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Women's Rights 

In 1890, women had very few rights. A woman 
was not even considered to be a "legal" 
person. After a woman got married, all of her 
possessions belonged to her husband. She 
could not own anything herself. She could 
not sign any legal documents. This made it 
impossible for a married woman to have a 
business without the support of her husband. 

If a wife was treated badly by her husband, 
there was nothing she could legally do. A 
mother had no legal rights to her children. 
Children were the property of their fathers. 
Women could not vote or hold political office. 
They had no say in the making of laws or 
how society was run. It was a world that was 
controlled by men. 

A Woman's Role 

The role that a woman could play in society 
was very limited. She was supposed to be a 
good, obedient, helpful wife and a nurturing 
mother. She was supposed to be completely 
devoted to her family and her home. Single 
women could work as teachers, but as soon 
as they got married they had to quit. The 

popular women's 
magazines of the day 
published articles 
about homemaking 
and raising children. 
It was a common 
belief that a 
"woman's place was 
in her home." 

Society's ideal 
was for women to 
be at home. The 
reality was that 
many women had 

to go to work to 

help support the family. Women worked as 
servants, nurses, and in factories. In the 1890s, 
25% of all factory jobs were held by women. 
Women were not treated well in the workplace. 
They worked long hours with few breaks, if 
any. They made less money than the men, and 
they worked in cramped, crowded, and dirty 
conditions. When the unions first started they 
did not include women. No one was fighting 
for women's rights in the workplace. 

A Need for Change 

It was clear that changes needed to be made. 
Women came together to form organizations 
to help each other. Working together they had 
more power than trying to make changes on 
their own. Middle- and upper-class women 
had time to devote to causes that would help 
improve the lives of all women. In 1893, the 
National Council of Women of Canada 
(NCWC) was fowled. 

A meeting of the NCWC 

It was a combination of many women's groups 
that united to become a more effective force 
for change. The leadership of the council put 
pressure on politicians to change laws that 
affected women's rights. They wrote letters, 
signed petitions, marched in parades, and sent 
delegations to parliament. 
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Women's Right to Vote 

The struggle to gain voting rights for women was an international cause. Women throughout 
Europe and in the United States were fighting to be able to vote in their home countries. 
National and international organizations worked together to 
coordinate their efforts. In 1904, the International Woman 

and equal civil rights for women all over the world. 
Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) was formed to work for voting 	

suffrage — the right to vote in 
political elections 

In Canada, the well-respected and influential NCWC started 	  
focusing their efforts on a woman's right to vote in 1910. This fight was also called "Women's 
Suffrage." Women who were for voting rights were called "Suffragettes." It took courage to be 
a suffragette because most men and some women were against it and the lawmakers did not want 
to give up any power to women. At the time, it was not a popular position to take. 

In Britain, France, and America, there had been some violent demonstrations. Suffragettes 
had been arrested and spent time in jail. But in Canada the suffragettes were peaceful. Their 
demonstrations were reasonable and lawful. Even though progress was slow, they were persistent. 
They did not give up the fight. 

WOMAN SUFFRA4E 
HEADQUARTERS. 

MEN OF OHIO! 
GIVE Too WOMEN A AQUASSE DEAL. 

Vole For Amendment NV13 Od5eptember3-1912. 
— 

j4te., 

Marching for the right to vote Suffrage headquarters in America 

Cartoon about women's 
voting rights 

Women casting their first vote 
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Success at Last 

Around the turn of the century, some progress was 
being made in the quest for women's rights, province by 
province. In Ontario, women were starting to be admitted 
to the University of Toronto; married women could sign 
contracts and Clara Brett Martin became the first woman 
lawyer in the British Empire. In Alberta, a widow could 
inherit part of her husband's estate, even if she wasn't in 
his will. Between 1916 and 1922, all provinces except 
Quebec granted women the right to vote. In 1918, all 
women over the age of 21 could vote in federal elections. 
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Women Activists 

Ishbel Maria Gordon 
Lady Aberdeen (1857 - 1939) 
Ishbel Maria Gordon was born in London, England in 1857. 
She moved to Scotland when she married the Earl of Aberdeen 
in 1877 and became Lady Aberdeen. Lady Aberdeen was 
an aristocrat with a strong social conscience. She became a 
powerful advocate for the occupational, social, and political 
rights of women. 

While in Scotland, 
she initiated and 
supported numerous 
societies and 

organisations to benefit women. In 1883, she 
started the Aberdeen Ladies' Union. This group 
helped working girls by providing educational 
and recreational facilities. 

Lady Aberdeen moved with her husband to Canada where he served as governor general 
from 1893 —1898. Shortly after arriving in Canada, she discovered how badly women were 
treated in the factories and wanted to do something about it. She was not someone who 
would let women's limited role in society limit her actions. She believed that women could 
help civilize the untamed country of Canada if they were allowed to play a larger role. 

