

naming could transform boundaries, such as what/where the DTES is, and that these new 

boundaries "can act as a powerful mediating force and have serious effects upon place-

identities" (p. 386). Here, misrepresenting the DTES means tour companies can justify bringing 

thousands of tour-goers into the neighbourhood, to witness not just culture and history, but 

also those living in the neighbourhood today. In this way, walking tours contribute to the 

renaming and remapping of the DTES, which has played a part in the "political appropriation of 

territory" of the neighbourhood (Tucker & Rose-Redwood, 2015, p. 198). Creating and 
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imagining borders in the DTES is a powerful statement about the right to the city: who has a 

right to reimagine it, and for whose benefit? 

4.1.3 Neoliberal Urban Promotion 
 

Some guides also discussed walking tours as important in revitalizing the DTES. In 

particular, one guided their walking tour to trendy restaurants, bars, and cafes in the area. 

Although her walking tour was advertised as a historical and cultural tour of the area, she 

believed that 'foodie content' illustrated how the neighbourhood was changing (P01). She 

thought if more people came to the neighbourhood, they would see the great things it had to 

offer, and the area might start to revitalize. 

Downtown Eastside has never fully recovered from the internment period [of Japanese 

Canadians during WWII] although there have been attempts to revitalization of the area, you 

know, it's been pretty much left to the vacuum never fully revitalized so if you don't 

understand that, you don't understand why like two blocks away from Gastown there's like, 

you know almost the whole street is empty on the retail floor. All of this history, if you 

understand that, then you understand, umm, you know the forces of gentrification and like, 

market forces that are happening right now in the city, and it's not just here, but I think 

because of the historical narrative that proceeded it, it's a lot more visible. (P01) 

During her walking tours, I noted that much time was used to discuss high-end restaurants in 

the DTES. She recommended restaurants such as St. Lawrence, The Mackenzie Room, and Ask 

for Luigi, all in the heart of the DTES and considered strong gentrifying forces by residents and 

activists of the DTES. On Walking Tour 2, she exclaimed, "We're going to show you another 
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award-winning hipster restaurant both on Powell! You have to come here more often! We need 

to bring more people down here!" She contrasted various restaurants, with the social housing 

they were adjacent to, emphasize "the diversity" of the neighbourhood. A few guides 

considered that they were overturning harmful misconceptions about the DTES that kept 

people away from the area by bringing outsiders into the DTES. 

P01: …you know people that come here lived in Vancouver their whole life, and never been 

down here [the DTES]. That, in itself, is really melting perceptions.  

Interviewer: Right  

P01: And that is going to help to revitalize the area if people see it as part of themselves. Like 

part of their community. 

Interviewer: Part of Vancouver  

P01: Yea…. 

P02: Yeah, and there was a lot of people, young people, the millennials are living down here, 

moving down this way, they seem like the most generation that's not that scared, and they 

can just kind of go for it. 

Through interviews and during walking tours, guides proclaimed themselves as 

promoters of the DTES as a diverse shopping, entertainment, and lifestyle locale (P01, P02, P03, 

P05, P07, P08, P12). Like P01, during many walking tours, guides would point out expensive and 

hip places to eat and shop in the DTES. Neoliberal conversion to urban sites of consumption 
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justified spatial intrusion into the neighbourhood.  As community groups such as Zones of 

Exclusion, and academics such as Blomley (2004, 2011), have noted, the promotion of these 

spaces to the point where DTES residents are not welcome contributes to the "erasure and 

conversion of a place of struggle, dignity, and marginalisation into a rebranded ersatz 

playground of 'heritage' and hipsterdom" (Blomley, 2011, p. 91).  

4.1.4 Having a Cultural Stake in the Neighbourhood 
 

 One of the most apparently innocent justifications of walking tours in the DTES was 

having a cultural stake in the neighbourhood. As previously mentioned, the DTES has a layered 

cultural history, including but not limited to Japanese, Chinese, Jewish, and African Canadians. 

These groups place varying levels of cultural significance in the built and remembered 

landscape of the DTES. Today, all, apart from an elderly population of Chinese Canadians, have 

dispersed from the DTES. All cultural groups run walking tours highlighting their history in the 

neighbourhood in the DTES. Guides running tours based on cultural heritage consider that their 

cultural stake in the neighbourhood gives them access to the place equal to that of current 

DTES residents. In a few instances, guides discussed run-ins with current DTES community 

members who were worried about the types of tours they were running, and why they were in 

vulnerable areas in the neighbourhood. Here, a guide describes one of these encounters:   

a woman came up to me from, from the community, from, a local, came up to me and said, 

can I talk to you for a minute, are you leading this tour, pulled me aside and said that some 

of the residents were uncomfortable that you know, they thought that we were leading a 

poverty tour. Which, had been a thing that some other people had been doing I guess a 
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couple months earlier, and I had to clarify for her like, nope *laughs* that is absolutely not 

our intention here, I’m talking about my communities history that has deep roots here, and 

overlaps, and we respectfully mention the different layers of history, that have coexisted 

and have existed in different times in this place, but we’re not coming here to, I don’t know, 

umm, sensationalize or, or you know, exploit, the people who are living there now. (P12) 

During this encounter, the walking tour guide was standing in the middle of Oppenheimer Park, 

a highly contested area in the DTES community. People who are experiencing homelessness live 

in this park. Oppenheimer Park is also a place of activist gathering in the neighbourhood. This 

park has been home to numerous tent cities, housing hundreds of homeless protestors. This 

guide also states that "I led a tour through there when the tent city was happening" (P12) but 

considered the presence of tents irrelevant as his tour was set on the neighbourhood's cultural 

heritage. When I asked how these walking tours might affect current-day residents, these 

walking tour guides stated matter of factly that their presence was unlikely to affect today's 

residents. The guide who led his tour through Oppenheimer Park though did see his presence 

affecting those in the park: “I’m likely making some of the regulars of Oppenheimer Park 

uncomfortable. I also don’t think that’s a terrible thing” (P12). Though he did not elaborate why 

he thought this was acceptable, he indicated later that he saw it a space everyone should share 

equally. One tour guide and tour guide developer considered that walking tours in the 

neighbourhood were helping to "lift the boundaries… of separation that they [DTES residents] 

may feel" by being polite, destigmatizing, and saying hello during the tours (P01). 

Another guide saw walking tours, and the stories they tell of the history of their 

community, as a way to take back part of the community they perceived to be lost: 
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P2: …understanding how they all [walking tour participants] enjoy it, and what they take 

back from it, and what they want to share to help. I guess kind of take back the community. 

Yeah. 

Interviewer: Mhmm, what do you mean take back the community?  

P2: Because Japanese Canadians were dispersed and this was a really vibrant area before, 

that they feel like it wasn’t fair, and so they want to help as much as possible, so that’s why 

people are getting involved in sharing the history. 

Although she does not specify whom she envisions taking back the community from, 

this comment shows a lack of awareness or sensitivity regarding the struggle of the 

current DTES' community to stay in place. 

  The cultural stake argument confuses the right to the city discussion.  Although these 

cultural groups have historical ties to the DTES, their needs cannot be prioritized over current 

DTES residents' needs. In valuing heritage over rights and needs-based claims to space, walking 

tours perpetuate "social relations of power that define capitalist societies" (Hetherington & 

Cronin, 2008, p. 7). Although historicizing points powerfully to the layered injustices in the 

DTES, it can also be used to deny the living rights-based claims to space in the DTES today. P12's 

assumption that his historical rights to space trump current residents' claims to activism for 

housing, privacy, and autonomy in Oppenheimer Park is a justification of spatial intrusion that 

negates past histories of injustice and current struggles. P01 justifies spatial intrusion into the 

neighbourhood by claiming that walking tours are a way to start lifting and melting the 

boundaries of separation between those who used to live there and current residents. But it is 
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those who claim historical ties who decide when and how to intrude upon those who currently 

reside in the neighbourhood. It is they who choose under what terms, when, and where social 

and cultural boundaries are lifted or challenged, leaving the voices of current residents unheard 

and unconsidered. 

4.1.5 Illuminating and Preserving History 
 

  The principal justification for presence in the neighbourhood was that the history and 

the stories of the neighbourhood needed telling. All guides said educating people about the 

neighbourhood was the primary purpose of walking tours. For the guides, the history of the 

DTES was focused on more 'nitty gritty' (P03) stories and the 'dark history' (P04) of Vancouver, 

which they enjoyed telling. It became clear that some guides were proud of the research they 

undertook, including but not limited to archival work and oral histories, to create historically 

accurate and rich content. In part, this research dimension made the guides see walking tours 

as an educational tool to preserve and illuminate parts of Vancouver's history otherwise less 

accessible to the general public. One guide who created a walking tour about the history of 

Hogan's Alley explained,   

I realized that was kind of a history that people didn’t really know about in Vancouver, most 

people are like we don’t have black people in Vancouver, so I thought, it would be really fun 

to just take people around that neighborhood and show them some of the old sites, and tell 

some stories, and there’s actually quite a few stories, enough stories to make a tour out of, 

so, so that’s what I did this year. (P09) 
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Other guides saw their tours as an important part of preserving history that might otherwise be 

lost. As one guide explained about Chinatown.  

