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1

Introduction

Is judicial review democratic or antidemocratic, constitutional or anti-
constitutional? Should electorally unaccountable judges in a constitu-
tional democracy be able to declare unconstitutional, and so overturn,
the laws and decisions made through ordinary democratic political
processes? At its most basic, this problem of where to place the powers
of constitutional review appears to revolve around fundamental tensions
between two of our most important political ideals – constitutionalism
and democracy – and between various ways of realizing these ideals in
political institutions and practices. If courts perform constitutional
review, how can this be squared with democratic ideals? How can the
people be sovereign if their direct representatives can’t make the laws
that the people demand? Alternatively, how can the democratic process
be kept fair and regular without constitutional controls on elected
politicians? Wouldn’t constitutionally unhindered officials attend only to
the demands of majority preferences at the expense of the rights of
individuals and minorities? Can the distinction between ordinary law
and the higher law of the constitution be maintained over time if
elected politicians are responsible for both? Can the distinction between
making law and applying law be maintained over time if judges do both
in their role as expositors of the constitution? Should the constitution be
a part of the political process, or an external check on that process?
And, finally, who decides: who decides what the scope of constitutional
law is, who decides what a constitution means, who decides whether
ordinary laws violate the constitution?

One central premise of this book is that such questions are best
answered in the light of a philosophically adequate and attractive theory
of constitutional democracy, one that can convincingly show how con-
stitutionalism and democracy are not antithetical principles, but rather
mutually presuppose each other. Political philosophy, then, plays a cru-
cial role in understanding and justifying the function of constitutional
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review in terms of its fundamental role in a well-functioning democracy.
But pure normative theory alone is insufficient to settle questions about
how best to design institutions to carry out that function. Whether con-
stitutional review is best performed as part of the normal appellate court
system (as in the United States), or in independent constitutional courts
(as in many European nations), or in more politically accountable bran-
ches such as parliaments (as in many British commonwealth nations) –
these are questions that require judgments sensitive to the empirical
conditions of institutions, politics, and law as we know them, and to the
different legal, political, and historical contexts evinced in various con-
stitutional democracies. Thus a second central premise of the book is
that an adequate theory of judicial or nonjudicial review – a theory that
proposes specific ways to institutionalize the function of constitutional
review – needs also to be attentive to the results of legal scholarship and
comparative studies of democratic institutions. The types of questions
posed here – concerning the legitimacy, institutional location, scope, and
adjudicative aims of constitutional review in constitutional democracies –
must be addressed, then, through a combination of normative and
empirical research: political philosophy, comparative political science,
and jurisprudence.

More specifically, this book argues for a theory of constitutional review
justified in terms of the function of ensuring the procedural requirements
for legitimate democratic self-rule through deliberative cooperation. Pro-
ceeding from the premises of deliberative democratic constitutionalism, it
claims further that constitutional review is best institutionalized in a
complex, multilocation structure including independent constitutional
courts, legislative and executive agency self-review panels, and civic
constitutional fora. It proposes that such institutions would work best in
a constitutional context encouraging the development of fundamental
law as an ongoing societal project of democratic deliberation and
decision. Recognizing that specific institutions of constitutional review
should be tailored to different political and legal systems, it claims that
such institutions should, in general, be oriented toward broadening
democratic participation, increasing the quality of political deliberation,
and ensuring that decision making is reasons-responsive and thereby
democratically accountable.

a. an old chestnut is actually two

The central issue this book addresses then is the tension commonly felt
between democracy and the institution of judicial review. Although there
are many ways of formulating exactly what this tension consists in – and,
of course, of formulating responses to it – two formulations in the
American context stand out as canonical: Alexander Bickel’s and
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Judge Learned Hand’s. I want now to briefly indicate what these two
formulations are in order to show that they are not equivalent: they
depend on different conceptions of the ideals of democracy, of demo-
cratic decision making processes, and of the relationship of judicial
review to those ideals, and processes.

1. The ‘‘Countermajoritarian Difficulty’’ with Judicial Review: Bickel

The root difficulty is that judicial review is a counter-majoritarian force in our
system. . . .When the Supreme Court declares unconstitutional a legislative act or
the action of an elected executive, it thwarts the will of representatives of the
actual people of the here and now; it exercises control, not in behalf of the
prevailing majority, but against it. That, without mystical overtones, is what
actually happens. . . .The essential reality [is] that judicial review is a deviant
institution in the American democracy.1

According to Bickel’s formulation, democracy is essentially rule by
current majorities, and the American political system is fundamentally a
democratic one. Furthermore, the current majority whose will is sup-
posed to rule are the current citizens of the United States, and that will
is most manifest and forceful as reflected in the will of the directly
elected representatives of the people: elected representatives, the elec-
ted president, and all those who are directly authorized by these elected
representatives. Because national judges in the United States are not
elected but appointed, and once appointed serve for life terms, there is
no direct electoral control over them, and precious little indirect con-
trol. When a court strikes down a legislative act or executive action as
unconstitutional then, it acts in a countermajoritarian, and therefore
antidemocratic, way. Thus, ‘‘judicial review runs so fundamentally
counter to democratic theory . . . in a society which in all other respects
rests on that theory.’’2 Of course, Bickel does have a series of arguments
to show that even if countermajoritarian, judicial review is nevertheless
an overall good in the American political system (I discuss these argu-
ments in the next chapter), but what I am concerned with here is the
basic normative conception of democracy that underlies the counter-
majoritarian formulation of the objection. In short, democracy is taken
to be a preeminent value of politics; the ideal of democracy is rule by
present majority will; that will is effected through the democratic pro-
cess of electing representatives who in turn pass laws and administer

1 Alexander M. Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch: The Supreme Court at the Bar of Politics,
second ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1986), 16–18.

2 Ibid., 23.
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policies; judicial review of those laws and policies is countermajoritarian
and so undemocratic.

2. The Paternalist Objection to Judicial Review: Hand

Although Bickel quotes approvingly Judge Learned Hand’s objection to
judicial review in his discussion of the countermajoritarian difficulty,
I believe that the latter’s concerns are of quite a different kind than
Bickel’s:

For myself it would be most irksome to be ruled by a bevy of Platonic Guardians,
even if I knew how to choose them, which I assuredly do not. If they were in
charge, I should miss the stimulus of living in a society where I have, at least
theoretically, some part in the direction of public affairs. Of course I know how
illusory would be the belief that my vote determined anything; but nevertheless
when I go to the polls I have a satisfaction in the sense that we are all engaged in a
common venture.3

To begin with, the rhetorical reference to Platonic Guardians conveys a
quite specific set of antithetical attitudes towards practices of paternalism.
An individual is treated paternalistically when she is forced to do some-
thing against her own will and where that something is asserted or justified
as being in her own best, real, or true interests by another who claims to
know better what those interests are than she herself knows. Paternalism is
opposed to self-rule, to self-government, to autonomy. It is important to
note here that the problem is not so much the coercion involved, or even
the coercion against one’s present will – although coercion is a necessary
part of paternalism – but, rather, the fact that the person controlled has no
significant part in the decision-making processes of the guardian even
though the matter centrally concerns her own interests.

When the idea is extended into the political realm of the government
of a collectivity, paternalism is opposed to democratic self-government.
The individual treated paternalistically becomes the collective group of
democratic citizens, who are forced to do something against their own
manifest will and where that something is asserted or justified as being in
their own best, real, or true interests by others who know better what
those interests are than they themselves do. Clearly with the change in
scale from individual to collectivity, the decision-making processes
involved are more complex socially and institutionally, and it may be
harder to say what exactly counts as manifesting the will of the citizenry.
Yet Hand’s formulation gives us crucial criteria here: democratic processes

3 Learned Hand, The Bill of Rights (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1958),
73–74.
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must be those in which each citizen has an inexpungeable role in the
mutual determination of collective decisions and each must be able to
understand her or himself as part of a common venture of self-rule. The
issue is not the impact of one’s vote on the outcome – in large collectivities
like modern nation-states individuals’ electoral impact may well be min-
iscule – but, rather, the degree to which the decision-making processes
accord individuals the capacity to understand themselves as collective
authors of the law that each is subject to. And that self-understanding is
accorded precisely where each has a role in mutual and collective processes
of practical reasoning together in order to decide the terms of their
common political life.4 Finally, insofar as the decision-making processes of
courts exercising constitutional review do not allow citizens to understand
themselves as involved in a common venture of self-government with their
fellow citizens – appointed, life-tenured judges using legal methods for
decision do not generally consider the people’s own opinions about where
their best, real, or true interests lie – those processes are objectionable
because paternalistic. On this formulation, then, the ideal of democracy
concerns the self-government of a collectivity; democratic processes must
somehow allow each citizen the equal satisfaction of being engaged in a
common venture of self-government with others; judicial review, as it
doesn’t allow this, is paternalistic and so undemocratic.

We have then two quite different formulations of the old chestnut
concerning the tension between democracy and judicial review, each
drawing on different conceptions of the ideals of democracy, their
proper realization in democratic processes, and the relation of those
ideals and processes to the institution of judicial review. Democracy as
majority rule versus democracy as self-government; representative
reflection of the desires of the majority versus facilitation of consocia-
tion among citizens on terms arising from the mutual exercise of
practical reason; countermajoritarianism versus paternalism. In short,
Bickel’s objection to judicial review rests on a vision of democracy as
majoritarian aggregation; Hand’s on a vision of democracy as delib-
erative consociation. As this book moves in Chapter 2 through the
traditional defenses of judicial review and into Chapters 3 to 7 through
more recent defenses of and attacks on judicial review, it will be moving

4 For those who think that this reads too much into Hand’s phrases about ‘‘some part in the
direction of public affairs’’ and ‘‘a collective venture’’ I would refer them to the parable of
democracy he puts forward at Learned Hand, ‘‘Democracy: Its Presumptions and
Realities,’’ in The Spirit of Liberty: Papers and Addresses of Learned Hand, ed. Irving Dilliard
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1960 [1932]), 99–100, in which explicit references are made
to mutual reckoning, listening to the concerns of others, and collectively consociating
through the pooling of wishes. Note also that Hand’s parable connects paternalistic
guardianship to infantilization.
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from the terrain of aggregative to deliberative conceptions of the
meaning, import, and institutional bases of democracy.

3. Reopening the Chestnuts

The set of problems revolving around the relationship between judicial
review and democracy make up a well-worn topos – in jurisprudence
especially, but also in allied fields of political philosophy, political science,
and comparative law. One might wonder what is to be gained from
returning to that ground. There are three broad types of reasons for the
thought that it is worthwhile to take up anew the questions about how to
institutionalize constitutional review. First, many treatments of judicial
review tacitly presuppose particular normative ideals of democracy
and constitutionalism, without fully noting how much argumentative
weight these particular ideals carry. When, for example, some juris-
prudential treatments argue for a specific method for interpreting
constitutional provisions, crucial claims and arguments often turn on
foundational normative premises about how to understand constitutional
democracy, rather than strictly jurisprudential concerns. Often these
implicit assumptions are in fact embedded within the nationalist limita-
tions of the theory. So, for example, although American legal academics
have taken a lead role in the revival of thought about the legitimacy,
scope, and methods of judicial review, they have often simply assumed
that the arrangements that give the Supreme Court of the United States
supreme authority to carry out the function of constitutional review are
increasingly universally shared arrangements, or are at least universally
justifiable. They then proceed to develop theories with universal intent
that in fact are only appropriate to the contingent historical legal and
political context of the United States. The sketches of the ideals of
democracy and constitutionalism employed in some recent juris-
prudential positions in the next section of this chapter are intended to
indicate the argumentative pathologies that arise when specific normative
conceptions of democracy and constitutionalism are instrumentalized to
the need to justify United States arrangements for constitutional review as
the best of all possible arrangements.

Second, a central claim of the book is that the complex of issues sur-
rounding the questions concerning how to institutionalize constitutional
review look quite different once one sees them from the perspective of
new developments in political philosophy over the last generation. On
the one hand, deliberative theories of democracy have arisen that intend
to supplant older models of competitive elitism or corporative pluralism.
Deliberative theories stress the normative significance, and the empirical
relevance, of discussion and debate for generating convincing public
reasons for collective decisions and state action. Rather than viewing

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review6



democracy as the simple aggregation of a majority’s private preferences,
deliberative democrats tend to see it as a way of structuring wide coop-
erative participation by citizens in processes of opinion formation and
decision. They thereby provide, to my mind, a more compelling picture
of the ideals and actual practices of democracy.

On the other hand, constitutional theory has moved away from natural
law inspired accounts – those stressing the constitutional protection of a
substantive list of metaphysically grounded prepolitical individual rights –
and turned instead to accounts of constitutionalism as the procedural
structuring of political processes, where constitutional rights are seen as
one part of the procedural requirements that warrant the legitimacy of
democratic decisions. I argue that a deliberative conception of democracy
and a proceduralist conception of constitutionalism belong together, and
that this combination – deliberative democratic constitutionalism – is, in
comparison with more traditional models, both more attractive norma-
tively and more compelling empirically in modern societies marked by
deep and apparently intractable moral disagreements.

Chapter 2 schematically presents variations on the traditional model of
constitutional democracy employed in the United States – what I call
majoritarian democracy constrained by minoritarian constitutionalism –
and indicates some of the normative and empirical deficiencies of the
model, deficiencies that motivate a move beyond it. Chapters 3 through 7

then present a series of competing conceptions of deliberative democracy
and constitutionalism, using the specific arguments presented by each
conception for and against judicial review as a way of focusing attention
on the interactions between normative ideals and considerations about
appropriate political institutions. This examination supports the con-
ception of deliberative democratic constitutionalism I put forward by
drawing on the insights, and avoiding the deficiencies, of the various
competing conceptions.

Third, I argue that the resulting conception can helpfully guide and
inspire the design of responsive and competent institutions for realizing
the function of constitutional review. Political philosophy alone, however,
is insufficient to carrying out such design tasks: we need rather to com-
bine the insights of normative theory with productive directions in recent
empirical, comparative, and legal scholarship. In a sense, the result of the
arguments in Chapters 3 through 7 is a robust conception of deliberative
democratic constitutionalism that can provide a strong justification for
the function of constitutional review, but not for any particular way of
institutionalizing that function. It is the task of Chapters 8 and 9, then, to
try to mediate between the ideal and the real, between norm and fact, by
proposing a series of reforms in current institutions that carry out con-
stitutional review. Only by attending to the burgeoning fields of scho-
larship focused on courts, political institutions, constitutional design, and
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democratic deliberation can one properly support particular institutional
designs. The relationship between normative and institutional issues is
not a one way street however. Not only do normative ideals help shape
appropriate institutional designs, but the differences in performance
manifested by various arrangements in the world of politics, law, and
institutions as we know it in turn help to specify the determinate content
of, and thereby support the cogency of, the normative ideals – that is, the
ideals of deliberative democratic constitutionalism. In the worlds of pol-
itics and law, good ideals and institutions are not drawn from some
conceptual heaven, but are the determinate results of historical learning
processes and reflections on such.5

b. pathologies of ad hoc triangulation

Part of the motivation for reopening the old chestnuts is a certain dis-
satisfaction with the normative conceptions of democracy and con-
stitutionalism that underlie much of the most interesting recent work in
American constitutional jurisprudence. Many of the impressive insights in
this scholarship – concerning, for instance, the historical transformations
in American judicial doctrines of constitutional construction, what current
doctrinal innovations could plausibly carry forward worthy political ideals
while fitting together with existing doctrinal touchstones, what kinds of
structural and institutional innovations could improve democracy in the
United States, what interpretive methodologies judges should adopt, the
proper role of the Supreme Court in relation to other branches and
subnational regional governments, and so on – are simultaneously
accompanied by political philosophical conceptions that distort democ-
racy or contort constitutionalism. The speculative thesis I explore here
briefly is that these distortions and contortions are, in an important sense,
determined by the argumentative context faced by American legal aca-
demics. The idea is that such scholarship must triangulate between three
types of argumentative constraints: the normative ideals of constitutional
democracy, the facts of how constitutional review is institutionalized in
the United States, and the relations between firmament and favorite
Supreme Court precedents. Because some of these constraints are more
constraining than others – in particular, as the ideals of democratic

5 Said differently, the best one could hope for methodologically is a merely analytic
separation between the justification of a normative political scheme and the institutional
designs intended to put that scheme into practice, as the two are dialectically
interconnected. For, in actual fact, our considerations of what general normative schema
is most justifiable is formed against a background sense of what kinds of institutional
realizations have and have not been successful over time and in various contexts.
Reciprocally, institutional innovations can change our sense of what the real meaning and
import of the various general principles and values are that are normatively schematized.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review8



constitutionalism are most open to contestation – the variable elements
end up getting instrumentalized to the more fixed constraints. To
make this speculation clear, I first explain briefly what the three types of
constraints are, before turning to some selective examples of the
argumentative pathologies that arise from them.

1. Three Argumentative Constraints

The first constraint involves the need to refer favorably to the ideals of
democracy, constitutionalism, and constitutional democracy, and to refer
to them as preeminent or superordinate political ideals. In modern
Western societies these are powerful ideals, and in the United States they
play a particularly salient role in citizens’ sense of their collective identity,
as the collective members of a particular nation-state. In United States
legal contexts – not only in the legal academy but also in political and
judicial arenas – they have an especially pronounced salience. To put it
another way, it would be seriously beyond the pale for a legal elite –
whether a judge, a politician, or a law professor – to put forward a
substantive claim or theory that outright rejects democracy, con-
stitutionalism, or constitutional democracy as ideals government ought to
live up to. Changes in the intellectual milieu also have intensified atten-
tion to the ideals of democracy, in part because of the demise of a felt
consensus on substantive principles of justice tied to the tradition of
natural law, and in part because of the rise of attacks on the American
judiciary – as an antidemocratic imperium – in the wake of tumultuous
social changes and legal adaptations to them after the end of World
War II. However, because these abstract political ideals can be considered
essentially contested concepts, they provide a great deal of maneuvering
room in jurisprudential argumentation.

The next constraint – what might be called institutional panglossian-
ism – is, by contrast, much more fixed. The idea here is that the estab-
lished institutions and practices of the United States political system are
to be accepted as, in the main, unchangeable social facts, and that any
comprehensive constitutional jurisprudence should be able to justify their
main structures and features as being close to ‘‘the best, in this the best of
all possible worlds.’’ In the context of constitutional law, this tendency is
particularly pronounced with respect to the peculiar American system for
the institutionalization of constitutional review. A theory of constitutional
jurisprudence that seriously doubted the basic legitimacy, for instance, of
the role of the Supreme Court of the United States in interpreting the
constitution or in producing a body of controlling constitutional doctrine
through the development of case law, would be a theory destined to have
little impact where it matters for the legal academy: both among other
academics and among judges engaged in that precedential development.

Introduction 9



Surely theories are allowed to raises questions around the edges – perhaps
concerning different ways of amending the constitution or ways of chan-
ging ordinary political structures or jurisprudential strategies in order to
alter the balance of power between courts and other political organs – but
the basic legitimacy of the Court and a great deal of its actual work product
must be accepted as facts of American political life, and as unavoidable facts
for constitutional jurisprudence.6 To be relevant and influential, a theory
must accept these facts; to be comprehensive it must further offer some way
of justifying it from the point of view of the theory’s preferred normative
conceptions. Michael Perry nicely encapsulates the fact-value amalgam of
institutional panglossianism, putting the point explicitly as a question of
patriotism:

Judicial review has been a bedrock feature of our constitutional order almost since
the beginning of our country’s history. Nor is it a live question, for us [the people
of the United States now living], whether judicial review is, all things considered, a
good idea. It would be startling, to say the least, were we Americans to turn
skeptical about the idea of judicial review – an American-born and -bred idea that,
in the twentieth century, has been increasingly influential throughout the world.
For us, the live questions about judicial review are about how the power of judicial
review should be exercised.7

6 One might object here by pointing to a number of recent works in jurisprudence that
facially challenge the legitimacy of judicial review as currently practiced in the United
States – two of the most prominent are Larry D. Kramer, The People Themselves: Popular
Constitutionalism and Judicial Review (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), and Mark
Tushnet, Taking the Constitution away from the Courts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1999). I am not claiming that such positions are literally an intellectual impossibility,
or that they have not actually been defended. The claim is rather that, to the extent that a
constitutional jurisprudence seriously questions current American institutions and
practices of judicial review, it risks becoming irrelevant and uninfluential. Clearly this is
a predominately sociological claim that I cannot empirically support here. Indirect
evidence is found in the rhetoric of the opening lines of a review of Kramer’s book in a
preeminent legal journal: ‘‘Larry Kramer has written an awesome book, and we mean
‘awesome’ in its original and now archaic sense. The People Themselves is a book with the
capacity to inspire dread and make the blood run cold. Kramer takes the theory du jour,
popular constitutionalism (or popular sovereignty), and pushes its central normative
commitments to their limits. The People Themselves is a book that says ‘boo’ to the ultimate
constitutional authority of the courts and ‘hooray’ to a populist tradition that empowers
Presidents to act as ‘Tribunes of the People’ and has even included constitutional
interpretation by mob,’’ Larry Alexander and Lawrence B. Solum, ‘‘Popular? Constitu-
tionalism? A Book Review of the People Themselves by Larry D. Kramer,’’ Harvard Law
Review 118, no. 5 (2005): 1594.

7 Michael J. Perry, ‘‘What Is ‘the Constitution’? (and Other Fundamental Questions),’’ in
Constitutionalism: Philosophical Foundations, ed. Larry Alexander (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), 120.
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The basic institutional arrangement of constitutional review is, then,
not something up for grabs here, no matter what one’s preferred con-
ceptions of political ideals are. After all, everyone is copying our
arrangements, so they must be the best possible.8 The main issue is,
rather, to develop a theory of constitutional interpretation that will serve
those ideals within the given institutional order.

