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Review Editorâs Note: When I announced H-
Citizenshipâs plan to feature Warren Magnussonâs most
recent collection, Local Self-Government and the Right to
the City, there were immediate interests from scholars all
across the social sciences to review it. Such interests reflect
Magnussonâs stature as a political theorist of contempo-
rary urban governance, especially in his adopted home of
Canada, where he is professor emeritus of political science
at the University of Victoria. I am very excited to present
H-Citizenshipâs first ever review forum, featuring four dif-
ferent scholarsâ critical evaluations of Magnussonâs collec-
tion. The four reviewers come from different institutional
and research contexts, and each offers a unique take on
Magnussonâs contribution to studies of democracy and ur-
ban politics. The four reviewers are presented in alphabeti-
cal order. Casey Lynch finds the collection particularly in-
sightful in parsing out contemporary theories of democracy
in cities but questions Magnussonâs failure to address var-
ious axes of difference. John Saunders raises a similar cri-
tique and suggests that this shortcoming could be attributed
to, in part, Magnussonâs catholic approach to incorporating
potentially conflicting theorists ranging from Henri Lefeb-
vre to Michel Foucault in his thinking. Catherine Wilkin-
son praises how Magnussonâs insistence to localize demo-
cratic politics brought him to a fruitful engagement with
the right to the city literature. Last but not least, Julie E.
E. Young brings Magnussonâs framework of urban gover-
nance to the ground and asks whether we can square it with
ongoing negotiations of membership locally vis-Ã -vis bor-
ders and migrations. Collectively, the four reviewers offer
sharp evaluations of Magnussonâs text and identify points

of departure for future research. I hope you will find this
review forum as intellectually stimulating as I had while
editing it.

~~~~~

Reclaiming Democracy, Reclaiming Place? â by
Casey Lynch

The ideal of direct democracy through local town
hall meetings, such as those of the early New England
colonies, was long ago lost in contemporary thinking on
democratic government. Yet, against claims that life is
too complex and interconnected for such arrangements
to function in the contemporary world, Warren Magnus-
son argues for an approach to political praxis that re-
claims the right to self-government through a focus on
place, activities, and community. To reclaim the ideals
of democracy in the contemporary world, communities
need to carve out new political spaces, create new in-
stitutions, and assert their right to the city against the
claims of capital and nation-states. This requires a fun-
damental rethinking of the state, politics, and the individ-
ual in society. This is the primary project of Local Self-
Government and the Right to the City. In examining these
questions, Magnusson makes a valuable contribution to
ongoing discussions across political and urban studies on
the rescaling of the state, the erosion of democracy, and
the radical potential of contemporary urban social move-
ments.[1]

A collection of previously published essays and new
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materials and reflections, Magnussonâs book is divided
into an introduction, three parts, and a conclusion. Each
part is made up of three chapters and a postscript in
which the author reflects on the essays, highlights his
main arguments, and points toward new directions of in-
quiry. Part 1 is composed of three essays, written be-
tween 1981 and 1985, examining the history of thought
regarding the possibilities for self-government and the
status of the municipalities in Anglo-North America and
the United Kingdom, which have experienced similar his-
torical trends in the organization of municipal govern-
ment. The final chapter questions established ways of
thinking about scale in government and points toward
an understanding of the âlocal state.â In part 2, with es-
says written between 1997 and 2009, Magnusson draws
on the Foucauldian notion of governmentality to decen-
ter the state from his thinking and from traditional con-
ceptions of politics. These chapters highlight themultiple
and variousmovements that constitute contemporary ur-
ban life and call for ways to rescale government to fit the
emergent scales of politics. Part 3 focuses on the funda-
mental principles of local self-government and their re-
lation to the right to the city, and the possible role of the
municipality in such a vision. Finally, in a short conclu-
sion, Magnusson reframes local self-government through
three organizing principles: place, activities, and com-
munity. The compilation of these essays spanning thirty-
four years of work, coupled with the authorâs reflective
introductions and conclusions to each essay, gives the
reader a long-term view of the evolution of Magnussonâs
thought.