Because I think it's really important to our, again to illuminate the history of the area. We 

can't just forget about it, and let it get swallowed up by condos on one side and drugs and 

crime and you know, and impoverished, yeah, and poverty on the other side. It's kinda, 

Chinatown is going to get crushed between those two. (P03) 

Guides saw walking tours as an opportunity to learn in place, as 'embodied knowledge' (P01), 

but some acknowledged this was hard when the built landscape did not reflect the histories 

they wanted to recount. In two interviews, guides discussed their desire to run walking tours in 

an area of the DTES where Japanese Canadians once lived, but this presented a difficulty as "the 

reality is there's not a lot of monuments that reflect the history in the Japanese district" (P05). 

Another guide considered residents of the DTES an obstacle to historical understanding. 

P03: To me, I think we should bring back the old Japanese distinction, all though it’s hard 

when they aren’t there anymore.  

Interviewer: Right, when you take away the people.  

P03: Yeah, yeah it's kinda hard. Why is it called Little Tokyo, all I see are homeless people? 

 Although the emphasis on education and history might seem an obvious good and innocent, it 

is important to think more critically about what is taking place.  Who is being educated about 

what and why? On all of the walking tours but one, tours were designed for and accessible only 

to community outsiders. These walking tours would be substantially out of the reach of low-
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income residents. As they are online, they may be difficult to find for someone who does not 

have access to a computer. Finally, they are tailored to tourist audiences. If we take the guides 

at their word, that the tours are educational, we must consider the balance between history 

and entertainment. A few guides indicated that they would have spoken more about histories 

of dispossession and oppression, but the entertainment imperative precluded that emphasis.  

These guides felt their tips would be lower if they told too many sad stories. They felt they had 

to carefully assess the mood and interests of the group they were touring. One guide observed, 

"you think about how you balance those [difficult histories], because again there's so much on 

that tour, that you don't want to like tire folks out, because they're still on vacation" (P05). The 

commercial interests involved here mean that complex rights-based narratives are replaced 

with sifted and palatable stories that promote a homogenized and uncritical view of the city 

(Edensor, 2005; Jedlowski, 2001; Masuda & Bookman, 2016). In keeping with the widespread 

Canadian sense of the present, these stories often involve highlighting aspects of past injustices 

without a critical focus on the current struggle for rights in the DTES (Schaefli et al., 2018). P06, 

an Indigenous man, resident of the DTES, and community walking tour guide, echo’s this 

notion, and the dangers of walking tour narratives for. 

It’s [walking tours are] inherently problematic because what it’s doing is reifying… the settler 

state of Vancouver. They go to, they go to, Gastown a lot, because it’s the oldest part of 

what we call Vancouver, but Vancouver is what, 127 to 134 years old. Cute! You know, the 

Musqueam, Tsleil-waututh, or Squamish people have been here for 10,000 years at least. So 

by reifying and only focusing on the short 130-year period, how long Vancouver is, however 

old Vancouver is, it completely, erases the histories of the Indigenous peoples that lived 
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here. It reifies the validity of Vancouver…But these walking tours, they erase the histories, 

the layers, that have happened here. And if racist, colonial policies and practices are ever 

mentioned in these walking tours, it’s always as an aside, its always unfortunate, mistakes 

were made, and it’s always a passive voice right… Mistakes were made. You know. As if they 

couldn’t be helped, as if there weren’t political agents making those mistakes. And not 

mistakes, those were deliberate you know, those were deliberate policies… If they’re ever 

mentioned it’s like yeah, we used to do that, but we’ve progressed, we’re better than that 

now. (P06) 

You can feel this activist guide’s passion when discussing how walking tours contribute to racist, 

untrue, and damaging narratives. This guide lays out the damaging effects that walking tours 

can create, including the erasure of important activist histories. Lastly, guides confused 

historical education about Vancouver with poverty in the neighbourhood as educational and 

entertaining.  This will be discussed in further detail in the next section, however, it is worth 

noting here that although history was the purported object of the tourist gaze, the focus was 

often on people who have been oppressed and marginalized in the neighbourhood today. 

4.1.6 Summary  
 

I have described the ways walking tour guides justified spatial intrusion into the DTES 

community. Although initially, these reasons for having walking tours in the neighbourhood 

might seem unproblematic, it is essential to contextualize their meaning in the DTES. For low-

income residents of the DTES, always under threat of displacement through gentrification, 

speculative investment, defunding of social programs, etc., these justifications understood 
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through the lens of the right to the city, are claims to space that continue a politics of 

displacement. Regardless of the justification for holding walking tours, they bring thousands of 

outsiders into the community every year and promote profit over people. Although tour guides 

argue that these outsiders are present to learn about the history of the neighbourhood, the 

next section of this thesis investigates poverty's use as both a learning tool and a form of 

entertainment during walking tours  

4.2 Dealing with Poverty: Walking tours and microaggressions   
 

As discussed in the previous section, walking tours in Vancouver’s DTES justify their 

spatial presence in a variety of ways. No tours classify themselves as poverty tours or tours that 

are there to witnesses to poverty. However, upon attending the tours and in interviews, it is 

apparent that witnessing poverty was a large part of the tours. In this section, I investigate the 

various ways poverty was both obscured and made a spectacle to entertain and educate tour-

goers. Epistemic backgrounding is useful for understanding how DTES residents are both 

obscured and made a spectacle of on poverty tours (Goldfischer, 2018). This section also argues 

that these interactions are harmful to the DTES community, contrary to what tour guides may 

suggest, and are microaggressions. As certain types of microaggressions, microinsults and 

microinvalidations, are unconscious, it is imperative to break them down to see the harmful 

representations (or themes in the microaggression literature) of the DTES and its residents. 

Understanding these interactions as microaggressions reveals these interactions as nested in 

power relations that are devastatingly negative, dehumanizing, and derogatory about and for 

DTES residents (Pierce, 1974; Sue, 2004; Torino & Sisselman-Borgia, 2017).  
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4.2.1 The Use of Poverty to Educate 
 

 Though walking tour guides insisted that historical and cultural education was the only 

educational focus of their walking tours, those who are socio-economically marginalized were 

considered object lessons. Tour guides engaged in poverty education in four ways: 1) they used 

poverty today to help provide present-day context to the history they were telling; 2) they used 

poverty to provide participants with a less 'whitewashed' and utopic version of Vancouver; 3) 

they made a point of preparing tour-goers for the poverty they would witness on the tour; and 

4) they instructed participants to take a compassionate stance toward the socio-economically 

marginalized. Combined, these four approaches to tour education obscured (often the 

information presented about the neighbourhood was incorrect or downplayed) and made a 

spectacle of poverty (guides would point to poverty to prove or explain points about the history 

of the neighbourhood, in a dehumanizing or derogatory way). It is unlikely that these 

interactions taught tour-goers about instances of injustice in the neighbourhood or the lives of 

individuals who live there but perpetuated misconceptions and further aggressed the DTES 

community (Ward, 2016). 

4.2.1.1 Poverty Providing Context. 
 

 Some guides both obscured and made a spectacle of poverty to explain the present-day 

landscape.  One guide argued that drug use, sleeping on the street, and garbage on the street 

demonstrate how history is still affecting the present-day community. 
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...the reality of how it is now [in the DTES], and also the reality of how it is, how it was then. 

So like, feast your eyes on this, this is the history that we’re talking, these are the stories that 

we’re telling, this is, this is what it is, you know what I mean, this is the reality of it. (P11) 

The language, feast your eyes on this, suggests that people and their experiences are objects of 

consumption, indeed objects of excessive consumption. Here history and story are harnessed 

to commerce. The socio-economically vulnerable are being made a spectacle of in this 

microaggression, in which people are depicted as sub-human, and guides make a living from 

the pain and suffering of others (Torino & Sisselman-Borgia, 2017).  

