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AbStract

For centuries, Western societies tho‘ught of wilderness asa barr_en,'desolate place that harboured temptation and
sin. Over the last hundred and vfiﬂyv.years, a marked shift has occurred in Westemn perception of this so-called
savage place; it has become revered, protected, and even worshipped. What was once the Devil's playground is
now thought to provide a locus of spiritual regeneration and hope' for the future. In North America, this pronounced
shift is thought to coincide with notions of the sublime and the frontier.

This study explores the perceptions of wiIderne_ss among Chinese Canadian immigrants in British Columbia,
people who have been less influenoed by ooncepts of the sublime and frontier It examines closely the idea that
wildemess today is a self- evrdent construct that holds across most inhabitants of the province. Instead, ideas
about wilderness held by people who have immigrated from China similar to the ideas held by early immigrants
from Europe, are influenced by tradition (especially Confucianism, Taoism, and, more recentiy, Maoism), space
(i.e. coming from densely populated areas), and Ienguage. |

Through this study, it has become apparent tnat the language _and disoourse surrounding wildemess in Canada
is markedly different from tnat of:Chinese Canadian immigrants. While the language and meaning of wilderness,
as referred to in Western society, is assumed relatively easily for mtervrewees the |dent|f|cation with moral and
aesthetic responses common to discusswns of wﬂderness in North Amenca is much less likely to manifest itself.
Wilderness, which represented barrenness and desolatron to m_tervnewees’ when they lived in China, has come to
represent forests, mountains, enimais, and lack of human inﬂuence. What prei/iously had different philosophical
meaning, now, in a cognitive sense, represents beauty and, pOtentiaIIy, a locus of spirituality.

The results of this study have important consequences for decision-making in cross-cultural environments.
Policy surrounding wilderness or environmental preservation may be without meaning or relevance to new
immigrants, who bring with them shared meanings and relationships to nature that may or may not be incongruous
with Canadian environmental po'licy. In facing such' debates, it is crucial to understand the perceptions of various
players and how those ideas are linked to tradition, language, and the geography of the familiar. It is also critical

~ toask ~ What is wilderness and why are we protecting it above all else?
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‘ Te_asers '

“Many people want to live in remote areas, becoming isolated — in
cabins or something. My former supervisor had a house on an island,
with a garbage can on the roof to collect water. | dont see the appeal; |
' thought that they were crazy.”

- (Yin, 2001)

“| stepped off the plane in August and I lmmedlately felt cool not groovy
cool, but physwally temperature-wise. | said "My God, | can't believe
what a progressive commumty this is because even the parking lot at

the Vancouver airport is air conditioned!" And I had no idea, it ]US'(
simply was a cooler temperature.”
(Johnston, 2001)

“You don’t have to go far to look for nature. Right in my doorstep you
see nature. Nothing against people going to conquer Himalayas,
climbing the rocks — they have their special challenge. For them that's ,
the only way to see nature and find nature, but for me just walking
along Marine Drive, walking on a carpet Iawn with a scatter of cherry
blossom petals scattered along the lawn, is as close to nature as ever.”
' - (Tse, 2001)

“In Hong Kong, | think that people would think wildemess is Vancouver.
Development is progress...They would think that Canada is a very
backward country because of the lack of urban development. Too few
people in such a great, vast land.”

(Yiu, 2001)



Chapter Qhe'

Introddction

Wildemess is one of the central cohCepts_ of the environrhental moVement' in North America tod'ay.‘ -
Countless ehvir’_onmental organisations in Canada and the United States have made it their mandate to
“Work for the preservation of Canadian and international wilderness” (WCWC, 2002) or to “develop a
nation-wide network of wild” (Wildemess Sociéty, 2002), in order that “some of the few remaining pristine
ecosystems in the world,"remain forever...so that our children and grandchildren can continue to
experience what we have enjoyéd.”’ (CPAWS, 2'002); Wild_erness’ preservation underlies arguments to
increase _biodivérsity, protect endahggred species, and slow clim'até ch}ange,’m'aking it one of the most

pervasive environmental foci in North- American environmental law, media and public consciousness.

In 1964, the United States passed Th_é Wilderness Act, an act that defined wilderness as: “an area where
the earth and its community of life are 'untra'mmelled by man, where man himself is a visitor‘who does
not remain.” Non-governmental organisa_tions in Canéda and the United states have similarly re_ferred to
wilderness as “areas where humans are 6nly visitors who do not refnéin.” (Wilderness.net, 2002)
Wilderness, tﬁen, is.a place entirely outside of human existenée, a place that is untouched, unsullied by
human hands (except for the odd Hike or'cambing trip), and relatively_pri_stine. The meaning of
wildemess (as it is presented by environmental groups and law), a cc}ncept that is so well entrenched in
North}American societies, would seem to be self-evident. Organisations that vie for wilderness

preservation, therefore, promote the preservation of wild nature that does not include humans.

The very concept of wilderness, however, is under major review. The possibility of such an ‘untouched’

place has been questioned (McKibben, 1989), as has its historical importance (Oelschlaegér, 1991;


http://Wilderness.net

Nash, 1982) and its role in creatrng an ethical sustarnable place for humans in nature (Cronon 1996).
In this study, I take these concerns a step further by examlnrng the meaning of wrldemess in the Lower
Mainland of _British Columbia today; | examine whether or not t_he me'aning of wildemess, as it is taken
for granted in policy, media, and'among'st environmental organisations, is shared by members of the -

Chinese Canadian immigrant! communities of the Lower Mainland of British Columbia.

According to Treleaven (2001), stories of place must inclUde all peoples who have lived, been displaced,
and moved on from that place. -This study attempts to fill in the gaps in our current knowledge of this
place — British Columbia. -Very tew studies have attempted. to examin'e' the development of cross-cultural.
environmental perspecti\res'among nonQEuropean imr’higrants.' Neglecting to recognise and integrate the
beliets and values of all 'social and: cultura_l groups within a_'society.h'as serious implications for decision-
making and cultural awareness. Itis fo‘r this reas’onr that this thesis'asl(s: what does wilderness mean to
Chinese Canadian immigrants?' How have their vie'W's deyeloped'l If their understanding of this concept
differs from the more.wid'espreadv_ d_e_fihition, what'are the roots‘of meaning and the implications of

difference in politics and decision-rn'aki'ng?

The trouble with wilderness |

The history of wilderess in the North America has focused strongly on the human relationship with the
land. According to Leo Marx (2000), Americans have long had a contradictory relationship with nature.
People treasure nature as a serene pastoral haven from civilized life, while simultaneously trying to
domesticate it. Research into the changing construction of wilderness over the last thousand years has

similarly shown that people haVe a changing and often-contradictory relationship with wilderness (see

1 A Chinese Canadian immigrant, for the purposes of this thesis, refers to an individual who was born in the Peoples Republic
of China, including Hong Kong or Taiwan. The term ‘immigrant’ was chosen arbitrarily to refer to both recent immigrants and
people who have fived in Canada for much of their lives. Chapter Two outlines the justification for including both recent
immigrants and longer-term residents in this study.




Crbncir_t, 1_996; '(_:.)els'chl_éége‘r, 19"9'1}; Nash, 1982); ‘Tites_‘e authors discuss thé'pré\ialerit:e of tite notion of
wildemess in réligiods texts, poetry, art, ahd p'ollvic_y over the last 6¢ntury. They document the
development of North American perceptions of wilderness from th_e,expulsion of Eve and Adam from the
Garden of Eden through to the end of the twentieth century; this 'development has meant a move away
from the managed garden as thé indicator of beauty and Godliness towards the wild, untamed land as a
source of inspiration and hope. V_Vhat Cronon (1996) draws particUiar éttention to is the fact that this
‘new’ wilderness is really a tnanagéd'wild_eines's, in the sense that it ivnv‘oives removing any previous.
inhabitants (including Nativg-Cahadiéns)., but allowing éCCéss 'for‘t_our_is_m. National and provincial parks,
both urban and rural, are often dgmpletely éltered}from their original s_tétes;_ inhabitants have likely been
removed, monuments may' have beé‘ri eréétéd, and non-native speciess- hai/é ofteit been introduced (Loo,

1998). It forces us to ask: how wild is wildemess?

Wildemess, says Cronon (1996), is not quite as it seemé. R_athe_r than bé_inQ se'If-e\iident,' itisa
construction of sociéi groulps ata panicuiér moment in humén histo’ry, the product of a particular serieé
of events in Eur’opeétn and North American histories. Wildeinéés was‘once‘c'onsidered to be a place ovf'
savagenesé, terror and vi/aste, a p:la_cg on_the ma_rgin of civilisation whére one could lose oneself in moral
confusion and despéir. No one ventured out into wiIderneSé’ by choice. The dark, often terrifying,
associations with wilderness were frequently attributed to ibiblic.al_ renditions, such as Christ's struggles
against teinptation and sin for forty days and forty nights in the wildemess. This wasteland also existed
in contrast to the utopian Eden, from which Adam and Eve were banished. It was only Upon being
expelled from the idyllic Garden of Eden into the desolate and savage wildemess that Adam and Eve
became ashamed and fearful; the creatures of the once peaceful forest became savage and bloodthirsty

(Pagels, 1988). The ancient Hebrews have been said to have viewed wildemess as cursed land without

water. In each of these accounts, wilderness and paradise were spiritual opposites.




By the mid-nineteenth century in North America, traditional perspectives of wildemess as a place in
which one might experience terror or bewilderment were beginning to shift dramatically. According to
Cronon (1996), this shift in perceptions was-t_he"résult of two distinctly North American concepts — the

sublime and the frontier.

The sublime. |

The notion of the sublime is one of t.h'e oldest and most pervasive expressions born out of the Romantic
movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. During this ﬁme, wilderness became |

synonymous with religious eXperiencesj if the Devil could be found in wilderness, then so t00 might God. |
Wilderness represented the place where one could find God - in the mohntains, in chasms, in waterfalls,
orin 'other vast, powerful IandsCapes where one felt insigniﬁcant and mortal. In these seemingly mystical

places, the supernatural 'iay just below the surface (Cronon, 1996).

~ William Wordsworth (1770-1850), a renowned English poet of the Remantic movement, believed that the
Divine existed in the forms of hature, ineluding mountains, winds, and landscapes, and was 'expressed
through them.

Wisdom and Spirit of the universel/...

Of childhood didst thou intertwine for me/

The passions that build up our human soul;/

Not with the mean and vulgar works of man,/

But with high objects, with enduring things—/

With life and nature— '

Wordsworth, from “The Prelude” (Bate & Perkins,1986:388)

Sublime landscapes invoked powerful emotions in their viewers. In this poem, Wordsworth emphasises
the strength and passion that powerful obj'eets of nature have had on him since his childhood. This love

of nature and landscapes beyond the ruins of ‘civilization’ was common to the Romantic movement and



to in_dividUalS seeking the Divine 'irj_ nature. City dw_el'lers: began lamehting‘ the human condition and the
human impact on nature:

The birds around me hopped and played,/

Their thoughts | cannot measure:--/

But the least motion which they made,/

It seemed a thrill of pleasure/ '

.../ lf this belief from heaven be sent,/ , -

If such be Nature’s holy plan, Have | not reason to lament/

What man has made of man? ‘

Wordsworth, from “Lines written in Early Spring” (Bate & Perkins, 1986:382)

A growing belief that humans were changing the landsCape'and their own attabhment toit, led
Wordsworth to lament what “man has made Of-’rﬁan”; Loss of a sense of beauty and appreciation for
nature sent city dwellers to seek eséép_e fr@m thé’burg’eoning urban centres of the day into fresh air and
open-landscapes of rural areas. In _these areés, they sought- spiritual enlightenment and inspiration

through the animals and plants that had been unsullied by human hands.

In the United States, during the time .o‘f the Roﬁﬁantic Movement, Henry David Thoreau and John Muir
became two of the most inﬂUential advocates of 'wild places for natural beauty and spiritual properties.
Thoreau and Muir were exemplars of }'th'e American Transcendental movement. At the centre of
Transcendentalis_m: was a belief that nature “mirrored the currents of higﬁer Iaw emanating from God”
(Nash, 1982: 85). Divinity existed in all nature,.including wil'de:r'ne_ss. Transcendentalists saw no moral
danger to humans who spent time in wildemess; instead, believing in the basic goodness of humans,
they thought that the chances of attaining moral perfection and coming closer to God were increased by
entering wilderness. For Thoreau, wildemess became a ,figdrativ_e,and philosophical tool symoblising the
unexplored capacities and qualities of humankind; while Thoreau would go into the wilderness for mental
nourishment and éxcitement, he did not wish to remain th_ere. Muir, on the other hand, while echoing
Thoreau’s belief that natural objects were the earthly mahifestatiohs of God, spent as much time in the

wilderness as possible, as he found the trappings of civilization appalling; for Muir, wilderness could



‘inspiré and r_éff_e_sh, méking every t_rip tb-t_he woods “a trip home” (Nash, 1982:128). The differences in
viewpoints between Thoreaﬁ and Muir characterise the impasse between the preservation and
conservation movements of the nineteenth century in the United States — while the preservation
movement supported ‘maintaining’ wild areas, but allowing human intervention, the conservation
movement proposed setting asidé_ large tracks of land, leaving them ‘untouched’ and uninhabited.
Despite their differences, these rhovements formed the fouﬁdation for'environmentalism in the United

States, pa\)ing the path towards_legal and public battles over land use.

The frontier
The second factor said to be at play in the creation of wilderess as it is recognised in North America
todayv was the national myth of the frontier. The idea of “the frontier”, or the place “that is an edge
between the known and the unkhoWh, the settled and the wild...where you are on your own [and] where
the rules are not yét made” (ALA, 1996), has played a prominent role in the history of North America
(particularly in the United States). This “meeting point between savagery and civilization” (Turner, 1 962) o
Was the place where the ills of civilization could be overcor_ﬁe by returning to a more primitive life, a Iifé
_ where cowboys kicked up dust as they rode across an arid landscape. According to Frederick Jackson
Turner (1962), the frontier waé where pedpl'e from the eastern United States and European immigrants
alike could leave behind civilizatidn and rediscover their primitive energies. This was where Americans
could truly experience being American: “at the frontier the environment is at first too strong for the man.
He must accept the conditions which it furnishes, or perish...Little by little he transforms the
wilderness...[creating] a new product that is American” (1962:4). The frontier separated the weak from
the strong and gave the United States a character that distinguished it from Europe. Tumner also
predicted that this frontier would diéa_ppear.as free land (i.e. wilderness) disappeared; the notion of

disappearing wild lands planted the ideas éurrdunding wilderness preseNation in the United States. If



wildemess was truly the Iasf bastion of rugged individualism, then ts loss would mean  loss of the
American way of life; it must be protected to save American identity. As lament for the passing frontier

reached its peak, the preservation movement gained much momentum (Cronon, 1996).

Longing for the frontler and its her0|c men ledto a perceptlon of wilderness as the last bastion of rugged
mdmduahsm (Cronon, 1996). Urban dwellers who viewed wilderness as a place for recreation, began
to praise unworked land, equating productive work in nature with environmental destruction (White,
1996). First Nations peoples, whb had Iohgliv‘ed on the land, were fofc;ibly vremoved_ from ‘wild’ places in
orderto maké thése wildemes_s areas ‘safe’ and open for the enjoymént of tkavellefs—the generation’s
modem explorers. Thrbugh these dévelopments, wilderness became touted as a more ‘natural’ way of
life thén that of urban Iife; which was cOhﬁhing', artifiéiai'énd false; frontier nbstalgia became a bourgeois
form of»anti-modernism', which resulted (irdniéally enoUgh) in th.ose who were profiting from urban-
industrial capitalism wanting to protect it. Wildérness became the destination of choice for elite tourists

and urbanites, not for those who already worked the Iandscape.

Whither wilderness?

“The history of Canada for about three hundred years was a struggle
to escape from the wildemess, and for the last half century has been
a desperate attempt to escape into it.” (Hutchinson, 1953)

The unique history of wilderness in North America means that t_here. is “nothing natural about the concept
of wilderness” (Cronon, 1996: 79); itis a creation of the societies that hold it dear. Although it promotes
an environmental consciousness, it offers the illusion that humanity can wipe clean the slate of past

transgressions towards the environment, evading responsibility for the consequences of the lives that

people actually lead. Because the human is posited entirely outside of the natural (and the desirable)




human presence represents the dégrédétion of nature. In fhisf Qiew, there is no place for humansiwithin
nature, offering little hope of dis_coVéring a sustainable place'for'humans in n_atu‘r‘e. This, says Cronon, is
a serious threat to living ‘requnsibly"on the earth. Cronon does not criticise the idea of wild nature per
se, but rather the thinking and focus on places 6utside of the environments in which most of us live that
follows from thié construction of wildemess. Instéad of this tautology, Cronon encourages an emphasis
on wonder; by finding beauty ih humble places, people can begin to réspect a nature they had not |
previously recognised as natural. WQnder .in this way-can make’ wild places part of the solution to our

environmental concerns, .not part of the problem.

Cronon has been criticised at 'many'léVels for h'is analysié'of the wilderness concept2. While historians

hayé applauded his res_eafch, ehvi'rbnmehtéli_sts'have accused Cronon of ‘b.ein'g ignorant of the biology
and science underlying the cOnse&étipn mbvement (Fdreman,- 1996). Some academic critics, incensed
by Cronon’s apparent brush with r_elétivism, héye argued against his social constructivist tendencies (e.g.
Snyder, 1996; Sessions, 1996).‘ Even mOr‘e,_s:trident: st_ill;_ were the critics who felt that Cronon had done

an enormous amount of damage to the environ_rhental mb\_/ément by creating disbelief in the movement

~ to conserve wilderness areas, resultih_g in & loss of protected areas (Willers, 1996). While I will not go

into a detailed examination of these arguments in this study, it is certéinly worth noting that Cronon’s
essay elicited strong responses, both from critics and supporters of his book Uncommon Ground:
Rethinking the human place in nature. When the paperback edition of the book went into print, Cronon
responded to many of the criticisms and asked that:

...readers resist any impulse’fhey may have to react to Uncommon Ground as a hostile attack on

the environmental movement....The criticisms we offer—whether of environmentalism in

particular or of American ideas of nature in general—are intended to encourage greater

reflection about the complicated and contradictory ways in which modern human beings
conceive of their place in nature. (1996: 20)

2 For a comprehensive discussion of the debates surrounding the ‘social construction’ of wilderess, see Proctor (1998).



| Uncontmon Ground, and_'.the.i'essays wrthln rt were tNri_tten_ t'o‘e.nc"o_urage rethinking of basic assumptions
about nature and Wilderness in the (North) American context. It is from this vantage point that | have
chosen my own research questions based on Cronon’s work: If concepts of wilderness in North America
truly are linked to ideas of the sublime and the frontier, then people who have not been exposed to those
ideals are Iikely to think of wilderness quite difterently If people who were born outside of North America
do percerve of wilderness dlfferentty, how do they percerve it and do these views result i in dlfferlng ways
of relatrng to and husbandrng the natural world? What are the rmplrcatlons of Cronon'’s critique if

alternate understandings of wrlderness go unheard in envrronmental and wildemess debates?

While the texts that deal with the changes in notlons of wrlderness are exhaustlve in their accounts of
Western perceptrons of wrlderness what is conS|stently absent is any reflection on the perceptions of
wrlderness by cuItures other than those of European descent When such an analysrs exists, it is often
as a cursory, superficial glance. In texts dealing with the w1|demess transltron in North America, the
perspectives of the many crt_rzens of non-European descent, particularly Asian, are not considered. The
lack of cross-cultural analysus and the influence of other cultures, partrcularty among Chinese Canadians,
who compose overa quarter of the population of the Clty of Vancouver on the current conception of
wilderness and nature led me to questlon whether or not their influence has been significant or has been
' recognis’ed' at all. Also, have the traditional perceptions of these people been altered in their move to

new and foreign surroundings?

Chinese immigration
While the Western United States were colonised slowly by means of the progression of the frontier,
Western Canada was colonised rapidly beginning with the start of the gold rush in 1858 (Yee, 1988).

Those who were attracted to the area were there to make their fortunes and, for the most part, to move



~on. This areé of‘Cahéda was, and co.hti'nues té be, ch_é_r&cteriiéd by résou‘rce dépendency, including

forestry, minihg, and fishing, and What has been reférf’ed toasa boom-and-buét psychology. The rapid
growth of British Columbia, in particular, drew men into jobs in fish canneries and pulp mills, as well as
into construction of the Canadian Pacific RailWay (CPR), which linked eastern and western Canada by

rail. The population of the province was largely composed of men who had travelled from Eastern

Canada, the West Coast 6f the United States, and mainland China.