This brings me finally to the third constraint: the sorting of Supreme
Court cases into firmaments and favorites. Given that theories of con-
stitutional jurisprudence are oriented mainly toward explicating and
justifying a particular mode of constitutional interpretation, each theory
will have to work from and incorporate two lists of cases. On the one
hand, there is the widely accepted list of firmament cases: those decisions
that are acknowledged in the legal community as unimpeachably correct
or erroneous. Marbury, McCulloch, and Brown are all firmament cases
correctly decided; Dred Scott, Plessy, and Lochner are all firmament
examples of cases wrongly decided.9 Firmament cases are ones that a
jurisprudential theory must be able to explain and justify as rightly or
wrongly decided. A theory goes beyond the pale when it entails the
endorsement of an erroneous firmament or the rejection of correct fir-
mament. The list of favorite cases, on the other hand – comprising
positive and negative judgments on the outcomes of select nonfirmament
cases – is specific to the particular theory and constitutes the central core
around which the originality of the account of constitutional interpreta-
tion is built. The idea here is to illuminate in a new way areas of settled
constitutional precedent in a manner that can normatively guide judicial

8 The claim that everyone is copying United States judicial review is empirically false at
relevant levels of specificity: most constitutional democracies that have some form of
judicial review have not arranged it on the model of the United States, many constitutional
democracies have systems of constitutional review that include nonjudicial branches in the
process, and many constitutional democracies have no formally structured procedures for
judicial review. Investigating some of this diversity becomes essential in Chapters 8 and 9

when I turn to the questions of institutional design. Before then, it is worth keeping in
mind Railton’s observation: ‘‘There is an intolerable degree of parochialism in
explanations of the survival and growth of liberal democracy in the United States that
place great credit in the Constitution, the Supreme Court, the two-party system, or ‘the
genius of American politics,’ while ignoring that other nations have made similar progress
though lacking these features,’’ Peter Railton, ‘‘Judicial Review, Elites, and Liberal
Democracy,’’ in Liberal Democracy, ed. J. Roland Pennock and John W. Chapman, Nomos
XXV (New York: New York University Press, 1983), 167.

9 Brown v. Board of Education, 347U.S. 483 (1954), Dred Scott v. Sandford, 60 U.S. 393 (1857),
Lochner v. New York, 198 U.S. 45 (1905), Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. 137 (1803), McCulloch
v. Maryland, 17 U.S. 316 (1819), Plessy v. Ferguson, 163 U.S. 537 (1895). Obviously the list
of firmament cases changes over longer stretches of time: Plessy was a firmament correct
case before being overruled by Brown; moving Lochner onto the correct list has very
recently become a possibility, at least among some legal academics if not the courts.
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decisions in the future.10 These two lists of cases then are the building
blocks around which different judicial methodologies are built and jus-
tified: originalism, textualism, structuralism, minimalism, neutralism,
pragmatism, proceduralism, interpretivism, rationalism, and so on.

Although the articulation and justification of an interpretive metho-
dology against rival versions is possibly the central task of American
constitutional jurisprudence, I will not be frontally addressing those
debates here, either in this chapter or throughout the book. My interest is
squarely focused on the questions of the relationship between normative
conceptions of constitutional democracy and the institutional design of
constitutional review. From this latter point of view, it is important to note
that much of the debate about interpretive methods has centered on how
best to relieve the tensions felt between democracy and the United States
institutions and practices of judicial review. The strategy then is to square
actual judicial practices with the ideals of democracy and con-
stitutionalism. The main reason I do not treat these interpretive debates
is that, inferentially, they put the cart before the horse, as it were. If the
concern is about the legitimacy of a judicial institutionalization of the
function of constitutional review, then a preferred conception of how
judges should interpret a constitution cannot supply reasons for or
against the legitimacy of judicial review. If we do not assume that judicial
review is a fact of life – if in fact the very question is whether we should
accept or reject this particular institutional structure – then a claim that
one judicial methodology is more democratic than another cannot answer
to concerns about the democratic legitimacy of the institution in the first
place. Perry’s ‘‘live questions . . . about how the power of judicial review
should be exercised’’ may be the central ones given the constraints of
institutional panglossianism, but answers to those ‘live questions’ cannot
be used to justify that panglossianism. Answering the democratic criticism
of the institution of judicial review with a method for judicial inter-
pretation simply begs the question at issue.

10 Ely adds an important argumentative constraint on jurisprudence that I have not stressed
here: the general academic requirement for an ‘‘original contribution to scholarship.’’
‘‘Law teachers are caught in something of a whipsaw here, in that academia generally
rewards originality, whereas the law generally rewards lack of originality – that is, the
existence of precedent. The tension thus created probably helps account for the common
scholarly slalom in which the author’s theory is said to be immanent in a series of
decisions, though no prior academic commentator has even come close to apprehending
it,’’ John Hart Ely, ‘‘Another Such Victory: Constitutional Theory and Practice in a World
Where Courts Are No Different from Legislatures,’’ Virginia Law Review 77 (1991):
footnote 55, 583.
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2. Distorting Democracy

One ad hoc strategy for justifying American-style judicial review then –
recommending a democratic mode of interpretation to the courts – begs
the question at issue. Another ad hoc strategy is more promising, however:
that of employing a persuasive redefinition of democracy. The idea here is
to accept U.S. judicial review as it is, and exploit the more malleable
argumentative constraints of the normative ideals of democracy and
constitutionalism in order to show that, despite appearances, judicial
review is not a ‘‘deviant institution in the American democracy’’ as Bickel
claims. Here the inferential direction is more cogent: explicate and
defend the most compelling account of the ideals of constitutional
democracy, show how those ideals can be best realized in a particular set of
political institutions and structures, and conclude that U.S. judicial review
sufficiently approximates those justified institutions and structures.

There is then nothing inferentially wrong with this strategy – in fact it
is the same basic strategy employed in this book. The proof, however, is
in the pudding: namely, in the degrees to which the conception of
constitutional democracy proffered is cogent and compelling, to which
that conception convincingly supports proposed institutional designs,
and to which United States institutions do or don’t accord with the
preferred institutions for constitutional review. If argumentative
pathologies arise here, they are caused by the particular character of
American institutions. For if we accept the argumentative constraint of
institutional panglossianism, then the conclusion of the argument is
predetermined, and the premises must be instrumentalized to that
conclusion. If in fact one is skeptical, like Bickel and Hand, about the
extent to which judicial review can actually be considered a democratic
institution, then one should expect distortions in the ideals of democ-
racy and constitutionalism that the theory uses to justify its particular
institutionalization in a specific national political system. In this and the
next section I want to sketch the underlying ideals of democracy and
constitutionalism found in some American constitutional jurisprudence
as a way of supporting my speculative thesis that argumentative
pathologies arise from the particular argumentative constraints. It is
important to stress that I will be largely ignoring much of what is most
valuable and interesting in this work – the advice given to United States
judges – in order to focus on the question of the legitimacy of judicial
review. I should stress further that these are somewhat polemical sket-
ches, intended mostly to motivate the move beyond the argumentative
constraints of nation-state specific jurisprudence.

The most straightforward instrumentalization of democratic ideals to
the justification of American judicial review is to be found where
democracy is simply redefined as equivalent to the extant American
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judicial system. Consider, for example, one articulation of what it would
mean to have a ‘‘democratic’’ form of constitutionalism:

Modern constitutionalism in the western democracies has generally involved the
idea of a civil society organized and governed on the basis of a written body of
‘‘constitutional’’ law. A ‘‘democratic’’ constitution embodies a conception of the
fundamental rights and obligations of citizens and establishes a judicial process by
which rights claims may be litigated. The function of a judiciary is to interpret the
constitution and to authorize the enforcement of its decisions. Pragmatically, it
seeks to strike a ‘‘delicate balance’’ between the rights and freedoms of ‘‘the
governed’’ and the exigencies of effective government.11

According to this formulation, the difference between con-
stitutionalism as such and democratic constitutionalism is that only in the
latter are individuals’ fundamental rights guaranteed, and guaranteed by
an independent judiciary. It is hard to see exactly what is specifically
democratic about such a practice of constitutionalism, at least on a
minimal understanding of democracy. For democracy seems to have
something to do with the direction of governmental decisions by citizens,
and perhaps could be capaciously defined as a form of government in
which all citizens have some significantly equal opportunities to influence,
in some way or another, the actions of government. Perhaps the for-
mulation above would be better rewritten in lines with the classical
understanding of liberal political arrangements: ‘‘a ‘liberal’ constitution
embodies . . . ’’ Then of course judicial review would be justified as
liberty protecting, but this does little to still democratic skepticism of the
institution.

Chemerinsky provides a much more frank acknowledgment of the bald
strategy of redefining democracy to accord with American judicial review:

To clarify analysis and arguments [in a ‘‘defense of judicial activism’’], ‘‘democracy’’
should be redefined. Analytically, altering the definition is unnecessary. . . .How-
ever, democracy is an incredibly powerful term in this society. . . . In essence, there
are two choices: abandon the term democracy as the major premise in analysis or
redefine it to portray accurately the nature of government embodied in the Con-
stitution [of the United States]. Because the former is improbable, the latter is
essential. Altering the definition of democracy has important implications in
determining a role for the Supreme Court and ascertaining the proper approach to
judicial review.12

11 Alan S. Rosenbaum, ‘‘Introduction,’’ in Constitutionalism: The Philosophical Dimension, ed.
Alan S. Rosenbaum (New York: Greenwood Press, 1988), 4.

12 Erwin Chemerinsky, ‘‘The Supreme Court, 1988 Term – Foreword: The Vanishing
Constitution,’’ Harvard Law Review 103 (1989): 76.
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Once democracy has been redefined to accord with the realities of
one particular nation-state’s constitution and its historically particular
governmental institutions, then one can get past the pesky problem of
institutional legitimacy and on to the real tasks of recommending to the
Court preferred modes of constitutional interpretation.13 Alleviate the
democratic worry about judicial review rhetorically by simply calling what
we happen to do around here full democracy, and move on to the ‘‘live
questions.’’

The bald redefinition strategy then, although admirably frank, will do
little to overcome the democratic objections to judicial review. A different
approach might be termed the denigration strategy.14 Here democracy is
portrayed in such an unattractive light that, although one may admit that
judicial review conflicts with democracy, it doesn’t amount to such a worry
since no one could really support democracy in the first place. I think we
can espy this strategy, ironically, in one of the most virulent attackers of
the work product of the Supreme Court of the United States as a form of
antidemocratic despotism. Consider Bork’s radically anticognitivist
account of constitutional democracy. The key phrase throughout is ‘‘value
choices’’ and the major issue of constitutional democracy is whose value
choices are to be authoritative and in what areas of governmental deci-
sion. According to Bork, the American model of constitutional democracy
‘‘assumes that in wide areas of life majorities are entitled to rule for no
better reason that they are majorities. We need not pause here to examine
the philosophical underpinnings of that assumption since it is a ‘given’ in
our society.’’15 In other areas of life, however, ‘‘value choices are attrib-
uted to the Founding Fathers’’16 and these are the particular areas of
control placed beyond the value choices of present majorities. Judicial
review, then, should be as far as possible exercised to implement the
actual value choices made by the founding fathers. Any judge that goes

13 To be sure, Chemerinsky’s overall strategy is somewhat more complex than portrayed
here. He proposes, on the one hand, to attend only to the countermajoritarian objection
to judicial review and, on the other, to ‘‘extract’’ the major normative ideals of the
American system from the Constitution and claim that democracy is not central to that
system. The idea is then that the U.S. Constitution is the definition of normative and
institutional rightness and, although it is rightly undemocratic, jurisprudes should throw
a rhetorical bone to those who want it to be.

14 Waldron has consistently attacked this denigration strategy, in particular by considering
the asymmetries in jurisprudential attitudes towards the comparative competence and
work product of legislatures and judiciaries, celebratory in the one case and fully skeptical
in the other. Jeremy Waldron, Law and Disagreement (New York: Oxford University Press,
1999). I consider in more detail Waldron’s arguments against judicial review in Chapters
4 and 5.

15 Robert H. Bork, ‘‘Neutral Principles and Some First Amendment Problems,’’ Indiana Law
Journal 47 (1971): 2–3.

16 Ibid.: 4.
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beyond those value choices is imposing her own value choices on the
majority, and is thereby illegitimately exercising power. To the objection
that a judge – or for that matter any other person – might be able to give a
convincing reason or justification for her value choices, Bork’s repeated
response is clear: there are only facts about actual decisions by persons,
and none of these decisions have any cognitive content:

There is no principled way to decide that one man’s gratifications are more
deserving of respect than another’s or that one form of gratification is more
worthy than another. . . .Equality of human gratifications, where the document
does not impose a hierarchy is an essential part of constitutional doctrine. . . .
Courts must accept any value choice the legislature makes unless it clearly runs
contrary to a choice made in the framing of the Constitution.17

I do not intend here to enter into meta-ethical considerations about
emotivism, subjectivism, decisionism or other radically skeptical forms of
noncognitivism, some combination of which are clearly playing the
leading roles in Bork’s arguments. For those so skeptically inclined, this
book is not for you. I do however want to point out the denigration
strategy involved here. If democracy is nothing more than the satisfaction
of the unvarnished subjective desires for gratifications of contingent
present majorities, and other past supermajorities have made value
choices (according to their own subjective gratification preferences) to put
certain gratifications out of the reach of future gratification-seeking
majorities, then a system of judicial review is unobjectionable from the
point of view of democracy because . . . well, democracy is basically
worthless.18 Why exactly anyone would want to live under either a
democratic system of unreasoned majoritarian decisionism or a con-
stitutional system of unreasoned supermajoritarian decisionism goes
wholly unexplained, as does any thought about how or why the exercise of
governmental coercion in the light of those facts of ‘‘value choice’’ could
be seen as legitimate by citizens and subjects. Nevertheless, on this wholly
desiccated and hollow ‘‘conception’’ of constitutional democracy, there
can be no democratic objection to judicial review (properly performed of

17 Ibid.: 10–11.
18 Although I said I would avoid meta-ethical considerations, one should stop to wonder

exactly what moral or general normative grounds Bork could invoke to support his
central jurisprudential claim in the article: namely, that judges should adopt a principled
manner of decision making with respect to the constitution. As Apel would put it, this
simultaneous denial of the justifiability of any normative recommendations and assertion
of particular normative recommendations commits the fallacy of a ‘‘performative self-
contradiction,’’ Karl-Otto Apel, ‘‘The a Priori of the Communication Community and the
Foundations of Ethics,’’ in Towards a Transformation of Philosophy (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1980).
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course), since objections involve reasons and in the realm of value choices
there simply are no convincing reasons of any sort.

A much more typical denigration strategy does not start with extreme
normative skepticism but, rather, attempts to explain the worth and
attractiveness of constitutional and democratic ideals by showing how
they are carried out in practice and embodied in actual American political
institutions. Because the central argumentative move is to demonstrate
the gap between political ideals and their actual realization, it is perhaps
better to call it a deflationary strategy. In particular here, a robust con-
ception of democracy is counterposed to the actual workings of repre-
sentative institutions in the United States and, in the light of their failure
to live up to the ideals of democracy, judicial review is justified as better
fulfilling those ideals. The variations here are numerous, and I will be
investigating many of them throughout Chapters 4 through 7.

One good place to start is Ronald Dworkin’s conception of democracy
as that system of government that gets the right answers according to
substantive criteria of equality amongst a nation’s members. His con-
ception of democracy:

denies that it is a defining goal of democracy that collective decisions always or
normally be those that a majority or plurality of citizens would favor if fully
informed and rational. . . .Democracy means government subject to conditions –
we might call these the ‘‘democratic’’ conditions – of equal status for all citizens.
When majoritarian institutions provide and respect the democratic conditions,
then the verdicts of these institutions should be accepted by everyone for that
reason. But when they do not, or when their provision or respect is defective, there
can be no objection, in the name of democracy, to procedures that protect and
respect them better.19

Because I will deal with Dworkin’s arguments at greater length in
Chapter 4, I wish only to note here how the deflationary strategy will work
given this robust conception of democracy. In short, actual electorally
accountable political institutions, such as legislatures and executives, will
be shown to be deficient in the extent to which they support the demo-
cratic conditions of equal status. So the institutional design question
becomes: what institutions would best ensure these equality conditions?
By definition, any institution – no matter how its decision-making pro-
cesses are structured and no matter how or in what ways it is or is not
responsive to the demos – that best secures equal status will count as
democratic. For Dworkin the special qualities of the judiciary for rea-
soning according to principle will then provide a way of reconciling

19 Ronald Dworkin, Freedom’s Law: The Moral Reading of the American Constitution
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 17, emphases added.
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judicial review with democracy. For there could be no democratic
objection even to rule by actual Platonic guardians, if in fact those
guardians better secured the substantive conditions of democracy than
could those institutions more traditionally associated with democratic
politics. Because democracy requires getting the right answers on fun-
damental questions, any political institutions that do so are by (re)defi-
nition democratic.

A somewhat different deflationary strategy focuses not upon judges’
superior capacity for moral reasoning per se, but rather on the special
suitability of the language of judicial opinions for exemplifying demo-
cratic conversations about the basic structures of society. Chapter 6 looks
at three different variations on this theme. One variation put forward by
Rawls starts with an account of the ideals of democracy in terms of the
need for citizens to find a specifically political language that is not partial
to any of the competing ethical worldviews that different citizens find
compelling and motivating.20 Democratic citizens should then adhere
only to the limits of this political language when deliberating about and
deciding upon the fundamental terms of their political consociation.

In a democratic society public reason is the reason of equal citizens who, as a
collective body, exercise final political and coercive power over one another in
enacting laws and in amending their constitution. . . .The limits imposed by public
reason do not apply to all political questions but only those involving what we may
call ‘‘constitutional essentials’’ and questions of basic justice.21

20 One might object here that Rawls is a poor example to use in support of my general thesis
about the argumentative constraints faced by United States jurisprudes – after all, he is a
political philosopher. Three brief comments are in order. First, as I explain in Chapter 6,
Rawls does not take himself to be engaged in institutional design, and his comments
about the United States Supreme Court are intended to be illustrative of philosophical
points, not a justification for the claim that judicial review is an indispensable institution.
Second, however, Rawls’s theory of democracy, such as it is, is almost entirely carried by
his discussion of public reason, and he consistently thinks of public reason as the reason
of judges. This suggests that he takes democracy as an ideal that must be incorporated
into his theory, and that he has a way of making that incorporation fully consistent with
the actual institutions of the American political system as given, including judicial review.
(It is notable here that Rawls’s discussion of judicial review quickly moves from abstract
considerations concerning ‘‘a constitutional regime with judicial review’’ to a more
parochial set of ‘‘remarks on the Supreme Court’’ John Rawls, Political Liberalism,
paperback ed. [New York: Columbia University Press, 1996], 231 and 40.) Finally, Rawls’s
justificatory methodology of reflective equilibrium stresses the need for normative
principles to be in line with our settled convictions, and our settled convictions will
include settled ideas about the worth of specific political institutions (this latter point is
made explicit in the response to Habermas: Rawls, Political Liberalism, 381). As citizens of
the United States, then, it would appear that the normative principles of the theory of
political liberalism are methodologically required to come into line with at least the major
features of our parochial political institutions.

21 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 214.
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The account of ‘‘public reason’’ as the special language of demo-
cratic consociation – a language denuded of references to particular
comprehensive doctrines and relying only on the special argot of the
overlapping consensus – combined with the claim that the Supreme
Court is the only institution that always properly speaks in the
democratic argot then obviates objections to judicial review from
democracy. ‘‘In a constitutional regime with judicial review, public
reason is the reason of its supreme court. . . .The supreme court is the
branch of government that serves as the exemplar of public reason. . . .
It is the only branch of government that is visibly on its face the
creature of that reason and that reason alone.’’22 This deflationary
strategy involves showing how the other branches of national govern-
ment – the electorally accountable branches – do not properly limit
themselves to the democratic argot and so are not really democratic,
despite appearances. In a few short pages we are taken then from the
idealization of democracy as a special kind of mutual consociation
amongst citizens, to the claim that, institutionally realized, democracy
is a conversation carried out by linguistic experts – especially judges
and lawyers addressing them – and located in that political institution
most insulated from the input of citizens.

Are the representative branches of government really representative
of the people? Answering this question in the negative has furnished the
starting point for innumerable attempts to counter Bickel’s counter-
majoritarian objections to judicial review. After all, if it were to turn out
that the Court were more representative of the people themselves than
the legislative and executive branches, the countermajoritarian objection
fails. One of the most fully developed and fascinating uses of this
strategy is Ackerman’s in-depth normative and historical account of the
development of American constitutional law over two hundred years.23

Without doing full justice to this account, I think it is not wrong to boil
down its answer to the democratic objection. First, real and authentic
democratic politics is defined as those moments when the American
people constitute themselves as a people – as a group of fellow citizens
in a strong sense, ‘‘mobilized and capable of sober deliberation’’24 – and
take on the fundamental tasks of constitution writing, constitution
changing, and constitution elaborating. Understanding such higher
forms of lawmaking as the paradigm of democracy, Ackerman’s two-
track model distinguishes it from ordinary lawmaking: those political

22 Ibid., 231 and 35.
23 Bruce Ackerman, We the People: Foundations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,

1991), Bruce Ackerman, We the People: Transformations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1998).

24 Ackerman, We the People: Foundations, 194.
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process carried out by the legislative and executive branches that are
supposed to be constrained by the constitutional structures elaborated
by the people.