Over the course of the book, Magnusson makes a
number of contributions that will surely be of interest
to a broad range of readers across political science, hu-
man geography, sociology, urban studies, and other dis-
ciplines. The first such contribution is in the authorâs
discussion of the âlocal stateâ and in his rethinking of
national states as municipalities within a global political
and economic order. Magnusson argues that âthe local
state is not composed of autonomous municipalities, but
rather of a network of competing and overlapping agen-
cies for particular purposesâ (p. 108). While this asser-
tion will not surprise anyone familiar with contemporary
work on âgovernanceââa term the author is rightly criti-
cal ofâMagnusson employs the theory of the local state to
re-politicize particular arrangements of government that
he believes have been de-politicized in contemporary po-
litical theory and practice.[2]The theory of the local state
asserts the potential for radically rethinking the role of
municipalities as sites of political contestation, without

falling into the numerous problematic understandings of
municipal government that he outlines in chapter 3.

Beyond this, Magnusson leverages a well-argued cri-
tique of the notion of sovereigntyâdrawing on Michel
Foucaultâs critique from his 1975-76 lectures, Society
Must Be Defendedâin which he calls for a rethinking of
the function of nation-states in a global order as similar
to the function of municipalities in the local state, con-
strained by their interaction and overlapping with other
governmental entities. Despite renewed critical discus-
sion around the notion of sovereignty in recent years,
much work across political studies continues to assert
the place of the sovereign nation-state as the founda-
tional unit of government globally.[3] Magnussonâs ap-
proach recognizes the authority exercised by states with-
out describing them as the central focus of politics and
government. While Magnussonâs arguments and reflec-
tions are insightful and articulate a useful approach to the
study of the state, they could surely have benefited from
an engagement with assemblage theories of the state,
which more fully escape the problems of scale and em-
brace the ontology of movement that Magnusson asserts
later on.[4]These alternative approaches may also offer a
more critical and robust method for considering exactly
how the local state or the nation-state are continually as-
sembled and reassembled through everyday practice.

Magnussonâs discussion of a broadened conception
of politics, his focus on movements and grounded praxis,
and his engagement with left-libertarian and anarchist
notions of democratic mutualism offer another important
contribution to ongoing discussions about democracy in
the current neoliberal conjuncture. While for some ob-
servers the current political moment has effectively fore-
closed most opportunities for true democratic govern-
ment, Magnussonâs approach seeks to highlight the mul-
tiplicity of times and spaces that could be opened up to
emergent democratic institutions. By conceiving of gov-
ernment broadly through the notion of governmental-
ity, Magnusson sees politics everywhere. If we are gov-
erned through a multiplicity of everyday relations and
processes, then those relations and processes also offer
opportunities to assert a right to local self-government
and produce new political spaces. This approach requires
a deep inquiry into the actual daily practices that seek
to govern human (and human-nonhuman) relations. For
Magnusson, this means trying to ââsee like a cityâ rather
than âseeing like the stateââ (p. 195). While the state
is constituted by an abstraction, the city is constituted by
movement and emergent practices. In this way, Magnus-
son makes an articulate and persuasive argument against
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narrow political economy and abstract, structural ap-
proaches to politics that aligns with contemporary work
inspired by various âflat ontologies.â[5] Again, Magnus-
sonâs work could have benefited from a more thorough
engagement with this literature.

While Magnusson makes an insightful contribution
to contemporary theories of democracy, his analysis and
proposals fail to fully address the question of difference,
and, despite claims to the contrary, he tends to overide-
alize the notion of community. While he invokes the no-
tion of difference throughout the book, his engagement
with the actual differences that constitute contemporary
urban life is quite limited. Through his conception of
community, it appears that Magnusson expects that dif-
ferencesâsuch as those of race, gender, sexuality, ability,
and religionâcan all be overcome if people can agree to
focus on their common claim to a particular place. Such
a view fails to interrogate and address the daily violence
faced by many residents of our contemporary cities, a vi-
olence that comes as often from neighbors or fromwithin
urban social movements as it does from the state or cap-
ital. While Magnusson claims that a dual focus on lo-
cal self-government and the right to the city allows us to
move beyond the question of identity politics, this part
of his argument is less convincing. Instead of moving
through and addressing the messiness of contemporary
identity politics, Magnusson seeks to go around it. For
those scholars attuned to the micro-politics of difference
and domination in contemporary society, Magnussonâs
work leaves something to be desired. His analysis could
have benefited from an engagement with the broad crit-
ical literatures from (trans)feminist, queer, postcolonial,
and critical race theories that explore the deeper roots of
these questions.[6]

Despite some shortcomings, Magnussonâs Local Self-
Government and the Right to the City is an interesting,
well-written, and engaging inquiry into the possibilities
for a more democratic and locally grounded politics, at-
tuned to shifting global (or interlocal) dynamics of gov-
ernment. It offers a nice mix of critique of what currently
exists, theoretical inquiry, and grounded, practical pro-
posals for what might be. I highly recommend this book
for anyone with interests in urban political movements,
democracy, the state, or globalization.