By 1863, four thousand Chinese were working in the Caribou as gold-seekers (Yee, 19‘88).- |
Unemployment was very low énd' no_n-E‘Uropéan immigrants, mainly Chinese and Japanese, were
welcomed, as they were willing to take on thosfe_'dangerous'or undesirable jobs that White men did not
want. As empvloyment becarhe less aburidant, tolerance for non-European immigrants began to wane.
Chinese, ny the late 18003, were viewed as threats to White staﬁility and were never acknowledged as
early pioneers of Canada (Chao, 1A997~)‘. In _1884, the first head tax of ten .dollar‘s was placed on Chinese
arriving in Canada. When the CPR was completed and the se'Niges of the Chinese immig’rénts were “no
longer required”, this head tax rosé to fifty dollars. By 1903, the tax.'for"entiy into Canada had risen to
five hundred dollars per person, mo_hey WhiCh'oﬁen had to be bor_rowed through high-iht«_arest loans that
the workers spént- decades or a lifetime attempting to repay.. Chiné‘s’é workers continued to leave China,
which was in the midst of a pqpulation explosion, work shortages, and rebellion, in order to seek out
better lives in “Gold Mountain” (i.e. British Columbia). Racism spread during this period in British
Columbia, leading to Bill 45 - The Chinese Exclusion Act - in 1923, which put a stop to all new Chinese
- immigration, preyented the wives of those already in Canada to come into the country and withheld
voting privileges fr_om those who were already in Canada, some of whom had lived in the country for their

entire lives. The Exclusion Act was in place until 1947, when China became a Western ally in the

10



Second World War, and the Act was revoked (Chao, 1997). The history of Chinese immigration to

Canada is tarnished with rejection and racism.

Today, the Vancouver area Has over 280,000 reSidents of Chinese descent in a total population of 1.8
million (Statistics Canada, 1996). Today’s Chinese Canadians are descendents not only of early
immigrants ffom southern China, b‘u_t are representative of new immigration patterns — people from
varying‘clase backgrounds and varying geographieal and sociel ofigihs. There are many Vancouver
Chinese identities, but }thes}e, iden_t'ities_ cohtinue' to be shaped by cultural diffe_rences, native place ties
and New World eXperiences of 'rejectiori, alie_n_atien, accommodation, and acceptance (Ng, 1999).
Chinese Canadians ha&e had a'signiffeant pfese_nce in the bro\zihce fof a hundred and fifty yeafs, yet
their perspectives fowards tﬁi}s ‘province,' particularly towards nature ‘and wilderess, are Iittle'known.
Because of theivr traditionally low politiCai p_roﬁle and low.participatioh i‘n pOIitieal eroceSSes (Bellett, 1999;

Chao, 1997), their valuee and beliefs have gone unreédgnised in the larger Canadian context.

Culture, nature, and Chinese Canadians

Given the historical role and demographic signi_fi'éance of Cﬁinese Canadian immigrants in Canedian
society, | have elecfed to focus on this large, yef underrepresented study group. The study will, | hope, |
derﬁonstrate that we must neither iak‘e for granted the multiplicities of Canadian identities in decision-

making nor the ‘universality’ of this entity so commonly called wildemess.

The way people experience the world is shaped profoundly by the cultural contexts that inform them
(Nicolson, 1997). The way that different peoples experience nature and wildemess in North America and
the cdltural contexts that influence them are not well understood. To say, however, that all persons from

country X will perceive wilderness identieally is, at best, unfairly reductionist. A culture refers more
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‘closél:y to Shaféd “_Webé of n.1e'anir'1;q"_’. (Gééﬁz, 1_9%_3) or 'sha'réd'_fnté'rpfetation_s (Strauss & Quinn, 1997)
that may cross geographicél, religious, or ﬁoliti_cal borderé. Howevér, just how fully those meanings ére
shared is influenced, equally, by one’s position in society (e.g. by gender or class) and by the specific
circumstanceé at hand (e.g. an immigrant's exPériences of Canada). Although shared understandings
may vary over time, some shared understandings. are resistant to change, 'broadlly applicable, and

remarkably stable.

Shared understandings of wildemeés may characterise people who belong to similér'cultures. As such,
the complex array of sym_b_olic rélatiqnships.that peo'plé _forfh with their physié;al surroundings plays a
fundamental role in shaping both sbcia_'l aﬁ:tivity Iand perceptions of the land (Bésso, 1996). In order to
fully understand how cUItureé cdnstruct their environments, Baéso suggests that we must be “prepared
to sit down and listen to .our‘native _consﬁltant_s talk —‘h'ot Oniy about landscapes, which of course we
must do, but about talking about landscapes as well” (p. 68). To understand human/land relationships,
we must listen closely to whét people say about their surroundings and the inﬂuence of those
surroundings on their percéptiéns. Engaging in dialogues' aCrst cUItures'_or émbngst people with
different sets of shared ﬁndérstandihgs prom_o_fes analysis and understanding and allows reflection

among study participants on the human place in nature and a more sustainable environmental ethic.

The various environmental concerns and relationships to nature of Chinese Canadians, who make up
such a significant percentage of the population in British Columbia, have not been examined in any detail
or in a context outside thaf of their homelands. This study will attempt to broaden the knowledge of the
diverse cultural make-up of Canada and the religious and cultural contexts that shape the way people
view the world around them. In the words }of Deutsch-Lynch (1 993), nature is “a product of cultural

responses to specific historical circumstances which give rise to shared sets of imagined landscapes”
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) (p.lOQ).' This is not to‘vsay, however, that nature or wilderneeé is solely a figment of the imagination, as

nature represents both a physical realm that cannot be dedonstrUcted and the realm of cultural ideas and
norms (Olwig, 1996). That nature is a “thing” goes without saying. How we speak about nature,

however, strongly influences how we see or make sense of the world.

In order to understand how individuals of Chinese descent living in Vancouver perceive and relate to
wilderness it is necessary to Understand the historit:al process within which not only their shared

understandings, but their |dent|t|es or self-understandings (Holland etal, 1998) have been shaped and

“have changed since their arrival |n Canada How do Chrnese Canadlan |mm|grants perceive of their own

place in nature and thelr relationshrp to |t’7 According to Hall (1 990) it is essential that subjects not be
compared with an ‘authentic’ p_opulatr_on,_ as each area of settlement has its own arena of identity

construction and historical and cultural processes must be viewed on their own terms. Because there is

a multiplicity of Chinese vcices, | have examined the evolution of beliefs and understandings of

wilderness within a diverse subset of pecple in Vancouver, British Columbia. Within this subset, | found
significant diiferences in beliefs and have attempted to trace the dynamic process of identity construction
for individuals within these populatiens by means of an examination of language, tradition, and sense of

place.

Research- Purposes

In this study, | have attempted to bridge the gap that has been created between peoples in consideration
of the evclution of Canada’'s cultural wilderness and natural heritage. | have focused on the
perspectiyes, beliefs, and attitudes of Chinese Canadians towards wilderness — what wilderness is, what

it signifies, and how people figure within it. | could not speak with the original immigrants to this

- province, those who lived, worked, and shaped the provinCe from 1858 onwards (Yee, 1988) or leamn




how their percept_iohs évolVed over time tc_i ‘i'nclude-_or eXCllu}de: Wé_Sfern discourses and thought. Instead,
I havé‘focused on Chinese Canadian immigre‘mts,‘ people who have been bom, raised, and/or educated
in different social and geographical contexts. Through this study, | have gained an underst'anding_ of how
the perceptions of wildemess and nature among interviewees have changed over time, particularly with

their transition into a new social and geog'raphical setting.

My research purposes, which"were g_ex_'aminéd largely through ih-depth interviews, are as follows:

» To cvie.termin‘e the way in whiqﬁk perceptions'of 'surroundi_hgs are'-reléted to 'history, tradition,
homeland, and sense of spacé. To ask: hoW dyn}amic_: are notions of naturé and wilderness? If
wiIde.rness is indeed a social construction — “a product of cultural responses to specific historical
circumstahces whic.:h‘ Qi\}e risé td shared sets of imagined landscapes” (Deutsch-Lynch, 1993) —is

| that co_nsfruc_tioh mitigated by past events and circumstanées'?

= To determine how Chinese Canadians view the landscape of British Columbia. What is wild? What

is natural? What is fhe human place in nature? Do they conceive of a.more susfainable human

place in nature, such as the one that Cronon searches for?

This study will employ qualitative research methods to explore these re_se.a.rch questions (see Chapter
Two). To date, many of the attitude_s .of Chinese Canadians to environmental initiatives, such as |
recycling and composting, have been documented through surveys and quantitative research methods
(e.g. Blake et al., 1997). While useful fof broader genefaligatiohs, quantitative research often inhibits
discoveries beyond a limited set of questions. Qualitative research, conversely, explores social or
human problems by building a complex and detailed picture through the anélysis of words and repbrts
(Creswell, 1998). It allows for a richness, depth, and gxploration of meaning that is not possible with

quantitative research alone (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). It is for these reasons that | have used
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qualitative research (primarily in the form of interviewing and some field work) to better understand how

Chinese Canadians perceive wildemess and nature in British Columbia.

Outline
The following chapters will examine the main themes that arose in the analysis of my research data:
tradition, space, and meaning. Chapter two outlines the methods | used in collecting my data. Chapter

three examines the role of language and meaning in understahding wilderness and how language and

' mean'ing, as concerns wilderness, has changed over time. Chapter four explores the influence of »

Chinese traditions on the hyman place i.n n‘a‘tur'e, Chapter five examines the impact of space and
physical landscape on perception, inéludiﬁg the impact of rural versus urban space on sensibilities.
Chapter six examines the meaning of 'wildémesskto ChineSe Canadians and how, if at all, the outdoors
factors actively ihto their Iiveé. Finally,‘chapter seven; s_ummaris_es the préVioUs chapters and outlines
the significance of the research. | will relate the themes in éach chapter t‘o'.Cronon’s (1996) work on
wilderness, which suggests that the ideas of sublime and fronﬁer form the roots of the modern North
American uhderstandings of Wilden{éSS._ His work also s.ugge_sts thata different understanding of the

term, one which includes humans and humble places, could lead to a strengthened environmental ethic.

How does this environmental ethic manifest itself amongst Chinese Canadian immigrants with differing

sets of shared understandings?
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Chagter Two

- On the ground
methods and madness in research

The purpose of this study is to determine how notions of wildemess evolve over time and adapt
according to tradition and sense oi place. How does the urban-wild divide manifest itself in Vancouver
among the Chinese Canadian community? To'fdate the attitudes of Chinese Canadians towards the
envrronment have been documented soIer through surveys and quantltatlve research methods. One
such survey attempted to I|nk enwronmentally fnendly attitudes with “green” behaviour in Canada (Blake
etal., 1997). This study concluded that peopie of Asran background had an overall lower concem for the
environment than did those of European descent. Asians were also, according to this study, less likely to
be involved in environmental activism and Iess:likely to be willing to'pay for environmental improvements.
Similar studies inthe United'States have suggested that peaple of colour are less concerned about
environmental issues than are the White majority. Jones (1998), however,.dissected the “‘myth” oi Black
unconcern for the environme_nt, concluding that environmental activism and environmental concern are
not synonymo'us, that Blacks are more active in-QrasSroots environmental groups (than mainstream
groups), thai the human dimensions of .the :environmental movement are often ignored by the
mainstream, but are of great importance to minority groups, and that Blacks may in fact be more

concerned about the environment when discussing toxics and other urban issues.

Studies that use race as a proxy for cultural perspectives, such as those that suggest Whites are more
concermed about the environment than Asians or Blacks, serve only to fuel racist or essentialist critiques
and do not examine why such differences appear and what the factors are that lead to such

discrepancies. Strict quantitative research may limit discoveries beyond a particular set of questions,
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féiﬁn‘g fd éxp‘loré why différencé__s exist.. Qualitative researéh, hdwever, bﬁéfs the oppértﬁnity to expiore
social or human probllems'E by buiiding a complex, holistic picture through the detailed analysis of words
and reports (Creswell, 1998). It allows for a richness and'depth that is not possible with quantitative
research alone (Marshall & Rossman, 1995). Itis fbr these reasons that | have chosen to use qualitative -
research to better under'sta_nd how Chinese Canadians perceive wilderness and nature in British

Columbia.

The niethpd that mdst closely approximates the approach | have taken to my research is known as
grounded theory. Developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, grounded theory reflects an attempt to
“ground” theory in field data, rather than taking a more fheoretic‘a__l positivistic approach to data collection
and analysis. Instead of testing a theory in the field, the researcher develops theory through interaction
with their study group. T}hev intent of a grounded theory sfudy is to generate a set of ideas that relate to a

particular situation or phendménon. Researchers develop categories and concepts to develop a set of

~ relationships or theories conceming the group and situation being studied by means of primary interview

data and multiple field visits _(Creswéll, 1998). Grounded theory ié meant to encourage flexibility, but
maintain a systematic method that links theory 'cohst'ruction‘_wi,th data collection and analysis. This

method posits the researcher as both interpreter of data and theoretician.3

| have employed such an approach because | was primarily interested in developing a set of ideas or

“theories that respond to my research questions: How do place of birth, language and tradition influence

3 Grounded theory has some opponents, who feel that it acts as an excuse for poor research, allowing ineffectual methods to

be ignored in the name of “letting data speak”. Others suggest that grounded theory means no theory, encouraging research
that does not examine the wide body of literature that already exists in areas related to the study. It has also been suggested
by colleagues that it is a favourite research tradition among graduate students, who, feeling overwhelmed by and perhaps
underqualified for the task set out in front of them, enlist grounded theory as a means of covering up for their own unfamiliarity
with the theory surrounding their subject area. | will certainly admit to the sense of relief and excitement that grounded theory
offered me as | started out with my study, but continue to maintain that it is the most appropriate framework for my research

for the reasons mentioned below. '
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the shared underétanding_é of Chinese Cénadian immigrants towards wilderness and nature in British
Columbia? Rather than tesﬁng ah existing theory, | wished to develop oné through the data | collected
with my intervieWs.of Chinese Canadians living in the Lower Mainland of British Columbia. It was my |
intention to let the interviewees and their data “speak” or, as the case may be, “mumble” (Tansey, 2002)
through prbcesses of analysis and inferpretatio_n. I.chosé to use grounded theory because Chinese
Canadian immigrant perceptions of wilderness and nature have not yet been researched, so | could not
test my data against that of othérs. Instead, | have drawn, where possible, from existing related literature
throughout the body of my study, as a sort of ‘cOnceptual toolbox’ (Tansey, 2002), to support or deny my. -
own claims. | continue to us'evtheor}y (with special reference to Cronon’s work on wildemness) throughout

the study, which serves to situate my own ideas in the ideas of others.

Backgfound

A grounded theory is a theory that is deri\)ed from the study of the phenoménon that it represents; it is
“discovered, developed, and verified through systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to
that phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990:23). This study relates to the .difference in understandings of
wiidefneés between study participénts and the definition of wilderness that Crohon (1996) has linked to
contemporary White and middle-class Americans. In most grounded theory studies, researchers
conduct twenty to thirfy intervieWs during numerous field visits with the intention of saturating categories
(ie. with the aim of finding out information until interviewees no longer add anything new to the
categories) (Creswell, 1998). During the process of data collection, both during interviewing and
examining secondary sources, data is gathered, analysed and gathered again in a “zigzag” process

(Creswell, 1998); sampling occurs in an iterative fashion by collecting daté, analysing existing data, and

then collecting data again according to a revised method that will ensure a broad representation of ideas.




Fo'r this study, | inte_n/iewed twenty-three indii/iduais“ and fadiiiiated a focus groun discussion with éix
’people. Quite apart frorn interviewing, which generaily takes priority in a grounded theory study, | have
also chosen to amploy a variety of additional sources for data, including analysis of art (painting and
calligraphy), writing (poetry and journalism), and community events (theatre and parades). These
secondary sources of data will be used to clarify and fill gaps in the interviews, but will also provide

illumination on issues that might not have been addressed specifically by interview respondents.

Selecting a study group
Chinese Canadian immigrants and tha_ir descendants originate from a wide g.eographic‘:al area including
Hong Kong, the Peopies_Republic of Ch_ina and Taiwan. In addition, many pe.ople of Chinese descent
have come to Canada from other c0untries, including Mexico, Peru, India, and South Africa. Each of
these areas has multiple diaiects.,._clirnates, reiigidns and sets of'traditions, which make finding a
statistically ‘representative’ Chinese Canadian sample unlikely. Instead, | interviewed key informants in
the Chinese Canadian communities, individuals who had thought about the issues that | am _résearChing
and who continue to be connected politically dr socially to the Chinese Canadian cornmunities in

Vancouver.

Because the term ‘Chinese Canadian’ encompasses such a broad spectrum of human and cultural
experience, | selected individuai_s who could help shape theory formation because they represented
diverse viewpoints within the Chinese communities. | chose to interview people from both highly
urbanised settings, such as Hong Kong and Beijing, and people from rural settings, Iargely'in Mainland

~ China. |also interviewed people of different ages (from 24-70 years of age‘), with a variety of educational
backgrounds, who had lived i_n British Columbia for between one and fifty years. Although more recent

immigrants (i.e. people who have been in Canada for fewer than five years) and longer-term residents
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are Iikély..' fo have Widély dfffe_rih'g pefspectivés on. thé iééU’es being studied, i felt thét they could offer a
variety of perceptions of wilde‘mess. More recent immigrants may be less able to step back and examine
any changes that rﬁay have takén place in théir ideas about the subject matter; howe\)er, they would be
able to explore more immediately the influence of spending most of their lives in mainland China, Hong
Kong or Taiwan. Longer term residénts, on the other hand, whose sensibilities may have shifted to
include more North American }percepti_ons, would be better able to reflect on changes that have occurred.
Itis for these reasons that | elecfed'fo interview immigrants of various generations and 'Iengths of
resid.ence in Canada. Whil_e i.nterviewihg sUc:h‘a diverse subset of the Chinese Canadian immigrants
communities did serve to.add.‘mor‘e variables to my research, it also provided the appropriate conditions
foran exploratory study of this :n.a‘ture. It réiised qUéstioné"for further research, while providing rich data

for analysis.

Participants in the interview Stage' of the résearch Were recruitéd primarily from the Lower Mainland of
British Columbia. | selected t_his"region beCaUse it was the homé of the cbre community of the original
Chinese immigrant population in the nineteenth centurvy‘ and remains a vibrant cultural centré for Chinese
communities. It s the locus of the majority of Chinese cultural centres and events in the proVinCe and
contains a wide range of new and old immigrants, éé we" as a variety of .represéntatives of a variety of
profession.s, religions, and socio-economic classes within those immigrant groups. Vancouver's setting,
surrounded by mountains and ocean, provides a perfect opportunity to juxtapose the urban and wild.
Immigrants living in other areas of the counﬁy are un'Iiker to be faced with such an obvious contrast

between the urban landscape and the forested, ‘wild’ lands just beyond the city limits.

| spent the first month of my fieldwork meeting people who might be considered key informants,

individuals who could provide insights into study participants and point me in the direction of people who
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| would_‘ be ﬂsefu} céﬁtacfs or inte&iewees in the brocéS_s of my théo‘retical sampling. These key
informants included scholars 'froni the University of British Columbia who work in Chinese Cénadian
communities in British Columbia, goverhment officials, community groupv. leaders, and people involved in
Chinese cultural centres and event 6rganisation. While | did Qo on to interview a number of these peop_le
more 'forma'lly, most of them provided me with names of interviewees acéording to the needs of my
study. ' Meeting with key informants also provided me with legitimacy as| apprdached individuals inv the

study group.

[ first cqntaéfed interviewées.by:means of an _i:ntrOductory e-mail or telephone call, in which | explained
how | had heard of them,.thev purpoée of my research, why | was‘interesfed in their participation, and
what that participation would invo_lve. | also left them with a tirhe and date at which | would call them to
answer any questions they might have and, hopefully, set up an interview time. Approximately eighty per
cent of those contacted re'spond.ed in the affirmative to my intrbdﬁctory letter or contacted me to grant an

~ interview.

The interviews

Interviewing individuals |n wasv'a'thrilnling and rewarding aspect of my fhesis research. It quickly bééame
apparent that the ‘zigzag' approach of grounded theory (i.e. going from interview to analysis back to
interview again) woﬁld not only be fruitful, but also part of a natural drive and curiosity while conducting |
the research. Analysis and coding became an ongoing process that allowed me to be continuously
rethinking my interview questions, my research methods and my appfbach to the study. The freedom of
actively listening to intervieWees, without the cq'nstfaints ofanull hypoth’esié, allowed me to be open to a

- variety of possibilities and relationships that | might not have noti_Ced had | been following a different

research méthodology.




