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Abstract 

Bringing together the theories of cultural studies and critical pedagogy, as well as the 

multisensory approach to cultural production, this dissertation explores a community 

festival, namely, the Downtown Eastside Heart of the City Festival in Vancouver, and its 

important role in the construction of pedagogical spaces, local culture, and community. 

Drawing from multiple sources of data generated from four years of ethnographic work 

between 2013 and 2017, this dissertation takes a close look at how cultural production 

practices and processes, embodied learning experiences, civic agency, and community 

building interlink and influence each other to turn the ephemeral space of a community 

festival into a dynamic performative space that fulfils educational, social, cultural, and 

personal functions. Through instances of the production of critical multiliteracies and 

festival participants’ active engagement, this dissertation illustrates how the Festival 

served as a multi-functional space, a) providing a critical pivot for civic pedagogies to 

rise; b) involving festival participants into relational, sensory learning and enabling them 

to become critical learners and cultural citizens through multimodal cultural production; 

and c) serving as both the medium and outcome of its participants’ engagement and 

their sense-making. The study offers a robust conceptualization of the community 

festival and creates new links between the urban festival, pedagogy, cultural production, 

and place-making. It also provides insights into the educative potential of the community 

festival as a site for critical public pedagogy.  

 

Keywords:  Community festival; cultural production; public pedagogy; civic pedagogy; 

sensory pedagogy; critical multiliteracies 
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Chapter 1.  
 
General Introduction  

The Downtown Eastside neighbourhood (hereafter as the DTES) in Vancouver, 

often described as the “historic heart of the city,” is one of the city’s oldest 

neighbourhoods, around which Vancouver has grown and developed. Founded on the 

unceded traditional territories of the Coast Salish peoples, the DTES has strong 

connections to the founding Indigenous communities, including the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm 

(Musqueam), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish), and sə̓lílwətaʔɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) First Nations. 

Since the time of colonization, the area has also been home to immigrant communities. 

Immigration into the neighbourhood started in the 1870s, with Chinese and Japanese 

labourers and new immigrants from Europe among its earliest settlers, arriving as 

economic migrants and temporary foreign workers in the village nicknamed Gastown. 

African, European, British, Scandinavian and South American communities have also 

contributed to the ethnic and demographic heterogeneity of the neighbourhood (City of 

Vancouver, 2013).   

Such ethno-social diversity has resulted in cultural and art vitality in the DTES. 

Culturally specific events abound in the neighbourhood, such as Indigenous ceremonies, 

Chinese opera and New Year Parades, Japanese Taiko drumming, and Ukrainian New 

Year Celebrations. The neighbourhood is also home to a variety of arts and cultural 

organizations, including “theatre companies, musical organizations, film production 

companies, visual arts galleries, dance, music and film schools, as well as mural and 

mosaic projects” (Clague, 2015, p. xii, as cited in Walling, Hunter, & Greenaway, 2015). 

Deeply rooted in such rich cultural heritage, the DTES is characterized with vibrant art 

and cultural dynamics. 

On the other hand, perhaps no other neighbourhood throughout the city has ever 

received as much attention from the media. The DTES was once described in the media 

as “Canada’s poorest postal code,” “Vancouver’s infamous ghetto” (Hutchinson, 2009), 

and other ungenerous descriptions. Liu and Blomley’s (2013) study suggests that the 

DTES is mostly cast by the mainstream media in negative framings. As many inner-city 

neighbourhoods elsewhere, the DTES currently faces gentrification in the process of 
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urban transformation. Inadequate social housing, homelessness, drug addictions, 

poverty, and a lack of services for people suffering mental illness, together with 

continued experiences of colonialism, have led to social and spatial conflicts as well as a 

culture of community activism.  

I first visited the DTES in the fall of 2013 for a graduate coursework fieldtrip. I 

would not say my first impression on the neighbourhood was love at first sight. In fact, 

my first walk through Hastings Street to the Carnegie Community Centre – known as the 

“living room” of the DTES – was quite an eye opener. In sharp contrast to the popular 

tourist attraction of Gastown’s gorgeous, bustling streets a few blocks away, the DTES 

area looked rundown, with filthy streets. Homeless people would stop me and ask for 

money. Large numbers of people congregated in the outdoor space at the main entrance 

to the Carnegie Centre, mingled with pedestrians and transit users, making this a less 

attractive pedestrian space for those new to the neighbourhood.   

Despite this initial unpleasant experience, I began to see the unique character of 

the DTES after a few visits. I remember walking around the neighbourhood following the 

sidewalk mosaics that depict historical events and landmarks. The vibrant art scene, 

such as colourful murals and mosaics, formed an artistic backdrop for the streetscapes 

and added colour to a casual stroll. I recall visits to the century-old Carnegie building, 

Chinatown Millennium Gate, and the Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden. There 

were history and culture all around me; more than a century of life and stories has 

soaked into the neighbourhood’s buildings, streets, and alleys. A visitor back then, I 

tended not to notice or was unaware. I would not have known the richness of 

Indegenous and other immigrant groups’ cultures; would not have known the stories that 

preceded the Survivor’s Totem Pole in the DTES Pigeon Park, nor those of the Raymur 

mothers. I would not have learned why the Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Chinese Garden stands 

where it is now, nor how the Hogan’s Alley – Vancouver’s first black community – was 

displaced.  

Now that my thesis is written, I can say that I have more knowledge about the 

DTES and how the people who live, learn, and create together in this neighbourhood 

weave meaning and build community out of these cultural and historical resources. I 

develop much of this understanding through a community festival that I have researched 

for my thesis: the DTES Heart of the City Festival (hereafter as the HOTC Festival).  
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1.1. The DTES “annual open house”  

As a tourist destination, Vancouver runs a multitude of festivals throughout the 

year. But when it comes to festivals that closely adhere to the needs of local 

communities, with a mission to celebrate history and give voice to the community, only a 

few really stand out – the HOTC Festival is one of them. Using various cultural and art 

forms, the two-week festive event brings together community residents, artists, and arts 

organizations to celebrate the histories, cultures, and peoples of the DTES. As stated in 

the festival program guide, the Festival serves as “an annual open house” where DTES 

residents and others “share with each other our stories, venues, neighbourhood, artistic 

practice, concerns, culture and heritage” (Vancouver Moving Theatre, 2014, p. 37).  

Since its inception in 2004, the Festival has witnessed an increasing number and 

broader-range of community participation. According to the 2014 Festival Summary 

Report produced by Vancouver Moving Theatre1, for example, the Festival in that year 

featured over 1,000 community and professional artists and 15, 900 live audience 

attendance, with 131 events/performances held at 41 locations throughout the 

neighbourhood. For a community with a total population of 18, 4772 (City of Vancouver, 

2013), the figures indicate a high level of local involvement.  

The artistic director of the Festival Terry Hunter once proudly described the 

HOTC Festival as “the best community festival” in an opening ceremony and said he 

could not think of any other festival that “captures such a breadth of art forms and 

cultural practices and the range of artists and range of people from different cultural and 

social backgrounds” (T. Hunter, interview, August 3, 2015). His statement may seem like 

an exaggeration for those who do not know about the Festival or hold a cynical view that 

nothing good could come from a neighbourhood with such social struggles. However, to 

those who have experienced firsthand the Festival and/or Festival production processes, 

Hunter spoke out how they think about and experience with this community festival.  

My thesis focuses on these multilayered, lived experiences around the Festival 

and Festival cultural production, as well as how this “annual open house” engages 

                                                 
1 Vancouver Moving Theatre, along with other community partners, has produced the Festival since 
2005 (refer to 1.6 for more information). 
2 The figure is cited from the DTES Local Area Profile 2013. 
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community residents, artists, visitors, and others in experiential learning, meaning 

making, and community building.  

1.2. A serendipitous trip to the HOTC Festival 

My interest in the HOTC Festival as my doctoral quest grew out of a 

serendipitous trip to the DTES in 2013. In the fall semester that year, I enrolled in a 

graduate course called Critical and Sociocultural Approaches to Educational Research, 

taught by Drs. Diane Dagenais and Suzanne Smythe, wherein the students were asked 

to do a small course project exploring the literacies and languages at the Festival. A core 

activity of the course assignment was to take fieldtrips to the DTES and the Festival. As 

an education student, I was naturally attracted to the learning-related events. The first 

Festival event I chose to attend, called Learning From Each Other, was held in the 

Carnegie Learning Centre. The Learning Centre patrons and adult students – mostly 

seniors, immigrants, and volunteers – shared with each other their struggles with mental 

illness, life stories as immigrants, and experiences of once being homeless.  

The dynamics of the event, various forms of literacy products and activities – 

transformed into poems, writing, performances, and digital stories – created by 

individuals who are labelled or self-identify as socially excluded, as well as the way 

people learnt from each other revealed to me a world that was previously hidden from 

my view. Together, these factors invented a unique event experience that offered a 

glimpse of a pedagogical phenomenon beyond what is conventionally thought of as 

pedagogy in the dominant educational discourses. I saw the fieldtrip as serendipitous, 

inviting me to look more closely at how learning practices and experiences played out in 

this informal, public space.  

1.3. Why the Heart of the City Festival?  

After attending the event that day, I found myself going to other festival events 

one after another. I became increasingly intrigued by the rich educational and cultural 

experiences the Festival offered. I decided to research this community festival for my 

thesis for several reasons. First, I noticed that a variety of cultural productions (e.g., 

history/art walking tours and artistic talks & exhibitions) made through a multiplicity of 
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communicating modes and media – visual, performative, digital, textual – provided 

unique learning opportunities for participants and visitors. Consider a few examples: 

In response to British Columbia Reconciliation Week3 of 2013, the 2014 Festival 

featured an event called Talkumentary: Reconciliation-Moving Forward Together. 

Drawing on documentaries, oral histories, live performances, and conversations, the 

event promoted discussion of how First Nations and settler communities could move 

forward together towards reconciliation. At the Festival in 2015, the cross-cultural 

performance Against the Current gathered together artists from Japanese and Coast 

Salish communities, and DTES community residents, using multi-art forms to raise 

awareness of how we should live in sustainable ways on shared territories. As 

Chinatown continues to gentrify, in 2016, members of Chinatown Concern Group led the 

Housing Crisis Walking Tour to key sites of change and struggles in Chinatown, showing 

people what was happening in residents’ beloved but rapidly-changing neighbourhood, 

and voicing their discontent towards developer-driven displacement. 

In each of these examples, local artists and community residents across social 

and ethnic groups drew upon shared contexts and resources to create multimodal 

products that addressed cultural, social, civic, and political themes relevant to issues of 

public concern. Drenched with pedagogical qualities, these symbolic, expressive texts 

highlight “social diversity” and “multiple modes of communications channels” (Kalantzis 

& Cope, 2012; the New London Group, 1996), two of the defining characters of the 

“multiliteracies” theory proposed by the New London Group (1996, see also Kalantzis & 

Cope, 2012). These cultural products, as will be further illustrated in the coming 

chapters, not only added richness of experience to the Festival, but also served to fulfil 

many other functions and forms of support to its participants and the DTES community.  

In addition to the pedagogical potential of many events/performances, the 

experience of learning tied to them seems to differ from familiar pedagogies. In the 

Festival context, I normally see no role of the teacher and student in the traditional 

sense, nor consciously created curricular goals. The event designers and artists usually 

do not connect their products to explicit educational objectives. However, when they 

collaborate and engage in preparing and producing the Festival toward the annual 

                                                 
3 Retrieved from: http://www.myrobust.com/websites/vancouver/index.php?p=719 



6 

festive show, and when audiences/viewers/visitors engage and resonate with these 

informative cultural texts, learning possibilities arise.    

Though it did not occur to me at the time, later when I read Elizabeth Ellsworth’s 

(2005) work on places of learning located outside of schools, it began to dawn on me 

that what was taking place in the festival space reflects an educational phenomenon that 

is unlike normally reported or observed learning experiences. Such pedagogical 

phenomenon presents aspects of learning “that exceed the realm of language” (p. 2) and 

is associated with “noncognitive, nonrepresentational processes and events such as 

movement, sensation, intensity, rhythm, passage […]” (p. 6). As Ellsworth reminded us, 

insights from these places and forms of learning may “become a catalyst for generating 

new thought about pedagogy and its force in the experience of the learning self” (p. 5). 

To me, the HOTC Festival case belongs to one of those non-traditional learning spaces 

that might create a fresh conception of critical sociocultural approaches to pedagogies 

within a multiliteracies framing. 

Another reason that drew me to the HOTC Festival is the vital community 

engagement this festive event seemed to activate. In the time I carried out research at 

the Festival between 2013 and 2017, I met local artists and neighbourhood residents 

who have continuously attended and participated in the Festival close to a decade. Many 

of them actively engaged in the Festival each year either as performers and volunteers, 

or as front-of-house and backstage support. These individuals mobilized local resources 

and multiple means of communications to articulate, negotiate, and construct meaning 

through art and cultural production.  

They hosted interactive exhibits and drop-in workshops; led historical walks to 

key sites of history and change in the neighbourhood; facilitated talks on issues of public 

concern; and launched new books written by the DTES authors that captured the 

indomitable spirit of the community. Their goal, they explained, was to foreground the 

wealth of creative energy and vibrant sense of the DTES community through the 

language of the arts. Meanwhile, through my volunteer work in the community, I 

encountered residents, artists, and visitors who talked about how their participation in 

the Festival not just brought them entertainment and socialization, but more importantly, 

opened doors to connections to shared roots and histories, and provided opportunities 

for them to become educated and nourished.  
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The longer I was involved in the Festival, the more I was convinced that the 

Festival has various functions to tap into and offers multifaceted experiences to trace. It 

is intriguing to see a web of interweaving threads play themselves out simultaneously in 

the Festival context in the realms of construction of pedagogical spaces, production of 

critical multiliteracies, and community engagement and building. I was interested in how 

multiliterate cultural production, public pedagogy, and critical agency are implicated in 

local efforts of a grassroots festival to generate the presence and experience of learning, 

and new modes of meaning-making and place-making.   

I feel that to look at the Festival through a lens that merely focuses on urban-

oriented dimensions of the festival or on literacy-related activities would leave out too 

much about the festival that I am hoping to discover. In adopting an interdisciplinary lens 

of both critical pedagogy and urban festival studies, I believe I will be offered an 

opportunity to re-imagine how we think about and create new links between the urban 

cultural festival, public pedagogy, cultural production, place-making, and more.    

1.4. Research questions and overview 

 Research questions 

The focal point of my thesis is how critical multiliteracies, public pedagogy, critical 

meaning making, and community building interlink and influence each other to turn the 

ephemeral space of a community festival into a dynamic learning space that fulfils many 

functions for its participants and the DTES community. Drawing on multiple sources of 

data generated from four years of ethnographic work, my thesis addresses the following 

three questions.  

1. What are the educational, social, cultural, and personal functions the 
HOTC Festival fulfils for its participants and the DTES community?  

2. What are the cultural production practices and processes through 
which these functions are realized?  

3. What are the affordances from this study and the conceptualization of 
the Festival that may help us think of the community festival, cultural 
production, places of learning, and community building in new ways? 
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 Overview of chapters 

This thesis consists of seven chapters. Chapter 1 outlines a general introduction 

to what motivated me to conduct the HOTC Festival project as my doctoral study. The 

trajectory of the rest of my writing is as follows:  

Chapter 2 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

Chapter 2 consists of two sections. In the first section, I review the relevant 

literature on festival studies across disciplines and public pedagogies respectively, and 

then identify the research gap and need. This study draws on several bodies of theory 

and studies – namely, culture/cultural production as a practice and pedagogical force, 

connected civic learning, the multiliteracies approach to pedagogy, sensational 

pedagogies, and the theory of group action and culture. In the second section, I provide 

a theoretical framing to look at these conceptual frameworks.  

Chapter 3 Research Methodology 

In this chapter, I first describe the field methods I employed to conduct the 

research and interpret my field experiences. I also discuss the methodological concerns 

and ethical issues. After that, I describe the process of data generation and how I 

interpreted the collected data.   

Chapter 4 Festival as a Space for Civic Pedagogies 

In this chapter, I focus on the first and second research questions – the multiple 

functions, particularly the educational function, of the Festival, as well as the practices 

and processes through which these functions are achieved. Drawing on interviews, 

participation and observational notes, and other sources of information, I illustrate how 

individuals/groups engage with cultural production practices and processes closely tied 

to connected civic learning.  

Chapter 5 Festival as a Space for Sensory Pedagogies 

In Chapter 5, still focusing on the first two questions, I extend my analysis further 

to explore the relationship between learning and bodily experience in the Festival 

context. Informed by the sensorial scholarship, I draw on examples of sensory 

experiences to illustrate how the Festival and a range of productions of critical 
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multiliteracies open up possibilities for new learning and knowing, while fulfilling the 

educational, social, cultural, and personal functions. 

Chapter 6 Festival as a Space for Agency and Community Building 

In Chapter 6, my focus shifts from collective cultural projects to the cases of five 

individuals and their active engagement with the Festival. There I examine how 

individual action and experiences shape the Festival and form a local culture for 

community building, and how the Festival, in turn, shapes these individuals’ experience 

and provides them with many forms of support.  

Chapter 7 Conclusion 

In this final chapter, I synthesize the themes gathered in the preceding chapters 

to address the third research question. I provide a conceptualization of the Festival and 

consider the affordances from this study for a new understanding of the relationship 

between the community festival, cultural production, places of learning, and community 

building. Finally, I reflect on my subjectivity in the learning and research experience.  

Before entering Chapter 2, I now would like to provide a more detailed 

introduction to the DTES neighbourhood and HOTC Festival in the following sections. 

1.5. Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside 

The DTES neighbourhood, like Vancouver itself, is located on the unceded 

territories of the Coast Salish peoples, specifically the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), 

Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish), and sə̓lílwətaʔɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) First Nations. When 

defining the geographical boundaries of the DTES neighbourhood, I refer to the DTES 

Local Area Plan (City of Vancouver, 2013), the latest government document at the time 

of my data gathering which provides basic information on the DTES and its demarcation 

of the geographical borders of the DTES. From the city planning perspective, the DTES 

neighbourhood, formerly known as the East End, is regarded as bordered by Richards 

Streets to the west, Clark Drive to the east, Water Street and Water Front Road to the 

north and various avenues to the south, with Hastings Street running down the middle of 

the neighbourhood. Today’s DTES is made up of several historic districts: Victory 
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Square, the Hastings corridor, Chinatown, Strathcona, Japantown (Oppenheimer 

District), North Hastings, Gastown, and the port of Vancouver. 

Although the DTES neighbourhood is characterized by considerable cultural and 

ethnic diversity and thriving community arts, it has a long history of being in the socio-

economic margin of the city. Most of the DTES is still recognized as one of the most 

impoverished areas in Canada4. Back to the turn of the twentieth century, however, the 

DTES served as the political, financial and transportation centre of the city, with city hall, 

banks, the courthouse, and the main shopping corridor located within the area 

(Campbell, Boyd & Culbert, 2009; Dobson, 2004). It was during that time that many of 

Vancouver’s most prominent buildings were constructed, including the flagship 

Woodward’s department store on the corner of Hastings and Abbott Streets and the 

Carnegie Library at Main and Hastings (Campbell et al., 2009). The Japanese 

community settled along Powell Street and Chinese community in nearby Chinatown.  

As the economy of the city grew and new investment capital shifted from the east 

side to Vancouver’s west side neighbourhoods, affluent people gradually migrated out of 

the neighbourhood (Dobson, 2004) and the economy of the area witnessed downturns. 

After WWII, the neighbourhood began a slow and continual decline and its central role in 

the city’s economy began to fade. By the mid-1960s, the DTES was filled with “rundown 

residential buildings”, inhabited by a concentration of “pensioners, disabled people, and 

‘transient’ who worked in the resource industries and collected social assistance in the 

off-season” (Campbell et al., 2009, p. 12).  

Many vulnerable groups now inhabit the DTES. Residents here 

disproportionately struggle with poverty, mental illness, drug addiction, and 

homelessness. According to the DTES Local Area Plan (2014), more than half of 

neighbourhood residents are poor, dependent on inadequate Income Assistance 

support, basic pensions, charitable and social services and relying upon the relatively 

affordable but quickly gentrifying supply of run-down single-room occupancy hotels. The 

situation has been exacerbated by unaffordable and insecure housing. Processes of 

                                                 
4 According the DTES Local Area Profile 2013, the DTES has “one of the lowest per capita 
incomes of any urban area in Canada” (p. 11). 53% of the residents in the DTES (more than 85, 
000 people) have after tax incomes below the low income cut off line.   
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rapid transition and gentrification in the neighbourhood threaten to divide and displace its 

low-income residents.  

Vancouver has the third largest urban Indigenous population in Canada 

(Johnston, 2017), with the DTES area having one of the highest proportions of First 

Nations communities (Wallstam & Crompton, 2013). With the most concentrated 

government services in the city found in the DTES, many survivors of displacement, 

racism and multi-generational oppression migrate towards this neighbourhood. For those 

First Nations survivors living today, the enduring effects of the Residential School era 

(1831-1996), as well as the loss of land through settlement, treaties, and displacement 

continue to impact their daily experience till the present day, leading to the high rate of 

physical and mental health issues, substance abuse, and homelessness5 (refer to 4.2.2 

Context-2, for further information).  

On the other hand, mainstream media discourses often construct the DTES 

neighbourhood either as a “ghetto” or “fragile community” (see Liu & Blomley, 2013, for 

more discussions on negative media framings of Vancouver’s DTES), which has further 

reinforced a unidimensional view of the DTES as a rough urban environment. As 

Robinson (2012) noted, Vancouver’s DTES is “at once within the city and apart from it” 

(p. 16). It is in the midst of these harsh social- and mediascapes that the Heart of the 

City Festival has occurred. 

1.6. The Downtown Eastside Heart of the City Festival 

The Heart of the City Festival takes place in the DTES each year in late October 

and early November since 2004. It hosts more than one hundred events at over thirty 

venues across the neighbourhood, featuring diverse programing ranging from dance, 

music, theatre, spoken word, visual arts, art/history walks and talks, and community 

celebrations and ceremonies, to other cultural and artistic activities.   

Most Festival events/performances are free of charge with complimentary or low-

rate tickets distributed to community residents for ticketed events, which makes the 

Festival accessible in a neighbourhood where many residents are unable to pay even 

                                                 
5 See Aboriginal Homeless: 2017 Count in Metro Vancouver for the detailed report on Aboriginal 
Peoples experiencing homelessness. 



12 

the token entry fee. To anyone who visits the neighbourhood for the first time, the 

Festival serves as a window into which one may see a culturally distinct part of the city. 

To local artists, whether they are professional, community, and student artists, or lovers 

of the arts, the Festival offers them an opportunity to show off their talents; to low-

income community members, the Festival provides a free entertaining and socializing 

platform and fosters interaction. According to Michael Clague (2010), the former director 

of the Carnegie Community Centre, “the annual Heart of the City Festival is an 

outstanding example of a truly inclusive community arts event – everyone who lives in 

the DTES is welcome to participate in art forms of personal interest” (para. 6). 

The start of the Festival can be traced to Vancouver Moving Theatre – a “DTES 

born and bred” (Walling, 2014, p. 52) professional arts organization, and two people: 

Terry Hunter (artistic producer of the Festival) and Savannah Walling (associate artistic 

director), and their 2003 and 2004 collaboration with the Carnegie Community Centre 

and then director Michael Clague6. In the 1970s, Hunter and Walling arrived and settled 

in the DTES for affordable housing and studio space. They first rented a live-work studio 

in a warehouse across the street from Raymur Sugar Refinery, where they rehearsed 

with Terminal City Dance, co-founded with their colleague, dancer Karen Jamieson. In 

1983, Savannah and Terry co-founded Vancouver Moving Theatre (VMT). Their 

objective was to bridge barriers between artistic disciplines and cultural traditions. Over 

the years, VMT has evolved as a professional theatre company, providing a wide range 

of services in dance, music, theatre and community-engaged arts, including the HOTC 

Festival.  

During the 1990s, Hunter and Walling co-founded the Strathcona Artist at Home 

Festival, in Walling’s words, a “precursor” to today’s Heart of the City Festival. In the 

course of programing the mini-festival and seeking opportunities for collaborative art 

creations, they uncovered a rich vein of artists, history, and culture in the DTES and 

began to understand VMT’s mandate in a greater depth and breadth.  

                                                 
6 According to Terry Hunter, the key people in the founding of the Festival, in addition to himself 
and Savannah Walling, are Michael Clague and Education and Arts Programmer Rika Uto from 
Carnegie Community Centre. There were many others involved as well, such as Peter Fairchild, 
the Treasurer of the Carnegie Community Centre Association, and Milton Wong, entrepreneur, 
philanthropist and SFU Chancellor (1999-2005).  
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The DTES at the turn of the 2000s experienced a series of stresses including 

cutbacks of federal funding for social housing, losses in rental housing, increasing 

numbers of homeless people, the influx of hard drugs, and an epidemic of HIV infection 

(Campbell et al., 2009). The deteriorating social realities resulted in a wave of 

community-led efforts and initiatives for the neighbourhood’s social, cultural, and 

economic renewal. At the same time as a host of grassroots actions for the community 

regeneration happened, the Carnegie Community Centre, a city-run facility in the DTES, 

was about to prepare for its 100th Anniversary. A major event of this 100th Anniversary 

was the creation and production of a community play for, with and about the DTES. The 

play, entitled In the Heart of a City: The Downtown Eastside Community Play, was co-

produced by the Carnegie Community Centre and VMT. It was made with the active 

participation of, as described in the Festival program guide, “over 2, 000 volunteers and 

80 community performers” (Vancouver Moving Theatre, 2014, p. 52), most of whom 

were DTES residents.  

Presented in eight sold-out shows to standing ovations, the play proved to be a 

great success and produced a transformative influence on VMT’s directors, its art 

practice and the community of the DTES. Some local residents familiar with this period 

of history still regard the play as a truly community-engaged and morale-boosting artistic 

creation coming from the neighbourhood. Stephen Lytton, a resident who performed in 

the community play recalled its profound impact on the community and the start of the 

Festival:  

It’s the first time ever that any organization, any society, or any theatre 
company had put a call-up [to recruit actors] in this community because of 
its so-called reputation of being the poorest postal code all over Canada 
and nothing would work out and you just waste your time. But the 
community showed otherwise, right?... I think the very fact that they [the 
Festival] still continue today… the very first Play was the foundation of the 
festival to continue today. Without it…. we wouldn’t be here today doing the 
same to you. We would not have had the drive to the Festival.  
(resident, personal interview, August 15, 2015) 

Following the success of the Carnegie’s 100th Anniversary events and the 

community play, there were concerned conversations by those involved in the leadership 

of the anniversary and community play and by community participants, about what steps 

to take next and how they could move forward and build on this success of the 

Anniversary and the community play. To sustain the success and impact of the play, in 
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2004, Carnegie Community Centre partnered with VMT to co-present the first DTES 

Heart of the City Festival. From 2007, VMT moved into the role of lead producer, 

producing the annual Festival in association with the Carnegie Community Centre and 

the Association of United Ukrainian Canadians, as well as a host of organizations, 

artists, and individuals from a cross-section of Downtown Eastside. 

Despite the initial success, according to Hunter and Walling, it took efforts to 

make the Festival an inclusive community event given the challenging and complex 

conditions in the DTES at the time. Social problems were aggravated. Social and cultural 

groups in the community did not readily interact because of mistrust and indifference 

stemming from language, cultural, and socio-economic barriers. Additionally, local artists 

tended to subdivide along cultural, ethnic, economic, or disciplinary lines.  

Modeled upon the values and strategies of the community play form discovered 

by British playwright Ann Jellicoe, in which a small core of experienced artists work with 

community volunteers to create the artistic work that expresses and celebrates their 

community, the Festival was designed with a goal to be a bridge-building force and its 

content to reflect the essence of the DTES. According to the Festival producers, 

programming choices are developed by the organizing team of Terry Hunter, Savannah 

Walling and associate artistic producer Teresa Vandertuin through collaborative 

consensus with community partners and artists. Festival advisory and community 

meetings provide additional input and guidance (Walling, 2007). These practices aim to 

embrace opportunities for community inputs and cross-sector partnerships.  

Meanwhile, as long-time residents who have been living and working in the 

DTES for more than four decades, Hunter and Walling strive for a more balanced 

perspective, presenting in the Festival both positive and intractable sides of the 

neighbourhood’s lived experiences. In a published article, Walling (2007) described the 

mission of the Festival as follows: 

We do our best to match strong art with the power of authenticity and 
commitment; to match artists with the appropriate audience, performance 
length, presentational values, and promotional profile; to present an 
authentic representation of the Downtown Eastside’s diversity of artistic 
practice; and to provide professional development for our artists. We aim 
to showcase our community’s talent to each other and the larger Vancouver 
community, offering them a venue where they can freely express their 
hopes, values, and visions. (para.13) 
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In an interview, Walling highlighted that one important goal of the Festival is to 

“counter stigmatizing and labelling with honest portrayals of a complex and culturally rich 

community” (S. Walling, personal communication, March 18, 2016). For instance, DTES 

Renovictions Waling Tour (2014), Book Launch & Celebration - Invisible Heroes: 

Aboriginal Stories from Vancouver’s DTES (2015), Community Celebration of Survivors 

Totem Pole Raising, Potlatch Witnessing Ceremony & Intercommunity Storytelling 

(2016), Public Conversation-Realms of Refuge: Truth and Reconciliation (2016), are all 

examples of the Festival events included in the Festival program, providing a showcase 

for existing community projects, and spurring the creation of new works that address 

civic and political action and/or to portray an uplifting and resilient image of the 

community and its members.   

With the production team’s constant efforts to make it an event produced by, for, 

and with the community, the Festival has become an important platform for the DTES 

and the community culture building, and for local artists and low-income residents who 

may otherwise have no chance to showcase their talents, enjoy free entertainment, and 

express their experiences in collaboration with their neighbours. As stated by festival 

designer John Endo Greenaway, the Festival “is about the possibility and opportunity 

[…] the artists in the community become alive” (J. Greenaway, personal communication, 

October 29, 2015). 

In the years from 2013 to 2017 when I visited and volunteered in the DTES, I 

learned much about the Festival, its participants, and the DTES community. Gradually I 

became convinced that the people at the Festival and in the community have a story that 

needs to be told. It is a story that may connect us to new understandings of production of 

critical multiliteracies, public pedagogies, community building, and more in this 

community festival setting. I add my own observation as a participant in the Festival and 

as an observer of the Festival, the people, and their activities, to (re)present that story. 

Before saying much more about how the Festival story teaches us how to think about 

pedagogy and community building in new ways, I will first present a review of relevant 

literature, and then the theoretical perspectives that have been helpful in exploring the 

Festival case.  
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Chapter 2.  
 
Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Introduction  

This chapter consists of three sections, including an introduction, a review of the 

literature, and theoretical frameworks. In the literature review section, I consider festival 

studies across disciplines, and public pedagogy. I identify “the need for greater 

interdisciplinarity” (Getz, 2010, p. 1) of studies on the urban/community festival due to its 

vital role in education and social life. I then provide a theoretical context for looking at the 

conceptual perspectives that have been useful in examining the Festival case. To 

examine the interrelationship between cultural production, public pedagogy, meaning 

making, and place-making in the festival context, I draw upon several major bodies of 

theory and studies, namely, 1) the concept of culture/cultural production as pedagogy 

and political participation (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013; Gaztambide-Fernández & 

Matute, 2015); 2) pedagogical theories including connected civic learning (Ito et al., 

2015), sensational pedagogies (Ellsworth, 2005; Leander & Boldt, 2012), and the 

multiliteracies perspective of design (the New London Group, 1996), and 3) the theory of 

group action and culture (Fine, 2012a, 2012b). Chapter 2 ends with an overview of the 

conceptual framework with which I address the research questions.  

