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Mi’kmaw Women and 
St. Francis Xavier University’s 
Micmac Community Development Program,
1958-1970

MARTHA WALLS

Entre 1958 et 1970, l’Extension de l’enseignement de la St.  Francis Xavier
University a géré le Micmac Community Development Program (MCDP), qui visait
à offrir des programmes de développement économique et d’éducation des adultes
aux communautés mi’kmaq. Le MCDP jouait un rôle complexe dans la vie des
femmes mi’kmaq. Par son acceptation de visions racialisées des femmes mi’kmaq,
son insistance sur la domesticité féminine et sa volonté de surveiller les familles
mi’kmaq, il servait les objectifs sexistes et assimilateurs de l’État fédéral.
Cependant, ses projets de développement communautaire et sa rhétorique centrée
sur les droits ont aussi donné à certaines femmes mi’kmaq la possibilité de remettre
en question l’héritage d’un colonialisme qui avait pour effet d’isoler et de réduire
au silence.

Between 1958 and 1970 the St. Francis Xavier Extension Department operated the
Micmac Community Development Program (MCDP), which aimed to bring
economic development and adult education programs to Mi’kmaw communities. The
MCDP had a complicated place in the lives of Mi’kmaw women. In its acceptance
of racialized visions of Mi’kmaw women, its emphasis on feminine domesticity, and
in its willingness to monitor Mi’kmaw families, the MCDP served the gendered and
assimilative agenda of the federal state. However, its community development
projects and rights-centred rhetoric also provided some Mi’kmaw women
opportunities to challenge a legacy of isolating and silencing colonialism.

BETWEEN 1958 AND 1970, THE ST. FRANCIS XAVIER (ST. FX) Extension
Department implemented the Micmac Community Development Program (MCDP)
in northeastern Nova Scotian Mi’kmaw communities. It aimed to foster economic
development through adult education and grassroots self-help. Its identification of
males as the driving forces of economic improvement meant that the MCDP was
founded with the primary intent of engaging Mi’kmaw men. However, when men’s
participation unexpectedly fell short, the Extension Department welcomed
Mi’kmaw women as participants in community development initiatives. These
women came to occupy an important, complex, and at times contradictory place in
this program. To a significant extent, the MCDP functioned as an extension of the
colonial state as it perpetuated mid-20th century assumptions about Indigenous
people, particularly Indigenous women, and facilitated state interventions in the
lives of Mi’kmaw women and their families. However, by giving Mi’kmaw women
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opportunities for collective organizing, by encouraging their public activities, and by
placing them in the public limelight as spokespersons for their communities, the
MCDP contravened its own colonial perspective and agenda. Through it, Mi’kmaw
women found strategies to undercut a colonialist legacy that had long served to
isolate and silence them.

The Micmac Community Development Program was modeled on St. Francis
Xavier University’s Antigonish Movement. With the goal of alleviating the poverty
that faced rural fishing villages that had been blindsided by the rise of industrial
capitalism, St. FX faculty, many of whom were Roman Catholic clergy, in 1928
founded the university’s Extension Department under the directorship of Fr. Moses
Coady. Armed with a “you can do it” attitude, Extension Department staff preached
a message of community empowerment – encouraging rural Nova Scotians to
organize themselves to mediate the economic difficulties they faced. Through
programs of adult education as well as the establishment of credit unions, consumer
co-operatives, producer co-operatives, and co-operative wholesaling, the Antigonish
Movement brought economic relief to tens of thousands of people in struggling rural
communities.1
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1 At its peak in 1935, the Antigonish Movement boasted 940 study clubs featuring 10,650
participants. See Santo Dodaro and Leonard Pluta, The Big Picture: The Antigonish Movement of
Eastern Nova Scotia (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2012), 89. The
Antigonish Movement has been the subject of considerable academic scrutiny, with most studies
focused on its founders and its work until the Second World War. For Moses Coady’s own view
of the movement, see M.M. Coady, Masters of Their Own Destiny: The Story of the Antigonish
Movement of Adult Education through Economic Cooperation (New York: Harper, 1939) and
Alexander F. Laidlaw, The Man from Margaree: Writings and Speeches of M.M. Coady,
Educator/Reformer/Priest (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1971). For a fieldworker’s account
of the Antigonish Movement, see Ida Delaney, By Their Own Hands: A Fieldworker’s Account of
the Antigonish Movement (Hantsport: Lancelot Press, 1985). Other accounts of the Antigonish
Movement include Dodaro and Pluta, Big Picture; Mark G. McGowan, “The People’s University
of the Air: St. Francis Xavier University Extension, Social Christianity, and the Creation of
CJFX,” Acadiensis, XLI, no. 1 (Winter/Spring, 2012): 5-20; Anne Alexander, The Antigonish
Movement: Moses Coady and Adult Education Today (Toronto: Thompson Educational
Publishing, 1997); Rusty Neal, Brotherhood Economics: Women and Co-operatives in Nova
Scotia (Sydney: University College of Cape Breton Press, 1998); Boavida Coutinho, Community
Development through Adult Education and Cooperatives: The Story of the Antigonish Movement
(Rome: Borgo S. Spirito, 1966); Jim Lotz, “The Historical and Social Settings of the Antigonish
Movement,” Nova Scotia Historical Quarterly 5, no. 2 (1975): 99-116; Scott MacAuley, “The
Smokestack Leaned Toward Capitalism: An Examination of the Middle Way Program of the
Antigonish Movement,” Journal of Canadian Studies 37, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 43-68; Michael R.
Welton, Little Mosie from the Margaree: A Biography of Moses Michael Coady (Toronto:
Thompson Educational Publishing, 2001); Ian MacPherson, “Patterns in the Maritime Co-
operative Movement, 1900-1945,” Acadiensis V, no. 1 (Autumn 1975): 67-83; Leonard Pluta and
Walter Kontak, “The Social Economics of the Antigonish Movement,” Review of Social Economy
34, no. 1 (March 1976): 63-70; Jacob Remes, “In Search of ‘Saner Minds’: Bishop James
Morrison and the Origins of the Antigonish Movement,” Acadiensis XXXIX, no. 1
(Winter/Spring 2010): 58-82; R. James Sacouman, “The Differing Origins, Organization, and
Impact of Maritime and Prairie Cooperative Movements to 1940,” in Underdevelopment and
Social Movements in Atlantic Canada, ed. Robert J. Brym and R. James Sacouman (Toronto: New
Hogtown Press, 1979); and R. James Sacouman, “Underdevelopment and the Structural Origins
of the Antigonish Movement Co-operatives in Eastern Nova Scotia,” Acadiensis VII, no. 1

00976-03 Walls Article_Layout  2015-11-27  6:35 PM  Page 52



The Antigonish Movement, though, belonged to people of European descent.
Moses Coady’s own 1939 account of the movement, Masters of their Own Destiny:
The Story of the Antigonish Movement of Adult Education Through Economic
Cooperation, explicitly identified the “the people” of the movement as Nova
Scotia’s Scottish, Irish, and the French “pioneers” whose “common problems and
difficulties . . . [have] tended to fuse them so that they are now Canadians first and
Scottish, Irish, or French second.”2 Although boasting a principle of human equality,
the Eurocentric bias of the Antigonish Movement meant that it, like Coady’s account
of it, ignored the Mi’kmaq even though their Roman Catholicism, impoverishment,
and location in rural northeastern Nova Scotia very much aligned them with other
communities engaged in the movement.3

While the jurisdictional positioning of the Mi’kmaq as “Indian” wards of the
federal state might have contributed to their omission, it seems likely that racialized
ideas held by architects of the Antigonish Movement, including Coady, also
supported their exclusion. In a rare statement concerning the Mi’kmaq, Coady
articulated assumptions that aligned him with the ethnocentrism of his age while also
reflecting the tendency, before the “left turn” of the post-Second World War era, to
blame Indigenous people’s economic struggles on “Native values” that were regarded
as being both anathematic to progress and unalterable.4 Seeking to understand the
cause of the economic malaise affecting the region in 1935, Coady asserted that a
general “lack of education and consequent inactivity and lethargy of the people”
undermined the region’s prosperity. As he continued, Coady specifically criticized the
Mi’kmaq: “I agree that fundamentally economic causes are responsible for a lot of
things, but forty million MicMacs in the British Isles . . . would not have resulted in
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(Autumn 1977). The movement and cooperatives have also been the subject of graduate
scholarship. See, for example, Daniel W. MacInnes, “Clerics, Fishermen, Farmers and Workers:
The Antigonish Movement and Identity in Eastern Nova Scotia, 1928-1939” (PhD diss.,
McMaster University, 1978); E.M. Sowder, “The Present Status of the Antigonish Movement in
Nova Scotia” (PhD diss., George Peabody College for Teachers, 1967); and Stephen Dutcher,
“‘Big business for the people’: Co-operative Wholesaling in the Maritime Provinces, 1934-1965”
(PhD diss., University of New Brunswick, 2001).

2 Coady, Masters of their Own Destiny, 4; Welton, Little Mosie from the Margaree, 200. Michael
R. Welton suggests that Coady overstated the unity of the Antigonish Movement, noting that
ethnic tensions existed within the movement as Acadians felt slighted by the St. FX “centre of
Highland Scottish culture and power.” Coady may have been willing to count the “French” among
his “people,” but he was also clear that Acadians’ capacity to shed their Francophone traits was
what made them appropriate participants. Illustrating potential grounds for such acrimony is
Coady’s 1952 assurance that while the Acadians “are not Anglo-Saxon . . . I can assure you that
they have picked up wisdom from this work which I think justifies me saying that they have been
Caledonized.” See Welton, Little Mosie from the Margaree, 200.