  On Walking Tour 7, poverty was also made a spectacle and was simultaneously 

obscured. On the tour, the guide asked participants to group close together, as she sought to 

discuss a sensitive subject. The group of approximately 30 tour-goers tried to crowd together 

on the busy sidewalk on the edge of Gastown. The guide then recounted some of Canada’s 

horrendous treatment of Indigenous People such as residential schools, forcing children to 

assimilate to Western Culture, and smallpox in gifted blankets. People on the tour appeared 

shocked, covering their mouths and nodding along in disbelief. The guide said she "didn’t want 

to say too much because it would bring us down for the rest of the tour! But it was important 

to tell you [the tour goers] because we are going to see a lot of Indigenous faces on the street 

of where we are going into [Gastown].” She wanted us to know why. Although the guide 

pointed to the seriousness of colonialism, listeners had little context or preparation for what 

they heard. There was also little consistency in her message. She began her walking tour with a 

brief introduction of the history of Canada. She said, laughing, "The British came in and built 

everything and wrecked everything!" She then pointed to a British couple on the tour and 
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winked, saying, "But everything is fine now!" she continued, "First Nations People, before white 

people came in and wrecked it, they were just hanging out, partying, doing potlatch's, do you 

know what potlatches are? And when white people came, this all had to stop!" After recounting 

more history of the area, she again winked and poked at the British couple and said, “But 

everything is fine now!” (my emphasis). In this way, Indigenous people's experiences and 

history were both invalidated and misrepresented. Describing mistreatment as all in the past 

with no long-lasting consequences made Indigenous people in the DTES hyper-visible. Tour-

goers would be looking for Indigenous People. Without the context of traditional land, the 

integrity and power of Indigenous cultures, the long and continuing historical geography of land 

dispossession and current Indigenous Peoples' battles with the government, industry and the 

educational systems in Canada, to name only those few, her comments could only perpetuate 

harmful stereotypes about Indigenous Peoples as homeless or people who use drugs. Though 

presented as teaching tour-goers about Indigenous People's history and mistreatment, the tour 

guide's comments did the opposite, by both obscuring the truth and making a spectacle of 

those who live in the DTES. 

4.2.1.2 Not so Utopic Vancouver. 
 

 Guides also used poverty to show a different and less romanticized version of 

Vancouver. A handful of guides considered it important to show people that Vancouver is not 

as utopic as it might appear to international audiences. For one guide pointing to poverty in the 

DTES enriches Vancouver’s image as a global city with a little patina of “shame”. 
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P12: Cus’ people have a pretty, whitewashed version, image of how beautiful and clean and 

amazing Vancouver is, right.  

Interviewer: Greenest City 20/20 kind of…  

P12: Yeah! You know, skiing in the morning and swimming in the afternoon, like whatever 

right. And maybe it would be a little bit healthy for us to get some shame from visitors, 

saying like, you guys have a lot of things right, there are a few things you are not doing right. 

*laughs*  

Interviewer: Reality check. 

P12: Yeah! Exactly!  

Another guide discussed his tour group’s reaction to a person in the neighbourhood injecting 

drugs into their arm:  

P03: [The tour group was] Shocked. And it sparked some big conversation. So I guess that 

comes down to your question. What are people’s reactions. A lot of people have not been 

exposed to that stuff before. They probably didn’t expect Vancouver to be the place where 

they were going to be exposed to it. You know? A lot of these are cruise ship passengers, 

who again think of this as, a wonderful…  

Interviewer: Switzerland like you said.  

P03: Yeah, yeah exactly. Zurich of North America. And they weren’t expecting to have that, 

to be as close to that.  
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Again, here poverty is both being obscured and made a spectacle so that guides can attempt to 

deepen people's conceptions of Vancouver. Although a less utopic vision of the city might be 

closer to reality, putting people on display is an unnecessarily cruel way of achieving this. Using 

the DTES as a spectacle of poverty, homogenizes experiences of oppression and marginalization 

and reduces the community to a symbol rather than a lived place, not just the other side of a clean 

and pure Vancouver (Dotson, 2017; Goldfischer, 2018). 

4.2.1.3 Preparing Tour-Goers to Observe Poverty. 
 

 During walking tours, I began to notice that guides would give a brief preamble, or what 

one guide called a 'disclaimer' (P03) about the poverty that tour-goers were to witness. During 

interviews with guides, many indicated that a strength and a weakness of walking tours is being 

on the streets, receiving an embodied education about place, but that this presence can expose 

tour guides and tour-goers to elements of everyday life, including people. During tours I 

attended, we were often stepping over needles, stepping around people sleeping on the street, 

and witnessed open-air drug use, as these are not out of the ordinary in the DTES. All guides, 

except those who were DTES-community-based, indicated that they provided such a preamble.  

Guides provided various explanations for why they gave these preambles and how much 

forethought they gave them. A few guides explained that it seemed inhuman to ignore the 

poverty around them. 

Every storyteller [guide] handles this a little bit differently, but, umm, all of us, in one way or 

another have decided, or as a company we all have to, in our own way, acknowledge the 

neighbourhood we’re in. we can’t just pretend it isn’t happening. (P04) 
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Some guides provided more detail than others, talking about various aspects of the 

neighbourhood, including safe injection sites, community programming, and other social 

efforts. Few guides indicated the sources of their information on the DTES, but they did indicate 

that answers to questions on the DTES and their preambles were not included in the script they 

were given. This guide below indicates her approach to discussing the neighbourhood today. 

I just try and kind of engage as authentic as I can, I’m often like you know, this is, is just my 

opinion, it might not be right, but this is kind of what I see is happening, and kind of try and 

read up as much as I can about what’s going on, so I have a little bit of a base to talk about 

that. (P09) 

Some guides felt that providing prior information on poverty in the DTES as it is today would 

scare tour-goers less. 

P11: The whole reason that doing a little discussion there [the DTES] evolved in the first 

place is that it was the necessity to give people a heads up about what they were about to 

see.   

Interviewer: Passing by Pidgeon park.  

P11: because we’re about to cross Carrell and Hastings, and you are about to see you know, 

madness, and you obviously wouldn't say it like that, but it was kind of like, heads up, we 

just want you to know you're safe, lalala, but we're about to cross through the poorest 

neighbourhood in Canada, umm, so some of what you may see around you may be quite 

shocking, lalala. But Pidgeon Park, that area became so shocking, and so out of control this 
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year, it's always been a little crazy, but this year in the heat, like in the height of summer, it 

was just madness, we decided we actually have to reroute the tour, so that's why the route 

is what it is now. 

In some instances, guides took it upon themselves to give tour-goers tips about staying 

safe in the neighbourhood and some things they might witness that are unique to the DTES. 

During Walking Tour 4, the guide came over to me while crossing a street in Chinatown and 

asked if I had ever been in the neighbourhood on a Wednesday. I had. He then told me that on 

a recent Wednesday, people on the street were “freaking out”. When asked, he explained that 

they were on drugs, “they were tripping out on drugs!” By this time more people from the tour 

had gathered around us. He explained to all that the cause was "cheque week," i.e. the day 

low-income folks receive welfare cheques. He indicated that they had a lot of money to buy 

drugs because of their welfare cheque and encouraged us to avoid Chinatown on the third 

Wednesday of every month.  At the end of the tour, a participant asked where to catch a cab in 

the city. The guide took the opportunity to warn them to make sure they avoided East Hastings 

(the centre of the DTES). "That's the sketchy part of town, do not go to East Hastings, there's a 

lot of drug use and it's a really poor area." Walking Tour 4 included clear microaggressions 

against the DTES community, delivered casually. 

Although some guides provided well-researched information about the neighbourhood, 

on many of the tours I witnessed, sweeping generalizations about the community, 

sensationalized stories, and inaccurate information. Understanding that the DTES is what it is as 

a result of continuing systemic oppression and marginalization is imperative to understanding 
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the neighbourhood, Canadian cities, and Canadian society. Too many of these conversations 

included microaggressions against oppressed and marginalized individuals.  

4.2.1.4 Intentions to Demystify and Destigmatize and What Really Happens. 
 

 Guides also sought to use poverty in the DTES to "feel the humanity of the 

neighbourhood" (P01). Many guides hoped to overcome the fear of the DTES, as they believed 

many people avoided it, thinking it is a dangerous place. Most guides said if asked whether the 

DTES was dangerous, they would reassure participants that it was not and that they would be 

safe. Although this was their claim in interviews, during walking tours, they provided conflicting 

information.  On Walking Tour 9, a guide said, “If you armed the Downtown Eastside, it would 

become the South side of Chicago in a week” (Walking Tour 9), suggesting lurking violence and 

hostility. Nevertheless, later in this tour, the guide assured participants that we had nothing to 

fear in being there.  

  Along with destigmatizing, some guides indicated that talking about poverty with 

compassion could spawn greater empathy for people who have been socio-economically 

marginalized. As many walking tour participants were foreign tourists, a number of guides 

hoped that tour-goers would take this newfound compassion home with them and relate it to 

those in poverty in their own country (P03, P04, P05, P07, P08, P09). They observed that foreign 

participants often compared poverty they perceived in the DTES to poverty in their own 

countries.   

