Canadian Women in the 1920s  

Canadian women made great strides towards equality during World War I and the 1920s.  During the Great Depression, families struggled for survival rather than equality.

One of the most significant gains for women in the 1920s was the Person’s Case of 1929.  A defence lawyer claimed that a female judge, Emily Murphy, was not qualified to render a decision in a courtroom. He stated that, according to the BNA Act, women were not ‘persons’ in matters of rights and privileges, and since the position of magistrate was a privilege, she could not act as a judge.

The lawyer was correct, but the Alberta Supreme Court decided that Mrs. Murphy could act as a judge, anyway.  

Murphy and four other women (Nellie McClung, Louise McKinney, Henrietta Edwards, and Irene Parlby) decided to challenge the BNA Act in 1927.  They wanted to be considered ‘persons’ in matters of rights and privileges and be appointed to the Canadian Senate.  They took the matter to the Supreme Court of Canada, which decided against them.  The Court stated that the BNA Act had to be interpreted according to the standards of 1867, and since women could not vote in 1867, they could not be senators in 1928.

The Alberta Five appealed to the Privy Council in Great Britain.  In 1929, the Privy Council reversed the decision, and stated that excluding women from the term of person was a “relic of days more barbarous than ours.”

In 1930, Prime Minister Mackenzie King appointed Cairine Wilson to the Senate.

When the Great Depression hit, however, the impetus of the women’s movement was swept away.  The role of women shifted from equality to putting food on the table.  
Questions from Counterpoints Ed 2:

1. Answer question 1, page 76.
2. Why do you think that neither Nellie McClung nor Emily Murphy were appointed the first Canadian Senators?

3 Create a Venn diagram in order make a comparison between the lives of families in the 1920s and the present.  What conclusions can be derived from the comparison?

