
The book’s various themes provide researchers interested in local issues with in-depth, unprec-
edented analyses of the situation in Canada. For new researchers or students, this book presents
well-established theories—often focused on American cities—and demonstrates how they can be
applied to our Canadian cities. I also think it is a good book to introduce students to issues sur-
rounding Canadian urban electoral politics. Finally, the book is also relevant to the general public
who are interested in this topic. Indeed, the authors write in an accessible style that does not limit
the audience to the academic community.

I dare say it is about time we had a book that focuses exclusively on municipal elections in
Canada, so I highly recommend it! However, since this book is based exclusively on survey
work, it presents only quantitative data. As a result, it does not allow for a full understanding
of the meanings, reasons or importance given to voter participation at the municipal level by
voters. The addition of qualitative analysis would have provided a more comprehensive presen-
tation of municipal elections research in Canada. I suggest that this be considered in a future
edition.
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Conceived as part of the UBC Press series Landmark Cases in Canadian Law, Emmett
Macfarlane’s Constitutional Pariah takes as its starting point the 2014 Supreme Court opinion
Reference re Senate Reform—but the book is about far more than just one case.

Macfarlane’s analysis of the opinion and its implications for constitutional change is pre-
sented in the context of the wider Senate reform debate. This makes it a book not just
about the court and the Constitution, but also about Parliament, federalism and representation.

This becomes immediately clear in the first two chapters, which are more about the Senate
than the court. Macfarlane discusses competing conceptions of the upper chamber’s roles,
including legislative review, the representation of propertied and regional interests, and minor-
ity representation more generally. These roles, he argues, are occasionally competing and often
misunderstood, which has both instigated and frustrated Senate reform.

This leads directly into his review of past Senate reform attempts, which he argues failed
“because reformers cannot agree on what the Senate should be” (54–55). Any change meant
to address one aspect of the Senate has an impact on its other roles, undermining any consen-
sus on a successful reform agenda. This argument echoes previous analyses of Senate reform
(Docherty, 2002), but it serves as a necessary preamble to the core of Constitutional Pariah:
an analysis of the 2014 Senate reference and its implications for the Senate and for constitu-
tional change writ large.

Chapter 3 details the circumstances leading up to the reference, which was lodged by the
Harper government in 2013. Spurred on by a growing Senate scandal—and the Conservatives’
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long-standing support for Senate reform—the government submitted a series of questions that
sought to establish the constitutional parameters for reform.

Macfarlane’s analysis of the court’s opinion in the following chapter is persuasive. In brief,
the court slammed the door on most of the proposed reform agenda. It found any change to
the “fundamental nature or role” of the Senate would require provincial approval through the
general amending formula—which the Harper government hoped to avoid—and that abolition
would require unanimous consent. Of the various proposed reforms, only abolishing the prop-
erty requirement would be permitted without provincial approval—and then only outside
Quebec.

It is here that Macfarlane’s earlier analysis of the Senate comes into play. He argues that the
court showed a “superficial” and inconsistent understanding of the Senate’s roles—for instance,
by finding that even lengthy term limits would require provincial consent. Not all the Harper
government’s proposed reforms could have been appropriately carried out unilaterally, but the
court’s resistance to virtually any of the proposed changes—notably term limits—was striking.
So, too, was its lack of concern about removing the property requirement despite clear evidence
that the protection of propertied interests was an intended role of the Senate.1

Not only did the court constrain reform; it also failed to provide clear guidelines about the
scope of the different amending formulas, leading Macfarlane to conclude that the decision was
in that respect “a failure” (138). This leads to a broader conclusion about the opinion: that the
court’s “appeal to constitutional architecture, together with its general antipathy toward indi-
rect methods of amending the Constitution, threatens to exacerbate Canada’s constitutional
stasis” (146).

Macfarlane is at his most convincing in his criticism of the court’s constraints and the
implications the decision has for future constitutional change. The limits of the book are
most clearly seen in chapter 5—in part for reasons beyond the author’s control.