2.2. Review of the relevant literature 

 Festival studies across disciplines 

Festivals, as encapsulations of celebratory and entertaining experiences 

observed in almost every society and culture, have long occupied an important place 

both in public and private, and in religious and secular realms. People periodically set 

aside time and spaces to “commemorate what makes them distinctive and worthy in 

their own eyes” (Turner,1982, p. 7), and also “for escapism through the creation of an 

often unique event experience” (Jepson & Clarke, 2016, p. 4). Festive events, in the 

form of celebration, commemoration, entertainment, and socialization, allow people to 

escape from the routine of the humdrum and mundane, and to mark time and seasons, 
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gratitude and sacrifice, both earthly and celestial. In this, festivals are places to imagine 

alternative realities and futures. 

Festival research in anthropology and sociology  

Contemporary research on festivals is primarily and largely featured in cultural 

anthropology and sociology (see Getz, 2010, for a comprehensive review of festival-

related articles published in English-language research journals through 2008). In these 

traditional disciplines, as Getz’s (2010) review shows, festive events and rituals have 

been studied at length in terms of their roles, meanings, and impacts in society and 

culture. Some influential studies include Victor Turner’s (1982) Celebration, studies in 

festivity and ritual, an influential work that blends anthropological and folkloristic insights 

on ritual and festivity; Alessandro Falassi’s (1975) study of one of Italy’s most 

extraordinary historic festivals: La Terra in Piaza: An Interpretation of the Palio of Siena 

(co-authored with Alan Dundes); and W. Lloyd Warner’s (1959) detailed interpretation of 

the Newburyport’s Tercentenary Procession in The Living and the Dead: A Study of the 

Symbolic Life of Americans, which unlocks the symbolic importance of ceremonies. In 

addition, Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1968/1984) carnival theory, developed from his Rabelais and 

His World, serves as a great inspiration for scholars who discuss the carnivalesque. In 

this work, Bakhtin interpreted carnival in the Middle Ages as “a playful approach or a 

comic art form of social, political cultural protest and resistance to the serious, dogmatic 

and authoritarian world” (Tam, 2010, pp. 176-177). Furthermore, Clifford Geertz’s (1973) 

work on ritual and social change and Frank Manning’s (1983) study on the connections 

between festival development and its authenticity are among classic, important 

contributions in the literature of contemporary festival studies.  

Festivals as social occasions 

While festivals are explored as cultural constructs from an anthropological 

perspective, sociologists who study urban festivals consider them as a form of social 

occasions (Fine, 2012a, 2012b; Wynn, 2015), wherein “behaviors are shaped, shared 

meanings crafted, interactions set, and rules and norms communicated” (Wynn, 2015, p. 

278). Gary A. Fine (2012b) regards festivals as a specific form of a “small group”– 

similar to Wynn’s concept of occasions – which are created and managed with a variety 

of motives, perspectives, stakeholders, and relations (Getz, 2010; Veiga, Tavares, & 

Alvelos, 2017). Seeing the occasion as a valuable and adaptable sociological focus, yet 
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systematically understood, sociologists Jonathan Wynn (2015, 2016) and Gary Fine 

(2012a, 2012b) suggest a micro-sociological angle to examine such social occasions in 

order to develop a better understanding of how these basic units of sociological analysis 

link “micro-level phenomena” to “structural forces” (Wynn, 2016, p. 283). Specifically, 

Wynn (2016) argues that more inquiries are needed to 

illustrate how occasions can be sites wherein actors from local 
organizations, communities, and corporations come together; where these 
groups varyingly consume, distribute, and take advantage of resources 
through heightened moments of sociality; and where collective activities 
and individual identities are shaped. (p. 258) 

The sociological conception of festivals as occasions, or groups, with its focus on actors’ 

behaviours and interaction, has been helpful in my analysis of the Festival case. It offers 

insights into how coordinated individual and collective efforts come together to shape 

place character and cultural landscape in the Festival contexts.  

Festival research in tourism 

As a result of “the rise of secularism, the increase in diasporic populations,” and 

“increasing democratisation, general mobility and tourism” (Boissevain, 1992, as cited in 

Picard & Robinson, 2006, p. 20), the 1960s witnessed a rapid growth of festivals 

worldwide in terms of numbers, types, and scale (Chako & Shaffer, 1993; Getz, 2010; 

Picard & Robinson, 2006). In Scandinavian countries, and in Europe as a whole, 

festivals have gained traction nationally and locally, with “most towns above a certain 

size host one or more” (Karlsen, 2009, p. 129). Similarly, in North America, the last four 

decades have seen a flourish in festivals of various kinds, ranging from political, music, 

arts, craft festivals, to celebration of agriculture (Roy, 2016).  

With the urban development and revitalization, festivals are being increasingly 

deployed as an economic strategy for “place marketing, animating attractions and 

places, and acting as catalysts for other forms of development” (Getz, 2010, p. 5), and 

also a social strategy to overcome alienation and insecurity in the process of urban 

development (Hughes, 1999). Following this flow, a growing number of countries, cities, 

and local communities began to embrace the idea of using festivals as a pathway to 

achieve place-distinctiveness and boost local economy in the post-industrial era.  

At around the same time that festivals have flourished worldwide, festival tourism 

and festival management have emerged as a growing area of scholarship. This strand of 
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inquiry looks into festivals through a managerial and business lens and treats them as a 

tourist phenomenon and profit source. Therefore, dominating the field of festival tourism 

has been the economic impacts of festivals (Getz, 2010; Veiga, Tavares, & Alvelos, 

2017), with other social-cultural functions and meanings of festivals remaining largely 

neglected.  

In general, despite an overwhelming number of articles in tourism and event 

management produced in recent years, festival research in this field is “much more 

recent and relatively immature” (Getz, 2010, p.4) compared to what has been achieved 

in anthropology and sociology. As Getz (2010) has pointed out, with a limited amount of 

development “with regard to qualitative methodologies and philosophical underpinning” 

(Decrop, 2004; Phillimore & Goodson, 2004, as cited in Jepson et al., 2014, p. 342), 

festival studies within these domains lack the foundation of classical theoretical and 

research frameworks from social sciences and humanities (Getz, 2010). When 

commenting on the instrumental-oriented approach to festival tourism, Gursoy, Kim, and 

Uysal (2004) have noted that scholars have been “very slow in directing research 

beyond economic impacts and motivations” (p. 171). Particularly, research on 

community festivals, one key area in festival studies, has been relatively slim across 

disciplines.  

A space for community festivals 

Community festivals, culture, place, and identity  

Jepson et al. (2014) provide a definition of the community festival as follows:  

A themed and inclusive community event or series of events which 
has/have been created as the result of an inclusive community planning 
process to celebrate the particular way of life of people and groups in the 
local community with emphasis on particular space and time. (p. 335) 

According to Quinn (2005), community festivals serve as “a vehicle for expressing the 

close relationship between identity and place” (p. 928). They also “provide us with a 

narrative about the community’s cultural essence” (Marsden, 1994, p.157). In other 

words, community festivals are of great importance as a prism, through which much can 

be seen about a community’s cultural and social life, and place identity. Ekamn’s (1999) 

study on the revival of cultural celebrations in regional Sweden is an example in this 

regard. The study suggests history festivals as occasions that reinforce local, collective 

identity and express belonging to a group or community. Similarly, Haanpää, Carcía-
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Rosell, and Tuulentie’s (2016) case study of a community-organized festival in a tourism 

destination in Finland discussed from an event policy perspective the role of the festival 

in co-creation of place. In a Canadian context, Roy (2016) has examined the role of 

documentary film festivals in educating and in building community and solidarity (see De 

Bres & Davis, 2001; McClinchey, 2015; Picard & Robinson, 2006; Quinn, 2005, for more 

examples).  

(Community) festivals as public spaces of learning   

Aligned with a recent research tendency to explore learning in diverse public 

spheres outside formal educational settings, the pedagogical potential of festivals has 

drawn increased attention in the fields of critical pedagogy, music, and adult education. 

For example, Veblen and Olsson (2002) examined how people made and participated in 

music and learnt through such community activities as “parades; fêtes; festivals” (p. 

730). Karlsen (2009), in a study on a particular music festival in Norway, profiled the 

festival as a community of practice, in which music education occurred through the 

attendees’ peripheral participation. In another music festival study, Karlsen and 

Brändström (2008) provided an example of music festivals serving as a potential 

educational project, presenting students with rich possibilities for music learning. Gursoy, 

Kim, and Uysal (2004), in their discussion on festival organizers’ perceptions of the 

impacts of festivals on local communities, also briefly indicated that festivals have an 

educational function of making people aware. In the field of adult education, Roy’s 

(2016) qualitative study of three documentary film festivals in small Canadian towns 

considered the educative role of documentary film festivals in promoting adult and 

citizenship education, belonging, and activism. Though not specifically about community 

festivals, Roy’s assertion that “festivals provide alternative information, foster critical 

thinking skills and media literacy, build community, foster solidarity, and contribute to 

social movements by exposing problems as well as victories” (p. 12) is particularly 

relevant to my observation of the educational potential of the HOTC Festival.  

Despite these examples, however, very few ethnographic studies engage in-

depth in the pedagogical capabilities of community festivals. Even in the above-

discussed studies, learning experiences and outcomes are either briefly mentioned with 

no actual evidence provided (e.g., Gursoy et al., 2004), or reported exclusively through 

survey and interview methods (e.g., Karlsen, 2009; Roy, 2016) without any close-range 

observation of experiences and processes associated with learning. This blind spot in 
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research opens up possibilities for further exploration of community festivals as public 

spaces of learning. It also directs my research focus to a unique pedagogical concept: 

public pedagogy.   

 Public pedagogy 

Public pedagogy is a relatively new subfield in education. Burdick, Sandlin, and 

O’Malley (2013) summarize the contemporary notion of public pedagogy as:  

focusing on various forms, processes, and sites of education and learning 
occurring beyond or outside of formal schooling. It involves learning in 
institutions such as museums, zoos, and libraries; in informal educational 
sites such as popular culture, media, commercial spaces, and the Internet; 
and through figures and sites of activism, including public intellectuals and 
grassroots social movements. (p.2) 

The concept and different forms of public pedagogy challenge how we perceive learning, 

what resources and means are available for learning, and how and where learning is 

brought about (see for example, Ellsworth, 2005, for discussion on places of learning). 

Unlike school education, public pedagogy explores diverse educational sites and 

practices beyond formal schooling, looking for pedagogy’s intersections with “spaces, 

practices, discourses, and maps of meaning and affect produced through a range of 

cultural and pedagogical technologies” (Giroux, 2011, p. 686).  

Despite the current research trend to examine public pedagogy outside of school 

learning, this vein of scholarship originally “has its roots in formal schooling” (Sandlin, O’ 

Malley & Burdick, 2011, p. 343). According to the in-depth literature review of public 

pedagogy research from 1894 to 2010 produced by Sandlin et al. (2011), the early use 

of the term “public” in the literature of public pedagogy refers more to “an idealized 

outcome of educational activity” (p. 342) in public schools. Within this line of research, 

schools are considered “as incubations sites for the development of an engaged, critical 

citizenry” (p. 343) in the service of the public interest and good.  

Since the mid to late 1990s, scholars and teachers in education have become 

increasingly interested in the pedagogical potential of media, popular culture, arts, and 

even everyday life in articulating and (re)constructing knowledge, discourses, images, 

and values (see as examples, Albers & Harste, 2007; Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012; 

Giroux, 1998, 2001, 2003, 2004; Ito et al., 2015; Jocson, 2015; Kahne, Middaugh, & 
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Allen, 2013; Luke, 1996; Zorrila & Tisdell, 2016). These researchers began to look into 

the intersecting lines between “formalized schooling’s means” and “extrainstitutional 

ends” (Sandlin et al., 2011, p. 343). By incorporating new media, popular culture, and 

art-based educational activities into classrooms, these educators seek to “facilitate 

transformative learning around diversity and equity issues” (Tisdell, 2008, p.48) and 

prepare learners with critical and civic consciousness. For instance, Hoechsmann and 

Poyntz (2012) examined how media functions as public pedagogy and a site for 

augmenting critical learning for youth. Giroux’s (2011) analysis on films as a pedagogical 

space that “enables conversations that connect politics, personal experiences and, 

public life to larger social issues” (p. 686) and Jocson’s (2015) argument on pedagogical 

considerations of new media literacies (e.g., digital stories and interactive websites) as 

social action also belong to this strand of public pedagogy research.  

In most of these pedagogic scenarios, though, there is “a typically identified 

teacher” (Zorrila & Tisdell, 2016, p. 285) who exerts deliberate intervention and design to 

foster critical learning in students. But as Sandlin et al. (2011) note, educators taking up 

this line of work already depart from sustaining schooling as the centre of learning and 

“seek to influence students toward transgressive and generative pedagogic acts” (p. 

343) outside school. Particularly, the idea exemplified in these studies is that new media 

and popular culture are important pedagogical sites for civic education and critical 

engagement. Public pedagogy, in this stream of thinking, is interpreted through the lens 

of civic and activist education, with a focus on the intrinsic relationship between 

pedagogy, agency, and civic and political participation (e.g., Giroux; 1998, 2000, 2001, 

2003, 2004; Ito et al., 2015), a point that will be elaborated later. In my study of the 

Festival, linking public pedagogy to civic learning and participation has been helpful in 

examining cultural production practices as civic/political participation at the Festival. 

Meanwhile, acknowledging that learning is at work at different levels and sites, 

another group of education scholars sought to “broaden and deinstitutionalize 

conceptualizations of teaching, learning, and curriculum across the discipline of 

education” (Burdick et al., 2013, p. 2) by conducting work in “anomalous” learning 

spaces (Ellsworth, 2005) and sites, such as artworks, architectural spaces, museum 

exhibitions, performative arts, and public performances (e.g., Darder, 2011; Ellsworth, 

2005; McKay & Keifer-Boyed, 2004). In this realm, Ellsworth’s (2005) work Places of 

Learning: Media, Architecture, Pedagogy, as Sandlin et al.’s (2011) literature review 
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shows, is particularly influential and has “shaped much of the dialogue on learning in 

non-school sites” (p. 349).  

Ellsworth explored in this work various forms of sensory and experiential learning 

occurring at peripheral places that stay far from “the ‘centre’ of dominant educational 

discourses and practices” (p. 5). Drawing on Winnicott’s (1989) theory of transitional 

objects, Massumi’s (2002) field of emergence, and de Bolla’s (2001) aesthetic 

education, Ellsworth explores the evidence about pedagogical encounters residing in the 

interplay between space and time and the relations between bodies and learning. In 

analyzing the pedagogical possibilities of the Festival, I particularly build on what 

Ellsworth (2005) has described as “sensational pedagogies” to re-examine pedagogy as 

“the impetus behind the particular movement, sensations, and affects of 

bodies/mind/brains in the midst of learning” (p. 2).  

This literature review suggests that although public pedagogy research has 

evolved into new areas of inquiry, rarely has it investigated a community festival setting 

for educative potential, particularly its pedagogical potentials in relation to human 

embodiment and sensory experiences. Thinking and understanding multi-aspects of 

learning with the public pedagogy framing, especially that of civic and sensory 

pedagogies, points me toward an alternative direction of the public reach of pedagogy in 

educational practices in terms of what, when, where, and how we learn. In exploring 

“emergent pedagogical elements and qualities – that we do not yet understand and that 

provoke us to think or imagine in new ways” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 5), I hope to further 

contribute to the research conversation in this field. 

 Engaging with an interdisciplinary conceptual framework 

As the research gap in my review of the literature suggests, a fuller 

understanding of the HOTCT Festival would require a dynamic conceptual framing that 

incorporates interdisciplinary perspectives. By positioning my study in conversation with 

broader trends in both educational research and urban festival studies, I hope to engage 

in a more robust conceptualization of community festivals and explore the rich vitality 

such urban cultural events can bring to public pedagogy and social life. The concept of 

public pedagogy, particularly pedagogy’s interlinks with bodily experiences, art/cultural 

production, civic engagement, and critical multiliteracies in the public spheres (Ellsworth, 
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2005;  Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013; Gaztambide-Fernández & Matute, 2015; Ito et al., 

2015; the New London Group, 1996), equips me with a critical analytic apparatus to 

interrogate how civic and sensorial engagement is related to learning in the community 

festival space. To understand local culture and community development within the 

community festival context, I bring in a sociological perspective that sees festivals as 

small groups that unify collective action from a diverse range of people. In this regard, 

the group action and culture theory (Fine, 2012a, 2012b) serves as the primary 

framework, connecting my focus on individuals’ agentive activities to the processes of 

cultural production and community building. This study is also informed by Frederick 

Wherry’s (2011) ethnography: The Philadelphia Barrio: The Arts, Branding, and 

Neighbourhood Transformation, in which Wherry illustrates the complexity of 

neighbourhood identity building and residents’ uses of arts to construct a sense of place 

in a Latino neighbourhood in Philadelphia. Though not specifically about community 

festivals, Jonathan Wynn’s (2015) work on American musical festivals: Music/City: 

American Festivals and Placemaking in Austin, Nashville, and Newport provides me with 

insights when I explore the role of the HOTC Festival in place-making. Furthermore, I 

use the multiliteracies theory proposed by the New London Group (1996) to explore the 

production of critical multiliteracies and unravel how people leverage multiliterate tools 

and resources to engage in critical meaning-making and place-making.  

In what follows, I provide a review and discussion of the theoretical perspectives 

that have provided a rationale for the conceptualization of the Festival.  

2.3. Theoretical frameworks 

 Defining the concept of culture  

Culture is one of the most common, yet divergently defined concepts in the social 

sciences and the humanities (see for example, Bourdieu,1977; Swidler,1986; Geertz, 

1973, for more detailed discussions on culture). In this study, culture is a key component 

of the conceptual foundation in that the Festival is a cultural text in and of itself and is 

inextricably tied to cultural practices and processes. Therefore, to avoid the casual and 

confusing use of the term, I would like to first explain how the term of culture is 

interpreted in this study.   
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Culture as practice 

The contemporary discussions about culture often relate to the dichotomies of 

“subjective” or “objective,” “material” or “ideological,” “physical” or “symbolic,” and 

“internal” or “external,” in which culture is sometimes treated detached from social 

contexts as “shared cognitive structures” (e.g., Romney & Moore, 2008), or seen as 

something learnt and “located in people’s individual minds and bodies” (Goodenough, 

2003, p. 6); is sometimes regarded as shared values and norms (Kornhauser, 1978), or 

a system of “ought rules” (Fine, 2012b, p. 163, italics original); at other times is reduced 

to something related to social structure and thus epiphenomenal (see Hays, 1994, for 

further discussion). In these definitions, culture is often seen as “something that is done 

to people” (Borer, 2006, p. 180). 

In contrast, there is theorizing of culture through cultural studies and sociological 

lenses “as practice, in action, as something that people do” (Borer, 2006, p. 180). Unlike 

the view that tends to separate culture from behavioural domains and thus leaves no 

room for understanding how culture is played out in practice, this is an “on the ground” 

view that understands culture as “an ongoing process of collective meaning making” 

(Kuttner, 2015, p. 71). Particularly, such interpretation of culture centres on “the realm of 

living common culture” (Willis, 1990, p. 227) and people’s everyday social, creative, and 

community activities. As Gaztambide-Fernández (2013) argues, “it is actual people, 

under real social circumstances, in particular cultural contexts, and within specific 

material and symbolic relations that have experiences involving symbolic materials and 

forms of cultural production” (p. 226, italics original). Culture within this framing is 

conceived not as doing something to people; but as something people do (Borer, 2006; 

Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013); in other words, it is what people enact in “every day 

practices of signification, of using signs, symbols and cultural artefacts to construct 

meaning in ordinary life” (Street, 1993, p. 83). 

In this thesis, I adopt this culture-as-practice approach, attending to the “doing” 

sides of culture. As will be shown in the coming chapters, the Festival belongs to a real-

life cultural phenomenon, wherein people with shared interests and visions engage in 

creative grassroots cultural production. Employing such a view allows me to think of the 

Festival and its cultural production as “an ongoing process of meaning making” and to 
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examine “the details of human interaction in specific contexts and of how meanings are 

negotiated and constructed” (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013, pp. 225-226). 

Culture as a pedagogical force 

What is central to understanding culture as a practice is that engagement in such 

meaning making process is tied to the enactment of agency. In other words, individuals 

use strategies of understanding, representing, and disrupting to “engage and transform 

when necessary the ideological and material circumstances that shape their lives” 

(Giroux, 2000, p. 352). Giroux argues that culture possesses educational and political 

capacities and can function as “a strategic pedagogical and political terrain” (p. 342). 

More recently, Gaztambide-Fernández (2013) similarly points out that culture can be 

mobilized in the process of (re)making available materials through cultural production 

and exchanges to create spaces for teaching and learning, in which individuals engage 

in negotiating structural constraints that shape their self-understandings, their 

relationships with others, and their identification with different forms of social categories, 

such as race, ethnicity, class, and gender.  

By seeing culture as a practice and pedagogical force, I am offered a sharper 

angle to explore learning taking place at the intersection between cultural production, 

agency, and meaning making in the Festival context.  

Cultural production, political participation, and pedagogy 

Culture is enacted through cultural production, and therefore, cultural production 

is another frequently-referred term in this study. Discussions on how cultural production 

is framed within education can be found, for instance, in Albers and Harste (2007), 

Gaztambide-Fernández (2013), and Gaztambide-Fernández and Matute (2015). 

According to Albers and Harste, cultural production involves “the creation and 

organization of the representation, the actual product or text (song, artwork, dance, play, 

photograph, webpage, and so on), as well as the technical skills (skills of the hand, eye, 

ear, body) […] in creating the text” (p. 14). Defined in a broader way, cultural production 

in Gaztambide-Fernández’s (2013) view refers to “the broader landscape of cultural 

practices, processes, and products that may or may not be included under the discursive 

banner of the arts as practices of symbolic creativity or cultural production” (p. 15).  



27 

Expanding Gaztambide-Fernández’s (2013) framing, Gaztambide-Fernández 

and Matute (2015) further add that cultural production is central to the process of 

individuals’ construction of political identities when they “express, create, and recreate 

ideas, feelings, and various aspects of cultural life” (p. 3). They argue that cultural 

production should be seen as “forms of political participation in their own right” (p. 2). 

Engagement in cultural production then becomes the means for the exercising of 

agency, with which individuals and groups take concerted action to produce and 

disseminate their own cultural creations to influence and shape social structures they 

reside in (Giroux, 2000). In a similar vein, Kuttner (2015) observes that engagement in 

cultural production and consumption is tied to “a vital political dimension” because 

cultural products can be used to “reinforce and challenge existing social systems” 

(p. 70). 

In addition to the notion of cultural production as political participation 

(Gaztambide-Fernández & Matute, 2015), the idea of teaching and learning through 

production of culture or “socially valued ‘things’” (Smythe, Toohey, & Dagenais, 2014, p. 

745) has also been widely discussed in education (see as examples, de Castel & 

Jenson, 2006; Jocson, 2015; Smythe et al., 2014; Stille & Prasad, 2015). This research 

shows that production-oriented learning “has the capacity to engage learners not only in 

developing literacies […] but also in developing habits of critique and commitment to 

agency […]” (Smythe et al., 2014, p. 746).  

My approach to cultural production as pedagogy and public engagement draws 

from these useful discussions. In the following chapters, I will show that cultural 

production (through art, cultural, and literacy practices) within the Festival space is 

foundational to encouraging civic participation/action and fostering intercultural dialogues 

between different cultures and communities within the DTES and beyond. 

 Residing within pedagogical spaces  

Central to the above framing of culture and cultural production is the idea that in 

the very act of engaging in experiences and relationships associated with cultural 

production, possibilities for pedagogy arise. When interrogating how pedagogies operate 

through and in relation to culture and agency in the Festival context, I specifically refer to 

three themes of educational theories: connected civic learning (Ito et al., 2013, 2015), 
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multiliteracies approach to pedagogy (the NLG, 1996), and sensational pedagogy 

(Ellsworth, 2005). 

Connected civic learning  

Like researchers in the vein of critical pedagogy and cultural studies, I am 

interested in the pedagogical and participatory aspects of cultural production. My 

approach to cultural production as civic and political participation draws upon what Ito et 

al. (2015) propose as “connected civic learning.” In their research on youths’ 

participation in civic and political action, Ito et al. describe how common interests and 

purposes, shared social and cultural relationships, shared contexts, and shared civic 

practices facilitate “deep and consequential forms of civic and political involvement” (p. 

16) and lead to “highly engaging and personally transformative” (p. 14) civic learning 

experiences. According to Ito et al. (2013), the connected learning approach belongs to 

“a longstanding tradition in progressive education and research on informal learning that 

has stressed the importance of civic engagement, connecting schools with the wider 

world, and the value of hands-on and social learning” (p. 33).  

Though focusing on youth and online learning environments, a connected 

approach to civic learning is particularly relevant to the HOTC Festival case to describe 

agency, connected civics, and connected learning in and around cultural production. It 

provides me with the ground to account for the multifaceted functions and support of the 

Festival and to look into how meaning and relations are produced, articulated, and 

transformed through cultural production practices.   

Multiliteracies approach to pedagogy 

Equally important to this research project is the concept of multiliteracies first put 

forward by the New London Group (NLG) (1996) in A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies: 

Designing Social Futures. In this work, the NLG proposed the conceptualization of 

multiliteracies in response to issues and challenges of teaching and learning new 

literacies in the contemporary world of social diversity and multimodality (Kalantzis & 

Cope, 2012). The “multi-” in the term “multiliteracies” implies two dimensions of meaning 

making, namely, “the multilingual” and “the multimodal” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 

166). As Rowsell and Walsh (2011) have observed, “a fundamental part of ‘new’ 

literacies in literacy education considers not only that literacies are multiple, but also that 
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they demand different modes” (p. 55). As “the central manifesto of the new literacies 

movement” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 22), the pedagogy of multiliteracies reflects the 

NLG’s efforts to capture unprecedented changes that have occurred in the context of 

multiple communication channels, hybrid text forms, diversified community settings, new 

social relations, and the increasing salience of linguistic and cultural diversity (Cope & 

Kalantzis 2000; Hull & Schultz, 2001; Kalantzis & Cope, 2012).  

In the HOTC Festival study, recognition of multiple modes and dimensions of 

meaning making helps to shift my focus beyond a singular form of verbal or written 

expression to comprehensive modes of symbolic and creative cultural production 

(multiliteracies) occurring in the Festival context. In particular, the multiliteracies view of 

“design,” a dynamic conception of meaning making in the multiliteracies framework, is 

important to my analysis of the meaning making at the Festival.   

The multiliteracies view of design  

A multiliteracies view of design understands meaning making “as an active 

process” (Gee, 2009, p.197), in which people engage in invention and re-invention of 

available material and symbolic resources to create meaning. The concept of design 

features three elements: “Available Designs” (resources for design including the 

“grammars” of various semiotics systems), “The Designing” (the process of shaping 

emergent meaning with the available resources of meaning), and “The Redesigned” (the 

outcome of Designing). Throughout the designing process, the social actor exercises 

agency, recreating and transforming “given knowledges, social relations, and identities” 

(the NLG, 1996, p. 75) to produce “new constructions and representations of reality” 

(p. 76). 

The concept of design “brings together […] the activity of educational planning, 

the work of pedagogy, and the practices of students” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 31). 

According to the NLG, the process of design is a process of transformation when 

meaning-makers “reconstruct and renegotiate their identities”, their social relations with 

others, and therefore, “remake themselves” (the NLG, 1996, p. 76). This process of 

transformation, along with transformed subjectivity, according to Cope and Kalantzis 

(2009), constitutes the very essence of learning.  
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Overall, in my attempt to explore festival participants’ active engagement, the 

multiliteracies perspective, particularly the notion of “design,” in its recognition of the role 

of “subjectivity” and “agency” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009, p. 177), is particularly important 

to assist my analysis of how these “designers” participate in articulation, negotiation, 

framing, and making of meanings to achieve voice and build community.  

Linking multiliteracies to affect, sensation, and emergence  

Connecting experience, sensation, and affect to learning is not a new idea in 

educational theories (see as examples, de Bolla, 2001; Ellsworth, 2005). Pink (2011) 

observes that different modes pertain to particular “sensory channels” (p. 263), which 

means engagement in multimodality (often associated with various forms of arts) can 

offer aesthetic experience that is related to perception, sensation, and imagination 

(Alberts & Harts, 2007). Though the multiliteracies approach to pedagogy acknowledges 

the multimodal nature of communicating and meaning making, as Leander and Boldt 

(2012) and Jacobs (2013) have pointed out, its heavy emphasis on texts (“text-centric”) 

produced through rational pedagogical intervention and control overlooks the fluid, 

indeterminate, and emerging dimension of literacy activities and learning arsing out of 

bodily senses.  

In their critique of the problematic way youth literacy practices have been 

interpreted by the multiliteracies framework, Leander and Boldt (2012) argue that within 

the multiliteracies framework, a learner’s engagement in learning activities is primarily 

interpreted as a result of teachers’ and students’ premediated and planned efforts 

toward generating textual symbols or meanings. Offering a different interpretation of 

literacy events, Leander and Boldt describe the literacy-related activities (reading and 

playing with text from Japanese manga) of a 10-year boy, illustrating how the boy and 

his friend, without purposeful control of meanings and forms, “improvisationally [make] 

use of existing meanings, identities, and texts” (p. 43) toward a state of “becomings” (p. 

39), or in Ellsworth’s (2005) words, “a field of emergence (of newness and self change)” 

with “undetermined directions and outcomes” (p. 33, italics original).  

Leander and Boldt (2012) remind us that literacy practices are saturated with 

sensations and movements of the body and demonstrate “moment-by-moment unfolding 

or emergence of activity” (p. 22), which leads to enjoyable learning experiences that 

cannot be achieved solely through cognition, language or text. The two authors then call 
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our attention to the “ongoing series of affective intensities” (p. 22) that take place in 

multisensory experiences.  

My observation at the Festival suggests that while many cultural/art events were 

carefully and intentionally designed to communicate and/or educate in terms of the 

choice of themes, content, layout, and medium of communications, they did not seem to 

terminate in textual production or representation. Instead, many performances 

proceeded, with “the potential of emergence” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 40), to generate 

in both performers/artists and viewers powerful sensations and feelings. Drawing from 

Leander and Boldt, as well as Ellsworth, I expand the analytic frame of multiliteracies to 

link pedagogy to affect, bodily movement and sensations, so as to make sense of the 

production of critical multiliteracies in the context of the Festival. In the following section, 

I will further elaborate sensory pedagogy. 

Pedagogy and sensations  

The relations between affect, sensation, movement, and learning have attracted 

increased attention from theorists and educators across disciplines (e.g., de Bolla, 2001; 

Deleuze & Guarttari,1987/2005; Ellsworth, 2005; Ingold, 2000; Massumi, 2002; Pink, 

2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2011; Leander & Boldt, 2012). Affect, as O’Neill and Hubbard 

(2010) note, “is crucial as it passes along among and between us, being a realm of 

connectivity rather than separation” (p. 47). Ellsworth (2005) also suggests seeing the 

body-sensation-mind combination not as separate, binary forces, but as “complex, 

moving webs of interrelationalities” (Kennedy, 2003, cited in Ellsworth, 2005, p. 3).  

Ellsworth refutes those who theorize sensation as connected to subjectivity and 

ephemerality, and therefore, as too soft and feminine to be connected to domains of 

knowledge. She reminds us that the rationale behind epistemology privileging reason 

over sensation, the brain over the body, no longer hold water in the new media, new 

literacies, and multimodal communication environment. There is a body of scholarship 

who makes just this point and has highlighted the importance of “sensuous knowledge” 

(Kuzmics, 1994) in pedagogy (See for example, Ellsworth, 2005, for sensational 

pedagogies in public spaces; Iared, 2017, for multisensorial interactions in 

environmental education; Li & Marshall, 2018, for multisensory learning and 

understandings; Massumi, 2002, for movement, affect, and sensation). My study builds 
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upon these discussions, particularly Ellsworth’s work on sensational pedagogies, to 

trace out the embodied learning experiences and outcomes at the Festival.  

