
BILL C-127
OVERVIEW
In 1983, Bill C-127, An Act to Amend the Criminal Code in 
Relation to Sexual Offences and Other Offences Against 
the Person, was passed by the House of Commons, 
abolishing the offence of rape and replacing it with the 
offences of sexual assault. The purpose of this new law is 
to make it easier for a victim of sexual assault to report the 
offence, and reduce the burden on the victim when 
testifying in court.

WHAT WAS THE NATURE OF THE FIGHT FOR THIS 
ACHIEVEMENT? 

One year before the House of Commons introduced Bill C-127, 
Margaret Mitchell (a Member of Parliament for the New Democratic 

Party) raised the issue of violence against women. She was not 
taken seriously by the House of Commons when she demanded the
government take action to prevent domestic violence, and the outcry
from women’s advocacy groups brought attention to the issue. The 
Bill was an attempt to address concerns expressed by advocacy 

groups and criminal justice practitioners. 

WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS 
ACHIEVEMENT?

Before Bill C-127 was enacted, the Canadian Criminal Code 
contained the offence of rape, and required proof that a man had 
sexual intercourse with a women other than his wife without her 
consent. Bill C-127 emphasizes that the offence was a crime of  violence, mostly against women. The legislation established 3 

 categories of sexual assault: basic sexual assault, sexual assault 
with a weapon or threatened violence, and aggravated sexual 

assault. Spousal immunity ended, requiring sexual conduct between 
spouses to be consensual. The Bill also made it easier for police to 
lay charges in incidents of sexual and non-sexual assault. Sexual 

assault is an often underreported crime, and this legislation helped to 
protect victims and punish offenders, and also reduce the feelings of 

shame and degradation suffered by victims. 

WHAT DOES THIS ACHIEVEMENT LOOK LIKE TODAY?
Several other major developments took place after Bill C-127 was enacted. Canadian Parliament enacted the “rape shield” law, which 

prevented questions about an assault victim’s past sexual conduct in court. However, the law was later struck down under the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 

1. https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/sexual-assault
2. https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/statistical-programs/document/3306_D6_V12
3. https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/canadian-law-only-changed-26-years-ago/article1150644/
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