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~~~~~

Rethinking Democracy through the Lens of the
City â by John Saunders

The problem of democracy has been a long-standing
puzzle for Warren Magnusson. In Local Self-Government
and the Right to the City, he assembles different pieces to
build a compelling argument for empowering citiesâand
their residents. As a resource for tracing Magnussonâs
work and thoughts over the past thirty-four years, this
book is invaluable. Magnussonâs additions, in the forms
of postscripts and short introductions, help set the con-
text for his thinking at the time of writing and provide
more contemporary insights. These additions strengthen
the book and help the reader follow Mangussonâs mis-
sion. While the collection follows a chronological path,
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this review is focused more on Magnussonâs later work,
which incorporates aspects of critical citizenship stud-
ies and work on governmentality. It is in these areas
that Magnusson offers the most productive critique of
conventional approaches to thinking about nation-states,
cities, and governance. It is also here where cracks
emerge, as he pulls in a host of sometimes-conflicting
perspectives to wrestle with his own unease about the
place and role of the city and those who dwell in it.

The introduction sets the stage for a fight for
democracy, as conceived through the establishment of
the American Republic and North Americaâs continual
movement away from empowered, locally oriented forms
of governance. While a passionate beginning, it does
not adequately discuss the concept of âthe right to the
cityââor rather, Magussonâs take on Henri Lefebvreâs
phrase. Where Lefebvre might have seen a multitude
of political actsâof resistance, of negotiationâMagnus-
son focuses predominantly on channeling local actions
toward an institutional, formal notion of political pro-
cesses. While Lefebvre sought revolution, Magnusson
fails to read this as a continual engagement with the
spaces and politics of everyday life, assuming instead a
simplistic notion of a reversal of the political order in the
undetermined future. This is an important distinction,
because, at times, the various positions the author stakes
out are not immediately reconcilable. This is a significant
tension that runs through the collection.

I am interested in pursuing these various cracks and
tensions, not merely to present criticism but also to ex-
plore further debates over what constitutes the politi-
cal. To do this, I briefly examine how Magnusson sit-
uates the city as a site of political and social relations,
as well as how he uses Marxist (largely through Lefeb-
vre) and Foucauldian thinking to critique and attempt
to move past conventional liberal perspectives that fore-
ground the nation-state as the primary force and site for
Western politics. I also raise concerns with howMagnus-
son conceives of groups and group politics, and point to
critical perspectives in citizenship studies that could help
navigate some of these tensions.

Magnusson possesses a deep understanding of the
historical and administrative background for urban gov-
ernment, particularly in Canada. The promise of more di-
rect, reflexive democratic rule at the urban level has never
fullymaterialized, a point hemakes clear in chapter 1. Yet
while his earlier work focuses on the relation between
local government institutions, reforms, and liberal and
Marxist preoccupations with the nation-state, his later

analyses shift to consider economic globalization and so-
cial movements. This shift reflects a deepening concern
with scale and governanceâreflected in chapters 4 and 6.
It also helps spur a provocative rejection of conventional
constitutional politics in Canada, as seen in chapter 8. At
first glance, centering the city as the site of the politi-
cal lends itself well to Lefebvreâs concept of âthe right
to the city.â In chapter 9, Magnusson sees the right to
self-government and the right to the city as âcomplemen-
tary challenges to the existing orderâ (pp. 255-256). But
despite developing a critique of the role of capitalism in
urban development, Magnusson eschews Karl Marx (or
perhaps more accurately his interpreters), arguing at dif-
ferent points in the book that Marxists, alongside liberal
thinkers, share a fixation with the state as the site and
source of political power. This is at best an incomplete
reading of Lefebvreâs Marxism, which is far more com-
plex and nuanced than Magnusson makes it out to be.