Lady Aberdeen used her position as the governor general's wife to be a positive force 
for change. She was a poised, well-spoken woman with boundless energy. In 1893, she 
helped to form the NCWC and served as its first president. Even though there was strong 
opposition from the medical establishment, she helped to establish the Victorian Order of 
Nurses (VON) in 1897. VON was a group of public health nurses who went out into the 
community to assist people in their homes. She also supported universal suffrage and was 
president for some years of the International Council of Women. 

Lord and Lady Aberdeen retired to Scotland where she continued to work on behalf of 
social injustices. Her deteimination and lifelong commitment to women's issues were very 
instrumental in making life better for women. 

Queen's University recognized Lady 
Aberdeen's accomplishments by 
giving her the first honorary degree 
ever granted to a woman in Canada. 

■	  
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Women Activists 

Emily Murphy (1868 — 1933) 
Emily Ferguson Murphy was born into a prominent family in 
Ontario. Her father was a wealthy businessman and landowner 
who believed his children should be well educated. Murphy 
went to a private school in Ontario and was raised to have a 
liberal outlook on life. 

After she got married in 1887, she moved with her husband, 
an Anglican priest, to Manitoba. They later moved to the 
Edmonton area. Murphy was a mother who combined raising 

her family with fighting for the rights of women and children. She was an activist, reformer, 
and author of several popular books using the pen name Janey Canuck. 

Murphy taught herself the law and became a legal expert. She was very interested in 
changing the laws to benefit women. In 1911, Murphy organized a campaign to put pressure 
on the Alberta legislature to pass the Dower Act. This Act protected a wife's right to a one-
third share in her husband's property. 

Murphy was an important member of the women's suffrage movement. She also played 
an active role in many professional and volunteer organizations, including the Canadian 
Women's Press Club, the NCWC, and the Federated Women's Institutes of Canada. 

In 1916, she became the first female magistrate in Canada and the British Empire. While in 
office, she helped to repeal discriminatory legislation against women. Her first day on the 
bench, a lawyer challenged her saying she could not be a magistrate since a woman was 
not considered a legal "person" in the eyes of the law. But she refused to step down from 
her position. 

Murphy started a long-term campaign with four other Alberta women: Henrietta Edwards, 
Louise McKinney, Nellie McClung and Irene Parlb. They campaigned to have women 
declared "legal persons" eligible to serve in the government. 
These women were known as "The Famous Five." In 
1927, the women introduced the "Persons Case", stating 
that women could be "qualified persons" able to sit in the 
Senate. The Supreme Court of Canada rejected the case. In 
1929, the British Privy Council finally ruled that women 
were "persons" and could serve in public office. 

Statues of the Famous Five 
Although Murphy never had a chance to serve in the Senate, 
she. helped make it a possibility for future generations 
of women. 
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Women Activists 

Adelaide Hoodless (1857 - 1910) 
Adelaide Hunter Hoodless was born on an isolated farm in 
Canada West (now Ontario). She was the youngest of 13 
children. Her father died shortly after she was born, leaving her 
mother to care for the children and run the farm on her own. 
While attending "Ladies College", she met John Hoodless, a 
wealthy furniture manufacturer who became her husband. She 
went from being a hard-working farm girl to being a Victorian 
lady with servants to help her tend to her beautiful home. 

Hoodless was propelled into public life when her fourth child died from drinking non-
pasteurized milk. She was devastated and blamed her lack of knowledge for his death. 
She launched a campaign to better educate girls with classes in domestic science (home 
economics). She wanted new mothers to be better able to safeguard their families. 

As president of the Young Women's Christian Association (YWCA) in Hamilton Ontario, 
Hoodless promoted her passion for domestic science education and taught classes. She 
worked with Lady Aberdeen to establish the NCWC and VON. She founded the Women's 
Institute (WI) and opened its first chapter in Stoney Creek, Ontario in 1897. She died in 
1910 having received national recognition for her contributions to improving public health. 

Nellie McClun (1868 - 1951) 
Nellie McClung was a women's rights activist, author, lecturer, 
and politician as well as being a wife and mother of five children. 
She was born in Ontario and had only had six years of formal 
education. She didn't learn to read until she was ten. McClung 
and her husband moved to Winnipeg to raise their family. She 
played an active leading role in the social and moral reform 
movements happening in Western Canada in the early 1900s. 

McClung was a strong supporter of the Woman's Christian 
Temperance Union. As a dynamic and witty public speaker, she lectured frequently on 
temperance and women's suffrage. She was also one of the "Famous Five" who initiated 
the Persons Case. 

McClung helped organize the Winnipeg Political Equality League, a group devoted to 
helping working women. She served as a member of the Alberta Legislature from 1921 to 
1926. She is remembered as a key figure in the movement to gain fair treatment for women. 
Until her death in 1951, McClung continued to be a passionate crusader for women's rights. 
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