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it may also have been that her views were too 
controversial and extreme. She was replaced 
first, and briefly, by Mary Ford, and then by 
Francis Marion Beynon, who played a criti­
cal role in the suffrage campaign in Manitoba 
along with her sister, Lillian Beynon Thomas, 
and Nellie McClung. Francis Marion Beynon 
had been a consistent defender of the rights of 
the "foreigner," believing that all ethnic groups 
deserved equal treatment. She once commented 
in response to a slur against African American 
people: "Because we of the Anglo-Saxon race 
have been able to bully less militant and aggres­
sive peoples into handing over their territory 
to us is a poor basis for the assumption that 
we as a race are the anointed of God and the 
one and only righteous and virtuous people."83 
Nellie McClung also endorsed ethnic diversity 
and promoted a vision of Canada as a place 
where "every race, color or creed will be given 
exactly the same chance."84 In 1915 McClung 
spoke "passionately in defence of the foreign 
women" on the question of suffrage.85 At the 
same time, her writing and speeches expressed 
deep pride and admiration in the British empire, 
and in 1917 she briefly seemed to contradict her 
defense of the rights of "foreign" women when 
she called for voting rights for Canadian and 
British-born women only as a war measure. 
McClung withdrew her support from this, how­
ever, and acknowledged her error when Beynon 
criticized her in the Guide. There were, however, 
other suffragists who used the same arguments 
advanced by Graham, asking how they could be 
disenfranchised when "untutored" "foreigners" 
could vote and determine their laws and future. 
They argued that the female franchise could 
offset the votes of illiterate immigrants, and that 
"Canadian women had the well-being of the 
country more at heart than the average foreign 
immigrant."86 

The elite strategy of Graham and other 
proponents of homesteads for women, which 
excluded rights for "foreign" women, weakened 
rather than consolidated their base of support. 
Key potential constituencies were alienated, 
including settlers from the United States. But 
even without these fissures, it seems unlikely 

that the campaign would have succeeded. The 
reasons against granting homestead rights 
to women in Western Canada were clearly 
articulated in an editorial in the Nor'West 
Farmer of September 5, 1912. The editors of 
that journal explained why they could not sup­
port the cause, and their reasons had nothing 
to do with the issue of which women should 
be granted homestead rights. Homesteads for 
women were opposed "on the simple ground 
that women are not naturally fitted to become 
independent, permanent, capable agricultural­
ists." To bestow 160 acres on every woman who 
should apply for it was "an unwarranted dissipa­
tion of our public domain and a menace to our 
agriculture." There were enough "agricultural 
scaliwags" as it was, breaking the spirit of the 
homestead contract by making the smallest 
possible amount of improvements. Capable, 
lifelong farmers were wanted. Some women 
might be capable of managing farms of their 
own but "the average woman is lacking in the 
physical strength and natural independence 
and resource so necessary in a homesteading 
undertaking."87 

Bearing over eleven thousand signatures, 
and supported by organizations such as the 
Winnipeg Board of Trade, the three provin­
cial Grain Growers' associations, the National 
Council of Women, and Women's Press Clubs 
across Canada, the petition was submitted to 
Parliament in February 1913.88 There was no 
debate on or interest in the issue. The minister 
of the interior W. J. Roche simply said, "This 
matter is under consideration" when asked if 
the petition had been received and what action 
the government proposed to take. The petition 
received nothing more than a polite written 
response from Roche to Isabelle Graham, who 
was informed that "any matter pertaining to 
the welfare of the Canadian people will always 
receive my close and favorable consideration."89 

LAST GASPS OF THE CAMPAIGN: ThE 

"NATURAL" GENDER ORDER PRESERVED 

That was not the end of interest in home­
steads for women, but the campaign lost steam. 
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Disappointed in this as well as the dower cam­
paign, organized women focused attention on 
the vote as a means of achieving their goals. 
The turning point came in 1913, when the 
votes for women cause became a live issue. 
The petition remained the main strategy, and 
the one presented to the premier of Manitoba 
in 1915 had 39,584 signatures (indicating how 
comparatively few supporters there were for 
homesteads for British women).90 World War 
I also diverted attention away from issues such 
as homesteads for women. Binnie-Clark's 1914 
book Wheat and Woman, in which she stressed 
the obstacles faced by the woman farmer in 
Western Canada, and the injustices of the land 
laws that permitted all her male neighbors to 
receive their farms virtually for free, could not 
have been published at a more inopportune 
time. Even Binnie-Clark herself deserted the 
cause, returned to England for many years, 
and turned her attention to other, war-related 
issues. 