For Magnusson, the right to the city is a parallel con-
cept to his ideal of local self-government. But again, ten-
sions arise in how he presents his case. At one point he
argues, âTo say that people have a right to the city is to
say that the city belongs to everyone, and that means
that everyone has to be includedâ (p. 265). Yet he pre-
cedes this with a much narrower, legalistic interpreta-
tion of the phrase, when he states that âa right to the
city might be interpreted as a right to have institutions
of local self-governmentâ (p. 263). Again, the political
can be found in institutions and formal processes of gov-
ernment, something quite different than what Lefebvre
(and his interpreters) intended. Magnusson dismisses
Lefebvreâs (and Marxâs) notion of revolution as âvacu-
ous“ (p. 265), preferring instead to speak of expanding
rights within existing (or perhaps to-be-created) political
and administrative institutions. This is quite a superfi-
cial reading of Lefebvre, who clearly grounded his under-
standing of the political in struggles and negotiations in
everyday space, as forms of resistance and appropriation,
to counter alienation and domination.[1] And while Don
Mitchellâs invocation of the same phrase may be decid-
edly too Marxist for Magnusson, it offers an array of ex-
amples and analyses that demonstrates political institu-
tionsâ inability to produce equality in urban space with-
out strong (if not constant) struggle and negotiation.[2]
If anything, Lefebvre (andMitchell, among others) points
to the role of institutions in attempting to contain strug-
gle, not enable it.

Similarly, Magnusson uses Foucauldian concepts in
his attempt to recenter the city as the site and source of
the political. Yet again he selectively interprets and de-
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ploys them to support reform through what is essentially
a liberal perspective (despite his claims to the contrary).
In a 2008 article titled âUrbanism, Cities and Local Self-
Government,â Magnusson describes governmentality as
âa strategy to control populations by liberating them.â[3]
This conflates governmentality with discipline and con-
trol. Yet in Politics of Urbanism: Seeing Like a City (2011)
and in the book under review, he modifies this perspec-
tive. In the introduction to the essay on globalization
and social movements (chapter 5), for instance, he dis-
tinguishes governmentality more clearly from discipline
(and control), describing it as a means of inducing partic-
ular behaviors and outcomes modulated through forms
of freedom.

While this is clearly a stronger explanation, Magnus-
son needs to clarify its application to local government
further, examining specific examples or instances. He
also needs to clarify his understanding of power and how
it relates to governmentality. For instance, at one point,
he argues: âWe are all in the business of government, and
so âgovernmentalityââthe way of thinking and acting in-
volved, whereby we try to influence the way people use
their freedom individually and collectivelyâis a pervasive
feature of human life, especially modern lifeâ (p. 152, em-
phasis added). In this case, it appears as if governmen-
tality operates equally as a shared tactic among all sub-
jects, as well as various institutions, not initially or pre-
dominantly operationalized through the state. But oth-
ers have described urban governmentality as a means of
concretizing themodern state.[4] If Magnussonwishes to
challenge or go beyond these interpretations, he needs to
describe the role of governmentality in self-government
more clearly. This is particularly important given his
own acknowledgment of neoliberal strategies of govern-
ing that mobilize freedom to achieve specific outcomes.

So how can Magnusson address these tensions? He
could push his critique even further, deploying these os-
tensibly incompatible perspectives on the very object of
his analysis: the city. Throughout this volume, the city
is understood largely as it is constituted historically and
legally; that is, as a creation of colonial rule and later, as
a confederation (in Canada), and more generally as a unit
of governance for the modern nation-state. Magnusson
accepts the city as it is given to us. He also acceptsâsome-
what uncriticallyânarratives developed by Louis Wirth
that urbanism is a way of life, despite efforts to describe
this condition as a political movement rather than a nat-
ural phenomenon.The question of the city, then, remains
unaddressed. It is an idealized site of the political, but its
own genealogy is still buried. It is a privileged scale of

politics and yet remains unexamined.