3 On the ethnocentrism of the Antigonish Movement, see Rusty Neal, “Brotherhood Economics:
Women’s Labour and the Development of Co-operatives in Nova Scotia, 1906-1944” (PhD diss.,
University of Toronto, 1995), 11, and M.R. Welton, “Decoding Coady: Masters of Their Own
Destiny under Critical Scrutiny,” Studies in Continuing Education 25, no. 1 (May 2003): 80.

4 Joan Sangster, “Aboriginal Women and Work across the 49th Parallel: Historical Antecedents and
New Challenges,” in Indigenous Women and Work: From Labor to Activism, ed. Carol Williams
(Chicago: University of Illinois, 2012), 29.
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much of a civilization.”5 Coady appears to have believed that the Mi’kmaq, as a
people, were fundamentally incapable of the “you can do it” attitude required of the
Antigonish Movement.

Only after the Second World War did the Extension Department expand its work
into Mi’kmaw communities, a redirection inspired by a number of factors. A general
softening of non-Indigenous Canadians’ attitudes toward Indigenous people seems
to have created a climate within which the Extension Department became more
inclined to work with Mi’kmaw communities. And while events of the Second
World War generated new empathy among Canadians for the plight of Indigenous
people in Canada, emerging social science theories that emphasized how malleable
environmental circumstances, not innate racial traits, were to blame for difficulties
faced by Indigenous communities began to shape public perceptions and state
policies.6 These shifting perspectives inspired the St. FX Extension Department to
turn its attention to issues facing Mi’kmaw communities.7 Also fostering interest in
Mi’kmaw communities was a crisis of purpose within the Antigonish Movement as
wartime economic growth and the post-war emergence of the welfare state undercut
the rural poverty that had been the raison d’être of the movement. The MCDP was
not the only means by which St. FX sought out new communities in need of
assistance during the late 1950s. In 1959, just as the MCDP was under way, St. FX
established the Coady International Institute to spread Antigonish Movement ideas
about adult education and community-based development to people in “developing”
areas around the globe. Newly inclined to work with non-Euro-Canadian
populations both at home and abroad, and compelled to seek out new target
communities, Extension Department staff for the first time turned their professional
attention to Mi’kmaw communities.

These communities were appropriate clients of the Extension Department.
Located within the orbit of the St. FX Extension Department, they faced staggering
levels of poverty. Moreover, their long heritage of economic malaise, occasioned by
the confinement of the Mi’kmaq to inadequate, isolated, and dwindling reserve
lands, as well as the faltering markets for Mi’kmaw handcrafts and a reduction in
Mi’kmaq access to natural resources due to increasing state interference, was
compounded in the first half of the 20th century by a series of relocations of
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5 Moses Coady to Alex Johnston, 21 January 1935, Ellen Arsenault Papers, Extension Papers, St.
Francis Xavier University Archives (STFXUA), as cited in Welton, Little Mosie from the
Margaree, 67.

6 As J.R. Miller has noted, “World War II seemed for a time to have blown Canadian Indian policy
apart as it crushed the Axis powers” and that Canadians were “seriously discomfited when, on rare
occasions, they looked at the way in which they treated the aboriginal peoples of their country.”
See J.R. Miller, Skyscrapers Hide the Heavens: A History of Indian-White Relations in Canada,
3rd ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 324. For more on the reorientation of social
science theory, see Joan Sangster, “Criminalizing the Colonized: Ontario Native Women Confront
the Criminal Justice System, 1920-60,” Canadian Historical Review 80, no. 1 (March 1999): 49.

7 St. FX University in other ways became more engaged with its Mi’kmaw neighbours in the post-
war era. In1965 the university undertook Project X, a program that saw university students tutor
children in local Mi’kmaw communities. In 1968 St. FX also hosted a two-day teach-in that
served as a powerful indictment of federal Indian policy.
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northeastern Nova Scotia Mi’kmaw communities.8 In the 1920s, two decades of
discord between residents of a Mi’kmaw reserve located on King’s Road in Sydney
and non-Indigenous Sydney residents who coveted reserve land came to an end. The
federal government, which sided with Sydney residents, was tasked with negotiating
the dispute via an Exchequer Court hearing. The Mi’kmaw community was
removed, against the wishes of many residents, from its attractive urban harbour-
side location to Membertou, a less desirable site on the outskirts of the industrial
city.9 The 1940s witnessed a wider relocation initiative as the federal government,
again using coercive tactics, “centralized” Nova Scotia’s Mi’kmaq. By the end of the
process, about half of the province’s Mi’kmaw population lived at one of the two
“modern” federal Indian reserves – Indian Brook, near Shubenacadie on the
mainland, and Eskasoni, on Cape Breton Island.10 While these relocations were
nominally intended to improve the financial situations of Mi’kmaw communities,
they only worsened the conditions of the many relocated families who were trapped
in overcrowded communities that lacked employment opportunities, adequate
housing, natural resources, and water services.

By the time that the Extension Department was seeking new outlets for its work
following the Second World War, Mi’kmaw communities in Nova Scotia were in
dire economic straits. The poverty facing Mi’kmaq living on Cape Breton
reservations at this time was recounted in meetings of a special joint committee that
investigated Indian Affairs between 1959 and 1961. In 1960, a report from Chapel
Island informed this committee that “our Reserve for the past two years has
witnessed serious unemployment and destitution” while the community at
Wagmatcook lamented that many families were “living in shacks unfit for human
habitation.” The band council at Eskasoni, one of the communities transformed by
centralization in the 1940s, emphasized “incomes are very low and inadequate to
meet living requirements.” 11 Centralization’s negative ramifications continued to be
felt at Eskasoni, and six years later, in 1966, a report of the Community Planning
and Improvement Committee of the Eskasoni Band Council stated:
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8 For more on these struggles of Mi’kmaw communities, see William Wicken, The Colonization of
Mi’kmaw Memory and History, 1794-1928: The King v. Gabriel Sylliboy (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2012); Andrew Parnaby, “The Cultural Economy of Survival: The Mi’kmaq of
Cape Breton in the Mid-19th Century,” Labour/Le Travail 61 (Spring 2008): 69-98; and Daniel
Paul, First Nations History: We Were Not the Savages (Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2006).

9 A federal exchequer court held hearings regarding the relocation of the King’s Road reserve in
September of 1915 and heard testimony from advocates of relocation as well as opponents to the
plan, including some Mi’kmaq living at King’s Road. For more on the King’s Road Reserve
relocation, see Wicken, Colonization of Mi’kmaw Memory and History, 202-28.

10 The goal of centralization was to improve Indian Affairs’ administrative efficiency in Nova Scotia
and, ostensibly, to improve Mi’kmaq standards of living. In October of 1947, the Globe and Mail
described centralization as a “New Deal to End Squalor.” See “Indians in NS Given New Deal to
End Squalor,” Globe and Mail, 8 October 1947. For more on the centralization program in Nova
Scotia and on Mi’kmaw resistance to it, see Lisa Lynne Patterson, “Indian Affairs and the Nova
Scotia Centralization Policy” (MA thesis, Dalhousie University, 1985) and Martha Elizabeth
Walls, No Need of a Chief for this Band: The Maritime Mi’kmaq and Federal Electoral
Legislation, 1899-1951 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2010), 105-8.

11 Canada, Joint Committee of the Senate and House of Commons on Indian Affairs, Minutes and
Proceedings of Evidence No. 5, 19 May 1960, pp. 430-3.
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A depressing lag has developed in employment opportunities for the
“stay-at-home,” centralized adults. . . . What was once a
comparatively self-supporting community of 125 people or 25
families has, during the past 20 years increased to small town
proportions, with a present population of 1200 distributed among
225 families.12

It was within this context of economic malaise that the Membertou band council in
1957 sent a request to the St. FX Extension Department for assistance in “outlining
and promoting a study program for the reserve” at Membertou, a community that,
even three decades after its relocation from King’s Road, lacked basic water and
sewerage services.13 Federal officials, some of whom were advocating a community
development model of Indian reserve administration, also offered words of support;
but to the chagrin of the Extension Department they stopped short of funding the
initiative, which was christened the MCDP.14

Borrowing from the playbook of the Antigonish Movement, the MCDP initially
featured two components: annual residential short courses held at Margaree
exclusively for Mi’kmaw delegates on the western side of Cape Breton Island and a
series of on-reserve community development initiatives, including adult education and
economic development projects.15 In 1964, Ottawa assumed the cost of administering
the MCDP. This move, which followed intense lobbying by the Extension Department,
coincided with the creation of a short-lived and controversial Community
Development program by the Indian Affairs Branch (IAB), the federal agency
responsible for overseeing Canadian “Indian” policy.16 With this partnership in place,
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12 The Community Planning and Improvement Committee to R.F. Battle, Deputy Minister, Indian
Affairs Branch, 31 May 1966, RG30-3/33/1520, STFXUA.

