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In the midst of an academic world which has 
become increasingly specialized, increasingly skep
tical of claims to sound knowledge and wisdom, and 
increasingly ambiguous about the role of scholars in 
the wider world, Richard Salisbury stood out. He 
stood out in part because he did not reflect these 
trends. He always had an intellectually rigourous 
point of view, a commitment to what he thought was 
right, and a passionate activism in the service of 
other people and peoples. He was a scholar who 
deeply affected those who had the opportunity to 
know or work with him, students and colleagues. 

Richard Salisbury pursued an exceptionally 
productive career as a scholar, teacher, administra
tor, applied social scientist, and public figure. Yet, 
the generosity with which he gave his skills and re
sources to others was truly exceptional. As a teacher, 
his pedagogical style was an uncommon but effec
tive combination of intellectual clarity, incisive 

knowledge of the subject, and a gentle frankness. 
What was fascinating to me was how he upheld high 
standards of excellence yet encouraged creative 
learning. He had an unusual capacity to contribute 
to the scholarly work of students by showing the 
student that they had done more than they thought, 
at the same time as suggesting that they had done 
less than they were capable. He cultivated this dis
juncture, using supportive yet incisive critical advice 
in order to clarify assumptions and present alterna
tive formulations which opened students to new in
sights. 

I will never forget my first extended scholarly 
encounter with him in a graduate school setting. He 
served as the initially anonymous evaluator of my 
Masters Thesis. Most of his roughly-typed page of 
comments were straight forward and generally 
encouraging, but his final paragraph took my breath 
away. He started out by simply stating that I had 

In Memoriam : Richard Salisbury/ 9 

Culture, 1990, 10 (1) - In Memoriam: Richard Salisbury



reached the wrong conclusion. He said that all my 
evidence actually pointed to the conclusion I had 
rejected, along with numerous scholars before me. 
When I caught my breath, refocused my attention, 
and read carefully, he had shown how my analysis 
was based on overly simple assumptions about so
cial action, whereas if I adopted more sophisticated 
models, the analysis led to truly new conclusions. 
He concluded his comments by claiming that what 
he had suggested just followed from what I had 
already done. From my point of view, it looked more 
like he had pushed me through a major break
through in my thinking, as well as showing me an 
exciting scholarly contribution. 

The admiration and high esteem in which 
Richard Salisbury was widely held was in part a 
reflection of this profound respect and commitment 
he gave to others. I know that several of us would not 
be in the profession were it not for his guidance and 
support, sometimes in difficult circumstances. My 
own involvement in applied work with the James 
Bay Cree, while still a degree candidate and a junior 
professor, was always supported despite the major 
delays it caused in completing my dissertation. It 
put Richard Salisbury under substantial pressure, 
and it must have caused him considerable concern. 
But he never spoke of that to me, he only spoke of his 
sympathy for the pressures I was under. 

His understanding reflected his own career, 
which combined a devotion to intellectual rigour 
with a passionate activism. His blending of these 
two commitments defined a profound personal and 
professional integrity. This intellectual and applied 
synthesis also constitutes one of the truly distinctive 
features of his work. I think that he extended this 
synthesis to a richness rarely attempted in contem
porary anthropology. Richard Salisbury showed 
anthropologists the value, and sometimes the neces
sity, of linking general theoretical formulations to 
applied anthropological analyses. He demonstrated 
that anthropologists can seek theoretical or applied 
objectives by pursuing both in dialectical process. At 
a more intimate level, he showed that such linkages 
provide the foundations for a distinctive profes
sional integrity. 

It is common in anthropological writing about 
the careers of scholars to assume that the applied ac
tivities of anthropologists have a marginal relation
ship to their academic concerns. In general, our his
tories of the discipline ignore the applied concerns of 
scholars. Where anthropological accounts do treat 
the relationship between applied activities and 
scholarly practice, we tend to either relegate consid
eration of applied work to a separate section of the 
study, removed from the scholarly and historical 
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analysis of the scholar's theoretical and empirical en
deavours; or we tend to use applied endeavours as 
an analytical indicator of the broader social or politi
cal values of a scholar, in order to help us understand 
his or her theoretical positions. 