The deflationary aspect then kicks in by painting ordinary lawmaking
by the government as, in general, a gradual erosion over time of the
achievements by the people themselves in their higher lawmaking mode.
Although Ackerman acknowledges that elected officials can sometimes act
out of principled concerns for constitutional values and the public good,
most of the time ‘‘elected politicians find it expedient to exploit the
apathy, ignorance, and selfishness of normal politics in ways that
endanger fundamental traditions.’’25 Unfortunately, between those rare
moments in a nation’s history when the people take up the powers of
constitutional lawmaking into their own hands, there is actually no people
at all, no collective group of citizens deliberating together about their
fundamental law, only a diverse collection of self-interested individuals
attending to their private business. It seems we need, therefore, an
institution specifically designed to maintain the people’s intermittent
constitutional achievements against self-serving and exploitative gov-
ernmental officials: ‘‘How to preserve the considered judgments of the
mobilized People from illegitimate erosion by the statutory decisions of
normal government?’’26 Judicial review to the rescue. Since democracy is
idealized as popular self-government through constitutional lawmaking,
but this only occurs in rare times of crisis – in American history, only once
every sixty or one hundred years or so – the Court represents the absent/
slumbering people under everyday conditions of ordinary lawmaking. ‘‘If
the Court is right in finding that these politician/statesmen have moved
beyond their mandate, it is furthering Democracy, not frustrating it, in
revealing our representatives as mere ‘stand-ins’ for the People, whose
word is not to be confused with the collective judgment of the People
themselves.’’27 So judicial review is not antidemocratic: during the inter-
regnums of mass mobilization and popular constitutional deliberation,
democracy is actually carried out by unelected judges and against the
merely apparent democratic will of contemporary citizens and elected
officials. Unless one happens to have the good fortune of living during
those rare and propitious moments of higher lawmaking, democracy
means submitting to the rule of judicial guardians. Having satisfied the
first two argumentative constraints by giving a democratic justification for
institutional panglossianism, the final remarkable move is the claim that
even the higher lawmaking of people can be carried mainly through
doctrinal changes by the Supreme Court. Taking the demise of Lochner
era doctrine as paradigmatic, Ackerman’s theory of dualist democracy

25 Ibid., 307. 26 Ibid., 7. 27 Ibid., 262.
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also fulfills the third argumentative constraint by explaining and justify-
ing both firmament and favorite Court cases.

This short tour – which could surely be extended – through some
jurisprudential justifications for judicial review in the United States was
intended to lend support to my speculative hypothesis that the three
argumentative constraints do not function symmetrically. Because insti-
tutional panglossianism and the differences between firmament and
favorite Supreme Court precedents are relatively peremptory for legal
scholarship, the normative ideals of constitutional democracy are func-
tionalized to those two argumentative constraints. Having shown some of
the distortions induced in the conceptions of democracy by instru-
mentalizing those to a fixed parochial context, I turn now to contortions
in the conceptions of constitutionalism.

3. Contorting Constitutionalism

If there has been a fair amount of reflectivity about the meaning and
import of ideals of democracy, even as conceptions of democracy are
tailored to saving institutional panglossianism, the same cannot be said
about the concept of ‘‘constitutionalism.’’ For with respect to the latter,
much jurisprudence simply assumes an equivalence between con-
stitutionalism and judicial review as carried out in the United States
system. But this unthinking equivalence, I will argue, creates two sig-
nificantly contorting preemptory foreshortenings of the concept. On the
one hand, it entails the denial that many national political systems are
what they in fact appear to be: namely, functioning constitutional
democracies. On the other, by reducing the practice of constitutionalism
to that which is strictly speaking justiciable, it conceptually erases much of
the actual text and, more importantly, the actual institutional structures
and practices of constitutional government.

Let me first present some evidence that the synecdochical reduction of
constitutionalism to the actual structure of judicial review as carried out by
the Supreme Court of the United States is widespread. I start with judges’
own statements, beginning with Chief Justice Warren’s insistence on the
Court’s supremacy with respect to determining the meaning and import
of the Constitution for all other governmental actors from 1958:

Marbury v. Madison . . . declared the basic principle that the federal judiciary is
supreme in the exposition of the law of the Constitution, and that principle has
ever since been respected by this Court and the Country as a permanent and
indispensable feature of our constitutional system. It follows that the inter-
pretation of the Fourteenth Amendment enunciated by this Court in the Brown
case is the supreme law of the land. . . .Every state legislator and executive and
judicial officer is solemnly committed by oath taken pursuant to Article VI,
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clause 3, ‘to support this Constitution.’ . . . No state legislator or executive or
judicial officer can war against the Constitution without violating his under-
taking to support it.28

This claim, strong as it is, does yet not equate American con-
stitutionalism tout court with the practice and work product of the
Supreme Court. Rather, it insists that, where the Court has spoken, its
interpretation of the Constitution is supreme and controlling for all
governmental officials. But similar sounding dicta from Justices O’Connor,
Kennedy, and Souter in 1992 comes quite a bit closer to equating the
Court’s work product with constitutionalism simpliciter:

Like the character of an individual, the legitimacy of the Court must be earned
over time. So, indeed, must be the character of a Nation of people who aspire to
live according to the rule of law. Their belief in themselves as such a people is not
readily separable from their understanding of the Court invested with the
authority to decide their constitutional cases and speak before all others for their
constitutional ideals. If the Court’s legitimacy should be undermined, then, so
would the country be in its very ability to see itself through its constitutional ideals.
The Court’s concern with legitimacy is not for the sake of the Court, but for the
sake of the Nation to which it is responsible.29

Note the claim with respect to constitutionalism: United States citizens
could not understand themselves as citizens under a constitutional system
of government unless the Supreme Court is the only institutional repre-
sentative of constitutional ideals. Finally, in a 2003 radio broadcast of a
interview about her semiautobiographical book, Justice O’Connor makes
explicit the reduction of constitutionalism in general to the practices of
the Supreme Court in exercising judicial review.

[Interviewer]: Some of the Court’s decisions in divisive cases remain con-
troversial, . . . and yet, public confidence in the Supreme Court remains strong.
Why is that?
[O’Connor]: That’s hard to say. You know, we’ve had a lot of years of experience

now. Our Constitution has been in effect longer than any other constitution
around the world, and I think the American people have grown to accept the role
of the Court in deciding Constitutional issues and have tended to accept the
notion of constitutionalism, if you will, and that we have a Court that has assumed
this role, and a notion that its going to be accepted. Its so remarkable how the
other branches of government have accepted the role of the Court as well.30

28 Cooper v. Aaron, 358 U.S. 1, 18 (1958).
29 Planned Parenthood v. Casey, 505 U.S. 833, 868 (1992).
30 Sandra Day O’Connor and Pete Williams, ‘‘The Majesty of the Law: An Interview with

Justice Sandra Day O’Connor,’’ in University of Louisville Kentucky Author Forum (Louisville,
KY: WFPL, 2003).
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Of course, judges have a particular interest in identifying their own role
and work product with constitutionalism: constitutionalism is a powerful
idea in the United States, and such a self-identification at least avoids a
facial confrontation with antidemocratic objections to judicial review. But
the reduction of constitutionalism to parochial judicial practices is not
restricted to judges. Theorists of various stripes also make similar moves.
Rawls claims, for instance, that ‘‘the constitution is not what the Court says
it is. Rather, it is what the people acting constitutionally through the other
branches eventually allow the Court to say it is.’’31

A small step can be made away from such provincialism by identifying
constitutionalism generally with the institutions and practices of judicial
review – but it is a small step. We have already seen one attempt that
defines constitutionalism (albeit ‘‘democratic’’ constitutionalism) as sim-
ply the judicial enforcement of individual liberty rights.32 Dworkin makes
the claim explicit: ‘‘By ‘constitutionalism’ I mean a system that establishes
individual legal rights that the dominant legislature does not have the
power to override or compromise.’’33 He then proceeds to argue that,
since we are talking about legal rights, we ought to ‘‘assign adjudicative
responsibility [for constitutional interpretation of those rights] to judges,
whose decision is final, barring a constitutional amendment, until it is
changed by a later judicial decision.’’34 In short, no judicial review, no
constitutionalism. An excellent political science textbook collecting
diverse theoretical and empirical writings on democracy similarly reduces
issues of constitutionalism in general to specific debates surrounding
practices of strong judicial review of legislative actions in the name of
individual rights.35 More examples could surely be given of this tendency
aptly summed up (and decried) by Bellamy: ‘‘Rights, upheld by judicial
review, are said to compromise the prime component of constitutionalism,
providing a normative legal framework within which politics operates. . . .
Constitutionalism has come to mean nothing more than a system of legally
entrenched rights that can override, where necessary, the ordinary political
process.’’36

31 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 237–38.
32 See text supra accompanying footnote 11.
33 Ronald Dworkin, ‘‘Constitutionalism and Democracy,’’ European Journal of Philosophy 3,

no. 1 (1995): 2.
34 Ibid.: 10.
35 Robert A. Dahl, Ian Shapiro, and José Antonio Cheibub, eds., The Democracy Sourcebook

(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2003). After a series of selections from The Federalist
Papers mostly centered on the judiciary and judicial review, five of the six remaining
selections in the ‘‘Democracy and Constitutionalism’’ chapter of the textbook are entirely
focused on judicial review.

36 Richard Bellamy, ‘‘The Political Form of the Constitution: The Separation of Powers,
Rights and Representative Government,’’ Political Studies XLIV (1996): 436.
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What then is pathological about such reductions of constitutionalism
to American-style practices of securing individual rights through an
independent judiciary? To begin with, such a view conceptually entails
rejecting any number of contemporary political systems as constitutional
systems. Clearly the United Kingdom and several commonwealth
countries are, on this understanding, simply not constitutional systems
because they have no written constitutions to be interpreted by judges.
But there would also be no ‘‘constitutionalism’’ in nation-states that do
in fact have written constitutions, but no U.S.-style judicial review: for
instance, Belgium, Finland, France, Israel, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
and Switzerland. Borderline cases would then be presented by political
systems that have forms of judicial review which, unlike the diffuse system
in the United States, are concentrated in special constitutional courts: for
instance, many of the other European democracies, including most of the
new Eastern European democracies. Perhaps judicial review of legislation
is enough to warrant the label ‘‘constitutional’’; perhaps not, if individuals
cannot directly access that constitutional court for decisions in their own
concrete cases and controversies, and so vindicate their individual legal
rights in every situation.37 Perhaps other borderline cases include coun-
tries that have judicial review but where it is nevertheless subject to
various forms of authoritative constraint by the political branches, such as
in Canada. The point, however, is that we shouldn’t need to engage
in such contortions to ‘‘save’’ the phenomena of all of these various
political systems that look, for all intents and purposes, like constitutional
democracies. Our conceptual resources shouldn’t be so constrained by
institutional panglossianism in the first place: countries without United
States–style judicial review are not for that very reason un- or non-
constitutional.

The second major reason we should reject this contorted notion of
constitutionalism is that it equates constitutionalism with only that class of
public issues that are justiciable. Because this view focuses almost exclu-
sively on the actions of courts, all other aspects of actual constitutional
texts, constitutional structures, or constitutional practices become mere
residues, relegated to a different domain of concern. Even from a purely
provincial perspective, however, this is inadequate. For the basic political
structures and powers, which the Constitution of the United States is
largely dedicated to establishing, would simply disappear from view.
Article I, for instance, looks like constitutional law – ‘‘All legislative Powers
herein granted shall be vested in a Congress of the United States, which
shall consists of a Senate and House of Representatives . . . ’’ – but very
little of that long Article is justiciable. Does this mean that, in fact, it is not

37 I take up at length the differences between concentrated and diffuse systems of
constitutional review, and between abstract and concrete review modalities in Chapter 8.
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part of what we want to consider under the rubric of constitutionalism?
One of the great documents of American constitutional theory, The Fed-
eralist Papers, dedicates only six of its eighty-five papers to the judicial
branch – is the rest really about something else than constitutionalism?
Koopmans captures the problem nicely:

In the United States, the concept of ‘constitutional law’ is used in a narrower sense
than in Great Britain: it covers only the areas of law concerning the constitution
which have given rise to judicial decisions. The relationship between the President
and Congress has not been the subject of any important body of case law, and the
result is that it is chiefly examined in American books on ‘‘government’’ or
‘‘political science’’ rather than in those on constitutional law. I see no reason to
adopt such a limited view of constitutional problems in this book.38

The fact that much of the constitutional provisions that establish,
structure, and specify the various organs of government, their duties, and
their interrelations are nonjusticiable provisions, furthermore, does not
thereby invalidate their force, cogency, or effectiveness as binding con-
stitutional law. Perhaps most important, we should not adopt a concept of
constitutionalism that a priori blinds analysis to the tremendous amount
and import of extrajudicial constitutional politics. Constitutional conflicts
and resultant constitutional politics erupt not only over provisions
ensuring to citizens their judicially enforceable individual liberty rights,
but also over the fundamental procedures and structures of government
themselves. An adequate theory of constitutional democracy should not
take such issues off the table by a conceptual legerdemain. An exclusivistic
focus on constitutionalism as judicially enforceable law then threatens to
simply erase much of what constitutionalism – as a political ideal and a
distinct set of political practices – is about.

c. functions and institutions

We need then a fresh start, one that can avoid the argumentative
pathologies of ad hoc provincialism, in particular one that is not subject to
the constraint of institutional panglossianism. Let me be clear. I am not
recommending that we start from a view from nowhere, from a pure
normative perspective wholly disconnected from the realities of politics
and its institutional structures as we have historically and currently known
them. Although I cannot argue for the methodological claim here, my
starting assumption is that normative political ideals and actual political
arrangements are separable, at most, only analytically. In the domain of

38 Tim Koopmans, Courts and Political Institutions: A Comparative View (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 3.
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political theory, the ideal and the real, norm and fact, are dialectically
intertwined, each shaping and delimiting the other. Just as our actual
institutional structures have developed over time in response to and
(hopefully) in accord with our preferred normative ideals of democracy,
constitutionalism, and constitutional democracy, those ideals themselves
are shaped by and adapted to the actual practices and structures of
political institutions we have experience with or reasonably believe
achievable in practice. The conception of deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism I defend in this book then is a normative theory – it
articulates and defends certain specific conceptions of our political ideals
that are used to evaluate the worth of particular political arrangements –
but it is not an ideal theory – developed and justified independently of
historical and empirical considerations and, in a second step, applied to
the fallen world of only partially compliant institutional realities. It is,
rather, a conception developed to evaluate institutional possibilities and
proposals, one simultaneously developed out of and responding to the
world of political institutions as we know them.

This methodological point about the reciprocity between normative
ideals and institutional possibilities at the general level, however, should
not obscure the basic inferential priority of normative ideals over extant
institutional considerations. We cannot evaluate the worth of institutional
structures and results except in the light of justified normative ideals. By
contrast, accepting extant institutions as the measure of normative ideals
will only lead to pathologies of ad hocery like those just canvassed, fun-
damentally distorting those ideals beyond usefulness and recognition,
leaving them mere rhetorical honorifics.

1. Judicial Review as One of Many Supreme Judicial Functions

Like other exercises in normative theory, this book will assume certain
simplifications of the workings of actual constitutional democracies in
order to focus on underlying ideals of constitutional democracy and their
competing conceptualizations. One of the most important of these sim-
plifications is to focus the arguments around the question of only one of
the functions captured in the phrase ‘‘judicial review.’’ In the U.S. judicial
system, for example, the Supreme Court has many different roles and
carries out many different functions. At least five can be analytically dis-
tinguished. Most of these functions, of course, are carried out not only by
the Supreme Court but also by other national and subnational regional
courts: for each of the functions, the Supreme Court has final but not
exclusive jurisdiction.

First, as the supreme appellate court for the nation, the Court has the
role of ensuring the internal coherence of individual case decisions and
related doctrinal developments across the different normal and appellate
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federal courts below it in the hierarchy. To the extent possible and rea-
sonable, the Court should attempt to make decisions in specific cases and
controversies throughout the nation consistent, applying the same criteria
for decisions where those criteria are based in coherent doctrinal rules and
principles. Second, the Court has a significant role in ensuring the internal
coherence of a system of ordinary national laws: different national statutes,
regulations, common law rules, and so on should not conflict with one
another and, when they do, the Court has final responsibility for resolving
conflicts with a view to the coherence of national law. Third, the Court has
the power to review the actions of officials of the national government to
ensure that they are consistent with the corpus of controlling ordinary law.
Thus, the Court has final jurisdiction over determinations of, for instance,
whether relevant officials have faithfully carried out their duties as spelled
out in statutes or administrative regulations or whether they have abused
the discretion or misused the specific powers delegated to them by
ordinary law. Fourth, the Court has the final responsibility for ensuring
that subnational regional laws and the actions of subnational regional
officials are in line with the demands of the national Constitution. While
individual states, for instance, have their own constitutions, systems of
ordinary law, and judicial systems, the laws and actions of states must
suitably conform to the demands of national constitutional law. Often in
practice this means that the Court is involved in settling jurisdictional
disputes between national and state governments. Much the same goes for
other subnational political authorities, even as special problems of fed-
eralism are raised most acutely with respect to the relations between the
federal government and the individual states. Finally, fifth, the Supreme
Court has the authority to review national ordinary law and the actions of
national officials for their consistency with the Constitution of the United
States and the doctrinal interpretations of its provisions as elaborated in
controlling precedent. Here the Court has the power to ‘‘strike down’’
both statutes passed through the national legislative process and admin-
istrative regulations issued by various national agencies, as well as to review
the actions of officials and governmental organs, when it finds that
these ordinary laws and actions violate the higher law represented by the
Constitution.

It is true that constitutional issues may well arise in the course of car-
rying out all five of these functions. Nevertheless, when I refer throughout
this book to ‘‘judicial review,’’ I am referring most centrally only to the
fifth category of functions carried out by United States courts. For it is in
carrying out this fifth function that the tensions between judicial review
and democracy are felt to arise most acutely. Because democracy is
strongly allied with the selection and control of governmental officials
through periodic elections, and an independent judiciary is, by defini-
tion, not directly accountable through periodic elections, the judicial
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review of the work product of the electoral branches of government is
thought to give rise to both the counter-majoritarian and paternalist
objections. Of course, there is a great deal of disagreement about whether
we should so strongly ally democracy with electoral accountability – as we
will see in working through the various arguments in Chapters 2 through 7.
But it will help to focus the discussion if we attend only to the function
of national constitutional review when considering the objections to
judicial review. In part, this should help ward off rhetorically undiffer-
entiated fusillades about ‘‘government by judiciary’’ or the ‘‘despotism of
black robes,’’ for many of the targets of particular attacks on the judiciary
are, in fact, straightforward legal consequences of the work product of
electorally accountable branches of government: ordinary statutes, reg-
ulations, and official actions directed by them.39 More important, however,
focusing only on judicial review in this narrow sense will enable sustained
attention to controversies over the ideals of constitutionalism and democ-
racy underlying much of the debates about judicial review and, in parti-
cular, to the tensions thought to arise from the combination ‘‘constitutional
democracy.’’

One other lamentable simplification should be mentioned: I assume
throughout that the frame of reference is the delimited context of a single
nation-state’s political system.40 Although some of the most fascinating
and complex questions concerning judicial review and democracy are

39 It is important to stress here how relatively rare judicial review, in the narrow sense used
here, is in the United States. For the fifty-three-year period from 1803 to 1856, only two
congressional statutes were declared unconstitutional by the Supreme Court: in the case
that inaugurated judicial review in America (Marbury) and in solidifying the slave power
by striking down the Missouri compromise (Dred Scott). This yields a judicial review rate
of .0377 per year. In the thirty years after the Civil War, the nullification rate increased to
around .67 per year (counting twenty nullifications over that period: Robert Lowry
Clinton, ‘‘How the Court Became Supreme,’’ First Things 89 [1998]). Over the thirty-five-
year period (1953–1989) of the Warren and Berger courts – courts thought to be
especially activist – the rate was around 4.63 nullifications of Congressional statutes per
year (162 cases of judicial nullification out of 9,976 dispositions: Harold J. Spaeth, United
States Supreme Court Judicial Database, 1953–1997 Terms [Computer File] (Michigan State
University, Dept. of Political Science, 1998 [cited January 10 2005]); available from http://
webapp.icpsr.umich.edu/cocoon/ICPSR-STUDY/09422.xml). In the thirteen years from
1990 through 2002, the rate was around 2.62 per year (thirty-four federal statutes were
held unconstitutional: Lawrence Baum, The Supreme Court, eighth ed. [Washington, DC:
CQ Press, 2004], 170). Discussion of other ways of measuring instances of judicial review,
with figures including constitutional nullification of state laws and local ordinances, can
be found at footnote 55 of Chapter 8. One method yields a measure of the yearly rate of
all statutory nullifications as a percentage of the number of cases decided with full, signed
opinions. The contemporary percentage here is just above 10 percent of Supreme Court
cases per year.

40 As is evident by my omission, in the previous list of five functions, of the United States
Supreme Court’s powers concerning international and transnational law and issues.
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being raised at the transnational level – for instance with respect to the
growing legal integration occurring across the nations of the European
Union, and the increasing import and effectiveness of international
judicial tribunals concerning criminal law, human rights, commercial law,
and so on – I avoid consideration of such issues here. In part this is
because an adequate consideration of these questions would already
require a high degree of normative clarity about the proper conception of
constitutional democracy. But this avoidance is also simply because the
manifold of difficult issues raised would burst the bounds of manage-
ability within a single book.

2. Function vs. Institution: Constitutional vs. Judicial Review

With this focus specified, the second major structural move of the argu-
ment is already apparent. I propose that we ought to understand and
justify the function of constitutional review before we can adequately answer
the design question of whether that function should be realized through
the institutions of judicial review. To begin, this will go a long way toward
avoiding the pathologies induced by institutional panglossianism. I will
argue that constitutional review is an essential function of legitimate
government according to the ideals of deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism. But this does not immediately entail that that function
should be carried out by courts, much less that it should be fulfilled in a
judicial system in the exact same way that it is in the United States.
Distinguishing between function and institution can clarify the different
kinds of issues at play, apart from the argumentative constraints of pro-
vincial jurisprudence. Furthermore, it can help to show how democratic
objections to judicial review may be, on the one hand, objections to par-
ticular institutional ways in which the function of constitutional review is
structured or, on the other, to the function of constitutional review itself.
Without distinguishing institution and function, however, we can not
discern the character of the objection, nor properly assess its argu-
mentative support, as both the burdens of argument and the relevant types
of reasons and evidence that are probative are quite different in each case.
Roughly speaking, understanding and justifying the function of constitu-
tional review will refer to and rely on normative political philosophy to a
greater degree than considerations concerning how to institutionally
structure that function if justified, since the latter requires a robust sense of
the comparative possibilities and performance of various institutional
designs, in different constitutional democracies, as we know them.

