Geographic racializing and the
(re)colonization of Vancouver
during the sex work “crisis”

Vancouver’s supposed sex work “cri-
sis” began with the closure of the
city’s cabarets in the late 1970s. The clo-
sure of these cabarets meant that many
sex workers (primarily women [biolog-
ical and trans] of Indigenous descent)
had to ply their trade on Vancouver’s
commercial and residential streets, mak-
ing it appear during the 1980s that there
had been an increase in outdoor sex
workers. Ultimately, the sex work “crisis”
was one of ideology, image, and iden-
tity. From 1980 to 2000, the city’s white
middle-class residents battled for control
over Vancouver’s geographic and ide-
ological meanings. These residents not
only lived in Vancouver but saw them-
selves as Vancouver itself. As such, these
residents wanted Vancouver to embody
the image of a white, hetero/homonor-
mative, middle-class resident and, in
doing so, adopted the persona of the (re)
colonizer.

SEX WORK AS ANTI-
COLONIALISM

The migration of Indigenous peoples to
the city and the sex worker “invasion” of
residential neighbourhoods constitute
an act of anti-colonialism. Indigenous
peoples and sex workers “invaded” pre-
viously and (then) currently colonized
lands through their presence. During
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, Indigen-
ous populations increased in western
Canada, leading to a mass migration of
Indigenous peoples to urban centres.
While the increase of both migrants and
sex workers in this period is not neces-
sarily connected, the city’s colonial
past has otherized and sexualized Van-
couver’s sex workers and Indigenous
peoples in a manner that has joined the
two. This connectivity and the supposed
increase in sex workers made the city, or
rather the establishment of white middle-
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class hetero/homonormativity, appear
under attack. The “panics” over the sex
work “crisis,” in many ways, resemble
historical-colonial fears of Indigenous
rebellion and the threat of Indigeneity to
settler lands and colonizers themselves
(Perry, 2001; Carter, 1993). Normative
communities/residents, therefore, had to
recolonize their areas through letters of
complaint, municipal authorities, anti-
sex-worker groups, and, most notably, the
gentrification of Vancouver.

VANCOUVER AS A
(REJCOLONIZER

The following passage from A Newcom-
er’s Guide to the City of Vancouver (City
of Vancouver, 2001, pp. 3, 7, 9) offers a
pertinent example of the recolonization
process:

Though Vancouver is a relatively
new city, aboriginal people have
been living here for at least 8,000
years. The Coast Salish people,
including the Musqueam, Squamish
and Tsleil-Waututh, who still live
here today, dwelt in villages
throughout the area and thrived on
a land and sea rich with resources.
... Every City has its special areas
and spots that give it a unique fla-
vour. ... Chinatown ... is one of
North America’s largest. Shops, res-
taurants, theatres, gardens, and cul-
tural centres all contribute to this

commercial and residential district.
... The West End ... is one of North
America’s most densely populated
neighbourhoods. ... The area
retains a green and peaceful air
while offering ample opportunity
for shopping and entertainment.

In the Newcomer’s Guide, Vancouver's
Indigenous history is described through
racial tropes that separate Indigenous
peoples from the cityscape. The dichoto-
mization between the “relatively new city”
and its Indigenous peoples mythicizes
Vancouver’s Indigenous population.
Their description as village-dwelling fix-
tures of the natural environment resem-
bles the colonial romanticization of
Indigeneity as ancient and fundamentally
disconnected from modernity. The spec-
ification that these peoples still live in
the city further projects Indigeneity and,
by extension, the Indigenous women of
Vancouver’s on-street sex trade as relics
of the past, thus making the land occu-
pied by these peoples appear available,
or rather available again, for settlement
(Hunt, 2013).

The city’s racialized identity is made
more apparent through the gentrified
descriptions of Vancouver’s Chinatown
and West End in the Newcomer’s Guide.
The late 1960s and early 1970s marked
a burgeoning enthusiasm for Canada’s
diverse ethnic groups (Anderson, 1991).
Chinatown was celebrated and protected
as one of Vancouver’s “ethnic neighbour
hoods” (Anderson, 1991). The crude
“Oriental” motif, associated with disease,
crime, and prostitution, of the early 20th
century transformed into a subtler sense
of ethnic quaintness furnished with
shops, restaurants, theatres, gardens, and
cultural centres (Ross, 2012; City of Van-
couver, 2001). During the same period,
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owing to a growing number of upwardly
mobile middle-class gay men, the West
End entered a period of intense gentrifi-
cation involving the transformation of an
established working area for sex workers
into a “gaybourhood” (Ross, 2018). This
“gaybourhood” became realized through
the region’s “green and peaceful” air and
shopping and entertainment oppor-
tunities (Ross, 2018; City of Vancouver,
2001).

