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• Who am I? Why do I care? 

• The importance of collaboration

• What is a UNESCO “World Heritage Site”? Why should we care 

about the past?

• The Cantonese Pacific in the shaping of the world

• Cultural Heritage Assets - “Intangible Cultural Heritage” (ICH)

• Storytelling and heritage as an affective intergenerational 

process of place-making and meaning-making

• Do we actually want UNESCO World Heritage Site designation?



A Time Line of Collaborative Projects
• Historic Study of the Society Buildings in Chinatown (2005) CoV and Chinese Canadian Historical 

Society of BC https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/historic-study-of-the-society-buildings-in-chinatown.pdf

• Chinatown Trust Report

• Vancouver Chinatown National Historic Site (2011) Government of Canada https://www.pc.gc.ca/

apps/dfhd/page_nhs_eng.aspx?id=12951

• Vancouver Chinatown Intangible Heritage Values Report (2017) Heritage BC https://heritagebc.ca/

wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Vancouver-Chinatown-Identifying-Intangible-Heritage-Values-
Report.pdf


• Historical discrimination against Chinese people (2018) City of Vancouver https://vancouver.ca/
people-programs/historical-discrimination-against-chinese-people.aspx


• Vancouver Chinatown Social Cohesion Report (2020) hua foundation https://huafoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/05/Report_VanCTSocialCohesion.pdf


• Vancouver Chinatown Cultural Heritage Assets Management Plan (CHAMP) Strategic Framework 
(2022) https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/chinatown-cultural-heritage-assets-management-plan.pdf


• Establishing a Chinatown Cultural District - City of Vancouver (2024) https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/
chinatown-cultural-district-framework.pdf


• Chinese Canadian Museum (2019-2023) and Chinatown Storytelling Centre (2022) CoV 
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Youngest of four brothers, all joined their father in 
BC; returned once to China to get married in 1937

Returned to Vancouver before his daughter Yeung 
Kon Yee 楊幹頤 (my mother) was born

Yeung Sing Yew 楊星耀

Low Suey Fun   劉瑞芬



Grandfather worked for CPR over 
30 years as a cook (butcher #2)

The CPR and the  global business of 
empire and imperial migration 



I was born in 1967—
Canada’s Centennial
—the first Canadian-
born child

My grandmother and 
my mother finally able 
to come to Vancouver 
in 1965—my mother 
met her father for the 
first time in her life at 
the age of 28

The personal and familial impact of legislated racism



Found by Catherine Clement, 
Curator of Paper Trail to the 
1923 Chinese Exclusion Act

The CI-44 certificate of my grandfather Yeung 
Sing Yew 楊星耀 as a teenage boy using the 

paper name “Low Jang Git” in 1923



Criterion iv: 


Vancouver Chinatown reflects the history of the 
Chinese who helped built Canada, especially the 
Canadian Pacific Railroad. It reflects the significant 
role played by Chinese in the development of 
British Columbia, during the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, and the continuing links between 
the Chinese community in BC/Canada and the 
Chinese communities in China, Hong Kong, 
Southeast Asia and other places around the world.

Does Chinatown meet UNESCO Criteria for designation? 



Heritage or History?
• The past exists in our present historical 

consciousness just as the future does

• Old things aren’t significant just for being old, 

they have meaning in the present as a 
memory of the past


• Belongings not artifacts, stories that give an 
object, or a place, or a person, a narrative of 
meaning and significance



Heritage

• Tangible and Intangible 

• Tangible: Buildings, architectural details, 


• Intangible: What goes on in a building and the sidewalks 
and streets—the people, the sense of community, the 
produce on the sidewalk, the smells, the sound of 
Cantonese, elders playing Mah Jong, arts and cultural 
activities, legacy businesses, FOOD



“In fact, conservation is a kind of development, it 
is not about retaining the past and resisting 
change, but about managing the pace of change 
in our built environment. It is to bridge the past 
and the future.”  
Dr. Selia Jinhua Tan, Lead Researcher 

