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THE NEGOTIABLE CONSTITUTION: ON THE LIMITATION OF RIGHTS, GRÉGOIRE
C.N. WEBBER (CAMBRIDGE: CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2009)

It is by this point a pedestrian observation that the central analysis of rights limitations in
s. 1 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms,1 as enunciated by the Supreme Court
of Canada in its famous Oakes test,2 is part of a continuum of similar tests from various states
around the world. These tests all employ a form of “proportionality analysis.”3 Around these
tests an international theoretical and doctrinal literature continues to grow.4 There are
substantial criticisms to be made of this proportionality analysis, and I have offered some of
these criticisms in other writing,5 to which arguments I will return later in this review. As the
subtitle of his new book suggests, Grégoire Webber has some claims to make about the
limitation of rights, which also turn out to relate to this proportionality analysis.6 In
particular, he wishes to challenge what he calls the “received approach” to the limitation of
rights that undergirds proportionality analysis, challenging indeed the very conceptualization
of what a limitation of a right is.

Webber’s constructed opponent, the received approach, separates the definition and
limitation stages of rights analysis, and then it, in Webber’s words, “settle[s] on the
regulative ideas of proportionality and balance between harm and benefit to assess
legislation.”7 Webber argues that this approach misconceives the very nature of rights, and
limitations of rights, and in the process ends up undermining the very significance of rights.
The full argument will take some unpacking, to which I will turn momentarily. I will also
refer to Webber’s related views on the central role of democratic legislatures — rather than
courts — in defining the shape of rights and their limitations. Webber’s argument, as will
become clearer, is significantly innovative — indeed, those stuck in some central Canadian
establishments’ ideological modes have probably found it too innovative, without even
needing to read it. However, I will argue, Webber’s innovative argument is actually subject
to a significant weakness in its overly theoretical approach to a claim that actually needs to
relate to a more determinate legal context. In my concluding comments I will develop that
criticism, arguing that Webber’s argument falters in its present form, although the innovative
content of his argument does offer several key principles that we should in fact incorporate
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into our understanding of constitutional analysis in the transition beyond certain tired
ideological positions.

In reacting to Webber’s book there would, of course, be various interesting points to
pursue that I will not develop at any length in this review. However, before turning to the
main argument, I will mention two of these other points related to Webber’s intellectual
forebears in order that they are out of the way and need not distract from the central
argument. First, Webber’s book derives from an Oxford doctoral thesis that Webber pursued
under the supervision of Professor John Finnis, and Webber’s work shows the influence of
that supervision. Reading a number of the chapters, one almost finds that Webber, albeit
finding his own voice, has found one rather reminiscent of Finnis. In a slightly repetitive but
ultimately quite powerful restating of its key conceptual claim about the nature of rights,
Webber’s argument has some of the tones of Finnis’ masterpiece Natural Law and Natural
Rights.8 Finnis’ views on some specific legal issues have not made him beloved by a certain
group of legal academics and activists, who might take a comparison to him to be no
compliment.9 But a holistic reading of Finnis identifies a remarkable body of thought, and
a vision of rights that has the capacity to face up to an overly individualistic rights discourse,
and it is this vision of rights with which Webber’s tones resonate quite beautifully. Given his
long-standing and sophisticated thinking about such issues as transitions in legal systems,10

Finnis’s supervision has guided several masterful works of Canadian legal writing, notably
those by Kent McNeil11 and Brian Slattery12 — Webber’s work joins a great legacy.

Second, and on a somewhat more critical note, Webber at several stages in the book draws
upon the writings of Carl Schmitt without any contextualization of the particular claims
drawn.13 One particularly puzzling passage quotes from Schmitt as if the pertinent lines
described the parliamentary challenges of today rather than those of Weimar Germany, about
which Schmitt was writing.14 Schmitt is potentially a genuinely dangerous intellectual
companion. On most interpretations, his critiques of parliamentary democracy were
connected with his promotion of fascism and the Third Reich.15 Webber, of course, has no
association with such ideas and, indeed, calls in many ways for fuller forms of democracy.
The points he draws from Schmitt are framed in support of such an argument. However,
Schmitt is one theorist whom one should probably contextualize when drawing upon. The
points Webber takes from Schmitt are straightforward and would not have required drawing
from Schmitt and evoking confusion or perhaps even consternation for some readers. It might
well have been a wiser course not to unnecessarily draw on Schmitt without being able to
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engage more fully with a contextualization of his work. But the choice Webber made in this
regard is simply one of youth rather than anything more significant. Clearing this deadwood
from the path permits us to enter into an examination of Webber’s central argument.

Turning to that central argument, Webber’s reiterative claim essentially amounts to a
claim that all rights are properly internally limited, even though constitutional bills of rights
contain external limitation clauses, and that failing to treat rights as internally rather than
externally limited actually has devastating effects for rights discourse. First, the received
approach of treating rights as externally limited ends up, in Webber’s critique, leaving judges
engaged in a balancing of incommensurable interests and trying to optimize a set of
principles without being able to articulate the maximized value.16 Second, Webber argues,
treating rights as subject to widespread external limitations ends up treating rights as merely
prima facie requirements, and thus undermines the possibility of any genuine absolute
rights.17 The latter undermining of rights discourse connects to a concern Webber has that
allowing rights not defined with their limitations in them allows these improperly defined
rights to have the prestige of being “rights,” and puts genuine rights and exaggerated rights
on the same level, making violation of all “rights” something to be expected rather than
condemned.18 Such, Webber holds, are the dangers of separating the definition and the
limitation of a right into separate processes, when the limitation of rights is actually better
regarded as a specification of rights.19