13 Membertou Reserve, 1959, RG 30-3/33/25, STFXUA.
14 By the 1950s, a young cohort in the Indian Affairs Branch were calling for the implementation of

a community development model of reserve administration, believing that this approach would
improve “Indian self-sufficiency,” reduce federal expenditures, and integrate more closely
Indigenous populations with emerging provincial social services. In June of 1960, the Special
Joint Committee on Indian Affairs (1959-61) heard R.S. Staples, the president of the Co-operative
Union of Canada, and Alexander Laidlaw, secretary of the Cooperative Union and a one-time
head of the St. FX Extension Department, testify that the “solution to the Indian problem” was to
be found in cooperative ventures. See Canada, Joint Committee of the Senate and House of
Commons Minutes and Proceedings of Evidence, No. 9, 2 June 1960.

15 A 1961 “Report of Short Course for Indians” noted: “Margaree, the picturesque center of tourist
and sportsman attractions was chosen as the locale of this short course because . . . the atmosphere
of Margaree, a quiet widespread country community is not too different from that of the
Reservations. And, in location, Margaree is just far enough removed from the Reserves to
discourage home visiting which would result in divided attention.” See Report of Short Course for
Indians, RG 30-3/33/43, STFXUA.

16 The federal Community Development Program (CDP) was facilitated by the appointment after the
1963 election of Lester Pearson’s Liberals of a cadre of new IAB employees who were committed
to a community development model. Supported by a $3.5 million budget (over three years, later
extended for three additional years), the CDP was riddled with dissension. New staff, among them
IAB’s Chief of the Welfare Division Walter Rudnicki, supported the initiative, but an older cohort
of IAB staff, and especially the Indian agents who felt they were undermined by the presence on
reserves of Community Development workers, were far less enamoured with the CDP. See Byron

00976-03 Walls Article_Layout  2015-11-27  6:35 PM  Page 56



the Extension Department retained control over staffing and day-to-day operations but
accepted new accountability to the IAB in the form of regular progress reports and
meetings with IAB officials.17 An Extension Report of March 1964 explained the
autonomy and overlap of the Extension Department in the new relationship with
Ottawa, noting that while the objectives of the MCDP “correspond with aims and
practices presently promoted by Indian Affairs . . . it is not the intention of St. F. X.
Extension to duplicate the efforts of Indian Affairs’ personnel presently in the field, but
to perform a liaison and catalytic function wherever the occasion presents itself.”18 By
the end of the 1960s, four full-time and several part-time fieldworkers from the
Extension Department were at work at five Cape Breton reserves and two on the
northern Nova Scotia mainland. These fieldworkers were paid by, and regularly
reported to, the IAB.19 By this time, the Margaree short courses had fallen from favour
(the last one being held in 1963), and the MCDP, armed with the Antigonish
Movement mantra of teaching people to “help themselves,” was fixed on a loosely
defined program of on-reserve development initiatives that emphasized “Indians’
readiness to participate voluntarily in their formulation and implementation.”20

Mi’kmaw women figured prominently in the MCDP in highly gendered ways that
harkened back to the Antigonish Movement – a movement overseen by Roman
Catholic men who held deeply engrained assumptions about women’s places in
society. Ideologically conservative and imbued with Roman Catholic doctrine, the
Antigonish Movement was starkly antifeminist. As historian Rusty Neal has argued,
the Antigonish Movement’s mantra of universal equality was undermined not only by
its Eurocentrism but also by its subjugation of women.21 Women’s involvement in the
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King Plant, “The Politics of Indian Administration: A Revisionist History on Intrastate Relations
in Mid-Twentieth Century British Columbia” (PhD diss., University of Saskatchewan, 2009),
187-96. For more on the origins and work of CDP, see Hugh Shewell, “‘Bitterness behind Every
Smiling Face’: Community Development and Canada’s First Nations, 1954-68,” Canadian
Historical Review 83, no. 1 (March 2002): 58-84.

17 In 1967 a contract signed between officials in Indian Affairs, which was renamed the Department
of Indian Affairs and Northern Development (DIAND) in 1966, and the Extension Department
stipulated that meetings were to be held “at least quarterly” between MCDP workers and the
Maritime Regional Office of DIAND. It also stated that progress reports were to be submitted “at
least semi-annually” to DIAND, along with a “comprehensive annual report” at the end of each
fiscal year, at which time “an itemized account of expenditures” was also to be submitted. See
F.B. McKinnon, Regional Director of Indian Affairs (Maritimes), to Extension Department, 28
November 1967, RG 30-3/33/981-982, STFXUA.

18 Prospectus for Work with Indians by St. Francis Xavier University Extension Department, 6
March 1964, RG 30-3/33/2310, STFXUA.

19 Fieldworkers were essential to the program. Although office space was rented in Sydney, the out-of-
office work of workers was critical. A report from 1965 emphasized that “Eighty percent of total time
relative to Community Development was devoted to out of office activities in Indian communities
and/or necessary liaison with outside agencies.” See Semi-Annual report of Community Development
on Indian Reserves, 1 April-30 September 1935, RG 30-3/33/70, STFXUA.

20 In 1967, two new reserves were added to the program: Shubenacadie and Millbrook. See
unpublished paper of A.A. MacDonald, “Community Development Program: Eastern Nova Scotia
Indian Reserves, 1957-1970” (October, 1986), 5.

21 Michael Welton, in “Decoding Coady,” writes that the Antigonish Movement under Moses Coady
was “thoroughly patriarchal” (84). Similarly, Rusty Neal argues that its subordination of women,
like its perpetuation of racial inequalities, undermined the Antigonish Movement’s stated
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movement was limited to their roles as homemakers and household consumers, a
status quo that was endorsed by both male leadership and female fieldworkers.22

Mi’kmaw women’s place in the MCDP was defined in a similar way to that of non-
Indigenous women in the earlier Antigonish Movement. Depicted as poor, rural women,
Mi’kmaw women were characterized as defenders of the home and were tasked with
facilitating community economic growth by embracing middle class ideals of household
management and child rearing. The MCDP initially believed that while Mi’kmaw men
would be responsible for economic development, which was the central focus of the
program, Mi’kmaw women’s involvement would be limited to the domestic realm. The
short course programs that predominated in the MCDP’s early years saw men “debate
the major problem of employment which concerns them chiefly” while the women
discussed “their role as homemakers.”23 As with the earlier Antigonish Movement,
female MCDP fieldworkers did not openly challenge such subordinating views of
femininity.24 Neither did they openly protest the pay differential that saw them earn
$4,800 per year to their male counterparts’ annual salaries of $7,000.25 The collaboration
of the IAB beginning in 1964 affirmed the MCDP’s initial gendered predilections and
meshed with Ottawa’s long commitment to imparting to Indigenous people the gender
ideals associated with Eurocanadian society.26 Joan Sangster’s observation that Indian
Affairs’ economic undertakings in Indigenous communities “imagined male
breadwinners as the answer” and saw women’s work as “ancillary” was certainly true of
the MCDP, which downplayed Mi’kmaw women’s wage-earning potential and treated
women’s work as supplemental to men’s family wages.27

In addition to being subjected to a gender bias characteristic of the Antigonish
Movement, Mi’kmaw women involved in the MCDP were, as “Indians,” also objects
of a racialized scrutiny that secured for them a particular gendered role in the project.
The St. FX Extension Department included a number of non-Indigenous female
fieldworkers assigned to work with Mi’kmaw women. Holding positions that in some
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objective of ensuring human equality in rural Nova Scotia. See “Brotherhood Economics,” 26.
Dodaro and Pluta emphasize the consistency of women’s marginalization, noting that an
expansion of women’s roles within the Antigonish Movement during the Second World War was
short-lived and was reversed at war’s end. See Dodaro and Pluta, Big Picture, 136-7.

22 As Neal argues, those few women who dared to challenge gender roles for female Antigonish
Movement workers or community participants were classed as “exceptional” and their messages
derailed as aberrations of “normal” appropriate feminine aspirations. See Rusty Neal,
“Brotherhood Economics,” 17. For more on women’s involvement on the Antigonish Movement,
see Rusty Neal, “Mary Arnold (and Mabel Reed): Co-operative Women in Nova Scotia, 1937-39,
Acadiensis, XXVIII, no. 2 (Spring 1999): 55-70; Ida Delaney, By Their Own Hands; and Kathleen
Casey, “The Antigonish Movement: Her Story” (MA thesis, University of New Brunswick, 2001).

23 Report of Short Course for Indians, 23-27 October 1961, RG 30-3/33/48, STFXUA.
24 Rusty Neal states: “Women rarely challenged . . . the ideological direction of the movement. The

workings of the institutions of the Antigonish Movement thus constrained women’s stated
intentionality about their work as well as the kind of gender consciousness they expressed.” See
Neal, “Brotherhood Economics,” 147.

25 Suggested Budget for 1964-1965, RG 30-3/33/881, STFXUA.
26 As Mary Jane Logan McCallum puts it, women’s domesticity was viewed by many, including

government officials, as the “fuel for the evolutionary process” that was to reshape Indigenous
populations. See McCallum, Indigenous Women, Work, and History, 1940-1980 (Winnipeg:
University of Manitoba Press, 2014), 57.

