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I often doze in public tran-
sit. When I say often what 

I really mean is: all the time. 
Up to now, as a matter of fact. 
But one evening, I was feel-
ing thoughtful and took a look 
at my traveling companions. 
And feeling a big curious, I 
watched…. The readers, the 
professionals, the students, 
and all the other passengers. 
How many different origins 
were there? Not an easy ques-
tion.. and one certainly more 
magical than mathematical.

They are all there around 
me.

Vancouverites.
Vancouver is known for the 

diversity of its’ landscape. Its’ 
mountains, its’ beaches and 
its’ buildings: what a pretty 
combination! But do you know 
this very diversity is to be 
found within the city’s inhab-
itants? Here differences are 
shared. Here one glimpses dif-
ferent faces. Here we hear all 
sorts of languages. Asia is not 
very far and we can even meet 
Filipinos. More rare are the 
Europeans but there are many 
Americans. Within the con-
fines of the downtown area, 
it takes only a few seconds to 
tour the world. Yet I learned 
racism was indeed present. 
How can I believe this, seeing 
what I am seeing?

I usually don’t particularly 
like sports. But it all depends 
on the context. To experience 
the World Cup in Vancouver 
means meeting all sorts of 
supporters: the bars overflow 
with all the nations, proud of 
their countries but without 
real competition. We meet, we 
share, we joke, we cheer. The 
streets become a rainbow for 
this occasional event. Flags 
and face-paint of all colours 
brighten up Downtown at 
all hours. English is not their 
mother tongue, but not hear-
ing it would be a bit weird! To 
be without the English lan-
guage would be an irritant 

– like trying to communicate 
without being noisy.

See “Urban landscape” page 9

Located in the Pacific North-
west, a coast characterized by 
natural and cultural diversity, 
Vancouver is regarded as one 
of the most beautiful places to 
live. In Aug. 2014, the Econo-
mist Intelligence Unit rated 
it as the third “most liveable 
city” in the world. “The ethno-
cultural diversity here is un-
deniable,” says Nicholas Scott, 
sociology professor at Simon 
Fraser University. “That is the 
strength of life and urban vi-
brancy in Vancouver.”

Retail, Social and Political History 
of Commercial Drive, the lack of 
transportation and few city ser-
vices at the time created a culture 
of self-reliance and individual-
ity that still remains in the area 
to this day. The neighbourhood 
is now characterized as a melting 
pot of funky small businesses, po-
litical activism, environmentalism 
and bohemian culture. 

Not far from the Drive is Main 
Street, an area that has recently 
been home to many bustling art 
initiatives and immigrants. Eu-
ropean settlement in uptown 
Main Street started in the 1860s, 

with Edward Stamp. He dammed 
the streams and built bridges for 
workers to cross the water from 
the Granville Township and work 
for his mill business. The influx 
of artists and affluent young 
people moving to the area in the 
1990s afterwards then infused 
the neighbourhood with hipster 
culture, filled with cafes, restau-
rants, bike and skate shops, bars, 
live-music venues and quirky 
fashion boutiques. 

An investor centered approach 
The city’s demographic, cultural 

Urban development eroding cultural identity
Neighbourhoods in the East end 
are seen as resources to hold 
onto by city officials and local 
residents. Areas such as Com-
mercial Drive, Main Street and 
Strathcona are rich in cultural 
history and heritage. 

Commercial Drive, more com-
monly known as “the Drive,” first 
took shape as a distinct neigh-
bourhood in 1891, with the arrival 
of the interurban streetcar. After 
the Great Depression in the 1920s, 
Grandview Woodlands was an 
area that many felt was neglected 
by the city. According to Jak King, 
author of the book The Drive: A 
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by alexander agnello

by julie hauVille

MOSAIC Settlement Services 
has long worked to help refu-
gees and immigrants overcome 
social and material obstacles 
during their settlement in Ca-
nadian society. The organiza-
tion now aims to take its com-
mitment to promoting greater 
and more equal access to em-
ployment resources a step fur-
ther, by implementing a settle-
ment program to identify the 
needs of LGBTQ newcomers. 

