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Host: Borys Wrzesnewskyj 
 
Reflection: 
 
We were zealous, restless, agitated into animation, 
infected with the fever of ardent anticipation. The 
room lit ablaze with an intoxicating hum of voices 
captivated by the magic of the moment, for we were 
witnessing a profound unfolding. Authority and 
power and the impetus to prodigious change marked 
the Welcome Reception for this year’s Women in 
House program. It was incredible, a night in 
defiance of hundreds of years simmering with a narrative of female inferiority, of women who were eternally at 
the whim of men who paid no heed to their voices. Yet there we stood, with change-makers and leaders who 
harbored the audacity to challenge the status quo. Carolyn Bennett. Celina Caesar-Chavannes. Katrina Gould.  
 
With the sun dripping in gold above Parliament Hill, the following day only amplified the scintillating energy of 
the previous night. I had the incredible honor of shadowing Liberal MP Borys Wrzesnewskyj who represents 
Etobicoke Centre. Honorable Wrzesnewskyj and his staff went out of their way to welcome me into their full 
day and in sharing their work. The opportunity to witness such assiduous individuals endeavor tirelessly for 
their constituents, Canada, and the global community was a remarkable and distinguished opportunity. This 
experience left an indelible impression on me in regards to just how imperative public service is. I was able to 
sit in on the Committee of Foreign Affairs and watch as change occurred in real time. In the House of 
Commons, Question Period sparked the air as the debate burgeoned into the ecstatic. Honorable Wrzesnewskyj 
also dedicated his morning to answering my questions concerning his tremendous and pivotal humanitarian 
efforts, in addition to engaging in a dialogue with me about the current political climate and its implications for 
tomorrow’s policy. 
 
I am still reeling from just how fortunate I am. The efforts of people from within U of T and Parliament to 
establish such an inspiring and encouraging program in itself proffers hope for a more egalitarian future where 
government can effectually serve as a platform for a mosaic of voices. Our political activism is fundamental to 
the work ahead, yet I cannot help but imagine the felicity these past few days would provide all the pioneers of 
gender equality before us. 
 
We are the hands shooting into the air. The ones who were told to be quiet because politics was too sensitive a 
subject. The voices that charge against the demanded silence. The explorers of uncomfortable questions, which 
often lead to further inquiries rather than answers. We are the indefatigable desire for knowledge and the 
abhorrence of ignorance. And we must persist.  
  



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
Name: Marium Nur Vahed  
Program: Political Science, Munk One 
Year: First 
Name of your parliamentary host: Senator Salma Ataullahjan 
  
Senator Salma Ataullahjan did not doubt that she would end up in politics, 
being surrounded and encouraged by a political family all her life. She 
understood that this life would be all-consuming, necessitating hard work and 
sacrifice. As a Muslim woman, she would face two-pronged critique, yet she 
chose to enter into this life regardless. My biggest takeaway from the weekend 
was her determination in the face of the challenges presented by political life. 
  
I am ecstatic to have seen this same perspective reflected in every female 
politician I met from the Welcome Event onwards. The reception itself prefaced my day of shadowing 
perfectly: introducing a plethora of strong, dedicated, passionate women, all of whom are very willing to let us 
stand on the shoulders of their success to further gender equality and the feminist movement. Specific instances 
stick out in my mind: watching my peers persistently ask the hard questions of the MPs in the room and 
conversing with a young woman who bluntly told me the reality of why I’m so often told to wait until I’m 
middle-aged to run: that the people around us don’t want us to get hurt (and getting hurt is an inevitably in a job 
as public as politics). This particular woman encouraged me to go for it regardless – emphasizing our capacity 
to be resilient, and the importance of following our passions. 
  
However, my favourite part of U of T Women in House was conversing with Senator Ataullahjan in her office, 
amidst her very own paintings, and tokens from her world travels. I grew to respect Senator Ataullahjan a great 
deal: she never once strayed from her matter-of-fact attitude, clearly conveyed her penchant for asking and 
seeking answers to the important questions, and was consistently open to questions posed by myself and 
Farhana, her other mentee. As she methodically spread raspberry jam on her buttered toast, she proceeded to 
break a lot of my misconceptions that I’d unknowingly subscribed to– in a way, conveying the same “sober 
second thought” mentality that is oft used to describe the Senate itself. Despite being constantly interrupted to 
sort out scheduling, go over a statement, and discuss her committee work, she calmly continued conversation, 
picking right where we left off every time.  
  
I was most struck by the rationality of Senator Ataullahjan’s perspective towards international travel for her 
committee work, voicing; “We represent Canada as a whole the minute we leave the country. Party affiliations 
no longer matter.” In this, she conveyed the most important lesson: at the end of the day, we must look past the 
petty politics, the party affiliations– what matters most is that we do the best we can for our country, and for our 
world. I hope that I can hold myself to the same standard as I one day run for office and seek to make my own 
positive impact in this world. 
  



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
Name: Lucinda Hilbert  
Year: First  
Program: Munk One 
Host: Don Rusnak 
 
Reflection:  
The great irony of the Women in the House program is that many 
of the participants were paired with male politicians. 
Understandably, there are much fewer female politicians than 
male, but in my experience that day, the humor of following 
around a male in hopes of finding empowerment as a woman rang 
true. 
  