I had some English people the other day, and they liked to kind of talk about what is going 

on in their country in terms of some of the issues we’re facing here, yeah, they like, when 
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they’re in the Downtown Eastside especially, they ask a lot of questions about what’s going 

on down there, and how is money spent down there and things like that. (P09) 

Authors such as Gonzales et al. (2015) have examined how being patronized and pathologized 

in such a way are microaggressions difficult to identify because "they are subtle 

communications of negative attitudes" (p. 237) towards individuals. Although the intention may 

be to build compassion, it suggests that middle-class saviours are needed, thus devaluing the 

agency and competence of those living in low-income neighbourhoods. Neighbourhood 

activists argue that walking tours are not a tool that can create real empathy and understanding 

regarding the oppression and marginalization that folks in the DTES face (Ward, 2016). 

4.2.2 Poverty and Entertainment  
 

 While acknowledging that education was the primary reason to hold walking tours, 

guides also believe that tours must be entertaining. One guide described this as "a sense of 

theatre" (P12) to capture people's imaginations and keep them engaged in the content. As 

briefly discussed in the previous section, guides were aware that many people on walking tours 

are tourists on holidays who want to experience an authentic yet palatable and comfortable 

city experience. In some cases, apparent poverty was blatantly invisiblized to keep tours light 

and focused on the narrative structure. In other cases, poverty was used as a theatrical prop in 

ways that both undermined the experience of those who are socio-economically vulnerable and 

put them on display. Entertaining tourists demanded that poverty be both obscured and made 

a spectacle. 
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4.2.2.1 Poverty as a Show. 
 

 A few guides considered elements of poverty in the DTES part of a spectacle that added 

to the tour. One guide explained that his tour, like many others, is: 

…marketed with words like ‘opium’ and ‘drug-use’, and, so people are kind of, like gangsters 

and mobsters, so people are interested in the, the kind of person who is interested in the 

vice of an inner city is not going to, by and large is not going to be freaked out, to actually 

see it. That’s where their curiosity lies. (P11) 

For this reason, some guides embrace interactions with marginalized and vulnerable people in 

the neighbourhood.  

P09: Like oh my gosh, the day we saw that police takedown, it was actually, I was like oh my 

gosh, there were six police cars, and this guy was just hopped right up on something, and 

you could just see that kind of strength, it must have taken them like eight police officers to 

try to calm this guy down, we just stood there going wow! *laughs* You know, I just, 

because people don't see that everyday right! I think it's just, so I just kind of say, yeah, I 

arranged this show, this show for you *laughs* because we are the *name redacted* tour 

you know!  

Interviewer: You’re welcome!  

P09: Yeah! But I think, yeah, I think people are fascinated by that kind of stuff, when they 

watch something like that happen. And like the police were all there, like we were perfectly, 
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like nobody was in any danger, we just kind of stood on the side of the road, just watching 

this whole thing unfold… 

In this way, DTES resident's experiences are used as a voyeuristic tour sideshow. The 

imagery has a zoo-like structure, where animals in cages are watched, and spectators 

are safe behind a glass wall. Though this provides an extreme and clear example of the 

dehumanization spectacle making of DTES residents, often more subtle forms of this 

same phenomenon occurred while on walking tours. 

Some guides worked to integrate drug deals, open-air drug use, or community 

interjections into the tour, thereby making it a show that they could watch and from which they 

could distance themselves.  Guides frequently perpetrated microaggressions against DTES 

residents by turning interactions with them into amusing quips. Events in the daily lives of DTES 

residents often evinced expressions like, 'that was colourful' (Walking Tours 7 & 8). During 

Walking Tour 8, we witnessed a possible drug deal in an alley where we had stopped. The guide 

said nothing in the moment, but he made light of it when we moved out of the alley: “I told you 

we’d see some things closer to the Downtown Eastside! We got to see a coordinated drug 

pickup!” and winked at the group. His strategy obscured this person's pain and lived 

experience, adding to the generations of denied pain and struggle for rights in this place, as I 

will explain later in this chapter. Few guides actually discussed how they attempted to contend 

with the issue of not making a spectacle of the community. One guide did discuss being 

hyperaware of turning DTES residents into a part of the tour.  

I'm always thinking about how people's imaginations are working, and on the one hand I 

think it's absolutely great when they go through this landscape and imagine things, but you 
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want those imaginations to be not just historically accurate, because I can do that with facts, 

a realistic assessment of the people who lived there, not turning them into an alien other in 

the past and that's even more an issue in the present because in every walking tour that I 

do, I spend quite a lot of time before and during the walking tour, talking about the present-

day population, and ensuring that people don't turn the present-day population into a kind 

of spectacle. (P13) 

Even if guides, like the one above, were assiduous in not making a spectacle of DTES residents 

in their interaction with both their tour participants and those in the neighbourhood, at times it 

was unavoidable. 

 Walking Tour 10 provides a stark example of how unplanned events involving DTES 

residents at their most vulnerable, get made into a spectacle and obscured. This tour involved 

crossing through Pidgeon Park. Pidgeon Park is a hub in the DTES community where many 

people gather to talk, sell items, sleep, along with other daily activities of life. During this 

walking tour, as we passed through the park, I noticed someone sitting slumped behind a 

cement barricade. This man was showing signs, blue and purple skin, that he had overdosed. 

Since I worked and lived in the DTES at the time, I carried Naloxone with me (a medication used 

to block the effects of an opioid overdose). After responding to the overdose, I rejoined the 

group for the last stop and was surprised to see that four of our tour had stayed to watch. I was 

concerned about rejoining the tour. During our short walk to the next stop, they talked about 

what had just happened. One said to me, "That stuffs incredible, that stuffs amazing." Someone 

else asked me what Naloxone was, and I briefly explained to them. They then asked if he had 

been revived, and to which I said, “yes, I think so. He was responding, he'll be okay, he’ll be 
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alright,” though I was unsure. Although these tour-goers appeared concerned about the 

overdose, it is unclear why they stayed to watch. Regardless, the person who had overdosed 

was put on display while at their most vulnerable. Further, he became a faceless example of the 

opioid crises currently occurring in Vancouver. These tourists' reaction was to stay and watch 

and then ask questions, the tour guide had a much different reaction passing the overdose, as 

we will see. The next section explores the blatant ways poverty and suffering were ignored to 

maintain a fun and light narrative.  

4 4.2.2.2 Normalizing Poverty. 
 

  On every tour, instances of visible poverty and human suffering were normalized and 

ignored to maintain the walking tour's narrative. Some guides would not acknowledge visible 

poverty to maintain the tour's lighthearted mood and its focus on the historic or thematic 

narrative. When discussing this, guides would often deny their role in fundamentally shaping 

the perspectives of tour participants: "that's not part of the tour that we want to highlight…. it 

tells itself down there [the Downtown Eastside]" (P07). This guide believes that the DTES speaks 

for itself, requiring no intervention from the guide: which suggests that he believes his presence 

has no impact on the DTES. However, the guides do actively shape perspectives to manage fear 

and enhance the tour's apparent safety. One guide observes that mentioning needles would 

“colour this experience with you’re in danger of stepping on needles" (P11). In many cases, 

extreme cases of poverty, drug use, or mental health encountered in the DTES were obscured 

and turned into microinsults, turning their backs on suffering, for example, that not only 

negated the lived current experiences of DTES residents, but supports a legacy of oppression, 
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displacement, and colonial violence that has created the neighbourhood today (Peyton & Dyce, 

2017; Schatz, 2015).  

 The encounter with the person having an overdose provides an example not only of how 

poverty is automatically made a spectacle during walking tours but also obscured.  At the last 

stop, the guide was waiting for us. She said, “Thanks for noticing the unconscious person, but 

yeah I didn't even notice that *laughs*", a couple of others laughed. She then continued the 

narrative for the last stop. Not only did this guide not address what had just occurred, but it 

was also apparent that she was not trained to do so. Though this tour was confined to the 

DTES, the guide had not been given the tools to discuss or respond to this overdose. By not 

addressing what had happened, and by continuing with the tour's narrative, the guide 

dismissed and normalized the overdose for tour-goers. Another guide indicated how these 

types of interactions with DTES residents are more of an annoyance than anything else.   

…somebody is just kind of laying in the middle of the alley, and it’s like oh my god, in order 

to get to our stop, we have to step over somebody who is passed out in the alley. Like 

they’re not dead, like you can see they’re breathing, that’s another thing, it’s like not an 

emergency, which actually has happened very rarely on tour. (P11) 

Again, people are dismissed and devalued to ensure the tour group stays entertained and on 

track. 

On many walking tours, I was able to document some of the less obvious ways in which 

the lives, experiences, and survival of DTES residents were pushed aside to maintain the tour's 

light and fun mood. During Walking Tour 3, we obstructed a busy shelter's door (home to many 

who had to squeeze by us) to discuss the building next door’s architectural features. On 
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Walking Tour 11, we stepped over the feet of someone presumably sleeping on the narrow 

sidewalk to get past. During Walking Tour 1, a tour participant asked only about the architect of 

the building housing women experiencing domestic violence. Walking Tours 7 and 8 had the 

group standing with our backs to someone on the sidewalk asking for change. A stop on 

Walking Tour 1 had us across the street from a historic building, where two people lay in a tent 

with their feet sticking out, a shopping cart, another person slumped against the wall, and 

another pacing up and down the street. None of what was happening today was discussed. 

