
30 Lesson 4: Voting Rights

HANDOUT 4.1: History of Voting Rights in Ontario (Full Version) 

The following outlines important events in the history of voting rights in Ontario. 

CHECK-TO-SLOT  ELECTIONS AS A BRITISH COLONY (1792-1866) 

Before Ontario became a province within Canada, voting rights were very restricted. Only 
land-owning British citizens over the age of 21 could vote. Qualified voters also could not have 
been found guilty of a serious criminal offence. While the law did not actually ban women from 
voting, property requirements made it challenging. This was because married women could  
not own property. It was also rare that widows and single women could accumulate enough 
property to qualify to vote. 

In the 1844 election in the United Province of Canada (now Ontario and Quebec), at least  
seven women did vote. This is the first recorded instance of women going against the unwritten 
tradition to cast a ballot. These women were widows who had inherited a portion of their 
husband’s property. In response, the United Province of Canada parliament passed a motion 
that “proclaimed and decreed that no one woman shall have the right to vote at any election.”

VENUS  EXTENDING THE RIGHT TO VOTE TO WOMEN (1867- 1919) 

In Ontario’s first election as a province following Confederation, only land-owning men over 
the age of 21 were able to vote. Voting was also done through a show of hands at this time.

Starting in the 1870s, women campaigned with petitions, speeches and public protests for  
the right to vote. Even though politicians and many others disagreed, these women received 
significant support and managed to have bills introduced in the provincial legislature. When 
the bills were defeated, they continued their efforts and had them reintroduced until they were 
successful. In 1917, women in Ontario won the right to vote. However, although women achieved 
suffrage based on gender, there were still many exclusions due to race, ethnic origin and religion. 

In 1919, two Ontario women became the first to run for office provincially: Justenia Sears in 
Ottawa West and Henrietta Bundy in Toronto North East. Neither were elected.

EARTH-AMERICAS  MAKING THE VOTE UNIVERSAL (1920-1960) 

Although women had gained the right to vote and run for office in Ontario, inequality remained. 
Indigenous peoples and Canadian citizens of Chinese and Japanese origin were denied the 
right to vote. It did not even matter if they had served in the Canadian military. Religious groups 
were also treated unfairly. The last restrictions for these groups were removed by 1960, after 
much debate. 

Indigenous peoples could only vote if they gave up their treaty rights and registered Indian 
status. Indigenous people in Ontario were given the unconditional right to vote in provincial 
elections in 1954. Despite this, many were still unable to exercise the right because no special 
efforts were made to make voting accessible for those living in isolated communities.
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HANDSHAKE-ANGLE  ACCESSIBILITY FOR ALL (1961-TODAY) 

A variety of steps were taken to make voting easier and more accessible to all voters: 

• The voting age was lowered from 21 to 18 in 1971.

• Persons with no permanent housing were given the right to vote in provincial elections  
in Ontario in 1998.

• Employers were required to provide their staff with enough time off during the workday 
to vote. 

• Voting hours were extended. 

• Advance voting and voting by mail were introduced. Voting by mail is used by: students 
living away from home, travellers, incarcerated electors, and those temporarily living 
outside the country. This included members of the Canadian Forces and public servants.

• Access for people in wheelchairs was provided at voting places and accessibility criteria 
were developed for the selection of voting places. 

• New voting tools and services were offered to meet the needs of Ontarians. This includes 
magnifiers to help read ballots, tactile and Braille voting templates, large print lists of 
candidates, Braille lists of candidates and sign language interpretation. Voters with 
disabilities can receive assistance from a support person while marking their ballots.

• Travelling voting stations were introduced to overcome mobility barriers. This included 
colleges and universities, and long-term care homes.

• Voter information was made available in English and French, and in some Indigenous and 
ethno-cultural languages. 

• Information programs were introduced to increase awareness about election processes. 
These resources and programs have targeted groups most likely to experience difficulty  
in exercising their democratic rights. 

• The Ontario Register of Future Voters was introduced, allowing 16- and 17-year-olds to add 
themselves to the provisional list and be automatically transferred to the voters list on 
their 18th birthday.

GAVEL  CHARTER CHALLENGES (1982 TO 2004) 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees the right to vote for Canadian 
citizens. Since it became law in 1982, several groups have challenged election laws to receive 
the right to vote. 

• In 1988, the Canadian Disability Rights Council argued in a Charter challenge that those 
with mental illness should not be disqualified.

• Since 1982, inmates of several correctional institutions have relied on the Charter to argue 
that they should be able to vote. A 1988 Ontario court decision ruled that banning prison 
inmates from voting went against Charter rights. 