27 Joan Sangster, Transforming Labour: Women and Work in Post-war Canada (Toronto: University
of Toronto Press, 2010), 212.
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ways echoed those of the professional social workers studied by Karen Tice, Extension
Department fieldworkers maintained case records although they seem to have been
neither tutored in professional standards nor particularly consistent in their record-
keeping.28 Although most of their records were general and perfunctory statements
about daily schedules and activities, on several occasions fieldworkers’ case notes
offered up more candid and intimate details of specific Mi’kmaw women’s lives. One
set of field notes, for example, offered a particularly strong critique of the moral and
maternal capacities of one specific Mi’kmaw woman. Referring to her as “rather
lacking in intelligence,” the fieldworker criticized the woman’s alleged sexual
indiscretions by noting that she had a “reputation for running around, although she
denies guilt of it.” The fieldworker continued with a critique of the woman’s maternal
capabilities, observing that this mother not only did “not care for the children and
barely saved them from being taken by Children’s Aid” but that her neglect imperilled
the health of her children who, it was noted, must be “watched for Impetigo and other
communicable diseases.” The fieldworker concluded: “There is no doubt that the
children have suffered from their home environment.”29 Such records reveal
fieldworkers’ consistent acceptance of, and willingness to reinforce, negative
stereotypes of Indigenous femininity, which presumed Indigenous women’s innate
predispositions to domestic ineptitude and home-destabilizing sexual immorality.30

These racialized characterizations of Mi’kmaw women that infiltrated the MCDP
in the 1960s were neither new to that era nor unique to the Extension Department.
Such attitudes had a very long pedigree in both federal Indian policy and in public
discourse. They were, for example, highlighted in northeastern Nova Scotia in the
early decades of the 20th century as they informed the debate and the Exchequer
Court hearing surrounding the relocation of the King’s Road Reserve in Sydney.
Drawing on well-worn stereotypes of “squaws,” a word used by supporters of the
community’s relocation, it was alleged that Mi’kmaw women were not only bereft of
the domestic skills required to maintain a hygienic, healthy community but were also
intemperate and sexually promiscuous. Mi’kmaw women’s alleged slovenliness,
intemperance, and immorality were presented as threats to the physical and moral
well-being of the non-Indigenous residents of Sydney.31 Although these unflattering
portrayals of Mi’kmaw women did not go uncontested, they nevertheless served to
justify the federal court’s decision, which was adopted by the IAB, to remove the
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28 For an exploration of changing social work approaches and protocols, see Karen W. Tice, Tales
of Wayward Girls and Immoral Women: Case Records and the Professionalization of Social Work
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1998).

29 Undated fieldworker notes, RG 30-3/33/1364-1366, STFXUA.
30 Aboriginal women had long been viewed by the Canadian state (and its supporters, the public at

large) as particular objects and mechanisms of colonialism. Viewed as being sexually permissive
(and thus deviant and dangerous), the reformation of their sexual behaviour and gender relations
became a project that was, to quote Cecelia Morgan, “dear to the heart of imperial authorities and
their supporters.” See Cecelia Morgan, “Turning Sisters into Strangers? Missionaries and
Colonization in Upper Canada,” in Sisters or Strangers? Immigrant, Ethnic, and Racialised
Women in Canadian History, ed. Marlene Epp, Franca Iacovetta, and Frances Swyripa (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2004), 24.

31 Witnesses before the Exchequer Court testified that “disheveled” women of the reserve were
inattentive to basic hygiene, a carelessness that saw them routinely throw their “slop pails” of
“household waste . . . out of their backdoor which is at somebody else’s front door” and created
a “noxious sludge in which children wallowed.” See Joseph A. Gillies v. The King, Exchequer
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King’s Road community against the wishes of many community members.32 This
same conceptualization of Indigenous women was also the ideological footing of
other federal programs. For example, as Kristin Burnett has shown, a public health
regime established on Indian reserves in Canada in the second decade of the 20th
century linked claims of Indigenous women’s inadequate household management to
ill health, child mortality, and other public health issues.33 These ideas were also at
the heart of a national network of state-encouraged Native homemakers’ clubs that
first emerged in the 1930s and clearly influenced the work of the MCDP. These
homemaker clubs, like the MCDP with its fixation on domesticity, supported the
conclusion that Indigenous women were the cause of the deplorable conditions
prevailing in their communities and, thus, should also be the source of its remedy.34

This vision of Mi’kmaw women and the focus on their domesticity meant that the
overriding – and remarkably unwavering – stated objective of the MCDP was the
promotion of “a home management program in the Indian homes [and] . . . improved
housekeeping practices.”35 Consequently, the content of the Margaree short courses
that dominated the early years of the program was highly gendered. Short-course
programs for men focussed on issues of community economic development and
governance, while women were instructed in domestic matters such as
housekeeping, nutrition, and childrearing. At the first short course held at Margaree
in October 1959, for example, the 15 women in attendance took part in sessions that
emphasized their responsibilities as homemakers and mothers. The women viewed
a film entitled “Food For Freddy” and, joined by a provincial nutritionist, discussed
such matters as “the necessity of eating the foods recommended in Canada’s Food
Rules” and rules for economical, but nutritious, grocery shopping. Female
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Court of Canada, Case 2787, transcript of proceedings, 21 September 1915, pp. 46, 74, 153, RG
10, vol. 7762, file 27061-F, Library and Archives Canada (LAC). Other witnesses emphasized the
immorality of Mi’kmaw women. Real estate agent Robert McLean, for example, asserted “bad”
Mi’kmaw women “will go with anybody, sleep with them, and have sexual intercourse.”
Similarly, testimony offered by lawyer Joseph Gillies, the man who had spearheaded the
campaign for removal and who was nevertheless hired by Ottawa to present the relocation case
before the court, professed that Mi’kmaw women at King’s Road would “have sexual intercourse
. . . with anybody.” See Joseph A. Gillies v. The King, 21 September 1915, p. 106, RG 10, vol.
7762, file 27061-F, LAC.

32 While the judge’s ruling in favour of the sale of the reserve and relocation of its residents did not
specifically mention of the women who had figured so prominently in the hearings, his decision,
which stressed the need to remove the Mi’kmaw people “away from the liquor shops and the
undesirable foreigners settled at the Coke Ovens” as well as his emphasis on the idea that “the
Indians have not been always considerate and mindful of their neighbours in respect of
cleanliness,” linked directly back to witness characterizations of women. See L.A. Audette, 16
March 1916, RE: INDIAN RESERVE, CITY OF SYDNEY, NS, 17 Ex. C.R. 517.

33 Kristin Burnett, Talking Medicine: Women’s Healing Work and Colonial Contact in Southern
Alberta, 1880-1930 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2010), 144-5.

34 Sarah Carter, Capturing Women: The Manipulation of Cultural Imagery in Canada’s Prairie West
(McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1997), 107. For more on homemakers’ clubs, see Kathryn
Magee, “‘For Home and Country’: Education, Activism and Agency in Alberta Native
Homemakers Clubs, 1942-1970,” Native Studies Review 18, no. 2 (2009): 27-49, and Aroha
Harris and Mary Jane Logan McCallum, “‘Assaulting the Ears of Government’: The Indian
Homemakers’ Clubs and the Maori Women’s Welfare League in their Formative Years,” in
Williams, Indigenous Women and Work, 225-39.

35 Work Prospectus on Indian Reserves, 1964-1967, p. 9, RG 30-3-33, STFXUA.
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participants were also entreated to consider “What could you do to make your
kitchen more pleasant for the family?” and were advised of their paramount role in
the formation of their children’s character, particularly their duty to impart “the
notion of modesty” to daughters. 36 Highly gendered programs also characterized the
on-reserve activities that dominated the MCDP after 1964. The pronouncement of
one female fieldworker that women of “all ethnic groups . . . from St. John’s to
Vancouver . . . [desire to be] average North American homemaker[s]” reveals the
central place that domestic training for Mi’kmaw women had in the MCDP. 37

Given this objective, the primary task of female fieldworkers was to be what Karen
Tice refers to as “professional friends”; in order to establish a rapport with Mi’kmaw
families, they were to meet and chat with Mi’kmaw women in their own homes where
they would, ideally, be privy to Mi’kmaw women’s “private concerns.”38 The
importance of women fieldworkers’ “intensive home visiting” campaign shines through
in the activity reports of Extension Department workers. 39 The results of these visits
appear in a few handwritten case notes, but most were summarized and appear in
formal and typewritten summaries entitled “Progress Report.” An undated chart (see
Table 1) reveals that between September and April of an unspecified year (probably
1963-64), fieldworkers met with Mi’kmaw people a total of 1,322 times. Of these,
1,218 visits – or 92 per cent of all meetings – were home visits. The late-winter schedule

Table 1: Extension Contact with Indian Reserves

Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. Total

Visits to Homes 180 168 179 129 138 137 165 122 1218
General Meetings 7 5 3 4 5 3 27

Women’s Meetings 3 3 5 7 7 7 2 34

Girls’ Meetings 3 4 5 3 5 7 3 29

Bean Suppers 1 2 3

Bazaars 1 1

Teas and Sales 1 1 1 3

Socials 2 2

Shower for Indian Girl 1 1

Wedding & Reception 1 1

Taught Conduct of
Meetings to Groups 1 1 1 3

Source: Undated, RG 30-3/33/850, STFXUA
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36 Report of Short Course for Indians, 19-23 October 1959, RG 30-3/3/27-30, STFXUA.
37 Proposed Community Development and Research Program on Indian Reserves, 1 April 1967-31