Kaiping UNESCO World Heritage Site Proposal

Conservation & Development 



HERITAGE AS BUSINESS 
Heritage conservation is a form of development 

1. Asian UNESCO sites, Malacca/Penang/Kaiping, 
designated in 2008


NOT EUROPEAN sites designated in the 1970s


2. Focus on cultural heritage and cultural tourism


Examples of Heritage Development in 
Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia


-post-1997 reversion of Hong Kong to the People’s 
Republic of China


-sense of loss of Hong Kong culture


-in Singapore and Malaysia—explicit investment in 
cultural heritage for tourism and local self identity


-intangible culture of everyday life and adaptation of 
public and consumer spaces



Conservation Principles for INTANGIBLE heritage  
International Council on Monuments and Sites declarations (ICOMOS as evaluator)  

Emphasis on community in place rather just 
saving than the buildings 

• Respect for local lifestyle and local 
craftsmanship  (Hoi An Declaration 2003 by 
ICOMOS)  

• Conservation of historical setting (Xi’an 
Declaration 2005 by ICOMOS)  

• Preservation of spirit of place (the people) 
（Quebec Declaration 2008 by ICOMOS) 



Why UNESCO for Chinatown? 


Chinese migrants and anti-Chinese politics are global 
history

• U.S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand—all targeted Chinese and others 
considered ‘non-white’


• Chinatowns are places created by racism BUT also are symbol of 
resistance to racism


• Chinatowns are diverse places that reflect the confluence of many global 
migrations
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The Cantonese Pacific in 
Shaping the World



1880s 
Anti-Chinese Legislation in Settler Societies

Taxes on Chinese in Australia, New Zealand, Canada

Exclusion from United States

• United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand: Anti-Chinese 
laws in the 1880s followed anti-Chinese political movements in 
the 1870s


• 1881 Chinese Immigrants Act (restriction of numbers and poll 
tax), New Zealand and “poll taxes” in the Australian colonies


• 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act (no new laborers), United States


• 1885 Chinese Head Tax ($50 tax on new migrants), Canada



1900s
Anti-Chinese Legislation using English Language Test

• 1900: The use of English-language tests to exclude Chinese, 
other Asians and Pacific Islanders in Australia and New Zealand


• 1899 Immigration Act 1899 (immigration application in European 
language), New Zealand


• 1901 Immigration Restriction Act (dictation test),  Australia:  
“White Australia Policy” at founding of Australia as nation in 1901; 
main instrument was the Dictation Test (need to pass a written 
exam in English)


• 1907 Chinese Immigrants Amendment (English-language reading 
test in addition to poll tax), New Zealand



1920s 

White Supremacy Triumphs


Exclusion acts and immigration restrictions designed to keep 
nations “white” 


1920 Immigration Restriction Amendment Act (non-British and 
non-Irish needed a permit), New Zealand 


1923 Chinese “Immigration” (Exclusion) Act, Canada


1924 National Origins Act, United States



1960s-2010s The Movement Towards Inclusion

–1965 Immigration Act, United States

–1967 “Points System,” Canada

–1973 End of “White Australia” Policy, Australia

–2002 New Zealand apologizes for Poll Tax


Apologies in Canada for anti-Chinese Legislation: 

–Canada’s Federal Government, 2006

–British Columbia’s Provincial Government, 2014

–City of Vancouver, 2018



City of Vancouver Official Apology in English, ⽩話, 四⾢話 on April 22, 2018

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LwePhIqbNqI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LwePhIqbNqI


Who are we apologizing to…? Why not at City Hall? Why in Vancouver Chinatown?



Over 500 in Simon K.Y Lee Hall, 1000s more outside in the streets of Vancouver Chinatown. 100s of media 
passes, press coverage worldwide



What are we apologizing for…?



What are we apologizing for…? 
CoV apology process (2015-2018)
1. Voting Rights: From 1886 to 1948, Chinese residents could not vote 
in Vancouver city elections.

2. City Council disqualified the Chinese from voting in 1886, the year 
the Vancouver was created. 

3. No voting rights meant the Chinese could not run for public office, 
practice in key professions like law and pharmacy, or own properties 
in some parts of the city.