Khim Tan and Roja Bagheri, who 
are spearheading the initiative, 
note that the stigmatization the 
LGBTQ community faces com-
pounds the challenges that all 
newcomers must deal with. 

Practicing meditation through 
yoga or tai chi in parks or 
watching TV shows on how to 

“feng shui” your house is not 
an unusual thing in Vancouver 
life. Ancient Chinese wisdom 
originating from Confucian-
ism are indeed making a no-
ticeable comeback in modern 
society, usually in association 
with a healthy lifestyle. 

In China, the statues of Confucius 
have replaced those of revolu-
tionary heroes. After being re-
jected by the revolutionaries of 
the 20th century, it seems that 
the philosopher’s theories are 
undergoing a renaissance, from 
Beijing to Vancouver. 

Overwhelmed by the stress 
of their daily routine, more and 
more people are trying to find 
new points of reference and 
are going back to traditional 
ways of living and thinking. A 
trend that Edward Slinger-
land, professor of Asian Stud-
ies at the University of British 
Columbia, has noticed over the 
last few years. 

“I think people are interested 
in recovering earlier modes of 
thought because they often have 
insights that are quite different 
than the received wisdom of our 
own [modern] cultures.” 

Then, our modern western so-
ciety seems to go back to ancient 

New project aimed at accommodating LGBTQ newcomers

Ancient Oriental wisdom meets modern occidental thought

one of my clients,” explains Ba-
gheri, who has taken note of the 
great disparity in social resourc-
es in Vancouver, particularly in 
certain ethnic communities.

Bagheri explains that after 
traumatic experiences in Iran, 
her client, a self-identified trans-
sexual woman, hoped to become 
a part of Vancouver’s Iranian 
community. Instead, she was 
turned away.

Bagheri admits that while Van-
couver is, on the whole, a mul-
ticultural and open community, 
newcomers, especially LGBTQ 
newcomer, are not always free to 
be themselves. 

“If [LGBTQ newcomers] do not 
feel welcome in their primary 
community, it will be very diffi-
cult to foster a more general feel-

next course of action will be to 
implement a social mentoring 
program that would call upon 
current LGBTQ community mem-
bers help facilitate a newcomer’s 
interactions with the community. 

When asked about the fate of 
the project after the short-term 
funding period, Tan was ada-
mant about pursuing this pro-
gram through the other channels 
of MOSAIC. 

“We are hoping to cause a ripple 
effect,” says Tan.

Bagheri and Tan are optimistic 
about the future of the project, 
but recognize that achieving their 
long-term aims will require en-
gagement by all parties involved. 

“MOSAIC plays a strong role in 
preparing newcomers for the 
challenges of the workforce. That 
said, we are also hoping to see a 
comprehensive community ef-
fort on the part of employers,” 
says Tan. 

One proposed way of motivat-
ing changes at the institutional 
level is to make companies aware 
of the potential for stigmatiza-
tion in current hiring practices. 

Future plans 
Tan and Bagheri are very clear 
that launching this project into 
its second phase will ultimately 
depend on whether they can em-
power members of the commu-
nity to be agents of change. Their 
goal is to be the catalyst for sto-
ries of personal achievement that 
trump previous memories of dis-
crimination. 

“We are hoping to inspire LG-
BTQ newcomers to tell their 
stories, and help create a sense 
of safety in our community for 
those who have may have un-
dergone traumatic experiences,” 
says Tan. 

For more information about the 
MOSAIC Settlement Program for 
LGBTQ Newcomers, or want to get 
involved, contact Roja Bagheri at  
604-522-3722 (ext: 155)
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The concern of universities is 
the censorship at schools that have 
accepted Confucian institutes, 
where people begin avoiding is-
sues that would be seen as contro-
versial by the Chinese government. 

