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Hidden Hegemony in Public Health: A Qualitative Approach to a
Comparative Discourse Analysis of How Colonial and Post-Colonial

Discourses Shaped the Calgary IODE’s Approach to Child and
Family Public Health

Margaret Ayriss, University of Calgary, margaret.ayriss@ucalgary.ca

Abstract The Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire (IODE) is a Canadian women’s auxiliary
founded in 1900 that aligned with British colonial values. This study explores colonial and post-
colonial discourses within the IODE to understand how these dynamic ideologies produced
power effects that influenced the Calgary IODE’s child and family public health work. Calgary
IODE colonial discourse between 1930 and 1970 reveals that public health resources used to
sustain the English-Canadian population were employed as assimilation tools for non-English
speaking immigrants and the Indigenous. However, texts produced after 1970 show a shift in
ideological positions, which is apparent in the Calgary IODE post-colonial discourse of its texts
between the 1970s and the early 2000s, and the shift from family to community public health.
This research is on the impact of historical, social conditions and can be expanded to help
mitigate systemic practices, improving health outcomes for all Canadians.

Background

Health inequities produced by socio-economic and political conditions are connected to social order and resource
distribution, however more research is needed to explore their entrenchment into Canadian public health. The
Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire (IODE) was founded in 1900 for Canadian, female British subjects,
aligning the Order with British colonial values. Borrowing from Barbara Aneil, British colonialism ideologically
imposed British values onto Canada’s land, Indigenous inhabitants, and non-English immigrants for purposes of
improvement. Canada’s eugenics movement was driven by colonial values due to low English-Canadian birthrates
amidst rising immigrant and Indigenous populations, spurring the IODE’s focus onto public health. Other studies
analyze the IODE using nationalism and critical race theory.! My historical approach uses a critical lens to
examine how ideological discourses shaped IODE family public health work. I aim to understand how colonial
and post-colonial discursive power effects impacted the development of Canada’s family public health by asking
how changing assimilation and education ideologies within these discourses produced power effects influencing
the Calgary IODE’s family public health work. Placing Canadian colonial and postcolonial discourses mirrored
in Calgary IODE documents within their social and historical contexts reveals their significance in Calgary IODE
family public health work.

Methodology and Theoretical Approach

The methodology uses a social constructionist approach within a critical theory paradigm. A critical discourse
analysis was applied to IODE public health initiatives targeting various Canadian populations. Michel Foucault’s
theory of discourse as a language construct producing observable power/knowledge effects reveals the IODE’s
ideological discourse, while biopolitics as a form of population control using collective health parameters shows
how the IODE sought to improve these populations. Pierre Bourdieu’s theories of social division and power
distribution based on social positionality explain power differences between the IODE and other social groups.
Bourdieu’s concepts of how learned behaviors and practices define social standards and reproduce social order
through actions and interactions, combined with the manipulation of social power to maintain dominant culture
expose the ideological power effects impacting IODE distribution of public health resources. In this paper,
Hegemony is an overarching process arising out of economic, political, and cultural conditions maintained within
social structures that allow the dominance of one social group over the others.! This framework divulges how the
IODE utilized power/knowledge relationships based on social status to create a discourse that defined access to
Canadian public health resources.

Data collection and analysis

The IODE is hierarchically organized, allowing a case study analysis of the Calgary IODE to be applied within a
wider Canadian context. Historiographical documentary and iconography methods collected data from Calgary
IODE minute books, records, correspondence, images, scrapbooks, newspaper articles, constitutions, and the
IODE Echoes publication. Documents were systematically selected by content containing records of the Calgary
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IODE activities in immigration, education, and child and family welfare, and its ideological perspectives. The
collection process was iterative and inductive. Data was triangulated by including records from the Calgary
municipal chapter, 10 primary chapters, and three Calgary IODE members, as well as the Victoria Order of Nurses
(VON), and the Alberta Council of Child and Family Welfare (ACCFW) archival records. Data was considered
saturated when no new data was revealed within the sources.