Sensational pedagogies 

In Places of Learning: Media, Architecture, Pedagogy, Ellsworth (2005) develops 

an expanded notion of public pedagogy, which she calls “sensational pedagogies” (also 

“anomalous pedagogies”), to address the relationship between human embodiment and 

activities of learning and teaching in public spaces. These learning spaces are 

“composed of multimedia, landscapes, sculpture, content-based experiences, 

architectural time and space, critical vehicles, public projections, and performance art” 

(p. 10). Refusing to look at pedagogy as “representation of knowledge as a thing already 

made” (p. 27), Ellsworth illustrates how the designs of those spaces, environments, and 

events involve the audience in the experiential learning through “noncognitive, 

nonrepresentational processes and events such as movement, sensation, intensity, 

rhythm, passage, and self-augmenting change” (p. 6). In these learning environments, 

the pedagogical force presents itself in an inter-relational flow of sensations, 

movements, and experiences, while provoking “heightened mind-body connections” 

(p. 22).  

Following the social theorist Brian Massumi (2002) on the interconnections 

between movement, embodiment, and the activity of thinking and learning, Ellsworth 

argues that pedagogy consists of “qualitative transformation” – recognition of movement,  

sensation, and emergence – of our embodiment in and of the world and how we think 

and act, rather than of “fixed routes” (such as memorization and repetition) or 

“predetermined meanings” (p. 120) (See also, Leander & Boldt, 2012). For Ellsworth, 

only when we treat “the subject of pedagogy as a moving subject” (p. 123) and are open 

to indeterminacy and unfolding that go through the path of learning, can pedagogy 

“[become] a dynamic that creates the experience of an idea, of a way of making sense of 

self, the world, and self in the world” (p. 38, italics original). 

Ellsworth’s sensational pedagogy has been central to my attempt to explain the 

learning activities and events in the Festival space. A note here is that though I draw on 

the concept of sensational pedagogy, I decided to use the term “sensory/sensorial 

pedagogy” in my study to refers more specifically to experiences that involve, relate to or 

derive from the senses.  
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Pedagogical hinge, rhizome, and assemblage  

Equally relevant to my analysis is what Ellsworth (2005) formulates as 

“pedagogical hinge” (p. 37). Drawing from Massumi (1995, 2002), who in turn draws 

upon Deleuze and Guattari (1987/2005), Ellsworth develops the concept of “pedagogy’s 

hinge” to describe the pedagogical force of public places of learning to “create the 

experience of the learning self by putting inner thoughts, feelings, memories, fears, 

desires, and ideas in relation to outside others, events, history, culture, and socially 

constructed ideas” (p. 37). The concept of the pedagogical hinge sees learning to be 

emerging in an inter-relational manner. For Ellsworth, such pedagogical hinges enable 

the learner in the constant process of “making sense of self, the world, and self in the 

world” (p. 38), disrupting what the learner thinks she/he already knows and thus 

reconstructing new understandings.     

In many ways, Ellsworth’s pedagogical hinge shares a similar epistemological 

and ontological foundation as Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987/2005) “rhizome” and 

“assemblage.” Deleuze and Guattari describe rhizome as “an image […] appropriated 

from bulb plants that have a root system – the rhizome – that spreads out endlessly, 

filling in available spaces and sending out new shoots that can connect to any other 

point on the rhizome” (as cited in Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 25). Deleuze and Guattari 

use “rhizome” as a metaphor to bulb plants to describe a state of constant and 

unpredictable emergence and relationality in things and events. According to Deleuze 

and Guattari, there is a rupture in the rhizome. And with its multiplicities of elements and 

connectivity, a rhizome is in a dynamic state of “becoming” or “emergence.” Deleuze and 

Guattari call for “a rhizomatic analysis” or “rhizo-analysis,” so as to identify emergence in 

things and events. 

Another analytical term that will be used to assist my analysis is Deleuze and 

Guattari’s “assemblage,” a concept also used in Leander and Boldt’s (2012) rhizo-

analysis of youth literacy practices. Assemblages, simply described, refers to 

relationships or “the collection of things that happen to be present in any given context” 

that can “[produce] any number of possible effects on the elements in the assemblage” 

(Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 25). Similar to rhizomes, assemblages do not remain static as 

a result of the process of cross-territory mobilization (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987/2005). 

Like rhizomes, the assemblage is tied to indeterminacy. As pointed out by Dagenais and 
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Toohey (2017), “recognition of the complexity and evanescence of assemblages or 

entanglements also means that their change directions are unpredictable or uncertain” 

(p. 40). 

Informed by Ellsworth’s pedagogical hinge and Deleuze and Guattari’s “rhizome” 

and “assemblage,” I adopt in this study the non-representational perspective, tapping 

into learning at the Festival in terms of its “relationality” and “emergence” (Ellsworth, 

2005; Leander & Boldt, 2012). I also acknowledge the role of “the sensations and 

movements of the body in the moment-by-moment unfolding or emergence of activity” 

(Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 25).  

 Theory of group action and culture 

To describe the social-cultural functions of the Festival, I draw from Gary Fine’s 

(2012a, 2012b) theory of group action and culture, which he uses to explore social 

functions of small groups and the relations of culture, agency, and structure within the 

boundaries of small-scale realms. Fine (2012a) defines a small group as “an aggregation 

of persons that is characterized by shared place, common identity, collective culture, and 

social relations” (p. 160). He argues that small groups are society writ small, in which 

individuals engage each other through collaboration, active involvement, and affective 

bonds with “both a shared past and an imagined future” (p. 122).  

Small groups, according to Fine, are characterized with six functions, which I 

summarize as 6Gs:  

• Generating “idioculture”  
• Generating identity through “interpersonal collaboration, collective focus, 

ongoing interaction, and a shared history” (2012b, p. 25). 
• Generating norms 
• Generating ideology 
• Generating civic engagement  
• Generating a shared past and construct a vision of the future 
Within a group domain, “group culture” – “a system of knowledge, beliefs, 

behaviors, and customs shared by members of an interacting group to which members 

refer and that they employ as the basis of further interaction” (p. 36) – is developed and 
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performed as a result of group members playing out norms, ideologies, and various 

forms of civil engagement.  

Similar to Giddens’ (1984) view of the reciprocal relationship between structure 

and agency – Giddens argues that structures should be understood in their 

interdependence with human agency and that structures “are both the medium and the 

outcome of the practices they recursively organise” (p. 25) – Fine’s small group theory 

suggests that individuals exert agency to engage themselves in socialization, 

engagement, and shared meaning and identity construction in local units of activities. At 

the same time, the power of structural rules affects individuals’ action and decision-

making, causing tensions and negotiations. As a result of the concerted action and 

interaction of social actors who draw on “constraints” (internal forces) and “exteriority” 

(external pressure), social structures they inhabit are reconfigured and group culture 

developed.   

Fine’s theory of group action and culture identifies festivals as a form of small 

groups which “[tie] the creative activities of individuals and the constraining and 

empowering forces of social structures” (Wynn, 2015, p. 255), and have the power to 

create meaning and order, as well as to generate local culture. With the theory of group 

action and culture, I seek to gain a finely grained understanding of how the dynamic 

factors of structure, agency, and culture interact with each other within local diversities in 

the Festival context to create functional communities, and how external constraints are 

incorporated and dealt within the boundaries of these local domains for community 

building.  

 Summary of the conceptual framework  

I describe in the above sections the theoretical perspectives that are useful in 

examining the set of relationships between culture, agency, structural forces, and 

pedagogy situated within the Festival space. The theoretical sources from 

culture/cultural production equip me with the analytic lenses linked to political/civic 

participation and education. Pedagogical frameworks including connected civic learning, 

the pedagogy of multiliteracies, and sensory pedagogy, offers useful analytic tools to 

look into the pedagogical potential of the Festival in relation to civic learning, production 
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of critical multiliteracies, and sensory learning. The theory of group action and culture is 

used to examine the issues related to local culture development and community building.  
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Chapter 3.  
 
Research Methodology 

3.1. Introduction   

This methodology chapter lays out how I carried out ethnographic work in the 

field and interpreted my experience. I first describe the walking and sensory 

ethnographic approach, with which I interpreted the data and my field experience. 

Following my reflection upon my positionality in research and ethical issues, I then 

illustrate with examples the fieldwork methods employed to produce rigorous and 

reflexive research. These methods include engaging in collaborative and dialogic 

research relationships, seeking ‘inconvenient’ perspectives, establishing skepticism, and 

the ethical problematics of using real names. The rest of the chapter details the 

processes the data were generated and how the data were coded and classified. 

Particularly, I elaborate how the visual-audio data were interpreted.  

3.2. Qualitative inquiry: an ethnographic approach 

This research project is conducted with a qualitative research design. 

Specifically, I employ an ethnographic approach to addressing the research questions. 

In their Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research, Denzin and Lincoln (2011) provide the 

following definition of qualitative inquiry: 

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the 
world. Qualitative research consists of a set of interpretive, material 
practices that make the world visible. These practices transform the world. 
They turn the world into a series of representations, including field notes, 
interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. 
At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic 
approach to the world. (p. 3)  

Denzin and Lincoln’s definition places an emphasis on the impact of qualitative research 

on the world and its ability to “transform the world.” In answering the question when it is 

appropriate to use qualitative research, Creswell (2013) explains that we do qualitative 

research “when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, hear their voices, 

and minimize the power relationships that often exist between a researcher and the 
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participants in a study” (p. 48). Like the above interpretations of qualitative inquiry, I have 

a research agenda to “make the world visible,” de-emphasize a power relationship, and 

make sense of “[the] phenomena in terms of the social meanings people bring to them” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 3). To address the research questions under study, I 

specifically employed the qualitative design of ethnography to describe and interpret the 

HOTC Festival case.  

Fine (2012b) observes that “in-depth ethnographies have advantages for 

exploring culture as group practice” (p. 7) because “the ethnographer burrows into the 

group space, observing it until he or she can present the contours of corner culture, and 

then addresses how this culture reveals trans-situational processes” (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967, cited in Fine, 2012b, p. 7). My aim is to develop an in-depth understanding of the 

multiple functions of the community festival, which matches defining features of 

ethnography: the focus of the study is a single setting or a group of culture-sharing 

people and the social behaviors of that identifiable group of people (Wolcott, 2008a); 

people’s behaviour is studied in everyday contexts and not under conditions preset by 

the researcher (Hammersley, 1998; Marshall, Clemente & Higgins, 2014); extensive 

fieldwork is involved to look for patterns of a culture-sharing group (Creswell, 2013); and 

the literature is “deficient in actually knowing how the group works because the group is 

not in the mainstream, people may not be familiar with the group” (Creswell, 2013, 

p. 94). For these reasons, I consider ethnography the most appropriate design to 

address the Festival case. 

 Walking and sensory ethnography 

In addition to the traditional practice of observing, participating, interviewing, and 

documenting, I added aspects of sensuality and mobility to my ethnographic approach. 

My inquiry was informed by a walking and sensory approach to ethnography (Ingold & 

Vergunst, 2008; Vergunst & Ingold; 2006; Pink, 2001, 2007, 2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2011) 

that addresses the multisensorial dimensions of ethnographic knowledge and practice. 

This is because, in part, much of my fieldwork was carried out on foot. My fieldwork 

involved a lot of walking from one location to another when attending different Festival 

events. My entering-the-field started with walking around the neighbourhood and taking 

photographs of streetscapes. I participated in several neighbourhood walking tours in the 

process of formulating the research. The navigation along the paths, conducted both on 
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my own and with others, invited me not only to see, but also to hear, smell, and sense 

places that held meaning to those whom I observed and learnt from, which concurrently 

generated in me personal, sensory perceptions of the place ambiance and underlying 

rhythms that could not be understood solely through visual observation.  

As previously stated, strong sensations often arose and were deeply felt – to 

different degrees, with my feet, my eyes, my ears, and my hands – during my 

engagement in varying Festival events, such as history tours in the neighbourhood, 

multicultural performances, hands-on artmaking workshops, and the photo shoot. These 

visual, acoustic, tactile, and gustatory encounters produced a sense of immediacy, 

letting me immerse myself in the rich cultural experiences the Festival offered. Pink 

(2001) maintains that ethnography “should account not only for the observable, 

recordable realities that may be translated into written notes and texts, but also for 

objects, visual images, the immaterial, and the sensory nature of human experience and 

knowledge” (p. 18). To explore the non-representational facets of fieldwork encounters, I 

moved attention beyond the visual sense-dominated observation and participation to 

“the phenomenological process of coming-into-being” (O’Neill & Hubbard, 2010, p. 47), 

focusing on the walking, seeing, doing, and feeling of ethnographic fieldwork.  

Vergunst and Ingold (2006) value the importance of walking (on one’s own 

and/or with others), the body, and the senses in ethnography in developing nuanced, 

multisensorial perceiving of places. In a similar vein, Vannini (2015b) notes that it is 

important to attend to movement in that “doing so situates fieldwork in the concrete time-

spaces that ethnographers actually inhabit” (p. 323). In the act of walking, the 

walker/ethnographer engages in the multi-layered dimensions of mundane life “through 

sensorial engagements that entail not just looking, but feeling or imagining the ground 

underfoot, the weather, and many other things” (Pink, 2008b, p. 12, also see, Borer, 

2013; Cheng, 2014; Li & Marshall, 2018; O’Neill & Hubbard, 2010; Pink, 2007, 2009, for 

more discussions on multisensory walking ethnography). As Ingold and Vergunst (2008) 

argue, “the movement of walking is itself a way of knowing” (p. 5).  

A walking and sensory ethnographic methodology also suggests that 

ethnographic knowing arises from the researcher’s empathetic participation in shared 

environments with those who participate in our research, rather than from our collecting 

data about them (Ingold, 2014; Pink, 2011). Drawing on non-representational 
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scholarship, I see participant observation less as data-gathering exercises than as a way 

of co-participating with the study participants in place-making and the active 

engagement with the “lifeworlds” (Vannini, 2015b, p. 322) to develop “experienced-

based empathetic understandings” (Pink, 2009, p. 65). The actual application of walking 

and sensory approach in my fieldwork will be further illustrated in the subsequent 

chapters. 

3.3. Conducting reflexive and collaborative ethnographic 
research  

A reflexive and collaborative approach to ethnography is a precondition for doing 

research in and with communities without lapsing into exploitative depictions. As will be 

evidenced, such an approach is of particular significance when conducting research in a 

marginalized and stigmatized community such as the DTES. 

 Acknowledging positionality with reflexivity 

As a novice student ethnographer, I engaged myself in fieldwork at the very 

beginning of research, eagerly hoping to apply standard fieldwork strategies learnt in the 

graduate courses and be able to experience cultural uniqueness in a local community 

from within; all the while trying to maintain what Myerhoff (1978) stated as “sufficient 

detachment”, so I could “observe and analyze it with some objectivity” (p. 18). However, 

it did not work out the way I imagined.  

When doing ethnography in socially excluded or disadvantaged communities, the 

researcher is usually assumed to take the role of empowering community members to 

reject injustice and inequality, as well as to achieve ideal goals of freedom, justice, and 

social change. However, as someone who did not reside in DTES, nor poor, nor in life 

had experienced any explicit discrimination, displacement, or segregation, how could I 

possibly be able to accomplish such empowerment? In actuality, I could not readily 

resonate with all the experiences of my study participants, whose history, culture, race, 

class, and social positions I did not share. While seeing the radiance of pride sparkling in 

a study participant’s eyes and listening to him sharing experience of facilitating a 

Christmas Day event, during which he raised food, drinks, blankets, and clothing and 

handed them out with other community volunteers to more than five hundred neediest 
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residents in the DTES, it suddenly occurred to me that up to that point, his persona in my 

mind was only a “damaged” image as a residential school survivor who used to be 

homeless and struggle with alcohol abuse.  

Frustrated, I had to admit that during my interrogation of “exoticism” in the field 

as a ‘privileged’ researcher, I brought my own learnt and internalized presumptions into 

research. These presumptions prevented me from seeing him (and probably other 

DTESiders) as a complex, resilient individual who, despite life struggles, took efforts to 

give back to society and his community. Reflection upon my personal biases and 

researcher positioning suggested not only a resuscitation but also a reconfiguration of 

my epistemological orientation. I felt an urge to probe methodologically responsible 

research practices that adopted a more relational approach to ethics (Ellis, 2007).  

Hill (2006) suggests that researchers “assume a decidedly reflexive and 

reflective posture” (p. 947) throughout their time in the field and behind the desk. For me, 

this means to foster collaborative, dialogic research practices that attend to and were 

responsive to the community and residents’ concerns. It also means to reflect upon my 

own “sociocultural contexts to the research” (Davies, 2008, p. 5) and to examine the 

interconnections between my researcher positionality, epistemology, and field methods, 

as an intrinsic part of the entire research process. With these efforts, I hope to craft 

research in ways that do justice to the realities and represent the positive spirit of lived 

lives, rather than producing an over-simplistic narrative of the community and individuals 

as merely “damaged” (see Tuck, 2009, on damage-centred research).  

 Engaging in collaborative and dialogic research  

Calderon (2016) reminds us that when doing ethnographic research with 

marginalized communities, researchers should be vigilant of the ways we might, 

intentionally and unintentionally, “reinforce settler colonialism, its attendant subjectivities, 

and how they paly out in the research process” (p. 6). Aware that the privileging ‘Us’ 

research framework and practices would lead to further invisibility and exclusion of 

disadvantaged communities, I sought to include people’s voices whenever possible, with 

the aim of engaging them in meaning and decision making in research (Bergold & 

Thomas, 2012; Gubrium & Harper, 2013; Yang, 2015). 
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When I informed the study participants that pseudonyms would be used in my 

reports to ensure confidentiality, some of them expressed preferences to make their real 

names identified so their authentic voices could be heard. A few other participants 

pointed out that the consent form I used was jargon-laden and may be difficult to 

understand for some community residents. Adopting these suggestions, I co-developed 

with them a revised, clear-and-plain worded consent form7, in which they were offered a 

chance to choose if they wanted to keep their real names in the project.  

Just as I had expectations of the people that they would share their experiences 

and life stories with me and answer my questions, so too would they have expectations 

of me to be honest and forthcoming about myself and my research motives. Ellis (2007) 

has suggested that ethnographers should pursue “relational ethics” (p. 3) in research 

which “recognizes and values mutual respect, dignity, and connectedness between 

researcher and researched, and between researchers and the communities in which 

they live and work” (p. 4).  

From the beginning of my research, I looked for appropriate ways to reciprocate 

with participants’ and other community residents’ generous sharing of their stories and 

experiences. I volunteered as a tutor in the community centre, offering language and 

computer literacy-related assistance to community residents. During the second year of 

my fieldwork, Paul Tayler, the editor of the Carnegie Newsletter − a free, communitywide 

circulated publication − invited me to write about my research experiences in the DTES. 

Though words seemed inadequate to express my gratitude, I took up the opportunity. 

The essay was published in the November 15th, 2014 issue of Carnegie Newsletter. The 

following is part of the essay.  

I have been nurtured both at the intellectual and personal levels […]. 
I believe that my experiences and interpretations of your stories and 
experiences at the Festival will continually be examined and reflected on 
as I share these with you in an ongoing process. (p. 7)  

Another attempt to reciprocate to the community was to facilitate an open discussion to 

share the preliminary research findings with local residents, in the meantime inviting 

feedback and insights from them. I contacted Carnegie Education Committee and 

                                                 
7 The Amendment Request form was submitted to the Office of Research Ethics at SFU and ethics 
approval was obtained for the revised consent form.  
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presented my research proposal to the committee members. After obtaining permission, 

I ran the discussion in 2016 on the topic: “Festival, Voice and Community” in the 

Carnegie Community Centre and made a poster presentation of my research to the 

attended community members (see Appendix C). Five local residents were in 

attendance. They expressed their appreciation for my efforts to share my work with them 

and gave me suggestions on who else I could contact for further information about the 

Festival. It was never easy to revise the study plan and apply for ethics approval, obtain 

permission to run a workshop from the Community Centre, produce the presentation 

poster, and pass out the flyers in the community to advertise the event. The appreciation 

from the attendees made me believe I had done the right thing returning my research to 

the community. One discussion participant made positive commentary on my efforts, 

“For a person who does not grow up here or live down here, but is very interested in 

what is going on here, really, I think you have done an excellent job. This is very 

important for us” (transcripts, May 26, 2016).  

In addition, I maintained continuous consultations with my informants by 

returning my field reports to them for inputs. The differentiations between my 

interpretations and theirs pushed me to delve deeper into the data. My readers’ criticism 

also reminded me of avoiding “asymmetrical practices” (Darder, 2015, p. 64) – 

intentional or unintentional practices that reproduce and sustain inequalities and 

exclusions. One example is that my repeated emphasis of the troubled nature of the 

community in the report unintentionally recreated the stigma I was intending to interrupt.  

For community members, the review process provided them with an opportunity 

to see that themselves and their community were not depicted as merely damaged or 

marginalized by an outsider researcher. What is equally important was the sense of 

respect and pride they felt when reading their stories and words quoted in published 

articles. As one participant wrote to me, “have never read a PhD report before” … “the 

report is very informative…it’s very refreshing to see the DTES from a different light” 

(personal communication, January 19, 2016).  

With these mutual feedback processes, I sought to establish “an egalitarian 

participative relationship” (Ellis, 2007, p. 13) with the research participants and create a 

space for better research practices and protocols that are more relevant to the study 

participants and their community. 
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 Seeking ‘inconvenient’ perspectives 

To alleviate the possible impact caused by my personal biases and positioning in 

the process of research, I drew from Duneier (2011), trying to identify “inconvenient 

phenomena” in the fieldwork and other subjectivities or phenomena that also exist in the 

field, but are least convenient to get to know or have been excluded from the analysis. 

Likewise, Wherry (2011, 2017) in his work stresses a continuous, reflexive search for 

variation to recognize people and perspectives who are “outside the sample” (Duneier, 

2011, p. 8) (See Wherry, 2017, for searching for variation in ethnographic research), but 

are likely to have implications for the conclusions that have been made. Informed by 

these practicalities, I engaged in a variety of activities prior to, during, and after the 

Festival to identify and converse with a range of different people, searching for 

‘inconvenient perspectives’ to adjust my “refracted” observations.  

One example in this regard is when I looked at the relationship between the 

Festival and city government—one of the Festival’s major funding agencies. The Festival 

takes on and works with tensions as a result of being located within an environment that 

in many ways is highly contested with respect to the DTES’ relationship with the City of 

Vancouver. The most common attitude I heard from residents inside the community was 

that the City was destroying the low-income housing and their community along with it, 

and that local voices were ignored, filtered, and diluted. Some people held the opinion 

that the City was trying to exploit cultural resources in the community through providing 

financial investment. Hearing community members telling me of their experiences of 

injustice naturally aroused my empathies and made me want to take a stand on this 

issue. However, I was cognizant that it would be problematic if I took a position and 

made conclusions exclusively relying on one side of the argument.  

As the Festival receives significant funds from the City each year, I wondered 

whether or not this would make the Festival subject to political and economic influences. 

I interviewed the festival organizers and local residents for different perspectives on this 

issue. I also telephone- and email-interviewed the cultural planner at the City of 

Vancouver who has been responsible for the review of the Festival applications for their 

clarification regarding how the money was spent and for what purposes. Meanwhile, 

I checked the relevant documents (e.g., Cultural Plan and Public Art Boost) on the 

official website of City of Vancouver for additional information.  
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Referring to the views from different sources, it became clear to me that the 

mandate of the Festival – to promote, present, and facilitate community arts, culture, and 

history – may not always be in conflict with the municipal agenda for community 

development and culture promotion. When arts organizations in the DTES – such as 

Vancouver Moving Theatre – apply for and receive grants from the governments, they 

do so not only to meet payroll, but also to fulfil their commitment to facilitating and 

presenting the development of artists, art forms, and cultural history in the community, 

which is in line with the City of Vancouver’s envision: building an economically and 

socially healthy and vigorous city by supporting arts and culture (see Newirth, 2013, for 

the Cultural Plan: Strategic directions for the next 5 years). In this respect, their interests 

become compatible (refer to 4.2.2). 

Surely, that is not to say that I can fully understand what happens by merely 

talking to people; nor is it possible to access all people and views (how could it possibly 

be). My interpretation captured only one small portion of bigger, multiple realities. While 

acknowledging my own ignorance and bias up front, I understand that as an 

ethnographer, as Pink (2008b) notes, we can only “offer versions of ethnographers’ 

experiences of reality that are as loyal as possible to the context, negotiations, and 

intersubjectivities through which the knowledge was produced” (p. 22). Seeking a 

multiplicity of information and perspectives, in this sense, was my attempt to embrace 

the epistemological and ontological assumptions of providing “a reasonably reliable 

rendering of the social world” (Duneier, 2011, p. 2) through a wide range of lived 

experiences and subjective evidences with participants’ interpretations.  

 Establishing skepticism with an open mind 

Apart from searching for inconvenient perspectives, establishing skepticism 

(Wherry, 2017), also what Ball (1990) calls “the distrust of data” (p. 164), is another 

strategy I deployed to make my interpretation more tenable. Wherry (2017) implores 

ethnographers to bring “anyone from the scene (or the literature) who might object 

strongly to the approach or the findings” (p. 49) in order to question about the data’s 

“adequacy, partiality, or reliability” (Ball, 1990, p. 164). Whenever I reached a 

conclusion, I brought my perspective and researcher hunches into question: Am I 

allowing my personal prejudice and positioning to take over and becoming ignorant to 

different interpretations? Am I reproducing and exacerbating the very stereotyped labels 
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that I argue people in the DTES want to resist? Do those who are from within the 

community and object to my claims see something different? If so, what are they?  

I was aware that my positioning and identities as a researcher and a person – in 

terms of gender (a female), cultural background, and culture beliefs and behaviours –

influence my ability to make sense of the field encounters. Keeping an open mind and 

listening to those who think of or see things differently than me could better inform my 

limited understandings. When a participant raised her rejection of the definition of 

“Japantown,” telling me that “we never call this place [Powell Street area in the DTES] 

Japantown... it (the name) implies segregation” (Fieldnote, November 27, 2015), I felt 

compelled to stop her and ask for further elaboration as the definition never seemed 

problematic to me, an outsider. She then told stories about people of her community and 

of the DTES being racialized, displaced and gentrified at various historical periods, the 

current time included as well.  

Her narratives about her understandings of oppression and strength, as a 

Japanese Canadian whose family root was connected to the DTES, inspired me to 

search the historical contexts of the DTES, which subsequently led to my further 

readings of relevant newspaper and journal articles. I compared how the neighbourhood 

was depicted and framed in the mainstream narratives to what I heard and saw within 

the community. As I proceeded, I was able to adjust my partial lens and critically look 

into the power of the mainstream media in sustaining and framing a narrative of an 

already marginalized neighbourhood. Enlightening moments like this displayed the 

importance of a researcher carefully and constantly contemplating her role and 

positioning within the social research context of privilege and power. 

By bringing in inconvenient perspectives and engaging in a wide range of views 

as much as possible to challenge, clarify, and validate my interpretations, I became 

more informed in the context and confident about the arguments/conclusions I made. 

The process is never comfortable nor easy, but undoubtedly a key to producing more 

rigorous, critical ethnographic research. It is, as one of my participants said after several 

rounds of back-and-forth review of my field report, “very much a mutual feedback and 

learning process, part of what gives it such value” (personal communication, March 22, 

2016). With the ongoing analytic, reflexive process, I hope that my readers will find my 

research is transparent enough and my conclusions are not farfetched. 
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 Using real names  

Using pseudonyms to protect study participants’ identities is a common practice 

in academic research in many contexts/settings. However, I decided to respect my 

participants’ preference to keep their real names and their genuine voice (the ethics 

approval was obtained from the University for this research practice). It is a move that 

also helped maximize the credibility of the research. In fact, this research practice has 

been used and proved to be effective by other scholars in their studies (e.g., Borer, 

2010; Wherry, 2011; Wynn, 2015). Except those who were quoted from secondary 

sources (e.g., Festival comment books), or from whom no permission was obtained, I 

have presented in this thesis the real names of the interviewees. By making the names 

of places and people known without causing any significant harm to them, I hope to 

preserve those particular identities and histories that make them unique (Borer, 2010), 

as well as to support the Festival goal of sharing experiences and concerns with others 

as part of the public education of the creativity and diversity of the DTES community that 

is so often maligned. What is equally useful about this move is that it will allow other 

researchers who study the same community and festival to interrogate my arguments 

and conclusions (see Wherry, 2011, p. 147, for more discussion in this respect).  

3.4. Processes of data generation 

 Gaining access 

Prior to field research, I read newspaper articles and scholarly work on the DTES 

and made walking trips to the neighbourhood. These moves helped me develop an early 

familiarity with the cultural and historical background of the neighbourhood. At the initial 

stage of fieldwork, I mostly mingled with Festival participants and local residents and 

acquired a better sense of the Festival and neighbourhood. I was permitted to conduct 

interviews in 2014 after obtaining a more comprehensive ethical approval from the Office 

of Research Ethics at Simon Fraser University. Preliminary requests for interviews were 

made through casual conversations and the snowballing strategy.   

With three years of fieldwork and more than two years’ volunteer work in the 

community, my initial contacts with the residents led to closer relationships. Some of my 

participants who began as strangers gradually became my friends. Over time, I sought to 



48 

“deal with the reality and practice of changing relations” by acknowledging my “personal 

bonds to others, and initiat[ing] and maintain[ing] conversations” (Ellis, 2007, p. 4). 

Gaining access, as Ying (2011) notes, is never a one-time event, but a process that 

permeates the research trajectory. It was an essential process in this research to 

maintain access all along, establishing new relationships while nurturing the ones 

already made based on mutual respect and shared trust. 

 Interviewing 

A total of 34, one-on-one interviews were conducted with 25 participants 

(residents and non-residents) between 2014 and 2017. Thirteen interviews were 

conducted in 2014, 11 in 2015, 6 in 2016, and 4 in 2017. Among these interviews, in-

depth, follow-up interviews were conducted with 5 study participants who expressed a 

willingness to share more of their experiences and stories. Twelve interviewees self-

identified as residents, 8 non-residents, 3 former residents, and 2 unknown-residency 

(Table 3.1.). The interviewees reported to have participated in the Festival once or 

several times, taking different roles including organizers, participating artists, volunteers, 

and audience. All interviews were semi-structured and conducted at a mutually agreed-

upon site. Each interview lasted from 30 minutes to one hour and was audio-recorded. 

Before seeking their consent to be a study participant, all participants were informed of 

the research process, purposes, data collection devices and activities, their role in the 

study, and their decision and right to participate further or withdraw, at any stage of the 

research, from the study. 

Table 3.1. Interviewees (25 in total) and their roles 
                        Residency 
Interviewee 

Resident Non-Resident Former-resident Unknown 
residency 

Festival staff 3  1  
Participating performer 
(2013-2015)  

7 6 1 1* 

Festival Visitor  1 1 1  

City of Vancouver staff    1* 

Carnegie Community Centre staff 1 1   
 

Interviews usually started with questions about the participants’ roles, 

perceptions of, and experiences with the Festival, followed with more role-specific (e.g., 
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asking the Festival staff questions pertaining to the production processes and logistics) 

and research objectives-related questions. In general, the questions were designed in a 

way to address the research questions and elicit information by allowing participants to 

take the conversation flow wherever they decide to take.  