Interviews lasted between one .a.nd'two hours and were semi-structured in design (see Appendix B).
Each interview was tape-recorded and fully transcribed. | began each interview with several closed
questions, which were designed to put participants at ease. |then prdgresséd to more open-ended
questions that were broad énoug_h to allow respondents a ceria_in degree of freedom in their responses
and in their interpretation of th_e’que_stions. Over time, these initial questions were moulded to reflect
concems and issues that had arisen in previous interviews (e.g. more emphasis on the reflection phase
of the interview and pointed quéé_ti_oﬁs concerning wildemeés), but the basic structure remaihed
constant. After several iniewiews, | became éxtrémely comfortable with the interviewing process and
was able to reflect on responses as vthe ‘intervieWS we.re in motion. According to Tansey (2002), _
researchers ca’n,no'i expebf unity‘ across intérviews; instead, contradictions that arise during the interview
process should be used to generéte further queétioné Ifor the next rduhd of data collection. Through this
process | was able to adjust intewieWs to address contradictions as the interviews were in progress, as

well as adjust future intervie_ws. This ensured that | collected a very rich data set. It also allowed me to

identify paralléls or connections bet\)veen responses long before | began formally analysing the data.

| conducted interviews in a variety of Ioéatidns, aécofd'ing to the needs of the interviewee. Somé of the
interviews were held in coffeé shops, others in pebpie’s hbmes, others still in offices or on the UBC |
campus. | began each interview by introducing my research and myself and by asking the participants if
they had any questions about their participation in the study. According to the requirements of the
University’s Ethics Review Board, I then explained and had participants sign a form indicating their
Willingness to participate in the study and to have their interview tape recorded. A number of participants
decided not to sign the form until the interview had been completed, as they weren't certain what kind of

information they would be sharing with me. Each of the participants signed the form willingly, either
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before _or-after-the ivnten‘_/iew, and did not request any aspect of the interview to remain ‘off the record’. Al
but two interviewees agreed to have their names revealed in the body of this report. Those who did not

wish to be named are referred to using pseudonyms.

Participants'often raised the concem that they could not be considered representatives of Chinese

| Canadians in British Columbia (i.e.vtha{ they represented only one view among many). This was an
interesting respanse that prbmpiad meto rebdn’sfdar how | was opening the interviews, as | had no
intention of having the i'nten/ieweés' speak on behalf of bthérs:_ | began to question whether this was,
parhaps, in response fo_prévious'ancb_unt_ers with _non-Chi_nese intewieWers. | explained that this was a
scoping study and that | waUId_ba’ i‘atér’_viewing approkimateiy thirty individuals to get a broader spectrum
of responses within the study gfoUp. I'also emphasized that | could not hope or even wisﬁ for people to
act as representatives'of a study grodp that is s0 varied and.large. Ilronically, this did not stop people
from making geherali_zations about Chinese Canadians (including such statements as “People from the
Chinese cultufe...” and “Pebple from Hong Kong...”), but put them at ease nonetheless. Other than
qUestions such as tﬁis, | did not eabounter any‘-concer.ns or heéitations‘ with respect to the study. On the
contrary, most i‘hte_rvieWees ware'ektre‘mely ihterested in th'ev outcomes of my research and even

requested a copy of my comp'leted thesis.

In addition to the twe'nty-three one-on-one interviews, | conducted a focus group with six participants.
This focus group was set up through the North American Association of Asian Professionals (NAAAP)
office in Vancouver. A selection of the broad group of NAAAP members meets once a month to discuss
topiaal issues that might be of concern or interest to Asian Canadian Professionals. They opened up
one of their mohthly gathering's-for he -ta facilitate a discusSion on my research. This focus group was

comprised not 6n|y of Chinese Canadians, but also of a Thai Canadian, Korean Canadian, Canadians of
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Asian descent (ie. 'séccShd- and third}generaiibn"¢hin'esé Ca'nvadiafr:\s)v, and one German visitor, who was
conducting research on Asian ide.ntitieé, in British Columbia. Because of this variation outside of my
original study group, | was able to test'emergihg theories on individuals of different backgrounds and
gaih perspective on my research from a variety of angles. While | did go through a variation on my list of
interview questions with fhe group, | focused more closely on wildemess as a concept and facilitated
discussion around this. | also asked that participant‘s‘ draw pictures_of what wildemess was to them (see

Appendix A), which proved to be a vé_ry excitihg and illustrative process.

Analysis

Data anafysis, the proce§s of bring_ing order, étrui_:turé and meahing to collected data (Marshéll &
Rossman, 1995) was ongoing in my study; it began with the first data collected and éontinued totheend
of the process, allowing me to collect new data tc‘)i fill in gaps and to test new hypotheses that emerged
during analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). GrdUnded fheory emplbys a particular set of structures in the
analysis phase of the research, as defined by Straqss and Corbin (1990), the first of which is coding. |
Coding is ‘the operation by Which "data are brokeﬁ down, conceptualized, and put back together again" :
(Straués & Corbin, 1990:57). A re_séarcher beginé developing éodes (or categories) of information that
reflect é- key point or issué of note in a-particular péssage — this is referred to as open coding. Once
open coding has beén completed for all of the interviews, the researcher begins making connections
between the categories, focusing on connections between these categories and the central phenomenon
of interest ~ this is known as axial coding. The next sfep is to construct an explanaﬁon or story that
connects the categories, which is referred to as selective coding. Fragmenting the déta and picking out
the recurrent themes facilitates the compérison of data within and between'ca'tegories and, hence, theory
building. At the end of the thfée sta‘ges of coding, the researcher is left with a set of theoretical

propositions in the form of a hypothesis, visual model, or narrative.
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I began the open coding phase of analysis very early on in my.study. After each interview, | spent time
reflecting and writing notes on some of the central themes and items of interest in each interview. | also
revisited the questions that | had asked during _each interview and reworked them to respond to new
areas of poténtial inquiry. It wasn', hqwever, until | had transcribed each interview that | was able to
more consciously begin the analysis. Each of the twenty-three interviews was transcribed completely.
The discussion from the focus g}roup} was not transcribed as é result of noise interference oﬁ the tape
from the coffee shop where the fdcus.group was held. For this, | have" relied on my notes of the

proceedings.

In o_rdér to begin thé process-"of analysis, 'l employed qualitativ_e‘dat_a. a’nalysié software, called ATLAS i.
This software facilitates text analys'isvand intefp(étation of qUaiitaii\)é data, particularly in selecting,
coding, annotating, and comparing mefhos. It allows the researche.r.to load each transcript into a central
data bank from which s/he can entef codes a_nd make connections between interviews very easily. The
software allows the uSe_r to hvighlightf gectidns_ of text and name 'th'em with a code or memo orto select-
multiple Vcodes' fora partidular passége. The beauty of ATLAS i is that it keeps an ongoing list of codes
used, so that researchers can' easily tracé or use them; it alsoval'lows the researcher to link codes and
amalgamate them during the procéss’es of axial and selective coding. Although it took time to lear the
software and time to prepare the interview data for analysis, it proved to be very worthwhile, as it
encouraged a level of analysis that would be very cumbersome using paper notes. Tracing and grouping

codes within codes could be done easily-.'

I began my initial data analysis by taking my interview transcripts and breaking them down into codes (or

categories) of information. Rather than beginhing with a set of codes in mind, | went through each




tran'séript” éys_tematicablly, Creating'a code evefy time sbméthiﬁg aroée that se:eméd‘imponant to my
central questions (open coding). The number of codes quickly mushroomed into over sixty. As this list
was too expansive to allow me to focus on pérticular ideas or themes, | reduced the number by grouping
together linked themes or codes (axial coding). | then reduced these themes into three categories that
wefe representative of the major areas of theory development (se"lective coding). These three categories
reflected what | felt to be the major themes of my study from which the theories developed: language and
meaﬁihg; tradition; and sense of 'Spade. Each of thes_e three themes will be developed in detail in the

following three chapters.

- Validity

Validity refers to the "Correctness or credibility of a déscription, conclusion, explanation, inierpretation or
other sort of account” (Maxwell, 199__6:87). _Rat_ﬁer than referring to -vany objective truth, it provides a basis
fbr distingdishing credible accou_r_its from Vthose'vthat are not.” Achieving validity in research is a'challenge
that every researcher must fé_ce. | have been aware of the _impbrtance of being open about my
expectations in this study and 'abbdt its limitations, considering the scope of potential partti‘cipant_s and the
limited nurhber of interyiewees'.v Given t‘he' sample size of'my research (twenty-nine individua_ls, including
: participants' in the focus gfoup), | did not feel that | ran the risk of haVihg incomplete ‘d.ata to ground a
theory in the description phase of my research.- | have, however, been ‘ve‘ry cognizant of the dangers of
generalising across diverse people based on a small subset of an already diverse group of people and
have made special efforts to avoid this. The study is essentially an exploratory one that will lead to
greater undefstanding in this developing field for future research. | have attempted to develop the

themes that have arisen from the interviews and have substantiated these themes through my use of

~ literary texts, art and cultural events, where possible.




During interpretatien‘of findings, ihere always exists th_e potentia.l for’ihe intreduetion of researcher bias,
th‘rough selection of data or drawing inferences from data that seem to fit the emerging theory (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). Overcoming these pitfalls involves explaining possible biases and how they will be
dealt with (Maxwell, 1996). Because | have been attempting to develop a set of theories inductively from
my data, rather than anticipating a particular set of findings , | hope | have been open to multiple
scenarios. Pessibly the most exciting aspect of this research is the very fact that my findings are

completely novel, as no previous studies have been done on this subjeet.

Interpretation of data can also be influenced by reactivity, the influence of the researcher on the setting
or individuals studied (Maxwell, i996); | was ewere_of this as a botential threat to my findings,
particularly as | was an outsider to th_e étudy group. Given that | am Caucasian, English-speaking, and
femele,_l Undoubtedly was pre-judged fo a gre'a_}te'r,} o lesser degree, but never felt that | experienced
difficulty in gaining the trust and respect that I"needed_as an interviewer. Participants were often curious
astomy interest in the topic and the study grou'p% but the interest seemed to hinge more on a sense of
flattery than on a sense of sUsbicion. Th'e_re were beihts in vzrﬁy research, ‘howeve.r, where | felt that ,
interviewees were att}emp'tinvg to conforrh to_what they felt | might want to hear asan envi(onmentelist,
despite the fact that | gave them no reaeon (other than my affiliation with the department of Resource

Management and Environmental Studies at UBC) to presume this.

According to Geertz (1973), the data researchers collect are contingent on their constructions of other.
people’s constructions of what they and their competriotsare doing. Along the same lines, data are
contingent on the constructions by interview participants of what the interViewer is interested in hearing.
Given fhat I'am an outsider to the Chinese community in heritage, language, and race, | am limited to

translated (or English) literature and limited by participant perceptions of my potentially ‘oreign’
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‘reSe'arch‘. The_limitations of the .ianguage barrier’,_fdrih"_dsle whose first ianguégs is not English inay be
quite significant. According to New: (1997), each time a researcher brings her/his Ianguage to describe_a
new environment and voice the values of another culture, the ianguage used may itself be a barrier: “the
language is at once an impediment to communication and the very means of communication; a site of
paradox, a ground at snce of exhaustion and creativity” (p. 11). Terms, such as wilderness, may have
entirely differ_eht connbtstions in a Chinese context. Fortunately, these connotations are exactly what |
am trying to record. Being an outsider, hbwever, can also be an advantage., as details and differences
- aire less likely to be overlooked. Becog‘nising lim_iiatior_is and dealing with them up front can only serve to
strengthen aiiy res'ea‘rch‘ project. -Given that this researsh tracks un'charted_ territory, | am confident that

the limitations | have mentioned have‘ not provided an impe'diment to data collection or analysis.

Maxwell (1996) also notes thst a threat to validity during iheory formaﬁon can lie in ignoring discrepant
data and alterative explanations. | have attempied to avoid this pitfali by encouraging the participation
of individuals from different geogiaphical settings and"of different age groups and backgrodnds.
Because analysis was ongoing in my research, | was able to recruit interviewees who could offer
different perspectives and ideas about the study topic. | have been cautious to let the iheory emerge
from the data, rather than from my own preconceptions of what | might find. This is un'doubtedly one of
the more difficult threats to deal with, as there is a strong tendency to seek out similarities rather than
differences. | hope that, in the coming chapters, | have done justice to the range and complexity of the

responses of my interviewees.
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Ci"ia'pter‘Three -

| Defining wilderness
the ever-changing language of nature (and nature of language)

in September of 2001, | had the opportunity to lead a seminar with a group of environmental studies
graduate students at the Univ_ersity of British Columbia. At the beginning of this seminar, | set out a task
for them. As a group, they had to define wilderness. These are some of the words that they came up

with to define the concept:

Trees, animals, water, mountains, rivers, ocean, bears, fresh air, green, birds, without
' * people or human influence

. Beauty, treedom, expression, complexity, escape, purity, peace, spirituality.

This set of words proved to be fairiy Uncontentious to the group. Together, the forty or so part.icip.ants (or
at least the most vocal of those forty) said that they felt comfortable that these words were representative
of their understanding of the term. This definition demonstrates that there is indeed a popular
understanding of wiiderness among British Columbians, very much along the lines of wilderness as
~ Cronon defines it. in Canada, the dominant discourse of w_iidemess 'among the general public,
environmental groups, and the media is that of ‘untouched’, uninhabited, forested Iand, cornplete with
bears and eagies. Wilderness is a place in which humans are rarely seen, and their influence is rarely
felt; it is to be protected for future generations and outdoor enthusiasts. What is natural by this definition

is that which is not human or human-made.

In this definition, lesser-known or understood interpretations of wildemess and nature (i.e. those of

minority social greups) go unrecognised and unnoticed under the umbrella of dominant discourse and




Ianguége. In the same group exercis.é mehtion_ed above, fhere_wére, however, a number of outliers to
the populér definiti_dn. A number of respondents suggested that wilderness meant dense jungle,
colonialism, desolation, an_d moorland. What is interesting about these outlieré is that the people who
offered these definitions were not born and raised in ‘Canada; the individuals were from Ethiopia, Chile,
and the United Kingdom and had spent less than two years in British Columbia, suggesting that meaning

may be influenced by place and homeland.

Meaning

If, as Cronon ‘suggests, Novr_th American bonceptions of wilderness are linked fundaméntally to the ideas
6f the sublime and frontier, what does wildemesé mean both to réce_nt Chinese Canadian immigrants
(who may not have been exposed to these concep_ts) and to immigrarjts who have lived in British
Columbia for many years? What then is the meaning and discourse of wilderness amongst Chinese
Canadian immigrants to British Columbia? in tﬁié chapter, [ will e*émine the meaning of wildemess to
interviewees and their interest in and commitment to wild places and nature. 1 will also examine how
meaning and language chaﬁg'e in the face of a more dominant discourse. Which aspects of meaning are

-absorbed and which are not?

Meaning refers to the interp'retétion of an object, eVent, or word at a given time by a lparticular person.
What something means depends on what that person is experiencing at a given moment and the
framework they bring with them from past experiences. Meaning, stress Strauss and Quinn (1997), is
shorthahd for cultural meaning, or the idea that different interpretations would come from those with
different life experiences. In this chapter, | explore the meaning of wilderness to study participants.
Each interviewee brings with her or him a different history and set of life experiences and will

contemplate wilderness accordingly, though some discemable patterns do emerge.
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N began" my in_'ten/iews with the assumption t'hat the dominant North American wilderness paradigm WOuld a
be. relatlvely global in scope, so | was fascmated to begln an mtervuew with someone who, when asked
for her or h|s thoughts concernlng wrlderness asked me: “Could you define that concept for me? I'mnot -

o famrllar wrth it” So began two of my. mterwews where mformants who were there to dtscuss the notion

- .of W|Iderness werentfamtltar with' the meanlng of the term, or, at least, not in the sense that they thouoht

' I mtght wnsh them to dISCUSS it. Th|s was my first clue about the need to examine the influence of
3 language and meanlng on perceptlon for not only did these interviewees not have the same
- understandlng of wrlderness but |t was not even part of thetr English vocabulary The lack of famlltarlty »
- of these two mterwewees suggested that a number of the people that | mtervrewed may, at one time,
'.have been uncertaln about the. very meantng of wrldemess as used in. the Engllsh language and in
- Canada Wllderness and the. empha3|s that lS placed on thls North Amencan construct in- poltttcs and
| medla tn Canada is largely based on Western meanlngs of the concept a potentrally White middle-class
- defrnltron that must be learned through language and the meamng ot which must be absorbed over time.

o f_‘More |mportantly strll the commonly understood meanlng of W|ldemess may have little or no relevance to

o new |mmrgrants

' Language and discourse

) -lSiscourse. r_efersto a shared way of looking at the world (Dryzek, 1997), as expressed in and st'udied |

through. attention to Iingulstic forms. It is laced with moral and aesthetic questions about Iivelihood

attrtudes and relatlonshlps to others. Studles of discourse are lmportant as a means of studying social
organtsatron and values over tlme and Pplace. Dlscourse refers toa common way of looklng at the world

' ',' among a partlcular group of people at a partlcular penod of ttme (Harre et al 1999) The shared

= dtscourse or talk ot wrlderness in North Amenca partlcularly in Whlte middle-class North Amenca is
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often considered to be that defined by Cronon (1996),‘as defined above. We will see in this study,
however, that this ‘shared’ way of conceptualising nature is less pervasive than Cronon claims,

particularly as it concerns specific social and ethnic groups.

Studies of discourse may alternativeiy refer to the way Ianguage teflects power dynamics and works o
maintain particular social organisations (Foucault, 1972). Bdth in examinations of ianguage as well as
meaning and language and power, discourse can serve to privilege some group-specific meanings while
rendering others in\iisi'ble (Seigler, 2001); having one language or set ef meanings that is dominant in |
poiitical and social spheres means .that other outlooks are ignored and :'may not be recognized at all. In

Lewis Carroli’s Alice in Wonderland, Humpty Dumpty makes a similar point to Alice:

“The question is,” said Alice, “W'hether_ you can make words mean so many things.”
“The question'is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is-to be master—that's all.” (Carroll, 1946: 229-230)

As Humpty Dumpty implies, those meanings that are most heard gain representationall strength, while
other meanings or Understandings go largely unheard or ignored. How,_ then, do immigrants to a new
country take on the meanings and words of their new environment? How do language and meaning

change in the face of a foreign discourse?

Language and meaning are deeply integrated into cultural discourses and refer to the ways in which
people construct, interpret, analyse, and discuss issues. The impact of words and language is
undisputed. Whether the medium is poetry, academic writing or journalism, words can influence, -
persuade and motivate change. Words have the ability not only to represent “but also to create worlds,-
to offer possibilities, to produce action”_(Barnee & Gregory, 1997-:4). Meanings are the product of current

and past experiences, as they manifest themS_eives at a given time (Strauss & Quinn, 1997).
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Canadais composed_ of peoble"oft _divér:'se, facial aﬁgj sociél”back.grounds'who, inevitébly, havé very
different ways of seeing the world. These differences in perception include differences in Ianguagé. A
question then arises — how do people with different languages and ways of constructing meaning in their
lives adjust to being immersed in a new context? Aséuming that the most prevaleht view of wilderness is
the one that Cronon examines (i-e. one of uhtouched, unspoiled land), then how do newcomers to this

continent adapt and take on (if at all) a new language and set of meanings? How do meanings change

over time for longer-term residents?

The foilowing pages will explor_e fhe_ emerging theory that language can be adopted relati\)ely quiékly,
while the meanings aSsoci_ated Wiih-that I_an_gljag_e in ény given context may take years or-a_lifetime to
absofb,_ m.ay become integrated with éther belief structures to form :hybrid meanings, or may be rejected
completely. In other wofds, _Chin_'ese Canadiah ifnmigfants who have lived hére for a number of years
have taken on the language of wildernes‘s, but; With the ‘eXCeption of those who spent much of their youth
growing up in Canada, havé not, by and large, internalised the moral and aesthetic relationships it has
come to cbnstitute in Cronon"s'(1996) examination of wilderness in North America. In this chapter, | will
explore the meaning of wildernésé for Chinese Cahadian immigrants, both before and after their arrival in

Canada.