Other perspectives, notably by Engin Isin, take a crit-
ical look at not only the city but also its citizens. For
Isin, the city described by MaxWeber is part of a political
narrative that traces contemporary notions of citizenship
and democracy directly to Greek political practices. Isin
interrogates this continuity, and considers the city itself
as a site and a source of governance and subjectivity, a
âdifference machineâ in which groups constitute them-
selves as citizens, while others are constituted as out-
siders and aliens (acknowledged briefly by Magnusson
on page 174).[5] LikeMagnusson, Isin also rejects the pri-
macy of the nation-state but instead argues that the city
materializes powerâpower of empire, power of state.[6]
He disrupts the path traced from Greek city-states to me-
dieval city guilds to modern citizens (and takes Lefebvre
to task for his own uncritical acceptance of this narra-
tive).[7] Instead, Isin provides a genealogical account of
the city and citizenshipâan account Magnusson is famil-
iar with but does not take on directly in his own work.

In a similar vein, Magnusson needs to develop fur-
ther his take on groups as agents of political change. He
offers a rereading of how social movements decenter the
state and produce new spaces and processes for politi-
cal action and identity. They are presented to us as at-
tempts from civil society to destabilize scalar politics of
the state and to expand the public sphere. Yet we lack
a solid framework for understanding how groups con-
stitute themselves and their actions, relying instead on
Magnussonâs categorization. While Magnusson may see
the value and potential in exploring what Isin and Patri-
cia K. Wood call âsubstantive citizenshipâ (in Citizenship
and Identity [1999]), he ultimately returns to formal in-
stitutions and practices of citizenship instead.

Despite these concerns, Local Self-Government and
the Right to the City offers several points for reconsid-
ering the role of the city in the political. While Mag-
nusson wrestles with potentially incompatible theoreti-
cal and political approaches, he nonetheless reminds us
of the need for engagement with the very institutions
he critiques. He reminds us that whatever our politi-
cal perspectives, we are nonetheless thrown together in
the city and must find ways to get along. This is a point
made clear in the concluding chapter, where Magnusson
calls for meaningful and productive forms of engagement
and connection. Magnussonâs enthusiasm for democ-
racy may occlude some of his arguments, but he does
show awillingness to incorporate a range of perspectives
and to rethink conventional politics.
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Magnusson makes productive use of a range of theo-
rists and observers to build insights for citizenship stud-
ies, particularly with regard to public policy and adminis-
tration in urban government. His deep concern for over-
coming the inequalities of neoliberal rule (often carried
out under the guise of empowering local government)
carries throughout his work, and this collection reflects
his long-standing passion for justice.
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More Peaceful Politics? Local(ized) Self-
Government and the Right to the City â by Catherine
Wilkinson

Local Self-Government and the Right to the City by
Warren Magnusson is a text of much strength. Well
written and well considered, it is a collection of essays
in which Magnusson, using the traditional model of the
town meeting as a touchstone, reflects on his own ef-
forts to make sense of what local self-government can
(and does actually) mean. Magnusson engagingly argues
that putting more trust in governmentâespecially self-

governmentâwill make cities work better and will en-
able citizens to observe how to localize democracy ap-
propriately. Doing so requires citizens and governments
to realize that multiplicity, indeterminacy, and insecurity
are implicit in politics, thereby avoiding sovereign solu-
tions. Exactly how this could work in practice is cen-
tral to this text. Magnussonâs overarching thesis is an
old-fashioned one. He maintains that people can assem-
ble in their own communities and decide, for themselves,
how things should be: what rules ought to apply, what
items should be provided collectively, and what should
be left to everyoneâs own initiative. Despite decades
of talk about globalization, democracy still depends on
local self-government, which Magnusson argues is the
principle behind claims to personal autonomy, commu-
nity control, and national self-determination. Local self-
government, Magnusson contends, holds the promise of
more peaceful politics.

A great strength of this book is its organization. Mag-
nusson justifies the structure of the text in the intro-
duction. He advises that each chapter should be read
as a contribution to a conversation, as opposed to a
âconversation-stopping declarationâ (p. 29). The text is
divided into three parts: âThe Local State in Capitalist So-
ciety,â âSocial Movements and Political Space,â and âRe-
thinking Local Democracyââeach containing three sub-
stantive chapters. In parts 1 and 2, as Magnusson con-
fesses in the introduction, the author is in dialogue with
his younger self. The conclusions of these two parts are
postscripts that reflect on changes in the last thirty years
since these essays were originally written and the impli-
cations of these changes on the content and the argu-
ments of the chapters. Part 3 concludes with an essay
that Magnusson wrote recently, thus no postscript is re-
quired. Structurally, my only critique is that the notes
are provided near the end of the book. These would have
been much more helpful if placed immediately after each
chapter so as to minimize disruption to the flow of read-
ing. There is an impressive array of references within the
bibliography, which will function as a useful resource for
many scholars.