 Data sources and types 

Semi-structured interviewing and participant observation (including walking) were 

the principal methods of data collection. Archival search for relevant governmental 

documents and media coverage was also employed. Fieldwork was conducted between 

the Fall of 2013 and that of 2017. Participation and observation were mostly carried out 

during the festival weeks, while interviews were usually made after the festival. Table 

3.2. illustrates the methods of data collection and multiple sources and types of the data. 

News media coverage for the Festival and the DTES was mostly retrieved from 

Proquest’s Canadian Newsstream Database. Some of them were generously provided 

by the festival organizers. Searching with “Vancouver DTES” and “Heart of the City 

Festival” yielded 93 publications between 2004 and 2016 from some main newspapers 

available in Canadian Newsstream, such as Globe & Mail, National Post, Vancouver 

Sun, Province, and Vancouver Courier. 
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Table 3.2. Data collection methods, sources and types of the data 
Data collection methods Source of the data Type of the data 

Participation and 
observation 

- Festival events (2013-2016) 
- Walking tours (2013-2016) 
- Performance rehearsals (2014) 
- The post-festival workshop (2015) 
- Photo shoot (2017) 

- Onsite/post-reflexive observational 
fieldnotes 
- Multimodal and multimedia texts 
(e.g., visual images, video 
recording, and written texts) 

Semi-structured interviews 

- Festival producers/directors 
- Festival designer 
- Participating artists (residents/non-  
  residents) 
- Residents (as audiences) 
- Residents (as performers)  
- Volunteers  
- Visitors  
- Staff at City of Vancouver  

- Interview transcripts 
- Fieldnotes 
- Digital stories produced by festival 
participants 

Archival search 

- Government/planning documents (e.g., the DTES Local Area Plan) 
- Online/print newspapers  
- Community newsletters (2004-2015) 
- Festival program guides (2004-2018) 
- Festival Comment Book (2014-2015) 
- Community publications 
- Newspaper articles (Proquest’s Canadian Newsstream Database) 
- Websites (e.g., Heart of the City Festival, AHA media) 

 
I attended 25 events/performances on site between 2013 and 2015 during the 

festival weeks (See Table 3.3.). Some were the major events and recommended on the 

Festival website; others were closely relevant to the theme of that year. I watched 

another 20 events uploaded online8. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 AHA Media (the Festival’s media partner) uploaded all major events on YouTube and thus 
provided artefacts of social media (e.g., video, photos, and blogs), which offered me more 
flexibility to review a range of Festival productions and media at any time. 
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Table 3.3. Attended events between 2013 and 2015 
Attended event (45) Description Date 

2013 (3)  
Community event                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      Learning From Each Other October 31 
Walking Tour Vancouver’s DTES outdoor murals November 2 

Music in the street Hasting Street Band with DTES amateur and semi-pro 
musicians playing with professional musicians  

November 2 

2014 (10) 
Festival opening ceremony  Speech and performances in Carnegie Community Centre October 29 
Music  Hot Jazz at the Carnegie October 29 
A Story to Tell Community photo exhibition and story sharing  October 30 
Poetry Carnegie’s 2nd Poetry Slam November 1 
Exhibition Mixed media fabric pieces by the DTES artist Diane Wood November 2 

Song & Drums 
Collaboration of singing and drumming between the all-
women Japanese drum group Sawagi Taiko and the First 
Nations performance group Tzo’Kam 

November 2 

Puppets  The Strathcona Seniors’ Puppeteer group presented their 
Healthy Aging Through the Arts  

November 4 

Showcase  The DTES female musicians performance November 5 
Song Carnegie Sing Along Choir November 8 

Presentation “Revitalizing Japantown” with workshop artwork, slideshow 
and Q&A with the participating artists.  

November 8 

2015 (12) 

Festival opening ceremony  Speech and music performance in Carnegie Community 
Centre 

October 28 

Music& Spoken Word A celebration of the Carnegie Theatre with music and 
spoken word 

October 28 

Book Launch & 
Celebration 

“Invisible Heroes”: Aboriginal stories from Vancouver’s 
DTES 

October 29 

Book Launch & 
Celebration 

“From the Heart of A City: Community Engaged Theatre 
and Music Performance from Vancouver’s DTES: 2002 to 
2013” 

October 29 

Terrain of Thought  Interactive exhibit and open workshops October 30 
Wall of Joy Outdoor event: A mural wall November 1 
Cultural Sharing Aboriginal feast November 2 
Cultural Sharing Teaching Pow Wow November 2 
Puppets  The Strathcona Seniors’ Puppeteer group  November 3 

Panel Discussion Representatives of arts organizations in the DTES present 
their perspectives on the last and the next forty years. 

November 3 

Showcase Comedy, storytelling, and music from DTES residents November 4 

Against the Current  A collaborative cross-cultural performance between 
Japanese and First Nations communities 

November 6 

Poetry The courage to heal November 7 
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3.5. Classifying and interpreting the data 

 Thematic analysis  

Interview transcripts, field notes, related documents, as well as visual texts 

including photographs and videos were gathered over a four-year period of time of 

ethnographic fieldwork. I conducted a thematic analysis of the data following Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006, p. 87) six-phase guideline of doing thematic coding: 1) familiarizing with 

the data, 2) generating initial codes, 3) searching for themes, 4) reviewing themes, 5) 

defining and naming themes, and 6) producing the report. 

Though many ethnographies I read seem to have a clear demarcation between 

collecting data ‘in the field’ and writing up the report ‘behind the desk,’ the analytical 

process of identifying meaningful links between different threads of information in my 

research actually began during data collection and continued throughout the whole 

process of research. At the early stage when categorizing collected materials, I briefly 

summarized potential analytic interests and coding schemes through observation and 

interaction with the participants. From transcribing interviews and reading through other 

data sets, I familiarized myself with the entire data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and 

developed an initial understanding with a list of discursive codes. These codes led me to 

engage with the relevant literature, which informed the formation of the interpretive 

framework of my study.    

As Braun and Clarke (2006) remind, qualitative data analysis is not linear, but a 

“recursive” (p. 86) and “ongoing organic” (p. 91) process. The research question about 

the multiple functions of the Festival guided me when I first approached the data. As the 

coding and analysis progressed, rather than fitting codes into a pre-existing coding 

frame, I took an “inductive,” “data-driven” (p. 83) approach, coding diversely and letting 

new themes evolve through the coding process. Not only did this approach allow me to 

further refine my initial questions with more focus, it also sharpened my sensibility to 

more subtle features of the data, resulting in the major themes in relation to the cultural 

production, civic and sensory pedagogies, and critical meaning making. These themes 

further sent me back to literature search for useful analytical tools for theorization. In this 

sense, my coding process is also a theoretical thematic analysis, building on the existing 

theoretical perspectives while simultaneously expanding on them with my analysis.   
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Finally, I revisited the coded data and grouped relevant codes into clusters to 

form key themes. Ideas and themes that were found to be conceptually similar in nature 

or related in meaning were grouped together. All themes were checked for emerging, 

coherent patterns (Taylor & Ussher, 2001). Meanwhile, the themes were checked 

multiple times to examine if they are “clearly linked back to the overall research 

question” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 93) and also to ensure a tight connection between 

theory and data. 

 Recognizing the sensory and relational nature of visual-audio 
data  

Given the multimodal nature of the data, I have sought to interpret the richness 

and give meaning to them in academic texts. I have been struggling with the question of 

how I should decode and re-present the sensory-charged visual-audio data, especially 

photographs and videos, so they will not be merely represented in written texts as 

abstract academic knowledge. This is because visual-audio materials gathered during 

fieldwork form part of my own experiences and memories in relation to particular places 

and people. They are always ready to evoke sensory memories and feelings when I 

(re)visited them, inviting me to relive the enlivened interactions between me and people 

who either presented me with the images or who were the figures in the photos/videos. 

In a sense, the stories, events, and people captured in the imagery are not behind me; 

but in front of me. The affective and intermediary nature of photographs and videos 

means that they serve as an entry point where the researcher can re-enter the shared 

conversations and activities, developing “a more sensuous understanding that 

incorporates feeling involvement as well as cognitive recognition” (O’Neill & Hubbard, 

2010, p. 48). 

Pink (2011) suggests that we analyze photographs and videos less akin to 

“looking at and reading from [photograph]video-as-data” than to “re-experiencing a route 

through a material, sensory and meaningful world” (p. 273, original italics), “through 

which new ways of knowing are produced” (p. 271). Seeing photographs and videos this 

way is a step moving away from treating them as “the object of a propositional 

interpretation” (Smythe et al., 2017, p. 182). To explore the multimodal data in my 

research “for facilitating and communicating ethnographic understandings” (Pink, 2001, 

p. 107), imagery and video materials were not analyzed categorically based on their 
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content. In other words, I focused not just on ‘them’ – the content of the imagery, but 

also on ‘us’ – the interaction and inter-relation between I myself, the participants, and the 

shared time-space in which those visual-audio materials were produced.  

Here is an example. In December 2017, a friend and study participant shared 

with me on Facebook some photos taken earlier that year during the festival photo 

shoot. Each year in September, photos of local residents and festival participants will be 

taken in a professional studio in the DTES. And the photos will be selected for publicity. I 

was invited by Terry Hunter to attend the 2017 festival photo shoot. The image shown in 

Figure 3.1., featuring a group of DTES women, is one of the group photographs we took 

that day. Figure 3.2. is a bird’s eye view of the on-site scene posted on the Festival 

Facebook webpage.    

I saw these photographs several months later when I was in China, oceans away 

from Vancouver. What affected me, beyond the visual depiction, was the transcendence 

of the geographical and temporal distance, connecting me back to my multisensory 

memories of that joyful event. I seemed to smell the perfume from the women who were 

sitting beside me waiting for their photos to be taken. I was reminded of the women 

occasionally bursting into hearty laughter when I watched them applying makeup and 

putting on colourful costumes, hats, and masks for the photo session. I remembered the 

gesture of me and the other women in the group photo (Figure 3.1.) tacitly raising our 

hands signalling that together we are strong. I could ‘see’ in my mind the photographer 

capturing the animating moments of an Aboriginal elderly woman gracefully dancing to 

the improvised singing and drum beat. The imagery thus elicited associations and 

memories, turning me from the viewer into the experiencer, contributing to my developed 

and enhanced understanding of the Festival and strong, caring individuals of the 

community. 

The above example exemplifies my way of acknowledging the sensuous and 

relational nature of visual-audio data in ethnographic research and their role in 

influencing the construction and interpretation of meaning. Looking from a content-

oriented perspective, the imagery itself may only offer a ‘weak’ representation of what it 

is. However, when a connection is established between an image and experienced 

reality in relation to humans and non-humans with whom the researcher engages to 

“explore material and sensory environments” (Pink, 2011, p. 273), she is able to “think 
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and feel within the possibility of the data and not ‘over’ them toward conclusion” 

(Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 26). 

 
Figure 3.1. The DTES women group (Me at back and left), 2017  
Vancouver Moving Theatre, reproduced with permission 
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Figure 3.2. The Festival photo shoot, 2017 
Vancouver Moving Theatre, reproduced with permission 
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Chapter 4.  
 
Festival as a Space of Civic Pedagogies 

In this chapter, I approach the first and second research questions and focus on 

the multiple functions, mostly the educative function, of the Festival, as well as the 

associated practices and processes, through which these functions are fulfilled. I draw 

on the lens of connected civic learning (Ito et al., 2013, 2015) and pedagogical hinge 

(Ellsworth, 2005) to revisit and analyze two examples of (inter)cultural production from 

the HOTC Festival – namely, Terrain of Thought (2015) and Survivors Totem Pole 

Raising (2016). In looking closely at these two cases along with the concepts of public 

pedagogies, I illustrate how they and the associated cultural practices and processes 

present emergent qualities and features that I see to be generating new thought about 

civic pedagogies, social action, and personal transformation.  

I begin the chapter with an introduction to the active role of the Festival in civic 

participation. Then, I draw on the two examples to illustrate the multiple functions fulfilled 

at the venue of the Festival. In each section, I first describe the context, out of which 

each specific cultural production emerges. Next, I illustrate with the relevant theoretical 

perspectives how the cultural production practices and processes connect art and 

culture with civic/political participation. I highlight in the discussion that cultural 

production of these sorts turns the ephemeral space of the Festival into a shared context 

that holds potential for civic education and community building. 

4.1. Introduction  

As I have noted in previous chapters, the DTES has long remained a focal point 

in the news coverage; but is often made manifest with negative portrayals and 

controversial issues concerning overdose crisis, affordable social housing, 

homelessness, and mental illness. Liu and Blomely’s (2013) study suggests that there 

are not a few newspaper and academic reports that portray the DTES either as “a 

‘problem’ in need of solution” or “as ‘ghetto’ or fragile community […] without reflexively 

noting their role in the constitution of urban space itself” (p. 120). From the perspective 

of community members, on the other hand, engrained one-sided representations are 

unjust and hurtful, amplifying only negativity and eclipsing other assets that make the 
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neighbourhood complex and unique. When conversing with community residents, I often 

heard their dismay at how they were perceived by the outside community. One resident 

said, “From outside, people think, they think you are just sucking money from the 

government, a negative portrait. But every one of us have our own stories. The way I 

look at it, if you already have mental conditions, the last thing you want is [for] somebody 

to give you more judgement” (resident, interview, October 29, 2014).  

Over the years, the HOTC Festival has made it a steady focus and goal to 

“counter stigmatizing and labelling with honest portrayals of a complex and culturally rich 

community” (S. Walling, personal communication, March 18, 2016). Referring to a 2006 

Vancouver Sun article9 describing the DTES as “four blocks of hell,” Terry Hunter 

recalled how the Festival was purposefully and strategically programmed to present a 

contrasted image in response to the stigmatizing picture painted in the local media:    

I think there was a year, we did a theme called Illuminating Four 
Corners. The four corners, and in the Native tradition, there are four 
directions and four different colors. And what those represent. ‘Four 
Corners’ is also a place where it divides the community into different 
sections. So over here we have Japantown. And this way we have 
Gastown, and this way, Chinatown, and Strathcona […] So we were 
designing walks that would go to different four neighbourhoods. We did 
a big event with the four corners: right on the corners with shadows and 
lights and people upon roof tops doing poetry out of the window […] 
Part of it was also responding to the negative perceptions people have 
on our neighbourhood. One comments in the Vancouver Sun described 
our neighbourhood as “four blocks of hell.” So our illuminating the four 
corners was our way to bring light as opposed to people who’ve seen it 
very negatively. (T. Hunter, interview, August 3, 2015) 

Civic engagement comes in different forms. Ito et al. (2015) suggest we use the term 

‘civic’ to designate activities that not only involve direct governmental action, but also 

those that are tied to “community problem-solving and social justice” (p.13), as being 

civic and political. Civic education, accordingly, may focus narrowly on “political action 

(engagement with formal governmental systems),” or more broadly on “civic action, 

which is inclusive of the many ways individuals take part in group activities that reach 

beyond their immediate families” (Kuttner, 2016, p. 531). The above case of the Festival 

mobilizing local art, culture, and history to create a counter-narrative and encourage 

people to see beyond labels and initial impressions is an example of civic education.  

                                                 
9 The article can be retrieved from: https://www.pressreader.com/ 
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The yearly HOTC Festival features a variety of multimodal cultural productions 

with a yearly theme that captures political, social, cultural issues alive in the community 

at the time. These cultural productions implicate civic spirit and pedagogical value. 

Although a community festival is rarely discussed in scholarly work in relation to civic 

education, I see particular relevance of practices and processes at the Festival to civic 

engagement and critical pedagogy. The two examples presented below offer nuanced 

representations of the relationship between production of critical multiliteracies, civic 

education, and community building. We will see how community artists and residents 

display civic pursuit, achieve agency, and build an engaging learning environment within 

the Festival context and beyond.  

4.2. Reading the Festival through civic pedagogies   

 Terrain of Thought  

Event: Terrain of Thought with Ruth Howard & other artists 

Friday October 30, 1pm-4pm 

Carnegie 3rd floor Gallery, 401 Main 

Also October 31 & November 2 Free 

 

Context: pre-event 

Terrain of Thought is a collaborative, multimodal cultural production presented at 

the 2015 HOTC Festival that explored collaboration between First Nations and settler-

immigrant artists and communities through participatory art-making. The event unfolded 

in several stages. First, Festival/visiting artists worked with Carnegie Community Centre 

patrons, community members, and visitors to build a mini-landscape for the Carnegie 3rd 

floor gallery through drop-in art workshops (October 30 – November 2). The exhibit was 

intended to reflect a real and imaginative terrain “woven from thoughts on how we can 

live together on shared territory” (Festival program guide, 2015, p. 16). Then a reception 

was held on November 2 to celebrate the exhibition and invite public conversation, 

where participating artists shared their stories, images, and video about the cross-

Canada train journey (upon which the exhibit was built). The mini-landscape then was 

exhibited in three display cases in the Carnegie gallery from November 2 to 30. Before 
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further describing the Terrain of Thought event, I will first sketch the context, out of which 

Terrain of Thought evolved.     

Terrain of Thought was inspired by, and the legacy of, a west-to-east coast arts 

journey called Train of Thought (Spring of 2015). The main purpose of the tour, as 

described in the Festival program guide, was to seek “reconciliation and collaboration 

through participatory art-making between First Nations and settler-immigrant artists and 

communities” (Vancouver Moving Theatre, 2015, p. 16). Ontario-based Jumblies 

Theatre took the lead, with Vancouver Moving Theatre (VMT) among the main 

collaborative partners. Over 75 Indigenous and non-Indigenous artists, including Terry 

Hunter and Savannah Walling from VMT, embarked on the cross-country train journey 

from Vancouver to PEI between May 12 and June 10 of 2015. The artists visited over 25 

Canadian cities, towns, and First Nations communities along the way. At each stop, local 

arts organizations hosted interactive events including ceremonies of arrival and 

departure, presentations, panels, and site visits to local community arts venues, sharing 

knowledge and community arts practices. The Train of Thought website page describes 

the journey as10:   

tak[ing] a counter-colonial route to collect and share stories, buried 
histories and imagined landscapes of the land where we live […], bringing 
together artists and community members, the land’s first people and all 
those who have found refuge here over the years and generations.  

To carry on the legacy of this art/cultural initiative, some participating artists returned to 

the DTES, collaborating with DTES community members and festival visitors to create 

the Terrain of Thought Workshop & Interactive Exhibit for the HOTC Festival. Below, I 

add my own observations as a participant in the event (drawing and making art) and as 

an observer of the event (attending the workshop and reception & open conversation). 

These accounts highlight how the artists and participants/residents seek reconciliation 

and collaboration through participatory cultural production, and how such processes and 

practices are tied to powerful pedagogical force. 

                                                 
10 Create, discuss, travel, feast, learn, change track. (n.d.). retrieved at 
http://www.trainofthought.co/about.html 
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During-event-1: the drop-in art workshop  

As I entered the Carnegie gallery on the 3rd floor on a Saturday afternoon, Bill 

from Aboriginal Front Door Society greets me with a nod. He is working on some display 

cupboards and makes them into miniature tables. Recycled paper booklets, glues, 

scissors, paperclips, and other art materials spread over the table in front of him. He 

places a paper cut-out of a person on the table to see how well it fits. “Are you building a 

miniature world?” I ask Bill, intrigued. “Yes. Come in join us,” Bill invites me to join him in 

his artwork. “What are these?” I notice on the table there is a stack of delicate little paper 

people of various shapes and skin and hair colour (Figure 4.1.). “Ruth may answer your 

question,” Bill tilts his head toward Ruth, the artistic director of Jumblies Theatre and 

visiting artist/facilitator of the festival event, who is now standing next to a window case. 

“These are the Train of Thought travelling artists. People made their own mini-travelling 

selves,” Ruth tells me some travellers were made by artists from Toronto. The makers 

wrote down messages and personal thoughts and left their email addresses at the back. 

“These mini members will be exhibited in the window on the 3rd floor gallery.” Ruth says 

she will send the pictures of the exhibit and the portraits to the makers. She hands me 

some blank paper people, “you can create your own self-portrait.” 
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Figure 4.1. Paper travellers from the Train of Thought journey, 2015 

I notice that the three window cases on the walls of the gallery room are left 

open. In one of the cabinets, there are embroidery fish, a pair of woven boots from the 

train journey, and some paper-boxes. Not far from me, a guy holds a digital camera and 

is recording people’s activities. He asks Ruth to give a quick introduction to the 

exhibition. “We are doing three different cabinets.” Ruth points to the cases behind her, 

“One to show what happened before the trip.” Moving to another case, she continues, 

“And this is during-the-trip cabinet. And the last one is the thought afterwards. So we’ll 

gonna present an event on Monday evening in this space. So we’ve got a lot to do.” 

Finishing the interview with Ruth, the camera man now starts a conversation with 

Stephen (resident/study participant of my research), “What have you to say for yourself, 

Stephen?” he askes. “I’m, uh, working on a train across to the island,” Stephen moves a 



63 

paper people back and forth on a mini train, “trying to get an individual a ride to the 

destination wherever that may be, through the ocean of humanity we live together.” 

“Thank you very much, Stephen. Enjoy your afternoon!” The camera guy thanks 

Stephen and leaves. 

Now, I join a young woman from Quebec. She tells me she participated in Train 

of Thought as a traveller artist. We are painting a full window case-sized paper in blue, 

green, and yellow (Figure 4-2). The colored paper will be mixed with water later. 

Different colours will naturally shade to form the background of the mini-landscape. “So it 

will look like the land and water,” the girl explains. I ask the young artist how she thinks 

about the experience with the train journey. “We are using art to uncover the histories of 

the places we live. The value of it lies in sharing knowledge,” she replies.  

As I look around the room, I see community residents, artists from within and 

beyond the community, and other festival visitors. The participants are involved in 

different modes of engagement: some are watching and observing, some attentively 

participate in artifact-making, and some are drawing or scribing messages from train 

travellers on speech bubbles. Ruth takes on the role of a host and a facilitator, soliciting 

active participation from visitors. Stephen, Bill, and a few other people are concentrating 

on their art-making. Savannah is discussing with a woman about the exhibit while taking 

notes. This is an informal gathering circumstance in which people of different 

backgrounds and levels of art-making experiences are drawn to the same cultural event, 

engaging in the creation of an evolving exhibition. 

In Connected Learning: An Agenda for Research and Design, Ito et al. (2013) 

describe a connected learning environment as “ideally embod[ing] values of equity, 

social belonging, and participation” (p. 8). They argue that connected learning 

experiences are generally “production-centered” and “openly networked” with “common 

goals and interests” (p. 12). Although Ito et al. focus on new media and web-based 

communities, it can be said that connected learning spaces are not confined to online 

worlds. In the specific festival event discussed here, the kind of connected learning 

described by Ito et al. also fits within this temporary group. In their shared practices and 

common focus on production, the group members have created a shared context that is 

naturally rich with learning and knowing – through exhibit design, participatory art-

making, interaction, and imagining (when creating the evolving piece of art). The value of 
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such shared learning context, I rephrase the above-mentioned artist, “lies in sharing 

knowledge.” 

 
Figure 4.2. The participatory art-making workshop, October 30, 2015 

During-event-2: the exhibit  

After four days of collective art-making, the exhibit is completed and scheduled to 

be introduced with a reception. on Monday evening, I come to the Carnegie gallery 

again, one hour before the reception begins, to ensure that I have time to observe the 

exhibition.  

The mini-landscape is displayed in the three window cases in the gallery room, 

adorned with miniature lands, waters, roads, and houses (symbolizing the places the 

Train of Thought tour has visited). Each of the three cabinets features a theme – Where 

We Started, Where We Went, and Where We Are Now. Embodying the geographic and 

cultural scope of the artistic initiative, these themes also serve as a guide for viewers to 
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follow the thread of the train journey. I find it particularly fulfilling when I see my 

contribution (the background of the landscape).  

On my left is the Where We Started cabinet. A road made of cardboard extends 

from west to east, dotted with paper-made houses representing the community feasts 

held at each host venue during the train tour. The biggest one represents the departure 

point of the journey: The Big House community gathering11 and cultural feast (May 8 to 

10, 2015) at the Ukrainian Hall in Vancouver’s DTES that honour the pedagogical and 

governance traditions of the Coast Salish and urban Indigenous peoples. The four 

seasons of the year scripted in conspicuous Chinese characters on the landscape are 

arresting. As described in the Big House program guide, the use of four seasons 

signifies the community cultural practices nested in Indigenous meanings and natural 

cycles: summer- a time for growing and learning; fall- a time for ending and reflecting; 

winter-where the stories gather, and spring- everything is new and fresh.  

The Where We Are Now cabinet (Figure 4.3.) depicts an imagined landscape 

across the diverse land and water. Casually folded, wrinkled brown paper forms the 

lump-shaped lands, populated with a geographically dispersed community of mini-

travellers. The coloured speech bubbles scattered across the landscape gather 

reflections on personal experiences with the Train of Thought journey from the travellers 

and their thoughtful questions. I include some of their quotes below:  

“What can we leave for our hosts to build on?” 

“Engage in community arts to get connected.” 

“I learned that we are all connected.” (underline original) 

“The reclaiming my dignity as an Aboriginal has been the hardest 
journey of my life.” 

“We were welcomed everywhere to feast, make art, learn from each 
other, laugh, and have the difficult conversations so often out of reach.” 

                                                 
11 The Big House project produced by Vancouver Moving Theatre in collaborative partnerships with 
their host venues were presented over five years, built on a residency concept and performative 
feast structure. At each stop of Train of Thought, there were also community feasts tailored for and 
by each host venue (The Big House: Ukrainian Hall, 2015). Feasts in cultural traditions of the DTES 
are “a time for nourishing relationships, marking important events, offering gifts and 
acknowledgements, sharing learning and teaching, telling stories of interconnection, loss and joy: 
a storehouse of memories for the future” (p. 5). 
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“This opportunity opened me up to the visions of others, and 
relationships we need to nurture and the need to re-write our imperfect 
history.”  

The people we’ve met, stories we’ve been told, where they’ve been 
from, how they’ve been passed on…” 

 
Figure 4.3. The Terrain of Thought display, November 2, 2015 

These personal reflections entered into conversations about reconciliation, 

collaboration, and socially-engaged art practices, provoking exhibit viewers to think and 

empathize. For the traveling artists themselves, as one artist reflected, “the journey itself 

was part of the artistic creation and would adapt and react as it unfolded” (Egan, 2016, 

p. 22). He further noted, 

[…] [the journey] extends beyond the ongoing art activities that 
occurred while in transit, and defines the act of touring as an artistic 
product that is designed and curated by the artists engaged in the tour. 
Such a definition is not merely semantic: identifying the acts of 
travelling, extending and receiving hospitality, and sharing experience 
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as a group as a part of the creative process of Train of Thought allowed 
the tour to critically engaged its themes in a unique way.  

It is evident that the travellers engaged themselves in the central theme of the train 

journey – “creating-conversing-touring-feasting-learning-changing tracks” (Festival 

program guide, 2015, p. 52), exploring what the journey meant to them, at the same time 

navigating responsibilities and relationships emerging out of the journey.  

According to Fine’s (2012b) theory of group action and culture introduced in 

Chapter 2, “aggregations of persons” who engage in “interpersonal collaboration, 

collective focus, ongoing interaction, and a shared history” (p. 21) form a small group, or 

a local community. When thinking of the Terrain of Thought exhibit and the Train of 

Thought tour (hereafter referred to as Terrain (Train) of Thought) side by side with the 

small group theory, I see qualities and features in this cultural production that facilitate 

such evolving communities.  

Throughout the journey “from collective fantasy to shared reality” (Egan, 2016, 

p. 22), Terrain (Train) of Thought participants were connected through common 

practices and ideas of exploring reconciliation and connection-building between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities/cultures. As the collective action 

progressed, formed too was the ephemeral “local communities” (Fine, 2012b) across 

social-cultural contexts – the community of travellers, the community of visitors and 

hosts during the train journey, and the community of exhibit preparations at the Festival. 

As described by Sam Egan (2016), one traveller artist,  

artistic merit [of Train of Thought] might be thought of as the way the 
tour provided travellers with an experience that extended beyond 
professional development or a networking opportunity: that is, how the 
shared experiences of travel and exploration build an ephemeral 
community. (p. 23) 

Such “shared reality” was fulfilled not just through the train journey, but also at different 

stages throughout the cultural production – whether it is the act of traveling together, 

culture sharing En route with different communities, the collective creation of the mini-

landscape, or the reception/open conversation (which will be discussed below). In the 

process, the participants became connected with each other through shared 

relationships and experiences that were unlikely to be generated in the absence of such 

engagement.  
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Within these local domains, in addition, relational, connected learning emerged. 

Ellsworth (2005) argues that learning always occurs in relation and points out that “to be 

alive and to inhabit a body is to be continuously and radically in relation with the world, 

wither others, and with what we make of them” (p. 4). According to Ellsworth, a powerful 

pedagogical design incorporates into its primary expression modes a force that puts 

inner realities (e.g., one’s inner thoughts, emotions, memories, and desires) in relation to 

outer realities (e.g., events, others, relations, history, and culture, etc.), which she refers 

to as “pedagogy’s hinge” (also refer to 2.3.2).  

Terrain (Train) of Thought presents such learning possibilities by linking the 

inside to the outside. As described on the project webpage: “Train of Thought is less 

about trains than about the relationships and discoveries that the journey will enable.” 

Travelling with and encountering Terrain (Train) of Thought provided the container for 

these relationships to develop and be explored in parallel with one another. The above 

quotes in the speech bubbles similarly indicate that engaging in this (inter)cultural 

production has promoted constant reflections, sense-making, and confrontation of 

unexpected and difficult issues and topics.  

These descriptions and reflections reveal that, along the way, the participants 

navigated along the way a series of emerging themes and relationships between 

themselves and others (local hosts/visitors, peer travellers, Indigenous/non-Indigenous 

artists, and more); between themselves and the world – for instance, one travelling artist 

says, “[…] a project that challenged me to confront the ongoing legacy of colonialism on 

the land on which I was born and live” (Shaffeeullah, 2016, p. 8); and between their 

multiple and shifting selves as a traveller/host/(non-)Indigenous artist/community 

member/citizen. As these group members kept moving across the boundaries of the 

relationality while exploring these relations across time and space, they adjusted and 

responded accordingly all while reconfiguring their sense-making. This process 

constitutes the sort of learning described by Smythe et al. (2017) – “a complex material 

phenomenon, in which diverse subjects become in relation with one another, generate 

patterns, have reciprocal effects and mutate” (p. 175).  

The subsequent section of the reception & open conversation will further 

demonstrate the learning experience of this sort.   



69 

During-event-3: the reception evening  

The reception starts at 7:30 p.m. Included in tonight’s reception are stories, 

images, and video about Train of Thought artists incorporating traditional protocols in 

community art work and intercultural settings. There is a 25-minute video featuring the 

excerpts from the 7th Canadian Community Play & Art Symposium opening in Stanley 

Park, which launched the Train of Thought, the Big House cultural sharing feast, and 

words from Indigenous and other artists on their experiences collaborating to create art 

with, for, and about their communities. 

The crowd at the reception event is diverse. Most people come from the DTES 

neighbourhood. After the live music, video and story sharing, audiences engage in the 

discussion and ask: how to carry on the legacy of Terrain (Train) of Thought? How can 

community art be used to build cross-cultural connections? What would a future look like 

that takes into account community history, the country’s history of colonization, and 

social justice?  

One artist shares her understanding of being part of the journey, “It was very 

clear that we were using arts practices to build community between, through, and among 

us.” To continue that legacy created through these practices, she argues that it is 

important “taking the opportunity and making the opportunity to have a conversation and 

allow that thinking to get to a physical space and creative things […].” She continues to 

highlight the importance of starting and relaying conversations to reach more people and 

communities, “The more you will do, the more help you will get. And the more people will 

have these conversations and it will create a ripple effect.” Other artists and audiences 

alike resonate with her. An audience follows up on this topic, saying,   

In every made-connection, we build these connections more and more. 
The more those connections you made, the tighter that we will become. 
So even though the initial connections may have just been: I get to 
know you who you are, now those webs start to build strong[er] and 
strong[er]. And we become as a nation of activists and allies.  