4. During BOTH World War I and World War II, Chinese volunteered to 
fight for Canada; after the wars, Chinese Canadian veterans and 
Chinese Canadian community asked for vote. 

5. Voting rights granted by the provincial Govt in 1947 and federal 
governments in 1948 to all Canadian-born Chinese. 

6. The City of Vancouver, after some delay, finally granted municipal 
voting rights to the Chinese in 1949.



Exclusion from immigration: 

The City of Vancouver advocated 
continually for discriminatory 
immigration policies, succeeding in 
creating Federal legislation:

Chinese Head Tax 1885-1923

Chinese Exclusion Act 1923-1947



Restricting livelihoods: 

City by-laws, licenses, and formal labour regulations were used to constrict 
Chinese livelihoods in industry, business and labour. Chinese were barred 
from civic employment from 1890 until 1952.

City imposed anti-Chinese clauses in contracts, so that companies could not 
have Chinese workers or be owned by Chinese to receive a contract from City 
of Vancouver



For example, this clause was found in a contract with Rogers BC Sugar: “he 
nor they (the company) will at any time, employ any Chinese labor in and 
about the said works”. (City By-law 94 passed on March 17, 1890)



Segregation

A Municipal Act in 1919 enacted by the provincial government forbade 
Chinese restaurants from employing ‘white waitresses’. City started 
strictly enforcing the Act in 1937, even after “white waitresses” held a 
public march outside City Hall to protest.

Chinese were also restricted from renting or owning properties in certain 
residential areas.

Chinese had to receive treatments in the basement of Vancouver General 
Hospital. As a result, Mount St. Joseph’s Hospital, which did not 
discriminate against Chinese patients, received donations from Chinese 
Canadians and became the “Chinese” hospital.



Crystal Pool, the only public swimming pool in Vancouver

In 1928, Chinese 
children and their 
parents were barred 
from the only public 
swimming pools in 
Vancouver and 
Victoria (both named 
Crystal Pool) at the 
same time as white 
swimmers, and this 
temporal 
segregation 
remained in practice 
until 1945.



The Chinese Soccer Team 华裔学⽣⾜球队



Quon Louie and the Chinese Canadian Veterans 
华裔加拿⼤退伍军⼈



The Story of Vivian Jung



Apology on April 22, 2018 accompanied by a book: 

Journeys of Hope: 

Challenging Discrimination and Building on Vancouver Chinatown’s Legacies

希望之旅：挑战歧视与传承温哥华唐⼈街的历史⽂化遗产



Legacies of Apology: 

City of Vancouver and Province of BC 


sign an MOU in 2018 for 

1. Explore UNESCO application for Vancouver Chinatown


2. CoV Chinatown Transformation Team: 

“Chinatown Reimagined”  http://www.chinatownreimagined.ca

 

2. Creation of the Chinese Canadian Museum (Province of BC + CoV)
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http://www.chinatownreimagined.ca


Chinese Canadian Museum opened with a temporary 
exhibit at Hon Hsing Building in Vancouver Chinatown in 
August 2020 

Second temporary location of the Chinese Canadian 
Museum opened in February 2022 in Fan Tan Alley in 
Victoria Chinatown

Permanent main location of the Chinese Canadian 
Museum in Vancouver Chinatown opened on July 1, 
2023, with another permanent location in planning for 
Victoria Chinatown

The Chinese Canadian Museum symbolizes the future 
as well as the past:  
A symbol of who we were—but also of who we aspire 
to be…

Photo courtesy of Chinese Canadian Museum Society July 1, 2023



Chinatown Neighbourhood Assets Map



What is an intangible expression of culture?


