Henrietta Muir Edwards — A Pioneering Canadian Activist

By Mehnaz Khan

Henrietta Muir Edwards was a pioneering Canadian women’s rights activist,
author, social reformer, and artist. She was one of the “Famous Five” whose
work greatly influenced women's rights and social issues in Canada. She
played a key role in shaping Canada's laws and improving the lives of

women across the country.

Henrietta was born on December 18, 1849, in Montreal, Quebec and died on

November 9, 1931, in Fort Macleod, Alberta. She fought from a young age

for women’s rights, education, work force, justice, equality, better opportunities, equity, social
issues, and health. Henrietta Edwards began her activism in the late 19th century when women had
limited rights and very few opportunities outside the home. She was deeply concerned with the
lack of legal rights for women, especially married women, who had little control over property,
income, or decisions that affected their lives. In the 1870’s, Henrietta Edwards and her sister,
Amelia, established “Young Women’s Reading Room”, which was a meeting place for women.
She co-founded the Working Girls’ Association (one of Canada s first social service organizations)
in Montreal which later turned into the “Working Women’s Association (WWA)”. This was a
charitable project to help young women to head to independence. Both sisters launched Woman s

Work in Canada, the first Canadian magazine for working women only.

Henrietta was one of the “Famous Five,” a group of courageous women who fought to have
women recognized as "Persons" under Canadian law. Emily Murphy, Nellie McClung, Louise
McKinney, and Irene Parlby along with Henrietta challenged the Supreme Court of Canada’s ruling
that women were not "Persons" under the law and therefore could not be appointed to the Senate.
The Famous Five took their case to the Judicial Committee of the “Privy Council” in Britain,
which ultimately overturned the Canadian ruling and declared that women were indeed “persons”
under the law. This effort led to the historic Persons Case of 1929, which allowed women to be
appointed to the Canadian Senate. This was a landmark victory in the fight for gender equality,
and it helped open doors for women in leadership and politics. Without her persistence and

dedication, this crucial change in legal recognition might not have been possible.



Henrietta Edwards was a respected author who used her writing to inform and empower women.
Her book, “Legal Status of Women in Canada”, published in 1908, outlined the laws affecting
women in various provinces. It became an important legal resource and helped Canadian women
understand their rights regarding property, marriage, and divorce. Her ability to translate complex
legal concepts into accessible information gave many women the tools they needed to advocate

for themselves.

Henrietta Edwards' influence is still deeply felt in today’s Canadian society. Her advocacy helped
lay the foundation for modern human rights legislation in Canada, including the Canadian Charter
of Rights and Freedoms, which guarantees equality for all citizens regardless of gender. Her work
also paved the way for the continuing fight for women’s rights in areas such as wage equality,
reproductive rights, and protection against gender-based violence. Her legacy is honored through
public recognition, including the designation of the Famous Five as National Historic Persons of

Canada and their depiction on the Canadian $50 bill.

Henrietta is incredibly inspiring for several reasons that resonate on my personal level as |
believe in standing up for what’s right, even when the odds are stacked against me. “Henrietta
didn’t just talk about change—she lived it” -that motivates me most. Her persistence motivates
me to overcome my fears. I do not want to stop when it gets hard or when people do not
appreciate my efforts. Henrietta kept going because she believed in something bigger than
herself. It’s a reminder for me that I don’t need to wait for permission to make a change.
Whether it’s speaking up, creating something meaningful, or standing up for others, I can lead

change right where I am—just like Henrietta did.

As a young girl, I face new challenges and love to accept those. As an example, still in Canada,
women are left behind in Science and Technology. Since Grade 4, I have been participating
“Lethbridge Regional Science Fair & Science Olympics” and experimenting with various
science concepts. | have achieved few remarkable milestones. My recent science project related
to Machine Learning has been awarded in Lethbridge Regional Science Fair 2025 as Best Project
(Junior Label). I love to participate various community programs to serve our country as a good

citizen.



Volunteering opportunities also become an influential part of my life. I can obviously connect that
to the values Henrietta lived by. I am a volunteer of Lethbridge Public Library, Destination
Exploration, & different school events. Henrietta spent her life working to help others — whether
it was fighting for women’s legal rights or working to improve education and healthcare. When I
serve as a volunteer, I feel like I'm doing my own small part to make things better, and it makes
me appreciate how much one person can do when they care enough to act. Her story reminds me
that making a difference doesn’t always look huge — sometimes it’s in showing up, learning,

helping, or just choosing to care.

Henerietta wasn’t just a suffragist — also a feminist, writer, artist, daughter, sister, wife, mother,
grandmother, friend, and educator. She spoke four languages and enjoyed photography,
taxidermy and playing chess. It’s a good reminder for me that we can wear multiple hats and still
make a difference. I really feel her influence is in how I’ve pushed myself to try new things. At
first glance, this might not seem like a big deal, but learning a new thing can be intimidating.
There’s strategy, skill, and sometimes pressure to perform in front of others. I used to get
discouraged easily, especially when I didn’t pick things up right away. But thinking about
Henrietta reminds me that it’s okay to be a beginner. She spent decades working toward
women’s legal recognition, and she didn’t see results overnight. That kind of patience and
persistence inspires me to keep going even when I feel stuck or unsure of myself. With every
process of learning something new, I’m not just developing a skill — I’m also building
resilience, confidence, and the courage to step outside my comfort zone. This gesture pushes me
to start learning “Fencing” and soon I will join for Recreational Hockey. I am an artistic

swimmer and member of Lethbridge Synchrobelles Synchronized Swimming Club.

I am also a Junior Lifeguard and a member of “Mantas Life Saving Club”. It was not an easy
journey for me to become a junior lifeguard. In future, I want to become an obstetrician to help
all those women who are silently suffering from many gynecological diseases. I am trying to make
a campaign along with my mom for those women, who are suffering from Endometriosis and other

Invasive Gynecologic health issues.

Henrietta pushed for women’s rights at a time when it wasn’t the norm, and that shows serious

courage. Her activism reminds me how important it is to speak up for justice, even when it’s tough



or lonely. Many girls of my age are afraid of taking a step when they get bullied as well as abused
physically and mentally. I want to stand beside them and advocate them how to fight for their legal
rights. Her determination to fight for equality makes me want to stand up for people whose voices
aren’t being heard. She reminds me that one voice can matter — especially when it speaks up for
others. Her legacy also pushes me to learn, care, and contribute — not just for myself, but for the

betterment of society.

Henrietta's life gives me hope, and a push to be braver. I get an inspiration to exploring new
challenges. Henrietta’s life story reminds me that impact isn’t always loud or dramatic. It can be
found in everyday choices — choosing to learn, choosing to help, choosing to keep going when
things get tough. Her legacy encourages me to be more intentional, more compassionate, and more

courageous in my own journey.

Henrietta Muir Edwards was a pioneer whose courage and commitment to justice transformed
Canadian society. Her tireless efforts not only secured legal rights for women in her time but also
inspired future generations to continue the fight for equality and justice. Today, her legacy lives
on in the continued progress toward gender equity and in the hearts of those who believe in a fair
and inclusive society for all. As an history lover, I hold her story in my heart and promise myself
to put my best effort to contribute more for the well being of my community and my loving

homeland, Canada.
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