From the point of view of social analysis, we 
know that such a radical separation between arenas 
of human action is not a feature of human social 
agency which can be taken for granted. The value of 
viewing and analyzing everyday cultural and social 
life through the concept of holism is one of the central 
assertions of anthropology. A recurrent theme in 
our writing about small scale societies is the claim 
that generally there is no radical separation of one 
domain of thought and practice from another. This 
holism of human social life plays a central role in 
analyses from diverse theoretical and ideological 
persuasions. It is therefore surprising that in our 
accounts of the life and work of anthropologists we 
do not often use the concepts of holism or integrity 
for either descriptive or explanatory purposes. 

However, it is essential for us to look for integra
tions rather than separations in order to appreciate 
some of Richard Salisbury's distinctive accomplish
ments. I think Richard Salisbury lived and worked 
in a way that sought to express and demonstrate the 
connections between professional, political, eco
nomic, moral, family, and spiritual engagements. 
He made visible the special personal and social 
fulfillment that flows from these connections in our 
own lives. He sought to develop a framework for an
thropological praxis within the scholarly milieu that 
encouraged such integration. And he sought to 
address society from the assumption of the inter
relatedness of actors and agencies. This way of 
working pervasively informs his writings, his ap
plied projects, and the institutional developments he 
nurtured. 

We can see elements of this integration in his 
writings on development and on anthropology it
self, especially his views of the role of the anthro
pologist. A central theme of Richard Salisbury's 
writings has been the promotion of linkages between 
the theories of socio-cultural anthropology and the 
analytical problems of applied anthropology. He 
has strongly argued for the value to each from this 
interaction, citing examples from his own experi
ence contributing to economic theory and transac
tional analysis (as in his article, "Application and 
Theory in Canadian Anthropology: The James Bay 
Case," 1979). And he suggested that such linkages 
bind the social scientist to the wider society in ways 
that engage both professional knowledge and plu
ralistic values, a view he conceptualized in the role of 
the anthropologist as" societal ombudsman" (1976). 



These conceptions follow directly from his 
widely cited studies of economic anthropology and 
development in which he considered the social, 
political and cultural components of development 
processes (From Stone to Steel, 1962 and Vunamami, 
1969). While his work was addressed to debates 
within economic and social anthropology, it was 
also directed to development planners and applied 
social scientists, addressing theoretical issues at the 
same time it stood as a critique of development 
economics as it was commonly practiced. 

These concerns were later extended to work in 
northern Canada where Richard Salisbury elabo
rated his praxis, and extended the linkages, by 
undertaking consultancies with and for indigenous 
peoples' organizations, and by entering into public 
policy debates as a citizen and scholar. In his initial 
work on the James Bay Hydro-electric scheme he 
demonstrated the utility of economic decision-mak
ing models for Quebec development planners, 
elaborated his theory of decentralized development 
through the subsistence and service sectors, ad
dressed critical negotiating issues for the regional 
Cree leadership, and entered into the public policy 
debates over the proposed hydro-electric project 
and its impacts (for example, see Development and 
James Bay: Social Implications of the Hydroelectric 
Proposals, 1972). 

His recommendations to the government devel
opers called for significant changes in their plans for 
how the hydro-electric development should pro
ceed. His arguments were based on his earlier expe
rience and on the world-wide development litera
ture, and he convinced the government agencies to 
significantly alter these plans. The changes included 
new initiatives for local involvement, recognition of 
the need to support the subsistence sector, the recog
nition of a local role in plans for development of 
service industries, as well as relocating and isolating 
camps and staging areas away from indigenous 
settlements, and creating a local priority for on-the
job training programmes. For the Cree the report 
emphasized the consequences of demographic 
growth, the vital but limited potential for the growth 
of subsistence hunting activities, the need to up
grade job skills in the population, the need to evolve 
region-wide planning, and the critical importance of 
political rights and effective organization for social 
and economic development. He was one of the very 
first advisors to recommend that the Cree challenge 
the hydro-electric project by taking out a court action 
based on claims to aboriginal rights. 