Data was analyzed deductively within the developed framework. Matching colonial and postcolonial
ideologies circulating in Canadian society and within IODE documents with IODE activities between 1918 and
2010 revealed ideological shifts within the Order that produced recognizable connections between colonial and
post-colonial ideologies and the IODE’s public health approach. Analyzing the colonial and postcolonial shifts
within the IODE emphasized how each of these discourses dynamically shaped its public health initiatives. An
intersectional, intracategorical approach accounted for the social meanings that shaped the social identities,
positions, and lived experiences of various Canadian social groups, explaining how these combined to create
different experiences around public health. Reflexivity acknowledging my own personal standpoint was
maintained by journaling during data collection and analysis activities, as well as peer debriefing. i

Discussion

Early on, Alberta attracted many charitable organizations focused on public health due to disparate social and
economic conditions. Founded in Calgary in 1909, between 1918-1930 the Order funded veterans’ hospitals,
supplied food, clothing, and household items to soldier families and war widows, and supported post-war work
throughout the British Empire. Calgary IODE minutes record funds for hospital equipment, tuberculosis patients,
primary schoolbooks and education bursaries, university scholarships, and libraries. A major Calgary IODE public
health initiative, the Sylvan Lake Fresh Air Camp for underprivileged children, received $25,000 between 1922
and 1933.%

Eugenics arose in Alberta in 1928, and in 1929 the IODE began recording all public health resources
allocated to immigrants under the Immigration committee instead of the Child and Family Welfare Committee,
targeting these resources toward British immigrants. Calgary IODE minute books record resource distribution to
families with surnames such as Lockhart, Fraser, and Sloan and to “soldier settler” families, supporting the change
made by the National chapter. Organizing the distributions of public health resources according to racial profiles
implies IODE resources were not just to aid immigrants. Rather, public health resources and education were
openly used to assimilate non-English immigrants, providing rural schools in these communities with learning
equipment, nutrition, and hygiene products, the same resources given to the English-Canadian population to
maintain social dominance. These racial dynamics can be interpreted as a direct employment of public health
resources as an assimilation technique requiring compliance to English-Canadian standards. Calgary chapters also
participated in Child Welfare Week, an initiative that focusing on improving health by implementing English-
Canadian values. IODE participation in health education to reform undesirable social groups reinforces public
health resources as tools of assimilation that also limited access to resources for non-conforming families.”

After WWII, communism concerns turned IODE interests to Northern Indigenous communities. Calgary
chapters provided Northern communities with Empire-based education, clothing, and food. Often the IODE
depicted the Indigenous as socially and culturally backwards, seeking to acculturate and assimilate this group
using familial division, a direct contrast to the IODE’s program to reunite British settlers in Canada with their
families. The willingness to remove Indigenous children from their families exposes how the IODE used resources
as tools of Indigenous assimilation. Additionally, the Indigenous communities were portrayed as ungrateful,
increasing the social distance and power between these two groups. Evidence that the IODE continually sought
recognition for their work is found consistently throughout the Calgary chapter minutes that record many thank
you letters. By seeking recognition for their work, the IODE retained dominance over the social groups they
assisted by indebting these underprivileged populations through gifts that could not be repaid. "

Toward the 1970s as postcolonialism was on the rise, the IODE realigned itself: in 1967, the Immigration
and Citizenship committee became the Citizenship committee, implying a change in its approach to this work. By
the mid-1970s, the IODE dropped its imperialist title, using only its acronym and changing its approach to public
health work. The Calgary IODE supported local, community-based initiatives such as crisis centers, school food
programs, the Food Bank, Boys and Girls Club, Ronald McDonald House, Meals on Wheels, purchased several
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Handi-buses for Calgary, and financed a training program for childcare workers assisting behaviorally challenged
children. These changes show that the postcolonial ideologies circulating within Canadian society reoriented the
IODE to distribute public health resources on a needs-related basis rather than for colonial improvement. "

Conclusion

Discourses within Calgary IODE texts between 1918 and 1970 reveal that the same public health resources used
to sustain the English-Canadian population were employed as tools of assimilation for non-English speaking
immigrants and the Indigenous. However, the post-colonial discourse within IODE texts produced between the
1970s to the early 2000s highlights the IODE’s shift from family to community public health. Understanding how
colonialism distributed resources based on social and cultural positions in Canadian society still has systemic
effects for Canadians today is vital to changing health inequity. This research is about the impact of historical,
social conditions on Canadian public health and can be expanded to mitigate systemic practices, improving health
outcomes for all Canadians.
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