The open discussion centred on engaging with collective practices, advancing a civic 

and political agenda, and creating profound impacts in a sustainable way. It 

recontextualized the narratives of (de)colonization and (re)conciliation in ways that drew 

out civic dimensions. The participants exchanged opinions and explored how to live 

together on shared territory in the here-and-now narrative of decolonization and 
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reconciliation, with a projection into a common future they desire and need. Such civic 

agency is also evident when an artist reflected on the journey:  

[…] Indigenous artists and companies stood in solidarity with non-
Indigenous artists and companies. Each of us joined together to birth a 
community of our own; traveling side by side into communities across 
this great expanse of diverse land and water to meet and greet the 
creative and critically thinking people […]. Change is automatic and 
constant. We can let it happen to us and be swallowed by its ebb and 
flow, or we can participate in the change occurring and direct the 
change, carve a path to the future we desire and need. Train of Thought 
chose the latter. (C. Bobb, as cited in Walling et al., 2016, p. 20) 

In this example of cultural production, clearly when the multitude of art organizations and 

individuals participated in the train journey and mounted the exhibit for the Festival, a 

connected civic interest-driven community was in its formation. A part of what it takes to 

strengthen the social bonds among the community members and move the community 

forward is for the members to “learn” and “shape the norms, rituals, and codes of 

conduct that structure participation” (Ito et al., 2015, p. 19; see also Fine, 2012a, 2012b). 

Such learning and norm-shaping occurred in Terrain (Train) of Thought when, for 

example, members of the train journey explored socially-engaged practices that respect 

Indigenous protocols while receiving and extending hospitality; grappling with a series of 

emerging issues and relationships across communities; and creating legacy 

products/projects to advance new narrative framings.  

In a multiliteracies view of design, these individuals exercized agency to engage 

in the process of design, inventing and re-inventing available material and symbolic 

resources for active meaning making. It is in the midst of such collective meaning 

making and transformation that these social actors/designers “move along a pathway 

towards learning connected civics” (Ito et al., 2015, p. 17).  

Furthermore, this cultural creation also demonstrates how agentive participants, 

driven by deeply shared interest, civic responsibility, and valued relationships, took part 

in the act of designing, making the short-term event with far-reaching impacts. One 

example in this regard is from Savannah Walling who described the civic responsibility 

she would like to take on after her involvement in the journey:  

I came to realize that my task was to witness the journey: to watch and 
listen and carry in my heart the work taking place around me. My 
responsibility is to carry the messages back to my home community, 
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and to be prepared—for the rest of my life—to recall and share what I’ve 
heard and seen. (S. Walling, as cited in Walling et al., 2016, p. 20). 

One other example of collective agency is that one year later after the Terrain of 

Thought event, the Festival presented another legacy project called Realms of Refuge 

(2016), a two-week residency and evolving interactive gallery event that brought 

together artists and community members in the DTES to build four miniature worlds that 

explore different ways people find, remember, and imagine places of refuge, shelter, 

comfort, enjoyment and revival. The evolving legacy such as these will serve as a 

starting point, continually making it way into more communities and relationships when 

artists and visitors return homes. 

In the following section, with the example of one other cultural production – 

Survivors Totem Pole Raising, I go on to illustrate how production of critical 

multiliteracies expands how we understand civic participation and education for issues of 

broader social, civic, and political concern. I will first provide the context of the event 

before describing and discussing the project in light of pedagogy’s hinge and civic 

pedagogies.  

 The Survivors Totem Pole 

Event: Community Celebration: Survivors Totem Pole Raising, Potlatch Witnessing 
Ceremony & Intercommunity Storytelling 

Saturday November 5 

Pigeon Park, E. Hastings and Carrall, Coast Salish Territories 

 
Context-1: The Survivors Totem Pole Raising 

In 2016, the Festival partnered on the installation of a 27-foot Survivors Totem 

Pole in the DTES neighbourhood. In the Festival program guide (2016), Terry Hunter 

and Savannah Walling describe the events in the welcome speech as follows: 

This year we are particularly excited and honoured to share in the 
installation of the Survivors Totem Pole in Pigeon Park at Hastings and 
Carrall. This grass-roots imitative led by Sacred Circle, is a beautiful gift 
and tribute to the people of the Downtown Eastside and our struggles, 
strength and resilience. (p. 3)   

On November 5, the day the pole was raised in the Pigeon Park, hundreds of people 

attended and observed the ceremony. Major local news reported this community event. 
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In a 2016 Vancouver Courier article titled “From Haida Gwaii to Pigeon Park: Survivors 

Pole Completes its Journey,” reporter Rebecca Blissett (2016) described the event in the 

following account:   

A Haida totem pole was wheeled out of a carving studio on West Cordova 
just before noon. It was covered with blankets and lay on its back with 
hands pressed against it as it was wheeled up the street, through the 
celebratory crowd at Main and Hastings, then down Hastings to Pigeon 
Park. Hundreds of people joined those who drummed, sang and cheered 
as the 27-foot-long pole carved out of a nearly 1, 000 year-old red cedar 
from Haida Gwaii arrived at its final home at the park. (paras. 2-3) 

The crowd only quieted as workers secured the totem to its hoists. It took 
several minutes, men in hard-hats and florescent safety jackets attaching 
and drilling the pole to its base… Then, the pole moved. It tilted by only a 
couple degrees, but it signified the start of the raising ceremony. Pigeon 
Park roared. […] and indigenous people moved to the pole and celebrated 
the first two lines in the poem engraved into the concrete base: “Sing your 
song, friend. Tell your story…” (paras. 6-8) 

The Sacred Circle Society that supports the Totem Pole project speaks of the project as 

giving “the DTES community a feeling of pride, safety and connection to the land.” 

According to the project webpage description, “The pole represents community survival 

and will be a lasting symbol of resistance, persistence and inclusion” (Survivor Totem 

Pole, n.d.) For many community residents, the raising of the Survivors Totem Pole is of 

great significance for the community as a symbolic representation of unity and strength. 

One resident Dalannah Bowen shared a post at the Survivors Totem Pole Facebook 

page, “This project is monumental in its action, initiative and direction. It is from people, 

by the people and for the people of the downtown eastside community […]” (2014). 

Context-2: Survivors and the struggle for justice in the DTES 

Historically, racism and exclusion that unveils some of the more sinister aspects 

of human nature is evident in the DTES. The original inhabitants of this land and other 

immigrant communities in the DTES neighbourhood have been negatively impacted by 

Indian Residential Schools, the Chinese Head Tax, Japanese and Ukrainian internment 

camps, and the displacement of Vancouver’s Black community. The following sections 

will briefly review the history of these communities’ struggles for justice. 

Canadian history has entailed the systematic dispossession of First Nations 

people from their land, culture, language, community, and family, with its legacy 
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continuing to exist till the present day. More than a century of Residential Schools 

System and the policy of assimilation by the government – the objective of which, as 

stated by the Prime Minister Stephen Harper (June 11, 2008) in the official apology, 

were to “remove and isolate children from the influence of their homes, families, 

tradition, and cultures, and to assimilate them into the dominant culture” (para. 2) – have 

caused profoundly negative consequences on Aboriginal children and their families. 

After a hard-fought campaign, in 2014, the City of Vancouver formally acknowledged 

that Vancouver sits on the unceded territories of the Coast Salish Musqueam, Squamish 

and Tsleil-Wauthuth First Nations. Against the current backdrop of Truth and 

Reconciliation in Canada, First Nations now are in the process of decolonization through 

the resurgence of learning their language, cultural practice and daily acts of healing and 

community cultural urban development. 

Chinese Canadians went through racism and exclusion when the Head Tax was 

levied in 1885 on Chinese immigrants by the federal government, followed by the 1923 

Chinese Exclusion Act, a legislation that virtually restricted all Chinese immigration to 

Canada. In 2006, following years of advocacy by Chinese Canadians, then-Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper formally apologized for the imposition of punitive head tax and 

exclusion of Chinese immigrants.  

For Ukrainian Canadians who were viewed as “enemy aliens” and incarcerated 

during and for two years after WWI and thousands of Japanese Canadians who 

experienced the forced removal and internment during WWII, the policy of internment by 

the Canadian Government left them painful scars. In 1945, the federal government 

returned the Ukrainian Hall at Hawks and Pender to the community. In 1988, Prime 

Minister Brian Mulroney apologized to Japanese Canadian survivors and their families 

with a compensation package.  

Vancouver’s first concentrated African-Canadian community that once lived in 

Hogan’s Alley, an area near Union and Main Streets in the DTES neighbourhood, was 

displaced when the city built the Georgia Viaduct in 1972. Currently, members of the 

Black community aim “to revive the social, political, cultural and economic histories of 

Vancouver’s Black community” (aj rudder, 2019, para. 2).  
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In addition, the murder and disappearance of Indigenous women and girls in the 

DTES continues to concern and mobilize the community. In response to the Truth and 

Reconciliation Calls for Action, in 2016, the Government of Canada launched the 

National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, an 

independent legal process to gather evidence and to examine and report on the 

systemic causes of all forms of violence against Indigenous women and girls.   

A grassroots community initiative  

The Survivors Totem Pole is a symbolic cultural and artistic representation that 

honours all residents and groups in the DTES who have endured and survived a history 

of displacement, injustice, racism, and violence. According to Skundaal Bernie Williams 

(hereafter as Skundaal), a Haida and Coast Salish master carver and DTES resident, 

who led the design and carving of the Totem Pole, “this 30-foot, 980-year-old red cedar 

log was the first ever of its kind because it will represent all cultures in a very special and 

often misunderstood place” (January, 2019). “We want to look at this as a celebration of 

what we have gone through and you know, how resilient we are that we are still 

standing,” said Skundaal at a documentary screening in 2019. The Pole is now 

permanently located in the Pigeon park, “a meeting place” in the DTES, where 

community residents “can sit and do whatever you need to do.”  

Back in January 2014, representatives of First Nations, Japanese, Chinese, 

South Asian, Filipino, and Latin American communities gathered for a shared discussion 

on the shared human-rights struggles in the community. It became the initial drive for the 

Totem Pole project. Currently working with the National Inquiry into Missing and 

Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, Skundaal herself had five family members 

murdered in the DTES. In January 2019, at the Survivor Totem Pole documentary 

screening & dialogue with the DTES community held at Djavad Mowafaghian Cinema 

SFU Woodward’s, Skundaal recalled her participation in that human-rights meeting and 

its impact on her, “When I met these incredible survivors here, my world has changed.” 

A 2016 article titled Survivors Totem Pole Set to Rise on the website of City of 

Vancouver quoted Skundaal when she remembered how that meeting drove her to 

carve the pole “as a gift for her community”: 

[…] I didn’t know this was going to be the Survivors Pole, and then you hear 
about the Chinese head tax and Japanese internment and the pole took on 
a life of its own. (para. 9) 
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It really knocked the wind out of my sails, it triggered something in me. 
Everybody is down here for a reason. I’m glad I ended up here because 
this is the greatest community around. It is so unconditional and the people 
here are very accepting. We are fighting for our dignity, homes and cultures 
and this Survivors Totem Pole is a symbol of that. (para. 10) 

On June 28, 2014, an open-house event for the Survivors Totem Pole project and a 

Kickstarter campaign marked the launch of the project. Community residents were 

invited to meet the carver and her apprentices, watched them carve, and learned about 

the project. The Kickstarter campaigns raised $19, 093 from 237 backers to cover the 

first-stage cost, including painting and the personnel coordination. To achieve the 

ultimate goal of raising the Pole in the DTES, however, a number of challenges lay 

ahead, including obtaining more financial backing and approval from the City regarding 

selecting the siting, raising the pole, and holding a ceremony in the community. It was 

then Terry Hunter and Vancouver Moving Theatre stepped in, working together with the 

artist and the Sacred Circle Society on the project.  

The intermediary  

When Skundaal reached out to Terry Hunter with the Totem Pole project, Hunter 

and Walling embraced the idea and felt honoured to become part of this grassroots 

initiative. They sensed the Totem Pole project was an artistically and culturally significant 

community endeavor, and, therefore, worked together with the artist to obtain support 

from the City of Vancouver. “I talked to the City and they got interested,” Hunter recalls.  

In June 2015, the Sacred Circle Society, Vancouver Moving Theatre, and other 

community organizations and members who were involved in the project approached 

Vancouver Park Board on the installation of the Pole in the DTES’s Pigeon Park. 

Skundaal, Jean Swanson (DTES anti-poverty activist and current City Councillor), Terry 

Hunter, Audrey Siegel (Aboriginal artist and Sacred Circle Society Board member), and 

other community members spoke and shared their stories at the Park Board Committee 

meeting, seeking Park Board’s approval to “respond to a unique community initiative and 

accept the Survivor Pole” (“Survivor Pole” community public art – Pigeon Park, 2016). 

They requested this “as a relationship of ‘walking together’” (Vancouver Park Board 

meeting report, 2017, p. 2). In June 2016, the Survivors Totem Pole was unanimously 

supported by Vancouver Park Board to be installed in Pigeon Park. The Park Board 

contributed $50, 000 for the permanent installation of the pole. In addition, the City of 
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Vancouver committed $30,000 from the City of Reconciliation program fund for the 

completion of the Pole and celebration event.  

When talking about the role of VMT in the project, Hunter described it as a 

“tripod,” saying the VMT/Festival provided “a very important intermediating linkage,” 

connecting “the City and the grassroots organizations that may not be necessarily able 

to meet.” “Because we were there and the City trusted us and these organizations 

trusted us. Then we are able to all work together.” Hunter further explained the active 

role VAM/Festival played in this project, "We helped to create a triangle […]. But if you 

took one away, the whole thing would fall down.” 

In many senses, the social and political power of a community-based festival lies 

in its engagement in the community and its ability to respond to the community’s 

challenges and needs. By supporting art-based community development projects and 

grassroots voice-raising, as Savannah Walling pointed out, the HOTC Festival has 

created “an opportunity to have cross-dialogue between groups who might not ordinarily 

talk to each other and have a safe place where people can come and see and 

experience many of the different perspectives of the neighbourhood” (S, Walling, 

interview, August 29, 2017).  

Collective civic engagement 

The Survivors Totem Pole, as Skundaal states, “is really a grassroots project” 

(January 2019). It is grassroots not just in the sense of coming from the community, but 

in terms of the scale of community engagement as well. With the help of Mark 

Townsend, former co-executive director of the Portland Hotel Society, Skundaal found a 

studio to place the log and carry out the carving. 237 backers contributed financially to 

keep the project moving forward. Elders from the heritage communities (Japanese, 

Chinese, and First Nations amongst others) assisted with the conceptual design and 

planning of the totem pole. Skundaal also worked with her Haida family and 

representatives of the Musqueam, Squamish and Tsleil-Wauthuth on protocols and 

preparation of the pole-raising ceremony.  

In addition to individuals, local organizations including Portland Hotel Society and 

Vancouver Moving Theatre supported the event, and/or mediating the discussions with 

the City and attending to the organization aspects around the celebration event. 
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Vancouver Park Board and City of Vancouver also worked with local organizations in 

tandem on the pole-raising. As described by the Vancouver Park Board Chair’s Annual 

Report (2016), the Survivors Pole is “a powerful collaboration — three years in the 

making — between DTES First Nations, LGBTQ activists, Japanese, Chinese, and 

South Asian survivors of racism and injustice” (p. 3).  

Skundaal carved the Pole with marginalized women and street youth, all of them 

being first-time carvers. As a long-time frontline worker and activist in the DTES, 

Skundaal has committed to fighting for women and homeless people on the streets who 

struggle to overcome hardships. “It was nine women originally that started this pole,” 

Skundaal says. “These are homeless women. These women also felt that they were 

invisible in this community. Many of these women are intergenerational survivors from 

residential schools” (January, 2019). For these community members, being part of and 

making contribution to the project was personally meaningful. An example that highlights 

this point is when Gunargie O’Sullivan, a DTES-based radio broadcaster, described a 

conversation she had with a man on the day the Totem Pole was raised:   

After the Pole was raised there was a guy in the Park. He was lighting a 
candle there on the base. He is there a lot, has tattoos on his face. He 
said “hey I remember helping to carve a pole; it was up the street. It 
was a long time ago. I said geez this is it!!! this is the same damn pole!” 
He laughed hard and said: “oh I guess I have left my mark on this 
somewhere.” And I said, “yes you have and you're going to look after 
this aren't you?” He said, “oh definitely. I didn’t want Nov 5 to end and 
it’s not ending.” (as cited in S. Walling, personal communication, August 
29, 2017) 

As illustrated above, the collaborative production of the Survivors Totem Pole 

represented “an ongoing process of collective meaning making” (Kuttner, 2015, p. 71), in 

which participants from all walks of life engaged in “every day practices of signification, 

of using signs, symbols and cultural artefacts” (Street, 1993, p. 83) to advance a civic 

and political agenda. Culture, as argued in Chapter 2, if seen as something people do in 

everyday social, creative, and community activities (as a practice), can be mobilized to 

create pedagogical and participatory spaces. This takes place when social actors 

engage in (re)making available materials and negotiating structural constraints to 

produce and disseminate their cultural works to influence and shape social structures in 

which they reside (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013; Giroux, 2000). Like Terrain (Train) of 

Thought, the Survivors Totem Pole supported such civic participation and pedagogy by 
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creating an avenue for individuals and groups to fulfil civic and political pursuit, inform 

each other, and become informed through doing culture.  

Such merging of civic engagement and civic education is even more evident 

when parties with differences forging partnership to mount the pole-raising, a point I will 

go on to elaborate below.  

Navigating tensions towards connected civic learning  

Mounting a grand project like Survivors Totem Pole was a complex and 

challenging affair that relied heavily on the commitment and collaborative efforts of a 

variety of parties. As the project progressed, the tensions with the City was palpable. As 

we will see, the journey of collectively navigating tensions is also part of the connected 

learning. 

As Hunter observed, “Certainly within the DTES, there is a tension between 

various organizations and individuals within the community and the City of Vancouver, or 

certain individuals or certain parties of the City of Vancouver.” He noted that the tension 

“was also there in the context of the Survivors Pole” (T. Hunter, interview, August 29, 

2017). To make his point, he told me one particular incident that occurred during the 

preparation of the celebration event.  

The Pole was chosen to be installed in the Pigeon Park at Carrall Street. On the 

block at Carrall street, the DTES street market is there everyday from 9 am until 4 pm. 

To prepare the site for the pole-raising event, the street market needed to be moved 

temporarily. Hunter recalled what happened one day when someone from the Park 

Board came to check out the preparations: 

[…] He [the man from the Park Board] said: oh we need to work with 
the community to clean this park up. And then at the same time, the 
police … were [trying to] get the sellers off the sidewalks. And the next 
thing we knew was some of the housing advocates in the 
neighbourhood… started attacking the totem pole project and saying: 
oh, you guys are just being used by the city. It’s a gentrification tool. 
So Wendy Peterson, who is another housing advocate and knows the 
other people; she had to go to these people and say: hey you guys, cool 
it. You know, this is an independent project… So she had to tell these 
other people in the community that this project is coming from the 
community. It wasn’t something the City was coming along and saying: 
we need you to put this pole in. It was something that was coming up 
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from the community and the city said: we will join with you and try to 
make this happen. (T. Hunter, interview, August 29, 2017) 

There have been ongoing tensions (on social housing and other issues) between local 

groups in the DTES and the City of Vancouver, who do not share the some visions and 

objectives for the neighbourhood. The magnitude of challenge manifested itself when, 

for example, deciding whether or not the Mayor at the time, Gregor Robertson, would 

give a speech at the ceremony. As the major partner and contributor of the project, the 

City wanted the mayor to be able to speak on this important occasion. But what 

happened, as Hunter recalled, was that “the carver and people [in the DTES] said: the 

mayor was not going to speak, [not] in a formal way [...]. They didn’t like him. They were 

very clear that they didn’t like the mayor […] they didn’t like his policies […]. And they 

said: No.” “It was a tough position for the city staff who had to go back to the mayor [and] 

say ‘you are not going to be able to speak at this event,’” said Hunter.  

Normally, it is a protocol for key-position officials to give speeches in an 

important event or ceremony hosted by or including governmental officials. However, the 

carver and First Nations groups wanted to follow the rigours of ceremony adhering to the 

Coast Salish and Haida protocols they call Witness. Being a witness is a great honour, 

which means the person carries the responsibility of being a record keeper. Eventually, 

then the mayor Gregor Robertson was invited to attend the event as a witness along 

with about 30 other witnesses. “[He] just witnessed the event, which was what he did,” 

Hunter said, “No speech! He didn’t make a speech. When you think about the Survivors 

Pole, the City really bent over backwards to […] adjust to and [be] guided by the 

Indigenous perspectives.” He said he felt particularly “moved and touched” by what the 

attitude the City demonstrated to “adapt to the protocol of the [Aboriginal]people from the 

community.”  

The collaborative production of the Survivors Totem Pole was deeply 

challenging; but the fact that the community and the City were connected through shared 

practices and a common civic vision created a context for the possibility for a sustained 

relationship of mutual understanding and a boost in civic spirit. As Hunter and Walling 

mentioned, “despite the tensions between certain individuals in the City such as the 

Mayor, councillors, and certain advocates within the neighbourhood, all the parties were 

able to put that aside” and “figured out how to respectfully and truthfully navigate the 

bumps on the road.” As a consequence, the community-city tension has become the 
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departure point of forging new connections and collaboration that were intended to 

achieve agency and the shared civic vision. In that sense, the conflicting dynamics were 

transformed into productivity, contributing to the success of the project.  

Similar to the Terrain (Train) of Thought, in the case of the Survivors Totem Pole, 

a wide range of agentive actors with different perspectives, motives, and experiences – 

from the carving artist, from homeless people and street youth, from community elders, 

from local organizations to the City of Vancouver – joined in the collaborative cultural 

production of carving and raising the Totem Pole, mediating the discussions, overcoming 

disputes to mount the project, forging new alliances across differences, and attending 

the pole-raising celebration as a witness and a record keeper. Built on “deeply felt 

interests12, bonds, passions, and affinities” (Ito et al., 2015, p. 14), these actors invented 

a shared space that was crucial in supporting “meaningful learning and development as 

products of participation in civic, political, and public life” (p. 12).   

Additionally, what Survivors Totem Pole has generated is not only an opportunity 

for civic building and learning. When we revisit this cultural production with Ellsworth’s 

(2005) notion of pedagogy’s hinge, we see the cultural production practices and 

processes, in their unfolding, speak of pedagogy in ways that invoke in 

participants/viewers encounters of relational learning. In other words, they “put inner 

thoughts, memories, ways of knowing and being, fears, and desires in relation to outside 

others, events, history, culture, and socially constructed ideas” (p. 46).  

The idea of relational learning is made manifest when internal realities – such as 

memories of shared human-right struggles and injustice, histories of colonialism, and 

civic imagination – are externally embodied in the physical form of the Totem Pole, a 

monument located permanently in a shared public space, transforming the space into an 

educational landmark. As Skundaal described, “We want to let people that are moving 

into this area know that this is a great community, that we are still part of it, and we’re 

not going away […] and this pole is a lasting legacy for these people” (as cited in 

Siebert, 2016).   

                                                 
12 In the context of connected civic learning, the term “interest” used by Ito et al. (2015) refers to 
something as “cultivated through social and cultural relationships” and is developed from “an 
‘affinity network’ of commonly felt identity, practice, and purpose” (p. 14). 
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4.3. Chapter Conclusion  

In Terrain (Train) of Thought and Survivors Totem Pole, through shared practices 

and valued relationships, individuals across differing social positions and cultural 

backgrounds mobilized around themes of reconciliation, (de)colonization, and 

collaboration, weaving into (inter)cultural productions their “individual memory, self, and 

the personal in a mutually transforming relation with collective history, others, and social” 

(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 41). These are selected examples among a much wider range of 

cultural productions in the Festival context that generate meaningful connective civic 

learning and facilitate community building. They well illustrate the important role of the 

HOTC Festival in building spaces of meaning making and place-making, as well as in 

fulfilling many levels of support and forms of functions – whether educative, cultural, 

civic/political, or personal. 

The two cases of the multimodal cultural production presented here, whatever 

their medium, content, and focus, both speak about pedagogy through its ability to forge 

civic learning and create potential to link what’s inside to what’s outside (and vice versa). 

We may also infer such learning does not reside only within the scope of the Festival for 

brief periods of time. In the long run, when Festival participants bring their own networks 

of friends and patrons into the neighbourhood, civic expressions articulated in art and 

cultural forms demonstrate potential to reach a wider range of audiences, involving more 

visitors, viewers, and participants in ways that may provoke them to think, reflect, and 

learn. In such a way, the Festival produces long-lasting educative effects.  

Meanwhile, when these individuals exercised agency to achieve voice and 

influence the social-cultural discourse, they were simultaneously transforming 

themselves, their self-understanding, and their social relations with each other and with 

the social world (Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013; the NLG,1996). In this sense, the 

personal becomes the cultural and civic – as with Skundaal who transformed her 

personal interest and goal into collective civic vision, and the civic/political becomes the 

personal – as with Savannah who would carry away the legacy of the journey and pass it 

along as a message carrier. As such, the educational, social, cultural, and personal 

functions of the Festival have become one, providing a critical pivot for civic pedagogies 

to rise, possibilities for positive social change to emerge, and personal transformation to 

occur.  
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In Chapter 5, I will continue with the analysis of the functions of the Festival. 

Particularly, following up on the discussion on the cross-boundary flow between inside-

outside dynamics, I expand my focus to tap into the relation between pedagogy and 

bodily experience through the lens of sensory pedagogies.  
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Chapter 5.  
 
Festival as a Space of Sensory Pedagogies  

In this chapter, I draw upon multisensory approaches to the production of critical 

multiliteracies (Ellsworth, 2005; Ingold, 2011, 2013; Leander & Boldt, 2012; Pink, 2007, 

2009, 2011; Vannini, 2015a, 2015b; Vannini, Waskul, & Gottschalk, 2012) to explore the 

embodied learning experience in the Festival context. I illustrate with my own and other 

participants’ experiences with the Festival cultural production – namely, Against the 

Current (2015) and three walking tours: Housing Crisis Walk (2015), “Whazzat?” A 

Walking Tour of Chinatown (2016), and Our Chinatown Soundscape (2018).     

The chapter unfolds in three sections. After an introduction section, I describe 

respectively the examples of multimodal cultural productions in the following section. In 

each case presented, I begin with a contextual description. Then I provide the detailed 

account of my own, and other participants’, multisensory experiences with and 

responses to that specific Festival event. This is followed by my analysis informed by the 

non-representational, sensory approach to pedagogy (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987/2005; 

Ellsworth, 2005; Leander & Boldt, 2012). I conclude by discussing the the pedagogical 

implications of cultural productions at the Festival pertaining to sensations, bodies, 

emergence, and relationality (Ellsworth, 2005; Leander & Boldt, 2012). 

5.1. Introduction  

As the Festival grows in scope and vitality over time, it has featured an 

increasingly wider range of cultural and artistic events/performances across modalities. 

This can be discerned from event descriptions in the program guide. Take one event 

called Roots of Hearing (2013). The description highlights the multimodal nature and rich 

cultural experience the event would bring to festival-goers: 

Thursday October 24, 5pm -7pm 
UBC Learning Exchange, 612 Main 

The UBC learning Exchange opens its doors to share a medical plants 
workshop, tea tasting, a display of images, and storytelling. Participants in 
learning Exchange programs continue to explore and discuss themes 
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raised by the Truth and Reconciliation events of September, in particular 
themes of healing and of connection with traditional wisdom. Learn about 
medical plants in First Nations and other cultures, and about positive, 
hopeful approaches to education and the sharing of knowledge across 
generations. Everyone welcome. Free. 

In addition to the multimodal forms of representation, the description also focuses on the 

sensuality of the event – participants would expect to use their senses to hear (e.g., 

storytelling), to speak (e.g., discussion), to see (e.g., images), to touch (plants), to smell 

and taste (tea tasting), and to feel (positive and hopeful), as they join in activities and 

attempt to understand different cultures and their traditional knowledge. 

At the Festival, I observed and experienced myself many events that brought rich 

sensory experiences to visitors. In what follows, I look through the lenses of sensory 

pedagogies, revisiting some examples of cultural production from the Festival to show 

how they provoked bodily responses in me (and other participants) and involved us in an 

active multisensory participation in events and environments. 

My writing is informed by Vannini et al.’s (2012) notion of sensory writing that 

suggests writers “us[ing] a subjective mode” so to “acknowledge the tentativeness, 

situatedness, and fallibility of fieldwork and somatic work, and evoke a sense of 

emergence” (p. 76). In presenting these “more-than-representational” and “more-than-

textual” (Thomson, 2013, p. 244) encounters through sensory writing, I intend to 

highlight the role of the senses in producing embodied ways of learning and informing 

new ways to (re)imagine education, as well as to discover “an alternate means of 

experiencing data […] and not over them toward conclusion” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, 

p. 26).   

5.2. Reading the Festival through sensory pedagogies 

 Against the Current   

Event: Music and Storytelling 

Friday November 6, 2015 

Vancouver Japanese Language School & Japanese Hall      

Interview with John Endo Greenaway: April 19, 2016    
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Before embarking on my trip to the 2015 Festival, I looked up on the Festival 

website for the year’s top picks. Among the recommended events, one collaborative 

performance – Against the Current, caught my eye. The description distinguished it from 

other events in that it brought together a comparatively large number of artists and 

performers from two cultures – Japanese and Coast Salish. It also featured a unique mix 

of art and cultural forms. The Festival program guide (2015) provided the following 

description: 

A collaborative cross-culture performance, Against the Current, is created 
by Chibi Taiko, Katari Taiko, Sansho Daiko, Sawagi Taiko and Vancouver 
Okinawan Taiko, with storyteller Rosemary Georgeson (Sahtu Dene/Coast 
Salish), Salish music ensemble Tzo’kam led by musician and composer 
Russell Wallace, narrative contributions by John Endo Greenway, Hiromi 
Goto and Savannah Walling, and over 25 Downtown Eastside community 
participants with community-made papier-mache salmon. (p. 34) 

Due to the multitude of participating performers and the interweaving of art forms and 

past memories across cultures, I held a high anticipation before going for the 

performance. Whether it was for the sake of research purposes or for a pleasant festival 

experience, Against the Current undoubtedly was a must-go I did not want to miss.  

Context: An organic development 

Historically, the First Nations and Japanese communities are among the founding 

communities of the DTES neighbourhood. Coast Salish peoples were forcibly displaced 

from their ancestral lands during industrialization. The Japanese Canadian community 

underwent the similar history of displacement during WWII. In 1942, the Japanese who 

made a community in the DTES were evacuated and forced to move to internment 

camps across Canada. Today the area in the DTES where the Japanese community 

once settled is known by several names: as “Downtown Eastside Oppenheimer District,” 

“Nihon machi,” Powell Gai, and “Japantown.” Every year, many Japanese Canadians 

who live in other areas of the city and province would return to their root community to 

take part in events and celebrations related to their cultural and historical tradition. 

Against the Current is an art project that was intended to bring the two cultural 

groups together through music, culture, and history sharing. Vancouver Moving Theatre, 

the Heart of the City Festival, and the Vancouver Taiko Society collaborated to present 

the performance at the Festival in 2015. Featuring multimodal design elements including 

linguistic, visual, auditory, spatial, and gestural modes, Against the Current leveraged 
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the role of salmon in Japanese Canadian and First Nations history, culture, and fishing 

industry as an interweaving theme to explore and represent the stories of suffering and 

resilience of the two communities. In the words of Endo Greenaway – acting artistic 

director, one of the co-writers, and Taiko drummer of the performance – this cross-

cultural production was intended to “explore ideas of migration, perseverance, 

community and identity.” 