There was a mild revival of interest after 
the war. At the 1919 convention of the United 
Farmers of Alberta and United Farm Women 
of Alberta a resolution was passed asking 
that homesteading privileges be extended to 
women on an equal footing with men, stating 
that "we feel that any natural resources that 
the Government has to put at the disposal of 
its citizens should be free to all, irrespective of 
gender."91 The reply from the Department of 
the Interior was that there was no reason why 
the policy should be changed, that homestead 
land was getting scarce, and that remaining 
homestead land was reserved for soldier set­
tlers. Homesteading was also thought not to be 
in the interests of women, as it would mean iso­
lation from markets and medical attention.92 

Still, the homesteads-for-women campaign 
did not disappear entirely. Throughout the 
1920s the Department of the Interior contin­
ued to receive many letters of inquiry from 
individuals and organizations. The replies were 
similar, that the free homestead policy was 
designed to attract settlers who intended to 
farm, and it had never been the policy to grant 
homesteads to other than heads or potential 

heads of families. In a 1928 Department of 
the Interior memorandum other reasons were 
elaborated, including that 

a single woman is unfitted for a great many 
reasons for the lonely and isolated life led 
by the majority of homesteaders on prairie 
farms. Even if this concession were granted I 
think that very few women would be willing 
to face the loneliness and hard work entailed 
by taking up a free homestead. There is also 
the financial end of the matter, which I 
think would prove a considerable handicap, 
as unlike men they would be unable to go 
out and work in the bush during the winter, 
or in lumber mills, or work out during 
threshing season, in order to earn additional 
money to develop their homesteads.93 

It was further noted that despite the "tre­
mendous change in the 'sphere of women' I 
do not believe that the Department would 
be warranted in changing its present policy." 
They were free to purchase land that was near 
to markets and churches, and "the capital 
required for homesteading is not very much 
less than what would buy a farm." Binnie­
Clark, who purchased her farm, would have 
disagreed, but she had long since turned to 
other causes. 

In 1929 resolutions were passed at the United 
Farmers of Alberta convention and by the 
Canadian Council of Agriculture at Winnipeg, 
asking that homesteads be granted to women 
on the same terms as men.94 These were the 
last gasps of the homesteads-for-women cam­
paign. M. L. Burbank of Carman, Manitoba, 
wrote to the Western Producer in February 1929 
that she held out little hope for the resolution, 
as she had recently written to the Department 
of the Interior and had received the standard 
reply that departure from the present practice 
was not deemed advisable.95 She wrote, 

As I see it, this reply simply means that, 
in the opinion of the government, land is 
much too valuable to be giving it away to 
women, and that securing homesteads for 
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women in Canada looks rather hopeless 
as long as there are any homesteads worth 
having .... It is truly amazing that anyone 
can claim that women are not quite as valu­
able 'heads of families' as men are, or that a 
new country does not need women quite as 
much as it does men. 

Burbank pointed out the fallacy in the argu­
ment that few women would be interested; If 
that were correct, she wrote, then little home­
stead land would be "wasted," and that, on 
the other hand, if "free homesteads attracted 
any considerable number of women surely the 
country would not suffer from settlers of this 
type. In any event it would not seem that the 
privilege of homesteading, with its hard work 
and deprivations, is an unreasonable 'favor' to 
ask." 

That women did not have homestead rights 
in Western Canada until 1930 when there was 
almost no homestead land left reflects the goals 
of the architects of the Canadian West who 
imagined and fashioned the region as an exten­
sion of the British empire, distinct from their 
neighbors to the south. In Canada the "tradi­
tional" and "natural" gender order was to be 
preserved. White women, preferably of British 
ancestry, were viewed as the key to order and 
civilization, and to the agrarian ideal, but only 
if they were firmly tied to the home and domes­
tic sphere. Importing young women as domestic 
servants rather than holding out the hope of 
landownership and possible independence 
from marriage best served these goals. 

Promoters of agriculture as a suitable occu­
pation for women in the pages of the Imperial 
Colonist made little impact, nor did the example 
of the women homesteaders of the u.s. West. 
Ownership of land (although not work on the 
land of their spouses, fathers, or brothers) dis­
rupted cherished ideals of British femininity. 
As Kate Hunter has written about Australia, 
"mo accept the possibility of women involved 
in cultivation would have meant a subver­
sion of heterosexuality, particularly when the 
women involved were single and childless. This 
would constitute a most inappropriate posses-

sion of land."96 Women could be permitted to 
do the work, but not to own the land. Nellie 
McClung wrote in 1916, 

Women are doing homestead duties wher­
ever homestead duties are being done. . . . 
No person objects to the homesteader's 
wife having to get out wood, or break up 
scrub land, or drive oxen, so long as she is 
not doing these things for herself and has 
no legal claim on the result of her labour. 
Working for someone else is very sweet and 
womanly, and most commendable. What 
a neat blending there is of kindness and 
cruelty in the complacent utterances of 
the armchair philosophers who tell us that 
women have not the physical strength to do 
the hard tasks of life.97 

These views of the "armchair philosophers" 
were so deeply embedded that even the tactic of 
allying with the cause of bolstering the British 
fabric of the West did not advance homesteads 
for women. But there was more involved than 
a challenge to the cherished ideals of feminin­
ity. Architects of the West knew that women 
were capable of the hard work and deprivation 
required of homesteaders, but it was useful 
to insist that they were not, just as the skills 
of Aboriginal farmers were deprecated.98 It 
would mean having to share legal claims to 
the most valuable resource of the West: land. 
Improvement of the land and profits from the 
land were to remain a white male preserve. 
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