Wilderness through history

The concept of wildemness has witnessed significant change over the last thousand years in the
language andA discourses of Europe and North America, as discussed in Chapter One._ The linguistic
roots of the term can be traced to the Latin wild-deor-ness, a place of wild animals beyond the city walls
(Nash, 1982). The literal translations of wildemess in other languages parallel the early biblical

interpretations of wilderess as a place of savageness and unpredictability. In Spanish, for example,
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wil'dern.ess is falta de cultura or Iackv df cultivation, while in Frehch,the equivalent is lieu désert or
deserted place. In Chinese (Cantones‘e)‘, wildemess is best.translafed as fong ye or barren, useless,
uncultivated land; China’s northem countryside, to which youths were sent during the Cultural
Revolution, was referred to as the “Great Northern Wildemess” (Feng, 1 996), :emphasising the
remoteness and low arability of the land. Wilderess in all of these translations refers to barren,
unworkable Iahd that is undesirable for human habitation; it is the antithesis of civilization. Itis only as a
fesult of recent movements thaf wilderness hés become é place of worship and inspiration that is worthy
of protection. AIthough'it remainé as 'th'e ahﬁthesis of civilization, wildeméss no longer has negative
connotations. Hencé, the idea: of wilderness has shifted _aloﬁg with the idea of civilization;

industrialization, with its resultant pollution and crowding, has turned the city from haven to hell.

' The_Iahguagek_vsurroundin'g wilderness in the West has shifted significantly over the last two hundred and
fifty years as a‘res'ult of a number of ‘fact'ors, including movements in Europe and North America
(Nicholson, 1997; Naéh, i982), specifically the sublime ahd} the frontier (Cronon, 1996). To the best of
our knowIédg’e’,-the sublime 'ahd the ffohtief have not inﬂuence‘d Chinese development to the same
degree that they have in North America. Land in China, in contrast to North America, has been fully
cultivated for thousands of years (with the exception of non-arable areas of desert and mountain ranges),
so tracks of vast forest and unused* land do not exist as they did (and do) in North America. What, then,
does wilderness mean in China today? Has its meaning altered since it was defined as barren land and
since China has moved towards industrial development with multiple Western influences? How do
Chinese Canadian immigrants define and make sense of wi_lderhess in Canada, both upon their arrival

and after spend'ing_ years or decades in the country?

““Unused” in this sense refers to the modern condition of leaving land unworked and uninhabited, a state of being which has
regularly occurred at the expense of its original inhabitants ~ First Nations or others.
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, T‘hé following sectiohs’ﬁvill _outline: the reﬂec_tio_né of interviewée's on the meaning of wilderness before
they immigrated to Canada, their understanding and appreciaﬁon of wildemess in the present, and t.heir '
observations on how their own views have changed over time. Were they using language that they had
adapted or modified since their arrival to Canada? If their ideas had changed, could they reflect on these
differences, recognizing how their own meaning-making had 'been transformed? If participants could
_remerhber feeling differently about wilderness before immigfating, then this would indicate that the
concept was a leamed one. In order to begin addressing this question, | asked intérviewees to reflect on
their ideas about wilderness b’eforé they immigrated to Canada. Responses to my request'for
interviewees to reflect on wilder_hess before they immigrate’d to Canada were varied, but some patterned

distinctions were evident.

No meaning

Many respondents felt as though wildemess had no meaning to them in China; they were oﬁly exposed
to Wilderness on their arrival to Canada: “Wilderness | experienced more in Canada, you see. In other
words, in the city you are not aware of any type of life other than the Ciiy life.” (Tse). Life in the city’
provided no oppo’rtunities_for'Tse to 'see or come into contact with wildérness as a physical entity. He
suggests that he conte‘mplated wildémess very little before he arrivéd in Canada. Another respondent
echoed similarly: 4 don't think it ever was something I really thought about because there was no‘
alternative, | don't think. It was just that little village and without a point of comparison you don't have a
wildemness and you don't really have a city. You just have that place where you are” (Li). ForLi,

wildemess did not exist as a point of contrast. Wildemess, according to both Tse and Li, was an

untamiliar concept prior to their arrival to Canada.
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It is:ahli‘kely, however, that wi_Idefhéés, or the Chinese eq‘uif‘/a_leht of wildemess, truly had no meaning for
them before their arrival ta'Canada. What is more ,Iikély is that both of these interviewees have already
come to understand what wilderness is in the more widely repr'esenfed North American sense. As such,
they are unabla to translate this meaning back to their earlier years in China. Both Tse and Li, later in
their interviews, reflect critically on the Canadian notion ofvwilder'ness, supporting the idea that reflection
on alternate meanings is a challenging task. The following headings demonstrate that wilderness did
have méahing to interviewees before mOVing to Canada, but a very different meaning than it does for

them in the present.

Parks and open spaces

For some intervieWees, wilderness paralleled park .Iand_ or open spaces where picnics and walks took
place: ‘_‘Wilde’rness will mean a hike or rip to the country, ta the countryside, where you don't find
housing, maybe the beach, vs‘om‘ewhere you can picnic with‘less‘people around, nature. Not wilderness
in the total wilderness sense, Iike here, but just generally where it is reserved not for buildihg, open
space.;’ (Wong) Wildemess for Wong meant parkland, open space,.or countryside; it was a place with -
no construction sites or buildings. It is intéres__ting to note that in this quote Wong makes a distinction
between how he viewed Wildeméss while in China and how those views have changed updn arrival to
Canada; he distinguishes between wildemess past (i.e. parks and open spaces) and present (i.e. “total
wilderness”). Another interviewee refleated on wilderness in China as an area for recreation and
socialisation: “there were many and fairly open spaces for wildemess, nature. You could go on picnics.
They were very typical. With your classmates, led by teachers or what. | usad to find it exhilarating being
able to do that. To go out with a bunch of your peers.” (Wai) Wilderness is 'equated with nature, parks
and picnics with friends. For Wai, it was a placé to socialize with classmates and friends and a place for

fun.

36



Barren, deserted, undeveloped

A third trend in responding to my question concerning reflecﬁdns on wildemess while in Chiha, Hong
Kong, and/or Taiwan raised the issue of development (or lack thereof). Wilderness to some was a place
that was undeVeloped, backward—wasted space. Several respondents felt that while they we‘re in
China, the closest approximation to wildemness would have been Vancouver itself: “At that time, the time

| was in Hong Kong, 1 would think that people would think wilderness is Vancouver. Development is
prdgress...They would th‘ink that Canada is a very. backWard country. Because of its lack of urban
development. Too'few people insucha great, vést land” (Yiu). Wildé(hess fpr Yiu is synonymous with
the anti-Edenic.narrla_ltiVe_‘and the literal translation of}u_nprbdu_cti\’/e‘, un(under)utilised land. According to
Yiu, who emigrated from Hong Kong, the wide open spaces are indicaﬁve, of a lack of develo_pmeht, low -
population density, and poor business strategy. Such aplace is baCkward and uncivilized, thereby
makihg it wilderness. Yiu genéralises his thoughts to include people from Hong Kong, separating himself
froh his statement, yet indirectly sugg_es_ting that the viéws he is attributing to others rﬁay really have

been his own.

Johnston, from Hoﬁg Kong, when asked what he would have said about Wildernéss as a child insisted
that “It would never even had entered my mind if you had asked me that [what wilderness ié] while | was
in Hong Kong as a kid. | wouldn't know. | would say the moon. You know, because it's empty and dark.
So | would only have entertained that thought. I certainly entertain it now and | would only have
entertained that thought here in Canada. The concept of wilderness, you know.” The moon, a barren,
deserted, undevéloped place, was the closest approximation to wilderness that Johnston could think of in
the context of his upbringing in Hong Kong. In fact, he may not have been able to respond to a question

asking him to define wildemess, because it was a concept that had no place in his childhood in Hong
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Kong. ‘Johnston recognizes his own gradual acquisition of the notion of wildemess since his arrival in

Canada, attributing his current knowledge of the term to his time spent here.

Punishment

Two respondents linked wildemess with punishment. Both Yin Yongyuan and Gu Xiong grew up in
China during the late sixties and early seventies at the time of the Cultural Revolution. Because they
were teenagers durihg the height of the movement, they were forced to participate in Chairman Mao’s
reform policy, in which educated youth were to be re-educated by peasants in rural China. Both worked
under very harsh conditions in northern China, areas where agricultural productivity was low and
droughts common. These areas of remote countryside were referred to as ‘The Great Northern
Wilderness’ by those who spent time there (Feng, 1996): “At that time in China, even until the 1990s, the
countryside was a totally different concept than our concept of countryside [in Canada]. It means
punishment. When the government decided to send you to the countryside that means punishmeﬁt...we
were starving too. Not enough food to eat” (Xiong). In these work camps, youth worked long days with
little food or clothing and could go up to ten years without seeing their family (Xiong). Both Yin and
Xiong, as a result of these experiences, associated wilderness with banishment and punishment by the

government. Wildemess was hostile, undesirable territory.

These quotes and trends raise imbortant issues in the development of environmental policy and

planning. It is quite possible that new Chinese immigrants to Canada do not comprehend or find value in
wilderness as it is construed by North Americans. This means that they will not be able to understand or
find relevance in a policy aimed at protecting wilderness and that theif condems, which may not translate

~ well, will often go unheard. Chinese Canadian immigrants, therefore, are likely to feel marginalized by

- language and meanings that are not their own.




The recent debate over tree cutting5 in Vancouver provides an excellent example of this
miscommunication. Some immigrants from Hong Kong, who left very cramped living conditions
overseas, arrived in Canada, bought homes and cut back trees on their property (for various reasons
including a desire for more space or light, good feng shui, property stability, etc.). This enraged longer-
time residents, particularly in the more affluent areas of Vancouver, who put pressure'on City Hall to put
a stop to the tree-cutting practices of the new immigrants. The City of Vancouver ihplemented atree-
cutting bylaw that allowed only one tree to be cut per year on private property. In this case, the action of
the Chinese immigrants (tree cutting) and reaction of long-term non-Chinese residents (fury that the
City’s old trees were being removed) are important in understanding the difficulties in communicating

across environmental discourses.

Gabriel Yiu discussed the tree-cutting issue very thoughtfully:

Yes, this is a tree in private property, so the owner should have every right to keep it or cut it.
But...when people go in that community with those trees who used to climb up those trees who -
have fond memories...and the new immigrants, the new neighbour comes in and cuts away all
those trees, what's the feeling of those people...? And the second thing is...a lot of local
people...need some kind of new anchor because...religion...is fading. But deep inside they still
need some sort of spiritual anchor. A tree, in terms of its size, its shape, is...very spiritual to a lot
of local people. So for people who cut them....it's quite offensive.... So, at least | try to explain to
Chinese Canadians, to let them know that the reason why people are so furious, so concerned
about people cutting trees...It is not about racism, not about discrimination,...it's not about
wealth, it's about spirituality and about values.

Yiu, in his attempt to keep the peace between the fighting factions, outlined beautifully two reasons why
longer-term Canadians may value trees more highly than new immigrants—for the memories associated

with the trees and the spiritual significance offered through them. Although this debate was constructed

5 The tree-cutting dispute in Vancouver proved to be very contentious, upsetting and alienating both immigrant groups and
long-term residents. The coverage of the issue is now thought to have been fuelled, to a farge extent, by media forces in
Vancouver, who portrayed the issue as a racial one. The dispute was limited to a small group of affluent individuals in a
select area of Vancouver. | mention this disagreement on a number of occasions in this thesis because interviewees
themselves raised the debate, citing it as an important example of cross-cultural miscommunication surrounding the ideas of
wilderness and nature in the city.




in the media as a racist one, Yiu haé attempted to explain how the meaning of a tree changes across an
ocean and how that clash of meanings results not only in ‘a sense of alienation and marginalisation, but
in a situation in which two parties feel their rights and values are being interfered with. Yiu has, himself,

- come to terms with how language and meaning vary across oceans and how they can lead to
miscommunication and marginalisation. As New (1997) states, what were considered to be commonly
understood meanings can break down when language and its encoded values are brought to a new
environment. Language, therefore, can be both an impediment to and a means of communication. In
this situation, commonly held mea_nings, or at least an appreciation for the difference inherent in

meanings, may have reduced the tension surrounding the tree-cutting dispute for both parties.

To the present

If meanings are not shared, then in what period of time and under what circumstances do alternate
meanings become understood? This section will outline the meanings of wilderness as expressed by
interviewees and compare those understandings to what Cronon outlines as the North American
wilderness experience. The following paragraphs outline some of their more prevalent representations

of wilderness - in the present.

Uncontrolled and isolated

A common theme among informants was a reflection on wilderness in Canada as untamed or
uninfluenced by humans: “f think that wildemess implies that things are just sort of wild and not looked
after.” (Wong). Wong, who expressed little interest in visiting wilderness himself, described wildernéss

as an untamed, abandoned place that was quite unlike the vista of parks that he described as wilderness

in China. Similarly, Tsai described wildemess in Canada as, “Unchanged scenery, including plants and




animals and the environment that are not disturbed by human beings”. In Tsai’s version of Canadian

wilderness, there are no people and no human impact.

According to Leung, in wildemess there is “Nothing man-made in the environment, no cars or buildings”.
Similarly for Lo, there is “no garbage” in wild places. Leung and Lo, who were both avid hikers in Hong
Kong, praised the idea of wilderness as a place without human influence. For Sid Tan, an environmental
activist who grew up from a young age in British Columbia, “What makes something wild is what was
original before human presence. North America was entirelvaild until geologically very very
recently...Whenever human beings appear onto some place truly wild...that is the begihning of the end
of true wilderness.” Tan sees no place for humans, either through recreation or survival in wilderness.
Not only is there no garbage, but there are no humans in existence in true wildemess. Absence of
human life and human influence (including construction and garbage) is key to the definitions of
wilderness offered by informants when reflecting on their understanding of wilderness in British

Columbia.

Beautiful

To others, their view of wildemess centred on physicél beauty. Wilderness is something to look at, to
appreciate from a distance: “To me, it's more like a poster, like a nice picture of freedom, of how animals
run wild and free” (Yuen). Yuen did not relate wilderness to her own life or desires, but to a setting
where animals could run freely. Wilderness represents freedom and space. This sentiment was echoed
by Lo, who described the beauty of British Columbia with great enthusiasm: “When we went up to

Abbotsford we always said ‘Oh, see that? That could be a poster in a calendar — highway and mountain.

Wow! So many posters!’ No matter what, you can take a photograph and it can be a calendar, poster, or




something like that.” The beauty of the province to Lo was a vision framed by a camera lens, a sense of

awe that accompanies a beautiful photograph of a magical landscape.

_The sense of beauty as framed in art is certainly not exclusive to those in this study. With each licence
plate in the province pronouncing ‘Beautiful British Columbia’, the “postcard province” is the image that
tourism has been promoting for decades. The way in which Lo expressed this appreciation (i.e. as a
poster), however, may not be echoed by North Americans, even if they equate scenes with calendars or
postcards. There is an honesty and frankness about the way in which Lo and other interviewees
expressed their views of wilderness and nature that, | believe, would unlikely be echoed among non-
immigrants. It seems that there is a pioneer spirit that remains entrenched in the Canadian psyche that
everyone should feel comfortable in and challenged by life in the woods. It is quite possible, however,
that interviewees do not feel any of the social pressures to physically experience nature (rather than to

simply view it) that longer-term residents might.

Scary

On the other side of beauty, there was often an undercurrent of fear of the unknown in wildemess among
study participants: “l think it's kind of the unknown, what's out there. You know. Why would you want to
be walking in the woods and you know, you don't know what's going to be sort of coming after you, the
animals” (Chin). As she said this, Chin, who was born in Canada, was discussing why it was that she felt
Chinese Canadian immigrants had fittle interest in wilderness-type areas; she felt that the unfamiliarity
and uncontrollability of wild places made entering them a terrifying prospect to many immigrants..
According to Tzang, from Taipei, Taiwan, “wildemess is scary. Wilderness is where the animals are.”

Similarly, Johnston, who spent time in Northern Ontario working on a new book said that he had difficulty

getting any writing done there whatsoever, because “it was the most terrifying place I've ever been to”.




Wild animals and unfamiliarplaééscan increase fear of the unknown. For many non-Chinese
Canadigns, fear of wilderness and the unknown may be equally powerful sentiments, yet they may be
less ready to admit it. If the frontier myth still affects the sensibilities of North Americans towards
wilderness, then they may recognize the sense of identity and aftachment that ‘ought’ to be placed on

wild landscapes and be much less willing to admit their own fear of, or disinterest in, such places.

Cronon suggests that the dominant idea of wilderness is as a place that does not include people, remote,
forested, and attractive due to its promise of escape, unprescribed activity, and, even, spiritual
enlightenment. A number of these associations (i.e. no people, remote) are in close alignment to the
meanings provided by interviewees concerning their in-China experiences or thoughts about wildemess.
Other notions of wilderness (i.e. forested, worthy of protection) are reflected for many in their present-day
understandings of the term. The latter associations (i.e. escape, refuge, activity, and spirituality),
however, were very rarelyv échoed by interviewees. Wildemess, for many interviewees, remains a place
of remoteness, fear, and isolation. It is unlikely to be a desirable place and offers no thoughfs of escape,
relaxation or spiritual enfightenment. Language, in this case, has changed, but the aesthetic and
spiritual manifestations of wilderness have not conformed to ‘Western’ thought. The significance or roots
of these associations will be explored in greater detail in Chapter Four. For present purposes, however,
it is important to trace not only how the study group defines wildemess, but how the moral and physical
values affiliated with concepts of wildemess appear to have changed over time. How have the views

and understandings of informants changed since their initial impressions of Canada?

Transformation of language and thought
Over the course of many interviews, participants were able to reflect on how their thoughts and

perceptions of wildermess and nature had shifted since their arrival in Canada. For a number of
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participants in the study, this reflection resultéd in a generalization about other Chinese Canadians and
how they might react in their new Canadian landscape. Yiu, for example, a journalist from Hong Kong,
reflected on the tree-cutting uproar that took place in Vancouver in the late nineties, said, “For
immigrants who just arrive fresh in Vancouver, they may see things their usual way, so why have a tree
in front of their yard? Why have a lawn in front of them?” New immigrants may not have a sense of why
cutting down a tree on their own property might be considered inappropriate or offensive to Anglo-
European residents. After spending time in Canada, however, Yiu suggested that people would begin to
see things differently; they will see the trees as local people see them (or at least have an understanding
of how longer-term re‘sidents see them, even if they don't see them that way themselves). Acting as a
sort of cultural broker, Yiu comments that after some time, new Chinese Canadian immigrants would be
able to appre'ciate the trees in a new way that included, or at least acknowledged, the relationship of the
‘others’ to their surroundings. Yiu does not suggest that he persbnally holds trees in high esteem, but |

acknowledges that his own views and associations with trees have changed since his arrival to Canada.

Li, who said that in China wilderness had had no meaning for her because she had no point of
comparison with her small village, described her present thoughts about wilderness as “this sort of
pristine bunch of...| think of the Pacific Northwest when | think of wilderness. | wouldn't think the Amazon
or the jungles when I think of wilderess. It's always big tall coniferous trees where you don't have a lot
of people living. There might be some human settiements but not to the point you have infrastructure.
Like big infrastructure, roads and stuff like that.” Her reflections have evolved from a word without
meaning (see previous discussion under ‘No Meaning’) to one that mirrors a physical place. The
language that.she uses to describe this place (i.e. pristine, lack of infrastruéture) is reminiscent of the

wildemess explored by Cronon in Uncommon Ground, although it includes people and human

settlements; it is a place where some people live, not a place where people visit for recreation.




Johnston, who was quoted earlier saying that wilderness in Hong Kong would have referred to the moon,
explained that friends of his had a cabin in northern Ontario that “truly was in the middle of nowhere. |
mean, it waé just a cabin in the middle of a forest and overlooking the pebble beach and then Georgian
Bay. And that was truly wilderness.” Similar to Li's response, for Johnston, wilderness is a remote forest
with limited human habitation; people five in this place. When he thinks of wilderess in Canada he
thinks of forest, of Northern Ontario, of Sault Saint Marie, and of Manitoulin Island, because of the time
he spent in Ontario when he moved to Canada. Wilderness for Johnston in British Columbia would be
“one of the forested areas on the islands.” No longer the moon, wilderness for Johnston has become an
isolated, forested area with few people. It remains a desolate place, but it is composed of trées, water

and limited human settlement.

So far, we have traced the differences in the use of language of Chinese Canadian immigrants
surroundings notions of wilderness. The following section outlines perceptions of first-generation
Canadians of Chinese descent towards wilderness in order to explore whether their new conceptions are

reflective of those of first- or second-generation Canadians not of Chinese decent.