Though some tour guides said they ignored such events to avoid drawing attention to them and 

focus on lighter tour content, this non-reaction is a form of microaggression as it invisibilizes 

those who are oppressed and marginalized.  Torino and Sisselman-Borgia (2017) argue this 

conveys messages to people in the DTES and on the tour that the people living in the DTES are 

unimportant and do not matter (p. 157). Authors such as Zukin (1986, 2008) and Edensor 

(2005) also articulate that remembering and romanticizing the past is a social and political 

strategy, often crafted for middle-class consumers such as walking tour participants. 

Microaggressions of invisibility continue a politics of displacement. Not only does normalizing 

these encounters make a political and social statement about those who live in the DTES today, 

but it also obfuscates stories of the struggle for rights to place in the neighbourhood 

throughout history. 

Not othering or dehumanizing DTES residents while still acknowledging what is 

occurring in the neighbourhood is a difficult balance. P13, who above discussed her efforts to 

not turn DTES residents into objects of the tour, also discussed the difficulty of keeping this 

balance: 
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People are being people [in the DTES]. They, they fall in love, they have friends, they have 

fights, they do all of the things that people do, and I don’t want to normalize a situation in 

which people have very serious needs, because I don’t think that should be normalized, and I 

don’t’ want to just say well oh that’s the way it is, and that’s the way it should be so we’ll 

just ignore it, but on the other hand I don’t want to turn it into some great tragedy, cus you 

know, not everybody on the street feels that it is a tragedy. Or not all aspects of their life are 

tragedy. I don’t know. (P13) 

This guide knows that awareness of the complexity of the situation is extremely important. As I 

mentioned in the introduction, the DTES, like all neighbourhoods, is a complex and layered 

place. However, the neighbourhood is constantly pushing back against claims to space that do 

not account for the voices, lived experience, and needs of the community. 

4.2.3 Epistemic Backgrounding and Walking Tours 
 

 Instances where poverty is consumed by both being made a spectacle of and obscured 

during walking tours are interwoven in such an intimate way that they become seemingly 

inextricable. Walking tour narratives, both in their spoken and physical form rely on 

simultaneously invisibilizing and highlighting poverty to entertain and educate tour goers. In 

this way, DTES residents become epistemically backgrounded during walking tours, or what 

Dotson (2017) describes as, “both targeted and ‘sub-merged,’ both identifiable and 

indefensible...hidden in plain sight” (p. 420). DTES residents become objects of knowledge, 

rendering their individual concrete struggles and triumphs unknowable (Dotson, 2017; 

Goldfischer, 2018). Their bodies become, “necessary for but not central to knowledge 
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produced” (Goldfischer, 2018, p. 833). In various disturbing ways, the struggle of DTES residents 

become epistemically backgrounded; both seen and unseen, heard and unheard, felt and 

unfelt, while tours pass by.  

 Though it is important to not paint all walking tours with the same brush, as some pay 

much greater attention to a nuanced and contextualized understanding of the neighbourhood, 

epistemic backgrounding provides an important framework to critique all walking tours in the 

neighbourhood regardless of form, intent, and capacity. Some guides indicated that they would 

feel more comfortable leading walking tours through what they considered to be the DTES, or 

relaying information regarding the DTES if they were co-led by DTES residents. Out of the 13 

guides, five indicated that they were interested in doing walking tours in the DTES with local 

residents. A guide leading an anti-gentrification walking tour in the neighbourhood argues, 

Without that lived experience, that human lived experience, it’s a very artificial endeavour to 

be like, these people are human beings, despite their poorness, despite their addiction 

issues. Without that lived experience it’s a very artificial to just be like oh, I get to instill 

humanity. Why, just because they say so? Mmm. Like the true humanity comes from the 

people who have experienced stuff like this, it’s like, it’s too paternalistic. And very 

misguided. (P06) 

It is true that lived experience in the neighbourhood is important when talking about the lives 

of those in the DTES, however it is still important to consider who walking tours benefit. 

Regardless of who is leading the walking tour, outsiders from the community are still being 

brought in to benefit their own understanding. 



 

100 
 

Leading any sort of group through the neighbourhood in a walking tour capacity still 

leaves those who are partaking in private activities on the street vulnerable to being 

epistemically backgrounded. Even when tours are led by those with lived experience, and the 

narratives counter profit-driven walking tours, the DTES community is still used to “produce 

knowledge around and about them, but not for them”, thus becoming epistemically 

backgrounded (Goldfischer, 2018, pg. 837). Activist led walking tours in the DTES undoubtedly 

do a better job illustrating the community’s struggles and resistance, however if we listen to 

community activist Karen Ward (2016), when she says “…if you want to open a dialogue come 

talk to the community and support the ongoing struggles of resistance, don’t gawk at the 

community”, raises the question: is a two hour walking tour is the best way to create a 

dialogue? Further, it is critical to not homogenize DTES residents, thinking that if one resident is 

leading a walking tour, it is therefore okay to lead groups of people through the 

neighbourhood. In saying this I do not wish to detract from DTES resident’s right to claim their 

narrative, lived experience, and access to their community; but it does raise the question of 

who does and who does not benefit from walking tours. Does the knowledge gained by 

outsiders to the community during walking tours benefit the DTES in any way? Though I cannot 

answer this question, I do argue that regardless of who is leading the tour, there is a risk of 

DTES residents being consumed in such a way that renders them mysterious objects.  

4.2.4 Summary  
 

Guides portrayals of walking tours in the DTES as benign forms of education and 

entertainment is unfounded as typically, they embody microaggressions against the 
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community. Though the intention is to learn about the history of the neighbourhood in an 

interesting way, walking tours become voyeuristic, consuming poverty as forms of education 

and entertainment. Those who are oppressed and marginalized in the neighbourhood both 

become a spectacle for walking tours and are obscured by them. Guides present narratives that 

undercut and undervalue the lived experiences of the DTES community by using it as a side-

show, or by not addressing suffering at all. These microaggressions fit into a larger narrative 

regarding the value that society places, or does not place, on those who are most vulnerable. 

Some argue that having guides from the neighbourhood leading tours would make them more 

grounded in lived experience, and would make the tours less voyeuristic, these tours still run 

the risk of epistemically backgrounding those in the community.  

4.3 The DTES Community and Resistance to Walking Tours 

“we resist 
person by person 
square foot by square foot room by room 
building by building 
block by block  

we resist”  

(Bud Osborne)  

 Acts of everyday and microresistance against walking tours in the DTES allow us to 

assess resistance in a way that acknowledges power imbalances, emotional labour and lived 

experience (Evans & Moore, 2015; Johansson & Vinthagen, 2014; Irey, 2013). The following 

section addresses the various ways acts of everyday resistance and microresistance counter 

walking tours. The DTES community continually resists walking tours, though this resistance is 

often undervalued, ignored, or undermined by walking tour guides. Many interactions between 
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DTES residents and walking tours are not accidental, but powerful and pointed statements 

about claims to right to the city. Once we realize this, a more nuanced understanding of 

resistance is possible. As indicated in the literature review, the DTES community is a place of 

active resistance against gentrification and neoliberalization. It is a neighbourhood that 

challenges social values, as it puts people before profit, ‘progressive’ ideals, and capital 

accumulation. The community is incredibly active in protests (‘Protests against police brutality 

blocks Main and Hastings in Vancouver’, (Azpiri, 2020)), marches (‘Thousands take to the streets 

for annual Women’s Memorial March in Vancouver’, (Clarke, 2020)), and organizing press 

coverage (‘The Tyee Is Hiring a Reporter to Cover the Downtown Eastside’, (Ageson & Smith, 

2020)) to advocate for meaningful change. However, less discussed in media and academic 

work are the seemingly less organized, random, and sporadic ways in which resistance occurs in 

the neighbourhood. Though heretofore everyday resistance and microresistance have been less 

noticed. Yet they are important as they bring attention to the many ways the community is 

active in its resistance (Evans & Moore, 2015; Frederick, 2017; Scott, 1985;). It is also important 

to recognize that this community is incredibly busy, not just in their social justice activism, but 

also in their daily lives. Activities such as getting a meal or doing your laundry can take 

considerable time, as it often requires waiting in a line or supervising your possessions. Because 

everyday activities of survival take longer, the effort, time, experience, and emotional labour 

expended in resistance is all the more noteworthy (Evans & Moore, 2015). While the 'Yuppie 

Gazing Tour' was a concerted and well-organized resistance to walking tours in the 

neighbourhood, subtler and daily acts of resistance are also taking place. Section 3.1 will 

provide examples and analysis of the everyday acts of resistance on walking tours. Section 3.2 
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provides examples of microresistance or instances of resistance directly targeted to walking 

tours in the neighbourhood. 