• Oral traditions and expressions
• Performing arts
• Social practices, rituals, and festive events
• Knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe
• Traditional craftsmanship

These ways of expression are defined by UNESCO in its 
five Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) Domains.

https://maps.vancouver.ca/portal/apps/storymaps/stories/

https://ich.unesco.org/doc/src/01857-EN.pdf
https://maps.vancouver.ca/portal/apps/storymaps/stories/


Chinatown Reimagined

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jtIiS97nfOQ&t=5s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jtIiS97nfOQ&t=5s
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“A Seat at the Table: 

Chinese Immigration and British 

Columbia”

• Not just what was done to Chinese Canadians, 

but what they were doing in Vancouver and BC


• Themes—food, mobility and global 
connections, the struggle to make Canadian 
society more fair, just, and inclusive for ALL 
Canadians


⼀席之地：卑诗省与华⼈的迁徙



IMMIGRANTS FROM CHINA, 1885-1949, C.I .9 CERTIFICATES SERIES, LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA
CHINESE IMMIGRATION RECORDS: C.I .  44 FORMS AND INDEXES, HERITAGE CANADIANA

 C H I N E S E  I M M I G R AT I O N  ( C . I . )  C E R T I F I C AT E S

Why Research/Tell the Stories of PAST Chinese migrants in the PRESENT?

Heritage tours to rural villages of Guangdong (2015-2024)

Collaborative Community Co-Curated Museum Exhibitions (2018-2026) 



• How do you bring the past alive in the 
present?


• Challenges of using surveillance 
documents


• From historical evidence to story-telling 
elements


• The use of digital tools

https://rbscarchives.library.ubc.ca/paper-trail-collection

CACHE 

(Community Archives,  Col lect ions and Her i tage Exhibi t ions)

https://rbscarchives.library.ubc.ca/paper-trail-collection


The Cold Brutal i ty  of  Survei l lance Documents


“This cert i f icate does not establ ish legal  status in 
Canada”

THE PAPER TRAIL COLLECTION, UBC RARE BOOKS AND SPECIAL 
COLLECTIONS

• Held by the person in their day-to-day life
• Issued to anyone of Chinese descent in Canada



Affective narratives of time

  • “Structures of feeling”  Raymond Williams


• Stories as meaningful, affective vocabulary and grammar for 
expressing material social structures


• temporal displacement and spatial displacement expressed 
as stories

Oral History as Method and 
End

• Archive for communities and for families
• May be the only time documented and shared

When? Re-storying and Restoring
• When do we narrate the past?
• Narrating in the PRESENT moment the emotional 

and material life of Chinese migrants in the PAST

Why and How Do We Narrate the 
Past?
• How do different disciplines/fields (cultural studies, 

literary studies, historical monographs) and different 
genres (museum curation, literature written in the 
present moment about the past) tell stories about the 
past in the present



• More interactive, multi-layered sensory 
aspects (i.e., Audio-Visual)


• Engaging affective reactions through 
hearing and seeing the person speak 
and the emotions in their voice and in 
their facial expressions


• Bridges communication gap between 
younger generations with older 
generations through translation and 
subtitling and confronts/engaging 
diasporic feelings of loss, silence, 
detachment, distance


Why We Use Films Created 
from Oral History Interviews

https://youtu.be/kCC7qSx9zOs

https://youtu.be/5k2PxlmdV_0

https://youtu.be/kCC7qSx9zOs
https://youtu.be/kCC7qSx9zOs
https://youtu.be/kCC7qSx9zOs
https://youtu.be/kCC7qSx9zOs
https://youtu.be/5k2PxlmdV_0
https://youtu.be/5k2PxlmdV_0
https://youtu.be/5k2PxlmdV_0


Vancouver Chinatown Foundation




SHOULD we pursue UNESCO World 
Heritage Designation for Chinatown?  
• Goal of a sustainable “cultural heritage economy” that supports a “living cultural 

community” that houses and respects its community elders and knowledge bearers


• Is CHAMP and the Chinatown Cultural District strategic framework already enough? 


• Managing Cultural Heritage vs Preservation of Site and Buildings 

• The threats of unmanaged mass tourism 

• UNESCO Memory of the World: Intermediate or Final Step?
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UNESCO Memory of the World
! Last update: 24 April 2023  https://www.unesco.org/en/memory-world/about

! UNESCO launched the Memory of the World (MoW) Programme in 1992 to guard against 

the collective amnesia, calling upon the preservation of the valuable archive holdings and 
library collections all over the world and ensuring their wide dissemination. The Programme’s 
vision is that the world’s documentary heritage belongs to all, should be fully preserved and 
protected for all and, with due recognition of cultural mores and practicalities, should be 
permanently accessible to all without hindrance.  