The basic inferential pattern followed then is first to articulate cogent
and compelling normative accounts of the ideals of democracy, of con-
stitutionalism, and of their interrelations in constitutional democracy.
An adequate account of these ideals should be able to answer questions
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such as the following: what is democracy, how and why are democratic
decisions legitimate, what is constitutionalism, why should we want poli-
tical structures and procedures to be constitutionally structured, what is
the nature of the relationship between democracy and constitutionalism?
The normative ideals tailored to answering such questions – spelled out
in terms of the specific conception of deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism – then provide the grounds for the claim that the function
of constitutional review is justified as an important element of legitimate
government. Only with this justification in hand can the institutional
design questions be taken up. I claim that, in the light of what we know
about the workings of various forms of political procedures, legal struc-
tures, and governmental institutions, a number of specific institutional
proposals best comport with the ideals of deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism: proceduralist judicial review located in an independent
constitutional court in a concentrated system of review, constitutional self-
review panels in the legislative and executive branches, mechanisms for
dispersing decisional authority concerning constitutional elaboration
across the branches of national government, easing overly obdurate
amendability requirements, and civic constitutional fora for both demo-
cratic deliberation about constitutional matters and as alternative
mechanisms for constitutional amendment.

Although the direction of inference is from normative ideals to jus-
tification of the function of review to institutional recommendations, it is
not the order in which the arguments are presented. Rather, I develop
the normative ideals out of critical evaluations of various promising
arguments for and against a judicial review, paying special attention not
only to the underlying normative ideals they are based on but also to
their insights into the peculiar relationships between constitutional law,
political institutions, the democratic public sphere, and courts. The
hope is to develop a normative theory that can productively incorporate
essential insights while avoiding various deficiencies, a normative theory
that is well suited, moreover, to the manifold complexities presented by
institutional design.
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2

Majoritarian Democracy and Minoritarian
Constitutionalism

Before turning to the accounts of judicial review that ensue from
deliberative democratic conceptions of constitutional democracy in
later chapters, it will help to get clear about the various moves made in
debates about judicial review under the terms of an older model of
constitutional democracy, a model I will characterize in terms of the
uncomfortable amalgamation of a majoritarian conception of democ-
racy and a minoritarian conception of constitutionalism. The main
point of this overview is to motivate the move beyond the standard
amalgam conception of constitutional democracy by indicating some of
the normative and conceptual deficiencies it evinces when considering
judicial review. However, this overview will also indicate two of the
main fault lines between different justifications of judicial review, fault
lines that continue to be important in debates amongst deliberative
democrats over judicial review and will reappear throughout the later
chapters. One the one hand, there is a fundamental cleavage amongst
theorists concerning how to understand the legitimacy of constitutional
democracy; between, as I will explain, substantialist and proceduralist
conceptions of legitimacy. On the other hand, there are differences
over how properly to conceive of democratic decision-making pro-
cesses: as aggregating prepolitical interests, or as sifting and evaluating
competing reasons and opinions. Thus, although the deliberative
democratic arguments for and against judicial review considered later
reject, to varying degrees, the central elements of the majoritarian
democracy–minoritarian constitutionalism conception, they can still be
usefully characterized in terms of how they approach the questions of
political legitimacy and political process.
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a. judicial review as substantially legitimate

protection of minority rights

1. Judicial Review as the Protector of Values: Bickel

As indicated in the opening section of Chapter 1, Alexander Bickel’s
justification for judicial review is one purposely designed to counterweigh
objections to the institution and its powers from the point of view of
democracy – to address its ‘‘counter-majoritarian difficulty.’’1 Although
his theory is widely known and has been extremely influential (as both
theoretical inspiration and argumentative foil), it is worth considering
it briefly from the angle of political philosophy, that is, with special
attention to normative ideals of democracy and constitutionalism it pre-
supposes. At the core of Bickel’s countermajoritarian concerns is a spe-
cific ideal of democracy: the current majority of citizens participating in
elections should hold fundamental power over the policy decisions of
representative government. Put another way, one perhaps more central
to Bickel’s thinking, there should be electoral majority power to control
the policy decisions of governmental officials, a power the ultimate cri-
terion of which is the effective ability to reverse those decisions should
they fail to accord with present majority will.

Hence, the countermajoritarian difficulty arises with judicial review:
assuming that the United States system aims at realizing a democratic
form of government, ultimately there is no power, held by either a leg-
islative majority or the electoral majority to which that legislative majority
is beholden, to reverse the policy decisions of the Supreme Court when it
strikes down an act of representative government as unconstitutional. To
this countermajoritarian objection, Bickel also adds two other democratic
worries about judicial review. First, quoting Learned Hand, he claims it
undermines the consent of the citizenry to the current form of govern-
ment that arises from the moral sense of being engaged in a collective
process of self-governing. This is a slightly different reading of Hand’s
concerns than I gave in Chapter 1, but it is basically a different way of
putting the same antipaternalist objection to judicial review. Second,
Bickel approvingly quotes James Bradley Thayer’s worries about the
manifold ways in which the exercise of judicial review may weaken the
democratic process over time, as both citizens and representatives
become less and less concerned with high-quality legislative processes,
offload difficult decisions onto the Court, and so gradually diminish their
collective political capacities for self-government.

Of course, as Bickel takes pains to explain, there are indeed com-
plexities that render majoritarian democracy in the United States

1 Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch, 16.
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something much different than direct democracy, that is, than simple
majority-rule votes by the entire electorate on single policy proposals,
held continuously. Rather, electoral control by the majority of the citi-
zens is held over representatives (both legislators and the president)
who hold office for a period of time and are again subject to election;
these representatives themselves decide through majority rule; repre-
sentatives appoint others (like administrators and generals) to do a fair
amount of work, even if such appointees only contribute to policy
making in an interstitial or technical manner; the value of legal stability
means that not every policy decision is up for grabs all the time; various
processes of representing the will of the people are imperfect because of
political inequality, institutional constraints, and bare inertia; elections
do not themselves establish or set policy preferences but only control
officials who do; and, representative majorities must be cobbled
together through coalitions of minorities or ‘‘factions.’’ Nevertheless,
all of these complexities do not undermine Bickel’s fundamental cri-
terion for democracy: electoral majorities have the ultimate power to
control governmental policy through the threat of reversal of unpopular
decisions.

Once we combine this view of majoritarian control with Bickel’s
account of the specific capacities of representative institutions in their
policy-determining functions, it should be clear that he endorses an
account largely along the lines of market-models of democracy, such as
Joseph Schumpeter’s theory of competitive elitism or Robert Dahl’s
theory of pluralism.2 According to such theories, democratic processes
can be modeled as analogous to market processes of aggregating infor-
mation about individual consumer desires – in this case the politically
relevant desires of the electorate – and generating distributions – in this
case of government-provided goods and services – that most effectively
satisfy the largest possible number of the pre-process desires of indivi-
duals. Evidence that Bickel believes that the ‘‘objects’’ of political aggre-
gation are the prepolitical desires of citizens and that what government
should deliver are satisfactions, comes in his discussion of the compara-
tive competences of legislatures and courts. According to Bickel, the
separation of powers makes legislatures unique locations ‘‘for the desires
of various groups and interests concerning immediate results to be heard
clearly and unrestrainedly.’’3 And he clearly believes that democratic

2 Jon Elster, ‘‘The Market and the Forum: Three Varieties of Political Theory,’’ in
Deliberative Democracy: Essays on Reason and Politics, ed. James Bohman and William Rehg
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1997) supplies an excellent, concise, and general
overview of market models of democracy. See further discussion of aggregative models of
democracy in contrast to deliberative ones in Chapter 3.

3 Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch, 25, emphasis added.
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government ought to effectively satisfy a large majority of those desires,
as long as it does not infringe on our moral principles: ‘‘government
should serve . . . what we conceive from time to time to be our immediate
material needs.’’4 He also apparently endorses the pluralist version of
the market models of democracy. In considering and rejecting James
Madison’s worries about the influence of factions, Bickel contends that
such factions (understood as minority groups) must ultimately form
coalitions with others in order get the majoritarian electoral support
necessary to influence a majority of legislators: ‘‘The price of what [such
minority groups] sell or buy in the legislature is determined in the biennial
or quadrennial electoral marketplace.’’5

In contrast with this well-developed theory of democracy, including
both normative ideals and models of practices and institutions, Bickel has
surprisingly little to say about the import or practices of constitutionalism.
I don’t mean to say here that he ignores issues of constitutionality, that is,
issues concerning what the meaning, scope, and import of specific clauses
of the U.S. Constitution are, and concerning how the Supreme Court has
ruled and should rule on various issues pertaining to those clauses.
Indeed these constitute a large part of the focus of his work as an
American constitutional law scholar. Rather, he has surprisingly little to
say about the ideals or purposes served by having a written constitution in
the first place, or what kinds of practices and political arrangements such
a constitution would imply. Even though the U.S. Constitution places
significant constraints on the political realizations of the immediate
desires and interests of the electoral majority or the representative
majority that they ultimately control, Bickel evidently takes the ideals and
arrangement of the United States practice of constitutionalism largely for
granted. Speculatively, then, it might be possible to espy a rather tradi-
tional American view of constitutionalism in his work: constitutionalism as
the setting of principled side-constraints on the outcomes of majoritarian
practices. The idea here is simply that there are some outcomes that we
see as always undesirable or unjustifiable, and so we erect a constitution to
specify certain substantive results of the democratic process as morally
unacceptable and thereby legally estopped. Bickel clearly takes the U.S.
Constitution to concern matters of principle that put limits on policy.6

And he seems, for the most part, to think of ‘‘matters of principle’’ in two
ways, both opposed to ‘‘matters of policy.’’ On the one hand, principled
considerations are opposed to considerations of immediate practical
effects, canvassing rather the long-term effects of a decision. On the other

4 Ibid., 24, emphasis added. 5 Ibid., 18, emphasis added.
6 At points Bickel simply defines constitutional acceptability as principled acceptability:
‘‘consideration of [a measure’s] constitutionality (that is to say, of its acceptability on
principle),’’ ibid., 22.
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hand, the important long-term effects are those specifically upon our
‘‘more general and permanent interest,’’ in securing ‘‘certain enduring
values.’’7 These substantive shared values then serve as the constitutional
framework within which immediate satisfaction of desires and interests
can be pursued.8

Since then, government should both enact policy satisfying citizen’s
immediate desires and interests and maintain our long-term prin-
cipled values, and if processes of democratic representation are only
good at the first task, Bickel recommends an institutional division of
labor between a legislative forum of policy and a judicial forum of
principle. On the one hand, the institutional structure of legislatures
means that there will be insistent pressures to act on expediency rather
than principle, and this pressure will in turn make it very difficult to
develop a coherent body of principles over time that is adequate to
new situations. ‘‘Not merely respect for the rule of established prin-
ciples but the creative establishment and renewal of a coherent body of
principled rules – that is what our legislatures have proven themselves
ill equipped to give us.’’9 On the other, the lack of electoral pressures
on federal courts and the professional training of judges makes them
better suited to such a careful specification, elaboration, and creative
development of a coherent system of principle. ‘‘Courts have certain
capacities for dealing with matters of principle that legislatures and
executives do not possess. Judges have, or should have, the leisure, the
training, and the insulation to follow the ways of the scholar in pur-
suing the ends of government.’’10 Furthermore, courts can better see
whether policies carried by general statutory and regulatory language
in fact violate our enduring values, as ‘‘courts are concerned with the
flesh and blood of an actual case.’’11 Their insulation from immediate
electoral pressures, finally, gives courts an exemplary position as an
educative institution that, by giving a reasoned second-thought to a
policy decision, may be able to call forth the better moral natures of
citizens and so help them to temper their own demands on legis-
latures. Thus, in essence, courts are justified in exercising judicial
review of governmental actions because they stand outside of the
hustle and bustle of highly emotional majoritarian legislative pro-
cesses, and are able to take the long view by protecting and developing

7 Ibid., 24.
8 Bickel sometimes also seems to suggest that principled values are served by law, whereas
immediate desires are served by democracy – ‘‘Democratic government under law – the
slogan pulls in two opposed directions,’’ ibid., 27 – but this must be rhetorical excess,
since democratic legislators presumably enact statutory law, and law may serve the
democratic aims of satisfying the populace’s desires and interests.

9 Ibid., 25. 10 Ibid., 25–26. 11 Ibid., 26.
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a system of principle designed to put value-based side-constraints on
the realization of democratic desires. Judicial review is indeed coun-
termajoritarian and so undemocratic, but it is justified in the service of
protecting the substance of our long-term values.

2. Judicial Review as the Protector of Minority Rights: Choper

Although Bickel’s account is never very clear about where the vaunted
values are to be found that judges are to use in considering matters of
principle – a problem compounded by the need for relatively sharp
specifications of such values in order to do any real work in adjudicating
cases and delineating the precise limits of majoritarianism12 – Jesse
Choper’s work can be seen as a step in that direction as he sharpens
Bickel’s justification for judicial review in the U.S. context, and provides
support for its empirical premises. To begin with, Choper’s account of
democratic processes is along the same majoritarian lines as Bickel’s,
emphasizing the control of electoral majorities over government actors
who develop and implement public policy. Majority rule is conceived of as
‘‘the keystone of a democratic political system in both theory and prac-
tice,’’13 and the majoritarian character of various institutions and agencies
is to be assessed comparatively in terms of their responsiveness and
accountability to current popular will. Notwithstanding a fair amount of
complexity and careful statement, the upshot of Choper’s investigation
into political scientific comparisons of the three branches of the U.S.
federal government is that the power of judicial review is counter-
majoritarian and so antidemocratic.14

Like Bickel, however, Choper believes that the political marketplace’s
satisfaction of majoritarian desires does not exhaust what is worthwhile in
U.S. government. He asserts that a worthy democracy needs to be liber-
tarian at the same time: it must recognize the normative value ‘‘of certain
inalienable minimums of personal freedom (beyond the political rights of
the ballot and free expression) that guard the dignity and integrity of the

12 See discussion of ‘‘The Odyssey of Alexander Bickel’’ throughout chapter 3 of John Hart
Ely, Democracy and Distrust: A Theory of Judicial Review (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1980), 43–72. See further the discussion of Ely’s critique of substantialist
justifications for judicial review in Section B, and the discussion of the conditions of value
pluralism in Section D.

13 Jesse H. Choper, Judicial Review and the National Political Process (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1980), 4.

14 ‘‘Given a realistic and balanced view of the operation of the political branches . . . the
Supreme Court is not as democratic as the Congress and President, and the institution of
judicial review is not as majoritarian as the lawmaking process. The sundry controls of the
people and their elected representatives may succeed in some instances and pose perilous
threats in others. But these political checks do not democratize the Court or its power of
judicial review,’’ ibid., 58–59.
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individual.’’15 At this juncture, Choper is much more explicit in his
conception of constitutionalism than Bickel, for he conceives of it
essentially as both the establishment of the legitimate powers of gov-
ernment and the specification of clear limits to that power. Individual
liberty rights enshrined in a constitution should then be understood to
effect moral side-constraints on the powers of the majority over indivi-
duals.16 So whereas Bickel’s account is somewhat unclear about what
constitutes the set of values judicial review protects, Choper’s sharpens
the focus of Bickel’s matters of principle to questions of individual liberty
rights.17 Furthermore, for Choper, the point – the primary purpose – of
the constitutional protection of individual rights is in fact to protect the
interests of those minorities ‘‘who could not be expected to prevail
through the orthodox democratic procedures.’’18

As in Bickel’s account, judicial review plays a protective role in
securing certain moral ideals from the expediency of majoritarianism:
it is a justifiable mechanism for guaranteeing the individual rights
enshrined in the Constitution that are intended to protect the interests of
politically vulnerable minority groups against the will of the majority and
the vicissitudes of the legislative process. As Choper puts it: ‘‘the over-
riding virtue of and justification for vesting the Court with this awesome
power is to guard against governmental infringement of individual lib-
erties secured by the constitution.’’19 In answer to the question why a

15 Ibid., 7.
16 His account is somewhat more complex than this implies, as he analyzes the elements of

the United States Constitution into four groups: (1) ‘‘housecleaning’’ provisions (e.g., the
minimum age of officials), (2) separation of powers among the three federal branches, (3)
federalist allocation of powers between the national government and those of the
individual states, and (4) personal liberty rights. The central aim of Choper’s book is to
support a recommendation for judicial deference on the constitutional issues raised by
the provisions in groups 1, 2, and 3, and active judicial review of personal liberties.
Nevertheless, the provisions in groups 1, 2, and 3 can also be seen as constitutional
constraints on governmental power; they are simply not substantive constraints on the
specific policy decisions and outcomes of national political processes.

17 It should be emphasized that this is only a comparative sharpening of focus, as, after a
long review of the various types of individual liberty rights the U.S. Constitution might be
thought to protect, and the manifold debates about how judges should detect and specify
their exact content (pages 70–79), Choper demurs from taking any sides on the issues:
‘‘Although the Individual Rights Proposal plainly urges that judicial review should be
exercised in behalf of personal constitutional liberties, this book in no way undertakes to
say how this superintendence should be carried out,’’ Choper, Judicial Review and the
National Political Process, 79.

18 Ibid., 64–65.
19 Ibid., 64. The defense of constitutionalism as a counterweight to majoritarianism

protecting minorities reaches back, in the American context, to the defense of the newly
proposed U.S. Constitution in Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay, The
Federalist with Letters Of ‘‘Brutus,’’ Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). See especially Madison’s Federalist papers 10
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count erma joritarian governm ent organ shou ld carry out this functio n,
Cho per argue s that the Supreme Cour t is the proper institu tional body
for this co unterm ajoritarian pow er precise ly beca use it

is insulated from political responsibility and unbeholden to self-absorbed
and excited majoritarianism. The Court’s aloofness from the political system
and the Justices’ lack of dependence for maintenance in office on the popularity
of a particular ruling promise an objectivity that elected representatives are not –
and should not be – as capable of achieving. And the more deliberative, con-
templative quality of the judicial process further lends itself to dispassionate
decisionmaking. 20

Th us we hav e a fun ctional justificati on for judic ial revi ew devel oped
larg ely along the same line s as B ickel’s: giv en the varyin g institu tional
incen tives structured by varyin g electoral pressur es, and the des ire to
protec t some substantiv e val ues from the ma w of major itarianis m, a
dem ocrat ically unrespon sive institu tion is well-sui ted to carryi ng out the
count erma joritarian fun ction nece ssitated by cons titution alism. For
Bickel and Chope r, the n, consti tutiona lism and dem ocracy are anti-
the tical poli tical prin ciples: the for mer sets certain substantiv e moral
cons traints on poli tical outcom es while the latt er licen ses a pol itical
proced ure, akin to a market , by whic h the largest num ber of desires and
interest s of the ma jority can be effectivel y iden tified and effect ively
satisfi ed through poli tical poli cy. 21

and 51. Also to be found there is Hamilton’s insistence upon the independence of the
judiciary from the legislative and executive branches: see especially Federalist 78. Of
course the controlling justification for giving the judiciary the supreme power to interpret
and enforce the U.S. Constitution was put forward by Chief Justice John Marshall in
Marbury v. Madison: as the only legitimate interpreters of the law, the judiciary is the only
governmental power in a position to decide what the law is. But, if the Constitution is the
supreme law of the land, and if a legislatively enacted statute is in conflict with the
Constitution, then a supreme judiciary must make the law internally consistent by striking
down the statute. This argument from the requirements of legal consistency – an
argument prefigured in Hamilton’s Federalist 78 – should be distinguished from Choper’s
argument from the importance of minority rights. A third argument for judicial review is
also (at least) implicit in Federalist 78: the judiciary plays a crucial role in the checks and
balances established by the institutional separation of governmental powers, and judicial
review is one of the judiciary’s more powerful weapons.

20 Choper, Judicial Review and the National Political Process, 68. Here Choper (and Ronald
Dworkin and Christopher Eisgruber, as I will explain in Chapters 4 and 6, respectively)
follows Bickel’s contention that only the judiciary has the relevant capabilities to be a
forum of principle.

21 Starting from Rawlsian principles of justice, Samuel Freeman also understands
constitutionalism as a way of securing legitimacy ensuring side constraints on
majoritarian decision making: Samuel Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the
Legitimacy of Judicial Review,’’ Law and Philosophy 9 (1990–1991). The significant
difference, as I explain in Chapter 5, is that Freeman conceives of constitutional
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b. judicial review as procedurally legitimate

protection of democracy

Bickel and Choper then offer two versions of the classic substantialist
defense of the institution of judicial review within a constitutional
democracy: although majoritarian democracy is important as a way of
effectively directing governmental policy toward the satisfaction of the
largest number of citizen’s prepolitical desires and interests, electorally
accountable institutions are not as good as independent courts at securing
the right outcomes for political processes when issues of principle or
individual rights are at stake. Judicial review then is justified as the
best institutional means for ensuring that the substantive moral side-
constraints on the outcomes of democratic aggregation are ensured.

Even if one shared its underlying normative conception of constitu-
tional democracy, skepticism about the cogency of such a substantialist
defense of judicial review might be raised in at least three ways. First, one
might wonder whether in fact the central empirical claim is true: namely,
that an independent constitutional court is better at securing principled
values or individual rights than electorally accountable institutions.
Maybe in fact majoritarian legislatures are just as good or better at
securing fundamental values, guaranteeing individual rights, or protecting
minorities.22

precommitments as themselves the results of exercises in popular sovereignty, exercises
intended to ensure the continued existence of the necessary conditions for the exercise of
democracy. Thus, in contrast to Bickel’s and Choper’s thesis of an antithesis between
democracy and constitutionalism, for Freeman constitutionalism is itself an exercise of
democracy, an originary and higher form of democracy that establishes the necessary
conditions for the ordinary functioning of majoritarian democracy.