4.3.1 Acts of Everyday Resistance: Interrupting walking tour narratives 
 

 There were frequent practices of everyday resistance by DTES residents against walking 

tours. As the everyday resistance literature indicates, acts of resistance are harder to discern 

because they are often part of daily life, heterogenous, contingent, and part of complex 

networks of power for those who are oppressed and marginalized (Frederick, 2016; Johansson 

& Vinthagen, 2014). Two main types of everyday resistance arose while on walking tours: sound 

and movement. The sounds and movements of DTES residents unsettled and disrupted linear 

tour narratives, thus making a claim about the right to the city. Since people in power (including 

researchers) find it difficult or even impossible to perceive acts of everyday resistance, it is 

important to emphasize that, while I have been able to identify many, many more are likely 

taking place in the DTES community (Frederick, 2017, p. 137). Since DTES residents' bodies 

often lie at the intersections of resistance for various reasons - i.e. people who use drugs, 

people with mental illness, people who are unhoused - they are continually practicing forms of 

everyday resistance that are beyond interpretation by outsiders.  However, two explicit 

examples provide an opportunity to engage more with the community's nature of resistance. 

4.3.1.1 Everyday Resistance of Sound. 
 

 During both interviews with guides and on walking tours, the DTES made itself known 

through various sounds. Several guides (P03, P05, P06, P09, P10) indicated that noise was a 

significant problem, particularly on their Chinatown and Gastown tours.  Some discussed the 
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stream of sirens, or what one guide referred to as the "soundtrack of fentanyl" (P03), while 

others referred more generally to city noise, i.e. cars, talking, etc. Due to this high level of noise, 

many guides said they had to train their voices to be loud and project or use a microphone. 

Frequently during walking tours, guides had to stop and wait for emergency vehicles with sirens 

blaring to pass by, DTES resident passing by while listening to loud music, or yelling/arguing 

close to the group. DTES residents never hushed their voices or stopped their conversations 

while passing by or standing close to the walking tour groups. One of the most memorable uses 

of sound occurred during Walking Tour 8, in a part of the DTES called Victory Square. Victory 

Square is a busy spot in the DTES, with erected tents, people sleeping under trees, drinking, 

smoking, and talking. I passed through the park almost every day while in the field, and on this 

tour it seemed louder and busier than usual. While our tour guide discussed the square we 

were standing in, a DTES resident sat on a bench watching our group with a large portable 

speaker on a dolly, Culture Club's Karma Chameleon blasting through his speaker. For the 

resident, the guided group was an interruption, a disruption in his soundscape. While the guide 

incorporated the sound, with difficulty and irony, as the "the soundtrack" of this stop. Though 

these encounters with sound may seem incidental, they were ways for the DTES residents to 

hold their ground and state their right to the place through an invasive medium impossible to 

block out. Research into sonic landscapes has revealed that sound can produce socio-cultural 

resistance in urban settings like the DTES (Kong, 1995; Paiva, 2018). Sounds produced in the 

DTES can disrupt walking tours and take up space. The constant scream of sirens responding to 

overdoses in the neighbourhood put the lie to the oft-repeated assertion during walking tours 

that the city is doing everything possible to help people who use drugs. By not dropping their 
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voices or turning down the volume on their music, DTES residents are demanding to be heard 

and seen. Acts of everyday resistance through sound make it much more difficult for walking 

tours to romanticize, depoliticize, and historicize the DTES.  

4.3.1.2 Everyday Resistance of Movement and Staying in Place. 
 

 Staying in place and moving were other ways that DTES residents could practice 

everyday resistance. The DTES, like any other downtown Vancouver neighbourhood, has 

bustling sidewalks and public spaces. However, unlike other neighbourhoods, activities often 

considered private often occur in these public spaces, including sleeping, drug use, selling 

items, and socializing. Because DTES sidewalks are considered 'living rooms' (Masuda & 

Crabtree, 2010), they are particularly busy and vibrant. As a result, walking tours often stepped 

over or around people or objects such as needles. DTES residents rarely moved for tours to 

facilitate their passage. Instead, they continued with their daily activities, making tours adapt 

and move around them. By staying rooted in place, DTES residents staked out their right to the 

city, and disrupted the often taken for granted access to public space associated with being a 

middle-class individual in the city (Frederick, 2017). The presence of things like needles, rubber 

armbands, and other supplies for people who use drugs on every tour also served to claim place 

and destabilized walking tour narratives that sought to remove people from both past and 

present landscapes. Walkers were forced to deal with these items, if only paying attention to 

them and stepping over or around them. DTES residents would often move in a way that cut 

directly through the walking tour group, forcing the tour participants to move out of their way. 

Sometimes DTES residents did this on foot or by bike. During Walking Tour 2, a resident pushing 
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his bike with large bags of recycling on each handlebar through, almost hitting walking tour 

participants as they quickly tried to get out of his way. In these instances, walking tours had to 

stop as to let someone pass by. This is not normally what happens on busy streets. Instead, it is 

a clear practice of everyday resistance by DTES community members. Their movement, or non-

movement, challenged the right of the often white individuals who "take for granted being able 

to move and interact with ease in public spaces" (Fredrick, 2017 p. 135). These actions 

challenged middle-class priority on the sidewalks, although middle-class individuals will only 

register it as obscurely irritating and, as such, they were acts of everyday resistance that cast 

light on the complex nature of resistance in places like the DTES. 

4.3.2 Acts of Microresistance Towards Walking Tours 

 Although often described as 'heckling' and dealt with by guide using various forms of 

microinsult and microinvalidation, the DTES community often performed explicit acts of 

microresistance against walking tours. It was clear to me in both interviews with guides and 

during walking tours that the community was not only aware that walking tours were 

happening but were actively opposed to them. Analysis of these direct forms of microresistance 

reveals that walking tours were an invasion, and understood as such. In some instances, DTES 

residents would contradict the content being presented. During Walking Tour 3, as we stood on 

the corner of Gore and Powell, a busy corner in the DTES, our guide said, “It's a pretty 

interesting corner actually." To which someone from the community walking by yelled at the 

group, "No its not!" and continued walking. Some of us laughed quietly, but the guide regained 

control over the group's reaction by reminding us to clear a path so people from the 

neighbourhood could walk by. In other cases, comments were made directly against the tour. 
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Stopped on a sidewalk during Walking Tour 9, two men walking by our group yelled, "No 

tours!" The guide did not respond to this but continued with the tour. Inside Woodward’s, the 

group was standing in the middle of the atrium during Walking Tour 7.  The guide began talking 

about the social services and social housing offered in the building, and tour participants began 

talking pictures. Someone on a bike rode by very close to the group and yelled, "Fuck you 

guys!" Again, people on the tour laughed nervously, and the guide rolled her eyes and said, 

"Okay". Although tour guides brushed off these interactions as strange, uncommon 

occurrences, microresistance literature reveals that they are actually powerful messages 

delivered by the DTES community. In my interviews with them, some guides felt "vulnerable to 

interruptions" (P11), and mentioned "interjecting" (P11), "yelling nonsense" (P09), or "heckling" 

(P03, P05), mostly in the DTES. One guide explained to me during Walking Tour 7 that leading 

the Gastown Tour worried her because in this area guides would often get talked over and 

yelled at and were told what to say and what not to say by people in the community. "It's an 

interesting area," she said. Instead of interpreting these interactions as legitimate forms of 

resistance, walking tours guides generally undermine and devalue them, attributing all such 

interactions to drugs, mental illness, and alcohol, in itself a microaggression: 

Umm, we've had people come and just yell, and just kind of, they're high, on whatever 

they're on, and they've kind of come around and yelled nonsense at us, I kind of stand there 

*laughs* and I'm just kind of okay, okay, move along. And they eventually just move along. 

(P09) 

and 
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…you’re vulnerable to someone crashing into your tour, some drunk, or some very troubled 

poor person who wants change, or who just you know, who wants to know just what’s going 

on or whatever, you’re vulnerable to these kinds of these interjections. (P11) 

By describing these interactions only from their point of view, and by ignoring them as 

legitimate forms of resistance, walking tour guides deny DTES residents right to their 

neighbourhood and the right to make such claims. It is due to the tour guides' preoccupation 

with maintaining the tour’s narrative through all interactions in the DTES that these forms of 

microresistance often go unnoticed by tour guides and tour-goers.  

 Along with microaggression in response to these acts of resistance, guides also engaged 

in justificatory rhetoric. Although already discussed in Section 1, it is important to examine 

these microaggressions here again, through the framework of microresistance. When 

discussing these interactions with DTES residents, a few guides claimed that had the residents 

known what they were discussing in their tours, they would accept them. Below, P03 believes if 

the DTES residents understood he was attempting to explain the context of their situation, they 

might be less likely to heckle his tour.   