One of his reiterations makes clear the danger that Webber’s description of the received
approach treats it as more homogenous than it is. In discussing what he considers the broad
— even “exaggerated” — account of rights, Webber launches the claim that “[i]t should
strike one as fantastic that perjury and political speech are awarded the same status by the
received approach.”20 This situation would indeed have a fantastic component were it fully
true. Webber’s claim for it in the Canadian context would be that the standard approach to
Canadian freedom of expression law provides prima facie s. 2(b) protection to any activity
conveying or attempting to convey meaning, with an exception only for violence,21 and thus
gives the same s. 2(b) status to perjury and political speech, such that limitations on each fall
to be analyzed under the s. 1 test. However, that prevalent description of the law masks richer
realities. First, there is a gradation of forms of expression accepted at the s. 1 stage, with a
recognition of forms of expression closer to or farther from the core purposes of the s. 2(b)
freedom resulting in a different application of s. 1 to different sorts of expression,22

undermining any full-fledged claim that perjury and political speech have the same “status.”
Second, there is live debate within the Supreme Court of Canada on the possibility of further
exclusions from the scope of prima facie s. 2(b) protection.23 Third, a readiness to look
beyond the case law of the Supreme Court towards an actual consideration of freedom of
expression in lower courts identifies further lines of case law separating forms of expression
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not fitting the goals of the s. 2(b) guarantee, and thus not receiving s. 2(b) status,24 a line of
argument that risks challenging Webber’s alliterative alignment of perjury and political
expression.

Webber’s point on freedom of expression would perhaps remain as a concern with the
symbolic implications of a potential alignment in the public mind of different forms of
activity meeting whatever threshold of expressiveness is required, but nonetheless differing
in value. I would actually argue that expression is a special case, and perhaps a weaker
example for Webber to attempt to utilize in this regard than other rights might be. Once one
passes an appropriate threshold into actual expression, one of the central values of freedom
of expression is precisely to provide protection to expression with which some or many
disagree and, indeed, to expression whose very value as expression some or many might
challenge. Freedom of expression inherently gives a shared status of sorts to expression one
personally finds more and less valuable, doing so on the basis of a shared understanding of
more important values being thereby protected.25

That said, when one moves to other rights in the Canadian context specifically, one also
encounters a descriptive problem with Webber’s claims as to the contents of the ever-
looming bogeyman of the so-called received approach. Each right within the Canadian
Charter has a set of internal limits applicable to the scope of the right that must be engaged
before one actually moves to the proportionality analysis that Webber’s account presents as
all-pervasive.26 To say this much is not to say that these internal limits might be lesser in
some instances than some would prefer, although I will return later to the implications of a
different kind of theoretical argument than present in Webber for why these internal limits
are cast much like they are. So, it is only unreasonable search and seizure that is subject to
proportionality analysis, with reasonable search and seizure already being within the state’s
legitimate authority.

To the extent that Webber’s claims are potentially too sweeping, his book is less
persuasive than it might have been. In a book-length work he might usefully have actually
engaged with some of the details of the received approach in different jurisdictions, and
thereby added some nuance and more precise contribution bearing more directly on existing
legal doctrines. As his argument stands, Webber goes on to argue for a larger democratic role
in limiting rights and for greater judicial deference to that democratic project,27 and his
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argument has some weight.28 However, his claim partly depends on an overstated view that
the courts have failed to engage in the limitation of rights through specification.

Webber’s argument has some symbolic traction, in the same body of argument with
Bradley Miller’s important piece on s. 1, which worries about a two-stage interpretation
partly on the basis that defining rights too broadly gives an added appearance of legitimacy
to rights claims that should not have that legitimacy.29 This argument, presented by both
Webber and Miller, each in their own ways, should receive much more attention than it has
to date. In the sophisticated form in which it appears in the deep theoretical argument on
offer in Webber’s book it is an innovative point, and should make us think carefully about
the shape of internal limits on rights. Webber’s book invites us to think about rights in new
ways and is a welcome contribution to constitutional theory discourse.

However, that said, any purely abstract analysis of the problems of a two-stage rights
analysis also runs a constant danger that it does not bear on the actual institutional
circumstances of Canadian constitutional analysis. The two-stage analysis was adopted
significantly for purposes of allocating burdens of proof in the courtroom as between rights
claimants and the state. Miller is aware of and thinking about that connection, but Webber’s
book-length work does not mention this consideration. 

Constitutional theory that abstracts from all institutional considerations may be interesting
and of importance. However, in the absence of further argument, it is unlikely to offer
specific policy prescriptions applying within actual institutional contexts. My central worry
with Webber’s argument, which abstracts a received approach from various jurisdictions
without engaging in any detail with the specificity of any particular jurisdiction, is that it has
little actual prescriptive traction in the context of a two-stage rights analysis adopted for
reasons associated with the institutional context of allocation to stages altering burden of
proof. We can only hope that Webber is minded to offer further argument geared to that
actual institutional context in future work, or his argument does not achieve as much as it
might. 

Constitutional theory on rights limitation has all too often abstracted too far from
institutional considerations. I have recently argued this point in relation to comments on
proportionality analysis that fail to recognize changes effected to the very meaning of the
doctrine by the dynamic behaviour of political and judicial actors that arises in response to
the doctrine and the behaviour of other actors.30 Although various pressures on academics
developing theoretical accounts encourage them to develop abstract theories — and I would
acknowledge my complicity in this, having myself written abstract theory — what would
actually be more significant in Canadian and other contexts would be the development of a
larger body of institutionally-connected theory. Webber’s book offers some interesting and



806 ALBERTA LAW REVIEW (2011) 48:3

innovative claims and is a welcome contribution to theoretical discussion, but it ultimately
illustrates yet again the need for constitutional theory to move in these institutionally-
oriented directions.

Dwight Newman
Professor of Law
University of Saskatchewan