Canadians of Chinese decent

Two participants in the study were of Chinese descent born in Vancouver and another grew up in British
Columbia from the age of two. These three people were confident in articulating what wilderness was
and its relationship to their lives. In contrast to most study participants, who spoke about wilderness with
some hesitation, these three discussed the concept of wilderness with me at length and without
hesitation, which | have taken as an indication of their familiarity with not only the language, but also the

meaning surrounding the concept in the sense of Cronon’s Anglo-European context. In the following
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quotes, it is interesting to note not only how interviewees define wilderness, but to the moral and

aesthetic associations they attach to it.

Chin, a social convener at a community centre in Vancouver, expressed her notions about wilderness as
follows:

Wilderness to me is an area of land that is fairly detached from the urban city we live in. It's

about walking for a thousand miles and not having to worry about running into a freeway. Or

walking and hiking and being able to listen to the water without hearing a ferry go by. I think it's

that point of being totally isolated and knowing that you are far, far away from civilization.
For Chin, wilderness is about isolation and being in the domain of animals. In Chin’s wilderness, there
are no roads, no intrusive machines, and no human incursions. This is a place for walking, hiking, and

escaping civilization. Chin remarked on several occasions that wilderness constituted areas that had not

been touched or damaged by humans, thereby ruining the natural cycles of life.

Gordon Mark, a civil servant, also described wilderness as an area that is controlled by hature (i.e. not by
~humans). Civilization, by contrast, is the place where people are and where people decide what
happené or what grows where, whether it be a parking lot or a building. In wilderness, nature chooses
what survives and what grows. Mark implied that is was a very good thing that wilderness was quite
outside human control. Chin’s and Mark’s thoughts echo very closely Cronon’s description of North
American concepts of wilderness, whereby to “manage” wilderness is to damage its very essence and

make it no longer natural.

Another interviewee, Sid Tan, who grew up from the age of two in rural B.C., also expressed an
appreciation of wilderness on a more spiritual level than that of more recent immigrants: “Pristine,
untouched by humans. And to be able to go into areas like that, which | have, that centres you. That's the

reality... think the amount of wildemess that we have will determine the amount of sanity that we have in
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this world.” For Tan, in the Transcendentalist tradition, wildemess acts as a spiritual centre, focusing the
mind. Wildemess is essential in the physical and spiritual senses for human survival. After growing up
in British Columbia, Mark, Chin, and Tan had taken on not only the meaning of wildemess that

approximates Cronon’s description but have incorporated it into their own sense of self and place.

While the language and meaning of wilderness was adopted relatively easily for interviewees, the
identification with moral and aesthetic responses to wilderness was much less likely to manifest itself in
recent immigrants. The purpose of this chapter has been to document the diversity of meaning
immigrants and Canadian-born interviewees attribute to the term wilderness. The concept of wildemess,
which is taken so fully for granted, becomes complex when that meaning has associated with it values,
attitudes, and semi-religious connotations of place and belonging. What is clear here, at least in this
preliminary investigation, is that the language and-dis_course surrounding wilderness in Canada is
markedly different from that of the wilderness discourse in mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan.
What represented barrenness and desolation to interviewees (if, indeed, it represented anything at all) as
they reflected on their ea_(liest thoughts on wilderness as place, has come to represent forests,
mountains, animals, and lack of human influence. What previously had different philosophical meaning,
now, at a cognitive level, represents a concept defining beauty and (Cénadian) spirituality. The following
chapters will examine in much greater detail the relationship of Chinese Canadian immigrants to

landscape and wilderness and will trace some of the traditions and beliefs that influence perception.
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Chapter Four

The human place in nature
the influence of tradition on the human place in nature

Changes in the understanding and perception of wilderess among the more vocal environmentalists of
North America over the last hundred and fifty years reinforce the notion that wilderess is‘as much a
cultural construct as it is a ‘thing’. This is not to say that this recently emerged view is the only, or even
the majority view. It is simply the most popularised. Although they may express their positions differently
and use a wide array of tactics, modern environmental groups (who tend to express a more militant
version of the popular viewpoints) posit their concern on wild or natural spaces that exist beyond
humans; what is natural o.r wild does not exist where humans do. White (1996) asserts that focusing on
‘untouched’ regions pits productive labour (e.g. logging, mining, fishing) against environment; it detaches
people from the land, even those who work ih and_on it. According to Di Chiro (1996), environmentalists
are obsessed with protecting ‘wild’ areas, areas where humans do not exist. This separation is evident
in much of the literature on wildemess. Colonial discourse separates humans from nature, a practice
that is not necessarily representative of the views and beliefs of other cultures existing within the same
landscape. Notions of nature can be tied to notions of community, history, ethnic identity and cultural
survival (Di Chiro, 1996; Lynch, 1993). This chapter will examine traditional Chinese perceptions and
representations of wildemess and nature and examine their connections to the attitudes of Chinese

Canadians. How does tradition influence consideration of the human place in nature?

Roundtable
In the last chapter, we saw that language and meaning differ in response to new social contexts, but that

moral and/or aesthetic appreciation may not become part of immigrant discourse. In this section, | have
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outlined ihe result of a focus group’that I conducted through the National Association of Asian American
Professionals (NAAAP) office in Vancouver. It acts as a precursor to a more detailed exploration of the
human place in nature as ft manifests itself in religion and tradition. The participants in my focus group
were of Thai, Korean, Taiwanese, Chinese Canadian, and Austrian descent, making it the perfect
opportunity to examine how a diverse group responded to a similar task. Their task was to draw (armed
with pencil crayons and paper) what wilderness was to them and to explain their pictures to the group.
The results of this activity (Appendix A) were intriguing on a number of levels, including in their
interpretation of the word, their use of flora and fauna, and, most notably, their inclusion or exclusion of

human life in their visual versions of wilderness.

Vincent, from highly urbanised Taiwan, drew a picture featuring rolling green hills, warm-coloured sky,
green grass, and a gently flowing waterfall that led to a pond filled with flowers. He described his
wilderness as a beautiful place complete with flowers, grass, trees, mountains and water. He noted that
there were no animals in his pastoral picture because he is afraid of them. There was, however, a strong

human presence in his highly manicured setting.

Soy, of Chinese descent who grew up in a city in Thailand, drew a picture of wildemess that included
rolling hills, trees, food crops, sunshine, and, at the forefront of his picture, a small cabin or house. He
said that his picture represented a ‘natural’ wilderness with trees, water, mountains, a river and also a
cottage and crops. There is no traffic or noise, said Soy, in his wilderness, but there are fish jumping.

This was a place where humans lived within nature and were part of their surroundings.

Andreas, a visiting student from Austria, used browns, blacks, and deep colours to depict his wild place.

His picture was dark and foreboding and included storm clouds, a raging river, lightning, rain, dense
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forest, fallen trees, and a rather fierce-looking animal. He described his wildemness as pure, untamed
nature full of danger and excitement. He told the group about his dream of being a pioneer, fighting
against nature and taming it with his bare hands. There would be thunderstorms and wild animals in
wilderness, he said. Parks, such as Stanley Park in Vancouver, are far too tame to be wildemess; the

paths make them fake. Wilderness is full of savage excitement, ready to be tackled by humans.

Joyce, of Chinese descent who grew up in Vancouver’s Eastside, depicted a wilderness of tall grasses,

tall trees, water, wildflowers, and a smiling bear. She explained wilderness as being unpredictable, but

tull of beauty; it sustains life and is part of the bigger global picture. There are no paths in wilderness,

she said, and it can be chaotic. She personally has never been off paths and into the wilderness, but

insisted that this was a place where humans could visit, but not remain.

Qloyyda, from Seoul, Korea, who grew up with a mother who practiced Buddhism, drew an abstract
mutlticoloured rendition of wilderness, which consisted of circles within circles of colour. Wilderness, she
said, is spiritual, mental and physical, it is existence itself and is all-encompassing. The butterfly, drawn
into the comer of her picture represented soul and energy; when the butterfly’s wings flutter, weather
patterns change on the other side of the earth. For Qloyyda, humans are not only part of wildemess, but

they come into contact with it through spirituality and touch.

Wilderness, then, means very different things to different people. Amongst the five people who drew
images of wilderness, it represented an idyllic landscape, an idyllic farm scene, a savage, unpredictable
land, a chaotic, yet beautiful environment, and a spiritual, all-encompassing place. While sample sizes
of one cannot pretend to be statistically or even qualitatively representative, this exercise amplified

fundamental differences in how people think about wilderness. It also demonstrated differences in the
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representation of humans in wildemess; humans could exist and live wjthin the representations of
wilderness of Vincent and Soy. Humans in the depictions of Andreas and Joyce, however, were
intruders on a chaotic land who could tame the land, if desired. For Qloyyda, wilderness was a spiritual
retreat whose existence was largely, or evén exclusively, cerebral. What are the influences on these

representations of wilderness?

The roots of perception

According to Nicolson (1997), what we see in nature is a result of what we are taught to see in school,
church, and books; we are also influenced by the conventions of literature, theology and, more closely,
by the human conception of the world we inhabit. The human conception of the world we inhabit and the
influence of tradition and teaching on locating the human place in wilderness and nature are the areas of
focus in this chapter. In the following pages, ! will trace the influence of religion and philosophy on
European and Chinese thought about wilderness and nature and examine how these traditions may

influence current perceptions of the study participants.

Western thought concerning the relationship between humans and nature (and, indeed, between
humans and wildemess) has been inﬂuenced strongly by Christian doctrine, as evidenced in writings
about the sublime (Nicolson, 1997). Debates continue to arise over the meaning of biblical references to
the human place in nature; Genesis Il suggests that humans should act as stewards towards nature,
while Genesis | implies that humans are to “have dominion over” nature and tame it as they see fit

(Genesis, verse 26). Regardless of one’s interpretation of the Bible, the overarching theme continues to

be that humans are separate from nature. -




Lynn White Jr. (1967), in his much-contested essay “The Historical Roots of Our Ecolbgical Crisis”, wrote
that humans grew apart from nature with increasing agricultural practices and technological
advancements. By 830 AD, he wrote, man and nature had become two separate entities and man
considered himself to be master. With the rise of Christianity, the split between humans and nature
became wider still, as the Bible was said to have given man dominion over all:

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion

over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth,

and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.”...and God said to them, “Be fruitful

and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and

over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.” Genesis 1:26
White places blame on the Judeo-Christian axiom for the worsening of our ‘ecological crisis’ and our
separation from nature by offering humans dominion over the earth. This notion of dominion, White
asserts, is in absolute contrast to ancient paganism and ‘Asian religions’; by destroying pagan animism

Christianity made it possible to exploit nature with complete indifference.

White is neither the first nor the last to blame the West's attitudes toward nature on religious practices
(see Passmore, 1980). Cronon (1996) also suggests that the impact of biblical interpretations is a root
cause of ecological decline, as humans have been placed entirely outside and above the natural world:
placing hope in wilderness as the last bastion for redemption on earth creates an even greater rift
between humans and the earth. Looking for root causes of environmental decline, however, can be
extremely problematic. Ellis (1996) warns of making such claims, suggesting that any attempt to place
blame or causality on one particular moment or movement is not only destructive to environmental
causes, but completely implausible. Environmental problems are complex and multi-faceted and cannot

be traced to one source. This becomes particularly clear when we explore inter-societal meanings of a

term, such as wilderness.




The trouble with North American notions of wildemess, or the trouble with the way wilderness has been
conceived of to date, is that it posits the human species outside the boundary of what is natural, thereby
making areas of concern those that are outside of the human sphere, namely outside the city limits
(Cronon, 1996). Writings about wilderness, environmental activism, and governmental policy also
encourage us to view wild places as — over there. This separation between humans and the natural
world leads to a relationship in which areas that have been ‘touched’ by humans become soiled property,
thereby decreasing its value for protection. The idea that humans are masters over nature may also
reduce desires or tendencies towards conservation. Dobel (1977) suggests that White has
misinterpreted Genesis and that the Bible suggests that the earth is an autonomous and valuable entity.
We must, however, be wary of claims that place the Judeo-Christian ethic (or any other ethic) at the root

of the Western relationship with the environment.

While the following sections explore Chinese traditions and their influence on wilderness perception, it is
not my intention to suggest that they will lead to enhanced environmental consciousness. Both Nash
(1982) and White (1967) idealise Asian traditions as being harmonious with nature. Such reductions
resonate with the work of Bourdieu (1977) and, more recently, Conklin and Graham (1995) on symbolic
capital, in- which Indigenous or ‘exotic’ groups or traditions are extolled for their seemingly idyllic
relationships with nature. If Christianity is responsible for ecological decline, then, by this argument,
‘Asian’ cultures must five harmoniously with nature, to the extent that they are not influenced by the
Judeo-Christian ethic and that their belief systems are extolled as a compelling expression of symbolic
capital. The Peoples’ Republic of China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan cannot, however, be thought of as
places where people live gently with nature. Massive population growth coUpIed with a push for
development and modernization have led to increased demands on the land for food and energy

production. Such demands in turn have led to air pollution, desertification, deforestation, and drought
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(Smil, 1984; Smil, 1993). While these environmental conditions are not unique to China, they arise in

contrast to the symbolic capital associated with the traditions of Taoism and Confucianism.

In a similar vein, Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961), describe three fundamental relationships between
humans and nature: subjugation-to-Nature; harmony;with-Nature; and mastery-over-Nature. The first,
which they suggest is common to Spanish Americans, is 'the idea that there is little or nothing humans
can do to defend themselves against nature; if God wills death, people will die. The second relationship,
which Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck situate in China, Japan, and among Navaho Indians, suggests that
there is no separation between humans, nature, and supernature; each is an extension of the other and
wholeness is derived from their unity. The final relationship, mastery-oVer-nature, is common to
Americans whq believe that they can overcome natural forces for human use and that the Lord helps
people who can help themselves; it is humankind's duty to overcome obstacles and to develop
technology. While subjugation-to-nature certainly reflects the concems of White and others that the
Judeo-Christian ethos resulted in the isolation of humans from, with dominion over, nature, what are the

roots of the second relationship (harmony-with-Nature) in Chinese society?

Confucianism and Taoism, the two indigenous traditions of China, have had major influences on Chinese
thought since the so-called Axial Age in the first millennium before the birth of Christ (Tucker, 1993). In
the following pages, these two traditions will be discussed not because they are the only traditions that
may influence the relationship of Chinese Canadians to the land, but because interviewees directly
expressed connections between these indigenous traditions and their thoughts about nature and

wilderness and their influence on environmental thought.
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Taoism

Roderick Nash (1982), who wrote the first extended work on the history of wilderness, also depicts the
relationship of Eastern cultures with wilderness as one of respect and inclusion (i.e. harmony-with-
Nature). Wilderness in China and Japan, Nash writes, was thought of without connotations of evil and
ungodliness. Instead, in wildemess one could find spirituality. The harmonious relationship to which

Nash alludes, relates most closely to the Taoist tradition.

Taoism is best known for its concern with the Tao (translated as “Way”), which was based on traditional
Chinese virtues of simplicity and sincerity. Taoist thought emerged in the fourth and third centuries B.C.
by intellectuals who were disillusioned with current philosophical and moral thought. Taoism suggests
that everything in the world is formed by the cosmic Way, the Tao, which emphasises harmony and
balance (Zhang, 1989). Plants and animals in their natural state should be left untouched, as the Way is
far wiser than any person; changing nature would be akin to “asserting our own egos and trying to
substitute our own limited knowledge for the wisdom Qf the universe” (Overmyer, 1986:30). Even
modern tourist brochures for Hong Kong, which advertise “unspoiled rural land...characterized by an
abiding sense of harmony with nature” (HKTA, 2001), appeal to the harmonious Way of the Tao. The
notion of “unspoiled rural land” in North America may very well be considered oxymoronic, as rural lands

are already considered by many to be damaged lands.6

Taoist thought is generally attributed to Laozi, who lived around 400 B.C. and Zhuangzi, who lived from
369 to 286 B.C. (Watts, 2000). The schools of Buddhism and Taoism are often indistinguishable in
China, as Taoism completely permeated Buddhism once it was imported to China. The natural world

operates through the Tao, whose true meaning cannot be grasped; nature is ziran, or “of itself so”. At

& For a discussion on the relatidnship between manual labour and environmentalism, see R. White (1996) “Are you an
Environmentalist or Do You Work for a Living?”.




the core of Laoz's written philosophy is the “art of getting out of one’s own way, learning how to act
without forcing conclusions, and living in skilful harmony with the processes of nature instead of trying to
push them around” (Watts, 2000:34). In this way, wood should be cut with the grain; by not interfering
with the way of the tree, work is made simple. Taoism is often described as the philosophy of nature.
Classic texts refer to the Tao of Earth, the Tao of Man, and the Tao of Heaven, the three of which come
together to create life and knowledge; each is essential but cannot exist alone. Practicing Taoists
continue to exist today, with the roots of the Tao, or the way, influencing their actions:
‘We believe in the formless and eternal Tao, and we recognize all personified deities as being mere
human constructs. We reject hatred, intolerance, and unnecessary violence, and embrace harmony,
love and learning, as we are taught by Nature. We place our trust and our lives in the Tao, that we
may live in peace and balance with the Universe, both in this mortal life and beyond.” (WRT, 2002).
Taoists in the fourth century B.C. (és well as today) associated an infinite and benign force with the
natural world; fhey sought out wildemess to find the unity and rh}ythm of the universe. Modern Taoists

may not seek out wilderness, but may seek out the beauty and harmony of more humble places in

nature.

For Yim Tse, a calligrapher originally from Hong Kong, Taoism factors strongly within his belief systems
and his outlook on life and the human place in nature. When asked for his thoughts on humans and
nature, Tse said, “For me, well actually in Chinese philosophy, nature and human should be a
harmonious whole. So there should not be nature and man or human to be on two opposite poles.
Actually, particularly in Taoism, Chinese philosophy, man and nature should be as an entity. In other
words, humans should not really conquer nature, they should be part of the nature because there
shouldn't be a demarcation, we are part of nature.” Tse, reflecting on traditional Chinese beliefs, noted
that humans and nature are as one; conquering nature is not part of traditional belief, but harmony is. At

one point in the interview, Tse pushed open the curtains of his studio, revealing a lush garden
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landscape; in this way, he told me, he can bring nature into his studio, feeling connected with the

outdoors in his work.

A great tragedy for Joe Wai, a Vancouver architect who grew up in‘Hong Kong, is that the architectural
expression inspired by regional character is being lost with globalisation. Architectural spaces, says Wai,
can be representative of living harmoniously with the landscape. He hopes to be commissioned to build
such a place, a place that might be thought to “grow by itself and become natural”, where the landscape
and the people within it reflect one another. The picture Wai paints is analogous to traditional Chinese
landscape paintings, in which humans live visibly, yet harmoniously, with their surroundings. Taoism
supports such living in harmony with nature, as well as the appreciation of nature, even in the most
humble of places. While a student at UBC, Wai remembers the forest that used to spread across much
of the campus. On his regular walk to classes, he remembers passing through this forest and naming
some of his favourite trees, most of which have since been removed. Wai's appreciation of both the
‘humble’ places in nature and the symbolism and character of regional architecture reflects both the
ideals of Taoism and the traditional Chinese art inspired by Taoism in which humans live seamlessly

within the natural landscapes.

Agnes Choy, who came to Canada from Beijing as a teenager, noted the influence of Chinese traditions
on modern thought about nature:

Chinese people, | think have a long history of appreciating nature. If you see all the paintings,
Chinese traditional paintings and poetry, | would say eighty percent is focused on nature —
maybe more than eighty percent....So [ think from Chinese history we, Chinese people, and
Chinese philosophy, like Taoist philosophy thete was a kind of praise for the fact that if you can
live in the middle of the mountain with all the quietness and nobody to bother you and all you do
is your research or your readings and that's in older Chinese people, that's the best way of living
and they will say it's like God's lifestyle, to live like that. (Choy)
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Taoism and the communion with nature that its most devout followers would embark upon still lingers on
in Chinese lore. The appreciation for natural landscapes and solitude is passed on to younger
generations in this way. Later in our interview, Choy confirmed the transmissibility of such ideas when

she reported her own desire to live peacefully in a natural setting, with no one about to bother her.