P03: Unfortunately, I would say, like uh, for me disproportionate number of people that we 

get heckled by tend to be from the First Nations community, and maybe I’ll just try and 

explain a little bit the historical legacy that has led to this situation, like this is not a, this is 

not a simple process that explains why this guy yelled a swear word at us, it, it comes down 

to a legacy of things that happened in here. And why there’s, like kind of resentment and 

fear of the, and angry towards outsiders. Experience, of the… Yeah it’s tricky for sure.  
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Interviewer: And when you say outsiders, do you mean outside of Indigeneity, or 

community, or…  

P03: Yeah for some reason they really have their backs up when they see people learning 

about the community. I think without listening they feel like they're not, either they're not 

being represented, or they're being mispresented. And that is the opposite of what we're 

trying to do, so I get it, but it's hard for sure. And you know, I would say that, along with the 

drug use and the needles are the two biggest things that we butt against, that are, that are 

challenges to tours. 

It is evident from this statement that this guide has not taken the time to listen or engage with 

DTES residents, to know why they are upset with the walking tour's presence, or what lived 

experience makes them feel this way. Further, it also indicates that although the tour guide 

may think he is explaining the context of Indigenous Peoples in Canada, he is unaware that he is 

contributing to a legacy of colonialism, displacement, and patriarchal thinking that undermines 

Indigenous lived experience and right to speak for themselves (Schaefli et al., 2018; Schatz, 

2015). This guide also recalled other moments where DTES residents engaged in 

microresistance, although he does not describe them that way: 

…we had one guy, who I actually encountered in two tours in a row, there's been a couple 

people like that, and he just yelled at us that we're exploiting the Downtown Eastside, which 

is like, it's all historical, it's not, sitting there pointing at anyone, that's the problem right 

here or anything like that. (P03) 
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This guide does not understand that colonial policies continue to displace. The past has 

everything to do with the here and now. Similarly, a guide with cultural ties to the 

neighbourhood said: 

There was a time where, it was two summers ago maybe, we were passing through 

Oppenheimer park, and we're stopped at the corner and I was telling the group about the 

Japanese History of Powell Street and the Asahi, and a woman came up to me from, from 

the community, from, a local, came up to me and said, can I talk to you for a minute, are 

you leading this tour, pulled me aside and said that some of the residents were 

uncomfortable that you know, they thought that we were leading a poverty tour. Which, 

had been a thing that some other people had been doing I guess a couple months earlier, 

and I had to clarify for her like, nope *laughs* that is absolutely not our intention here, 

I'm talking about my community’s history that has deep roots here, and overlaps, and we 

respectfully mention the different layers of history, that have coexisted and have existed 

in different times in this place, but we're not coming here to, I don't know, umm, 

sensationalize or, or you know, exploit, the people who are living there now. So that was, 

I don't know, fine. (P12) 

Along with others, this guide justifies their presence in the neighbourhood as historical 

interpreters disassociated from those living today in the DTES. However, regardless of the 

quality of contextual content, theme of the tour, or best intentions, DTES residents do not 

know what is being said during the tour. The tour companies have not involved them. Instead, 

they are being treated as either the spectacle or the obstruction to the spectacle, which 

stimulates a defensive or aggressive response.  Though many guides did not see these 
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interactions as microresistance against spatial invasion, one guide, without using the language 

of resistance, did see the interactions as the community making claims to their right to the city: 

…I was there [at Woodward’s] talking about the social housing and this lady came up and she 

was just like, I lived in this building, like you don’t even know how terrible it was… And she’s 

like, don’t you tell these people this is a good thing. And, and I was just like, yeah, like you 

can see the, that this is contentious… if people come up, I try to, if I’m on my game, I try and 

go like, you know what, I’m not from this community, I don’t know what the thing on the 

street is. This lady knows stuff that I don’t know, I don’t know if all that story was true, but I 

know that she knows stuff I don’t know, and that’s, there’s something in that where she 

feels so mad about this building, and that’s, that’s the important takeaway. You’ve just seen 

someone with a real big feeling about this building, because that’s the community we’re in, 

and, and then I went around the corner to point out the, the art piece about the riot, and 

someone was like ‘Don’t do poverty tourism!’ and I was like okay, for some reason I just got 

heckled twice within the span of two minutes. You know you can go a long time without 

getting heckled on the Gastown tours and the Chinatown tours, but you can also get heckled 

pretty frequently, so you’re aware of like when you’re in that space, of like how it looks to 

people. And if people oh go oh they shouldn’t have said that to you, also like tourism is all 

over this city and if people don’t feel that they’re benefitting from it or if it’s encroaching in 

their neighbourhood, they can say what they want. (P05) 

Here the guide is not only able to identify that DTES residents have lived experiences in the 

neighbourhood that may contradict the palatable narrative presented on tours, but that tours 

also encroach on their neighbourhood. Though the guide referred to this as ‘heckling’ rather 



 

112 
 

than resistance, she does describe DTES residents as taking a stand against walking tours in 

their community.  

4.3.3 Summary  
 

 Microresistance and everyday resistance in the DTES enables us to nuance and 

challenge our understanding of resistance. Though not understood as resistance by tour guides, 

DTES residents constantly stake their claim to the neighbourhood by practicing acts of 

resistance against walking tours that attempt to draw profit from the neighbourhood. Whether 

it be the use of loud music, quietly remaining in place, or the obvious exclamation of, "Fuck you 

guys!" the community is aware of what tours are, and they are not comfortable with them in 

their neighbourhood. Although not all tours are alike and should not all be painted with the 

same broad brush, regardless of content or intent, DTES residents resist their presence in the 

community. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

This thesis aims to investigate the substantially unquestioned practice of running 

walking tours in Vancouver’s DTES.  The DTES neighbourhood, is a neighbourhood similar, yet 

vastly different, from other neighbourhoods. The community’s legacy is one of displacement, 

and dispossession, along with activism and resilience.  Today, various neoliberal urban forces, 

such as gentrification, public-private partnerships, and speculative investment threaten the 

DTES community. The spatial invasion of the DTES by upscale restaurants, shops, and other 

zones of exclusion, raise questions about the right to the city. Walking tours, although generally 

perceived as benign, have begun to be seen by the DTES community as threatening to and 

intrusive in their community in ways that contribute to the exploitation of those who are 

oppressed and marginalized (Ward, 2016). Tours by Locals, a walking tour highlighting ‘social 

enterprise’ in the Downtown Eastside Oppenheimer District (DEOD) began to raise many red 

flags to the DTES community about the practice of walking tours. Although Tours by Locals has 

stopped, an estimated 25 to 30 still run in the borders of the DTES, bringing thousands of 

people through the neighbourhood every year.  

Walking tour guides provide various justifications for the acceptability of tours in the 

DTES. They range from not knowing that their tours are in the DTES to promotion of neoliberal 

urbanism. These justifications amount to claims to the city that devalue, undermine, and ignore 

the legacy of rights-based claims to space in the neighbourhood and continue a politics of 

dispossession. Though walking tour guides often vehemently argue that their tours are not 
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poverty tours and focus exclusively on themes or on the history of the neighbourhood, 

frequently poverty is made use of during tours. Poverty is made a spectacle and obscured in 

order to both entertain and “educate” walking tour-goers. Those experiencing extreme poverty 

in the DTES therefore become both sites and sights of consumption during walking tours. The 

way walking tours interact, do not interact, and speak about DTES residents frequently present 

as microaggression; harmful unconscious slights that dehumanize and degrade oppressed and 

marginalized people (Solórzano et al., 2000; Sue et al., 2007; Torino & Sisselman-Borgia, 2017).  

This condition creates what Kristine Dotson (2017) describes as epistemic 

backgrounding; being “both targeted and ‘sub-merged,’ both identifiable and 

indefensible...hidden in plain sight” (p. 420). DTES residents have no say regarding how they are 

discussed, perceived, or put on display. Though some walking tours present a much more 

complex understanding of the contextual history of the neighbourhood and provide important 

counter narratives to traditional for-profit walking tours– i.e. anti-gentrification walking 

tours– it is still important to consider with how these tours nevertheless run the risk of 

epistemically backgrounding residents.  

This thesis also builds on a legacy of acknowledging that the residents of DTES do not 

passively accept threats to their community (Blomley, 2004, 2010; Masuda & Wideman, 2019). 

Although many people attempt to paint walking tours as innocent, DTES residents offer 

constant resistance to these invasive practices. Through everyday resistance and 

microresistance, the community is making a claim to the right to the city. These acts are not 

understood as resistance by walking tour guides and are not as overt as other forms of 

resistance. Nevertheless, the acts of everyday and microresistance against walking tours 
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suggest strongly that they are not benign. Paying attention to the DTES community’s resistance 

to walking tours forces us to nuance and challenge our understanding about who has rights to 

the city and how the ever-present interests of the privileged can be understood, challenged, 

and overturned.  