March 1970, p. 2, MG 7A.5, Union of Nova Scotia Indians, Beaton Institute, Sydney, NS.
38 Tice, Tales of Wayward Girls and Immoral Women, 115.
39 St. FX Extension Department, Work Prospectus on Indian Reserves, 1964-1967, pp. 17-18, RG 30-

3/33/55, STFXUA. In the spring of 1965, Extension reported on a “an intensive home visiting
program” wherein “the fieldworker servicing [Bayfield and Pictou Landing] visited one reserve each
day, Pictou Landing three days and Bayfield two days weekly.” See Semi-Annual Report of
Community Development on Indian Reserves, 1 April-30 September 1965, RG 30-3/33/73, STFXUA.
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of fieldworker Margaret Gillis was typical of her female colleagues and shows a
similar emphasis on home visits. In February of 1961 Gillis spent 9 of her 16 days
on reserves visiting women at home, while that March she spent 10 of her 14 days
on the reserve engaged in home visits.40

Home visits allowed fieldworkers to instruct Mi’kmaw women, hands-on, in their
domestic tasks. Lessons in nutrition, household budgeting, food preparation, and
hygiene were intended to correct perceived flaws in Mi’kmaw women’s character and
to provide a foundation for economic revival in Mi’kmaw communities by fostering
frugality in homemaking while also creating well-adjusted children, who would
become industrious citizens.41 Mi’kmaw women who were receptive to these lessons
were championed in fieldworker reports. Fieldworker Effie MacIsaac, for example,
heaped praise on one Mi’kmaw woman for being a “dedicated mother, an excellent
housekeeper and manager, and during her marriage an excellent wife.” MacIsaac
continued that it was thanks to this woman’s “patient quiet energy” that she raised 13
children “to have all the characteristics of future fine citizens.”42

This emphasis on Mi’kmaw women as homemakers and mothers had a tenacious
grip on the MCDP despite the fact that the middle class brand of domesticity
championed by fieldworkers was largely incompatible with conditions prevailing on
poor northern and northeastern Nova Scotian reserves, many of which lacked
sewage services and running water. Fieldworker Kathleen Malinowski identified
this tension, writing in a 1962 report that while she felt that “I must work with the
women to help them improve their housekeeping . . . I had to consider crowded
quarters, poor sanitation, muddy yards, the lack of running water, and the absence
of other comforts essential to good housekeeping.”43 Still, such a realization did not
lead to a reorientation of the MCDP away from women’s domesticity.

The overweening emphasis on women’s domesticity was accompanied by
fieldworkers’ failure to recognize the economic importance of women’s waged
labour, an orientation that corresponds to a broader colonial tendency to cast
Indigenous women as idle non-workers.44 By the 1950s, the waged work of
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40 Margaret Gillis, monthly report of St. FX Extension Department, RG 30-3/33/2517-2518,
STFXUA.

41 These lessons on citizenship were not only for Indigenous women. Similar campaigns were
launched with immigrant women to Canada. Indeed, from 1950 until 1966, the Department of
Citizenship and Immigration was home to the Indian Affairs Branch and policies for both
immigrant and Indigenous populations were informed by “white middle-class society’s dominant
family ideals, rigid gender codes, and pro-capitalist values” although “the programs aimed at
Aboriginal peoples were far less respectful of Indigenous cultural traditions and political
autonomy than were the immigrant campaigns of European customs.” See Heidi Bohaker and
Franca Iacovetta, “Making Aboriginal People ‘Immigrants Too’: A Comparison of Citizenship
Programs for Newcomers and Indigenous Peoples in Postwar Canada, 1940s-1960s,” Canadian
Historical Review 90, no. 3 (September 2009): 430. See also Franca Iacovetta, “Recipes for
Democracy? Gender, Family, and Making Female Citizens in Cold War Canada,” Canadian
Woman Studies 20, no. 2 (Summer2000): 12-21.

42 Effie MacIsaac to G.E. Smith, Veterans Welfare, Camp Hill Hospital, 12 February 1968, RG 30-
3/33/1388, STFXUA.

43 Kathleen Malinowski, Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May 1962, p. 3, RG 30-3/33/852,
STFXUA

44 See, for example, Robin Jarvis Brownlie, “‘Living the Same as White People’: Mohawk and
Anishinabe Women’s Labour in Southern Ontario,” Labour/Le Travail 61 (Spring 2008): 41-2.
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Mi’kmaw women, primarily as domestics for middle class Euro-Nova Scotian
families, had, perhaps, grown relatively more important to Mi’kmaw household
economies as men struggled to find employment and as markets for men’s craft
work in particular dried up rapidly in the wake of increased factory production.45

Fieldworkers, though, rarely acknowledged women’s waged labour and, when
they did, they saw it not as an important source of income for household
economies but rather as an impediment to women’s domestic roles. Lamented one
fieldworker: “Some of the poorest kept houses on one reserve are those of women
who go out to work at housekeeping.” The Extension Department’s emphasis on
women’s domesticity (versus wage labour) persisted throughout the MCDP. In
1969 – the final year of the program – fieldworkers remained steadfast in their
commitment to women’s homemaking skills and, concerned that such skills were
still wanting, proposed that they be further fostered via the introduction of a
“contest in home crafts awarding a good prize each month for the best kept home
on the reserve.”46

In addition to inculcating an idealized female domesticity, home visits also
served a surveillance function – one that appears to have grown over time,
particularly once the IAB became involved. By the late 1960s, fieldworkers’
devotion to the Antigonish Movement mantra of “self-help” was competing with
their position as informants to the Indian Affairs Branch that funded the MCDP in
full after 1964. Fieldworkers’ contact with women in their homes gave them a venue
of surveillance upon which the IAB was eager to draw. Through their reports,
fieldworkers sometimes relayed confidential observations about individual women’s
lives to their superiors at St. FX. When the IAB became involved in the MCDP in
the mid-1960s, fieldworkers’ observations about matters such as finances,
household hygiene, family relationships, pregnancies, and alcohol use were being
used by the federal government to shape its policy response to Indigenous people.47

It is important to note that fieldworkers’ roles as agents of surveillance were not
infallible. In 1968, for example, fieldworker Effie MacIsaac found her access to the
reserve at Afton limited when community opposition to her presence meant that she
was “no longer being invited to the meetings.”48 Likewise, it is difficult to ascertain
fieldworkers’ commitment to surveillance. MCDP fieldworkers were employed
primarily to establish a rapport with households and to coordinate programs in
communities, and so reports, which were geared toward these goals, offer only slight
evidence of their work as collectors of information. However, although their role as
interlopers appears to have been secondary to other tasks, the knowledge
fieldworkers gained via home visits always had the potential to be passed along to
the IAB or other government agency.49 The Extension Department’s strong support
for a partnership with Ottawa that was marked by IAB oversight seems to have been
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45 For a perspective on the general Canadian pattern, see Joy Parr, “Rethinking Work and Kinship
in a Canadian Hosiery Town, 1910-1950,” in Canadian Family History: Selected Readings, ed.
Bettina Bradbury (Mississauga, ON: Copp Clark Pittman Ltd., 1992), 220-40.

46 Rev. G.E. Topshee to A.S. Kyte, 31 January 1968, RG 30-3/33/2368-69, STFXUA.
47 Work Prospectus on Indian Reserves, 1964-1967, pp. 17-18, RG 30-3/33/55, STFXUA.
48 Effie MacIsaac, Report for the Month of January 1968, RG 30-3/33/985, STFXUA.
49 Tice, Tales of Wayward Girls and Immoral Women, 144.
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generally accepted by staff, including fieldworkers. The fieldworker who judged
certain Mi’kmaw women in her jurisdiction to be “trustworthy sources of
information” certainly seems to have accepted this task.50

As informants, fieldworkers revealed a general acceptance of stereotypes of
Indigenous peoples and their belief that the Mi’kmaq – especially women – required
increased intervention in their lives. Fieldworker reports are rife with judgements
about the supposed shortcomings of Mi’kmaw society, particularly their alleged
resistance to change. Kathleen Malinowski’s 1962 lamentation that because of the
Mi’kmaq’s “way of life . . . [the] . . . process of change is understandably very slow”
was typical.51 A 1966 report of fieldworker Effie MacIsaac offered a similar
assessment, blaming the “ghastly conditions” prevailing at the reserves of Afton and
Pictou Landing on residents themselves, and suggesting that “nothing [but laziness]
is preventing these people from advancing in the Economic sense because work is
available . . . for any man who wishes to work.” MacIsaac also considered alleged
sexual indiscretions of “young Indian girls who frequently bear illegitimate children”
to be a source of crisis in the communities. MacIsaac’s remedy to the problems facing
the reserves rested on the inculcation of domesticity that featured so prominently in
the MCDP. She suggested that the creation of “a sewing class for the women and the
girls” and the offering of “a homemaking course for the women” would alleviate the
community’s problems – including the recurrent “problem” of women’s character.52