22 In his classic essay Robert A. Dahl, ‘‘Decision-Making in a Democracy: The Supreme
Court as a National Policy-Maker,’’ in The Democracy Sourcebook, ed. Robert A. Dahl, Ian
Shapiro, and José Antonio Cheibub (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2003 [1957]), Dahl
did much to spur empirical work on such issues in the United States context by showing
that in fact the Supreme Court had not historically lived up to the ‘‘standard view’’ of it as
a bulwark against majoritarian tyranny by protecting the right of majorities. In fact,
according to Dahl, as one policy initiating institution among others in the government,
and where its justices are members of the political elite and the currently empowered
national governing coalition, the Supreme Court has been largely irrelevant to whether
or not legislative majorities have enacted policy: ‘‘lawmaking majorities generally have
had their way,’’ 248. At most, the Court has occasionally been able to delay legislative
policy choices for a number of years. Worse for the ‘‘standard view,’’ according to Dahl, is
that in terms of the substantive protection of, say, oppressed minorities against majority
tyranny, the actual results have been largely the opposite of the view’s noble hope. On the
whole in Supreme Court cases, ‘‘the victors were chiefly slaveholders at the expense of
slaves, whites at the expense of nonwhites, and property owners at the expense of wage
earners and other groups,’’ Robert A. Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1989), 190. Many scholars have continued in a similar skeptical
vein, challenging the notion that even the celebrated desegregation cases of the 1950s

Majoritarian Democracy and Minoritarian Constitutionalism 39



Second, one might be concerned that the specific interpretations and
extensions of the substantive values secured by a constitution – which are,
after all, mostly instantiated in highly general and abstract language – are
open to serious but reasonable disagreement in a pluralist society in
which citizens hold to a variety of different hierarchies and schemas of
fundamental values. Said another way, given both reasonable value
pluralism among the citizenry and the generality of constitutional rights
provisions, it seems unlikely that particular applications and extensions of
the moral principles of those provisions can be taken as objectively cor-
rect by all or most citizens, and so be the object of a social consensus.
Given reasonable disagreement, then, how can judges claim to have
special insight into the morally correct interpretation and extension of
abstractly worded constitutional side-constraints?

This worry about disagreement might then lead to the third source of
skepticism. For ordinarily in those situations in which we collectively need
a decision on some issue as a polity even though there are substantial
disagreements among citizens, the ideal of democracy recommends that
we use legitimate political procedures to determine the course of collective
or governmental action. So understood, democratic procedures are taken
to be a method of making decisions under conditions of substantive dis-
agreement, a method that is legitimate because it treats each citizen as the
political equal of all others. When we don’t have unfailing access to the
right answers on contested issues of substance, the fairness and equality
realized in democratic processes of decision making can appear then

and 1960s in fact had much substantive impact on interracial justice: the literature starts
with the classic empirically centered polemic, Gerald N. Rosenberg, The Hollow Hope: Can
Courts Bring about Social Change? (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991) (Rosenberg
generates similar conclusions concerning women’s rights and the rights of criminal
defendants) and extends to the recent exhaustive legal history, Michael J. Klarman, From
Jim Crow to Civil Rights: The Supreme Court and the Struggle for Racial Equality (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2003). Spurred by Arend Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy:
Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1999), the important comparative study of the variety of political structures and
processes in stable constitutional democracies, Dahl has further supported his empirical
skepticism about the impact of judicial review on rights and minority protections by
turning from intra-national historical evidence to international comparative evidence:
‘‘No one has shown that countries like the Netherlands and New Zealand, which lack
judicial review, or Norway and Sweden, where it is exercised rarely and in highly
restrained fashion, or Switzerland, where it can be applied only to cantonal legislation,
are less democratic than the United States, nor, I think, could one reasonably do so. . . . It
has not been shown either that fundamental rights and interests are better protected in
polyarchies with judicial quasi guardianship than in polyarchies without it,’’ Dahl,
Democracy and Its Critics, 189. Further skeptical evidence from international comparative
constitutionalism can be found in Ran Hirschl, Towards Juristocracy: The Origins and
Consequences of the New Constitutionalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2004).
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legiti mately preem inen t over the reali zation of specific substan tive values.
Bu t if this is the ca se, then to the degree that jud icial revi ew is anti-
dem ocrat ic, it is ille gitimat e. Said another way, be cause the value of
poli tical eq uality reco mmends a legi timate, dem ocrat ically inclusive
decisio n procedure when there is no reaso nable ex pectatio n of cons ensus
or near-c onse nsus on cont ested ma tters of substan ce, judicial revi ew is an
ille gitimat e violat ion of politica l equality where the justices rely on or even
pos itively develo p substanti ve cont ent in order to make controv ersial
decisio ns about the specific appl ication of abs tract co nstitutio nally
ent renched si de-cons traints on majori tariani sm. 23

I look now to two the orists – John Hart Ely and Rober t A. Dahl – wh o
share these three ske ptical worr ies about substanti alist defens es of judic ial
revi ew, but never theless articu late justificatio ns for a limited role fo r
elect orally unacc ountable courts in ens uring that the rules and structures
nece ssary to health y m ajoritarian dem ocracy are followe d. B oth share the
genera l normativ e c onception assume d by Bickel and Chope r – namel y,
ma joritarian democracy and minori tarian cons titution alism – but never-
the less articu late procedur alist just ification s for judic ial review. On this
view , electo rally unacc ount able cour ts exercis ing the power of c onstitu-
tional review are not necessari ly und emocrati c, so long as the y are only
conce rned with ensuring the nece ssary proced ural condi tions for the
heal thy fun ctioning of demo cratic proces ses the mselves , as oppose d to
ens uring substanti vely correct outco mes of those proces ses.

1. Procedur al Referees of the Polit ical Market place: Ely

John Hart Ely has put forwar d one of the most influen tial theo ries of the
prop er role of judic ial review in a cons titution al demo cracy. 24 Ely’s the ory
appear ed in monogra ph for m in 1980 , in the midst of heat ed (an d still
ongoi ng) poli tical debate s in the Unite d States abou t the role of the
Supreme Court concerni ng, for instan ce, the proper level of judic ial
‘‘ac tivism’’ wi th respe ct to othe r bran ches of govern ment, the prope r

23 These three sources of skeptical worry form the backbone of Jeremy Waldron’s arguments
against any and all justifications for judicial review. See the discussions in Chapter 4,
Section C, and Chapter 5, Section B.

24 Strictly speaking, Ely’s treatment of judicial review is limited to the United States context,
and is put forward in order to support a particular theory for the interpretation of certain
provisions of the United States Constitution. It has, nevertheless been influential beyond
its limited context of genesis. See, for instance, the broad endorsement of Ely’s
conception in Jürgen Habermas, Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse
Theory of Law and Democracy, trans. William Rehg (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996), and
see further Chapter 7. Ely himself recommended in 1986 that his theory of constitutional
interpretation be applied to the new (1982) Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms;
see John Hart Ely, On Constitutional Ground (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996),
18–24.
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methods of interpreting statutes and constitutional provisions, and the
acceptability of particular Supreme Court decisions made by the Warren
and Burger courts concerning, for example, school segregation, the
right to privacy, rights of criminal suspects, and abortion rights.25

Jurisprudential theory, meanwhile, had been and continues to be pre-
occupied with methodological debates concerning what Ely calls ‘‘inter-
pretivism’’ and ‘‘noninterpretivism.’’ The issue here is whether judges
should restrict themselves to a ‘‘strict construction’’ of the constitution in
terms of the written text or the original intent of the framers, or whether
they should go beyond such argumentative resources and adjudicate hard
cases on the basis of values and norms that cannot be fairly discovered
within the ‘‘four corners’’ of the relevant constitutional provision, the
constitution as a whole, and perhaps also its history.26 Ely’s book aimed to
show that, as framed, this debate relies on a false dichotomy, as neither
approach to constitutional interpretation by an independent judiciary
could be made consistent with both the actual text and structure of the
U.S. Constitution, and, ‘‘the underlying democratic assumptions of our
system.’’27 His theory thus begins from an intellectual and political con-
text that intensified the three skeptical worries I identified above con-
cerning the traditional Bickel-Choper style defense of judicial review: (1)
many participants evidently felt that the Supreme Court had not in fact

25 See respectively, Brown, Griswold v. Connecticut, 381 U.S. 479 (1965), Miranda v. Arizona,
384 U.S. 436 (1966), and Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973).

26 Ely points out that judicial ‘‘ ‘activism’ and ‘self-restraint’ are categories that cut across
interpretivism and noninterpretivism, virtually at right angles,’’ Ely, Democracy and
Distrust, 1. In principle, a strict interpretivist court may be quite active in rejecting the
statutes of an assertive legislature, and a non-interpretivist court may adopt a passive role
toward statues expanding the scope of constitutional provisions. In other words, the
possible combinations of adjudicative methodologies and comparative judicial role will
depend on the contingent history of legislative actions and past judicial decisions. From a
quite different perspective Michael J. Perry, The Constitution in the Courts: Law or Politics?
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), has argued that an interpretivist approach to
adjudication that attends closely to original intent entails neither judicial passivism nor
activism (which he calls ‘‘minimalism’’ and ‘‘nonminimalism’’). Contrary to other
originalist theorists such as Robert Bork – who argued in 1971 that an originalist or
noninterpretivist approach to adjudication led to a commendable form of judicial
passivism – Perry in fact argues for an activist (i.e., nonminimalist) originalism. Randy E.
Barnett, Restoring the Lost Constitution: The Presumption of Liberty (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2004) argues for a quite activist form of originalism that would overturn
much of the twenteith century’s constitutional doctrine in order to restore what Barnett
takes to be the original meaning of the U.S. Constitution: the establishment of a
minimally powerful national government substantively constrained by a broad and
expanding set of libertarian natural rights focused especially on rights to property and
freedom of contract. Not surprisingly, the attention that Barnett gives to democracy is
little more than a dismissal of it as self-interested majoritarianism threatening a factional
tyranny that runs rough-shod over individual liberties: see pages 32–39.

27 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, vii.
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done a good job of identifying and enforcing the ‘‘right’’ substantive
values, which in turn (2) highlighted the value pluralism and apparently
intractable but reasonable disagreement about fundamental matters
extant in American society, which led many commentators, to (3) an
increasingly shrill denunciation of Court exercise of the power of con-
stitutional review as an antidemocratic, and so illegitimate, ‘‘usurpation’’
of the legislative power of the people.

Although the central aim of Ely’s book is to provide a democratically
respectable theory of constitutional interpretation for U.S. federal courts,
he recognizes that such an interpretive theory ultimately depends on a
particular conception of and justification for the judicial institutionaliza-
tion of the function of constitutional review. It is the latter, proceduralist,
theory of judicial review that I am primarily interested in here. Ely begins
with the traditional objection to judicial review as the overturning of
majority will by a body that is electorally unaccountable. ‘‘A body that is
not elected or otherwise politically responsible in any significant way is
telling the people’s elected representatives that they cannot govern as
they’d like.’’28 This gives rise to an objection to any actual judicial deci-
sions that overturn enacted laws on the basis of values and ideals that
cannot be reasonably discovered within the ‘‘four corners’’ of the Con-
stitution. Such an imposition of values external to constitutional provi-
sions would then seem to be a kind of judicial paternalism.

The most immediate response to the specter of judicial paternalism is
to insist that judges overturn statutes only on the basis of a strict ‘‘clause-
bound interpretivism,’’29 and, if the text cannot support a decision, courts
should simply adopt a passive stance. The attraction of strict inter-
pretivism, combined with a plea for judicial passivism, is that it seems
consistent with both the common understanding of adjudication as
merely the application of positively enacted laws and, the democratic
ideal that the legislature is the proper forum for the articulation and
justification of the fundamental values that get transformed into legal
norms. However, as Ely argues, there are a number of crucial constitu-
tional provisions (such as the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment) that are open-textured and need to be filled in.30

28 Ibid., 4–5.
29 Ibid., 11. Prominent representatives of such an approach include original intent

jurisprudence and textualist formalism. See Bork, ‘‘Neutral Principles and Some First
Amendment Problems’’ and Antonin Scalia, ‘‘Common-Law Courts in a Civil-Law System:
The Role of United States Federal Courts in Interpreting the Constitution and the Laws,’’
in A Matter of Interpretation: Federal Courts and the Law, ed. Amy Gutmann (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1997), respectively.

30 Following Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later reflections on language and rule-following, H.L.A.
Hart argues that the open texture of legal rules – their characteristic incapacity to fully
specify all correct applications of their provisions to particular cases – is entailed by the
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Furthermore, the very content of such provisions invites a construction
that reaches beyond their manifest textual content. If so, then the strict
clause-bound interpretivist must admit that reliance on the manifest
content of the relevant provision would force judges to adopt a non-
interpretivist method. ‘‘The constitutional document itself, the inter-
pretivist’s Bible, contains several provisions whose invitation to look
beyond their four corners – whose invitation, if you will, to become at least
to that extent a noninterpretivist – cannot be construed away.’’31

According to Ely, a dilemma now arises. Although strict interpretivism
fails by its own standards, none of the proposed noninterpretivist stra-
tegies for filling in constitutional provisions are able to escape the charge
of a paternalistic imposition of values by an electorally unaccountable
body. All of the candidates for discovering extratextual fundamental
values that might guide adjudication result, in the end, in judges applying
substantive criteria to the outcomes of legislative processes, processes that
are themselves supposed to be the well-spring of the substantive values
embedded in legal norms. Whether these fundamental values are found
in the judges’ own values, in natural law, in neutral principles, in moral
philosophy, in tradition, in current socially shared values, or in predic-
tions about the future progress of the constitutional project, all of these
substantivist approaches violate the democratic ideal of legislative self-
government: they in effect involve the substitution of extralegislatively
determined values for legislative value decisions.32

Rather than advert to the Supreme Court’s role as a protector of
substantively guaranteed individual liberty rights, however, Ely proposes
a purely proceduralist theory of constitutional adjudication. He accepts

law’s use of general terms. From this essential, inexpungeable characteristic of language
and our incapacity to foresee all possible changes in social conditions, Hart argues that
when judges apply legal rules to specific cases, they will inevitably have wide discretion in
choosing how to interpret statutes in new situations within the penumbra of the statute’s
meaning. See Chapter 7, ‘‘Formalism and Rule-Scepticism,’’ in H. L.A. Hart, The Concept
of Law, second ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994) (first ed., 1961). An early and
influential attack on Hart’s doctrine of judicial discretion is found in Ronald Dworkin,
‘‘The Model of Rules,’’ University of Chicago Law Review 35 (1967).

31 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, 13. Ely analyzes a number of such open-textured provisions in
the United States Constitution: the First Amendment’s protection of speech, the
prohibition on cruel and unusual punishments in the Eighth, the Ninth Amendment’s
provision that ‘‘the enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be
construed to deny or disparage others retained by the people,’’ and, the due process,
privileges or immunities, and equal protection clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment.

32 Ibid., 43–72. Ely notes, in a brief section entitled ‘‘The Odyssey of Alexander Bickel’’
(71–72), that throughout his career, Bickel attempted many of these different solutions to
the problem of the judicial identification of the fundamental values that could underwrite
a counter-majoritarian constitutional jurisprudence of principle, but never found a
satisfying solution. The moral according to Ely (ironically quoting from Bickel): ‘‘No
answer is what the wrong question begets,’’ 43.
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that the open-textured nature of central constitutional provisions
requires review processes to fill in those provisions. And he accepts that
the legitimacy of legally enforced values can only be secured through the
legislative process of representative self-government. Judicial review
should therefore secure precisely those procedural conditions necessary
to ensure that the legislative process, which gives rise to substantive
decisions, is fair and open to all actors in the political marketplace.
Courts would then act as referees for the processes of the democratic
genesis of law, and, in seeking to concretize constitutional provisions,
they should adopt a ‘‘participation-oriented, representation-reinforcing
approach to judicial review.’’33 According to Ely, this means that the
Supreme Court should especially aim to correct two types of distortions
in the political process. First, they should ensure that the legislative
process is open to all on something close to an equal basis. Thus,
especially high scrutiny should be given to legislation that enables
electoral winners to block the channels of political change by denying
access to positions and power to those who are currently not in power.
Second, the Supreme Court should be particularly attentive to legislative
processes that systematically disadvantage society’s traditional unequals
by providing goods only to citizens in the mainstream. ‘‘Insofar as
political officials had chosen to provide or protect X for some people
(generally people like themselves), they had better make sure that
everyone was being similarly accommodated or be prepared to explain
pretty convincingly why not.’’34 Rather than restoring these imbalances
on the grounds that the good in question is tied to some fundamental
value that all citizens should have, the court should rather ensure that
minorities traditionally discriminated against were equally represented
in the political process.

The contrast here with Choper’s account is instructive. Where Choper
takes the point of substantive individual liberty rights largely to consist
in the protection of minorities, Ely agrees that the protection of ‘‘dis-
crete and insular minorities’’35 is an important goal of the U.S. Con-
stitutional schema but argues that this can be more legitimately achieved
by a judicial supervision of the democratic process, rather than an
imposition of certain constitutionally unspecified side-constraints on the

33 Ibid., 87. 34 Ibid., 74.
35 The phrase is from the famous footnote 4 to Justice Stone’s opinion in United States v.

Carolene Products Co., 304 U.S. 144 (1938), and is meant to pick out those persistently
disadvantaged minority groups consideration of whose interests are systematically and
consistently disregarded by political majorities, in contrast to the electoral minorities that
might be transitorily grouped around specific issues or policy concerns, but whose
members can reasonably expect to be in the voting majority on other issues, and so have
their interests treated fairly, on balance, by the majoritarian political processes.
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outcomes of those processes. As Ely put it in an address to Canadian
jurisprudes:

‘‘Protecting fundamental interests and powerless minorities,’’ the assigned topic.
Those are two very different tasks, and my punch line, succinctly put, is that the
protection of minorities, specifically under Section 15.1 of the Charter, is a job the
judiciary can do in a principled manner, but that the former task, protecting
fundamental interests or fundamental justice under Section 7, at least if you give it
a substantive reading, is one you can’t do in a principled way. Consequently, you
should consider strategies for escaping the apparent instruction of the latter
provision.36

The court should adjudicate, in sum then, on the basis of the partici-
pational goals of broadened access to political processes and equal,
nondiscriminatory access to the bounty of representative government.

Ely’s justification for having an unelected body as the referee of
legislative processes can now be seen as arising from two commitments:
to a conception of purely procedural democratic legitimacy, and to a
conception of the democratic process as a marketplace of competing
interests aiming to enact the aggregative will of all. Since the legitimacy
of positive law is based not on the substantive content of its directives
but on the procedural conditions of its genesis – in particular, the
democratic character of those processes – it becomes especially impor-
tant to ensure that those conditions are fairly structured and as open as
possible to all citizens. Ely’s commitment to a proceduralist conception
of legitimacy is supported by rejecting a reading of the U.S. Constitu-
tion as a statement of fundamental values or moral commitments,
whether static or evolving. Rather, according to Ely, a proper reading of
the Constitution and the underlying premises of the American system of
representative government

will reveal . . . that in fact the selection and accommodation of substantive values is
left almost entirely to the political process and instead the document is over-
whelmingly concerned, on the one hand, with procedural fairness in the resolu-
tion of individual disputes (process writ small), and on the other, . . . with ensuring
broad participation in the processes and distributions of government.37

36 Ely, On Constitutional Ground, 18. The references to ‘‘a principled manner’’ of judicial
methodology should not be confused with Bickel’s notion of the judiciary as a forum of
substantive principle. As is evident in the rest of Ely’s remarks, which can be considered
largely a précis of Democracy and Distrust, and its application to the Canadian
constitutional Charter, he is using the phrase ‘‘principled manner’’ as shorthand for
the methods of judicial interpretation that are both possible and democratically
legitimate.

37 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, 87.
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Because legitimacy hangs on fair political procedures, some institutional
oversight is needed. But because Ely conceives of the political process as a
marketplace of competing, self-interested parties, fairness can only be
ensured on the supposition of an impartial, disinterested third party
empowered to adjudicate disputes. Thus the oversight of the procedural
conditions of the political process cannot be entrusted to one of the sides to
the dispute – namely, the legislature. Rather, an independent, unelected
judiciary is institutionally well situated to play the required referee role in a
dispute between citizens and their representatives. Ely’s conception of
political democracy as either competition or negotiation amongst strate-
gically acting individuals and groups, simply trying to maximize their
prepolitical interests, thus plays a central role in his theory of judicial
review.

The approach to constitutional adjudication recommended here is akin to what
might be called an ‘‘antitrust’’ as opposed to a ‘‘regulatory’’ orientation to eco-
nomic affairs – rather than dictate substantive results it intervenes only when the
‘‘market,’’ in our case the political market, is systematically malfunctioning.
(A referee analogy is also not far off: the referee is to intervene only when one
team is gaining unfair advantage, not because the ‘‘wrong’’ team has scored.)38

Judici al review of legi slation is thus just ified, not because of a be lief in
the specia l com petence of judges to be able to discern , and paternal isti-
call y enforce , the moral tr uth, but precise ly bec ause the y are unelect ed,
and so institu tionally si tuated as disin terested parties in procedur al dis-
put es betwe en the electo rs and the elect ed. 39

How exactl y con stitutionali sm , as an ideal and a set of practices , fits into
Ely’s picture of dem ocracy is not entirely clear, how ever. Althoug h, like
Bickel , Ely intend s to provide a theory that tests for consti tutiona lity
with in the U.S. political system, and like Cho per he has a brief acco unt of
the broad functio nal distin ctions betwe en var ious prov isions in the U.S.
Con stitution ,40 he never articu lates a just ification for sp ecific fea tures of
cons titution alism such as estab lishing the rule of law , entrenchi ng certain
legal provis ions through a hig her law/ordin ary law distincti on, stru cturing
the institu tions, proces ses, and practices of poli tical decision ma king, or
ensuring rights.41 Nor does he provide an account of the relation between
such features and the justification and forms of democracy.

38 Ibid., 102–03.
39 Ely extends this same reasoning in order to justify judicial review of relations between

executive administrations, the legislature, and the people. See, for example, ibid., 131–34
and 36–70.

40 See the quote from Ely, supra footnote 37.
41 See Chapter 3 , Section B, for a further explication of these four basic elements of

constitutionalism.
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Nevertheless, it seems plausible to read his work as largely in the same
vein as Bickel and Choper here: majoritarian democracy is best when it is
structured and limited by minoritarian constitutionalism. Recall that he
takes the U.S. Constitution to be largely concerned with procedure: on
the one hand, provisions structuring the political institutions and pro-
cesses necessary for realizing inclusive and participatory democracy,42

and on the other, provisions ensuring fair procedures for the resolution
of disputes between private individuals and groups. As a secondary, but
central task, the Constitution is also concerned with correcting the pre-
dictable defects of normal democratic political procedures, epitomized by
the protection of discrete and insular minorities from unfair treatment by
dominant majorities. This purpose is largely served by the post–Civil War
Amendments (the Thirteenth, the Fourteenth, especially its equal pro-
tection clause, and the Fifteenth), which ought to be enforced through a
stringent judicial scrutiny of the procedural legitimacy of legislation that
distributes the bounty of government unequally based on suspect, prima
facie discriminatory classifications.