“This kind of interference in 
open intellectual debate is anath-
ema to what universities stand 
for,” Slingerland explains. 

To increase awareness of the 
role that Asian philosophy plays 
in Vancouver life, the professor 
will be launching a free online 
course, Foundations of Chinese 
Thought, open to everone on the 
platform Edx. A few thousand 
people have already registered.

“We will also explore the rel-
evance of early Chinese thought 
for contemporary debates in eth-
ics, moral education and political 
philosophy,” says Slingerland. 

As Anna Ghiglione, sinolo-
gist, explains to Le Journal de 
l’Université de Montreal, this Con-
fucian thought could help enrich 
the current debate in Western 
societies, especially those strug-
gling in the relationship between 
religion and state. 

“Confucianism is neither a reli-
gion nor a doctrine that advocates 
secularism,” Ghiglione says. “It’s 
a wisdom that is outside of secu-
larism, outside religion. Confu-
cius was respectful of rites and 
popular beliefs and he managed 
to strike a balance between secu-
larism and religion.”

* Name has been changed.

ing of acceptance,” says Bagheri. 
Tan adds that the pilot project 

has been commissioned and in-
stituted because there is a per-
ceived need for it in the Vancou-
ver community. 

“Canadians are still in the pro-
cess of becoming accepting of di-
versity,” says Tan. 

About a week into the program, 
MOSAIC’s coordinators are be-
ginning to see a need for their 
services in the Burnaby and New 
Westminister districts. Their 

“They are minorities within 
minorities; their disadvantage is 
amplified,” explains Tan. 

Vancouver’s communities  
and social stigmas
Funded by Citizenship and Im-
migration Canada (CIC), this six-
month pilot project is in its early 
stages, beginning with a careful 
assessment of the needs of LG-
BTQ newcomers in the Metro 
Vancouver area. 

“This project was inspired by 

Khim Tan (in sunglasses) mans a MOSAIC booth at a community event.

values, particularly to Chinese 
philosophy. 

“Chinese thought offers per-
spectives on the role of the indi-
vidual versus society or emotion 
versus reason and even sponta-
neity as opposed to effort,” says 
Slingerland.  

The professor made this topic 
the theme of his last book Trying 
Not to Try. 

“I really want to oppose this 
notion that, when we want to 
achieve a goal, constant striving 

and effort are what is required. 
There are many goals like hap-
piness, charisma and creativity 
that can only be achieved indi-
rectly, by people who are able to 
let go of effort at some point, and 
where direct, constant effort is 
in fact counterproductive.”

Enriching the debate 
This renewed popularity of Con-
fucian thought isn’t a surprise 
in Vancouver as the influence 
of Asian culture is noticeable 

in almost every quarter of the 
city. The economy, for example, 
plays a leading role explains Lee*, 
owner of a transportation com-
pany in Richmond. 

“Many companies in Vancouver 
have been created by or are man-
aged by Asian people. They instill 
their way of thinking and trans-
mit their traditional Asian values 
to their employees.” 

So even people who did not 
grow up with these values are in-
fluenced by them. This is a theory 
discussed by Slingerland. 

“I don’t think anyone has a link 
with early Chinese culture di-
rectly; these ideas were formu-
lated a long time ago (sixth to 
third century BCE) and a lot has 
happened in China since then. It’s 
not at all clear to me that people 
in China still have any connec-
tion to these ideas. So the chal-
lenges involved in grasping early 
Chinese thought are, I think, 
more or less the same no matter 
where you come from.”

During the last few years, 
Confucian private schools have 
opened their doors, entering into 
partnerships with local institu-
tions. However, UBC as well as 
other universities have rejected 
hosting these institutes. 

“They insist on keeping com-
plete control over the curriculum, 
whereas most universities have 
their own ideas about how to 
teach Chinese culture,” Slinger-
land says. 
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Statue of Confucius located in Hunan, China.