On the first night in Ottawa, all of the participants were invited to see Canada’s Supreme Court Justice Andromache 
Karakatsanis in an intimate Q and A period. She has worked on notable cases such as R. v. Saeed (2016) where she 
dissented in favor of the rights of rape victims. During our conversation with her, she discussed the hard work required for 
the job she loves, and how thankful she is to serve her country. She also spoke about some of the sexism she experienced 
in the workforce, and how she often found herself as the first or one of the only woman in her workplace. She concluded 
on an optimistic note, saying that women are needed in politics, that our opinions make a difference, and the breadths of 
our experiences are just as relevant now as ever. 
  
That evening we were invited to a meet and greet with many of the MP hosts. This proved an invaluable experience as this 
was the only time many of us got to speak to any female politicians. Notably, I spoke with Hon. Hedy Fry who fielded 
many of my questions regarding sexism in the workplace. I talked to other MPs about how the only female presence in 
Parliament was as young students in entry-level positions or as women in their seniority, which many attributed to social 
pressure to build a family. 
  
MP Don Rusnak was gracious enough to host me for the whole of the next day. His schedule was packed with meetings 
from different committees, foreign delegates, and union workers from his district. I spent most of my time with his 
assistants, undergraduates Marianne and Rachael. Watching two women not much older than me work through the 
political dialect and agenda was my real female empowerment. 
  
As amazing as meeting all these politicians was, I can’t ignore how important being surrounded with like-minded young 
women was. From catching coffee between meetings, getting dinner together, or having conversations on the bus home, 
speaking with some of the other participants about our thoughts on Canadian public policy, the state of democracy, or how 
we experience sexism in our own lives was therapeutic and authentically empowering. 
 
In conclusion, through Women in House I felt empowered as an individual to enter politics. Unfortunately, it is clear that 
the current system is not accessible to women, and further proves that our country is built on a patriarchal system. Women 
in House was an important experience, and I hope that women of all professions have an opportunity to see their future 
workplaces while still in school, and to gain an understanding of the challenges of a woman in a man’s world.  
  



2017 U of T Women in House Reflection 
  
Name: Elizabeth Shaw  
Program: Munk One 
Year: First 
Host: Daniel Blaikie 
  
What does it mean to be a parliamentarian? And what does it look 
like? These were two questions I was eager to answer during the 
Canada 150 edition of Women in House, where I had the 
tremendous opportunity to see two very different sides of our 
federal system in Ottawa: The Supreme Court of Canada and the 
House of Commons. 
  
Upon arriving in Ottawa, our cohort of a hundred female students 
were granted a Question and Answer session with the Supreme 
Court Justice Andromache Karakatsanis. I was surprised by how 
warmly she spoke to all of us and her humor. She described her 
beginnings from an immigrant family, her career, and perhaps most importantly, the role of women in governance. It was 
quite the honour to have met a female judge who has served her country for such a long time, and who has made decisions 
that paved the way for modern Canadian law. One example I was particularly impressed by was her decision on 
doctor-assisted suicide during the case Carter v. Canada. Justice Karaktsanis’ decisions have, and continue to, shape the 
lives of Canadians everywhere. 
  
The following day, I had the opportunity to shadow MP Daniel Blaikie from Elmswood-Tracona and see what a day in the 
life of a parliamentarian was like. After eating breakfast on the seventh floor of the Confederation Building, I sat in on a 
interview with Mr. Blaikie, his staff Ariel and Bill, and ten parliamentary interns. After that, we went to lunch at the 
Parliamentary Restaurant. Later that afternoon, I got to see Question Period in the House of Commons. This was a 
highlight for me, because I got to see most, if not all, of Canada’s MPs sitting in one room, debating several different 
policies and issues such as financial spending and indigenous rights. Although Question Period was one of my favourite 
parts of the day, I was shocked by the apparent lack of respect some of the MPs had for each other. They obviously hailed 
from different parties, but, frankly, not much time was spent actually listening to the opinions of others. One moment this 
dynamic was particularly exemplified was during a female MP’s speech. Several male opposition members jeered as she 
was speaking, like they did for everyone in the majority government; however, after the Speaker called for order, a 
different MP was chosen to speak. The first female MP was not even given the chance to finish what she had to say. This 
angered me; I would have expected that during a program to encourage women to enter politics, sexism would not be 
nearly as rampant as it was in the House of Commons for the public to see. Yet it did, and it became obvious that now, 
more than ever, we do need true gender equality in the House and other governmental institutions. 
  
I genuinely enjoyed my time in Ottawa for the Women in House program. By the end of this short trip, I had learned all 
about a parliamentarian’s work day, made connections with inspirational women such as Carolyn Bennett and Elizabeth 
May, and created lasting friendships with other amazing women in my cohort. The autumn edition of Women in House 
was a great success, and it was a great honour to have been given this opportunity. I would like to thank Tina Park for 
making this program possible, and MP Daniel Blaikie for hosting me. 
 