! The Programme’s objectives are thus to: 

! Facilitate preservation of the world’s documentary heritage 

! Catalyse universal access to documentary heritage 

! Enhance public awareness worldwide of the significance of documentary heritage 


! A Vanguard of the World’s Documentary Heritage  

! Documentary heritage is a legacy of humankind, through which we can look back into the 

past, enrich our present lives, and look into the future with the boldness forged by enduring 
memories. 


! That is why we all must be vigilant to safeguard our shared heritage, celebrate it as a marker 
of human civilization, and pass it on to the next generation. 

5



Memory, Writing and Durability
! The power of writing to tell a story in detail, and to “freeze” the story in the 

moment at the time of writing


! Added to the durability of the material upon which a story is written (stone, 
metal, parchment/paper)


! The utility of writing and of durable objects in the fulfilment of archival desires


! The desire and ability to archive a story from the present is highly correlated 
with the desire and ability to destroy the stories and enduring presence of 
“enemies” 


! The desire of conquering and colonizing states to erase the presence of 
conquered peoples by erasing their historical past

3



Contrast to Oral Cultures
! Societies and communities that rely on the oral transmission of 

meaningful stories generally denigrated by those whose archival 
desires are the strongest


! “Spoken words” were seen as ephemeral, only existing at the 
moment of being uttered, lost to time UNLESS recorded in writing


! Oral cultures were considered inferior to written cultures if the criteria 
of the durability and endurance of written stories is important for 
evidence/proof of legitimacy


! Oral history considered inferior to written and material evidence of 
the past because it was considered easier to distort, change, destroy

4



Wordless Archives, Embodied Memory
! “Lion Dance” as an embodied practice, a story about the past 

beyond archival written texts and beyond material objects


! In Canada’s Chinatown, associated with clan and district 
associations, with tradition and community elders/knowledge 
bearers, but also with youth and the passing on of the past onto the 
present and future generations


! How do you learn as a young person about the past? Is it better to 
“read it in a book”? Or is it better to learn by doing, by practicing 
and hearing the story about the meaning of a bodily movement?

6



The Endurance of Embodied Memory
! The word “practice” captures the continuous, recurring, repetitive 

manner in which significant bodily movements are learned and 
improved—they become embodied memory, a “body memory” 
that eventually becomes unconscious and without need for thought 
or words


! “Embodiment” as a bodily practice in this sense describes both a 
process of creating memory within an individual person AND the 
manner in which these embodied memories are passed on from 
generation to generation


! The “embodiment of memory” within practices such as dance 
movements, martial arts techniques, and ”Lion Dance” rituals can 
endure across generations and long periods of time

7



Ways Embodied Memory are MORE Effective/
Affective than Written Words

! 1) Embodied memory is mobile and can escape attempts at 
destruction (the practices of Shaolin monks can survive the 
destruction of a temple and its heirlooms/treasures)


! 2) Embodied memory can be passed on from old to young, and 
from young to young, it can be shared/taught/received through 
social means that reinforce the importance of the stories/messages/
memories through communal tools


! 3) Embodied memory can create meaning and reinforce the depth 
of meaning through affect—the emotional meaning of memory—the 
memory of meaning in the body is amplified by affect/emotion 

8



Lion Dance as Embodied Memory

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YZdUYB2lylP_mAekP6Y5tPAOXjyyZNNP/view?usp=sharing

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1YZdUYB2lylP_mAekP6Y5tPAOXjyyZNNP/view?usp=sharing


Remembering and Renewing Ourselves Through Rituals 
and Traditions | 回想傳統，傳承儀式，更新⾃⼰  

! https://youtu.be/LJ2WZq98dSw?si=TLMBkjRDogZzUxsL (with Chinese subtitles)

https://youtu.be/LJ2WZq98dSw?si=TLMBkjRDogZzUxsL