Chapter 5 details the reformed Senate appointment process implemented by the current
Liberal government, which sought to increase independence by reducing partisanship.
Macfarlane details the institutional changes—which he himself helped craft (10)—but is too
quick to dismiss critics who argue senators appointed under the new system are not living
up to the promise of independence. He acknowledges, rightly, that the “real test of the non-
partisan behaviour” of the Trudeau-appointed senators will come when the Liberal government
is replaced (133)—but, at the same time, argues it is difficult to attribute the Trudeau appoin-
tees’ support for government legislation “to any partisan affinity” (160).

Whether partisan or ideological, the support of Trudeau-appointed independents for the
government’s agenda has justifiably raised concern—in part because partisan caucuses provide
at least an indirect way to hold senators accountable via their elected colleagues in the House of
Commons (Brodie, 2018: 152–53). Furthermore, there is evidence that Trudeau-appointed sen-
ators back government legislation at a higher rate than colleagues appointed by other prime
ministers, regardless of caucus or partisan affiliation (VandenBeukel et al., 2021). This raises
reasonable questions about the extent to which the Trudeau reforms genuinely increased
Senate independence. No doubt this will be an area of further study as the reforms progress
—which Macfarlane rightly acknowledges.

Constitutional Pariah is a readable and compact study with important insights into the
development of both the Constitution and Parliament. One hopes it will be widely read—
including by members of the court.

Note
1 As John A. Macdonald put it at the Quebec conference, “The rights of the minority must always be pro-
tected, and the rich are always fewer in number than the poor” (Browne, 2009: 98).
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Frank Cunningham’s The Political Thought of C. B. Macpherson delivers skilfully on its central
aim of demonstrating the enduring relevance of Macpherson’s political thought and its con-
temporary applications. It is with good reason that Cunningham’s book has received praise
from eminent political theorists and philosophers, all of whom commend the book’s author
for bringing Macpherson’s political thought to bear on contemporary political challenges.

Cunningham begins his careful study by acknowledging the profound influence that
Macpherson exerted on his thinking (v). Readers familiar with Cunningham’s previous
books, particularly Democratic Theory and Socialism, The Real World of Democracy Revisited
and Theories of Democracy will discern a clear Macphersonian thread running through each
of these works. However, it would be a mistake to overlook Cunningham’s original contribu-
tions to democratic theory, as well as his lifelong commitment to defending a democratic vision
of socialism, both of which are on display in this book.

The Political Thought of C. B. Macpherson is a concise work, written in a manner that is
both engaging and accessible. The book is divided into three parts, starting with a broad over-
view of Macpherson’s project, transitioning to questions of theory and concluding with con-
temporary challenges. Cunningham’s opening overview of Macpherson’s project offers a
lucid explication of central Macphersonian concepts—“possessive individualism” (3–4),
“developmental democracy” (9) and “retrieval” (10)—that sets the parameters for subsequent
chapters. In short, Macpherson defined possessive individualism according to the view that
“the individual is proprietor of his own person, for which he owes nothing to society” (3).
Macpherson traced the lineage of this concept to the work of Hobbes and its subsequent
reverberations in liberal thought. To be sure, Macpherson also identified a developmental
democratic countercurrent to possessive individualism in the works of J. S. Mill,
T. H. Green, and arguably Marx, which emphasized the individual’s capacity as “a doer, cre-
ator, and enjoyer . . . of human attributes” in association with others (9). The real question for
Macpherson was whether this developmental countercurrent could be retrieved against the
hegemony of possessive individualism.

While rival historians of political thought have criticized the concept of possessive individualism
as a limited prism for interpreting such thinkers as Hobbes and Locke, Cunningham offers good
reasons to believe that Macpherson deployed the concept more broadly—that is, with a political
focus and sensitivity to historical processes in the long run (18–19). If one approaches the concep-
tual applicability of possessive individualism in the longue durée, then it seems fair to infer that
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