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Some Thoughts on Régional Developement and the Canadian North in the

Work of Richard F. Salisbury

Colin Scott
McGill University

| enrolled at McGill for graduate studies in
anthropology in 1976, drawn mainly by the work of
Dick Salisbury and his students at the Programme in
the Anthropology of Development on issues con-
fronting the James Bay Créé. The James Bay and
Northern Quebec Agreement, the first compréhen-
sive settlement of a modem aboriginal claim in
Canada, had recently been concluded. | had gained
some limited expérience with indigenous communi-
ties in northern Saskatchewan and southern Vene-
zuela, and was interested in how hunting societies
could oppose the deleterious effects of metropolitan
development. An anti-development rhetoric that
combined éléments of Indian rights activism, neo-
Marxism, and environmentalism had already
strongly shaped my outlook.

As Dick let me know in our very first conversa-
tion, he thought that my view of the politics of
development was overly polarized. He insisted that
although development meant different things to
different social actors, the différences were not as
irreconcilable as | imagined. He pointed out that
northern native people wanted many of the things
valued in EuroCanadian culture, but on terms that
would allow continuity of their own traditions.
Development was not a zero-sum compétition for a
limited good; there were ways for ail parties to corne
out winners.

| thought Dick's view of the world was too
optimistic, assumed too much liberal decency on the
part of social actors; and | certainly let him know. If
this ever taxed his patience, he never lost his hu-
mour. He was adept at seizing the right opportunity
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to inject an unsettling comment, question, orfact that
as often as not left me with the feeling that he was the
realist, not I.

Human values were incontestably the heart of
Dick's enterprise. In seminars, he defined develop-
ment as social change that enhanced the circum-
stances of life from the viewpoint of the local partici-
pants. Development, furthermore, must improve
participants' ability to control those circumstances,
and must respect participants' wishes for continuity
as well as innovation. Decision-making, he wrote,
"should be ideally in the hands of the people affected
by the decision, but in practice be decentralized to as
low a level in any organization as possible

(1972a:5)."
On strategy, Dick's position was clear. "con-
frontation doesn't get you anywhere" — words

heard more than once as we discussed current events
in Indian politics. His approach was transactional,
that each party be able to formulate its position in the
best possible knowledge of the perceptions and
expectations of others, and that out of such transac-
tions the structure of future relationships could be
influenced for the better (1977a, 1979b). This, he felt,
could resuit in development without jeopardy to the
autonomy of any party to the process. He expected
that people could be convinced to take the interests
of others into account, in their own long-term inter-
est. Of the James Bay case, he wrote:

The challenge to the anthropologist — con-
cerned with cultural and sub-group différ-
ences, was one of showingwhat were the differ-
ent pay-offs to different sub-groups, of a solu-



tion that was acceptable to ail. Some parties

may not have obtained the maximum that they

might have obtained from a purely self-centred

strategy, but that would have been at the ex-
pense of other sub-groups and, we would ar-

gue, also to their own long-term disadvantage,

as they would héve alienated the parties whom

they would have "oppressed”. Over the long

term, there would have been major strife in the

area" (1983a:17).
To show how ail parties could benefit from a non-
antagonistic transaction of their own interests in
relation to others — this was the professional as well
as the ethical standard that Dick preferred.

Anthropologists seeking change needed to di-
rect their attention simultaneously to micro- and
macro-levels in the development process. A major
finding of contemporary anthropology, Dick felt,
was that understanding and changing any social
situation "requires a knowledge not only of the
internai dynamics of the situation but also of the
nature of the macrosystem which provides parame-
ters for the situation (1976:257)." Anthropological
theory should pay spécial attention, he argued, to
"how local level changes can produce national level
conséquences (ibid:263)."

Dick's perspective on development in northern
Canada was intimately related to his expérience in
third world contexts. In the decolonizing world, he
observed (1979a), independence had resulted in
some positive benefits: better terms negotiated be-
tween new national governments and foreign busi-
ness; boosts to local économies and human skills as
nation-state bureaucracies and infrastructures were
developed; and increased GNP's. But there were
also some négative features of social change that
afflict the third world that Dick believed we might
avoid in northern Canada: the création of white
collar elites in the midst of populations of underem-
ployed poor; the accelerated flow of people to better-
serviced centres; and the weakening of the existing
food-producing economy.!

The key to realizing the benefits while avoiding
the négative features would be the development of
effective, decentralized, représentative
government(s) in the North, having the power to
provide real solutions to northern problems —
which meant control over natural resource use that
provinces have (ibid). Development in the Canadian
north would necessarily involve some large, local-
ized industrial projects that were non-labour inten-
sive. These could not directly provide a basis for the
économie development of indigenous communities.
But investment funds and revenues generated by
large projects could and should contribute to offset-
ting ecological effects, and providing services for the

dispersed food-production System in northern ré-
gions. Negotiations and coopération between north-
ern governments and industries, investors and tech-
nologists would enable the service economy to ex-
pand its base beyond that provided by the subsis-
tence economy; while the decisions of a local govern-
ment with wide local support would provide condi-
tions of predictability for industry (ibid). Modem
services, controlled by régional northern govern-
ments, were reasonable exchange for Canada's claim
to exist from sea to sea (Salisbury 1986b:517), and for
economie benefits from large-scale development
projects that northern régional populations could
not undertake independently.

