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Which Women are Persons?  
 
On Parliament Hill, the centre of government in Canada, a monument called “Women are 
Persons!” celebrates the Famous Five, five Alberta women who successfully argued in the 1929 
Persons Case that women are, in fact, legal persons and therefore should be able to serve in the 
Senate.  In Calgary, a similar version of the Women are Persons! monument stands at Olympic 
Plaza. Here in Edmonton, parks named after each of the Famous Five line the banks of the 
North Saskatchewan River.  The Famous Five, including Emily Murphy, Henrietta Muir Edwards, 
Louise McKinney, Nellie McClung, and Irene Parlby were leaders in the movement for women’s 
suffrage, campaigning since the late-nineteenth century for women’s voting rights. These parks 
and monuments represent a celebration of the Famous Five’s advocacy for political equality 
under the law, for in the late-nineteenth and early twentieth century, Canadian women were 
second-class citizens, unable to vote in elections or run for office.  
 
Commemorations of the Famous Five tend to position them as women who were crucial to the 
project of securing women’s political rights in Canada. Yet, the women’s rights movement of 
the late-nineteenth and early twentieth century in Canada was dominated by white upper-class 
women who espoused racist, classist, and able-ist views about which members of Canadian 
society should be able to reproduce.  The Famous Five themselves were supporters of 
eugenics.  In this lesson, we will situate the Famous Five and early feminist struggles for political 
rights within the broader context of white nation-building in Canada.  The purpose of this 
lesson is to introduce you to the connections between early movements for women’s rights, 
‘maternal feminism’, white nationalism, and eugenics.  As this lesson demonstrates, maternal 
feminist ideology continues to shape assumptions about ideal motherhood today.  
 
Canadian women began organizing to demand political rights -- including the right to vote and 
run for municipal, provincial, and national office -- in the late-nineteenth century.  Whereas 
contemporary Canadians understand early women’s rights activists as progressive voices for 
social and political change, early women’s rights activists held very traditional views about 
women’s roles, arguing that women would have a positive influence on the political realm 
because they were supposedly naturally more virtuous and moral than men.  University of 
Alberta Political Science professor Dr. Lois Harder writes: 
 



“Accepting the widely held view that men and women were distinct if complementary, 
suffragists argued that women’s strong morality and feminine virtue would provide the 
antidote to the corrupt tendences of politics.  And while some women also argued for 
sexual equality and hence the right of women to vote, many others believed that 
women’s responsibility for the caring work of society was the strongest persuasive force 
in the demand to vote.” (Harder, 2006: 62) 

 
Suffragists came together in organizations such as: the Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
(WCTU), which mobilized around the goal of prohibiting the sale and consumption of alcohol; 
the United Farm Women of Alberta (UFWA), which focused on health care policy; and the 
Imperial Order of Daughters of the Empire, a women’s organization devoted to promoting 
British imperialism and patriotism in North America, in part through childhood education.   
 
These organizations and their leaders espoused the ideology of maternal feminism, the belief 
that women’s social and political value is primarily related to their traditional roles as mothers 
(Moss et al., 2013: 105). Maternal feminist ideology reflected white nationalist ideology by 
equating ideal motherhood with whiteness and arguing that ideal mothers are fundamental to 
achieving national progress.  As mothers, maternal feminists argued, women are uniquely 
equipped to make decisions in the best interests of society and the nation.   
 
At the same time that white women advocated for political rights on the basis of their roles as 
mothers, the Canadian state was pursuing an aggressive policy of nation-building focused on 
settling the west with immigrants and creating a national economy.  This project of western 
settlement was overtly focused on creating a white nation, involving a policy of displacing 
Indigenous peoples from their homelands and preventing non-white immigration to 
Canada.   John A. Macdonald, Canada’s first Prime Minister, believed in the superiority of the 
“Aryan” race, arguing for the prevention of ‘race’ mixing: “If you look around the world,” he 
said in an 1885 speech in the House of Commons, “you will see that the Aryan races will not 
wholesomely amalgamate with Africans or the Asiatics” (quoted in Smith, 2003: 112).  Belief in 
‘Aryan’ superiority permeated both sides of the House of Commons in the post-Confederation 
moment; while Macdonald professed his belief in ‘Aryan’ superiority, so too did Liberal 
Member of Parliament R.G. Macpherson, who argued that Canada could “never expect to 
maintain a high standard of nationality unless we kept the strain white” (quoted in Smith, 2003: 
117).  
 

Given the prevailing belief in white superiority, the Government of Canada recruited 
immigrants they deemed ‘suitable’ for life in Canada, enacting exclusionary immigration policies 
designed to keep non-white people from coming to Canada.  Yet, at the same time, the 
Canadian nation-building process depended on ‘cheap’ foreign labour. For example, Canada 
recruited Chinese men to construct the Canadian Pacific Railway, and many of them lost their 
lives doing this dangerous work. To keep Chinese men from settling in Canada permanently, 
Canada imposed a “head tax” on Chinese immigrants in the 1885 Chinese Immigration Act. 
According to scholar Ena Dua, such racist immigration policies are an attempt to prevent 



miscegenation -- or ‘race mixing’ through reproduction.  Dua explains that the Government of 
Canada imposed a head tax in part to make it unaffordable for Asian men to bring their wives to 
Canada, settle here, and start families.  Eventually, Dua explains, Canada permitted Asian 
women to immigrate because of fears that Asian men would procreate with white women and 
dilute the so-called ‘purity’ of the white race.  On one hand, some politicians argued that Asian 
women, including women from China, Japan, and India, should not be allowed to come to 
Canada because this would encourage them to settle permanently. On the other hand, some 
politicians made the case that Asian women should be permitted to come to Canada in order to 
prevent Asian men from procreating with white women.   
 