Fieldworkers also occasionally served more directly interventionist surveillance
functions that profoundly – and sometimes negatively – shaped Mi’kmaw women’s
lives. For example, when fieldworker Elizabeth Tower in 1969 coordinated the
psychological assessments of three Mi’kmaw women who were seeking to further
their education through the federal Manpower Mobility Program (for which “Indian”
people became eligible in 1965), her interventionist actions had the effect of
reinforcing women’s domesticity even if this was not Tower’s intention.53 The fact
that all three women were subjected to screening suggests that employment training
was viewed as an exceptional life course for these women, in contrast to a more
natural and acceptable path as homemaker. The assessments also served ultimately to
limit the three women’s employment options; in all three cases an attending
psychologist concluded that owing to unexplained “cultural factors” as well as to the
educational limitations and supposed intellectual deficiencies of the subjects, none of
the assessed women were appropriate candidates for higher learning.54 MacIsaac also
endorsed greater state intervention along these lines when she lobbied for a
psychologist to be employed to treat the various “Indian” pathologies she believed
haunted Mi’kmaw reserves and undermined their economic success.55
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50 Effie MacIsaac, field notes, undated, RG 30-3/33/1367, STFXUA.
51 Kathleen Malinowski, Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May 1962, p. 9, RG 30-3/33/852,

STFXUA.
52 Untitled report of Effie MacIsaac, undated, RG 30-3/33/1590-91, STFXUA.
53 Plant, “Politics of Indian Administration,” 168.
54 David Warren, Pictou County Mental Health Centre, Psychological Assessments, RG 30-

8/33/1659-63, STFXUA.
55 Untitled report of Effie MacIsaac, undated, RG 30-3/33/1590-91, STFXUA.
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The MCDP, following the lead of colonial policies of the federal state, emphasized
Indigenous women’s flaws and demanded their careful scrutiny and the application
of corrective middle class values surrounding domesticity and morality.56 However,
the MCDP’s colonial mandate was murky and Extension Department workers also
challenged key dictates of colonialism by championing both Mi’kmaw cultural
validity and political autonomy.57 A foundational document of the MCDP, published
in 1959 – a time at which the Extension Department was lobbying for but had yet to
secure IAB funding – reveals the tension that existed within the program as it
simultaneously promoted the agenda of the assimilative federal state while also
challenging its key tenets. By adopting the prevailing and condescending perspective
that the Mi’kmaq were “living aimless, inefficient and what we may call wasted
lives,” the MCDP at times disregarded the political and cultural integrity of the
Mi’kmaq. However, the Extension Department also called for Mi’kmaw political
self-empowerment and urged the Mi’kmaq to “move forward with a new
determination to develop themselves through their own groups, organizations and
programs of action with outside direction but independently of the government.”58 In
various contexts, including at the final Margaree short course held in 1963, the
Mi’kmaq were also called upon to “find ways to preserve their language, their
culture, their religion and their family style of life.”59 The formal merger of the
MCDP with the IAB in 1964 created an interface for greater tensions between the
MCDP’s acceptance of assimilation and its goal of promoting Mi’kmaw autonomy.
While eager to be affiliated with the IAB (and its financial resources), the MCDP –
and its employees – also chafed against the federal agency. In one episode in 1967,
the then-director of the MCDP, Paul Jobe, wrote an angry letter concerning a testy
visit that had apparently been paid to the St. FX Extension Department by Charles
Reardon of the IAB. Though the nature of the conflict is not clear, it compelled Jobe
to differentiate the work of the MCDP from that of the IAB and to assert his
program’s autonomy. Insisting that “what you do in the field is none of my business,
and what I do is none of yours,” Jobe also warned Reardon to “never under any
circumstances enter my offices again.”60 This letter hints at the complex position of
the MCDP, which was theoretically, at least, committed to fostering Mi’kmaw
community independence. As one MCDP employee put it, “We attempt to work
ourselves out of a job.” 61 At the same time, though, it was an organization that was
willingly partnered with, and funded by, the IAB.62
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56 Writing of the Community Development Program of the Indian Affairs Branch, Hugh Shewell
notes that Indigenous people were “third-party on-lookers” to its development. See Shewell,
“‘Bitterness behind Every Smiling Face’,” 73.

57 See Sarah Brennan, “Revisiting the ‘proverbial tin cup’: A Study of Political Resistance of the
Mi’kmaq of Nova Scotia, 1900-1969” (MA thesis, Saint Mary’s University, 2000), 149-92.

58 Membertou Reserve, August 1959, RG 30-3/33/24, STFXUA.
59 Indian Short Course, 4-8 November 1963, p. 4, RG 30-3/33/88, STFXUA.
60 Paul Jobe, Director, to Charles Reardon, IAB, 3 November 1967, RG 30-3/33/351, STFXUA.
61 Rev. J.N. MacNeil, Director, to George Cadogen, Editor, The Pictou Advocate, 1 March 1968, RG

30-3/33/969, STFXUA.
62 According to Hugh Shewell, the tension inherent in a community development model that

encouraged community assertion – the “devolution of authority to the bands” – and an Indian

00976-03 Walls Article_Layout  2015-11-27  6:35 PM  Page 65



This tension between reinforcing and challenging the colonial aims of the state
was evident in the Extension Department’s work with women. Even while MCDP
fieldworkers recycled stereotypes and accepted some surveillance role, their rhetoric
of female domesticity did not reflect the full extent of the program’s work. The
MCDP provided Mi’kmaw women with opportunities to engage in community
projects in ways that released them from the confines of homes and the gazes of
fieldworkers’ home visits in ways that subverted the colonialism that defined their
lives. For their part, Mi’kmaw women took advantage of these opportunities while
resisting what they viewed as unwarranted intrusion into their lives. Mi’kmaw
women were initially intended to be subsidiary players in the MCDP, their roles
limited to domestic space and removed from what was regarded as the more
important realm of reserve economic development. However, when men proved
reluctant to be involved – and when Mi’kmaw women showed considerable
willingness to participate – women’s engagement emerged as the de facto focus of
the program.63 As Table 1 suggests, women, who were the first lines of contact in the
home visits that vastly dominated fieldworker activities, were far more likely than
were men to interact with Extension Department staff. Apart from general meetings,
which tended to feature matters of governance and economic development plans
aimed at (but not limited to) men, most sites of Mi’kmaw-fieldworker interaction
featured women and girls.

Ironically, the Extension Department first expanded its work with women in an
effort to attract men to its programs. Like generations of missionaries and
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Affairs Branch built upon a foundation of paternalism that demanded Indigenous submission, was
largely responsible for the eventual collapse of the federal CDP initiative. See Shewell,
“Community Development and Canada’s First Nations,” 81. Sally Weaver likewise contends that
resistance to the revolutionary change in perspective afforded by the Community Development
model was ultimately the source of its undoing given the IAB’s “reluctance to lessen its
bureaucratic of Indian Affairs at the local level.” See Weaver, The Making of Canadian Indian
Policy: The Hidden Agenda 1968-1970 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1981), 29. The
MCDP itself recognized the capacity of its work to strengthen Mi’kmaw protest and resistance as
it recorded in a report in 1965 that “a more concerned and aggressive Indian is developing.” See
Semi-Annual Report of Community Development on Indian Reserves, 1 April-30 September
1965, RG 30-3/33/71, STFXUA. One meeting reveals the existence of such resistance and the
precarious place in which it left the non-Indigenous St. FX fieldworkers. The band council at
Eskasoni decided at the meeting to “ask the (federal IAB) Agency to leave the Reserve” and “drew
up a resolution to that effect.” As the Extension report continued, “At that time there developed
an anti-white feeling among several members of the Council. It then became very difficult to work
with them or even to attend their meetings. The feeling was aimed at Agency Staff, the education
staff and our Department.” See Report of Work with Indians, 1 October 1966-31 March 1967, RG
30-3/33/939, STFXUA.

63 Throughout the existence of the Micmac Community Development Program, a frustrated
Extension Department was tormented by its belief that “not enough is being done for the Indian
men.” Extension Department staff blamed men’s lacklustre involvement on its inability to “obtain
a lay man who would have sufficient control over the Indian men to work effectively with them.”
See Father Topshee to P.L. McGillivray, District Superintendent of Indian Schools, IAB, 27
March 1962, RG 30-3/33/2275, STXFUA. Other factors such as men’s need to work off reserve,
seasonal patterns of Mi’kmaw mobility, the prevalence of female fieldworkers on the front lines
of the MCDP, and the existence of elected band councils, which provided for men an alternative
outlet for community engagement, probably all served to discourage men’s involvement.
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government officials before them, fieldworkers recognized that women were
effective “change agents” and they knew that coveted bonds with men might be
established by winning over women.64 In 1962, for example, Malinowski reported
that

to gain the confidence of and interest of the people . . . I visited their
homes every week. At first there was little response to my attempts
at being sociable. The men were seldom at home when I visited, so
I decided to work with the women. I thought I could help them take
more interest in community development and through them,
influence men.65

Fieldworkers also strove to win the favour of women who opposed the MCDP in the
belief that such women could be “trouble maker[s] [if] . . . on the wrong side.”66 The
ability of women to influence men in implementing MCDP initiatives was not lost
on fieldworkers and was apparent in a dispute that emerged at Membertou in 1965.
When friction between the elected chief and the man heading up a community
improvement project threatened to scuttle the work of the Extension Department,
women interjected and held talks with the chief that “resulted in a modest amount of
cooperation.”67 Similarly, in 1962, Malinowski noted the success of women in
promoting men’s involvement in a “grounds beautification” project: “At first
women in the Homemakers’ Club got their husbands interested in the project; and
then other men were influenced.”68 Thus, even while the Extension Department’s
engagement of women was initially intended to shore up men’s support, it led to
women being involved in ways that contravened the MCDP’s own emphasis on
female domesticity.