Interestingly, in defense of his theory, Ely does at one point clearly
endorse the legitimacy of substantive individual liberties that are not in any
way connected with the rights essential to or supportive of political
democracy, and he also seems to think that judicial review to ensure such
rights is acceptable as long as the substantive individual right in question is
clearly and unambiguously protected by the text of the Constitution.43

Combined with his insistence that the U.S. Constitution was unique at the
time of ratification for being effectively submitted to ‘‘the people them-
selves’’ and a history of constitutional development that has ‘‘substantially
strengthened the original commitment to control by a majority of the
governed,’’44 Ely’s endorsement of explicit substantive liberty rights can be
interpreted, I believe, as a conception of constitutionalism as the legitimate
binding, by the current demos, of future democratic actors to certain
well-specified constraints. As long as the endorsement of these constitu-
tional constraints is popularly secured, they are legitimate checks on the
actions of present majorities. It seems correct to say then that, in broad
strokes, Ely’s conception of the ideals of democracy and constitutionalism,

42 I take it that the constitutional sections ensuring this ‘‘process writ large’’ are largely
equivalent to what Choper would include in his first three functional categories of
constitutional provisions. See footnote 16.

43 ‘‘Some nonpolitical rights undoubtedly should be protected. They should, as an initial
matter, be protected by the political process. . . .But I agree that that probably won’t be
enough. . . .Nothing I have said would suggest (and indeed most of my career has been
devoted to the contrary proposition) that there is anything at all improper in vigorous
judicial protection of those various rights that are marked for shelter in the constitutional
document,’’ Ely, On Constitutional Ground, 15.

44 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, 7.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review48



and their interrelationship, is largely the same as that of Bickel andChoper:
majoritarian democracy constrained by minoritarian constitutionalism.
The significant difference would then be that, for Ely, the interests of vul-
nerable minorities are to be protected by externally enforced procedural
constraints on democratic decision processes, rather than substantive side-
constraints on the outcomes of such processes.

Given his commitment to a procedural ideal of legitimacy and his
commitment to a conception of democratic politics as the aggregation of
private interests, it is not surprising that Ely’s theory has been attacked
both by those who reject a proceduralist account of legitimacy as insuf-
ficient for explaining the moral content of politically enacted rights, and
by those who reject the aggregative conception of representative
democracy as insufficient for explaining the deliberative, intersubjective
character of political decision making.

First, there are criticisms of Ely’s theory for its insufficient attention to
other individual rights besides those that can be plausibly defended in
terms of their direct relevance to the political process.45 If the role of
noninterpretivist constitutional review is confined solely to refereeing the
political process, then it seems that the Supreme Court will no longer
have much claim as a defender of a broad range of non-political indivi-
dual civil and social rights. Ely’s political proceduralism seems to leave no
room for a claim that the legitimacy of any democratically enacted statute
is called into question if it infringes on certain inalienable moral rights of
individuals; rights that should be guaranteed by a countermajoritarian
judiciary employing substantivist criteria as checks on the rightness of any
given outcome. Ely himself considers this objection, and rejects it on the
grounds that individual liberties are sufficiently secured by the under-
lying American theory of government:

I went through a period of worrying that the orientation here recommended
might mean less protection for civil liberties. . . .Reflection has convinced me that
just the opposite is true, that freedoms are more secure to the extent that they
find foundation in the theory that supports our entire government, rather
than gaining protection because the judge deciding the case thinks they’re
important.46

But Ely owes us something more here about what that theory of
government is if his response is to remain more than mere hand-
waving. For one might think, like Rousseau, that true self-government is

45 See, for instance, Lawrence H. Tribe, ‘‘The Puzzling Persistence of Process-Based
Constitutional Theories,’’ Yale Law Journal 89, no. 6 (1980) and Ronald Dworkin, A Matter
of Principle (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985), 59–69.

46 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, 102, footnote *.
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impossible unless all citizens alienate all of their rights before having
some of them bestowed back upon them by a benevolent sovereign
power.47 In fact, one of the few indications of Ely’s underlying theory of
democracy – proffered in an endnote – should give pause to those who
are looking for a strong defense of individual liberties. ‘‘I have suggested
that the appeal of democracy can be best understood in terms of its
connections with the philosophical tradition of utilitarianism. . . . Since
nothing in the ensuing analysis depends on this claim, it is omitted
here.’’48 I think, to the contrary, that a fair amount does in fact so
depend. An Achilles’ heel of both republicanism and utilitarianism is
their difficulty in giving sufficiently deontological justifications for indi-
vidual liberties.49 As Ely is unwilling to go into any detail concerning his
account of democratic legitimacy, a quick dismissal of a hyperbolically
constructed thought experiment at the end of his book will do little to
assuage traditional liberal worries here.50

47 See especially Book I, Chapter 6 of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract,’’ in The
Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, ed. Victor Gourevitch, Cambridge Texts in
the History of Political Thought (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

48 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, 187, endnote 14.
49 For an attack on utilitarianism for its inadequacies concerning the priority of individual

liberties, see especially Part 1 of John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised ed. (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). On republicanism and individual rights in the
United States, see the interesting historical claims in Akhil Reed Amar, The Bill of Rights:
Creation and Reconstruction (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998). Amar argues
that although we now regard those rights guaranteed in the Bill of Rights as substantive
restraints on governmental action that protect individual liberty interests, this is
anachronistic if attributed to the founding generation. At the time of the ratification of
the Bill, the rights guaranteed were understood much more as sureties for certain forms
of local action and intervention by citizens in order to ward off the agency costs of a
centralized government that might become tyrannical. Thus speech rights were originally
intended as sureties against federal government tyranny, not as individual civil liberties,
and the right to trial by jury was not seen as an individual liberty owed to criminal
defendants but, rather, as a republican mechanism to ensure citizen oversight (by the
jury) of overreaching or self-dealing government agents such as federal prosecutors and
judges. According to Amar’s history, the guarantees of the Bill of Rights changed from
largely structural guarantees assuring a republican form of government into individual
civil liberties held by and protecting individuals largely due to the adoption of the
Reconstruction-era Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, and subsequent
doctrinal developments. This conceptual transformation was, further, largely due to the
perceived inadequacies of mere republican rights in protecting slaves, former slaves, and
abolitionists from subordination and oppression. In short, according to Amar, U.S.
history can be seen as a learning process yielding insights into the inadequacy of a
republican conception of rights to be employed by active citizens, and using these insights
to reconstruct the conception of rights in terms of individual liberties owed to persons qua
persons.

50 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, especially 181–3. Ely’s thought experiment asks us to consider
how unlikely it would be for the U.S. Congress to pass ‘‘a statute making it a crime for any
person to remove another person’s gall bladder except to save that person’s life’’
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Another way to see how important Ely’s underlying assumptions about
democracy are to his theory of judicial review is to consider his concep-
tion of representative processes themselves. Recall that he models col-
lective decision making as a kind of political marketplace, whereby
individual members register their de facto preferences concerning the
likely impact a decision will have on their private interests. On this
account, voting – whether by citizens in elections or representatives in
legislating – is an expression simply of an individual’s belief concerning
the best way to secure his or her own good in the light of his or her
contingently given preferences.51 In contrast, a deliberative conception of
democracy insists that the common good of the citizenry cannot be
determined through a simple aggregation of the largest sum of suffi-
ciently identical private preferences. Rather, the common good can only
be determined by collectively testing hypothetical proposals to find those
based on reasons all citizens could reasonably accept. According to
deliberative democrats, then, at least on the most fundamental issues,
political decision processes should be oriented toward shaping collective

(ibid., 182, quoting Harry Wellington), even if Ely’s theory would be forced to accept such
a statute as constitutional. This hyperbolic example is then analogized to any individual
right to private autonomy, and is intended thereby to show the implausibility of legislative
infringements on the fundamental interests of individuals. See also Ely’s rather
undeveloped response to the objection that utilitarian theories of democracy are
indifferent to individual rights: Ely, On Constitutional Ground, 15–18 and 306–11. Here, as
in Democracy and Distrust, Ely takes advantage of the ambiguities of a theory that operates
at both the level of abstract political theory and of constitutional theory within a pre-given
context of settled rights in a specific country. Thus he can simultaneously insist – without
really noting the tension – that ‘‘Some nonpolitical rights undoubtedly should be
protected’’ even though such protection will not be sufficiently secured through
majoritarian political processes (On Constitutional Ground, 15), and, that courts should
only be concerned to ‘‘enforce for minorities those rights that the majority has seen fit to
guarantee for itself’’ (ibid., 16). Apparently the ‘‘should’’ in the first quote has merely the
force of an admonition to the majority. Of course, if one is the fortunate heir of a
constitutional assembly where the majority did in fact see fit to enforce an extensive
schedule of individual liberal rights, then it will not seem particularly problematic to
endorse a political theory that can only understand the justification of individual rights in
terms of benevolent majoritarian preferences.

51 Note that this type of preference-satisfaction voting will easily lead to interest groups and
blocs in conflict with one another, as individuals recognize the effectiveness of grouping
together with others who have sufficiently similar preferences and preference rankings.
This may well lead to the kind of factional power-politics the writers of The Federalist
Papers were keenly worried about. As Dahl points out, however, as long as such factions or
blocs do not constitute either permanent, systematically disadvantaged minorities who
have no hopes of equal consideration in ordinary political processes, or entrenched
powerful minorities who can almost always secure their exclusive interests through the
ordinary political processes, Federalist Papers–style worries about representative faction-
alism will prove to be exaggerated. See Robert A. Dahl, A Preface to Democratic Theory
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956).
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arrangements that will be in accord – to use Rousseau’s terminology –
with the deliberative general will, not merely the aggregative will of all.
Here voting is understood as a way of individuals’ expressing their cur-
rent convictions on which proposed governmental action will be the best
way to secure that which is in the equal interest of all, or at least that which
can be reasonably expected to realize a generalizable individual interest.
On this account, the process of collectively deciding on how we are going
to live our lives together under government requires debate and the
giving of reasons – reasons that all could potentially accept for them-
selves. In this process of deliberation, citizens themselves may in fact alter
their prepolitical preferences to bring them into line with the require-
ments for living with others. In this sense, voting is not a mere registra-
tion of preferences but instead is a specific mechanism adopted by
mutually deliberating actors in order to reach some decision under time,
knowledge, and coordination constraints. Voting is a way of temporarily
calling a halt to deliberations under pressing needs for action.

Even if this description seems overly idealistic for a great number of
routine political decisions, it still seems that the ideal of democracy
includes the notion that citizens can only understand the laws as products
of their own free will if those decisions have been reached on the basis of
mutually acceptable reasons arising from thoughtful deliberation and
opinion formation. If this notion of a ‘‘republic of reasons’’52 is a crucial
part of the democratic ideal, then the duties of Ely’s judicial procedural
referees will extend further than merely ensuring against ‘‘antitrust
violations’’ of the political marketplace.

Ely’s procedural justification of judicial review is attractive precisely
because it does not rely on the superior insight of judges into matters of
moral principle or truth.53 It is thus not subject to the skepticism con-
cerning superior judicial moral competence which, combined with an

52 The phrase is from Cass R. Sunstein, The Partial Constitution (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1993). See especially Chapter 1 for an interesting discussion of how the
notion of deliberative democracy involves a commitment to a ban on governmental action
based on ‘‘naked preferences.’’

53 Skepticism toward the presupposition of special judicial insight into moral principles is
nicely captured in Nino’s phrase ‘‘epistemic elitism’’: ‘‘The common view that judges
are better situated than parliaments and other elected officials for solving questions
dealing with rights seems to arise from an epistemic elitism. It assumes that in order to
arrive at correct moral conclusions, intellectual dexterity is more important than the
capacity to represent vividly and to balance impartially the interests of all those affected
by a decision. It is understandable that scholars who celebrate the marvels of judicial
review should identify themselves more closely with judges than politicians and, thus,
are inclined to think, as Michael Walzer remarks, that what they deem to be right
solutions – their own – would be more readily obtained by judges than politicians,’’
Carlos Santiago Nino, The Constitution of Deliberative Democracy (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1996), 189.
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insistence on the democratic principle of popular sovereignty, often leads
to worries about judicial paternalism in the first place. However, without
some fuller account of democratic legitimacy, Ely’s reliance on major-
itarian procedural legitimacy provokes liberal concerns about the security
of nonpolitical, individual civil and social rights. In addition, Ely’s mar-
ket-modeled account of democratic processes in terms of prepolitical
preference aggregation ignores the intersubjective deliberation about
ends and responsiveness to public reasons that are ideally a part of
democratic self-rule.54

2. Judicial Review as Quasi Guardianship: Dahl

Up to this point in this chapter, the theories and claims examined have
arisen in a somewhat parochial manner: raised by U.S. jurisprudes con-
cerned ultimately to defend certain views about both the proper role of

54 And not just ideally; while the deliberative democratic conception of democratic
processes is an element of normative theory, it is more than a mere utopian demand
ensuing from empirically untethered idealistic political theory: see, for instance, the
empirical research surveyed in Michael X. Delli Carpini, Fay Lomax Cook, and Lawrence
R. Jacobs, ‘‘Public Deliberation, Discursive Participation, and Citizen Engagement: A
Review of the Empirical Literature,’’ Annual Review of Political Science 7, no. 1 (2004). The
history presented in Amar, The Bill of Rights is also instructive here, for it shows how
the shift in the dominant conception of the meaning, incidence, and practical effects of
the Bill of Rights was both widely dispersed throughout the populace and responsive,
over the long term, to the force of reasons, not only or even largely, to the aggregate of
private interests. The historical contexts relevant to the writing, ratification, and
subsequent enforcement of, for instance, the Fourteenth Amendment show that high
constitutional politics in the United States is not only the outcome of representative
government enforcing the majority’s prepolitical private interests. For how can such an
aggregative conception of democratic processes account for the import and weight of
abolitionist arguments made on behalf of constitutionally unenfranchised subjects,
arguments, furthermore, that lead to policies undercutting the abolitionists’ own private
interests? Furthermore, the aggregative focus on the formal organs of government as the
only important place for democratic politics simply ignores the rich interactions between
those formal organs and the informal public spheres constituted by civic associations, the
print media, the literary public, churches, lawyers, and affinity groups, interactions
that allow for information, opinions and arguments to substantially influence the
outcome of constitutional debates. Amar’s history thus shows in rich detail the empirical
appropriateness of the deliberative model of democratic politics, in contrast to the
inadequacy of Ely’s aggregative model. Similar considerations follow from Ackerman,
We the People: Transformations, 99–254, where, even though the ratification of the
Reconstruction Amendments is portrayed as more of a bare-knuckles political struggle,
it is seen as a political struggle involving sustained public attention and debate
concerning the transformation of fundamental constitutional law. According to
Ackerman, in fact, the adoption of the amendments was legitimate only because it
had the hallmarks of an authentic exercise of the deliberation and decision of ‘‘we the
people,’’ even though it was technically illegal according to the amendment procedures
specified in Article V of the U.S. Constitution.

Majoritarian Democracy and Minoritarian Constitutionalism 53



the Supreme Court in American political life, and the proper way to
interpret and enforce the U.S. Constitution in light of that role. Although
Bickel, Choper, and Ely provide explicit justifications for the institutio-
nalization of the function of constitutional review in an electorally inde-
pendent judiciary – justifications, moreover, specifically attuned to
objections from the point of view of democracy – each theory has suffered
from complementary normative and empirical deficits arising from that
parochial starting place. On the one hand, relying on background con-
ceptions of the meaning and justification of democracy and con-
stitutionalism assumed to be shared by all Americans, each of the accounts
of judicial review is subject to concerns precisely at those difficult junc-
tures where implicit tensions are masked by theoretical inarticulateness
about basic normative conceptions. On the other hand, significant
empirical assumptions – about, for instance, the character of repre-
sentative processes, or the relative powers and capacities of the various
branches of government – have underwritten conclusions that are not
obviously generalizable outside of the context of the United States’s his-
tory, institutional structures, and political processes. I would like to turn
then, briefly, to a consideration of Robert Dahl’s theory of judicial review,
for it promises both greater clarity on basic normative issues and more
political scientific sensitivity to the complexities of political processes.
Above all, it promises to raise the issue of the democratic legitimacy of
judicial review at a general level, beyond the peculiarities of one nation-
state’s political system.

Consider first the similarities between Ely’s and Dahl’s conceptions of
both the prima facie democratic objection to judicial review from anti-
paternalism premises, and their limited justification for an electorally
independent judiciary’s oversight of the procedural conditions of the
democratic process. Dahl’s consistent theoretical foil to the political
theory of democracy is the theory of ‘‘guardianship,’’ which claims that
‘‘ordinary people . . . are clearly not qualified to govern themselves . . .
rulership should be entrusted to a minority of persons who are specifically
qualified to govern by reason of their superior knowledge and virtue.’’55

Thus, Dahl links guardianship to political paternalism, and opposes
democracy to both as the fundamental political principle. If, then, the
electoral accountability of policy makers is a central defining feature
of democratic systems,56 and electorally unaccountable judges make

55 Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 52.
56 Of the six institutions Dahl claims large-scale democracy (what he calls ‘‘polyarchy’’)

requires, the first two are elected policy-making officials and free, fair, and frequent
elections: Robert A. Dahl, On Democracy (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998),
83–99. The list presented in Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 220–24 contains seven
institutions, but in On Democracy universal suffrage and offices open to all are combined
into one category called ‘‘inclusive citizenship.’’
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significant policy decisions, then their policy decisions are not subject to
democratic control. Furthermore, if these policy decisions are allowed to
override contrary decisions of elected officials – as is the case with con-
stitutional review by national courts of national legislation and adminis-
trative action – then these decisions have the facial appearance of
paternalistic guardianship.57 However, Dahl uses the term ‘‘quasi guar-
dianship’’ to capture two features of judicial review on the Americanmodel.
First, because federal judges – including Supreme Court justices – are
appointed through a political process, are themselves members of the
political elite, and depend heavily on the public’s acceptance of
the legitimacy of their decisions (having direct control over coercive
means), the policy preferences of federal judges are not in fact likely to stray
far from those of the current ruling coalition, and quite unlikely to be
in opposition to the latter for any significant stretch of time.58 Second,
according toDahl, andmore important tomy purposes here, there is in fact
a legitimate democratic role for quasi guardianship: namely, to maintain
exactly those rights that are either essential to or necessary for the healthy
democratic functioning of political decision-making processes.59 Thus for
Dahl, as for Ely, the prima facie objection to judicial review from anti-
paternalism is inapplicable in exactly those cases in which such review
maintains and reinforces the procedures of majoritarian democracy.

Unlike Ely’s underdeveloped mentions of utilitarianism, however,
Dahl has a much clearer and more convincing defense of the legitimacy of
democracy on the aggregative conception, one not dependent on paro-
chial appeals to a particular political system or a specific historical tra-
dition of constitutional development. In particular, Dahl gives an explicit
defense of the preeminence of democratic processes over other values.60

57 Dahl is refreshingly consistent in distinguishing the hard problem of strong judicial
review concerning the capacity of a court to rule on the constitutionality of the actions of
coordinate branches, from the quite different problem posed in a federalist system
whereby a high national court may be authorized to control the actions of state officials.

58 Dahl has consistently made this point since Robert A. Dahl, ‘‘Decision-Making in a
Democracy: The Supreme Court as a National Policy-Maker,’’ Journal of Public Law 6

(1957).
59 Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 176–92. As he puts the point in Robert A. Dahl, How

Democratic Is the American Constitution? (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001),
153–4: ‘‘A supreme court should . . . have the authority to overturn federal laws and
administrative decrees that seriously impinge on any of the fundamental rights that are
necessary to the existence of a democratic political system: rights to express one’s views
freely, to assemble, to vote, to form and to participate in political organizations, and so
on. . . .But the more [the court] moves outside this realm – a vast realm in itself – the more
dubious its authority becomes. For then it becomes an unelected legislative body.’’

60 Joshua Cohen, Dahl on Democracy and Equal Consideration [Draft manuscript] (1998 [cited
March 31, 2005]); available from http://web.mit.edu/polisci/research/cohen/dahl_on_
democracy.pdf gives a clear reconstruction of Dahl’s argument that I have found very
helpful.
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His starting political axiom, as it were, is the ‘‘idea of intrinsic equality,’’
an idea widely shared by disparate theorists: ‘‘at least on matters
requiring collective decisions ‘all Men’ (or all persons?) are, or ought to
be considered equal in some important sense.’’61 Dahl then defends a
conception of the ‘‘equal consideration of interests’’ as the best inter-
pretation of the basic concept of intrinsic equality: ‘‘intrinsic equality
means that the good or interests of each person must be given equal
consideration’’ in collective decision-making processes.62 Finally, as
equal consideration of interests could be provided by, say, a benevolent
dictator or a fabulously powerful utility calculator – in other words,
because certain forms of guardianship also could give equal considera-
tion to the interests of each – Dahl adds what he calls the presumption
of personal autonomy in order to yield a defense of the legitimacy of
democracy: ‘‘in the absence of a compelling showing to the contrary
everyone should be assumed to be the best judge of his or her own good
or interests.’’63 Finally, Dahl defends aggregative democracy on two
main grounds.64 On the one hand, majority rule is the decision pro-
cedure most likely to maximize the satisfaction of individuals’ pre-
political desires, preferences, and interests, and so to maximize overall
social utility. On the other, majoritarian democracy is the political
process that maximizes individual chances for living under laws of one’s
own choosing, that is, for achieving moral autonomy even under a set of
collectively binding laws.