As described in Greenaway’s artist statement (2015) in the performance 

program, Against the Current began with a simple concept of salmon out of discussions 

between members of the Vancouver Taiko Society, who shared common roots as “taiko 

players, as community members, as British Columbians” (p. 4). It was set to premiere at 

the 2015 Powell Street Festival – the largest Japanese Canadian festival held each 

August at Oppenheimer Park in the DTES. When Terry Hunter and Savanna Walling 

viewed the premiere, they believed there was “no doubt that this exciting project needed 

to be seen by many more people.” The inclusion of Against the Current also appeared to 

be a great fit to the theme of that year’s Festival: “Nourished by Community.” The two 

Festival directors then decided to invite the artistic team to dig deeper into their 

explorations and share the results at the 2015 HOTC Festival.  

When describing the production process, Greenaway said it was an “organic 

development.” “It wasn’t me thinking of the story and writing it. It was really a 

collaborative process over several years to its completion […], evolving slowly as we let 

it find its own course,” he said. When re-producing the show for the Festival and 

developing the narrative threads, the production team decided to add First Nations story 

and artists to enrich the cultural meaning. “Both the First Nations and Japanese 

Canadian communities have been nourished by the salmon,” Greenaway explained in 

the Against the Current program guide, “and both communities have had to struggle 

against the current for generations – in fact you could extend the metaphor to include the 

Downtown Eastside community as well” (2015, para. 16). Along the way, the Lil’wat 

family singing group joined the performance. Rosemary Georgeson, a Coast 

Salish/Dene storyteller, and Grace Eiko Thomson, a Japanese Canadian who traces her 

family roots back to the Japanese community in the DTES, were both invited to share 

the spoken word duties. The production team also reached out to the DTES community 

to invite community residents for the pre-performance salmon-making workshops and 

recruit participants to carry props for the performance. According to Greenaway, to 
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mount the performance relied greatly on the generosity and collective efforts of many 

people within the community and beyond, “It depended on, you know, good will of a lot 

of people to pull it off,” he emphasized.  

Vancouver Japanese Language School and Japanese Hall, located in the heart 

of the Powell Street area – where the Japanese community once inhabited, was chosen 

as the venue to present the salmon show. Greenaway explained that the place is of 

great social importance to the Japanese Canadian community. 

Because so much of the story was rooted in the Japanese Canadians’ 
endurance […]. Historically that Hall was important to the community 
[…] it is the only property that was owned, pre-war, that was given back 
to the community after the war following the forced removal and 
internment of Japanese Canadians.  

The following section offers a detailed account of my multisensory experience with the 

show.  

Multisensory encounters with the salmon show 

When I arrive at Vancouver Japanese Hall on a rainy night in November, dripping 

wet, the performance already starts fifteen minutes ago. I slip in the hall in the darkness. 

While I am fumbling my way to the far end of the stage, my ears catch a female voice-

over. The voice is narrating about the first Japanese immigrant to Canada, Nagana 

Manzo, and his life journey as a sailor, dock worker, fisherman, and business owner in 

B.C. in the early 20th century. Tragically, “everything he spends his lifetime building is 

destroyed in a fire,” says the voice, “The man returns to Japan to die, the land of his birth 

and death.”  

Now my vision retreats to the background in the dim light. As the speaking voice 

vanishes, the sound of drumming beats starts, mingled with the slight chime-like metallic 

ringing, seeming from far and near, but clearly in my ears. Slowly, the gentle sound of 

raindrops accelerates; then the intensity steadily grows. Taiko drummers in traditional 

clothing and headbands start changing emphasis to invoke a sense of variety, their 

windmilling arm movements dazzling my eyes. I find myself traveling back to Nagana 

Manzo’s time and seeing him moving through his life path, in an upstream journey as 

that of the salmon. At some point, with the increase in tempo, the steady drumming 

beats turn into the rolling thunder, bringing the narrative to its culmination with the tragic 

fire destroying Nagana Manzo’s business. When the man returns to Japan and the 
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salmon returns to the sea completing the end of his/its life cycle, everything hushes and 

the hall resumes its silence.  

A beam of light projecting on the front stage, I now see a full room of audiences 

sitting in rows in the front of the hall. The woman’s voice is audible again, accompanied 

with the murmurous silvery bell and droning gong. As the figure of an elderly woman 

slowly walking in the audience, a script in hand, telling of the story of early immigrants to 

B.C. from Asia overcoming the hardships with endurance and dreams, I realize the 

voice-over is from this storyteller. Someone starts chanting. The pure chanting becomes 

meaningful now that I am aware of the stories of early immigrants. The sorrowful melody 

conjures up an image of cannery workers working mind-numbingly long working hours in 

hard-working conditions. The spoken words echoing in my ears: “Cleaning fish, women 

filling can after endless can with salmon, filling hour after endless hour.” “The taste of 

racism bitter on the tongue. But the dream endures: A new life in this new land.” 

In the remainder of the performance, the drummers, singers, dancers, and 

storytellers overwhelm the stage with their energetic and passionate presence, with the 

narrative advancing through Japanese and First Nations fishermen struggling against 

the current to survive and endure; their life paths and living culture intertwined and 

expressed in relation to salmon – a recurrent motif symbolizing the same resilience and 

shared experiences of struggling against overwhelming odds to survive and to endure.  

Until at last, with the interlocking cadences and a First Nation honour song about 

the arrival of the spring salmon, drums and voices from all local taiko groups and Lil’wat 

vocal group come together and play in unison, celebrating the relationship between the 

Japanese Canadian people and the Indigenous people of Salish territories that was built 

through the music and storytelling. Large papier mȃché salmon carried by 25 community 

members emerge from the back of the stage, zigzagging through audiences, as if the 

fish swims underwater. When the ocean resumes its calm, men and women hold trays of 

refreshments, serving audiences with salmon cakes. The salmon show comes to an end 

with gustatory pleasure.  

Standing among other audiences, I find myself in the thickness of this flamboyant 

sensory experience, navigating between the real and imagined time and space. Calling 

myself a ‘viewer’, or an ‘audience member’, is inadequate to describe my state of being. 
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It is not merely the eye that sees nor the ear that hears; my whole body is activated. I do 

not just see the spectacular performing scenes. Rather – to echo Ellsworth (2005) when 

she describes beauty and attraction felt in various forms of motion – I “feel them 

materially as processes, as events of the body” (p. 25). The artistic-historical narrations, 

the performers’ choreographed movements, the percussive instruments and melodic 

sound they produce, salmon props, and historic building of the Japanese Hall all come 

together to form an assemblage and a kind of medium, making long-ago, waning 

memories proximate in the shared temporal-spatial environment.  

The unique way in which Against the Current reflects the concern and 

symbolizes salmon in relation to the Salish and Japanese cultures and their way of living 

also invokes in me a sense of cultural intimacy, inviting me to construct an association 

between existing meanings and my own cultural background-oriented meanings. Fish in 

Chinese culture is a mythological source representing fertility, prosperity, and 

abundance. Growing up in traditional Chinese culture, in which harmony and 

peacefulness lie at the core, I have learned that the harmony between nature and 

humans contributes to the prosperity of all living beings and that humans should 

appreciate nature with awe and follow the guiding principles of the universe. It is this 

same idea of human-nature connections and living on shared territory that the 

performance invites the audience to dwell on. As co-writer Savannah Walling notes in 

the Against the Current program guide:  

The creators of Against the Current are united by a common concern: how 
do we live and work in sustainable ways on shared territory – on territory 
shared between social and cultural groups, and on territory that is shared 
between humans and other living beings. (2015, p.2). 

I am not alone, amid all the vitality and intensity, experiencing the unfolding of 

sensations while saturated in “an unpredictability of feeling and desire” (Ellsworth, 2005, 

p. 85). One audience described in the 2015 HOTC Festival Comment Book how the 

embodied experience with the performance fostered an awareness of diversity and 

inclusivity that characterize the DTES community:  

[…] beyond their musical congruency, the two groups—First Nations and 
Japanese Canadians—were united by a returning sense of spirit formerly 
banished from their communities […]. Perhaps everyone felt that same 
sensation that gripped my heart during the performance; for an hour and 
twenty minutes, our pulses were one with the taiko drumming and Lil’wat 
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music. It evocatively emphasizes how an appreciation of diversity and 
inclusivity forms the heart of Vancouver’s communities. 

Towards sensory learning in relations  

As introduced earlier in Chapter 2, when speaking of the interrelations between 

movement, embodiment, and learning, Ellsworth (2005) maintains that “pedagogy 

involves us in experiences of the corporeality of the body’s time and space” and that 

when learning occurs, bodily experiences “arise out of an assemblage of 

mind/brain/body with the time and space of pedagogy” (p. 4). Drawing from social 

theorist Brian Massumi, Ellsworth further argues that pedagogy consists of “qualitative 

transformation” of our embodiment in and of the world and how we think and act, rather 

than of “fixed routes” or “predetermined meanings” (p. 120). According to Ellsworth, 

when we take into account our “mind/brain/body” being in motion, we are being able to 

reconsider pedagogy in relation to “knowledge in the making” (p. 119; see also Leander 

& Boldt, 2012).    

Such conceptualization of knowledge and pedagogy recognizes “relationality” 

(Ellsworth, 2005) and “nonrepresentational emergence” (Leander & Boldt, 2012) in the 

learning process and emphasizes in pedagogy and learning “the sensations and 

movements of the body in the moment-by-moment unfolding or emergence of activity” 

(Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 25). Furthermore, as the concepts of rhizomatic change and 

assemblage suggest, constituting components/relational pairs in the assemblage 

actively break and reconstruct the established orders, causing cross-boundary flow 

between connected/relational dynamics and reconfiguration of sense-making, thus 

forging the pedagogy’s hinge.  

Against the Current was carefully staged for theatrical effect; yet its value cannot 

be understood purely in art forms. A nonrepresentational rereading of my (and others’) 

experiences shifts my focus towards the kind of learning that is not pre-defined, but “in 

the ongoing present” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 26). The designers incorporated in its 

medium (a multimodal performance) the central motif of endurance, connections, and 

shared territory. Rather than being ‘told’ and ‘taught,’ however, I (and others probably) 

engaged these ideas via an embodied, relational path with my eyes, my ears, as well as 

my other bodily senses, and through the narration-instruments-salmon-movements-

sensations-place assemblages. My bodily experience arose “somewhere in between 
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thinking and feeling” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 17) and was characterized by a state of 

“becoming” or “emergence.” Entangled within such dynamics in the assemblages, I (and 

other audience members) was (were) invited to retrace the individual memory, self, and 

the personal in relation to shared history, others, and the social; all while reflecting on 

our relation to nature and to each other, and on how we have been living, and should 

continue to live, on territory shared between social and cultural groups, and between 

humans and other living beings.   

Likewise, John Greenaway, a Taiko drummer himself on the stage, described 

how the stage experience invoked in him emotions in ways crucial to learning of 

connections and living on shared territory (Festival program guide, 2016, p. 5): 

The theme of salmon provided a rich foundation on which to build, 
connecting us as artists to our history and to the land and the waters that 
sustain us. As I stood on the stage at the top of the show and watched the 
massed dancers and drummers appear in the distance, with the voices of 
the singers spreading over the crowd, I felt tears on my cheeks and a shiver 
run down my spine. For those few moments, with the dust rising from the 
many dancing feet, it was as if the ground we stood on had given birth to a 
truly unified work that transcended language and culture, giving voice to 
generations that came before us, and generations still to come. 

We performed the piece […] in the big hall at the Vancouver Japanese 
Language School, the only property returned to the community after the 
war, and the connections only deepened in the retelling. Shared stories, 
shared experiences – these are the ties that have the power to bind, to hold 
strong against a current that sometimes seems overwhelming.   

For Greenaway, his bodily sensations on the stage were entangled within the 

performance-performers-movements-sensations-Japanese hall assemblages, which 

enabled him to engage with the performance as something that was not only created by 

him (as one of the production team members), but also (re)created how he understood 

what it meant to live on shared territory in relation to the community, others, shared 

histories, and future generations.  

Not specifically related to the sensory aspect, yet what Grace told about her 

learning experience in Against the Current as the storyteller, once again, speaks of the 

“relationality” and “emergence” nature of such learning. As a Japanese Canadian whose 

family and herself underwent the forced removal during WWII, Grace talked about how 

putting herself and her own community’s (Japanese Canadian) internalized memories 

and history into relation to others’ (the First Nations) led her to cross the boundaries 
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between self and others, personal and social, and then enabled her to develop a self-

realization and alternative ways of thinking: 

[…] it [being part of the performance] really changed my life in the sense 
that that’s when I really realized, you know, when you are a Japanese 
Canadian who has this kind of history, you focus too much on your past 
[…] So when I look at our history and I look at the larger community 
histories, I realized that we [Japanese Canadians and First Nations 
people] really have something common to share... That’s why I am 
saying when I look at Story Weaving13, looking at my own history, I 
really realized the importance of the Heart of the City Festival, because 
this is where all it comes together, to make us realize. I think to 
Aboriginal communities too, probably [they are] feeling handicapped 
that nobody is listening for all these years. But slowly as we do these 
kinds of things, maybe it’s slow; but still we are moving, we are starting 
to respect each other […] (G. E. Thomson, interview, November 26, 
2015) 

The examples discussed here speak about the pedagogical potential of the cultural 

production at the Festival in a way that encourages us to take a new perspective to think 

of learning and knowing. Stevenson (2011) wisely notes that “We must grasp a sense of 

our own overlapping histories and traditions as well as a sense of how our own lives are 

linked to citizens of the past and future […] we will not be able to realize ourselves 

without the wider community making available to us a sense off our own ‘living 

conditions’” (p. 14). As a viewer, or a participating artist, experiencing in and around the 

cultural production and the performance, I and the other participants constantly 

navigated and made sense of the relations between the inside-self-personal and the 

outside-other-social in the performance. As each dynamic in the assemblages shifted 

and was in the ongoing formation of the other, we encountered “new alignments, 

unexpected intensities, and new connections” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 127) and thus, 

engaged with learning.  

During the years I carried out fieldwork at the Festival, I participated in and 

observed a variety of cultural productions of this sort that invited their participants into 

the realm of movements and intense affective experiences. The following section 

continues this thread of sensory pedagogy, looking at three neighbourhood walking tours 

at the Festival, their educative intent, and the lived experiences I and other festival 

visitors had around them.  

                                                 
13 A VMT-produced production on the urban Indigenous experience.   
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 Neighbourhood walking tours 

Context: A gentrifying neighbourhood 

Interview with Terry Hunter: August 3, 2015; April 12, 2016; August 29, 2017 

Like many inner-city communities elsewhere, the DTES is confronted with a 

number of challenges against the backdrop of urban regeneration. On the socio-

economic margins, the DTES has been undergoing rapid gentrification in recent 

decades as a result of the urban revitalization and city re-zoning plan. Condominium 

development and an influx of middle-class and affluent people accelerate the 

gentrification trend, which, according to housing activists in the community, lessens the 

chance of building social housing and increases the displacement of low-income 

residents. Stories of community residents threatened by gentrification are often reported 

in the media.  

In July 2013, the demolition of a building (at 451 Powell Street) next to the 

century-old heritage Ming Sun Society building at 439 Powell Street (in Japantown) 

caused the displacement of eight senior residents. Many community members believed 

that developers intended to redevelop the entire 400-block, thus permanently 

threatening the affordable social housing permanently. The same year, the news of low-

income seniors at the 82-unit Chau Luen Tower (at 325 Keefer Street) fighting a more 

than 40% rent increase in Chinatown attracted public attention. A 2014 article titled 

“Gentrification and the DTES Chinese Community,” published in the community 

newspaper Downtown East, referred to these examples, discussing the impacts of 

gentrification on low-income residents: 

Gentrification not only affects one’s housing but also impacts one’s access 
to food and low-income shops. Members of the DTES Chinese community 
regularly shop at low-income shops such as Sunrise Market and Army & 
Navy. As various areas of the DTES face redevelopment pressures, the 
continued existence of such shops for the low-income community are in 
jeopardy.  

In an effort to engage with the community in a meaningful way, the Festival has been 

maintaining, since its start, a continuous and steady focus on “burning issues, stories of 

displaced people and communities, and the neighbourhood’s long-standing commitment 

to social and environmental justice” (program guide, 2018, p. 3). This commitment is 

largely rooted in a deep connection Savannah Walling and Terry Hunter have developed 
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to the community with more than four decades of building their family and career in the 

DTES. They expressed their close ties to the community in the 2015 Festival program 

guide, writing: “This is the community that gave birth to our practice and the DTES 

HOTC Festival. For this we are deeply grateful” (p. 3). In an essay Walling (2014) wrote 

in the Festival program guide, she similarly described such emotional attachment: “The 

more we learned and participated, the more involved, connected and committed we 

became” (p. 52).   

Experiencing firsthand change within their home community, Hunter and Walling 

felt a need to respond to community challenges and reflect them when programming the 

Festival. Hunter explained to me, “We have to really grapple with the change that’s going 

on in the neighbourhood. We need to double down even more to support the low-income 

people in the community. We also need to invite the new arrivals so they can hopefully 

educate more newcomers about our histories and the struggles we are facing”. 

In this regard, history and social justice walking tours are one example that 

reflects the Festival’s efforts to educate people about the effects of gentrification on 

neighbourhood’s low-income, vulnerable groups. Some examples of the walking tours 

include: DTES Renovictions Walking Tour (2014), Housing Crisis Tour (2015), Where is 

Chinatown (2016), and Our Chinatown Soundscape Walk (2018). These walking tours 

invite visitors to embark on an exploratory journey visiting main historic points of interest 

and key sites of changes, so participants can ‘get to know’ the real DTES and the impact 

of gentrification. Explaining the purpose of these walking tours, Hunter said, “For a 

number of years, we have gentrification walks, and we promote those in the newspaper 

and in our program guide.” He particularly stressed the educative purpose of these 

walks, “Learn about the gentrification in our neighbourhood, and learn about it from 

activists in this neighbourhood, about these issues and educate yourself about these 

issues.”  

Below, I illustrate in detail my participating experience in one of these walks: 

Housing Crisis Tour with Carnegie Community Action Project (2015). This will be 

interwoven with my analysis and interpretation alongside the concepts of sensory 

pedagogy.  
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Multisensory Housing Crisis walk 

Event: Housing Crisis Tour with Carnegie Community Action Project 

Saturday October 31 (apporx. 90 minutes) 

Meet on the front steps of Carnegie, 401 Main 

 
On a rainy Saturday morning, I join a group of about twenty men and women on 

the front steps of the Carnegie Community Centre, the departure point of the walk. The 

tour is organized by Carnegie Community Action Project (CCAP), a social group in the 

DTES that works to increase welfare rates, improve social housing, and slow 

gentrification. The tour begins with Hunter’s welcoming remark. He gave a brief 

introduction to the HOTC Festival and then introduces to us Herb Varley of CCAP, our 

tour guide. “I should say that I really admire this group [CCAP],” says Hunter, before 

handing over the microphone to Varley who is standing next to him, “They’ve contributed 

tremendously to the DTES. Herb and his team work very strongly with grassroots needs 

to fight for social housing and human rights for our community. So please join me in 

giving these guys a great round of applause for the work they do.”  

The rain now turns into a drizzle. I look around to see who else joins the walk. 

Jack, my study participant and a DTES resident, is standing across me and waving his 

hand to greet me. I notice some participating walkers are local residents I have met in 

Carnegie. A few others, in outdoor jackets and backpacks, seem to be visitors. A young 

guy next to me says he has travelled from London. A photographer from AHA Media (the 

media partner of the Festival) is video-recording the event. He told Hunter to remind us 

to avoid the cameral if we feel uncomfortable with it. 

“My English name is Herb Varley,” our walk guide greets us with a self-

introduction, telling us he is a member of the Nuu-chah-nulth Nation and of Nisga’a 

descent. He declares that First Nations in the region have not ceded the territory upon 

which our walk is taking place today. “When I say this land is unceded,” Varley 

emphasizes, “I mean this land has never been sold. It’s never been officially taken over 

and conquest. And it has never been given as a free gift. We need to remember that and 

we need to honour that.” Varley informs us of the key sites we will visit today. He is now 

being replaced by Gloria, a young woman representing CCAP. Gloria made a short 

speech about the work CCAP has been doing in the DTES and then introduced to us 
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two more co-presenters, Victoria and Stewart. Seemingly in their sixties, both of them 

are DTES residents and housing activists.  

We leave Carnegie Community Centre at 11:15. As we walk west along East 

Hastings Street, Varley gestures for a halt in front of a slum-like, eight-storey building. 

He informs us that we are currently at the Regent Hotel, an SRO hotel filled with some of 

Vancouver’s poorest residents, also one of the city’s top violators of the residential 

tenancy act, with 121 health and safety issues. “The difficult thing about living in an 

SRO,” Varley says, “is that you don’t have your own bathroom and you don’t have your 

own cooking facilities.” “What is SRO, by the way?” A man in the group asks. “Single 

room occupancy,” Varley answers. He pauses a moment, adding, “It’s just a room.” 

“What size is an SRO?” a woman asks. “The size of a jail cell”. “You know,” Varley 

continues, “we need SROs be replaced by self-contained, affordable rental housing. The 

City of Vancouver recently did a Local Area Plan […]. They redefined the affordable 

housing at about $900 to $950 for a bachelor.” Varley’s voice becomes emotional. “That 

is what the City calls affordable housing?” His remark elicits a scoff from a visitor at the 

so-called affordable housing. Some people shake head in disbelief.  

While we are walking and listening to our guide’s talk, Varley is interrupted 

several times by the jarring sirens of some passing police cars, which makes a few 

young female visitors fidget; one young woman seems particularly uncomfortable. 

People may have an assumption about an environment, sometimes from having been in 

a place before; sometimes from what is reported by the news media, or from one’s 

network of friends and associates. I am wondering what these visitors would make of the 

frequent presence of police cars. 

A few meters away to our left, the sidewalk is blocked due to an in-progress 

building construction – a condominium development. “This is Sequel 138,” Varley points 

to the building in construction – the controversial project will include 79 condos for sale 

and another 18 marked as affordable housing units – “at Sequel 138, I believe there’s 

supposed to be 17 units of affordable housing. But I believe only 11 of those are the 

social housing. And the remainder are gonna be in that $900 range.” Stewart chimes in, 

“Before we leave, let’s take a look at the building there.” He looks at the Regent Hotel, 

“Remember the height, okay?” I follow his gesture, looking into the direction. The side-
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by-side co-presence of the rundown building and the brand-new condo produces a 

pronounced, uncomfortable disharmony in the streetscape.  

Walking a block west to the Regent Hotel, we are now on Columbia Street. Right 

at the corner of East Pender and Columbia Streets, a three-panel mural features 

Chinese Canadian history and cultural themes comes into view. One of my study 

participants and I took a walk down here two months before and we had a discussion on 

the vandalized murals in Chinatown. The mural by Arthur Cheng, titled “A Snapshot of 

History” depicts early Chinese immigrants and their lives in Vancouver. The introductory 

sentences at the top of one of the mural panels – Wah Chong family outside their 

laundry business in 1884 – show that the mural panels are to “commemorate the history 

of the Chinese Canadians and recognize their significant contribution to the growth and 

prosperity of Vancouver, British Columbia and Canada for over a century.” However, this 

mural and another Lao Tzao historical mural in Chinatown were reported not long ago to 

have been badly vandalized with graffiti, which, some residents think, is linked to the 

housing affordability and anger at so-called “foreign buyers.”14   

Before I can dwell further on the ironic manifestation of anti-gentrification and the 

condo-ization sentiment articulated through vandalism, we arrive at our second stop: 

Chinatown Memorial Plaza. Crossing into the Chinatown area, I immediately notice the 

unique cultural- and linguistic-landscape that is unique to this part of Vancouver. Strong 

smells of dried seafood and salted fish in specialty food stores linger in the air. Chinese 

antique-style of street decorations, heritage buildings, and language signs all highlight a 

distinctive sense of Chineseness.   

A script in hand, Stewart is in charge of the tour in Chinatown. As we stand in 

front of the memorial monument, Stewart asks a question to which he apparently does 

not need an answer: “Remember the building that I asked you to remember?” He turns 

around, facing a large empty space that used to be a parking lot. “This new one here is 

going to be two and a half times taller. There are approximately 300 elderly Chinese 

people living in Chinatown.” He continues with an emphasis, “This is Chinatown. They 

live in the worst, crappiest condition, worse than the one on the Hastings Street. We are 

                                                 
14  In recent years, there is a discourse around the Canadian/Vancouver housing boom fueled by 
rich overseas investors, particularly those from China, who are widely blamed for sending 
Vancouver housing prices soaring.  
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talking about 90-year-old people.” “I just want to say one thing about Chinatown too,” 

Harley follows up on the topic, linking the worsening housing situation to the City’s 

redevelopment plan, “Chinatown is branded by the City as a symbol of multiculturalism. 

But that glosses over why Chinatown exists. You know, Chinatown was a good symbol 

for multiculturalism for decades. Now the City, they are trying to use the Chinese 

heritage as a way to redevelop and rebrand buildings. But it has nothing to do with 

Chinese, with the actual Chinese people who built this community.”  

As Varley and his colleague make these commentaries, I am in contemplation of 

the expense of the urban renewal sweeping around the neighbourhood. The viewpoint 

held by Varley that the city’s regeneration plan has little to do with humanity but more to 

do with the exercise of capital may resonate among many low-income residents. How 

most community residents look at the issue of gentrification can be very different from 

city planners. The gaze of urban planners is thought to be unjustly centered on making 

sure that some people are able to preserve and enjoy the privileges linked to their wealth 

and power in society. What accompanies the redevelopment process is the 

displacement and further exclusion of the socio-economically disadvantaged community. 

With the city-wide cultural and rezoning plans and Chinatown’ bid for a UNESCO 

World Heritage Site designation, the old neighbourhood has undergone radical change 

in recent years. The growth in new business and the improved physical environments 

lead to more investment and tourists. Not everyone, however, benefits from this 

transformation. Local and family-owned businesses upon which low-income residents 

depend are being replaced by expensive condominiums, upscale restaurants, and chain 

stores. In the period of transition, it is hard to predict whether this historic neighbourhood 

will be transformed into a place that holds a genuine legacy and can improve physical 

and social-economic conditions, or one that will lose the neighbourhood’s cultural 

authenticity and the very things that once gave it its distinctive style. 

“That is one of the jewels of Vancouver, Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Garden,” Stewart’s 

voice brings me back from my thinking. He points to the building across the street, 

remarking, “It’s no accident that it is there.” Our guide recalls how local residents fought 

the City Hall in the 1980’s to stop a freeway planned to be built in the place where the 

Garden is located: “The Chinese community said: No! Because it’s going through our 

neighbourhood. No! And an architect came up with the garden [plan]. And they planned 
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the way where the highway was supposed to go.” Stewart’s face grows animated as he 

retells the bold fight of local residents and their success. “Bravo!” the story elicits 

acclamation from the group. I am reminded of what a local resident once said to me 

about DTES residents’ courage in face of adversity: “anything that this community has 

gotten, they had to fight for it. There are always struggles and you have to fight” 

(resident, interview, February 25, 2015).  

Standing outside the Garden, I begin to think of my previous trips to the Garden. I 

recall the peacefulness there and hearing nothing of the hustle and bustle of outside life. 

To a Chinese living in Canada, it can be an especially profound and deep experience to 

walk through the greenery and miniature trees and over water on meandering stone 

slabs. For some, me included, easily activated are the memories of the far-away world 

and left-behind place that was once home. Everything may bring back an emotional 

sensation, a recollection with its associated people, sounds, smells, and scenes. It 

begins to dawn on me why community members have been fighting hard, in the past and 

at present, to protect their physical and spiritual home from demolition. 

The one-and-a-half hour walking tour ends at Carnegie after we visit the places 

where homeless people sleep and the hotels from which low-income and senior 

residents are being reno-victed and displaced. As I am writing up the walking 

experiences, I recall what a participating walker remarks at the end of the tour: “We may 

never have known these stories and landmarks in the neighbourhood had we come on 

our own.” Indeed. 

Learning through walking 

As stated in 3.2.1, walking, “as a mobile and embodied practice” (Chen, 2014, p. 

212), plays a significant role in generating learning and meaning making (e.g., Li & 

Marshall, 2018; O’Neill & Hubbard, 2010; Pink, 2008b; Vannini, 2015b; Vergunst & 

Ingold, 2006). Vergunst and Ingold (2006) argue that the “locomotive (or getting around) 

aspect of walking allows for an understanding of places being created by routes” (p. 68). 

The two authors go on to note that “the movement of walking is itself a way of knowing” 

(2008, p. 5). Indeed, through “a particular experiential flow of successive moments of 

detachment and attachment, physical immersion and mental wandering, memory, 

recognition and strangeness” (Edensor, 2010, p. 70), the act of walking “potentially 

offer[s] insights to the multiple splices of time-space narratives” (Chen, 2014, p. 212) and 
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allows the walker/ethnographer to engage in the multi-layered dimensions of mundane 

life.  

In the Housing Crisis walking tour, I experienced deeply-felt sensations. More 

than that, what seemed especially significant was the walking moments I shared with 

others, in which a series of multisensory “mobile encounters” (Cheng, 2014) took place, 

sensations were provoked, and thoughts flew. In other words, the walk time was the time 

when I shared with others the same “walking rhythms and routes” (Vergunst & Ingold, 

2006; Pink, 2008a, 2008b), constantly encountering the sensations of sights, sounds, 

smells, touch, while exploring for what they indicated, represented, and referred to. It 

was the time when I visited particular locations that have special meanings to community 

residents (and my study participants) and related to their memories, experiences, and 

imaginations. It was also the time when I became a part in the assemblage of people, 

streetscapes, as well as the linguistic, social, cultural, and material manifestations of the 

gentrifying urban space.  

As such, the sensory experience with the multilayered dynamics of the 

neighbourhood, accompanied with “reflexive attention to these experiences” (Pink, 

2008a, p. 181), turned my participant observation into “participant sensing” (p. 67). For 

me, the sensation of the inside-self-personal interfused with the outside-other-social, felt 

via “a lived encounter” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 19), with the juxtaposition of the socio-

historical facts about the community (history, character, challenges, and needs) and my 

own cultural heritage and perspectives. Such an experience, in its unfolding, enabled me 

to find a way into the life and world that community residents (including my study 

participants) might be experiencing and knowing, which I previously failed to resonate 

with or found irrelevant to my own experience.  

Through other walking participants’ experiences, the following multisensory 

walking tours will further exemplify the sensations, movements, and experiential learning 

assemblages.  

Other sensory walking tours  

In “Whazzat?” A Walking Tour of Chinatown with Robert Sung at the 2016 

Festival, participating walkers followed the tour guide Bob, visiting the herbal medicine 

shop, pastry shop, and grocery store in Chinatown for food tastings, tea samples, and 



101 

dim sum lunch, while at the same time being shown the culture, symbols and philosophy 

of food and medicine, and how they relate to culinary trends. A walking participant who 

joined the same tour (at a different time) spoke of the potential pedagogical value arising 

out of the multiple sensations: “From the exquisite Sun Yat-Sen Garden through the 

marketplace (including a herbalists' store), dim sum courses and our white tea tasting 

prepared by a master, I came away filled with food and facts: a satisfying balance.”  For 

another participant, the tour is a “[s]pecial way to see (and taste!) Chinatown!” She 

wrote: “Bob wove together the culture, traditions, history, sights, and tastes of 

Chinatown, leaving us with a far greater appreciation of Chinatown and of Chinese food 

than we could have gotten on our own.”    