Women’s involvement also served as a means of challenging gendered colonial
marginalization. Mi’kmaw women, like all Mi’kmaq, had, over the course of
centuries, suffered land encroachment, resource depletion, economic deprivation,
and social disorientation. And settler impositions and the interfering hand of the
federal state after Confederation created particular challenges for Mi’kmaw women.
The Indian Act, introduced in 1876, was especially onerous for women who found
themselves subject to new legal regimes that treated them as legal dependants of
men and formally denied them property and other rights under law. Legislation that
stipulated that Indian women who married non-Indian men would lose their Indian
status also had the capacity both to divest them of reserve land rights and to alienate
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64 Beatrice Medicine, “North American Indigenous Women and Cultural Domination,” American
Indian Culture and Research Journal 17, no. 3 (Special Edition – Encounter of Two Worlds: The
Next Five Hundred Years, 1993): 123.

65 Kathleen Malinowski, Fieldworker, STFX, Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May 1962, p. 3,
RG 30-3/33/852, STFXUA. A 1962 Progress Report on Indians similarly observed “It is difficult
to organize the men to work together” and that men “lack the leadership to initiate and carry out
the necessary activities.” See Progress Report on Indians, RG 30-3/33/857, STFXUA.

66 Elizabeth Tower, field notes, undated, RG 30-3/33/1634, STFXUA.
67 Semi-Annual report of Community Development on Indian Reserves, April-September 1965, p.

6, RG 30-3/33/70, STFXUA.
68 Kathleen Malinowski, Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May 1962, 30-3/33/858, STFXUA.
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them – and their offspring – in a host of ways from their own communities, as a loss
of Indian status would prevent women and children from accessing reserve land and
IAB services such as schooling.69 Canadian Indian policy was especially adept at
muting women’s political voices. While all “Indian” people in Canada were defined
as “wards” and denied a meaningful say in the administration of their own affairs by
the federal state, the system of band chiefs and councils that was imposed by Ottawa
upon Mi’kmaw communities in 1899 formally prevented Mi’kmaw women from
voting or running for office in band council elections until 1951, and, in practice, for
years thereafter.70 Mi’kmaw women were, therefore, formally prevented from
engaging in a political realm that gave Mi’kmaw men input into community affairs,
albeit within structures created and overseen by the colonial state.

Mi’kmaw women were also particularly hard hit by the rise of industrial
capitalism that had negatively affected rural Nova Scotian communities and had
helped spark the Antigonish Movement. Mi’kmaw manufactures – barrels, hockey
sticks, and other wooden items – were undermined in the early 20th century by
factory production of these goods. While both men and women suffered from these
shifting tides of production, they presented particular problems for women. Because
of a colonial legal framework that aimed to replicate in Indigenous communities
middle class patterns of female dependency on male breadwinners, employment
opportunities may have been greater for men while Mi’kmaw women bore the brunt
of economic dependency.71

Viewed in this context, the MCDP’s engagement with Mi’kmaw women afforded
them opportunities that challenged the isolating and silencing tendencies of
colonialism. Extension Department programs saw Mi’kmaw women of all ages unite
around community causes.72 Women enrolled in sewing and cooking classes,
gathered in quilt-making groups, participated in home nursing courses, and hosted
community social events such as teas and bean dinners. Although these projects
linked women through their roles as homemakers, they also gave women
opportunities to gather and operate outside domestic spaces in community buildings,
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69 One particularly onerous case saw a Mi’kmaw reserve at New Germany, Nova Scotia,
disestablished in the 1930s when property holders, many of whom were Mi’kmaw women who
had married non-Indian men or who were children of such couplings, were stripped of their Indian
status. See Martha Walls, “Assimilation, Gender, and Law: The Decommissioning of the New
Germany Indian Reserve” (unpublished paper delivered at the Association for Canadian Studies
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70 Walls, No Need of a Chief, 172n10; Cora Voyageur, Fire-Keepers of the Twenty-First Century:
First Nations Women Chiefs (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008). Voyageur
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71 Ellice Gonzalez, “An Ethnohistorical Analysis of Mi’kmaq Male and Female Economic Roles,”
Ethnohistory 29, no. 2 (Spring 1982): 117-29.

72 In 1962, Kathleen Malinowski undertook to create a “girls’ club” at Nyanza and at Eskasoni. See
Kathleen Malinowski, Fieldworker, STFX, Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May 1962, pp. 3,
7, RG 30-3/33/852, STFXUA.
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such as church halls and other public places. MCDP activities also made women
critical players in community improvement projects.73 For example, in 1961 the
women of Whycocomagh raised enough money to outfit their church with new locks,
interior decorations, floor tiles, and paint.74 This was part of a wider pattern whereby
Mi’kmaw women became the financiers of community development initiatives.75

The MCDP also eventually encouraged women’s involvement in programs that
were not stereotypically feminine in orientation and were not initially opened to
women. Men’s low attendance rates meant that women’s participation in Extension
Department general meetings – gatherings that emphasized the “masculine” realms of
band politics and economic development – came to be specifically encouraged. Given
that Mi’kmaw women had been denied the right to participate in federally sanctioned
band politics until 1951, such meetings could help familiarize them with political
protocols from which they had been barred for many years. The general meetings,
which included women only incidentally at first, were eventually dominated by
women. For example, in November 1962, a general meeting at Whycocomagh was
attended exclusively by “five or six women,” while two days later a general meeting
at Nyanza featured “twelve women and girls but only three men.”76 An objective of the
general meetings was to “teach” Mi’kmaw communities the procedures of political
meetings. Ambiguously described in fieldworker reports as a “step-by-step outline of
the basic points in ‘Parliamentary Procedure’,” these lessons presumed Mi’kmaw
individuals’ ignorance of Euro-Canadian political protocols and were in keeping with
a long colonial agenda of reshaping Mi’kmaw political practices to echo Euro-
Canadian norms.77 The MCDP initially aimed these lessons at those Mi’kmaw people
(primarily men) who were elected to band councils, but sessions on political protocols
continued to be offered at general meetings even as these gatherings came to be
dominated by women. Although the novelty of these procedural lessons for women
and the extent to which they were receptive to and inclined to use them does not
emerge from MCDP records, such lessons were intended to guide women as they
gathered to coordinate community projects and programs.

In subtle ways, the MCDP also undermined its own rhetoric. Early in its
operation, the MCDP emphasized men’s waged employment while it focussed on
women’s unpaid work in the home.78 With growing intensity over time, however, the
Extension Department focussed on Mi’kmaw women’s wage-earning potential,
even if in directions informed by gendered expectations about work. By the mid-
1960s, Extension Department staff continued to emphasize women’s homemaking;
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73 Kathleen Malinowski, Fieldworker, STFX, Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May 1962, pp. 
1-2, RG 30-3/33/852, STFXUA.

74 Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May 1962, RG30-3/33/852, STFXUA.
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affiliation of the IAB with the MCDP, general meetings also became a venue through which
Extension Department staff assisted Mi’kmaw communities in making applications to grants
made possible by the federal Community Development Program.

78 In 1962 plans were made to offer carpentry-training courses to men and boys so that they might
learn “sufficient skill to make marketable products. See Progress Report on Indian Reserves, May
1962, RG 30-3/33/857-858, STFXUA.
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but staff also established programs to help Mi’kmaw women find paid work. Post-
secondary training initiatives, including a series of Red Cross home nursing
programs and hairdressing courses, emphasized low-paying “pink collar” work but
nevertheless supported women’s wage earning and economic autonomy.79

In this same era the MCDP also joined forces with the Nova Scotia folk school
movement and encouraged women to become involved in the production of
handcrafts, especially baskets made in both traditional and new designs. With this
initiative, the MCDP followed in the footsteps of Indian Affairs’ frequent attempts
to champion handcrafts as a means of promoting subsistence in communities. These
federal undertakings, which were chronically underfunded and ineffective, tended to
be viewed by IAB officials as “a panacea suited to women.”80 The MCDP had very
high hopes for basketry and other crafts production, and looked to develop a craft
industry capable of large-scale production that would supply major retailers such as
Simpsons.81 In one proposal, the Extension Department specified that its goal was to
have a “fully-autonomous,” Mi’kmaw-controlled handcraft industry that provided
“fulltime sources of income.”82 The creators of the MCDP handcraft program do not
seem to have envisioned a craft industry conducted by women in their spare time,
between their domestic routines. Rather, this was an economic agenda for Mi’kmaw
women that contradicted the MCDP’s own focus on female domesticity. Mi’kmaw
women’s interest in these opportunities attests to both community needs and their
own activism, which stood in opposition to the discourses of domesticity. Given the
successes of their projects, women soon became the public faces of the MCDP
initiative. Echoing a phenomenon identified by Aroha Harris and Mary Jane
McCallum in their study of state-run homemaker programs in Canada and New
Zealand, the MCDP and its IAB backers “capitalized on the voluntary labor of
Indigenous women, harnessing their influence for the purpose of reform in homes
and communities.”83 In this fashion, newspaper stories and photographs featuring
Mi’kmaw women’s activities were circulated locally and nationally to promote the
successes claimed by the MCDP and to serve as public models for other Indigenous
women. For example, a 1964 story featuring several photos of women engaged in
the MCDP home nursing program appeared in the New Glasgow Evening News and
was nationally circulated via the Winnipeg-based, IAB-published, Indian Record.84
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79 Leone Graham, Report on Work With Indians, September 1965-May 1966, RG 30-3/33/1587,
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in this era, see McCallum, Indigenous Women, Work, and History.