Taoism and Transcendentalism share some commonalities. Both suggest that infinite forces exist within
the natural world and that spending time in nature or wildermess unites one with other forces. Taoists,
however, have not sought out Divinity in nature, as they recognize that the Tao of Man is equally
important and necessary as the Tao of Earth or the Tao of Heaven. Transcendentalists, while besotted
with the beauty in nature, sought out nature to be closer to God and to seek out the Divine powers in
nature rather than equality in nature. These subtle differences are fundamental to a comparison and
examination of North American versus Chinese traditions and attitudes towards nature. In Taoism, there
is no searching for the sublime, aé Cronon calls it, as the Tao of Earth is present in all life on thé planet,
not only in awesome landscapes where humans are made to feel insignificant in the face of God. In
Transcendentalism, there is no sublime in humble places or manicured lawns; the Divine exists outside

of human civilization.

Landscape painters, often in the Taoist tradition, have celebrated wilderness and open landscapes for
thousands of years, rﬁaking pilgrimages to meditate and adore the inner harmonies of wild places. Lo
Shyh-Charng, an artist from Taiwan, said that his landscape paintings have been influenced by
traditional Chinese philosophy, particularly Taoism: “Man is in nature, lives with nature, and is in
harmony With nature. | think that's still my thinking. But...it's kind of an empiy phrase now but it's quite
true. If | think back | think the whole story, | still feel that way.” Lo’s paintings focus largely on views of

the North Shore mountains from his studio in Point Grey. He delights particularly in the different light that
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settles upon the mountains at various times of the
day and year. What is conspicuously absent from
these paintings, however, is any sign of human
existence. | asked him where the people in his

paintings were and the houses that crawl a third of

the way up the mountains. To this he responded ‘ | -
that he did not like to have signs of human Lo Shyf-Chamg, 1997 ,.shyhcharnglo.com
settlements in his work, despite the fact that in traditional Chinese painting there is always a figure
present in the landscape to show that people live within nature or that they work within it. According to
Winchester (1998), the small figures depicted in large classical Chinese paintings indicate mute
subservience to nature, a stoic acceptance of the gigantism of nature and the relative insignificance of
man. Although Lo’s paintings do not contain figures or physical signs of human life, he told me that he
tries to convey (by means of the beauty of the land and the gentleness of his painting) that people are
still in nature, that they are present there without being visible. In this instance, Lo’s Taoist beliefs, his

art, and the influence of the British Columbian landscape on his perceptions of beauty and spirituality

became strikingly evident, demonstrating the direct influence of tradition on perception.

Confucianism

Confucianism was, and continues to be, the more influential of the two indigenous traditions on a day-to-
day basis; it is concerned largely with social reform and just governance. Confucius believed that the
ruler and his officials, those who were ostensibly ruling for the people, should hold his moral principles;
such leaders should develop empathy and compassion for others. These ethical commitments were “to
be expressed in everyday life as reverence for parents, loyalty to friends, and care for the common

people, all carried out in a balanced and harmonious way (/i)’ (Overmyer,1986:28). By 100 B.C., the first
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-~ stable Chinese empire supported a new form of Confucianism, which supported man’s ability to change
Nature in an orderly fashion (Nylan & Sivin, 1987). China’s goal for civilisation, with the exception,
perhaps, of forty years of Communist rule, was based on Confucianism and the search for moral order

on earth, Sustained by virtue, ritual and reverence for ancestors.

Confucianism has also had a major influence on Chinese society since before the first century B.C. ltis
“a worldview, a social ethic, a political ideology, a scholarly tradition, and a way of life” (Tu, 1998b:112).
Although not an organized religion, Confucianism has had a significant impact on East Asian political
culture and spiritual life. Atits core is a belief in the perfectibility of each person through personal and
communal endeavours. Reverence for the past, emphasis on morality in government, a rationalistic
outlook that assumes the intelligibility of the universe, and filial piety (i.e. recognition of and reverence for
one’s source of life) are also core to Confucian ideals. Confucianism sees the universe as a vast,
integrated unit, not as existing in mechanistic parts (as is common to the Enlightenment world view);
nafure is unified and interconnected and humans are a microcosm in the macrocosm of the universe. As
there is no creator God in Confucianism, the universe is thought to be self-generating and organismic.
There is no sense of domination or manipulation of nature in Confucian teachings, as humans must seek
relational resonance with the cosmos, to form a triad with Heaven, Man, and Earth (Tucker & Berthrong,

1998).

The impact of Confucianism on immigrants to Canada appears to be varied and less clearly linked to
their perceptions of nature and wildemess. A number of interviewees stressed the impact of
Confucianism on their priorities and their attitudes towards those in positiohs of power or authority:
“Basic Confucianism talked about respect for elders, respect for authority, to work hard, and through

education you would succeed. So, typically what happened when | went to school was teachers always
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got the impression that Chinese were very well-behaved. They never spoke back, they were very
studious and they worked hard.” (Mark) According to Mark, the greatest influence of Confucianism on
his life was a prioritization of education and authority; his comments are also indicative of his frustration

with a lack of understanding of Chinese traditions amongst non-Chinese Canadians.

Daisy Chin, herself a first generation Canadian, remarked: “| know from my own background being a
young child growing up in Vancouver and coming down to Chinatown every weekend with my parents,
you were taught to be respectful, you were taught to be quiet, you were taught to be able to play in the
background and not challenge, so to speak, authority. And | think that's very dominant in our culture. We
tend to be very, sort of, go with the flow and see what happens and not sort of fight for what we want. But
Fthink that that is slowly changing or | see that slowly changing.” (Chin) Chin, like Mark, noted the
practical influence of Confucianism oh her daily life growing up in Vancouver; she was taught to be
respectful, not to challenge authority, and know her place. Neither Mérk nor Chin mentioned Taoism or
anything that could be related to Taoism in their discussions of the human place in nature or, indeed,
anywhere in their interviews. Perhaps the daily manifestations of Confucianism are more readily passed

on in an overseas context than are the more philosophical ramifications of Taoism.

Where Taoism stresses self, blissful ignorance, freedom from artificial constraints, equality, and
primitivism, Confucianism stresses wisdom, self-control, hiefarchy, and refinement. Tu (1998a), in a
paper that resonates with the ideas of Cronon (1996), stresses the problematic relationship that the
enlightenment mentality, which underlies major political and social ideas in the West, has had on
Westefn thought. He suggests that when faith in progress, reason ahd individualism is prized above all
else, the results are inequality, self-interest, and individual greed. The dichotomies of matter/spirit,

body/mind, and human/nature must be transcended, says Tu, in order to find the unity of Heaven, Earth
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and Humankind — the most authentic manifestation of humanity shared by both Confucian and Taoist

traditions.

The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution

It would be an oversight at best to ignore the influence of more recent movements on modern Chinese
thought about the environment. As communism swept across China in the twentieth century, it
attempted to take with it the traditions of Taoism and Confucianism that so permeated society. In its
wake, it promoted the ideas of human manipulation of nature for social benefit. The adjacent painting
depicts Jin Xunhua, a secondary student from Shanghai who went to work in rural Heilongjiang, “Black
Dragon River”. In August 1969, Jin drowned aftempting to pull a utility pole out of a deluge. The artist,
Chu Chunzhong (penname Yi Zhong), was also a
youth working in the countryside at the time of the
accident. This artwork became one of the “model
paintings” of the day, emphasizing the strength of
youth as they fight for the betterment of their country.
Other paintings similarly depict the virtue and pride of
youth who are sent to the countryside to work both for

China and towards controlling nature.

The “Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution” resulted in

some of the formative life experiences for at least two

interviewees who lived and worked in the Great

Chairman Mao's Red Guard: Learn from

Comrade Jin Xunhua, a revolutionary youth
model, Yi Zhong (Belkin Art Gallery, UBC, . ) .
www.belkin-gallery.ubc.ca) youths for years according to Chairman Mao’s policy of

Northern Wilderness (i.e. northern countryside) as
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re-edubating the country’s youth. | have i‘nc_lu‘ded the above painting not only because it depicts so
clearly the propaganda that surrounded the difficult and painful labour of Xiong and Yin, two of my
interviewees, but also the force of nature and the human desire to control it, which became central to
Mao’s reforms:'“Before | came to Canada, | was influenced strongly by communism. Mao Tse-tung was
against nature...[He taught us that] human beings can control nature, can beat heaven and, therefore,
God. Humans are dominant. We can create species. Everything was created for human use.” (Yin).
According to Yin’s understanding of Chairman Mao’s goals, humans could control nature, thereby rising
above any external forces. As a Marxist, Mao embraced the Enlightenment idea of progress as a
process involving the application of science and reason to achieve mastery over the human and natural
worlds. Enormous environmental damage resulted from this period, as resource extraction and industry

became major foci of the govemment’s development plan.

The way in which the traditions of Taoism and Confucianism and political movehents, such as
Communism, have manifested themselves in modem Chinese attitudes towards nature and wildemess is
not well documented. Perhaps because Confucianism is widely regarded as a tradition that reflects on
the cardinal human virtues of humanity, rightness, ritual, and wisdom (Tu, 1990), Tacism has left a
greater immediate mark on the sensibilities of interviewees as they reflect on the human place in nature.
As was outlined earlier, both Taoism and Confucianism value the unity of Heaven, Earth, and
Humankind. Although they differ in how people might go about achieving this unity; both place great
value on trusting in nature and human nature (Watts, 2000). Maoism has also left its mark on the
perceptions of interviewees about wildemness, leading them to perceive the human relationship with
nature as a hostile one. It is clear that Confucian, Taoist, and Maoist beliefs résonate still with my
interviewees as they reflect on their own relationships with one another, with nature and with the |

meaning of wilderness. What is not cleér, however, is how these belief systems influence their physical
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attachment to nature and wildemess. The following chapter explores the notion of space on the
sensibilities of interviewees, while Chapter Six examines the relationship between informants and

wilderness in terms of their interest in outdoor pursuits.
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Chapter Five

Spinning through space
the impact of physical place on perception

Consider the story of Kenge and Turnbull in Tuan’s (1974) book Topophilia. Kenge is a Pygmy who has
lived his entire life in the dense rainforest environment. Everything Kenge has seen has been at a very
close range. Tumbull, a sociologist (who, by contrast, had not lived in the forest his entire life), takes
Kenge outside of the rainforest. Kenge, who lacks the perceptual experience of‘ judging scale, is
suddenly bewildered by distance, lack of trees, and the clear definition of the landscape. A flock of
buffalo graze several miles away from where Kenge and Tumbull stand in a clearing. As Kenge
contemplates the buffalo, he asks, “What Insects are these?” to which Turnbull replies, “they are buffalo”.
Kenge laughs at this, accuéing Tumbull of lyi_ng,_ and asks him what kind of buffalo they might be to be so
small. On another occasion, Tumbull shows Kenge a fishing boat with several fishers inside in the

middle of a lake; Kenge thinks that this boat is a piece of wood floating in the water.

- This story exhibits the influence of physical place on perception. In removing people from one landscape
and placing them in another, they bring with them the understandings they have developed through the
space and place of their initiai surroundings. Early European explorers to the West Coast of Canada are
thought to have sought out fandscapes of the familiar - gentle hills and meadows that reminded them of
their homeland. Mountains rising directly from the sea were neither beautiful nor awe-inspiring, as they
were nothing like the park and pastoral landscapes from which they came. The West Coast was a
dreary, inhospitable, desolate place full of mournful conifers and raging seas; Grant (Tippett & Cole,
1977), in his 1852 “Description of Vancouver Island” in the Journal of the Royal Geographic Society,

described the general appearance of Vancouver Island as follows: “Dark, frowning cliffs sternly repel the
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foaming sea, as it fushes impétuously against them, and beyond these, with scarcely an interval of level
land, rounded hills, densely covered with firs, rise oné above the other in dull unintéresting monotony”.

The West Coast lacked definition and beauty for Grant, as it was dominated by p.rimeval forests, gloom,
and savagery. Because the terrain of the West Coast was considered too gloomy and forbidding to be

of artistic interest, most of the landscape art by early colonists in the nineteenth century depicted tamed
vistas, parkland, and the strength of human endeavours on the landscape. Victoria, the capital of British
Columbia, was considered a very attractive and park-like location, a pastoral paradise in the midst of the

dreary wilderness of Northwest coast (Tippet & Cole, 1977).

By the mid 1800s, mountains became the subject of emotional and romantic exaggeration in North

America (Nicholson, 1997); they were desolate, yet grand. This romanticisation of mountains coincided .
with the Romantic Movement and the sublime, which suggested that ultimate beauty and salvation could
be found outside in powerful natural environments. By the early twentieth century, pioneers were
penetrating wilderness, clearing and taming it. The Canadian Alpine Club, which was dedicated to giving |
Canadians “an appreciation of their mountéin heritage” contributed to the idea that wilderness had its

own aesthetic appeal. Over time, sensibilities changed to incorporate appreciation of wild places.

Artists, such as those in the Group of Seven, began to exalt in free, rough, and “magnificent” landscapes;

raw wildemess held a new beauty, as well as moral and spiritual meaning (Tippett & Cole, 1977).

Cronon (1996) explains that the sublime played a significant role in orienting current attitudes towards
wilderness. What also influenced understanding of wilderness was the frontier myth, the myth that the
true idehtity of humankind lay in the unchartered, dangerous territory beyohd civilization. Both the
notions of the sublime and the frontier have, at their roots, a sense of awe and amazement in landscape

and space. It was the vast canyons, tallest mountains, deepest forests, and most remote parts of the
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country that inspired poets, artists, and.early environmentalists to worship and/or seek out the
wilderness. Sensibilities and perceptions among European immigrants towards ‘untamed’ vistas shifted
from fear to awe in North America in less than a century. If sensibilities can change in such a short
period of time, what is the influence of Canadian space and landscape on Chinese Canadian immigrants
as they consider wilderness? Do former urbanites have a different relationship to the Canadian

~ landscape than rural immigrants? How are impressions of Canada linked to impressions of space and

place?

Space and Place

Society and its setting cannot be conceived of separately (Harris,1997). Geography and physical
environments have enormous impacts on perception. Socjeties form within the bounds of particular
environmental and physibal conditions, conditions that have great impacts on how they view new and
immediate surroundings. As | interviewed participants, this idea gained increasing relevance. For those
interviewees from major urban centres, including Hong Kong, Taipei, and Beijing, one of their most
immediate impressions of Vancouver and British Columbia was of the spaces. Many urbanites had
difficulty in relating to or finding their way in wide-open streets and parkland. Wilderness, previously an |
unfamiliar or little used concept gained new meaning with the impact such space and vast tracks of
forest had on their perception. Individuals from rural environments, however, found adapting to the
physicat environment of Canada to be much less traumatic and frequently commented on the beauty of

the province or its similarity to their home.

In the following sections, | will trace the impressions and relationships of both rural and urban Chinese
Canadian immigrants and their perceptions of landscape and wildemess through their process of

adaptation to Canada. | have set out the analysis in terms of participants who were previously from
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urban or rural environments in China, Hong Kong or TaiWan; as this is the avenue through which |
noticed a signifibant difference in attitudes and relationships. Consider their reflections on landscape
and space in comparison with those of early European settlers, who were intimidated and lost in the vast

landscapes of the province.

Urban

Urban centres in Hong Kong, mainland China, and Taiwan are some of the most densely populated areas in
the world. Hong Kong Island and Kowloon (the most densely populated regions of Hong Kong) have
population densities of 18,000 and 45,000 people per square kilometre respectively (Demographia, 2002a).
Beijing has a population density of roughly 31 ,OQO people per square kilometre (Demographia, 2002b) and
Taipei's is 10,600 (Taiwan.com.au, é002). Compared to Vancouver proper, which has a population density
of roughly 4,000 people per square kilometre, these numbers are staggering. For someone who has visited
or lived in any of these cities, however, these numbers will come as no surprise. These are cities with
burgeoning populations. The geographical boundaries of mountains and ocean force these urban centres,
as they grow, to grow upwards: “Most accommodation, housing, is going upwards, not like in Canada, North
Arherican cities, where you have the luxury of single family dwellings. So it would be mostly in apartment-
type housing that people live in and éven from that, space is precious, so it is crowded.” (Wong). Space is
precious and difficult to find in Hong Kong, forcing people to adjust to crowded conditions. According to

another interviewee, accommodation in Hong Kong is reminiscent of a shoebox:

My aunt lived in Hong Kong and her apartment was just, it was a shoebox. It didn't, it's not even as
big as a one bedroom here and the whole family lived in that: They were actually lucky because they
actually had a bedroom. But the bathroom was so small that the washing machine was put on top of
the bathtub so the bathroom was just big enough for a toilet and a bathtub and there was no other
place to put the washing machine and you needed access to the pipes. So a board was put across
one end of the bathtub and the washing machine was put on top of it. But they were lucky, that was
considered a big, a fairly big apartment, in Hong Kong. (Tzang)



http://Taiwan.com.au

Space is at a premium here and many interviewees grew up in these urban settings, where there was

little room for grass, trees, playgrounds, or parks, never mind-a washing machine.

Chinese society has, for the most part, been removed from North American wild landscapes for
centuries, making direct connections with the physical landscape and vast spaces a memory of folklore
and storytellers. Interviewees from these densely populated cities consistently commented on space
being among their first impressions of Vancouver and Canada: “it was lovely, totally open. Such open
space everywhere, no congestion...just generally a very open feeling of everything...It was just so
different in terms of the landscape, climate, it was a total change.” (Wong) The impressions of Wong
and other interviewees on their entry to Canada centred on space, openness and a lack of congestion in

comparison to the urban layout that was familiar to them.

Linda Tzang, an historian, grew up in Taipei, Taiwan. She describes Taipei as “relentlessly urban” and
as consisting of high rises with open sewers. She came to Canada with her family at the age of five and
remembers being astounded by the wide streets and all of the space; the streets in Vancouver were the
width of Taiwanese highways, she said, except cleaner and quieter. She was also shocked by the
plants, the trees, and the parks with swings and slides because those things were not available in
Taiwan due to space limitations. She told me that all of those shocks to the system might result in
‘twirling'.

| think that's why you see a lot of Chinese kids twirling a lot...if you see it they'll just spin

because all of a sudden you have so much space. It's hard to get used to, you know, if...you

grow up in cramped conditions you don' realize they're cramped until you end up in a place

where it's like whoosh. And you don't bump into people when you walk down the street. Whereas

it's impossible to walk down a street in Taipei without physically bumping into somebody,...you

were constantly having to watch being stepped on or crushed. | mean | remember that as a kid,

the parents having to go “don't step on my child" and your shoes got wrecked because people
stepped on your feet all the time. It was just that crowded. (Tzang)
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Tzang suggests that children, on experiencing space (which was previously a rare commodity for them) will
begin twirling in the streets because of the overwhelming freedom they experience outside of the cities from

which they came.

The themes of space, disorientation and/or exhilaration with new surroundings were common to Tzang and

to other immigrants from urban settings. Tzang admitted to never feeling quite at ease with the open spaces

in Vancouver; she may have twirled, but she didn’t know what to do after that:
We never came from a place where you could run or anything. So all of a sudden you have a space,
you sort of faced with all this big space and you're like, okay, what am | supposed to do with this? So
you stuck to the swing set cause you know what to do on the swing set, you swing. And you stuck to
the slide and you stuck to the equipment because that at least, we had those in the schools in Taipei.
But they would have been in cement playgrounds. So | just don't remember ever running across a
field, even though you had all the big fields, you just sort of s_tuCk to the equipment (Tzang).

Tzang felt lost in her new surroundings, unable to determine what to do in parks or in open spaces. She

even recalled having to make a conscious effort on her arrival to walk on the grass which previously had

been completely inappropriate; grass was to be admired, cement was for walking.

Tzang was not alone in expressing her uncertainty in the face of space. Gordon Mark, who used to take
Scout groups who arrived from Hong Kong on camping trips through the Lower Mainland, said, “When
you come from a place like HK where it's crowded, space becomes very precious and suddenly you've
got a vast amount, it's really overwhelming.” The boys he led on trips would take days or weeks to find
their feet, many of them finding it difficult to leave the paths and the group leader. Similarly, Johnston,
who moved to Canada as a university undergraduate, remembered well his own impressions of space,
“The vastness was so huge that | shut it out. | just completely shut it out. It's the only way that I could
deal with it.” As he made his way across British Columbia with his brother shortly after his arrival, he

remembered being delirious with fatigue and confusion. He could not relax, absorb, or appreciate
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anything around him, as it was so entirely foreign that he had no points of comparison for the physical

enormity of what he was experiencing.

