
CHECK IN
1. Historical Significance 
Are the mock parliament and person’s 
case significant in Canadian history? 
Use the historical significance criteria 
to judge the evidence.

2. Interpret and Analyze 
In Figure 15, what is the cartoonist’s 
opinion? Does he or she believe that 
women should be considered persons? 
What details in the cartoon support the 
cartoonist’s opinion?

WHAT WERE SOME VICTORIES FOR THE 
WOMEN’S RIGHTS MOVEMENT?

The Right to Vote
Women’s groups in Canada had been fighting for more 
rights since the nineteenth century, including the 
right to vote. Nellie McClung, a well-known author, 
speaker, and feminist, did not agree when the premier 
of Manitoba told her that “Nice women don’t want 
the vote.” McClung and her supporters fought back 
by staging a mock parliament in Winnipeg in 1914. In 
this performance, roles were reversed and men were 
trying to get the right to vote. McClung had the crowd 
roaring with laughter and approval when, playing the 
role of the premier, she imitated him perfectly saying 
“Nice men don’t want the vote.” Once the war started, 
women began to replace men in factories, banks, and 
offices. The war expanded women’s roles, and women 
wanted to use their new economic advantages to push 
for political rights. 

In 1916, Manitoba became the first province to grant 
women the right to vote. The next year, wives, sisters, 
and mothers of soldiers, and nurses gained the right 
to vote in federal elections, and in 1918, all Canadian 
women were granted the right to vote.

 Figure 12 This excerpt comes from the 
Election Act of the Dominion of Canada in 
1916. Nellie McClung and other women’s 
rights activists often quoted this Act to support 
their cause. They felt the Act was out of step 
with Canadians’ values at the time.

No woman, idiot, lunatic, 
or criminal shall vote.

 Figure 13 This photo is of a group of women 
voters in Westcott, Alberta, around 1917. What 
do the details in the photo tell you about the 
roles of women at the time?

LITERACY
LINK

How does finding 
the main idea of the 

mock parliament help 
you understand how 

women got the 
right to vote?

The Right to Sit in the Senate: 
The Person’s Case
Imagine how shocked you would be if you were 
informed that you were not “a person.” In 1916, Emily 
Murphy, a Canadian women’s rights activist, became 
the first female judge in the British Empire. However, a 
lawyer challenged her position as judge, citing an earlier 
British law that stated that “women were not persons 
in the matters of rights and privileges.” The Alberta 
Supreme Court ruled in Murphy’s favour, which started 
a campaign to get Murphy appointed to the Senate.

Yet in 1928, the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that 
Section 24 of the British North America (BNA) Act did 
not include women in its definition of a “person.” As 
a result, women could not be appointed to the Senate. 
Murphy discovered that any five persons could appeal a 
Supreme Court decision in Britain. She and four other 
women, including Nellie McClung, took their case to 
Britain and became known as The Famous Five. They 
took their case to the British Privy Council, which was 
Canada’s highest court at the time. During the debates, 
the arguments supporting women pointed out their 
great service and sacrifice during World War I.

In 1929, the British Privy Council ruled that women 
were indeed persons and could be appointed to 
government positions. Though Murphy herself was 
never appointed to the Senate, she and her supporters 
felt that the final barrier to women’s participation in 
all levels of government had come down.

 Figure 14. Throughout her career, Nellie 
McClung was a dynamic public speaker, 
writer, and activist for women’s rights.

 Figure 15 This 1928 cartoon was originally 
published in the Manitoba Free Press. How 
is the woman in the cartoon reacting to the 
British North America (BNA) Act?
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