During another walk of Chinatown at the 2018 Festival, called Our Chinatown 

Soundscape with Youth Collaborative for Chinatown and Vancouver Soundwalk 

Collective, visitors took the two-hour walking tour without speaking, “tapping into the 

sonic resonances that create Chinatown’s deep sense of place, which often take a back 

seat to our other senses” (program guide, 2018, p. 38). Along the route that “traverse[s] 

the area’s historic and contemporary soundscapes,” according to the walking tour 

designers, participants were expected to discover the sounds that were increasingly 

endangered and disappearing as the historic neighbourhood has experienced change. 

During the soundwalk, the participants went to the local shops and heard fishmongers 

throw the fish and sing out, in Cantonese, how fresh and cheap the fish was. For June 

Chow, Chinese Canadians who grew up in Cantonese-speaking communities, this is 

“something that we remember from our childhood… that is something I actually very 

much miss. Because the language is shifting over to mandarin and to English, there are 

less people who can understand and appreciate it” (interview, November 2, 2018). 

In an interview with CBC Radio One’s The Early Edition podcast, June Chow, 

one of the walk organizers, described the purpose of the walk as follows:  

[…] when we talk about the disappearing or threat of the disappearing, 
[in the] soundscape in Chinatown, Cantonese, well, language, plays out 
a very heavy role […] Part of the soundwalk that we will be asking 
participants to listen for is how much relative Cantonese, if they can pick 
it up, versus Mandarin, versus English, [is] being practiced in the 
soundscape […] This is a living community. And it’s a living culture and 
these things are very much alive… So our soundscape really is trying to 
create an experience […] You know, it’s not just looking at something 
or listening to something. It’s actually being an active participant.” If 
Cantonese language is important to you, you can actually do something 
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about it. If you speak the language, use it in the environment […] You 
can actually create new memories and news ways of experiencing and 
contributing to the soundscape. (J. Chou, interview with CBC Radio One, 
November 2, 2018) 

For June Chow, the acoustic exploration may offer participants a pathway to the creation 

of space and memories by actively becoming part of the sensory, social, and material 

environment. Her remarks also illustrated how such walking practices could facilitate the 

participants’ agency to interact with the environment and create a bond with it through 

the production of individual and collective memories and experiences of place.  

For community resident Savannah, participating in this deep-listening excursion 

provoked emotions, associated memories, and opened up an opportunity for her to 

make sense of the sounds in the community that otherwise would have been left 

unnoticed:  

For me… very peaceful experience… even through 2 hours of rain… 
entire group of 11 stayed for the session… another way of experiencing 
this community I walk through every day… the different sounds 
emanating from the businesses… setting aside the responsibilities of 
organizing and witnessing and reporting on the festival to just 
experience and be present in the moment… profoundly restful… to be 
guided on this silent walk… to reduce the sense of sight to let sound 
sense come to the fore… realizing how deeply I value the birds of our 
community, their sounds… voices, feet, sounds within different stores… 
the waves of sounds/like chattering blackbirds at the tea festival… the 
intrusive traffic sounds… the Cantonese and other languages… and 
emotional landscapes of sound… (S. Walling, personal communication, 
8 November, 2018, ellipses in the original) 

As I experienced in the Social Housing Crisis Tour, for Savannah and June too, 

attending to the everyday sonic and emotional resonances during the soundwalk brought 

back memories and provoked them to re-think the ways of being in and shaping the 

environment. Their sensory explorations into the urban landscape were linked to the 

‘absence’ and ‘presence’ of different sounds (e.g., a spoken language) in the sonic 

environment, entangled with people, things, and the commercial, residential, and natural 

landscape. Such dynamic entanglements led them to a unique discovery of the 

underlying rhythms of the daily rituals and social practices in Vancouver’s evolving 

Chinatown, as well as the demographic shift reflected in the soundscape. 
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5.3. Chapter conclusion  

The cross-cultural salmon show and walking tours discussed above are designed 

with intentions – in Against the Current, creators wove contemporary concerns with past 

memories in art forms to raise awareness of living on shared territories; in the social 

justice and soundwalk tours, the participants walked along the purposefully-chosen 

routes and were introduced to the selected sites to know about the neighbourhood’s 

challenges. If we take a conventional educative perspective, we may consider the 

pedagogical value of these events in their purposeful design and associated modalities. 

Such understanding, however, eclipses the pedagogical possibilities in these events that 

involve participants in bodily experiences with “fluidity and indeterminacy” (Leander & 

Boldt, 2012, p. 44).    

Learning, as Ellsworth (2005) notes, “never takes place in the absence of bodies, 

emotions, place, time, sound, image, self-experience, history. It always detours through 

memory, forgetting, desire, fear, pleasure, surprise, rewriting” (p. 55). Following 

Ellsworth who cites Brian Massumi, I argue that these Festival events “impinge upon, 

relate to, and assemble with the bodies of their users and viewers in a web of 

interrelational flows in material ways” (p. 55). By generating complex layers of sensory 

responses; by forming relations and connections in often unpredictable ways; and by 

fostering a sensuous self, these Festival events operate as “a fluid, moving pivot place” 

(p.38), generating new, alternative ways of “thinking/being/becoming” (Smythe et al., 

2017, p. 29), and enabling the participants to develop constant associations between 

learning and cultural production, between learning and remembrance of what has 

happened before, between learning and reflection on where we are going in. 

This chapter and Chapter 4 address how the Festival fulfils its multiple functions, 

with a focus on the educative function. In these two chapters, we particularly see how 

the Festival and its copious multimodal cultural productions speak of pedagogy through 

“pedagogy’s hinge” and assemblages of “the pedagogical pivot points” (Ellsworth, 2005, 

p. 38) that invite the participants into relation and enable them to become critical 

learners/designers/citizens. Sociologist Jonathan Wynn (2015) argues that festivals are 

“powerful forces for shaping urban and cultural landscapes – but so too should they be 

understood as shaping and being shaped by people’s individual experiences” (p. 43). In 

many senses, as we have already seen, the educative, social, cultural, and personal 
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functions of the HOTC Festival reinforce and interlinked with one another in the process 

of individuals and groups producing and/or participating in various cultural creations. In 

such a way, the Festival contributes to (re)framing the cultural and civic landscape of the 

community, all while shaping individual experiences – educative, cultural, civic, social, 

and personal. 

In Chapter 6, informed by Wynn’s argument, I will focus on how the Festival is 

shaped by individual action and experiences. Specifically, I will illustrate how residents 

and artists from within and outside the community create and contribute meanings to the 

production of the annual Festival, turning it not only as a pedagogical space, but also a 

performative space for community development.  
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Chapter 6.  
 
Festival as a Space for Agency and Community 
Building 

Informed by the multiliteracies view of design (the New London Group, 1996) and 

analytical concepts of cultural production and civic agency (Gaztambide-Fernández & 

Matute, 2015; Kuttner, 2015), this chapter presents the portraits of five Festival 

participants – Savannah, Adrienne, Stephen, Grace, and Eyoälha – and the various 

forms of social action in the Festival context. With these illustrations, I intend to examine 

how the Festival serves as a “performative space” (Hamilton, 2012, p. 11) for critical 

meaning making, personal transformation, and community building.  

Following an introduction section, based on the interviewing and observation 

data, I respectively provide the detailed accounts of these participants and their stories 

of active engagement in and around the Festival and community building, as well as 

their motivations. I add my interpretation in line with the related theoretical concepts. The 

chapter ends with a discussion on cultural production, civic agency, and cultural 

citizenship development reflected through these individual cases.  

6.1. Introduction  

The success of the annual Festival to a large extent results from the collective 

and individual action by a variety of participants, from organizers who oversee the 

programming and production process, from artists who create art pieces and perform on 

the stage, from staff and volunteers who stay behind the stage, to locals and visitors who 

take part in the Festival for fun and enjoyment. In the meantime, the Festival can be 

seen, as Wynn (2015) has observed with other festivals, “as the [setting] for individual 

action and meaning-making” (p. 43). 

As I met and conversed with individuals at various events/performances, I 

noticed how many people were highly motivated to engage with this annual community 

event. Some came to the Festival to showcase talents, socialize, or enjoy free 

entertainment. There are actors, singers, prop-makers, and puppet performers. Among 

them, I met binners, the homeless, the disabled, and senior immigrants who speak very 
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little English. These contributing participants self- or collaboratively produced art forms of 

personal interest – such as poems, storytelling, music, neighbourhood walks, and 

theatric plays – and enacted them on the Festival stage. Their performance was far from 

professional. Yet engaging in cultural creations and being able to display them in front of 

others and had their skills and talents valued engendered a sense of self-fulfillment and 

dignity. Stephen Lytton, a community resident and artist who has been involved in the 

Festival since its first year, said, “One of the things that the Festival provides is dignity. 

You get more involvement, you get more satisfaction […] we feel important, we feel 

value of ourselves and of the community” (S. Lytton, interview, August 15, 2015).  

For other participants, they engaged themselves in the Festival in an effort to 

sustain the community’s cultural identity and create artistic legacy, like those who were 

actively involved in Terrain (Train) of Thought, Against the Current, and the Survivors 

Totem Pole. For still others, their participation was grounded in their civic desire to 

present an alternative portrayal of their community that is often unfairly cast in local 

media. They saw the Festival as the grassroots force to tell complex stories about the 

DTES and wanted to play a role in it. The DTES-based artist Richard Tetrault who has 

presented his artworks at the Festival multiple times is one such example. “Not that I 

don’t know the negative side […],” the artist said, “but if they think that’s all there is to the 

Downtown Eastside, they’re missing the boat” (as cited in Smith, 2016, para. 6).  

Engagement with cultural production can achieve different purposes. As Kuttner 

(2015) argues, it can be tied to the development of “cultural citizenship,” a concept 

Franquiz and Brochin-Ceballos (2006) use to describe young learners’ “evolving sense 

of belonging to differing social groups and to claiming cultural space for personal and 

collective expression” (p. 6). Kuttner builds off this defining, further suggesting that 

cultural citizenship be seen as “multiple” (p. 74), so as to capture the many ways one 

may engage “in the cultural life of one’s community and many ways to claim space for 

individual and group expression” (p. 75). Though originally used with youth, cultural 

citizen/citizenship is a relevant conception that can be applied to interpret the five cases 

I am about to describe.  

As we meet the five individuals who take on the different roles at the Festival – 

either as the producer, participating artist, event facilitator, or audience member – we 

see the development of such participatory cultural citizen/citizenship. We will also see 
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how these agentive designers/cultural citizens leverage cultural and art contexts, 

engaging in cultural production for individual/collective expression and critical meaning 

making. Their stories tell us more about how the Festival shapes and is being shaped by 

individuals’ action and their cultural practices. 

6.2. Agentive designers and community engagement  

 Dedicated associate artistic director 

Interview: August 3, 2015; February 4, 2016; April 5, 2016; August 9, 2017 

Personal communication: March 18, 22, 2016   
 

 Savannah is an immigrant from the US and a theatre artist trained in dance, 

mime and music. Savannah is the associate artistic director of the HOTC Festival. But 

her contribution to the Festival is not just limited to the artistic realm. Savannah is the 

writer/co-writer of many VMT/Festival productions (e.g., Against the Current, Bread & 

Salt, Storyweaving). She writes the theme-page essay for each year’s Festival program 

guide. Over the years, she has gathered historical events and created chronologies. 

These are included in the Festival and other VMT production program guides as useful 

source materials for audiences. Examples include the chronology of Ukrainian heritage 

and the Community of the Ukrainian Hall (included in Bread & Salt, 2013), the 

chronology of performing arts in the DTES (included in the Festival program guide, 

2013), and the chronology of fish-based cultures of Japanese and Coast Salish people 

(included in Against the Current, 2015). An audience member commented on the social 

and educative potential of the chronology of Aboriginal historic and current cultures 

Savannah created for Storyweaving15:  

The program […] is invaluable. I wish this could be made to school teachers 
and students […]. I quickly read through the ten pages of historical 
chronology, beginning with 10,000 years ago, and moving into recorded 
history since 1763 with the Royal Proclamation of King George III of 
England claiming land through negotiations, recognized in Section 25 of 
Canada’s 1982 Constitution Act. The last entry announces a National Truth 
and Reconciliation event to take place in Vancouver from September 18-

                                                 
15 Storyweaving is a theatrical production created and presented by VMT/Festival in partnership 
with the Vancouver Aboriginal Friendship Centre. 
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21, 2013. It is my sincere wish that the next entries will be about joyful 
events, and to this end, we will share in this history. 16  

Savannah told me that the chronology creation has been evolving over the years. Back 

in the 1990s, she and Terry produced Strathcona Artist at Home Festivals, a Strathcona 

neighbourhood performing arts festival. The experience opened up a rich vein of the 

history, cultures, stories of the neighbourhood they live and work. Savannah came to 

think that the stories unfolding and retold in and about the DTES were things that had 

deep roots. She wants to have a better understanding of the history of the community 

and “grasp the complexity of what’s happened in the community.” Compiling those 

historic events into chronologies, according to Savannah, helps unlock “the links 

between the different cultural communities and generations.” As part of the Strathcona 

festivals, Savannah and Terry were also presenting walking tours. It was around that 

time that Savannah started collecting stories and histories of the neighbourhood. “So it’s 

part of the personal quest to aid my own understanding of the place that I live in and the 

events that I am part of, as well as to kind of uncover some of the trends and patterns 

and roots, and what surrounds us,” she said.   

Savannah did not expect that creating chronologies would become a long-term 

project. She said the first chronology was partly about “how to create an educational 

legacy resource for audiences.” When they started producing the community play in 

2002, she created her first chronology: a resource in creating the script. This experiment 

later evolved into a long-time commitment to giving back to the community and 

“creat[ing] legacy souvenirs audiences could take away with them,” Savannah explained. 

So “[we] are able to share a legacy that we give back to the community and to those 

coming out to see the show.” Sharing these resources with others soon became a fluid 

exchange of information because it “in turn sometimes inspires other people to share 

more information or stories” with her, Savannah told me. Local organizations, historians, 

and community members provided her with a lot of useful information, which contributed 

to the further richness and credibility of the chronologies. 

Now, the initial give-it-back and try-out attempts has brought forth long-term 

benefits. The chronologies have become easily accessible sources of information for 

new projects. Savannah illustrates how these chronologies have become resources to 

                                                 
16 Retrieved from http://jccabulletin-geppo.ca/storyweaving-2/ 
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feed other VMT/Festival productions: “When we did Against the Current around the 

fishing story […], one of my sources was going back to the chronologies we created.” 

Sometimes, people and local organizations involved in cultural communities or working 

with their own histories want to include these chronologies in other situations. “So for 

example, the Black history chronology, [they]want [it to] be incorporated into the Hogan’s 

Alley Poetry Festival […]. The Black Strathcona Interactive Video project also drew upon 

that chronology and now had it posted on their website. And then the Oppenheimer Park 

had asked for the chronology […]. And Ukrainian Hall wants that [too].” One other 

example is that the chronology of Ukrainian heritage she created serves as a preliminary 

step and now will be developed into a more detailed chronology by Association of United 

Ukrainian Canadians as a long-term project. And the chronology from Storyweaving was 

incorporated into the book “Invisible Heroes: Aboriginal Stories From Vancouver’s 

Downtown Eastside.”17 For Savannah, these outcomes were “throwing a stone creating 

long-lasting ripples.” 

Savannah believed that people nurture community; communities also nurture 

people. On a personal level, her life and work with VMT built upon and was profoundly 

shaped by forty years of living, working, and engaging in the DTES community. As a 

long-time resident, she witnessed firsthand ongoing transformations in the 

neighbourhood. Every year, drawing upon different events she has been “seeing, 

witnessing, feeling, and hearing about” in the community, she wrote the theme essay for 

the Festival program guide. In her words, “I am doing my best to respond and capture 

something about the community and through the lens of the festival guiding theme.” 

When I asked how the writing process of linking the theme to the community unfolded, 

Savannah said it was an evolving process as she worked around and made sense of 

“layers of events, concerns, ideas and thoughts.”  

And each year I take a different approach in writing the them page for 
the festival program guide. I search for a unifying metaphor, expressive 
of this time and space. I can feel like I’m going around in circles. But 
once I uncover the metaphor, I understand what needs to be written.  

One year our theme was “Nurtured by Our Roots”. It had to do with the 
roots of the community, the roots of connection […] And I thought: well 
I’m gonna immerse myself into roots. So then I started learning about 
trees and tree roots and the growth of trees, and then learning about 

                                                 
17 The book was launched at the 2015 HOTC Festival. 
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what happened underneath the surface, about the vast networks of tree 
roots, intermingled and interconnected, sharing nutrients below ground 
[…] I understood how this relates to the community; how this relates to 
the theme. I had uncovered the metaphor: The Roots of Survival. 

It is not an easy task to invest energy and time year after year and doing this work 

sometimes can be, as Savannah describes it, “terrifying and you can feel isolated and 

alone on our creative journey.” But the 72-year-old associate artistic director of the 

Festival holds a belief: “the more we learned and participated, the more involved, 

connected and committed we became.”  

As described by Savannah, she has engaged as a dedicated chronicler of the 

community, people, and their quotidian experiences, in which she is a part. When these 

cultural products reach wider audiences through circulation at and away from the 

Festival – seen by more and more people and local organizations – as in the case of the 

chronology being developed as a long-term project by the AUUC18 – the historical 

chronologies would become cultural legacies, mobilizing greater agency, while enriching 

and strengthening the cultural fabric of the community.  

At the same time, being involved in these practices and processes and engaging 

with projects, people, venues, cultural communities, and environments has generated 

opportunities for (self-)reflection. The endeavor to create chronologies and theme pages 

becomes a process of bringing into light “possible entangled lives and experiences” 

(Jocson, 2015, 47) and adopting shifting roles to interpret these experiences as the 

associate artistic director of the festival, a community member, a witness, and a 

chronicler. As Savannah mentioned,  

I am definitely witnessing what I have seen in my neighbourhood and 
witnessed through events that I attend or the places I visit. And when I 
am writing the theme page for the festival, then I am reflecting upon 
these experiences and allowing them to pass through me; a flood of 
impressions – what I’ve been seeing and feeling, or seeing, witnessing, 
and hearing about. 

In that sense, Savannah has been engaging in a form of public research that connects 

art-making, civic pursuit, and community building in an effort to educate (herself and 

others) and for knowledge keeping and sharing. Such engagement is akin to what 

Franquiz and Brochin-Ceballos (2006) and Kuttner (2015) describe as “cultural 

                                                 
18 The Association of United Ukrainian Canadians 
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citizen”/“cultural citizenship” – that is, Savannah assumes an active role, witnessing and 

working with “the development of diverse cultural practices and identities alongside full 

participation in cultural and political life” (p. 69).  

Cultural citizenship development is equally identified in the rest of the individuals 

and their stories that will be told in the following sections.  

 Multitalented digital story-maker 

Interview: April 18, 2017 
Personal communication/Email interview: August 16, 2016; June 8, 2017 

 
Adrienne described herself as a multi-talented artist who paints, writes, and more 

recently has discovered her passion for digital storytelling. I first met Adrienne in 2013 in 

the Carnegie Learning Centre, where she facilitated a digital storytelling session with 

some Learning Centre senior students and volunteers. The following years since then, I 

have seen her multiple times at different Festival events, where she was either an actor, 

playwright, or digital story facilitator.  

We sat together for an interview in 2017. She invited me over to her home – an 

SRO unit in the DTES – to watch with her those digital stories on her laptop. I noticed 

some sketches on the wall the moment I entered her apartment. “That’s my daughter 

when she was a little girl,” Adrienne pointed to one of the portraits and told me she had 

drawn it. But her passion for portrait painting, she said, had taken a backseat to lots of 

volunteer work in the community. Adrienne has served on the Carnegie Board for years 

and has volunteered in the Learning Centre as a tutor since 2002. In 2003, in the 

community play: In the Heart of a City: The Downtown Eastside Community Play, 

produced by the Carnegie Community Centre and VMT, she played a Raymur mother19 

and a 1906 prostitute in a song and dance number. In the years since, she has been 

involved in the Festival as an audience member, a performer, helping to organize the 

Learning Centre events and her own performances at the Festival.  

                                                 
19 The Raymur mother relates to a 1970s protest by a group of single mothers from the Raymur 
Place Social Housing in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, who fought to have an overpass built 
to protect their children crossing the railway tracks on their way to school (Thorkelson, 2014). 
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As other long-time community residents I talked to, Adrienne has a strong 

connection to the Festival. Her affectionate feelings for the Festival are evident in her 

short essay published in the Carnegie Newsletter called My Heart of the City Festival 

2014:  

As usual, when I received the first copy of the program guide I became 
immediately overwhelmed with the sheer amount of events to attend. 
How could I possibly write about this festival & go to enough events? I 
went to the launch on Wednesday afternoon and became quite 
emotional thinking that this was the 11th launch I had been to. When 
Terry hinted that he and Savannah were contemplating leaving the 
festival at some point in the future I became horrified… how would the 
festival go on? (November 15, 2014, p. 1) 

At her apartment, Adrienne showed me the digital stories she has made over the years. 

She said she became involved with the digital storytelling in 2007 because of the 

Carnegie Seniors Housing & Isolation Response Experience (SHIRE) project, an 

initiative driven by seniors in the Carnegie Seniors Program, the Carnegie Learning 

Centre (Capilano University), and the elders who had spoken about the living conditions 

of single seniors in the DTES neighbourhood. Adrienne was part of the SHIRE project in 

2007 and 2008. Over the two years she worked on the SHIRE project, Adrienne 

assembled stories from seniors in the DTES and mentored them to create digital stories. 

Along the way, she picked up new skills of using technology to create digital stories and 

trained volunteer tutors in storyboarding and digital storytelling and assisted them to 

work with other seniors at the Carnegie Community Centre, the DETS Women’s Centre, 

and Oppenheimer park. 

Adrienne’s passion for digital storytelling continued long after the end of the 

SHIRE project. She found it a wonderful way to express herself and to chronicle other 

people’s stories. She continued to mentor others in the community to make their stories. 

When these stories were completed, Adrienne had them presented on different 

occasions, including at the HOTC Festival, to make these stories visible to more 

community members. At the Festival in different years, she presented these digital 

stories as part of the Learning Centre hosted event.  

Mui and Priscillia were two participating storytellers. Mui was a senior who 

learned English with Adrienne in the Learning Centre. Adrienne said when Mui heard 

about the digital storytelling project, she was the first to come forward to participate, 
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thinking it was homework. “Since taking English classes here, her English has improved 

immensely and she loves to practice speaking,” Adrienne said. Speaking of Priscillia, a 

DTES resident and Learning Centre volunteer tutor, Adrienne thought of her story as “a 

great example of how life in this community can uplift and empower women. We see 

how her confidence and beauty shines through in the telling of the story.”  

When responding to my question how she made stories with others, Adrienne 

said sometimes she would collect pictures from storytellers and helped them write their 

stories. Then they would read and record their stories and Adrienne would do the editing 

and synthesizing work. The most difficult part, Adrienne said, was to decide on the story 

and convince the person to follow through and complete their story. Also, when doing a 

digital story, usually the storyteller needs to write his/her stories into the script and then 

read and record it. Some storytellers were nervous at the beginning, she explained. 

When people came to her and told her they did not know how to write because they did 

not have much schooling and could not write properly, Adrienne would say: “don’t worry, 

you just tell your story.” “I think they told their stories well,” she said to me, smiling. 

Adrienne believed the process of working on personal and group digital stories 

has opened up many doors for community residents, including herself, allowing them to 

make new connections and build confidence. She also felt attracted to this new format 

by its natural and compelling ways of telling stories and preserving people’s precious 

memories. Adrienne told me during the time she made digital stories with Carnegie 

seniors, some of them had passed away. “They are a wonderful way to remember 

people and their lives,” Adrienne said. At the end of our interview when I was about to 

leave, Adrienne asked me to watch Harold’s story afterward. Harold was a community 

member who died a few days after completing his digital story. Now this digital story 

became a way to remember him. 

In Adrienne’s story, her dedication to digital storytelling and engagement with the 

Festival and community represent the sort of agentive designing framed by the 

multiliteracies approach to pedagogy (the New London Group, 1996), in which the 

designer – in the sense of being the designer of the digital stories, as well as being 

active meaning-makers – exercises agency to articulate, negotiate, frame, and make 

meanings to recreate “given knowledges, social relations, and identities” (the NLG, 

1996, p. 75).  
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Compared to Savannah, Adrienne engages in different forms of cultural 

practices. But her case similarly speaks about cultural citizenship and civic participation 

realized in her active engagement. Through mentoring and collaborating with community 

members to produce multimedia texts and then sharing them at the Festival, Adrienne 

not only discovered a way to connect with others and the broader community, but also 

supported community seniors to make visible their struggles and alienation in the DTES 

in a new-media format for broader discussion. In this sense, Adrienne and her fellow 

story-makers transformed the digital story-making into a site of civic engagement, where 

new connections, new confidence and new leadership capability are forged.  

 The devoted bridge-builder 

Interview dates: August 7, 2015; September 12, 2017 

 
Stephen is a long-time DTES resident, actor, and writer. He was born with 

cerebral palsy. “You just play like every other child. The only difference was I wasn’t be 

able to walk. I was dragged around by my sisters. They were my walking sticks.” 

Stephen recalled his childhood with a calm tone during our conversations. In the late 

1970’s, Stephen had to leave his family and home community in the Nlaka’pamux First 

Nation, Lytton, British Columbia, because there was nothing there established for people 

with special needs. In 1978, he moved to Vancouver and had lived on 18th at Cambie 

Street for about fifteen years before moving to the DTES in 1992. Now he is living in the 

Four Sisters Housing Co-operative in the DTES. “Moving here in the DTES,” says 

Stephen, “and through my involvement and developing friends, it got me out my shell. 

My friends in the DTES taught me about love.” 

Stephen made frequent appearances at the Festival. He said he “has always 

been involved in the Festival.” Sometimes he was involved in multiple events, as a panel 

speaker, a performer, or a poem reader. In a half-joking way, Stephen said his role with 

the Festival “is to be available, be an observer, a supporter.” Like Adrienne, Stephen 

embraced the Festival with a genuine passion, “I guess a lot of people in this community 

all look forward to it,” he said, “because for a lot of us, it’s about the re-establishing and 

re-collecting the fire within this community. And it gives people a sense of hope, a sense 

of dignity, a sense of being alive […] You want to give your all. You feel important.”   
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Stephen described himself as a lover of poetry and creative writing. We began 

our second interview (September 12, 2017) with Stephen reading out a poem named 

The Heartbeat Continues Through the Hearts of our Women he wrote for the 2017 

Festival. With the invitation from Teresa (associate artistic producer of the HOTC 

Festival), he wrote the poem as a response to that year’s theme – We Honour Women of 

the DTES. The poem was shared at the opening ceremony and included in a Festival 

play. Stephen said the poem was also to pay tribute to those women who had had an 

impact on his life and had shaped and paved his path forward, including the nurses, care 

givers, teachers, and leaders. The following are some excerpts from the poem:  

I honour women. I honour women who aren’t looking to be honoured. But I 
honour them because of who they are, and what they do in life. I honour women 
in spite of their struggles. Because they persevere […] 

I honour women from DTES and those who are no longer with us, because they 
have paved a path for the women of today. They have shaped and guided and 
molded women who are leaders today. They have shaped their character. And if 
I had the courage and the strength and strength in courage to persevere […] 

In honouring women, how can I be a part of the solution, and not the problem […] 

“Being a part of the solution” was a frequently-mentioned phrase by Stephen. Relating to 

his own life experience, Stephen considered his involvement in the Festival and 

community a way of being a solution and making a positive change. “I feel that every 

disabled person, Aboriginal, or others must be involved in the community. This 

involvement not only benefits the individual but also strengthens and promotes the 

health of each community,” Stephen explained. Such an awareness had something to do 

with his involvement back in 2003 in the aforementioned community play: In the Heart of 

a City: The Downtown Eastside Community Play.  

In our two interviews, Stephen told me in so many words about the community 

play, the kind of once-in-a-lifetime event and what really made him involved in the 

Festival and the community. In that play which led to the launch of the HOTC Festival, 

Stephen played a lead role called the Old One – a First Nation elder who knows 

everyone in the DTES and resurrects his memories of the DTES’s past and present, its 

residents and its ghosts, its stories and its hopes. “My friends encouraged me to 

participate,” he recalls how he became involved in the Play, “What happened was that 

they asked me to come in and do a reading […] I guess they decided that I was going to 
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be the storyteller, the Old One.” He explained that people were tired of hearing all the 

time about the street drug stuff and fighting for food. They wanted to hear stories about 

the old days and stories about the different cultural groups; they wanted to hear stories 

about invisible people who silently contributed to their community and neighbours. The 

character Stephen portrayed was just about the kind of storytelling and bridge-building 

needed. “It’s like telling the First Nations story […] to tell that story and to help mold this 

story through the legend of sharing the beauty of who we are, in spite the struggles we 

encounter and embark upon daily.”  

“I myself am committed to our people and community.” Stephen’s own 

experiences of living and thriving in the DTES made him believe that he had a role to 

play as a bridge-building force to establish communication and let more people hear 

stories about the DTES community and its beauty. “This community, it’s like a sleeping 

giant, awakening the beauty within it.” “Some people see what they want to see from 

outside, they don’t see the inside,” Stephen said. For him, the beauty of the DTES and 

its people deserves to be recognized. 

Stephen contributes to the community through volunteer work at local 

organizations and acting activities in various community theatrical plays and projects. In 

doing so, he wants to represent other Aboriginal and disabled people and to speak on 

their behalf about the issues facing both within his community and in the larger 

community and raise people’s attention to those issues. The involvement in the Festival 

and community was not about him, Stephen emphasized, “it is about the community.” 

For him, getting involved in these events could at the same time involve others, which 

may change the attitudes of people who discriminate against the DTES and Aboriginal 

people and also change the “fear factor” of those outside the community.  

As Stephen’s telling about himself and his engagement in the Festival and 

community unfolded, it dawned on me why he constantly referred back to the community 

play. It may be about reminiscing the past and cherishing the memories of something 

that has made a life-changing impact on him; but it was also about carrying forward the 

continuity of his dedication to bridge-building and sharing with others the beauty of his 

community. In his own words, “You must continue to make bridges despite obstacles. It 

is the very heart of our community. it is our strength and soul of the DTES.”  
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As with Savannah and Adrienne, Stephen’s story likewise embodies the ideas of 

cultural citizenship, cultural production as civic action, and designing meanings as 

agentive social actors. In their re-analysis of the notion of design, Cope and Kalantzis 

(2009) point out that the act of designing, including both “communicating to others” – 

poetry writing in Stephen’s case, and “representing the world to oneself or others’ 

representation of it” (p. 177) – being shown and able to see the strength and beauty of 

the community through participation in the 2003 community play, is “an expression of an 

individual’s identity at the unique junction of intersecting lines of social and cultural 

experience” (p. 177). Just like how Savannah’s dedication to “present an honest 

portrayal of the DTES” interwoven with her multiple identities as a producer, a 

community-engaged artist, a playwright, a performer and a long-time resident; or 

Adrienne’s efforts to make stories heard embodied in her roles as a digital story-teller, -

designer, and facilitator, Stephen declares his (political, social, and cultural) subjectivity 

while negotiating conditions that impact himself and his community as a critical designer 

and meaning-maker. His commitment is grounded in his desire to speak on behalf of 

Aboriginal and disabled people, which is related to his self-identification as a First 

Nations activist and a community member.  

 The spirited elder 

Interview: November 26, 2015 

Personal communication, November 16, 2015 

 
I first met Grace in 2014 at a Festival event called Talkumentary: Reconciliation – 

Moving Forward Together. With two other guest speakers, she was sharing insights into 

the need for all communities to work together toward reconciliation. As an 82-year-old 

senior, Grace’s high spirit, sharp mind, and the sense of humor impressed me. I saw 

Grace again in 2015 at Against the Current, in which she performed as a storyteller. 