Chinatown and the West End are Van-
couver’s most successfully colonized
areas. This colonization emerges through
geographic size. Vancouver’s Chinatown
is one of North America’s largest, and the
West End is one of North America’s most
densely populated neighbourhoods. The
sheer size and density of these regions
and the commercial potential therein
showcase the spatial success of Vancou-
ver’s gentrification/colonization efforts as
these places, by all accounts, have been
(re)colonized. Colonization is also made
most evident through the whitewashing
of Chinatown and the West End. China-
town and the West End transform from
their (albeit) white/colonial construc-
tions as dirty, disreputable, illicit, and
racialized into gentrified regions rep-
resenting white, middle-class, hetero/
homonormativity via the geographic and
ideological colonization of the “other”
The gentrification of Chinatown and
the West End facilitated a reclaiming of
these spaces as commercial and residen-
tial areas as well as criminal/racialized

spaces within the cityscape. Additionally,
as part of the City Publications Collection
at the City of Vancouver Archives and as
a city publication, the Newcomer’s Guide
represents Vancouver’s ideal persona—
that of the recolonizer gentrifying the city.

CONCLUSION

The movement and presence of individ-
uals from various racialized and crim-
inalized regions into the increasingly
gentrifying Vancouver ultimately chal-
lenged the city’s spatial delineations. Sex
workers, as representatives and residents
of the city’s most loathsome districts,
brought the police, drug dealers, pimps,
and clients into “respectable” regions of
the city. Instead of becoming the white
city envisioned by 19th-century colonists
and late 20th-century middle-class resi-
dents, Vancouver faced possible degen-
trification and decolonization from 1980
to 2000 and, therefore, had to adopt its
recolonizer persona to regain normative
control over the cityscape. W

REFERENCES

Anderson, K. J. (1991). Vancouver’s
Chinatown: Racial discourse in Canada,
1875-1980. McGill-Queen’s University
Press.

Carter, S. (1993). Categories and terrains
of exclusion: Constructing the “Indian
woman’” in the early settlement era in
Western Canada. Great Plains Quarterly,
13(3), 147-161. https://www.jstor.org/
stable/23531720

City of Vancouver. (2001). A newcomer’s
guide to the city of Vancouver. City
Publications Collections (Box 150-B-03,
File 20), City of Vancouver Archives.

Hunt, S. (2013). Decolonizing sex work:
Developing an intersectional
Indigenous approach. In E. van der
Meulen, E. M. Durisin, & V. Love (Eds.),
Selling sex: Experience, advocacy,and
research on sex work in Canada (pp.
82-100). UBC Press.

Perry, A. (2001). On the edge of empire:
Gender, race, and the making of British
Columbia, 1849-1871. University of
Toronto Press.

Ross, B. L. (2012). Outdoor brothel
culture: The un/making of a
transsexual stroll in Vancouver’s West
End, 1975-1984. Journal of Historical
Sociology, 25(1), 126-150. https://doi.
org/10.1111/.1467-6443.2011.01411.x

Ross, B. L. (2018). Whorganizers and gay
activists: Histories of convergence,
contemporary currents of divergence,
and the promise of non-normative
futures. In E. M. Durisin, E. van der
Meulen, & C. Bruchert (Eds.), Red light
labour: Sex work regulation, agency,
and resistance (pp. 256-271). UBC
Press.

YORKNY GLOBAL LABOUR RESEARCH CENTRE

https://glrc.info.yorku.ca/

In recent decades, profound transformations in the global economy, as well as the recent and

ongoing economic crisis, have fundamentally altered patterns of work, labour, employment and

unemployment, the structure of labour markets, relations between employers and employees, and

the tradifional institutions of workplace organizing and representation. These dynamics challenge

scholars fo forge a new research agenda. Motivated by these changes, the Global Labour Research

Cenfre (GIRC) promotes the study of work, employment and labour at York University.

30

CANADA WATCH ¢ SPRING 2022


https://www.jstor.org/stable/23531720
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23531720
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6443.2011.01411.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6443.2011.01411.x
https://glrc.info.yorku.ca/