5.1 Limits of Research  
 

Although this research draws conclusions about DTES community’s resistance, very few 

people from the community were interviewed regarding their thoughts on walking tours. I was 

able to interview one individual from the DTES community who runs walking tours and had 

informal conversations with community co-researchers regarding their thoughts on my 

research, but this could be expanded. It would be logistically and ethically challenging, if not 

impossible, to go back and interview DTES residents we passed during walking tours regarding 

their thoughts on how the tour effects them if at all. Furthermore, although many doors were 

opened for me by the social networks with which I came to the DTES, in some cases these 

relationships hindered my research. There was one DTES resident and activist who was heavily 

involved in speaking out against walking tours. Given her involvement with anti-walking tour 

activism, I anticipated getting in contact with her for an interview. However, I learned that she 

was not on good terms with many community members, and so my colleagues cautioned 

against reaching out. The few possibilities of discussing walking tours as part of my research 

with DTES residents limited this research. Though forms of everyday resistance and 

microresistance do not need to be gleaned from community members, access to their thoughts 

would have created a richer picture of the effect of walking tours’ on the community.  
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5.2 Future Research  
 

Since this research was the first of its kind in the neighbourhood, there is much 

opportunity for future research. Although ethically and logistically challenging, involving DTES 

residents in future stages of walking tour research could create a much more nuanced 

understanding of the effects of walking tours. When I talked to community co-researchers, 

many were shocked at how many tours run in their neighbourhood, and some of the things that 

were being said on the tours. There is no doubt that, were members of the community aware 

of the frequency and nature of the tours, they would be concerned. Having focus groups or 

discussion groups about thoughts and perceptions of walking tours with DTES residents, would 

help to enrich the community perspective of future studies. Further, research into tourism 

policies could also provide insight into how the City of Vancouver controls (or does not control), 

the flow of tourists into vulnerable spaces. The city of Vancouver does not make clear their 

stance on tourism and poverty, and further research why this is the case may lead to important 

findings for the DTES community. Lastly, as explained in the literature review, poverty tourism 

research has done little to contribute to the insidious ways poverty tourism acts in cities. 

Further research into poverty and voyeuristic tourism outside of favelas and slums will be 

imperative for advancing this area of research. Research into walking tours in other major cities 

may help to reveal how poverty is consumed as both sights and sites. 
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Appendix A 

List of Walking Tours  

 
Table 2 
List of Walking Tours   
Tour Number: Date of Tour: Name of tour by 

experience: 
Colour on map: Company Code  

1. June 23, 2018 Japanese Canadian 
and gentrification 
tour (1) 

DARK RED A 

2. August 4, 2018 Japanese Canadian 
and gentrification 
tour (2) 

DARK RED 
DOTTED LINE 
 

A 

3. August 5, 2018 Japanese Canadian 
and gentrification 
tour (3) 

SALMON DOTTED 
LINE  

A 

4. August 18, 2018 Accessible tourist 
tour: Chinatown  

PURPLE B 

5. August 24, 2018 Structural tour: 
Gastown  

DARK BLUE J 

6. August 30, 2018 Structural tour: 
Chinatown  

AQUA J 

7. September 2, 2018 Accessible tourist 
tour: Gastown (1) 

BLUE B 

8. September 6, 2018 Well researched & 
theatrical tour  

PINK C 

9. September 14, 2018 Accessible tourist 
tour: Gastown (2) 

BRIGHT BLUE 
DOTTED LINE 

B 

10. September 28, 2018 Criminalization 
walking tour  

ORANGE   
F 

11. October 10, 2018 Historical Japanese 
Canadian Walking 
tour  

BURGUNDY  I 

12. October 12, 2018 Anti-gentrification 
tour  

MINT GREEN K 

13 December 8, 2018 Anti-gentrification 
tour: Chinatown 
focus  

AQUA D 

This table details walking tours associated with the Figure 7, and Table 1 map. 
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Appendix D 
Letter of Information & Consent Form  

 

*My supervisors for my fieldwork were Dr. Jeffrey Masuda and Dr. Audrey Kobayashi. My supervisor for 

the writing and defence portion of my thesis was Dr. Anne Godlewska.  

 

 

Letter of Information and Consent Form 

Walking Tours in Vancouver’s Paueru-Gai 

 
Researcher: Seraphina Skands 
 
Supervisors: Dr. Jeffrey Masuda & Dr. Audrey Kobayashi* 
 
Research Purpose: The purpose of this research is to gain a better understanding of content 
and practices of walking tours taking place in Paueru-Gai (Powell Street) and the Downtown 
Eastside of Vancouver. This research aims to examine content being offered on tours, routes 
being taken, processes of organizing tours, buildings being examined, as well as aspects of 
‘walking’ in the neighbourhood. My focus on walking tours in the Paueru-Gai/Downtown 
Eastside neighbourhood is due to the complex and layered history of the neighbourhood, 
coupled with an interest to better understand the use of walking tours as a heritage tool. I am 
also interested in how tour participants and individuals in the neighbourhood responds to, 
react, and engage with the tour. Furthermore, this research aims to understand the challenges, 
opportunities, goals, relationships and strategies, that may be involved in planning and carrying 
out walking tours. I hope through this discussion to gain a better understanding of how your 
organization sees the role of walking tours in the neighbourhood. 
 
Participation: I would like to recruit your participation in this research. If you choose to 
participate, I will ask you to take part in a 45 to 60-minute interview at a time and place of your 
choosing. The interview will involve open-ended questions that focus on your organization’s 
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planning, guiding, and organizing of walking tours. Your interview will be audio recorded to 
ensure accuracy. A pseudonym will be used in place of your name for all data and in all 
publications, and your organization will not be named. However, anonymity cannot be 
guaranteed as there is a risk information drawn from this interview and included in the 
disseminated findings could be linked back to you. Please let me know during the interview if 
there is anything you say that you do not want me to quote. You may request a copy of your 
interview transcript to review and suggest changes. Your participation is voluntary. There is no 
obligation for you to say yes to take part in this study. 
 
Potential benefits of this research: There are no direct benefits associated with this study. 
Results from this research may inform however, a better understanding of the role of walking 
tours within a community/neighbourhood.   
 
Potential risks: There is minimal risk associated with taking part in this study. Anonymity cannot 
be guaranteed as there is a risk that the information drawn from this interview and included in 
the disseminated findings could be linked back to you.  
 
Anonymity & Confidentiality: Your confidentiality will be protected to the extent possible by 
replacing your name with a pseudonym for all data and in all publications. The name of your 
organization will also not be named. Please let me know during the interview if there is 
anything you say that you do not want me to quote. I will publish the data gathered from this 
interview in my MA manuscript, in professional journals, in academic books, reports and 
opinion pieces. I will also discuss the results at conferences. I will store the data on a password 
protected computer. I will lock any paper copies in a drawer in my lab. Only my MA supervisors 
and I will have access to study data. I will keep your data securely for at least five years.  
 
Withdrawal from study: You are under no obligation to participate in this study. If you 
indicated that you would like to receive your transcript, you will have two weeks from the time 
you receive the transcript to suggest changes and edits, or choose to withdraw from the study. 
If you choose to not receive your transcript you can withdraw at any time during the interview 
or notify me of your desire to withdraw within two weeks after your interview. There are no 
consequences to your withdrawal. Should you wish to withdraw, I will destroy and omit entirely 
from the research the transcript of the interview, consent form, or any data information related 
to you in the study. 
 
Queen’s has granted this study clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian 
ethics guidelines, and Queen's University policies. You may direct any questions about study 
participation to me at 17sss12@queensu.ca or 604-779-5963.  
 
If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-
844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
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This Letter of Information provides you with details to help you make an informed choice. I will 
give you a copy of this Letter of Information for your records. Please respond to the following 
questions, sign and date the form to indicate that you consent to take part in this study.  



 

135 
 

1. Have you had the opportunity to ask the researcher questions?...............................YES     NO 
 
2. Do you consent to being audio recorded?  …………………………………….....YES     NO 
 
3. Do you consent to having direct quote(s) from your transcript used in future publications? 
……………………………………………………………………………………...YES        NO    
 
 4. a. Would you like to receive a transcript of your interview to review and edit?.......YES     NO 
 
 4. b. If ‘YES’, how would you like to receive your transcript?.................... In-Person  OR   By Mail  
  
 
Please provide an address below to deliver the transcript to:  
 
 
 
   
 
 
I _______________________________________ agree to participate in this research.  

(Please print full name here) 
 

 

Signature ________________________________ Date _____________________________ 

 

Thank-you! 
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Appendix E 
Interview Guide  

 