In lieu of detailed summaries of every chapter, I fo-
cus herein on those that present the most striking argu-
ments in relation to future thinking of local(ized) self-
government. In chapter 1, Magnusson deals with the
âpeculiar historyâ of political efforts that seek to engage
the urban working class without giving them the right
to govern their own communities (p. 34). Geograph-
ically, Magnusson focuses on Britain, Canada, and the
United States between the 1830s and the 1970s. He be-
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gins the chapter by declaring that urban government has
never performed the democratic function traditionally
attributed to it. By putting great numbers of people un-
der the same authorities and giving exclusive powers of
decision to elected or appointed officials, early municipal
reformers ensured that democracy would not be govern-
ment by the masses, and so would not be a threat to prop-
erty. Furthermore, the tasks of city government were im-
mense, demanding skills and ideas that ordinary work-
men lacked. Magnusson goes on to discuss the pressures
for decentralization; local governments were particularly
vulnerable to these demands, partly because they were
chargedwith the immediate delivery ofmultiple services,
but also because they were expected to provide citizens
with their main opportunities for political participation.
This chapter does well to set the context and scene for
what follows in an accessible way.

In part 2, chapter 5, âThe City as the Hope of Democ-
racy,â Magnusson asks: in what sense could the city
ever be âthe hopeâ of democracy (p. 156)? Magnusson
stresses that any notion of âpolicyâ should be treated
with caution. The idea of overcoming disorder by means
of well-thought-out and strictly implemented policies fits
well with state-centric thinking, but not so well with the
idea that we are all engaged in proliferating practices
of government and self-government. A welcome addi-
tion to this chapter is Magnussonâs reflection on what a
global city is; the definition he provides would be a useful
resource for student geographers.

In a statement that will strike chords with any ge-
ographer, Magnusson states that scale is a fundamental
issue when it comes to government and politics. This is
the key theme running through chapter 6, âScaling Gov-
ernment to Politics.â As Magnusson claims, in the con-
ventional view, local self-government becomes possible
when we scale things down to the level of the commu-
nity. But he asks: What does such scaling down actually
involve? And which activities of the state can be scaled
down to the level of the community without impairing
state capacities? The answer to these questions are re-
flexively considered throughout this chapter. No clear-
cut answer is provided, and the reader is left with more
questions perhaps than the chapter initially provokes.

In part 3, chapter 7, âThe Principle of Local Self-
Government,â Magnusson opens up the idea of liberal
democracy by problematizing the relationship between
sovereignty and self-government. He argues that the
standard relationship between municipalities and the
state should be reversed, so that the latter is modeled

on the former. Magnussonâs straight-talking approach
to communicating his ideas is commendable. Chapter
9, âLocal Self-Government and the Right to the City,â
further develops this theme. Magnusson starts from
the ideas and practices in our existing institutions, and
shows how the right to the city and the right to local
self-government might be understood together. To make
sense of our political possibilities, he asserts, we must
be much more attentive to our existing practices of local
self-government and the ways in which those practices
have been repressed and distorted. This is particularly
important for people who consider themselves radicals
or progressives. The burning question for Magnusson
is: how might a right of local self-government relate to
a more general right of self-government? The common
liberal view is that everyone has a right to freedom, a
right that is usually interpreted as a matter of autonomy.
I found particularly interesting Magnussonâs reflection
that, in a Kantian view, autonomy is to be interpreted as
a matter of living in accordance with a law or rule that
one gives to oneself, and liberals usually pay little atten-
tion to government as an activity emanating from the self
at issue. Instead, as Magnusson notes, the focus is on the
restrictions that have to be swept away, to allow for free-
dom.

In the conclusion, titled âVisions of Democracy,â
Magnusson reflects on how debates about democracy
have changed considerably over the last forty years.
For instance, there is much less talk about participatory
democracy than there used to be, and a heightened con-
cern about developing deliberative institutions has taken
its place instead. Magnusson is critical of the tendency
by leading commentators to evade most of the issues he
raises in this book, to focus on issues supposedly of na-
tional concern, or to talk about âglobalâ trends, with-
out addressing the question of localizing politics. The
fact that democracy has to be localized if it is to work
at all gets glossed over, as does the connection between
democracy and self-government. Further, Magnusson
suggests that although the idea that we have a right to
the city is powerful, it focuses more on the environment
in which we live than on the activities that we engage in.