Northern natives' desire for modem services
and transfers, on terms that would permit them to
adapt their économies over time and in their own
way, was crucial in finding "solutions acceptable to
ail" to crises provoked by industrial development
projects. Dick was critical of research that he felt
ignored this middle ground:

The picture of a land-based native economy op-
posing an industrial economy that Berger
paints is simplistic and would héave been
helped by a more quantitative treatment, in-
cluding transfers and services (1977b:15).

A social science analysis, Dick held, would be less
black-and-white (although he acknowledged that
black-and-white could be effective at conveying a
political message to the public, advocating particu-
lar policies, or developing a strong court case).
These general views were of course shaped by
Dick's particular involvement in research and rec-
ommendations regarding hydroelectric develop-
ment atlames Bay in the early 1970's. TheJames Bay
and Northern Quebec Agreement (JBNQA) in 1975
represented, to Dick, a major experiment in decen-
tralized régional development (1983c). Local people
would need to be in charge of providing services to
their communities, of maintaining the conditions for
land-based production, and of creating a productive
modem sector. Direct negotiation with native politi-
cal organizations would precipitate the corporate
entities and bureaucratie arrangements needed for
the task, and develop the necessary skills. The
required financial and advisory support would flow
as compensation and as legal commitments under-
taken by external business and government (1979b).
Dick's évaluation was that the JBNQA was in
fact a success in many important respects. While he
was disturbed that social and ecological impacts
tended to get inadéquate considération before hydro
development decisions were taken on purely techni-
cal or financial grounds, the JBNQA did show, he
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felt, that the social costs and benefits of development
can be balanced via negotiation (1980). "Limited
good"”, "zero-sum" thinking was largely circum-
vented, and positive changes in Créé society brought
about, thanks to the presence of corporate bodies or
"structures" (initially, the provincial Indians of
Quebec Association; later, the régional Grand Coun-
cil of the Créés of Quebec) that served as vehicles for
shaping a "common interest" out of the crisis of
hydro-electric development. The existence of struc-
tures permitted action to be taken, court cases to be
initiated, research to be conducted, communities to
be consulted, and a consensus to be expressed to
outsiders. In due course, a variety of corporate
arrangements emerged that were seen to be both
"legitimate” Créé entities, and effective in admini-
stering the rights and benefits secured in negotia-
tions (1983e).

The development of these arrangements was
the subject of Dick's last book, A Homelandfor the Créé
(1986a). Here he argued that changes to Créé society
between 1971 and 1981 were an "emergent out-
growth from their preexisting society and culture
(ibid:vii)", and that the development of a régional
Créé society was a process in which Créé had acted
as architects, and not merely in reaction to external
forces. Factors both internai and external had made
this possible: the good will of Quebec and Canadian
governments to decentralize governmental powers
to a région; the Créé consciousness of régional unity
provoked by the crisis of hydroelectric develop-
ment; the availability of local personnel to operate
emergent structures; a régime of services and trans-
fers that made possible the maintenance of a viable
local subsistence economy, as well as growth in ad-
ministration and services; and predictability of re-
sources and programs enunciated in legal, imple-
mentable terms enshrined in the JBNQA.

Dick believed that anthropologists had helped
to put local native people on a more equal footing
with government bureaucracy and industry in nego-
tiating development, but not by advocating the in-
terests of one side only. As "sociétal ombudsmen"
(Salisbury 1976) we had to promote both sides'
compréhension of the other's perception of develop-
ment, of the social and ecological effects of develop-
ment, and of possible courses of action. Dick be-
lieved that we could not perform this function effi-
ciently if we became committed to one side only:

I am convinced that when an anthropologist
commits himself to one side only, he nullifies
many of the benefits that his professional train-
ing could give to that side. He is not able to
retain any confidence from the other side and so
is unlikely to make an accurate analysis of that
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side's point of view, while any analysis he
makes of his own side's point of view is un-
likely to carry weight with the other side
(ibid:257).

To an important degree, Dick felt that Créé had corne
to share these research values, noting their express
appréciation of complété and honest research —
even if findings were sometimes initially unpalat-
able — as essential to sound decision-making
(1986a).

The "professional ethic of scientific impartiality
and openness (1976:260)" was questioned by those
of Dick's colleagues who believed that the realpolitik
of development situations often required strategie
use of information, in line with the objectives of
activist advocacy. But both the integrity of Dick's
approach, and its pragmatic value, have remained
extremely persuasive.

So far as | am aware, Dick did not waver in his
optimism for reasonable and decent outcomes
among parties who, despite conflicting goals or
inaccurate stéréotypés of each other, were generally
well-meaning. It was the kind of world he wanted;
and it was, therefore, life as he himself transacted it.

Notes

1 Salisbury et al (1972a) included some of the first
systematic research demonstrating the continued crucial
importance of the subsistence economy, while also show-
ing that population growth, absent important growth in
wage employment opportunities through development,
would have led to économie crisis within the decade.
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