 The Indian Act is another example of anti-miscegenation laws in Canada.  In an article titled 
“Racial Ideas and Gendered Intimacies: The Regulation of Interracial Relationship in North 
America”, Dr. Debra Thompson (2009) explains that that section 12(1)(b) of the Indian Act, 
which stipulated that the children of a status-Indian woman and a non-status man would not 
have Indian status, was a tool designed to prevent “race” mixing or miscegenation by denying 
rights to Indigenous women and their descendants if they ‘mixed’. In “Making Love Under 
Indian Acts,” Dene & Metis storyteller Tenille K. Campbell writes of how the Indian Act 
transforms her body and sexuality from a free, powerful, life-giving force to an object that the 
state seeks to regulate: 
 

My womb was originally designed to give life and create community, and now, under an 
Act dating back to 1876, my womb is a place where the life I grow is assigned a number 
and a status, a definition of how “Indian” this child will be. My womb now has the ability 
to diminish community, politically and legally destroying status lineages, depending on 
whom I let into my bed, whom I let cum into me. (Campbell, 2018) 

 
While early Canadian feminists like the Famous Five are celebrated for their role in helping 
white women secure legal personhood, these same women denied full personhood to non-
white women.  Nellie McClung described white suffragists as “guardians of the race” and saw it 
as her patriotic and moral duty “to serve and save the race” (Moss et al., 2013: 108-
109).   Maternal feminist and white nationalist ideology underpinned eugenics, which is the 
practice and ideology of selective breeding to ‘improve’ the population, wherein those with 
“desirable” characteristics are encouraged to reproduce and those deemed ‘unfit’ are 
prevented from doing reproducing (Moss et al, 2013: 105).  Eugenics policies are based on 
faulty ‘scientific’ ideas about biological determinism, genetics, and heredity, presuming any 
mental or social ‘abnormalities’ are the result of biological defects that could be bred out of a 
population. As such, eugenics policies targeted those with mental illness, physical disabilities, 
and people deemed ‘immoral’.  These people were collectively labelled “feeble-minded” (Moss 
et al., 2013: 106).   From 1928 to 1972, the Government of Alberta sterilized nearly 3,000 
people -- most of whom without their consent -- under the Sexual Sterilization Act.  The Famous 
Five and women’s groups like the United Farm Women of Alberta were major proponents of 
the Sexual Sterilization Act.   
 
For example, Judge Emily Murphy supported this legislation, arguing: 



“the congenitally diseased are becoming vastly more populous than those we designate  
as the ‘upper crust’.  This is why it is altogether likely that the upper crust with its  
delicious plums and dash of cream is likely to become at any time a mere toothsome  
morsel for the hungry, the abnormal, the criminals, and the posterity of insane paupers -
- in a word, of the neglected folk” (Murphy quoted in Grekul et al., 2004: 362).   

This story also has a University of Alberta connection.  From 1928 to 1965, Dr. J. M. 
MacEachran, the founder of the Department of Psychology and Philosophy at the University of 
Alberta, served as the Chair of the Alberta Eugenics Board.  The practice of sexual sterilization in 
Alberta targeted non-white and Indigenous people because of the white supremacist ideology 
that white people were naturally superior.  Eugenics policies also perpetuated ableist views 
about mental and physical ‘abnormality’ and sexist and patriarchal views about women’s 
sexuality, targeting people deemed “mentally defective” and women deemed ‘too 
promiscuous’ (109).  The National Film Board Documentary The Sterilization of Leilani Muir 
documents the case of Leilani Muir, who sued the Government of Alberta in 1996 for wrongful 
confinement and sterilization. 
 
Upon his election as Premier in 1972, one of Peter Lougheed’s first acts was to repeal the 
Alberta Sexual Sterilization Act, dismantling the Eugenics Board.  While this put a formal end to 
eugenics in Alberta, eugenic ideology and practices continue to impede access to reproductive 
rights and justice in Alberta and Canada.  In December 2018, for example, Indigenous women 
who have undergone forced and coerced sterilization in Alberta hospitals launched a class 
action lawsuit against the Government of Alberta.  After the Sexual Sterilization Act was 
repealed, Alberta hospitals have continued to sterilize Indigenous women by performing 
coerced sterilizations. Indigenous women in Saskatchewan launched a similar class action 
lawsuit against the province in February 2018, describing coerced sterilizations as recently as 
2018.  These cases are an example of the ways that maternal feminism, white nationalism, and 
ableist ideas continue to shape assumptions about ideal motherhood today.  
 