When she knew I wanted to interview her for my doctoral project, Grace agreed 

without any reluctance and invited me to her apartment in Vancouver. During our email 

communication before the interview, she wrote modestly: “At my age, there is nothing to 

hide, except perhaps my incompetence which too cannot be hidden [...] you may ask me 

anything that pops into your head, the only thing is I am not sure if I am able to offer you 

answers that may be of use to you and not waste your time [...] but will do my best.” 
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A Nisei – second generation of Japanese Canadian, Grace spent her childhood 

in the Powell Street neighbourhood of Vancouver (where the current Japanese 

Language school is located) until 1942 when the Canadian government expropriated her 

family’s property, along with the property of other Canadians with ties to Japan, following 

the bombing of Pearl Harbour by the Japanese government. Grace spent most of her 

adult life studying art and curating contemporary art exhibitions. After retiring from 

contemporary art work, Grace started to focus on researching and studying Japanese 

Canadian history, about her own heritage and history as a Japanese Canadian Nisei, 

which, she said, “had affected the way I had been living my life of not admitting to 

feelings of marginalization.”  

Grace became connected with the DTES and the Festival when she started 

taking part in community committees on issues related to DTES housing and 

homelessness. In September 2013, the City of Vancouver passed a Motion of Apology 

“for failing to protect her residents of Japanese descent.” As one of the Japanese 

Canadians evicted in 1942, Grace joined with many others to speak on behalf of the 

DTES residents, to appeal to the Mayor and City Councilors, to act without 

discrimination, and ensure such development proceeds with care, with affordable 

housing for the various levels of low-income and welfare residents.  

In addition to her post-retiring career as a community activist, Grace has also 

been actively involved in the HOTC Festival. She was invited to participate in the 

Festival as a guest speaker at different events. Partly due to her life and work 

experiences, Grace believed that understanding each other’s culture is important. In her 

opinion, the Festival contributed to creating opportunities for cultural fusion to be realized 

as it “brings together various communities including the Japanese Canadians, Chinese 

Canadians, Ukrainian Canadians, and residents of the DTES.” “In each of these plays 

they [the Festival] put out, it’s about understanding each other, right? The focus is on 

each culture, but related to the present,” Grace observed.  

This observation, in part, came from her experience of performing as a storyteller 

in Against the Current in 2015. Being a part of that “incredibly stirring performance” 

affirmed for Grace the value of intercultural/cross-cultural production collaboratively 

created in respect, in trust, and in mutual understanding. Grace recalled that John Endo 

Greenaway, acting artistic director of Against the Current, reached out to her and asked 
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if she would like to try out as a narrator in the performance to accompany Rosemary 

Georgeson (another storyteller) with poetic lines written by Greenaway and Savannah 

Walling. “I really wanted to take part in it as a Japanese Canadian […] and now I feel 

that it was worthy of doing it again,” she said. In retrospect, Grace said to me that to act 

as a narrator, weaving her voice and emotions into the lines of the story turned out to be 

a challenging and processual journey; but something that ultimately brought her 

revelatory impacts. She remembered how her getting into the theme of against the 

current was an emerging process: 

The most difficult thing is to read the lines you don’t write […] I gave a 
lot of speeches, but it is my writing […] So whenever I speak, it has my 
own emotional input. Now I was given the lines, and they are quite 
poetic lines to read. So when I first read them […] even with the 
rehearsal, I wasn’t really getting into it as I should […] So finally when 
it was getting close to the time, I was starting to really focused and I 
read it at home and I really got into the theme of against the current, 
that Aboriginal people, Japanese people, you know, who were all 
working against the current, and the whole idea of using the salmon. 
Fighting against the current, they go to multiply and to lay their eggs. 
You know, all those things became very relevant to me and I really 
started to appreciate those who wrote those words […]  

I said to Grace that she has had a remarkable life; she smiled and replied that she used 

to focus too much on her own past. “I have been studying and talking about Japanese 

Canadian experiences, and not really been involving myself in other people’s struggles.” 

Engaging in cross-cultural collaborations including Against the Current and other 

VMT/Festival productions, said Grace, enabled her to put her own and her community’s 

memories and history into relation to other communities’ similar histories (e.g., the First 

Nations, Chinese Canadians, and Ukrainian Canadians) and thus to be able to look 

beyond her own individual struggles into a more holistic picture. “I really realized the 

importance of the Heart of the City Festival because this is where all it comes together, 

to make us realize.” 

For Grace, cultural and artistic events in the DTES such as the HOTC Festival 

and the Powell Street Festival were crucial to the healthy development of the 

neighbourhood. “And the City of Vancouver is getting the benefit [too],” she asserted. 

However, the Festival and its “incredible” performances like Against the Current did not 

receive much recognition as they should. “I think that it is something that really needs 

widespread advertising.” Grace believed she herself had a role to play in building 

connections within different cultural groups within the DTES and between the DTES and 
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broader communities. She actively engaged in various community activities with other 

artists, academics, community workers and residents, speaking out and providing 

consultations on DTES issues of human rights, housing, homelessness, and inter-

culture.  

I am really totally involved. The reason for me involved at my age, which 
is 82 […] [is] I really feel that as a senior who has this long history, 
having to deal with these things and having been able to overcome my 
own angers, be able to look at the larger picture […] I feel if I can 
contribute, I will do it. if I can add my voice, I will do it, even though 
sometimes I think I am crazy.  

But Grace was also aware that she could not have a voice on her own. “It has to be a 

voice that comes from other people. So I need […] to make sure that my voice speaks to 

the issues of other people, not just my thinking, but what others are thinking.” 

Like the other individuals presented, Grace and her engagement have moved 

beyond the scope of artistic performances toward the potential realm of civic and political 

participation as she continually dedicated herself to promoting cross-cultural 

understandings and working for social justice for socially disadvantage communities. In 

his work on cultural citizenship, Kuttner (2015) introduces the notion of “participatory 

cultural citizens.” According to Kuttner, a participatory cultural citizen,  

sees herself as an active participant in the arts […]. She is involved in 
producing, remixing, and sharing original artistic works. She has a strong 
connection to her own cultural heritage, along with the freedom to explore 
new forms of expression and to share in cross-cultural exchange. While 
she may use the arts as a means of individual expression, she also sees 
the arts as a way to connect with and understand the broader communities 
of which she is a part. (p. 76) 

Grace’s case fits well with Kuttner’s description of a participatory cultural citizen. This is 

particularly evident when Grace described how she travelled through a journey of 

collective memory retrieval in Against the Current and became able to associate her 

internalized memories and sense of self – as a Japanese Canadian who experienced 

displacement – in relation to the shared narratives of struggles and solidarity. Here we 

find no firm divide between a storyteller, community artist, and cultural citizen. Through 

active participation and sharing of the “original artistic works,” Grace has become 

strongly connected to her own cultural heritage, and is able to develop a deeper 

understanding of the broader communities and the world.  
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The last meaning-maker-as-designer I am about to introduce below – Eyoälha 

and her Wall of Joy, is another example of such participatory cultural citizenship 

development.  

 Wall of Joy  

Art Talk: Wall of Joy with with Eyoälha Baker 
November 1, 2015, 11am 
Meet at SE corner of Abbott & Pender 
 

On a rainy, chilly Saturday morning, Teresa (associate artistic producer of the 

Festival), Rick (Festival staff), Eyoälha (photographer/artist), and I were standing in front 

of a massive photographic mural on the West wall of the Arco Hotel at 81 West Pender 

street. We were here for a Festival event, Art Talk: Wall of Joy with Eyoälha Baker. 

People’s desire to come out and attend this outdoor event may have been dampened by 

the poor weather; but the three of us were enthusiastic listening to the artist Eyoälha 

Baker sharing with us her experience of creating the Wall of Joy, a paste-up collage of 

65 x 114 feet posters of photographs of 300 people jumping for Joy all around 

Vancouver. This public art installation was the artist’s second photographic mural project 

in the DTES.  

Eyoälha’s first jumping photo mural was installed on the side of a three-storey 

building in a Chinatown alleyway. Before working on that mural project, Eyoälha had 

never spent much time in the DTES. There were “a lot going down in that alleyway” 

during her work there. But Eyoälha said she never once felt unsafe or unwelcome. “The 

joyful energy in the photos instantly opened up to each other” and it gave her and those 

people hanging out there “something in common that they could relate to and a chance 

to interact with each other,” she said. People with ripped dirty clothes, people begging 

for money on the streets, and people living in the SROs would come to help her out 

when she was working, cheer for her, and thank her for making the mural and making 

the alleyway beautiful.  

Eyoälha told us it was because of the “heart-opening experience” of creating the 

first mural in the DTES that she felt motivated to do another community art project for the 

neighbourhood, with the intention to uplift people, take a positive perspective on life, and 

spread joy. So when the first mural was removed from the alleyway, Eyoälha decided to 
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start over again. “In the end, it actually became a big blessing for me,” she said. She 

then found a bigger location on the West wall of the Arco Hotel building. The wall 

stretches 21 meters tall and 35 meters wide, almost double in size compared to first 

building. With the permission and support of B.C. Housing who owns the building and 

Artira (Woman’s Resource Society) that runs the SROs in that building, Eyoälha started 

to create a new mural wall dedicated to laughter and joy for people in the DTES.  

Like the previous project, there were many volunteers from the community to 

help Eyoälha make the posters which she pasted to the side of the six-storey building. “A 

lot of those people in the SROs ended up jumping in the mural or helped me out, and 

they were so proud of this,” Eyoälha said. “There are about approximately 30 people 

from the DTES who live in the SROs,” she continued, “some of them live part-time on 

the street. Some of them live in the building across the wall. They can see themselves 

on the wall […] they were excited about it.” To many community residents who are active 

in community engagement, an opportunity to become involved in a public art project 

such as the Wall of Joy is warmly embraced by them. Eyoälha saw the mural more than 

just an art piece because of the committed support and contribution from community 

members. “It’s actually involvement. It involves the community, it involves people,” she 

said. The mural wall and the process of producing it was a positive energy, being 

shaped by and at the same time shaping individual experiences, making her and other 

community residents’ participation more meaningful and gratifying. As Eyoälha 

explained, “It brought so many people together to create this thing. You made it part of 

their experiences too.”  

The experience of making the mural wall with people within the community was 

valuable to Eyoälha. She said she connected with people she never would have 

connected hadn’t she done this project. “When you set out to do something, and you 

have an opportunity like this, coming out of nowhere, and then have it affect people and 

myself in such a way, it’s really beautiful.” 

Monti (1999) notes that “civic culture makes it possible for different groups to 

claim the same piece of land as their own and to become part of a more inclusive 

community” (p. 104). In this case, we see such inclusive, vibrant civic culture formed in 

the making of Wall of Joy, an original artwork as a means for individual/collective 

expression.  
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Additionally, the participatory aspect is equally discernable in this story. Here we 

see no “firm divide between ‘artist’ and ‘audience’” (Puttner, 2015, p. 76) and the 

process of creating the photo mural itself speaks directly against the hierarchies in art 

creations in terms of who can participate in what art forms. Through shared participation 

and collaboration, Eyoälha and other community residents – regardless of their personal, 

social, and economic status or cultural backgrounds – were motived to engage in the 

artworks, as a viewer, as well as a doer. The process allows new relationships of respect 

and reciprocity to be formed and mutual understanding deepened. In this sense, 

Eyoälha and her fellow community art-makers become a part of the public art that 

animates the civic spirit of the community and reminds people that joy matters. 

6.3. Chapter conclusion 

This chapter has presented the cases of five agentive individuals and their 

stories with cultural production in the Festival context. Although these cultural 

productions differ by approach and by primary medium – from scripts and chronologies 

(Savannah) to digital storytelling (Adrienne), from the poem and theatrical performances 

(Stephen and Grace) to the public art (Eyoälha), they share similarity in terms of 

exercising agency to bring about positive social change. As we look across their varied 

cultural practices along with the analytical views of cultural politics (Gaztambide-

Fernández & Matute, 2015; Kuttner, 2015) and the concept of design (the NLG, 1996; 

Cope & Kalantzis, 2009), what becomes evident is the emergence of different types of 

cultural citizens and participatory civics in the meaning- and sense-making processes.   

As argued in Chapter 2, cultural production is “a key site for/of participatory 

politics” (Gaztambide-Fernández & Matute, 2015, p. 8) and that engagement in cultural 

production and consumption is closely tied to a political dimension (Kuttner, 2015, p. 70). 

The five meaning-makers appropriate available resources, through the act of designing, 

they creatively produce new constructions and representations of themselves and the 

community to educate, to make invisible visible, to build bridges, and to inspire civic 

spirit. We may infer that such engagement in the designing process is a way to create 

and participate, to engage with broader social contexts for civic and political participation 

and community building. This is also what Gaztambide-Fernández and Matute (2015) tell 

us about the participatory aspect of cultural production.  
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As a result of these individual action and practices, the Festival becomes 

“performative spaces” (Hamilton, 2012, p.11), in which “meaning is made” and “action is 

possible” (Fine, 2012b, p. 32). Within this action field, the artists and residents exert their 

subjectivities and agencies, reconstructing their self-identifications, their own sense of 

self, and their relationships with others and the world – an active and dynamic 

transformation of oneself and the social world. Meanwhile, the shared civic goal, self-

transformation, transformed social relationships that arise from cultural production elicit 

in them social responsibilities and critical consciousness, enabling these individuals to 

become/reimagine themselves as “meaning-makers, as agents, as participants, and 

even as active citizens” (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012, p. 142). When the meaning-maker-as-

designers contribute their experiences and meanings to the production of the Festival 

through a wide range of cultural production, they (re)construct the cultural, civic 

landscapes and identity of the Festival and community.   

In this sense, the Festival is at once the medium and the outcome of its 

participants’ vital engagement, shaping individuals’ experiences and their sense-making; 

all while being shaped by, or becoming the local achievement of, these experiences and 

agencies.  
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Chapter 7.  
 
Conclusion 

7.1. Introduction  

In the preceding chapters, I have employed insights from cultural studies 

(Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013; Gaztambide-Fernández & Matute, 2015; Puttner, 2015) 

and education (Ellsworth, 2005; Ito et al., 2015; the NLG, 1996), as well as the non-

representational and sensory scholarship (Ellsworth, 2005; Leander & Boldt, 2012; Pink, 

2001, 2007, 2011; Vannini, 2015a, 2015b; Vannini, Waskul, & Gottschalk, 2012), to 

present an ethnography of the annual DTES Heart of the City Festival, its multiple 

functions, as well as the lived experiences and agencies around it and its production of 

critical multiliteracies.  

In Chapters 4 and 5, I addressed the first and second research questions: What 

educational, social, cultural, and personal functions does the HOTC Festival accomplish 

for its participants and the DTES community? What are the cultural practices and 

processes, through which these functions are realized? I explored these questions 

through two pedagogical lenses: connected civic pedagogies (in Chapter 4) and sensory 

pedagogies (in Chapter 5). The findings of these chapters emphasize the connected, 

participatory, multisensory, and relational aspects of learning through production of 

critical multiliteracies. In Chapter 6, drawing on the cases of five individuals and their 

active engagement, I illustrated how the Festival is the outcome and medium of 

individual experiences and action. These examples exemplify how the Festival serves as 

a multifunctional space, generating educational experience, social action, cultural 

landscape-shaping, and personal transformation.  

In this final chapter, I gather together the themes in the three chapters, reflecting 

on the findings and considering the affordances from the study. I will do so by looking at 

several things. First, I will consider what is to be made of the Festival in conceptualizing 

the Festival in relation to “a thing in the making – from the “nonrepresentational 

emergence” perspective (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987/2005; Ellsworth, 2005; Leander & 

Boldt, 2012). Then, I consider the roles of the Festival in the DTES community building 

and call for attention to the Festival as a valuable and adaptable educational focus. 
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Finally, I consider what I make of this study by reflecting upon my subjectivity in relation 

to my “learning self in the making” (Ellsworth, 2005).    

7.2. Making sense of the Festival 

 Community in the making 

The title of my thesis – Community in the Making is inspired by the notion of 

“things the making” in The Pragmatist Imagination: Thinking About “Things in the 

Making” by Joan Ockman (2000), in which John Rajchman, one contributing author, 

asks, “[…] what is it today to think or to imagine, to construct or to design, in relation not 

to ‘things made’ but to ‘things in the making’?” (2000, p. 7). Rajchman emphasizes and 

calls our attention to the emergent, evolving, dynamic, and unpredictable qualities in 

things that “provoke us to think or imagine […] in new ways” (p.15). As Rajchman further 

writes, “To think about things in the making is thus to think, and think of ourselves, 

‘experimentally’” (2000, p. 11). This view – which is in line with what Deleuze and 

Guattari’s (1987/2005) rhizomatic analysis (see 2.3.2) – is taken up and pursued by 

Elizabeth Ellsworth (2005) in her Places of Learning: Media, Architecture, Pedagogy, 

who draws from this ontology to reconsider pedagogy in relation to “knowledge in the 

making.” Ellsworth writes:  

Knowledge, once it is defined, taught and used as a “thing made,” is dead. 
It has been forced to give up that which “really exists”: its nature when it is 
a thing in the making, continuously evolving through our understanding of 
the world and our own bodies’ experience of and participation in that world. 
(p. 1)  

Like Ellsworth and her search for places of learning in the making, the contributors in 

The Pragmatist Imagination who seek to explore new territories for new thinking, as well 

as Festival artists/participants who engage with the act of experimental exploration 

through cultural practices, this study is my attempt to join in the kind of search of “those 

things still in the making” (2000, p. 8) that may destabilize our understandings of things 

we think we already know. 

When I took the things/knowledge-in-the-making view as a point of entry into my 

experiences in and around the Festival, I came to see that the Festival brings out 

precisely the conception Rajchamn and Ellsworth have described. Revisiting the cultural 

productions at the Festival, I saw “human and non-human agencies” (Dagenais & 
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Toohey, 2017, p. 53) intertwined and influenced each other in ways that contributed to 

the formation of things I see to be very much in the making. The conception is at work 

when I think of the Festival in relation to communities in the making, to pedagogy in the 

making, and to my self in the making. I go so far as to see the Festival itself as a “thing 

in the making.”    

My picture of the community in the making, in a literal sense, refers to the DTES 

community that unfolded throughout this thesis in ways that opened up new dimensions 

in our knowing of its complexities. It also refers to those evolving transient communities 

– real or imagined – that took shape during the production of critical multiliteracies. I saw 

these communities emerge, for instance, in Terrain (Train) of Thought, in the Survivors 

Totem Pole, in Eyoälha’s Wall of Joy, and in the digital story groups facilitated by 

Adrienne. These local communities are emergent and in “constant movement between 

stasis and change” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 39). In a symbolic and literal manner, they 

represent the community I seek to explore and unravel in this study – the Festival that is 

in the making.    

 The Festival in the making  

In his work on the theory of group culture and action, sociologist Gary A. Fine 

(2012a, 2012b) uses as an example a temporary group labeled the Lebowski Fest – in 

which the participating film fans gathered to pay homage to a cult film that was beloved 

by them – to highlight the powerful force of a transient community during its activation:  

For the occasion, they have left their “mundane” lives and reconstituted 
themselves as a community, embracing and enacting a mass-mediated 
identity. They have become, briefly, a wispy community: tight-knit, but 
quickly unraveling once they exit the parking lot. In their shared interest 
these fans have created a basis for allegiance. They combine social 
relations, formulated through a local interaction order, with the solidifying 
existence of group culture. (Fine, 2012b, p. 107)    

The Lebowski Fest reminds us of the ability of such “wispy” communities – also referred 

to as “imagined communities” (p. 108) – to “provide temporary scaffolding” (p. 107), 

“generate a shared past linked to common interests,” and “[establish] connections and a 

shared culture” (p. 108), even if for only brief periods of time. 
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Terrain (Train) of Thought, The Survivors Totem Pole, Against the Current, the 

neighbourhood walking tours, as well as the examples of five meaning-maker-as-

designers that we have encountered open the potential for thinking of the Festival as a 

blend of multi-layered, temporary “imagined communities.” In these examples, Festival 

artists and community residents collaboratively and/or individually engaged with cultural 

practices and processes, conceiving and contributing experience and meanings to the 

production of critical multiliteracies. Their shared practices of navigating relationships, 

responding and adapting to the constraining and empowering forces of social structures, 

and making cultural creations thus turned the informal gatherings into the dynamic 

communities Fine has described above. These communities are seen to be in formation 

in the shared experiences of train travel and exploration, and in the collective action of 

“navigating bumps on the road” to install the Survivors Totem Pole in Chapter 4. They 

are also manifest in the artistic production of Against the Current in Chapter 5, and in 

digital story-making and mural creation in Wall of Joy in Chapter 6.  

“In the making” is characteristic of these evolving communities in that they are “in 

the ongoing present, forming relations and connections” (Leander & Boldt, 2012, p. 22) 

across time and space. Within the boundaries of these performative and action domains, 

connected, entangled learning and embodied experiences are provoked in the 

participants as they move, feel, and “live through them” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 151). 

According to Ellsworth, it is our own “internal” responses to an event/place/product in 

relation to “the space and time of relationality” (p. 152) that give us knowledge. We see 

examples of such learning in Chapter 4 when the traveling artists reflected on the many 

dimensions and value of the journey and explored the themes of cross-cultural relations 

and reconciliation; in Against the Current when the artists and audiences explored 

through the artistic expression how to live in sustainable ways on shared territories; 

similarly in Chapter 5 in the Survivors Totem Pole when the community and City 

navigated tensions collectively and moved forward; and also during the walking tours, in 

my and other walkers’ embodied, internal responses created through our entanglements 

with movements, sensations, and environments.  

Fine (2012b) argues that “[t]he group constitutes a local field in which meaning is 

created and in which action is possible” (p. 32). In their ability to support Festival 

participants/community members to “mine the cultural contexts they are embedded in 

and identify with” (Ito et al., 2015, p. 11) and produce new constructions and 
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representations of social realities, these communities contribute to the development of a 

local culture that ties members around a shared focus and through socially connected 

participation. As illustrated in the preceding chapters, these local fields of action provide 

ground for civic engagement. In the supportive and connected environments, 

participants receive mutual support and informal mentorship for creating and sharing 

cultural texts to engage in and (re)frame broader social-civic discourses.  

Clearly it is within these emergent local domains that the Festival is made 

possible. Like its constituting communities, the Festival, a creative cultural production in 

and of itself, is not pre-determined; but rather is imagined and becoming, shaped and 

shaping. It is where experiences are shaped, shared meanings crafted, learning 

generated, local culture honoured and created, and community built. 

7.3. The Festival and DTES community building  

Wynn (2015) states that “if they [festivals] were open, changeable, democratic 

spaces, they could serve as places for both tradition and experimentation, and could 

become a model for a more responsive use of community resources” (p. 241). The 

HOTC Festival satisfies such requirements and achieves even more. Michael Clague, 

president of Community Arts Council of Vancouver, comments on the social and cultural 

value of the Festival, saying, “these community arts activities [at the Festival] build on 

people’s strengths, they give voice to people’s life experience and to their dreams for 

themselves and their community. Most importantly, they build bridges among groups […] 

within the community and without” (Clague, 2010). In many senses, the Festival indeed 

is, as Terry Hunter said, the “best community-engaged festival” and comprises the 

social, cultural fabric of the DTES community.  

In recognition of their contribution to arts, community bridge building and cultural 

harmony, Vancouver Moving Theatre received the 2008 City of Vancouver Cultural 

Harmony Award and Terry Hunter and Savannah Walling are recipients of the 2008 

British Columbia Community Achievement Award, the 2009 Vancouver Mayor’s Award – 

Community Art.     

As Wherry (2011) points out, “arts and culture provide nourishment for the 

community” (p. 70). The community, in turn, cultivates the art and cultural creativity. 
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Such reciprocal relationship is especially apparent in the context of the Festival and the 

DTES community. As the city has increasingly recognized the social and economic 

impacts of culture ad arts and begun to integrate them into community plans and city-

wide strategies, more support is being provided to promote emerging, innovative 

community artistic practices across the city, including the DTES (see for example the 

Culture Plan for Vancouver, 2008-2018). Vancouver Moving Theatre has been able to 

secure stable funding from three levels of governments for the Festival, which allows it to 

rely less on other financial sources, particularly corporate sponsorships, and keeps the 

Festival more closely entwined with the local place character and history. In its efforts to 

present and engage with the creativity and artistic potential of the DTES community in a 

porous, open, and responsive manner, the Festival will continue to thrive as a multi-

functional space of creating, participating, educating, and transforming. 

7.4. A valuable educational focus for future research 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, festivals have long been a focus in anthropology, 

sociology, and more recently in tourism and urban studies. Some of what has been 

presented in the HOTC Festival case would certainly support these previous studies 

regarding festivals’ role in cultural and social resource reconfiguration, urban 

development, and placemaking. What this study additionally reveals, perhaps an equally 

important but under-investigated aspect, is that the festival, especially the community 

festival, has a role to play in critical public pedagogy. 

Public pedagogy takes place in widely diverse settings. But ongoing discussions 

on critical pedagogy hardly touch on these sorts of ephemeral and temporary cultural 

events and on how they educate and develop critical consciousness. As I have shown 

throughout the thesis, the HOTC Festival and its multiliterate cultural productions 

embody Ellsworth’s notion of pedagogy’s hinge in ways to “create the potential to disrupt 

and refigure both inside and outside – both self and society” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 38) and 

invite its participants to engage with civic education and critical reflection in a connected, 

supportive atmosphere. These emergent pedagogical qualities and features clearly 

make the Festival a valuable focus in educational inquiry.  

Furthermore, the fact that Festival can and should be considered as a learning 

place, not only for its targeted audience, but also for the potential wider public – as with 
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my own case in which the Festival was used as a pedagogical resource in the graduate 

education course to engage students in learning in an experimental and explorative 

fashion – indicates that a festival can be also linked to more pedagogical opportunities 

across learning settings, including the classroom with teachers and students. Clearly 

more research on these pedagogical aspects of (community) festivals will bridge the gap 

and offer more insights on how such cultural events can be better used for educational 

purposes.    

7.5. Making sense of the learning self in the making 

Now that my thesis is written, I can better attempt to reflect upon the journey of 

engaging with, and writing up the ethnographic exploration of, the Festival. I would not 

say this journey is an organic development. Rather, it is naturally rich with unexpected, 

challenging, and revelatory moments, within which I have been constantly inspired “to 

think, to imagine, and so to act, create, transform, in new ways” (Rajchman, 2000, p. 8). 

A Train of Thought artist quoted his fellow travellers, saying “[…] a good community 

project’s final form is dictated by the process of its creation” (Egan, 2016, p. 22). To me, 

the research and learning journey I have been navigating also belongs to a part of the 

continually evolving creation. As I described in the methodology chapter (Chapter 3) and 

in my sensory experiences in Chapter 5, it was during those moments of experiencing 

the Festival and grappling with methodological and ontological complexities in fieldwork, 

and when writing up the ethnographic accounts that my understanding of the HOTC 

Festival and DTES community has gradually taken shape. 

Ellsworth (2005) reminds us that “there is no self who preexists a learning 

experience” (p. 2) and the “learning self” is what arises from that learning experience. My 

experience throughout the study and the many drafts of this thesis reflect what I believe 

is the essence of Ellsworth’s notion of “the learning self”: it is emerging and becoming in 

its construction. From my initial visits to the Festival up till this point, as the journey 

progressed, the surprise, fluidity, and lack of certainty that followed along the path 

constantly resulted in the disruption of the accustomed boundaries in my understanding, 

pushing me for new thinking and new ideas.   

Following Tim Ingold, Smythe et al. (2017) describe how we obtain knowledge in 

research from participant observation. They state: 
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Rather than adopting roles as researchers, documenting goings on from 
the gaze of the ‘outsider’, and considering our sample or participants as 
subjects, we might consider ourselves witnesses and fellow-travellers, 
engaging with people in practices of plurality and divergence (following the 
flow). (p. 183)  

Indeed, as much as I (as a participant and researcher) have my own individual, unique 

ways of sensing and knowing – formed as a result of my worldview, life experiences, and 

socially constructed identities – I am simultaneously part of the shared experiences and 

practices (i.e., walking, participating, seeing, and sensing). In that sense, I am also a 

“fellow traveller,” travelling and moving forward together in an entanglement with other 

“fellow travellers” and “the beings and things” (Ingold, 2011, p. 5). As I continuously 

navigate the boundaries across “idiosyncratic bodily experiences and collective 

experiences” (Vannini et al., 2012, p. 78), attuning my own self in relation to others and 

things and beings in shared spaces, I developed “experience-based empathic 

understandings” (Pink, 2008b, p. 65) and “reflexive outcome of perceived sensation” 

(Vannini et al., 2012, p. 85). Out from such understandings, arose the learning self 

(Ellsworth, 2005), or what Vannini et al. calls “a sensuous self – a performative, 

reflexive, perceptive, intentional, indeterminate, emergent, embodied being-in-the-world” 

(p. 85).  

Like my fellow travellers, those who participated in my study and in the Festival, I 

have become a meaning-maker-as-designer in my own research. It was in the designing 

process with the moment of transformation that I remade the stories of those fellow 

travellers, the Festival, and the DTES by representing them afresh. 
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Appendix A.  
 
Interview protocols 

Interview questions 
For participants  

 Are you a local resident of Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside area? If yes, how long have you been living 
in the neighbourhood? 

 How would you describe the Downtown Eastside as a community? 
 What do you know about the Heart of the City Festival? 
 Have you participated (as a presenter or an audience) in any of the Festival events/activities before? 
 How would you describe the Festival? What is (are) your favorite activities at the Festival? What do you 

think is the highlight of this year’s Festival? 
 Do you think the Festival make any impacts on the community, and you individually? If so, in what 

way(s)? Please give some examples to illustrate? 
For Festival organizers/producers 

 How would you describe the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver as a community? 
 How was the Festival first started? 
 How are the Festival events organized? What procedures are usually involved? 
 How is a Festival theme decided?  
 What things will be done to make the Festival reach out more to the wider community? 
 What role(s) do you think the Heart of the City Festival plays in voicing the community’s concerns? 
 Others 

For participants (follow-up interviews) 
 How would you describe your experiences of participating at this year’s Festival? 
 Are there any distinctions between the last Festival and this one that you can discern? If yes, could you 

please illustrate? 
 What is the motivation(s) that makes you continue to participate in the Festival?  
 Is there anything that are impressive in your participating experiences? Please illustrate. 
 Others  

For Festival organizers/producers (follow-up interviews) 
 Where does the biggest funding source for the Festival come from: local government grants, donations, or 

others? 
 What accounts for the biggest part of the expense each year? How much money has been spent for 

paying artists and community performers (e.g., 2016)? 
 What was the expense spent on media publicity in 2014, 2015, and 2016? 
 The VMT moved into the Woodward’s Heritage Building in 2015 as a resident tenant. Why it is an 

important and meaningful event (the story behind it)? What are the historical relations, if any, between the 
2002 Woodward’s Squat and the Festival?   

 How would you describe the relationship between the DTES and the City of Vancouver? Do the tensions 
impact on the Festival and how you program the events?  

 How would you describe the relationships between the Festival and other stakeholders (e.g., Carnegie 
Community Centre, community groups, sponsors, and government funding agencies)? Any intensions?  

 In terms of community group collaboration, are there any tensions caused by misunderstandings, 
language and culture differences, etc.? 

 The Festival has brought together the community groups and individuals and celebrate talents and 
diversity. Before the Festival (2003), did community groups and local artists interact or work together? 
Was it as culturally mixed as what we see now? 
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Appendix B.  
 
The open discussion poster 
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Appendix C.   
 
The open discussion recruitment poster 
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