The importance of legal rights and the view that 
subsistence production is and should continue to be 

central to northern indigenous societies as they 
undergo changes were views being expressed by the 
elders and young people from the communities. As 
a consequence, indigenous peoples made the issues 
into a matter of national political and media atten
tion in Canada, through both the James Bay court 
cases and the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry. 
Richard Salisbury's pioneering studies served as an 
important analytic statement and demonstration of 
the plausibility and necessity of regionally decen
tralized economic development and of recognizing 
indigenous rights as a critical political component of 
effective economic development. Richard Salisbury 
was a widely sought expert by the media on these 
issues, and he wrote public contributions to these 
critical debates. 

Richard Salisbury was passionately concerned 
to both learn from indigenous people's knowledge 
and practices and to carry their arguments for 
greater autonomy and decentralized development 
back to urban and industrial centres. His support for 
indigenous and third world peoples, and his rea
soned and rigorous research and arguments in sup
port of their claims, sought to complement and 
enhance their own initiatives. But he also sought to 
inform them of insights which social science per
spectives could contribute to their success. In the 
James Bay situation he arranged seminars and meet
ings, and prepared several limited circulation re
ports, addressing the regional indigenous leaders 
and offering insights into upcoming problems and 
potential directions for solutions. In the process, he 
became a valued friend to many in the Cree commu
nities. 

These applied initiatives led to a series of proj
ects on aspects of long-term development in the 
James Bay region, undertaken by Salisbury and by a 
diverse group of colleagues and students working 
with him. Taken together, their studies and reports 
constitute one of the major documented case studies 
in the social science literature of the processes of 
large-scale, long-term change, and one of the best 
known examples of applying anthropology. They 
go some way towards redefining the role and prac
tice of applied anthropology in Canada and beyond. 

The integration which Richard Salisbury sought 
is clear in his last book, in which he drew the results 
of these projects together, A Homeland for the Cree: 
Regional Development in James Bay, 1971-81 (1986). 
This book represents a particularly ambitious under
taking. Addressed to all of the sectors engaged in 
development, local indigenous peoples, academics, 
government planners, and politicians, it shows each 
specialized audience the connections between its 
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focussed concerns and holistic responses. In at
tempting and accomplishing this, it foregoes some of 
what could have been accomplished by four differ
ent books and reports. By finding a voice and a 
language with which to speak with coherence to 
many readerships, it accomplishes what four sepa
rate publications could never have undertaken, to 
make the connections. The study provides a bold 
and innovative model for continued elaboration. 
Richard Salisbury's death denied him that opportu
nity. But the essence of the possibility for a renewed 
professional integration was exemplified in his ca
reer, his teaching and his writings. 

The qualities which are at the center of Richard 
Salisbury's contributions to the discipline, and 
which would form a key to any full assessment of his 
work, are this personal integrity, intellectual rigour, 
and social concern, and the unique unity and balance 
he gave these throughout his career and in his deal
ings with others. It is this integrity which was one of 
his most extra-ordinary intellectual and practical 
accomplishments, and it forms a core of his intellec
tual legacy. 

He showed that the personal and moral com
mitments we hold can be integrated with scholarly 
and professional obligations. He showed that truth 
and morality are joined, and that service to fellow 
humans is coincident with individual fulfillment. 
He encouraged a vision and a commitment in others 
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to seek to fulfill these human potentials. He showed 
that the seamless holism of domains of thought and 
action, which philosophers associate with the roots 
of the human condition, and which anthropologists 
associate with many of the small scale communities 
which we study, can also be created in our own midst 
in the contemporary world. 
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