Although Dahl acknowledges that there may be other values that we
might want political arrangements to serve beyond those strictly realized
by the democratic process itself (such as political equality), he argues
that given both reasonable disagreement about what the specific
requirements of those other values are and the simultaneous need for

61 Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 85. 62 Ibid.
63 Ibid., 100. Its unclear whether Dahl intends the presumption of personal autonomy as an

empirical claim about first-person epistemic authority with respect to one’s own interests,
or as a moral postulate. Although he claims that it is a defeasible prudential principle
mixing elements of empirical judgments about persons with some moral elements, his
repeated reference to self-determination as an important democratic value, and his
insistence that collective political processes should be organized to maximize chances for
self-determination seem to lend more weight to the moral interpretation of the
presumption.

64 This is a significant simplification of a complex set of arguments presented over several
chapters. In particular, Dahl catalogs and runs through a variety of justifications for
democracy, and a number of arguments for majoritarianism, along with objections to
majoritarianism, and the comparative strengths and weaknesses of alternatives to it. I
refer to the two main lines of utility maximization and moral autonomy maximization
largely because Dahl returns to these two themes repeatedly, and appears to endorse
them in comparison with the other pro-democracy and pro-majoritarian arguments and
considerations he canvasses.
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coll ectively bind ing decision s, the selectio n and acco mmoda tion of thos e
val ues in legal and poli tical arran gements mu st be made through
dem ocrat ic procedure s.65 Said anoth er way, the val ues of dem ocracy
hav e a politi cal preem inen ce over othe r pot ential value s pol itical
arran gemen ts might instantiate or promot e. If other values are to be
poli tically enact ed, the decisio n to do so must be made demo craticall y,
and the dem os must have some fair chan ce for alteri ng that choice in
the futur e shou ld it no long er be endor sed by the ma jority of citize ns.
‘‘For my part, I believ e that the legitimacy of the co nstitutio n oug ht to
derive solely from its utility as an instrument of democratic government –
nothing more, nothing less.’’66

Given D ahl’s m ore s tringent defen se of th e pr eeminence of
d emocracy, it is not s ur prising t hat he is m ore s keptical than Ely of t he
jud icial specification of ind ivid ual non political righ ts. Although Ely
seems to think that judicial review is perfectly ac ceptable h ere as long
as a consti tution sufficiently clearly e numer at e s t he relevant r ights,
Dahl rejects n ondemocratic determinations of the s ph ere of inviolable
righ ts, beyond th ose ri ghts that are e ither integral t o or n ecessary for
the exercise of democratic c hoi ce. ‘‘What interests, then, can be justi-
fiably c laimed to be inviolable by the democratic p rocess or, f or that
matter, any other pr ocess for m akin g c ollectiv e decision s? I t s eems t o
me highly reasonable to argue t hat no interests s hould be inviolable
beyond those integral or essential to the democratic process.’’67 And it
is pr ecisely the inviolability of t hose interests integral or essen tial t o
democracy t hat renders their defense by nondemocratic quasi guar-
dians acceptable.

He re howe ver, we run up against a similar set of puzzles to those that
beset Ely’s theory wh ere it had no clear account of cons titution alism, as
Dahl, rather sur prising ly, also has little to say abou t the conce pt or its
impor t in poli tical regime s. His basic idea seems to be alon g Di ceyean
line s, namel y that a count ry’s ‘‘constituti on’’ is simply a name given to the

65 The need for binding decisions and reasonable disagreement are essentially the same two
conditions that Waldron, Law and Disagreement identifies as ‘‘the circumstances of
politics,’’ and then uses to also defend the political preeminence of majoritarian
democratic decision processes. Waldron’s argument is different, relying on a deliberative,
not an aggregative, conception of the democratic process, and depending on individual
rights to fairness, rather than utility maximization, as the central normative ideal that
democracy realizes. See further discussion in Chapter 5 , section B.

66 Dahl, How Democratic Is the American Constitution?, 39. Libertarian worries about the safety
of individual rights, deontologically conceived, may arise here, in much the same way
they did with respect to Ely’s theory. But at least Dahl has produced independent moral
arguments in support of his claim to the political preeminence of democracy, arguments
which, in order to adjudicate the debate, would need to be addressed in a much more
fulsome way than I can here.

67 Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 182.
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ens emble of regn ant poli tical arra ngeme nts and practices , 68 and that in
dem ocrat ic countries the co nstitutio n central ly inv olves proced ures of
represe ntat ive poly archal rule. Hence, from a theoret ical pers pective
ent irely oriented to the realizati on of demo cracy, thinking about co n-
stitutio ns is a comp arative affair: one of looking at the institu tions,
practices , and habits various poli tical regime s might embo dy, and
det ermining whether the y are conduci ve to, harm ful to, or have no effect
upon the processes of dem ocracy. 69 Th ere is then, almos t no attention to
issues of the rule of law ,70 nor, more important, to the relation ship
betwe en the legitimacy of ordi nary law and the legi timacy of high er,
cons titution al law. This latter lacun a, further more, leads to puz zles abou t
ind ividual righ ts: ca n a dem ocrat ic people legiti mately, ac cording to
Dahl’s crite ria, constituti onally bind themsel ves now – say, through
supe rmajorit y am endment rules, or even more strongly , through irre-
vocabl e entrench ment – to res pecting certain substan tive, nonp olitical
righ ts in the future? If so, shouldn’ t these be legally bind ing requ ireme nts
and so, at least if quite clearl y speci fied, enforce able by courts even
again st offi cials of coo rdinate branch es who might violate them? If not,
are all demo cratic decision s always open to renegoti ation and subjec t to
chan ge m erely at the behest of what may be a mer ely transitory or poorly
infor med bare major ity of voters or the ir represe ntatives?

Howev er, its hard to see wh at Dahl’s answer s might be here. On the
one han d, it seems that he would reject the constitutio nalizing possi bi-
lities, as it woul d impl y that there were certain interest s not directly
conn ected to the dem ocratic process, yet never theles s inv iolable by means
of that proces s. Perha ps worse, elect orally unacc ount able offi cials would
have auth ority to det ermine the sco pe and inci dence of those funda-
men tal interest s, and so the preem inence of dem ocracy for collectiv e
decisio n making would be violat ed. On the other hand, Dahl clearly
endorses as consistent with democracy a variety of decision rules: not only
strict majority rule, but also supermajority rules, forms of consensus-
oriented decision rules, limits on national majorities such as federalist

68 See generally A. V. Dicey, An Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution, tenth ed.
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1965 [1908])., and the discussion in Chapter 3, sections
B.1 . and B.2 .

69 See, for instance, his scattered use of the term ‘‘constitution’’ simply to pick out the
different political structures evinced by different regimes and political theories in Dahl,
Democracy and Its Critics. The chapter on constitutions in Dahl, On Democracy, 119–29, is
dedicated to looking at the variety of political arrangements established in modern
constitutional democracies, and comparing them with respect to their effects on the
health of the democratic process.

70 Dahl does mention the idea that no official is above the positive law of the land as a
requirement of the principle of fairness at Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 108, but says
little else beyond that.
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divisions of power, disproportionate representation for some sectional
minorities, various mechanisms for slowing and delaying the decisions of
present majorities, and so on. ‘‘Under different conditions, the demo-
cratic process may be properly carried out under different rules for
making collective decisions.’’71 But if, for instance, supermajority rules
are appropriate under certain conditions where we reasonably expect
majoritarianism to yield suboptimal results, and constitutional amend-
ment rules are set up as supermajoritarian rules, then it would seem that
changeable constitutional provisions protecting, say, private autonomy
rights may not be antidemocratic but, rather, consistent with democratic
values and processes. Without a clear account of constitutionalism and its
relation to democracy, we seem to be vacillating between rejection and
acceptance of the legitimacy of democratically enacted constitutional
protections of substantive rights.

Although, then, Dahl provides much of the nonparochial normative
defense of democracy and of the limited proceduralist role for judicial
review in sustaining democratic processes lacking in Ely’s account,
because his theory provides no coordinated normative accounts of
constitutionalism and democracy it leads to similar uncertainties as
evinced in Ely’s theory about exactly where and how substantive non-
political rights might fit in. By contrast, it seems to me that Dahl pro-
vides more convincing support for the confidence merely stipulated by
Ely that, in the actual historical course of well-functioning democracies,
extensive protections of individual rights and interests are in fact well
established and maintained by ordinary democratic processes. Here
Dahl’s international comparative perspective is extremely helpful, for
the question can be rather easily operationalized by comparing various
well-established democracies with different regimes of constitutional
review: from the American model of a supreme federal appellate court
with judicial review powers, to the European model of specialized con-
stitutional courts, to nations with no electorally independent bodies

71 Ibid., 162. For the full discussion, see Chapters 11 and 12, 135–62. Even this acceptance
is not so straightforward, however, for Dahl weakens the very notion of super-
majoritarianism by allowing it to be overridden by simple majorities. Consider this
strange passage: ‘‘A solution might be to try to combine the advantages of majority rule
with the possibilities of supermajorities by using majority rule as a first and last resort. The
members could decide in advance, by majority rule, that in certain cases a supermajority
would be required,’’ Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 154, emphasis added. It would seem,
however, that majority rule could only be a ‘‘last resort’’ if a simple majority in the future
could decide to ignore the supermajority decision rule laid down in advance, effectively
nullifying supermajoritarianism and whatever advantages are taken to accrue to it. A
similar puzzling passage concerning democratically enacted slow-down rules for
legislating can be found in the last full paragraph of 185.
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responsible for constitutional review.72 The question becomes simply: is
it true or false that those with judicial review protect the civil rights of
citizens better than, and with a more extensive catalogue of rights than,
those without comparative institutions? Here Dahl’s judgment of the
facts is unambiguous: ‘‘it has not been shown . . . that fundamental rights
and interests are better protected in polyarchies with judicial quasi
guardianship than in polyarchies without it.’’73

In addition, as Dahl repeatedly points out, the issue here is not
rights versus democracy simpliciter (or as he sometimes puts it, substance
vs. process), as a substantial catalogue of citizens’ rights needs to be
specified, effectively available, and actually enforced for democracy itself
to function: rights to participate in politics, to free expression, to vote, to
have one’s vote count equally, to be informed about alternative policies, to
influence the agenda, to form political parties and associations, to have
one’s interests equally considered, to a free and independent press, and
so on. Once we make the distinction between these rights related to
democracy and other rights, however, it becomes clear that many
potential counterexamples to Dahl’s judgment about the relative ineffi-
caciousness of judicial protection of rights lose their force. This is because
what appear at first glance to be examples of grievous violations of
individual or minority rights by a tyrannical majority, are not properly
blamed on the workings of democracy. Rather, the rights violations either
are themselves a direct diminution of democratic rights or are the results
of a failure of adequate and legitimate democratic processes.

For example, one might object to Dahl’s sanguine account of
democratic processes and democratic rights by pointing to U.S. history,
in particular the history of constitutional transformations from the
Founding to the Reconstruction eras and on into the twentieth century.
On one reading, this history indicates how U.S. citizens realized, over
time, that political rights in combination with the institutional structures
of republican self-government were alone insufficient for protecting the
fundamental interests and rights of individuals and minorities, espe-
cially African Americans.74 The example would seem to performatively
show a people realizing, over time, the insufficiency of democracy to
secure rights. But here Dahl could plausibly point out that the grievous

72 Dahl apparently relies heavily on the remarkable comparative study, Lijphart, Patterns of
Democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries for his summaries of
comparative political structures in well-established constitutional democracies, but Dahl
cites no direct evidence for this specific judgment about the inefficaciousness of judicial
review (a judgment, incidentally, repeated throughout his work).

73 Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 189.
74 The transformation of the rights specified in the Bill of Rights from guarantees of

republican self-government into individual civil and liberty rights is, in fact, exactly the
story told in Amar, The Bill of Rights.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review60



violations of fundamental rights and interests perpetrated under the
original constitutional scheme – and little could be more grievous than
race-based chattel slavery – were precisely the result of what is perhaps
the most significant type of democratic failure: namely, the exclusion of
a group of adults from having any direct say in, or even indirect
influence over, the political decisions that directly impact their own
interests. Political disenfranchisement, in other words, was not simply
one of the rights violations visited on both slaves and free blacks, but it
also plausibly explains the other rights violations and exclusions con-
tinually suffered by them and their descendents. After all, the correc-
tions that came at the end of this learning process were all tailored to
ensuring the conditions for democratic political equality: they removed
the exclusions from legal personhood and the coordinate ability to even
be a rights bearer that slavery involved (the Thirteenth Amendment);
ensured that all members of the community were equal citizens, affor-
ded each all of ‘‘the privileges or immunities of citizens’’ previously
enjoyed only by white adults, and required that all be guaranteed ‘‘due
process of law’’ and ‘‘the equal protection of the laws’’ (the Fourteenth
Amendment); and finally ensured against any race-based exclusions
from the franchise (the Fifteenth Amendment).75 In other words, the
lesson learned before and after the Civil War in the United States was
not that well-functioning democratic process cannot be counted on to
protect rights, but that the democratic process itself was defective in not
ensuring its own rights preconditions. The injustices perpetrated
selectively on African Americans did not then show the impossibility of
democracy to secure substantive justice, but rather that democratic
defects of exclusion can lead to the selective deprivation of rights, since
they make it impossible for those excluded to have their interests
represented either directly or indirectly in the processes of repre-
sentative democracy.76

Finally, in support of Ely’s and Dahl’s shared confidence in the provi-
sion of rights through democratic processes without quasi-guardianship
interventions, Dahl points to abundant empirical evidence that, over time,

75 It is surely worth noting here, as Dahl would, that both the Thirteenth and Fourteenth
Amendments were needed to overturn extant Supreme Court doctrines, announced in
Dred Scott, holding not only that slaves were property, but also that despite any citizenship
they might have in their home states, they could have no U.S. citizenship and so no legal
personality from the point of view of federal law. Furthermore, one also should note that
the Court went out of its way to exercise its power of judicial review of national legislation –
even though it could easily have avoided it – by striking down the Missouri Compromise as
unconstitutional. So much the worse for the idealization of judicial review tending to
protect powerless individuals and minorities from majority tyranny!

76 It took another fifty years, however, before the same lessons of inclusion were
constitutionally extended to women.
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stable democracies tend to expand their protections for rights, expanding
both in terms of greater inclusion of previously excluded groups of people
and in terms of increasing numbers of types of rights protected.77 This
development is neither immediate, linearly progressive, nor the result of
polite discussion among political elites alone, but rather occurs in fits and
starts over long periods of time, and only through social contestation and
struggles, where rival claims are made about the apparent moral necessity
or arbitrariness of various categories and distinctions that may form the
basis of legal forms of discrimination and unequal treatment. Never-
theless, as Dahl argues, there is an inner dynamic to the development of
democratic political culture in the direction of inclusion, precisely because
the kernel normative ideas of democracy are the ideals of intrinsic equality
and personal autonomy.78 In this sense, we can speak of a learning process
that occurs in societies with well-established and stable democratic poli-
tical institutions, as the same cultural formations and complexes of ideas
support both those democratic institutions and the protection of indivi-
duals’ fundamental interests and rights.

In acknowledging and celebrating such cultural learning processes – in
particular, their efficacy in the democratic elaboration of constitutional
law over time – Dahl should also, however, accede to some of the points
emphasized by deliberative democrats with respect to democratic pro-
cesses. For if in fact those processes, over time and through social
struggle, are responsive to the force of good reasons – for instance by
eliminating performative contradictions such as that contained in the
simultaneous claims for the intrinsic equality of persons and the legiti-
macy of chattel slavery – then a purely aggregative model of politics is
insufficient to characterize democracy. Attention must be paid not only to
the satisfaction of individual interests – achieved either through markets
of electoral ‘‘purchases’’ of representatives in return for government
dispensed ‘‘wares’’ or through the pluralistic bargaining of major social
actors representing group-shared interests and pressuring political offi-
cials for constituent-satisfying policies – but also to reasons-responsive
forms of policy making whereby the cognitive content of politically shared
normative principles are taken seriously as constraining the kinds of
preference-satisfactions legitimately allowed. For the expanding protec-
tion of rights and fundamental interests witnessed in stable polyarchal

77 The classic touchstone analysis here, which Dahl also refers to, is T.H. Marshall,
Citizenship and Social Class (London: Cambridge University Press, 1950).

78 Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 186–87, though he also points to the increasing scale and
resulting anonymity of the modern nation-state as causal factors in the expansion of
rights at 219–20. See also his account of the role of beliefs about the legitimacy and
proper character of democracy as causal factors in the comparative receptivity and
sustainability of polyarchal democracy in different countries and at different times at
260–64.
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democracies appears best explained as the responsiveness of government
policy making to reasons acceptable to all citizens treated as equals, rather
than as interest- and pressure-group responsiveness of policy-making
officials seeking to satisfy group-shared private desires.79 Put simply, if
Dahl is right about the directional cultural dynamic of democratic learning
processes – and I think he is – and if, when interests and ideals come into
political conflict, ideals many times eventually trump interests, then the
aggregative model of democracy cannot be the whole story concerning the
democratic processes.

c. moving beyond aggregative majoritarianism and

minoritarian constitutionalism

This chapter has canvassed the two main strategies for justifying the
institutionalization of the function of constitutional review in an electo-
rally unaccountable judiciary under the assumptions of one standard
normative model of constitutional democracy. This model understands
democracy paradigmatically as the making of collective political decisions
through majoritarian decision procedures intended to aggregate and
efficiently satisfy the individual interests and desires of citizens. It further
conceives that, in order to secure certain values, there may be legitimate
minoritarian side-constraints placed on majoritarian decisions: these
side-constraints can be conceived of, so to speak, as the constitutional
container of aggregative democracy.

Although they share this underlyingmodel of constitutional democracy,
the two strategies for justifying judicial review differ. The substantialist
argument, represented by Bickel and Choper, acknowledges democracy as
an important value, but is suspicious of the capacity for majoritarianism to
fully satisfy the demands of justice or other politically important values. It
then argues that certain institutional incentives give independent courts a
better chance of securing these other values: judicial review with respect to
such issues is justified as more likely than ordinary democratic processes to
yield the right answers. The proceduralist argument, represented by
Ely and Dahl, acknowledges that other substantive values beyond those
connected to democracy may be worthy of political support and even
constitutional enactment; but they deny that independent courts have

79 Perhaps the simplest example of such reasons-responsive, rather than interest-
responsive, policy making is the extension of voting rights to women. Women were not
allowed to exert electoral pressure on democratically accountable officials in order to gain
this right, and the men who voted for it arguably stood to lose many of the privileges of
male supremacy. Surely forms of indirect political pressure were brought to bear, but at
the end of the day what counted (literally) were the votes of enfranchised adult men who
had been convinced that treating women as constitutional political unequals was
unacceptable in the light of principles of political equality they already endorsed.
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either the capability or the normative legitimacy to make such substantive
decisions. Under conditions of reasonable disagreement about substantive
values, their relative priority, and their specific incidence amongst the
polity at large, and given the normative axiom of the political equality of
citizens, proceduralists insist that only the democratic process can fairly
bind a political community to a particular set of substantive decisions. The
institutional incentives specific to courts do, however, render them better
defenders of the rules of the democratic game than the interested players
themselves. Judicial review of the procedures of democracy is legitimate;
beyond that lies the realm of judicial paternalism.

Throughout the chapter, I have repeatedly stressed two kinds of wor-
ries about this standard model of constitutional democracy – one kind
about democratic legitimacy and the other about democratic processes –
worries that theories of deliberative democratic constitutionalism promise
to address. Consider first worries raised concerning political legitimacy. If
constitutionalism sets normative side-constraints on democratic decisions
(whether procedural or substantive), how can we determine and specify
those side-constraints once a society no longer shares (if it ever did) a
homogeneous sense of a distinct set of metaphysically-grounded, objec-
tively discernable moral truths?80 Rawls expresses this condition with his
well-known phrase ‘‘the fact of reasonable pluralism’’:

The diversity of reasonable comprehensive religious, philosophical, and moral
doctrines found in democratic societies is not a mere historical condition that may
soon pass away; it is a permanent feature of the public culture of democracy.
Under the political and social conditions secured by the basic rights and liberties
of free institutions, a diversity of conflicting and irreconcilable – and what’s more,
reasonable – comprehensive doctrines will come about and persist if such diversity
does not already obtain.81

If we are faced with the fact of apparently ineliminable but not unrea-
sonable disagreement over principles, value hierarchies, and the correct
application of norms, and yet we still want to do justice to the notion of
intrinsic equality of persons, and, finally, we have pressing needs for col-
lective decisions, then democratic procedures apparently recommend
themselves as fair dispute resolution mechanisms. But this would mean
that any forms of quasi-guardianship, whereby nondemocratic means are
used to settle some controversial matters of principle, are suspected of

80 As Dahl colorfully puts the point, ‘‘In an earlier day it was perhaps easier to believe that
certain rights are so natural and self-evident that their fundamental validity is as much a
matter of definite knowledge, at least to all reasonable creatures, as the color of a ripe
apple. . . .This view is unlikely to find many articulate defenders today,’’ Dahl, ‘‘The
Supreme Court as a National Policy-Maker,’’ 248.

81 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 36.
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illegitimate paternalism. We could put this in terms of a less well-known
phrase from Rawls, ‘‘the fact of oppression’’:

A continuing shared understanding on one comprehensive religious, philoso-
phical, or moral doctrine can be maintained only by the oppressive use of state
power. If we think of a political society as a community united in affirming one
and the same comprehensive doctrine, then the oppressive use of state power is
necessary for political community.82

This worry is more evident with respect to the substantialist justifica-
tions of judicial review, since they recommend that judges impose – that
is, use the coercive power of the state to enforce as legally binding for all –
the right answer on a democratic people that evidently believes it is not
the right answer. But it is also detectable in the proceduralist defenses,
precisely where they are unclear about whether a democratic people
might entrench against future democratic process certain nonpolitical
substantive values, and whether they might legitimately look to counter-
majoritarian institutions to protect these constitutional commitments.