Johnston expressed his first impressions of Canadian landscapes as ones of fear and awe. He was
invited to the Banff School of Fine Arts as a resident director for their opera program and spent one
summer there. He remembers hating the experience:
I hated the experience not because of the environment but because it was so beautiful in Banff...it's
fabulous. It's halfway up the Rockies as you well know, surrounded by these magnificent mountains,
beautiful daily and they were perfect...in every way. | mean they were perfection. | mean you
couldn't improve on the beauty of the mountains, the clouds, the air, wildlife, the flora, the fauna, you
know. You couldn't improve on that. And not only that but everyday it changed. The light changed
and the various parts of the mountain would be highlighted and on other days it would be hidden.
And | found it impossible to create art inside a rehearsal studio when the competition outside the
window was so magnificent.
Johnston became very depressed by the beauty, clarity, and enormity of the Banff landscapes. He felt that
what he was doing inside the theatre (i.e. creating beautiful music) was meaningless because of what he and
the musicians were up against. They were trying to create musical perfection indoors for their audiences
against a backdrop of physical perfection: “It seemed totally insignificant because whenever you walked out
of the rehearsal hall you were confronted by how inadequate you were as an artist.” Johnston found his art
to be in competition with the mountains, colours, and vastness of the landscapes. He felt overwhelmed by

the presence of the environment and tried to shut it out, to no avail. He was reminded on a daily basis of his

own weakness and insignificance in the face of nature.

Many interviewees from major cities, such as Johnston, found great comfort in visiting North America’s
major cities for respite from the confusion of space. Johnston expressed his relief on visiting New York
very clearly:

[ was in my element. | understood it, | understood the rhythms, | understood the crowds, |

understood the buildings; | understood the hustle; | understood the stinks; | knew where | was. |
found my way around New York instantly, instantly. | had zero problems because the environment
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was so similar. And | could survive; | knew how to survive in New York. | mean, | knew how to get
work, | knew where to stay, | knew who to be friends with, | knew who to be suspicious of, | knew
who to stay away from, you know, | just knew my way around, instinctively. And then later on in
Toronto, as well, as Toronto started getting real, becoming a really big city.
For Johnston, visiting New York and Toronto made him feel as though he were at home. He instinctively
knew his way around the streets. He told me that in an open field he would feel completely panicked, but
in a city he could navigate with ease. The competition of the geography was no longer a source of

anguish for him when he was in a cityscape. Attempting to create musical perfection in New York was

possible amidst the familiar chaos of urban life.

Gabriel Yiu, also from Hong Kong, said that most people from Hong Kong would prefer to go to cities, -

such as New York, London, Paris or Tokyo, if they had the choice, as they were quite used to that type of

environment. Yiu suggested that many people from Hohg Kong who arrive in Vancouver are

disappointed by the emptiness and lack of activity. Over time, people may come to realize that Canada
is different and that protecting the natural environment is important, but many immigrants, he says, will
either take some time to realize this or may never see things this way. On his arrival to Vancouver, he
‘noticed there was a downtown with some tall buildings. | was so happy because | worried that in
Vancouver that we wouldn’t have any skysE:rapers...I would miss those kind of city scenes...| was so
happy to see, oh we've got some sky-tall buildings!” For Yiu, his level of comfort in his new surroundings
increased due to strong elements of the familiar — in this case the familiar of tall buildings. Like the early
European immigrants to North America, he sought out landscapes that resonated with his own

background and social conditioning.

Parks and green spaces may be of little interest to many former urbanites, not because they have no
appreciation of the physical beauty of nature (see chapter on Human Place), but because they have not

developed the same relationship with space as those who are born in British Columbia, or have lived in
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the province since their youth, or those who grew up in rural .areas in China may have developed. Agnes
Choy, who came to Canada as a young girl from Beijing, was used to parks in China as places where
families went for entertainment, games, and socializing: “When | first come here when | go to a park and
| will see, oh, just trees and trails. | go that's not fun, | mean what can | do? Like, | can do nothing...|
became really bored because | find there's no place [ can go out and entertain myself. If | go to a park
you still have to find fun by yourself.” At first, Choy found no enjoyment in Vancouver's parks, but, over
time, she gained an appreciation of the space, “Finding fun means that you have to enjoy nature, you
have to realize that's a form of enjoyment.” Space and the need or desire for space develops for many
after spending some time in Canada. Choy expressed an increasing intefest in space and wild placeé
over a period of time in Canada: “when | first came here...| just thought what a disappointment! And |
never realized there was a need, that | need to get away from people going int_o the wilderness, even
though | lived in the. city. I'm so used to it, right? | never felt there was need for that. But now as | grow up
more and | realize, yeah perhaps that is a nice place.” Although Choy acknowledges that wilderness
held little appeal or interest for her on arrival, she is developing an increasing desire and need for space
and privacy. She told me that her dream was to own a house on the water somewhere quiet, where

there was no one around to bother her.

As noted, urbanites have very distinct first impressions of Vancouver and of Canad.a. The vast spaces,
low population density, and emphasis on green spaces {including parks) can result in shock,
disorientation, or disappointment. The familiar of other urban environments, such as New York or
-Toronto (or even downtown Vancouver), provide an anchoring for most new immigrants, who feel much
more comfortable and at ease in densely populated environments. This need to find familiar landscapes

echoes the experience of European immigrants upon setting camp in Victoria. Adapting to the emphasis

placed on parks and nature can take a greai deal of time for some immigrants, whose priorities lie




elsewhere. For others, particularly those who arrived at a young age, wildemess areas, solitude, and
space have garnered a great appeal and priority in their lives. The following section will outline the

impressions of Canada on immigrants-from rural settings.

Rural

In the nineteenth century, immigration to Canada was largely from the region of Sze-yap in Guangdong
province. Early immigrants were aftracted by the prospect of gold and later were encouraged to come to
the country for construction of the railway. These rural immigrants left behind conditions of poverty and
came with the hope of securing a livelihood to support their families, most of whom remained in China.
Far fewer immigrants today come from rural farming backgrounds. A number of my interviewees,
however, were from rural areas and spent the first years of their lives in the countryside of Mainland
China or Taiwan. Their impressions of the Canadian landscape and open spaces are markedly different
from those of urban dwellers. Their impressions are not of great space and expanses of land. Instead,
their views of the landscape are tempered by political insecurity, nostalgia for home, and artistic
impressions. In other words, their arrival was not mediated by a shared sense of shock or physical

displacement, but of social isolation.

Gu Xiong grew up in a small village in southern China. The only access to this village was by foot or by
boat, as there was no road access for vehicles. Xiong grew up surrounded by space, mountains, and
open vistas, but did not leam to appreciate such spaces until he had ~spent much time in Canada. He
associated walking and the outdoors with survival. He had never associated space with choice, mobility,
or enjoyment. In the mid-eighties, when Xiong was accepted into the Banff School of Art through a
university exchange, he first came across the idea that nature could be used for means other than

survival: | walked into the forest and | said, “Oh, this is amazing! So many dead trees! Why just lying
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here? Thése can be used!” Then | saw people make fire with those trees. They cut down the big trees,
then cut them into small pieces just for fire, not for survival. | was really surprised!”. In Banff, nature
served as a locus of enjoyment and adventure, concepts that were foreign to Xiong. Despite being taken
on various hiking and 'camping trips, his art focused on enclosures, both political and physical. He
painted canals and chain-link fences within Banff's landscapes. Space did not make him feel free or at

ease because he was constantly aware of the invisible, but real, borders of language, history, and

politics that followed him from China.

Xiong returned to China after his year in Banff and did not return to Canada until 1990, when he and his

family fled after the Tiananmen Square massacre in Beijing. He arrived in Vancouver with his wife and

daughter and realized that his fife in Banff was markedly different from his life in Vancouver where he

had little money and a growing family. Xiong, who had felt entrapped by the space of Banff also felt
entrapped in Vancouver. Language barriers, menial jobs, and lack of attention to his art pushed Xiong to

feel trapped both by the landscape and by his apartment wallls.

Space does not necessarily represent freedom. Open landscapes, mountains, and forest can be as
oppressive to new immigrants as they were to early European immigrants who associated the

landscapes of British Columbia with désolation, hostility, and inaccessibility. With recognition for his art,

-more meaningful work, and strengthened language skills, Xiong began to blend into the landscapes and

lite of the city. Now he is a strong proponent of environmental and cultural preservation and the
promotion of humans living within and as part of the natural world; “Destroying nature,” says Xiong,

‘means destroying ourselves”.
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Fred Mah spent the first twelve yéérs of hisxlife in rural Guangdong province in southern China. He
describes the village as hilly and difficult to farm. Unlike his urban counterparts, he récounted “most of
my time was outdoors in actual fact because there's not a heck of a lot indoor stuff, there's no
gymnasium or anything like that and so you sbend all your time outdoors.” He and his friends would
catch birds and go fishihg when they weren't in school, spending much time outdoors. When he was
fourteen, he moved to Dawson Creek in northern British Columbia to join his father and grandfather, who
ran a restaurant in the town. He doesn’t remember the transition to Dawson Creek being a difficult one:
‘| enjoyed it very much because it's in a rural area and | had some good friends who we'd go up to their
farm.... we would go to muck around in the creek and build our own shed so we can camp-out and that
type of thing. And we élways go grouse hunting and squirrel hunting.” The landscape in Dawson Creek
was not dissimilar to the one he left behind in China, allowing for a sense of physical continuity between

countries.

For Mah, who described his transition to Canada as relatively seamless, the geography of the familiar
aided in his aclimatisation. Like the early European immigrants who sought out the landscapes of the
familiar, Mah was able to transfer his knowledge of, and appreciation for, the land to his new
surroundings in northem British Columbia. Even now, Mah feels that his appreciation for the land is
greater than that of immigrants from urban areas:
| grew up in a rural area so | enjoy nature much more than | would say the Hong Kong people
who grew up in the city, have never seen the rural areas at all. And | notice that the Hong Kong
people, even when | cut my lawn for instance, they say well, what are you doing? And | say I'm
cutting my lawn. And they say you can make more money doing some other things instead of
cutting your lawn. And | say well, | enjoy it. That type of thing, it's a different mentality.
Mah’s relationship to the land and his appreciation of the outdoors began in rural China and was

developed more strongly in Dawson Creek. He compares himself to urban Chinese immigrants,

emphasizing their disinterest in the natural world (due to their detachment from it). His beginnings as an
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outdoor adventurer led him to a career in the environmental field and to sit on many development and

planning boards.

Sandra Li spent the first four years of her life in a small village outside of Guangzhou, China. There were
fewer than one thousand people in the village where Li and her family Iivéd in a very small house with no
heat or running water. Her strongest recollection of her childhood in rural China is that it was “very
yellow because of the wheat”. She remembers traversing the flat, yellow landscape with her father, who
would put her *near the front or the back of the bike and we would sing as we went down this country
road, unpaved, and | would remember yellow on either side of us.” As wheat does not grow in sub-
tropical Guangzhou, Li’'s memories from China have been influenced by her time in Canada, where a
field of yellow is likely to contain wheat. She spent her early years in this small village and recalls her
impressions of Canada on arrival: “l got the impression that it was big and had lots of trees.” The impact
of geography on perception did not seem to be a major hurdle for Li in adapting to her new environment.

Her youth and her familiarity with open spaces made her transition to Canadian spaces an easy one.

Lo grew up in Ching Zsu county in the Taiwanese countryside. He and his grandparents lived with five
other families in the hills, most of whom were farmers. His family had been in the same area for over two
hundred years, so many of his neighbours were also his relatives. He described the area as being very
close to niature, with a stream nearby, a small mountain, and lots of trees:

We went to school and we played around the whole area. There were no boundaries; you could

go anywhere because we had a small hill in the back and front, lots of playground, lots of

nature... | think that played a very strong role in my early life because we were able to enjoy the

space so much. We were living in the landscape. | still treasure that daily.

For Lo, living in the country had a strong influence on his sensibilities and future. He moved to Taipei at

the age of ten to live with his parents. There, he found the space to be incredibly tight and the streets

crowded. There was no possibility to run around in a natural setting as there was in his first home.




Lo moved to Vancouver after he finished university and recalls his first impressions of the city being
associated with colour and clarityﬁ ‘| liked Vancouver so much...the landscape and the colour were the
strongest feelings I got. | kept on watching the mountains, the colour, that's the mostly strong impression
| got at the time. It's totally different...It's so clear, the colour is so different.” He mentioned to me on
several occasions how the colours and the light of the seasons changed the view from his window each
day. For Lo, Vancouver is a city of colour, light, and space. When asked how he felt about Vancouver
now in relation to Taiwan, he answered: “| enjoy the landscape here much more than in my hometown
because of the water. You have the ocean here and the mountains. In my childhood the landscape is
much smaller, just the hill and no water around. No ocean, just a small stream. It's different...after | live
in Vancouver here and compare it with that hometown landscape, it's no comparison.” He speaks with
passion about Vancouver and its influence on his art and his sensibilities. His love of nature and
landscape through art has brought him closer to nature and given him an appreciation of colour and

space that is not apparent among interviewees from urban areas.

The Chinese Canadian immigrants whom | interviewed from rural China had a much smoother transition
to Canada from the perspective of physical space, as they were familiar with open space and greenery.
A large number of those from rural settings also spent some time in larger cities before coming to
Vancouver, which undoubtedly tempered their reaction to Vancouver and offered them the points of
comparison to see the city as an inviting one. Perhaps the early Chinese immigrants from rural settings
found the landscapes here less troubling than did the European immigrants. Familiar with mountains_

and challenging terrain, Chinese immigrants may have adjusted to their new homeland more smoothly.
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William Wordsworth believed that the Divine existed and was expressed through nature, that a child who
grew up surrounded by nature could sense the presence of the Divine in the mountains, the wind, and
the harmony of a landscape (Bate & Perkins, 1986). Wordsworth may have been correct that the
environment in which one is raised leaves its mark on the sensibilities of the person who grows up there.
For immigrants from urban Mainland China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, the open spaces, low population,
and wild geography of Canada elicit fear, uncertainty, disorientation and depression. Over time, feelings
~ of fear or unease may be eroded, but for most, they are likely to find beauty in smaller, more humble
scenes of nature. For Chinese Canadian immig_rants who have immigrated to Canada from rural settings
the Canadian landscape and outdoors is much less daunting; for these people there is much beauty and
solace to be found in nature. The geography of space is a powerful one, one that is best experienced

from an early age to find space for human life within it.
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Chapter Six

Getting to the root of activity
spending time in the Great Outdoors

According to Cronon (1996), the polarization between humans and wilderness that has arisen as a result
of Western notions of the sublime and the frontier proves to be extremely detrimental in attempting to
locate a sustainable human place in nature. Cronon advocates an appreciation of the humble places in
nature and an acknowledgement of the human place in nature to foster a more productive environmental
ethic. Based on previous chapters, it has become apparent that Chinese traditions do place humans
within nature and advocate an appreciation of the humble places within nature. Previous chapters have
also explored the impact of space on the sensibilities of Chinese Canadian immigrants, people who have
not known of the frontier or the wide open spaces that constitute it. Is the Chinese Canadian notion of
wildermness accompanied by an interest in outdoor pursuits or spiritual meaning? Are ideas of recreation
and outdoor activity, which are central to the more widely heard North American definitions of wilderness

reflected among short-term or longer-term Chinese Canadian immigrants?

Although Taoism and, to a lesser degree, Confucianism, have resulted in thinking about nature in a
particular way, going to the mountains to “commune” with nature was not a common occurrence at any
stage in China’s history, particularly not in the last century since Maoist reforms. Seeking spiritual
enlightenment has traditionally been limited to monks, hérmits, poets and the very wealthy. Only the
most devout (and most privileged) Taoists would head to the mountains to reflect on the nature of the

universe. In this chapter | will explore the physical manifestations of the philosophical roots of the human

place in nature. In practical terms, do study participants see themselves as part of nature in a physical




sense? Are they interested in the out-of;doors, nature, and wilderness and/or, as Cronon hopes for, a

more sustainable human place in nature?

Associations with the outdoors
The majority of Chinese did not, and indeed could not, view nature as a place for escape and truth;
instead, it was a place that held toil and uncertainty: “The village where | lived was far away from the
small town, maybe seventy kilometres. There was no road. If you wanted to go into that small town to do
things, you had to walk, walk on the mountains for one day...And sometimes you had to carry food or
rice or equipment or supplies from th>e small town back to the village. There wasn't any enjoyment; this
was for survival.” (Xiong). Gu Xiong, an artist who spent his teenage years in rural China, associated the
mountains with impasses on an already difficult route; although he saw beauty in nature, he never
associated wild spaces with physical enjoyment. The Chinese appreciation of nature and landscape
“became one of artistic appreciation — an appreciation for beauty, rather than one of physical connection

to place.

Many interviewees expressed an appreciation of nature on an aesthetic level, describing Vancouver,
Banff, or Whistler as “very beautiful”, but could not connect with the landscapes as new immigrants:
I moved to Vancouver...| found it very difficult. After my wife and my daughter landed here, we were
living in a basement. | remember one day | asked my wife — “Vancouver is a very beautiful place,
don’t you think?” — and she thought for a while and she said, “Well, it is like a basement.” Well, | was
shocked, but she was right. For people without a language, without knowing the society, it doesn’t
matter how beautiful the landscape is, it does not belong to us. (Xiong)
Here, Basso’s (1996) work on place meanings comes into focus. If we are to listen solely to how people
describe their environments (in this case - “beautiful”), then we miss out on the complex relationshipé

people hold with their surroundings. The landscape for Xiong-and his wife was beyond their reach.

Despite the beauty of their surroundings, they never felt comfortable in the city because they lacked the
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language and the knowledge of their new homeland to give them a sense of belonging. Without an
understanding of place, neither Xiong nor his wife could appreciate environmental concerns, for their

concerns were much more basic, focusing on identity and belonging.

Priorities
Other interviewees were also quite direct in expressing that their own or their family’s priorities and goals
did not include the outdoors or nature in any tangible way. Instead, their focus was on securing their and
their family’s future in terms of education, career, and housing. Chin, a community centre director in
Vancouver, said that her constituents are unlikely to make themselves present at community meetings
about improving the neighbourhood because their immediate concerns focus on improving their families
— getting settled, finding good employment, and ensuring that their children are doing well in school. She
said that immigrants will ask themselves:
_ How do we make the money to live by, how do we find a house that's going to be affordable, you

know, those types of issues are much more dominant in terms of their everyday living ...and how

do | feed the family, you know, food and shelter. The basic needs are something that is much

more important to them so they have less energy and less time to look at something as, you

know, green space in the park. '
Improving parks or green space in the city would be seen as a much lower priority for recent immigrants

“than ensuring their family is settled and well fed. Thinking about nature, never mind holidaying in it, is a

luxury they have not felt secure enough to indulge in.

The immigrant groups of which Chin speaks, have, in many cases, come from environments in which life
was a daily struggle. In Chin’s own family, this struggle was very evident:

My parents...grew up in an era where they had to fight for their life, really, basically. | mean my
mom grew up during the war, World War Two. Bombs were flying everywhere and certainly they
had to worry about getting killed and there were a lot more issues with regards to disease and
iliness and health concerns. Couldn't pay for Medicare or any of that so for them it was always
about fighting to stay alive.
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When her parents came to Cénada after living in wartime China, they were suddenly able to work, earn a
living, and save money. Chin's mother had a very strong work ethic, which kept her focused on earning
money for the well-being of her children. Chinese Canadian immigrants of her parents’ generation, said
Chin, are focused on securing better lives for their children. Supporting the family through university and
health care needs were, and continue to be, of far greater priority than recycling or composting. Such

activities, said Chin, are foreign to them.

Others, however, do not come from backgrounds of poverty or struggle, yet environment, nature, and
wilderness are quite low on their hierarchy of concem: “to me there's much more imbortant things to
argue about and protest over and | think for most Chinese people there's a very strict hierarchy of
concern. And people generally come first on that list, then animals and nature come sort of, once you get
all the people sorted out then you can worry about the animals.” (Tzang) According to Tzang, an art
historian, “Chinese people” put humans first, and animals and nature much farther down the list of

concemn.

Interestingly, when Chin and Tzang made statements about the priorities of Chineée Canadian
immigrants, they did so from the distance of generalizations — “Chinese people are like this” or “the
Chinese culture prioritises that”. Both spoke about Chinese Canadian immigrants and not directly about
themselves, which is perhaps reflective of their own sense that it is more appropriate to distance
themselves from such claims in the eyes of a non-Chinese Canadian. Also, Chin was born in Canada
and Tzang immigrated to British Columbia as a young girl, thereby removing them from identifying

themselves as part of “the Chinese culture”.
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A numbér of interviewees, when speaking about environmental or wilderness concerns, expressed
anxiety relating to human health: “To me, it's [wildemess is]...like a nice picture of freedom, of how
animals run wild and free, but then you relate that to us, to human life, to human living. Then you realize
that we are actually on the same planet, on the same earth. If anything happens to them it's going to
happen to us.” (Yuen) Concem with damage to the environment arises on a practical level about the
implications for human survival. Using animal health as an index of human health, however, is certainly
not an association limited to Chinese Canadian immigrants. Arguments related to economic and
physical health are common to requests by environmental and public advocacy groups for preservation

of wild areas or improvement of air, water, and soil quality.