Reflecting further, he rightly acknowledges that the most
notable feature of more recent efforts to provide greater
citizen participation is that they are modeled on what
companies do to ascertain what their actual or potential
customer wants.

Magnusson indicates in the acknowledgments that
this will probably be his last book. I sincerely hope not;
I hope to read another text of such standard from Mag-
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nusson in the future. A crucial value of this text is that
it brings to light the importance of considering the ac-
tivities in which we engage in relation to the âright to
the cityâ concept, as well as the environment in which
we live. I see particular value in this text as a teaching
resource for student debates within workshop settings
on topics of local government, social movements, urban
political economy, and democratic theory. Beyond this
more specific function, this timely book would be of in-
terest to academics in the areas of political studies, urban
studies, geography, and planning.

~~~~~

Navigating the Boundaries of the Right to Local
Self-Government and the City â by Julie E. E. Young

In Local Self-Government and the Right to the City,
Warren Magnusson offers a retrospective of his body of
work on democracy, politics, and what he sees as the
need for local self-government, building on and circling
back to previous research in a way that traces the evo-
lution of his thinking and takes the reader along for the
journey. What appears within the pages of this volume
are revised and editorialized versions of previous work,
stretching from 1979 through the present. The book is in-
valuable to those who are familiar with Magnussonâs re-
search and the debates into which it intervenes, although
the terrain he covers can appear repetitive due to the ret-
rospective approach. Importantly, the volume offers a
refreshing and instructive look into the process of the-
ory development itself that will be especially relevant for
students and emerging scholars in that it exemplifies the
iterative and ongoing nature of the research process. The
introduction in particular offers a roadmap of the care-
ful and reflective approach Magnusson has taken to ar-
rive atâand continuously reevaluateâhis insights. One of
the major contributions of this book is the glimpse it of-
fers into the processes of research and theory develop-
ment. Magnusson raises many more questions through-
out the book than he answers, demonstrating an intel-
lectual project still in process even after many thought-
ful years and pages of work. Despite alluding in the ac-
knowledgments that this will likely be his final book, it
seems that we can expect to hear much more from Mag-
nusson on all of these subjects.

The book is the inaugural publication of a McGill-
Queenâs University Press series on urban governance
whose stated goal is to examine âwhy cities matter.â
Through a series of essays, organized into three sections,
Magnusson makes his case for why the city is a relevant
lens for examining questions of democracy, government,

and politics and why the local ought to beâindeed, al-
ready isâthe site at which democracy is negotiated. Part
1 (âThe Local State in Capitalist Societyâ) sets out Mag-
nussonâs research agenda vis-Ã -vis the need for careful
study of what he terms âthe local state.â In part 2 (âSo-
cial Movements and Political Spaceâ), he underscores the
significance of the city in the context of globalization, as
well as the political opportunities that emerge at the in-
tersections of movementsâof the state, of capital, and of
activistsâwithin the city. He contends that the city is âthe
architectonic movement within which the other modern
movements arise,â not deterministic of these movements
but influential upon them (p. 199). Part 3 (âRethink-
ing Local Democracyâ) demonstrates the limitations of
sovereignty in a globalized and urbanized world and calls
for the linking of the right to the city with the right to
local self-government. Magnusson repeatedly points to
âthe city as the hope of democracyâ (specifically, but not
only, in chapter 5), by which he means that the city is
where âpractices that are essential for democracyâ have
been and continue to be enacted: in other words, life in
the city is about strangers being forced through proxim-
ity and necessity to work out their differences, find ways
to accommodate one another, and address problems to-
gether (p. 157). Magnusson finds political promise in
the spaces and relationships of the city because work-
ing from this vantage point âdirects our attention to the
world in which we actually live rather than to some ab-
stract form, like the stateâ (p. 199). Moreover, starting
from the local places we inhabit addresses Magnussonâs
concern that our governments do not match our lives,
since the issues that concern us increasingly intersect
with a range of places, activities, and communities.