80 Sangster, Transforming Labour, 212.
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Similar press was afforded a 1970 fashion show consisting of items sewn and knitted
by Mi’kmaw women’s clubs at Pictou Landing.85 This sort of public exposure
presented Mi’kmaw women in a positive light, challenging the negative stereotypes
that marked wider community perceptions of Indigenous women.

Mi’kmaw women also had some capacity to shape the direction and scope of the
women’s programs. Historian Kathryn Magee’s observation that Native homemakers’
clubs in Alberta “were a vehicle for education, activism and agency” rings true for
Mi’kmaw women engaged in programs affiliated with the MCDP.86 In choosing to
participate, Mi’kmaw women helped shape MCDP programs. Even when not
participating, their actions illustrate the politics of development measures and
localized opposition to them. Extension Department records make clear that Mi’kmaw
women’s participation in the MCDP was not universal; not all women welcomed
Extension Department staff or supported their undertakings. In 1963 fieldworker
Audrey MacDougall lamented that women at Barra Head were uninterested in the
creation of a homemakers’ club, a rejection of the MCDP’s domestic mandate.87 Other
fieldworkers’ reports highlight the opposition of Mi’kmaw women. In one candid
account, a fieldworker complained that a Mi’kmaw woman had “little interest in
community affairs and seems to feel that no good will come of any project.”88 Another
Extension worker wrote about how an allegedly intractable Mi’kmaw woman was said
to “believ[e] that any [Extension] worker in the area is a servant and can be treated as
one.” The fieldworker went on to outline her fractious relationship with this woman:
“On one occasion I was forced to drive away from her screaming figure while she
threw insults at the departing car. She would be a good woman to be on the good side
of not because she assists, but because she is a trouble maker when one is on the wrong
side.”89 Some Mi’kmaw women clearly rejected the presence and work of Extension
Department staff in their communities.

Mi’kmaw women also took up the lead in MCDP projects, either co-opting
programs first established by fieldworkers or by spearheading their own; in both
scenarios, Mi’kmaw women abandoned the lead of Extension Department staff. In
1967, a fieldworker reported that the women of Afton had taken over a MCDP
project that saw them manufacture and sell wreaths. Said the fieldworker: “I felt no
obligation to continue doing the leg work on this project and the interested women
took the initiative themselves.”90 In 1966, another group of Mi’kmaw women
coordinated a quillwork program that saw 20 women taught the art of quillwork
production by a group of Mi’kmaw women from Shubenacadie. The quillwork
program, a joint initiative of Mi’kmaw women and the Nova Scotia Department of
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Education Handicraft Division, was sanctioned by the MCDP but had been initiated
by a local Mi’kmaw woman who had “expressed the need” for the program and who
had “personally interviewed the director [of the Handicraft Division].”91 Similarly,
the basket-making program referred to above was also community-driven and
originated with women. Occupying “chief roles” in the basket project, Mi’kmaw
women manufactured hundreds of baskets before they sought out the MCDP to
assist with the marketing of them.92

At other times, fieldworkers’ private aims for projects were undermined by the
goals of Mi’kmaw women. In 1962, for example, Malinowski was annoyed when an
initial plan to dedicate funds raised by women to the erection of street lights in Nyanza
was altered by the community’s women and the monies instead were dedicated to
church renovations, a development Malinowski opposed and, for unstated reasons,
described as “disheartening.”93 Mi’kmaw women did not universally support
Extension Department activities and, in opposing them, Mi’kmaw women were in
some ways able to shape the initiatives sponsored by the MCDP.

Finally, and significantly, the MCDP became a venue through which Mi’kmaw
men and women could voice complaints about the colonial pressures they faced.
Early in the program, the MCDP assumed the role of supporting Mi’kmaw critiques
of government policy. Extension Department workers did this by acting as liaisons
between the Mi’kmaq and federal and provincial state agencies, and by advocating
for Mi’kmaw women. Reflecting what historian Linda Gordon has noted about social
workers, fieldworkers of the MCDP had the capacity to inject into their work a
“flexibility, creativity, and empathy beyond the strictures of agency policy.”
Sometimes they became advocates for Mi’kmaw women in a way that their positions
did not intend.94 In a 1965 report, fieldworkers noted that they routinely wrote letters
to members of Parliament on behalf of Mi’kmaw people and, in the process, bypassed
both the Extension Department and the Indian Affairs Branch. They explained that
“while we did not encourage this approach we nevertheless found ourselves at the
Indians’ request in the capacity of typing their proposals as they sought to tap this
political resource.”95 By helping Mi’kmaw individuals access state agencies, the
MCDP served to loosen the grip of the Indian Affairs Branch, which had insisted that
any communiqués between the Mi’kmaq and other governmental agencies be routed
through the local Indian agent. Such support was particularly valuable for Mi’kmaw
women who sought the influence of the MCDP to seek restitution on issues related to
welfare services. In 1968, for example, fieldworker Effie MacIsaac helped a recently
widowed Mi’kmaw woman attain financial support from the Department of Veterans
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Affairs in connection to her deceased husband, a veteran.96 In 1969 Elizabeth Tower
helped one Mi’kmaw family to access a mattress for an ailing child, and another to
secure welfare assistance.97

Another way in which MCDP fieldworkers undermined colonialism was by
hiring Mi’kmaw staff. Employing Mi’kmaw people in MCDP programs
contradicted a long-standing colonial aversion to engaging Indigenous people in
their own administration.98 Perhaps the MCDP, like the IAB itself, was motivated to
involve Indigenous people in programs as a means of deflecting criticisms in an era
in which colonial regimes were being challenged.99 Still, by hiring Mi’kmaw men
and women, the MCDP offered Mi’kmaw individuals positions that gave to them
new outlets for old Mi’kmaw critiques of state policy. The hiring of Noel Doucette
and Roy Gould serves as an important example. Both Mi’kmaw men worked for the
Extension Department and, in February 1965, with personnel and financial support
of Extension Department staff, they revived after a 30-year hiatus the Micmac News,
a publication that became an important vehicle of Mi’kmaw rights advocacy.100

Significantly, it was not just Mi’kmaw men who offered trenchant critiques of state
policy. Sister Kateri of Membertou, whose given name was Dorothy Moore, had a
recurrent role in the MCDP. In 1961, and again in 1963, Sister Kateri was hired by
the Extension Department to speak to short course participants on “The Education
of Children.” Her Roman Catholicism and her endorsement of Euro-Canadian
schools for Mi’kmaw children (she herself was a teacher) might have, in some ways,
aligned her with the MCDP and the colonial state more generally, but Sister Kateri’s
ability to speak the Mi’kmaw language served to affirm the value of her Mi’kmaw
culture. The fact that she urged her people to “stand up for their rights” can also be
read as a challenge to the very essence of colonialism.101 Although the proposal to
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hire Sister Kateri as a full-time employee of the Extension Department did not come
to pass, she nevertheless had an ongoing interest and presence in women’s MCDP
activities. In 1964, for example, Sister Kateri was featured in photographs
celebrating the graduation of several women from the Membertou home nursing
course.102 The engagement of a Mi’kmaw woman such as Sister Kateri in the MCDP
is significant, for this sort of positioning of Mi’kmaw women ran against the story-
line of Canadian colonialism that had long marginalized and denigrated Indigenous
women. Sister Kateri’s work also no doubt reinforced for other Mi’kmaw women
the legitimacy of their own perspectives, and affirmed their capacity to voice them.

Thus, the Micmac Community Development Program walked a tenuous line as it
both endorsed and challenged federal colonial policies. By the end of the 1960s, its
own critiques of federal “Indian” policy had substantially aligned with Mi’kmaw
political aspirations in the aftermath of the 1969 White Paper. In 1970 the Mi’kmaq,
citing their desire to direct their own affairs, ended their relationship with the MCDP
and formed the Union of Nova Scotia Indians, a self-directed organization that
assumed the mantle of community development on its own terms. The 13-year run
of the MCDP, however, offers a lens through which to view the complicated lives of
Mi’kmaw women in northern and northeastern Nova Scotia. By foisting on
Mi’kmaw women well-worn middle-class criticisms of Indigenous women’s
homemaking, childrearing, and morality, and by facilitating the reach of the Indian
Affairs Branch into Mi’kmaw families and their communities, the MCDP continued
to subject Mi’kmaw women to assumptions that characterized them as failed women
in need of guidance in the domestic realm. Simultaneously, the MCDP provided to
Mi’kmaw women new opportunities that, in some ways at least, served to undermine
this colonial praxis that had historically isolated and silenced them. Community
projects established and overseen by Extension Department workers provided to
Mi’kmaw women of all ages a means of connecting with each other, both within and
between Mi’kmaw communities across the Maritime region. In addition, positive
media coverage of women’s MCDP activities created an alternative public discourse
that undermined negative stereotypes of Indigenous women as they celebrated –
rather than disparaged – Mi’kmaw women’s contributions to their communities.
Finally, the MCDP’s own criticism of colonial assumptions, along with its
willingness to offer to Mi’kmaw people, including women, positions of authority
within its programs, created a context that legitimized Mi’kmaw women’s resistance
to state policy.
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