The wilderness experience

In order to examine Chinese Canadian immigrant sensibilities towards wilderness and the outdoors, |
asked interviewees about how they spent their holiday time, whether or not they enjoyed spending time
outdoors, and whether they had been hiking or camping. When asked about their outdoor activities,
interviewees responded in one of three ways. The first was with relative disinterest (i.e. they spoke little
about it or changed the subject), the second was with an appreciation of nature (from a distance), and
the third was with an almost apologetic sense of ‘ought’, as -thohgh being truly Canadian meant that they

should pursue such activities. There were very few self-proclaimed outdoor enthusiasts in the study

group.

Appreciati'on, yet from a distance
A common theme among participants in my study was that they appreciated nature and saw beauty in it,
but they would prefer to look at it than to be init. Joe Wai, for example, mentioned that his relationship

to trees and wilderness was “standoffish” when he arrived in Canada. | asked him to elaborate on this:
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“...you know, you're not there to hug it, you're just there to look at it. Stand back looking at it.... love this
act of looking at it more than anything else. Looking at it and taking pictures and drawing.” Commenting
undoubtedly on the notion of environmental ‘tree huggers’, Wai confirms that he would much prefer to

stand back and appreciate nature through art or contemplation than through physically attaching himself

to the landscape. Wai prefers to give trees names than to climb or hug them.

Similarly, when asked what she thought of when she thought of nature, Linda Tzang responded: that
nature is] over there. You know, to me it really is over there. I'm quite happy to look at it, it's beautiful but
it's not part of my life. And I'm quite happy to reap the benefits of it....Nature is the view from my
window.” (Tzang) Rather than seeking out the highest peak or camping on a deserted island to find
nature, Tzang sees nature through the window of her house. There is no need to conquer nature, or

tackle it with physical force, as it can be appreciated from a distance.

In 1994, protests erupted over Clayoquot Sound, a relatively untouched forested area on the west coast
of Vancouver Island. Hundreds of brotesters built a camp in the area to protest the logging of the so-
called wilderness area. Tzang, from Taiwan, mentioned these protests in her discussion of logging:
“watching the protests over Clayoquot Sound, | just couldn't understand how people could get that
worked up over it. I've seen the pictures, they're very pretty, but | would never drive up there to look at it
in person because I've seen the pictures and that's enough.” Her appreciation of wildemess is very
much an aesthetic one. She has no desire to go into wilderness or to protect it in a physical sense. She
appreciates, yet is physically detached from, nature and wildemess. Tzang goes further with her self
analysis by attempting to explain why Chinese people may not have an active interest in wildemess:

Communion with nature [for Chinese people] is a very quiet sedentary one. So it doesn't

translate to the activities, you know, the need to walk through nature. You know, we climb a

mountain, we sit down, we look at it for a while. | mean that's what all the old stories are, you
know. You go somewhere and you look at it, you say great, you're communing with it on a



spiritual level and then ydu leave and you go back to your city. You know, unless you happen to

be some kind of monk who lives there, in the wilderness, but is a contemplator in life, it's not an

active one. And | think that really skews how Chinese people see nature because you're not

interacting with it. You know, whereas | think in the Westem tradition, it's a much more active

communion. You know you're hunting, you're running, you're setting up camps, you're

discovering nature.
Tzang relates her attitudes towards nature as culturally based. She suggests that the traditions of
meditation and spiritual connection with nature outweigh any physical connections; Chinese people are
simply not interested in actively communing with nature. Tzang’s analysis provides an interesting
variation on Thoreau and the Transcendental movement in which retiring to the wilderness for spiritual
enlightenment was expected and not linked to a monastic lifestyle. Tzang's ideas and comments
surrounding a detached appreciation of nature resonated through many of my interviews. Again and

again, an appreciation and sense of awe associated with nature was expressed clearly, yet the interest

in physical pursuits surrounding wildemess or outdoor exploration was minimal at best.

Yin Yongyuan, an environmental scientist in Vancouver, was quite concerned about environmental
quality in Vancouver and in his homeland, China. He spoke at length of the worsening environmental
conditions in cities in China. When speaking about wilderness, however, he distanced himself from any
desire to head back to primeval roots: “Many people want to live in remote areas, becoming isolated — in
cabins or something. My former supervisor had a house on an island, with a garbage can on the roof to
collect water. | don't see the appeal; | thought that they were crazy.” For Yin, environmental concern is
very much associated with urban environments; there was work to be done in Vancouver and urban

China. Living in the wildemness, being isolated from humanity, has no appeal.

For Ng Tse, a calligrapher and Chinese historian who came to Canada as a university student in the 1950s,
nature is something that is accessible from his window and his garden: “Well frankly I'm not an outdoor type

in the sense you know | go to hiking and | try to conquer certain mountains. For me the whole environment

86




being green and being able to just take walks in this quiet environment is good enough. In other words, |
don't have to go to wilderness to conquer or to be within nature, you see...Even in the city | walk in the
garden and [ feel I'm close to nature...| don't have to really go to rock climbing, go to hiking.” Tse feels no
need to go out and tame or control nature to be close to it; instead, he finds beauty right outside his door:
I think for me nature is just outside. Now the cherry blossom in full bloom and later on when you
can see the petals fall down and scatter along the green lawn. And this serve as a painting, this
serves as a walk in heaven. You walk along the lawn with all the scatter cherry blossom petals;
it's a sight in itself. It's just like walking in a carpet like this, you see. And that is nature, you don't
have to go far to look for nature. Right in my doorstep you see nature. Nothing against people
going to conquer Himalayas, climb the rocks and they up their physical challenge. For them
that's the only way to see nature and find nature but for me just walking along Marine Drive
walking on a carpet lawn with a scatter of cherry blossom petals, scatter along the lawn. It is as
close to nature as ever. It's very poetic, very poetic.
Nature for Tse represents something quite different from a physical challenge; it represents beauty, but

in the tiny details.

Cronon would, no doubt, be very pleased to hear Tse’s words, as Cronon writes that his “principal
objection to wilderness is that it may teach us to be dismissive or even contemptuous of...humble places
and experiences...wilderness tends to privilege some parts of nature at the expense of others.” (p. 86)
Tse expresses an appreciation of humble pIacés and experiences and finds no need to tackle nature
through physical challenge when he can find beauty walking among cherry blossoms in city streets. Tse,
however, does not rank environmental concems particularly highly, although he enjoys gardening and
working the earth with his hands. His art and his own personal philosophies are of utmost importance to

him in living his life.

Apologising for not participating
A number of participants literally apologised to me for their lack of interest in hiking and wilderness

exploration. It was clear that they felt that hiking and camping were important pursuits from the
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perspective of a Canadian (namely the interviewer in this case); they wanted to be able to say that they
engaged in such activities. When | asked Yiu, a journalist from Hong Kong, if he went hiking, he
responded:

No, I'd love to try it but up till now | haven't started it. But another thing is also my worry about my

health because | don't know I'm a person who cannot stand cold....| can wear a linen suit under

the sun for half an hour without sweating in Hong Kong. Well, that is a good thing. But in Canada

| cannot stand the cold. So my worry is that the weather in such an outdoor environment for half

a day or a day | wouldn't be able to stand it. | haven't tried it but yeah. | really love to try because

| think that is the best way to appreciate, to enjoy Canada. Oh and plus the other reason is I've

got too much work to do.
In Yiu's brief discussion of hiking, he raises a number of points. Firstly, he feels that hiking would be the
best way to appreciate Canada; what follows, however, indicates that it would be far from his own sense
of a desirable way to enjoy the country. Secondly, although he says that he would love to do it, he
makes a number of excuses for his inability to do so, including his concern that he wouldn't be able to
stand the cold and the fact that he has too much work to do. Clearly, he has never tried (nor does he
ever really intend to try) hiking, but he wants me to know that he is aware of the significance of doing so.

Yiu has recognised the significance of outdoor pursuits in the cultural discourse of Canadians conceming

wilderness, but has not intemalised those desires.

When | asked Stefanie Yuen, a food critic, .if she enjoyed being outdoors, she answered, “Yes and no. |
would actually love to, | would....I love flowers and | have a lot of house plants, but because of my
allergies in the summertime, that becomes a perfect excuse not to do the lawn or anything, but I love
them. | do a lot of walking around gardens with my mother and my sister.” Like Yiu, Yuen expressed an
appreciation of nature (defined here as house plants and gardens), but a lack of time (and perhaps
interest) in spending much time outdoors. Similarly, other interviewees ackhowledged that they were not

outdoors people, but they were quick to state their appreciation of nature.
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Simon Johnston_, who initially feared, and felt insignificant in the face of, Canadian wilderness, recalled how

~ he began to enjoy being outdoors after many years in Canada. He joined a hiking club and began fishing
and goiﬁg on excursions. This struck me as an enormous leap, from fearing wilderness to purposefully going
out to explore it, so | asked him what it was that caused him to be drawn in by wilderness, rather than
repelled by it.. To this, he answered, “l don't know, | think that's a réally good question. | think | just wanted to
be a part of it. If you want to understand something that is so overwhelming and touching you to such a great
degree, | think you want to get to know it better. So | think it was a way of trying to find a way to control it,
maybe. If you walked it you could somehow control it. If you fished it, you could somehow get something out
of it.” Johnston, in his relatively short time in Canada, may have taken on the mentality that Tzang described
as belonging to the Western tradition — the desire to control, conquer, and tame nature. Johnston’s desire for
control, however, may relate more closely to taming and controlling his fears than taming nature itself, but
this may also have been the driving force for the ‘true’ American cowboys before the end of the frontier.
When Johnston mentioned that he ‘wanted to be a part of it’;, perhaps what he wanted was to be part of the

- ‘Canadian experience’ rather than nature itself.

Two interviewees, Arthur Lo and Wilma Leung, a husband and wife team who build *healthy homes’ in
Vancouver, were avid outdoor enthusiasts when they lived in Hong Kong. Leung was an excursion
leader for a local hiking club, planning trips into the countryside and mountains once or twice a month.
According to Lo and Leung, only a tiny percentage (less than a tenth of a percent) of Hong Kong
residents might choose to go hiking around the city. This number would appear to be representative of
most interviewees, who showed a definitive lack of interest in outdoor physical pursuits. Interviewees
would suggest that humans, on a symbolic level, were part of nature, yet pérsonally they remained

physically separate from it. An appreciation of nature, however, for study participants did not require a -
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physical confrontation with nature or wilderness, but rather a quieter contemplation of its beauty and an

; exploration of the way.
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Chapter Seven

Discussion

Research from the 1950s through to late 1970s tends to essentialise study groups, suggesting that
people from the same geographical area will conceptualise and respond to stimuli in the same way (e.g.
Banfield, 1958). Such studies have been discounted in recent years for their inability to address diversity
and cultural variation within national or regional boundaries. Similarly, the definition of wildemess that is
assumed to hold across the North American and, to a large extent, the European ‘West’ ignores
differences among humans and the complex cultural, social énd historical reasons why different people

feel differently about wilderness.

Concern over wilderness and wilderness preservation has been an emphasis of North American activism
and politics for over a century. The ideas about wilderness that fuel such protectionist ideas centre
~around the notion that wilderness is a place where there are no humans or where their influence can be
litle felt. This definition, although seemingly petvasive, does not account for the way in which the
concept of wildermness has been constructed and how its value has been created as a result of distinctly
North American imperatives, namely the sublime and the frontier. Each of the chapters in this thesis has
been set out to explore the influences and shared sets of understandings of wildemess among Chinese

Canadian immigrants.

As Cronon notes, there is nothing inherently dangerous about the notion of wilderness. Instead, focusing
on wilderness above other areas as the locus of environmental concern posits humans entirely outside
the natural, making all that humans do or touch inherently un-wild and undesirable. It allows humans to

evade responsibility for the less grand areas that are also deserving of human consideration and does
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not allow for an appreciation of thé wild in more humble places, such as in urban or rural environments.
In this study, | have attempted to examine two basic premises of Cronon’s argument. Firstly, if the
sublime and the frontier are at the root of our current environmental consciousness, then how do
Chinese Canadian immigrants, who have not been exposed to such movements, perceive of wilderness
and nature, particularly in the North American context? Secondly, if thé traditions and history of Chinese
immigrants emphasises an appreciation of the wild and nature in more humble places, does this lead to

a greater appreciation of and/or attachment to nature?

For many Chinese Canadian immigrants, who have taken on a new language since their arrival in
Canada, wilderness meant something entirely different in China than it does in Canada. As they
reflected on the views they held of wilderness before immigrating to Canada, interviewees suggested
that wilderness held associations of barrenness, punishment, and desolation on the one hand and
thoughts of parks and manicured vistas on the other. After their arrival in Canada, many informants
expressed wilderness in the commonly-held North American designation — far away, trees, no people, no
garbage. Few interviewees, however, took on the romantic notions of wilderness, suvch as purity, |
escape, and spirituality, that seem to be pervasive through Western discourses on the subject.
Language and meéaning can change within a lifetime, but the aesthetic and spiritual manifestations of
wilderness are much less likely to conform to Westemn thought so that efforts to protect wildemess for its

‘inherent’ worth are meaningless to many immigrants, both newly arrived and long-term residents.

Tradition, particularly Confucianism and Taoism, and history, most recently Communism, have had
significant influences on current Chinese thought. While both traditions remain central to the ideologies
of many interviewees, Taoism has had a more immediately apparent impact on Chinese Canadian

immigrant perception of wilderness than has Confucianism. Taoism recognises the human relationship
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with nature as inherently harmohious —humans, the earth, and the heavens are equally important and
influential. Such traditions of harmony and human integration with the natural world do not, however,
seem to have manifested themselves as heightened environmental consciousness. More recently still in
China has been the influence of Communism on the human relationship with nature. Chairman Mao
advocated controlling nature for human use. Interviewees who were sent to China’s ‘Great Northern

~ Wilderness' to be re-educated by peasants leamed to associate wildemness and time in nature with
punishment. While Taoism, Confucianism, and Maoism have each had significant influences on the
sensibilities of interviewees, there was no apparent correlation between their interest in nature and

wilderness and their political or philosophical beliefs.

Physical space, in addition to language and tradition, has also had significant impact on Chinese
Canadian immigrant perceptions of wilderness. Interviewees who immigrated from urban environments
tended to experience greater fear, uncertainty, and unease in the face of open spaces or wilderness
areas. Immigrants from rural areas had a greater level of comfort in parks and rural settings in Canada
and were more likely to engage with nature as a matter of course. These results may hold quite well
across non-Chinese immigrants and/or first-, second-, and third-generation Canadians - an interesting

avenue for further research.

What, then, is the Chinese Canadian immigrant attachment to physical place, in terms of interest in
spending time out-of-doors, in vast landscapes? Chinese Canadian immigrants studied here were far
less likely to embrace an interest in outdoor pursuits. Family outings were distinctly urban and few
interviewees purported to be interested in hiking, although they recognised that it would be a good way
to explore Canada and, perhaps, even become ‘more’ Canadian. In a recent study, reported on CBC

radio, fifty-two percent of all Canadians spend their holiday time in the outdoors, camping, hiking,
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canoeing, or otherwise. This number would likely be distinctly lower amongst these interviewees who
have not come to associate wilderness and parks with recreation and physical challenge. What may
also be true is that the Chinese Canadians surveyed in the study implicitly recognised wilderness ideas

as essential attributes of being “Canadian’”.

Based on this study, there is little evidence to suggest that Chinese Canadian immigrants have been
strongly influenced by movements approximating the sublime and the frontier. Instead, their
consciousness has been influenced by language, tradition, and space. The meaning of wildemess in
China does not carry with it notions of the sublime (i.e. the mystical in nature) or the frontier (i.e. the
sense of physical challenge and adventure). Instead, notions of wilderess include such ideas as
barren, undeveloped, non-arable land, and governmental punishment. Perceptions of nature are
influenced by Confucianism and Taoism (both of which support harmonious relationships between
humans, the earth, and the heavens), as well as Maoism, which has promoted the idea that humans can
conquer natﬁre. As immigrants adapt to life in Canada, they adapt also the language of wilderness as a
locus of spiritual enlightenment and physical challenge. Although interviewees recognised and reflected
on Canadian connotations of wilderness, they were unlikely to embrace the notions of hiking, camping,
or communing with nature. Nature could be found in small, intimate places and did not need to be
sought out through vigorous outdoor pursuits. While Cronon advocates such an appreciation of the
humble places in nature, such an appreciation of the wild may not Ieéd to a more sustainable human

place in nature.

Areas for further study
There is a great deal of room for further study in this area. As a relatively new means of approaching

multiculturalism and multiple meanings, there are many questions that remain unanswered. For
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example, what are the perceptions of non-urban Chinese Canadian immigrants towards wilderness and
nature in British Columbia? | selected a study group that was homogenous in one sense - they were
from the Lower Mainland of British Columbia. If I had selected rural-dwelling Chinese Canadiah
immigrants, how might my findings have varied? Another question that arises is how do the views of
non-immigrants (i.e. first-, second-, or third-generation Canadians) vary in their interpretation and
understanding of wilderness and the human place in nature? Also, what are the influences on

perception of non-Chinese immigrants who move to Canada?

Implications of research

There are many limits to our current understandings of human-land relationships. In order to fully
comprehend the extent of such relationships, it is necessary to clarify how people see and speak about
landscape (Basso, 1996). In this study, | have examined not only what wilderness means to new
Chinese Canadian immigrants, but how they talk about wilderness and how they place themselves within
natural landscapes. It has become evident that how people define wildemess does not necessarily
correspond to their own personal interest in natural landscapes. There is no one common understanding
of wilderness in a multi-societal nation, such as Canada. Meanings change and adapt, but physical and
spiritual attachment is much less likely to become central to the discourse of Chinese Canadian

immigrants, be they from mainland China, Hong Kong, or Taiwan.

The implications of this study are multiple, as are the areas for further study. From a political
perspective, this study suggests that greater research is needed to understand the influences of tradition
and space on the language and meaning of immigrant groups. For Chinese Canadian immigrants, who,
along with first-, second-, third-, and fourth-generation Chinese Canadians, make up a significant

proportion of the population of the Lower Mainland, this study suggests that environmental policy,
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particularly that concerning wilderness preservation” will not only be little understood, but may have little -
relevance. At the very least, policies designed to protect wilderness or to address other areas of
environmental concern are likely to result in misunderstandings and feelings of marginalisation and
alienation among immigrants. Consider the example of tree cutting in Vancouver, where arguments that
may have originated in cross-cultural misunderstandings led to allegations of racism. A more

appropriate approach would have been to examine why such differences in perception and attachment to
nature exist. Similarly, environmental policy concerning wildemness preservation may not be meaningful
or relevant to new immigrants whose understanding of wilderness is limited or non-transferable to the
Canadian context. Canada is a nation of immigrants. Studies that examine the muttiplicity of views and
perceptions that exist in such a society are crucial both to effective intercultural understanding and to

getting to the roots of wilderness.

7 For a discussion of wilderness and sustainability policy in British Columbia, see Cashore et al. (2001).
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Appendix B

Sample Interview Questions
* How long have you lived in Canada?
= Where did you move to Canada from?

= Tell me about where you lived in China/Taiwan/Hong Kong.
What was the climate like?

Were there a lot of people?

Was it rural or urban?

Where did you spend most of your time?

What do you remember about the landscape?

Do you remember spending time outdoors?

* |f so, where did you go?

= What did you do there?

= Did you go alone or with others?

= Was there wilderness in your home country?
= What was it like?
= What do you think of when you think of wildemess there?

= Tell me what it was like to move to Canada.
= What were some of the things that surprised you when you arrived?

= Tell me how the landscape here differs from the landscape of X.
* How has the Canadian landscape influenced your work?

* Do you think that there is an ‘ideal’ natural environment?
» |f so, whatis it?
= What makes it ideal?

» Do you think that there is such thing as an ‘un-natural’ environment?
* |f so, whatis it?
= If not, why not?

= What words come to your mind when | say ‘wilderness’?
» What is wilderness?
»  What is wild/non-wild?
* |sitimportant? Why/not?

= What are your thoughts on conservation and/or preservation?

= What do you think the appropriate role for humans is in the natural world?