Magnussonâs calls for local self-government have a
difficult but intriguing fit with questions ofmigration and
borders, and the policies and practices that govern them,
and yet these are precisely where the disconnect between
sovereign statist ontologies and âhow the world actually
worksâ is starkly revealed. While Magnusson suggests
that âthe world in which we live is de-territorializedâ
(p. 172), for people seeking to cross nation-state borders
and/or living with precarious legal status within a par-
ticular stateâs jurisdiction, territory continues to ground
access to membership. Despite many efforts and acts to
the contrary, membership and citizenship are still en-
forced and understood through the mechanism of legal
status in a particular national territory. For people on
the move, territorialization remains a defining feature of
their lives, determining of rights, entitlements, and expe-
riences in the sense that legal status as defined through
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the dictates of nation-state sovereignty shapes some of
what is possible as people attempt to move across bor-
ders and make a place for themselves. And yet alterna-
tives are emerging and already in evidence, in particular
through the Sanctuary Cities and No One Is Illegal move-
ments in Canada, the United States, and Europe. People
on the move and the actions of local actors and author-
ities regularly undermine the logic of the central state,
even as states continue to violently and insistently en-
force their authority over matters of membership. This is
especially visible in relation to members of the commu-
nity who are not formally recognized as part of the polit-
ical constituency, whether due to undocumented status
or perceived recency of arrival. It is also evident in the
activities and communities that arise in borderlands and
border cities, where people organize their lives despite
the international boundary lines that seek to constrain
them.

In this regard, Magnusson is right to draw our at-
tention to the city as the space where democracy is ac-
tually worked out, as it is in local places where bound-
aries of membership are being creatively reimagined as
well as entrenched. One of the challenges of this book
is that its theoretical insights are not sufficiently illus-
trated through specific local cases. As a result, an on-
going project that emerges from Magnussonâs theoret-
ical interventions is to flesh out these examples, in or-
der to lay bare some of the messiness that lies within
the âpromiseâ of the city. For instance, in response to
the anticipated question of who has the right to the city
and who is the subject of local democracy, Magnusson
asserts, âthe relevant fact is that the person lives thereâ
(p. 277). On the surface, there is much to commend about
this seemingly simple statement: living in a placeâor, to
use Henri Lefebvreâs word, âinhabitanceâ[1]âought to
be what determines oneâs stake in that place and the
claims it enables, whether tomembership, the right to the
city, and/or the right to local self-government. Indeed,
Monica Varsanyi has called for citizenship to be defined
based on residence in a place,[2] and Magnussonâs call
to link the right to the city with the right to local self-
government seems to depend on such a construction.

And yet the devil is in the details, especially when the
local place exists at the knife edge of where âthe cityâ and
âthe nationalâ collide. In my work in border cities but
also in most majorâand minorâcities of migration, strug-

gles over membership in the local and national commu-
nities are at the heart of whatâs at stake in a range of
deliberations. This can lead to exciting movements to-
ward openness but also to troubling expressions of clo-
sure: whether through the Sanctuary Cities of the 1980s
or today, where local residents took a stance to welcome
members of the community without formal legal sta-
tus against the dictates of the national state, or through
the examples of HÃ©rouxville, Quebec, and Hazleton,
Pennsylvania, where overblown fears of residents born
elsewhere led, respectively, to the imposition of a code
of conduct banning public beatings and the burning to
death of women and to the declaration of English as the
official language.[3] Both can be seen as victories of âlo-
calâ democracy to be sure, but each was responding to
and inflamed by debates linked to other scales. These
cases reveal that deeply held concerns for identity and
security are difficult to overcome. Beyond this, however,
they demonstrate a reluctance to reimagine who com-
prises the community and a desire to maintain the struc-
tures that silence ânewâ or âotherâ voices. Indeed, the
city of Toronto is still struggling to implement changes
that would allow individuals with permanent residence
to vote in municipal elections, never mind those people
with forms of status defined as temporary or âillegalâ de-
spite their participation in city spaces fromworkplaces to
public transit and from schools to homes. There is vocal
and entrenched resistance to the idea of residents with
precarious legal statusâand indeed many other âother-
sââhaving a voice in decision making, whether local or
beyond. If the city is, indeed, âthe hope of democracy,â
then analysis of these movements that disrupt, entrench,
and/or reimagine the boundaries of community must be
at the center of how we understand struggles for and en-
vision the contours of local democracy.
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