The other kind of worry concerns the standard model’s picture of
democratic processes as largely majoritarian forms of interest aggrega-
tion. In its stark and unadorned form as a simple decision procedure,
majority rule is not very attractive, even if it seems to be demanded by the
coordinate facts of reasonable pluralism and oppression, and the political
need for collectively binding law. On the one hand, pure majoritarian
decisions seem to provide insufficiently compelling reasons for citizens to
trust the worth of their outcome and so give their reasoned consent to
their results. Why should the fact that my interests are shared by less than
half of the population put me under an obligation to serve the interests of
the majority? On the other hand, as rational choice and social choice
theories have well-established, majoritarian decisions procedures are
notoriously arbitrary. That is, rather than accurately aggregating the pre-
political, independent preferences of individuals, their outcomes can be
swayed by situational features of the decision process, features that are
nevertheless irrelevant to reaching the correct solution.83 Bickel’s and

82 Ibid., 37.
83 Kenneth J. Arrow, Social Choice and Individual Values, second ed. (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 1963) showed that under certain conditions of preference diversity
amongst the voting population, and given more than two alternative policy choices,
majority voting would produce arbitrary cycling between different ranked sets of
collective preferences. The problem is worsened by the fact that outcomes can be
effectively shaped by setting the agenda order of the votes, even though the agenda
setting is out of the hands of the full pool of voters: William H. Riker, Liberalism against
Populism: A Confrontation between the Theory of Democracy and the Theory of Social Choice
(Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, 1982).
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Choper’s substantialist defenses play off of these unattractive features,
and invite us to have wise judges make up for the normative paucity of
majoritarian political processes by imposing moral side-constraints on the
results of democratic aggregation, never really explaining, however, why
we should accept democratic decision procedures in the first place. The
two proceduralist strategies differ on addressing this point. While Ely
surreptitiously smuggles in the substantive moral side-constraints by
relying on the parochialism of a fortunate constitutional heritage, Dahl
provides a set of theoretical and empirical arguments in support of his
confidence that, in fact, democracies do rather well over time in legally
securing desired principle and values, including extensive individual
rights protections. But as I tried to show, in making these arguments,
Dahl also had to concede the limitations of his central pluralist model of
democratic processes as the efficient satisfaction of private interests.
Thus, at this crucial point, where it needs to explain the reasons for the
surprisingly rich normative results of stable, working democracies, Dahl’s
theory begins to push beyond the boundaries of a model of majoritarian
aggregation, and towards the kind of deliberative model of democratic
processes already envisioned by John Dewey:

Majority rule, just as majority rule, is as foolish as its critics charge it with being.
But it is never merely majority rule. As a practical politician, Samuel J. Tilden, said
a long time ago: ‘The means by which a majority comes to be a majority is the
more important thing’: antecedent debates, modification of views to meet the
opinions of minorities, the relative satisfaction given to the latter by the fact that it
has had a chance and that next time it may be successful in becoming a
majority. . . .The essential need, in other words, is the improvement of the
methods and conditions of debate, discussion and persuasion. That is the problem
of the public.84

As I indicated earlier, deliberative theories of democracy promise to
address both kinds of worries. On the one hand, they promise a richer,
more convincing account of the legitimacy of constitutional democracy,
one intent on fully coming to terms with the fact of reasonable pluralism
by focusing on the role of publicly acceptable reasons in political deci-
sions. On the other hand, they also promise a model of democratic
processes that is both more attractive than mere majoritarian aggrega-
tion and more true to the actual deliberative character evinced by at
least some forms of modern political interaction and decision. Theories
of deliberative democratic constitutionalism are not, however, unified or
in agreement upon how to understand the concepts of democracy,

84 John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, ed. Jo Ann Boydston, vol. 2: 1925–1927, The
Later Works of John Dewey, 1925–1953 (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
1984), 365.
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constitutionalism, and their interrelations. The next several chapters will
explore this variety by looking at various arguments for and against
judicial review. For I am convinced that teasing these concepts out of
the various theories can not only help to answer one of the old chestnuts
of democratic institutional design – is judicial review democratic? – but
also can help to get a clearer sense of the most convincing theoretical
directions to take in normative theories of constitutional democracy.
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3

From Majoritarian to Deliberative Theories of
Constitutional Democracy

Before turning to the deliberative democratic arguments for and against
the judicial institutionalization of constitutional review in subsequent
chapters, it will help to have some rough sense of the basic theoretical
distinctions and issues that will repeatedly reappear. My contention in
those chapters is that the most important differences between the various
arguments can be captured by attending to the underlying conceptions of
‘‘democracy,’’ ‘‘constitutionalism,’’ and their interrelationships in ‘‘con-
stitutional democracy’’ that the various theories employ. And, as I hope to
be able to show, the most convincing accounts of how the function of
constitutional review should be institutionalized depend not only on
empirical and prudential considerations arising from realistic appraisals
of the performance of extant political institutions but also on normative
considerations about the acceptable shape of political decision-making
processes. Thus, it will help to get at least a clearer articulation of the
central analytic and normative concepts applied.

a. deliberative democracy: four axes of analysis

Major transformations have occurred in the last fifteen to twenty years of
normative democratic theory, that is, in those theories that attempt to
justify principles of political morality that should govern the structures of
social and political institutions in contemporary democratic societies.
This section focuses mainly on those changes initiated by one major
subgroup of theorists: those who can plausibly be considered deliberative
democrats.1 The various issues and problems ranged under this banner

1 Although far from an exhaustive list, prominent examples include Benjamin J. Barber,
Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1984); James Bohman, Public Deliberation: Pluralism, Complexity, and Democracy
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996); Joshua Cohen, ‘‘An Epistemic Conception of
Democracy,’’ Ethics 97 (1986); Joshua Cohen, ‘‘Procedure and Substance in Deliberative
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are wide and divers e. Some deliber ative the ories are conce rned with
expan ding participa tion in the politic al market place of idea s or in formal
poli tical proces ses; some with how to encou rage the civic capacities and
vir tues nece ssary for citize nship in a particula r nation-st ate; some wi th
how to encou rage a publi c cultur e of openn ess, toleran ce and publi c
spiri tedness; some with how to devel op an inter mediate civil society
betwe en privat e subjects and the state that woul d be based in div erse,
acti ve, and wi dely diffused public spheres ; some with how to groun d a just
liber al ord er in the face of irreduci ble cultural and reli gious plur alism;
some with how to design poli tical procedur es so that their outcomes can
be under stood by all as the res ult of the be st reasons and mo st relevant
infor mation avai lable; and so on.

I do not wi sh to prej udge interneci ne debate s abou t the proper co n-
cep tion of delib erative dem ocracy here, onl y to ind icate how, as a general
poli tical concept , it diffe rs from the politica l conce ptions encou ntered in
Ch apter 2 , concept ions that endo rsed the packag e I called there major-
itaria n dem ocracy cons trained by minor itarian co nstitutio nalism. From
the name itself , one might reaso nably infer that ‘‘delib erative dem ocracy’’
focuses mainly on discussi on and debate as central features of dem oc-
racies , as oppose d to votin g and other forms of citizen pres sure on gov-
ernmen t of ficials. Alth ough it is certainly true that the relev ant litera ture
has done much to expand notions of the character and impor t of civic talk
of vari ous form s and in divers e forums, mere discus sion and debate alon e
cann ot account for the distincti ve chara cter of deli berative dem ocratic
the ory. This is because any minimal ly accep table and accur ate conce ption
of democracy – not just the delib erative one – will need to ac knowled ge
the inex pugnabl e role of informa tion exchan ge and collection among
citize ns and between the cit izenry and govern mental officials, at the very
least in order to promot e some modicum of fit between the desires of the
citize ns and the poli cies adop ted to fulfill thos e. Such fit – that is,
appr opriately adap ted and effici ently executed policie s – woul d be high ly
unli kely in the abs ence of ways for public opinion to influence state

Democracy,’’ in Democracy and Difference: Contesting the Boundaries of the Political, ed. Seyla
Benhabib (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996); John S. Dryzek, Discursive
Democracy: Politics, Policy and Political Science (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1990), James S. Fishkin, Democracy and Deliberation: New Directions for Democratic Reform
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1992); Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson,
Democracy and Disagreement (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996); Habermas,
Between Facts and Norms; Bernard Manin, ‘‘On Legitimacy and Political Deliberation,’’
Political Theory 15, no. 3 (1987); Jane Mansbridge, Beyond Adversary Democracy (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1983); Nino, The Constitution of Deliberative Democracy. To this
list should be added the theorists discussed in the rest of this chapter, as well as those in
Chapters 4 through 7.
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action.2 One need only think here of traditional arguments for the
democratic requirements of a free press and an open ‘‘marketplace of
ideas,’’ or of the centrality of public opinion polls to the actual workings
of modern democratic governance. Furthermore, as many unsympathetic
critics of deliberative democracy have repeatedly insisted, actual politics
seems poorly modeled in terms of the kinds of discussion witnessed in
university seminar classrooms – politics is not a polite ‘‘philosopher’s
café’’ where the truth can be sought independently of pressures for
decisional agreement and action.

If deliberative democratic theory is to be, then, both distinguishable
from traditional aggregative conceptions and yet appropriately applic-
able to the actual conditions of modern political governance, it must be
about more than the good faith of exchange of reasons. I suggest that we
place the notion of ‘‘reasons-responsiveness’’ at the core of deliberative
conceptions. As a preliminary sketch, the desideratum of reasons-
responsiveness can be understood to require that state action be
responsive to good reasons; more concretely, public reasoning practices
among citizens and officials should have some direct or indirect influence
over the formulation of, decision upon, and execution of governmental
action. Thus, deliberative democracy does not just stress reasoned civic
discussion – it stresses politically relevant and effective reasoned discussion.
How this is to be accomplished institutionally and practically, what the
scope of such responsiveness must be, what the character of appropriate
or sufficient reasons should be, who is to engage in reason-giving, when
and with respect to what issues, and so on – all of these and more are live
controversies in the literature.3 Nevertheless, all deliberative democrats
stress the need for a constitutive link between public exchanges of reasons
and arguments concerning political matters, and the actual political
adoption of policies and their execution through the use of governmental
power.4

2 For a clear explication of this point and its role in distinguishing aggregative and
deliberative conceptions, see Cohen, Dahl on Democracy and Equal Consideration.

3 Rainer Forst, ‘‘The Rule of Reasons: Three Models of Deliberative Democracy,’’ Ratio Juris
14, no. 4 (2001) clarifies debates between liberal, communitarian, and what might be
called ‘‘reflexive reasoning’’ conceptions of deliberative democracy by examining their
respective takes on seven different sets of issues. The notion of reasons-responsiveness I
employ is indebted to his conception of ‘‘the rule of reasons . . . [as] the essence of the
notion of deliberative democracy,’’ 346.

4 This is true even for those deliberative democrats that are more concerned with
understanding and improving the thought processes that go on within (rather than
between) individuals. See, for instance, the claim that many of the deficits in organizing
deliberation in large, mass-scale complex democracies can be addressed through focusing
on the imaginative and projective capacities of individuals when they deliberate for
themselves: Robert E. Goodin, ‘‘Democratic Deliberation Within,’’ in Debating Deliberative
Democracy, ed. James S. Fishkin and Peter Laslett (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003). My claim
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If we then ask wh y this notion of reaso ns-respon siveness is a dem ocrat ic
notion , the simples t answ er seems to be that it is one way of interpr eting the
requ ireme nt of poli tical eq uality that is at the core of all normativ e
dem ocrat ic the ories. Rath er than the equal impact of privat e interest s on
gover nmental acti ons, as m ajoritarian mode ls stress, howeve r, the idea in
deli berative dem ocratic theory is usually that reas on-res ponsiv e gover n-
men t realizes an ideal of the equal just ifiability , to each cit izen, of the use of
the ir co llectiv e political power . Th is idea ca n be put in terms of Rouss eau’s
crite rion for legiti mate collecti ve au tonom y: I, as a citize n, can only
under stand myself as au tonom ous (as a self -ruling age nt) while living und er
a set of collectiv ely-bin ding and coer cive laws, to the exten t that I can
under stand those laws as, in some sen se, self-aut hored and thus self-
impos ed. 5 I must be able to understan d myself si multaneou sly as an autho r
and a subjec t of collectiv ely bind ing law s. Del iberativ e democ rats then
claim that it is precise ly the fact that govern ment action can be understood
as the result of good reas ons – reas ons arrived at only after ex tensive
deli berative collectin g, sifting, and evalua ting of relev ant cons ideratio ns, in
a good- faith colle ctive effort to reali ze poli tical goals, wh ile trea ting fellow
citize ns as free and eq ual – that allows ind ividual citize ns to u nderstand laws
as self-aut hored . Citizen s can the n be presum ed to give their reasonabl e
cons ent to such co llectively self -authore d laws, thus render ing (ideally) the
inci dence of the state’s use of its mo nopoly on coer cive fo rce legitimate .
Wh en govern ment is reas ons-resp onsive, subjects can u nderstand its
acti ons as the product of the self-gov ernment of free and equal citize ns.

Return ing now to the two wor ries raised co ncerning majoritar ian
the ories at the end of Cha pter 2 – the appar ent unattr activeness and
soci ological incomp letenes s of mode ling the dem ocratic proces s purely in
ter ms of major itarian procedur es, and , the prob lem of legitimacy given
the fact of reas onable plur alism in mode rn societi es – newer theories
promi se to address both worr ies with the same answ er: delib eration.

that deliberative democratic theory requires a constitutive link between public talk and
political decision then rules out a theory such as Robert W. Bennett, Talking It Through:
Puzzles of American Democracy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2003). Although
Bennett rejects the notion that democracy in the United States is aggregative and
majoritarian in favor of the claim that American constitutional democracy essentially
structures wide and variegated conversations between officials and diverse publics, he
argues – with merely descriptive and not normative intent – that all of this varied
conversation serves mostly to buy the obedience of citizens to laws they do not like
substantively, by giving them a satisfied sense of involvement after the determination of
policies by governing elites. So although Bennett focuses on many of the same deliberative
features of constitutional democracy as normative theorists, his theory attends to them
only insofar as they contribute empirically to the stability of a particular governmental
system, not because they ought to or do have any connection to actual political decision
making.

5 See Chapter 6 of Book I of Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract.’’
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On the one hand, richer models of public debate and discussion, models
that do not deny the democratic role of majoritarian procedures but insist
they do not exhaust the democratic process, are supposed to be more
attractive and accurate. On the other hand, the character of good political
reasons identified by the theory – and there are many different accounts
here – is supposed to save democratic legitimacy even under conditions of
modern diversity.

Although some might think that the dual demands of deliberative
democracy for intensive, high-quality, and substantive debate and dis-
cussion on public issues and for the reasons-responsiveness of govern-
ment actions are impossibly unrealistic from the get-go, much of the work
on deliberative democracy has been devoted to showing the practical
relevance of both demands.6 Of course, even if actual democratic prac-
tices do not always live up to the standards articulated by deliberative
democratic theories, this does not undercut the normative claims made by
those theories. Finally, as the research area has matured, concerns have
moved from articulating and justifying basic concepts at a theoretical level
to diverse concerns with modeling, testing, and institutionalizing those
concepts in actual constitutional democracies.7

With this preliminary sketch, I now turn to four cross-cutting axes of
analysis that might account for the diversity and specificity of theoretical
claims made by deliberative democrats. The four axes can be seen as
answers to a set of questions, with each axis having two analytically dis-
tinguishable poles. First, what is the basic character of the democratic
process, aggregation or deliberation? Second, why are democratic poli-
tical decisions legitimate, because of the substance of their outcomes or
the worth of their procedures? Third, is the democratic worth of specific
political institutions, say legislatures or courts, merely instrumental to
other noninstitutional values, or do they embody some intrinsic, and so

6 Although this charge is well beyond the scope of this book, numerous theorists have
argued that such conceptions are not, at least, wildly idealistic. See especially the books
cited in footnote 1 supra by Barber, Habermas, Mansbridge, and Nino.

7 For good overviews of the variety of issues and approaches in what might be called
‘‘applied’’ deliberative democracy, see James Bohman, ‘‘Survey Article: The Coming of
Age of Deliberative Democracy,’’ The Journal of Political Philosophy 6, no. 4 (1998) and
Simone Chambers, ‘‘Deliberative Democratic Theory,’’ Annual Review of Political Science 6,
no. 1 (2003). An excellent survey of recent empirical research concerning the positive and
negative effects of various deliberative processes and fora on democracy in the United
States can be found in Delli Carpini, Cook, and Jacobs, ‘‘Public Deliberation, Discursive
Participation, and Citizen Engagement.’’ See also the literature reviewed in Archon Fung,
‘‘Recipes for Public Spheres: Eight Institutional Design Choices and Their Consequences,’’
The Journal of Political Philosophy 11, no. 3 (2003) and David M. Ryfe, ‘‘Does Deliberative
Democracy Work?,’’ Annual Review of Political Science 8, no. 1 (2005). James Fishkin has
done extensive experimentation and testing of various methods for bringing deliberation
into public opinion polling. For a start, see Fishkin, Democracy and Deliberation.
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non fungible, val ues? Fourth, shou ld the decisiv e pow er over collectiv e
poli tical decision s be organi zed alon g more populi st or expe rtocratic
line s, that is, dispersed throug hout the citizen popul ation or mo re co n-
cent rated in the hands of relevant ex perts and pol itical elites ?

1 . Democ ratic Proces s: Aggrega tion vs . D eliberation

At the very least, all norma tive dem ocrat ic the ories, of wh atever stripe , are
com mitted to an eg alitarian ideal : in a dem ocratic form of governm ent all
citize ns oug ht to have some signifi cantly equal opportun ities to influen ce
gover nmental actio ns. B ut beyon d this, specific ally delib erative theories
share a rejecti on of traditi onal majoritar ian mo dels of the dem ocrat ic
proces s, with the ir focus on period ic ma ss elect ions for various offi ce
hol ders wh o are then entrus ted with plenary pow er and expected to
represe nt the intere sts of the ir constituen ts as they carry ou t the busi ness
of governm ent. Althoug h the y do not den y that elect ions and the repre-
sen tation of interests are importan t fun ctions fo r demo cratic gover n-
men ts, deli berative dem ocrat s ten d to focus inste ad on the manifold sites
and proces ses of discus sion, debate , and reason- giving that, the y claim,
shou ld accomp any governme ntal ac tions at all stages of poli cy formula-
tion, decisi on, and ex ecution . One way of stylizing this diffe rence is to use
Rouss eau’s distincti on betwe en how to determ ine the will of all versus the
genera l will. Acc ording to the wi ll of all – that which aggregat ive dem oc-
racy aims at – the co mmon good of the cit izenry ca n be determ ined by
find ing the lar gest sum of suffici ently identi cal indivi dual inter ests.
Acc ording to the ge neral will – that wh ich delib erative dem ocracy aims at –
the commo n good can only be det ermined by collecti vely testing hypo-
the tical propo sals to find those based upon reasons all citize ns could
reas onably accept (or at least not reas onably rej ect). 8

8 Jeremy Waldron, ‘‘Rights and Majorities: Rousseau Revisited,’’ in Liberal Rights: Collected
Papers 1981–1991 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993) characterizes this
distinction as one between Bentham’s and Rousseau’s notions of democratic decision
making: see especially 394– 400. Rousseau’s work however, as Waldron recognizes, is filled
with many different ideals of democratic decision making, and these different ideals are
often conflated. For instance, Rousseau also seems to think that citizens’ assemblies should
focus on articulating their already existing underlying solidarity, a solidarity ultimately
based upon a certain kind of consensus of feeling arising out of the similarity of their
mores, education, socialization, and collective history. I make no claim here to accurately
represent all of Rousseau’s actual positions on deliberative democratic processes, as
worked out in Book I, Chapters 7 –8; Book II, Chapter 3; Book III, Chapters 1 –5, 12–15,
and 18; Book IV, Chapters 1 –3 of Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract.’’ Rather, here and
throughout the book I will consider the notion of deliberation through the exchange of
reasons and opinions among citizens who seek to come to a collective decision – rather
than authentic collective self-reflection on preexisting feelings of solidarity – to be the
‘‘Rousseauian’’ model of deliberative democratic processes.
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A more contemporary rendition of the distinction asserts that, while
traditional models conceive of democracy as a marketlike process of
aggregating the preferences and interests of various constituencies,
deliberative models see democracy as structured more by the logic of the
forum. Whereas a market seeks to satisfy any and all prepolitical pre-
ferences as efficiently as possible, a deliberative forum looks to satisfy only
those preferences which are compatible with the public good or are
morally acceptable, to do so fairly to each citizen, and to ensure fairness
by solving collective action problems on the basis of publicly articulable
reasons.9 The process of democracy is thus seen as essentially discovering,
sorting, and evaluating reasoned opinions in order to make collectively
binding decisions in accord with the common good, rather than aggre-
gating desires efficiently in order to choose policies that maximize the
realization of private individual preferences.10

It is worth noting that the single contrast between aggregative and
deliberative processes actually contains two contrasts. On the one hand, in
answer to the question concerning what gets processed in democratic
procedures, aggregative models typically claim that individual’s personal
desires, interests, satisfactions, or utiles do, while deliberative models
typically focus on individual’s opinions, reasons, principles, or arguments
on matters of public interest. On the other hand, there is the question
concerning how the process actually goes about taking these inputs and
rendering a decision: either by a more-or-less mechanical method of
counting according to bare procedural rules, or through more qualitative
and judgment-infused methods of sifting, comparing, critiquing, and
evaluating reasons and arguments according to epistemic and normative
standards, all oriented toward arriving (ideally) at a reasoned consensus.
Normally the first pair in each contrast is associated with aggregative
models (e.g., utiles are summed) and the second pair with deliberative
models (e.g., reasons are evaluated). But strictly speaking they need not

9 An early and influential example of this distinction in the deliberative democracy
literature can be found in Elster, ‘‘The Market and the Forum: Three Varieties of Political
Theory’’ (originally published 1986). Apparently coincidently, Manin makes the same
market/forum distinction in an article published first in French in 1985: see Manin, ‘‘On
Legitimacy and Political Deliberation,’’ 355–57.

10 Recall that, apart from the normatively unattractive features of pure majoritarianism,
there are also apparently insurmountable collective choice problems in achieving what it
sets out to achieve: an accurate reflection of the collectively aggregated prepolitical
individual preferences. John Ferejohn, ‘‘Instituting Deliberative Democracy,’’ in
Designing Democratic Institutions, ed. Ian Shapiro and Stephen Macedo, Nomos Xlii (New
York: New York University Press, 2000), 82, puts it nicely: ‘‘As is well known, with
sufficient preference diversity, the aggregative model will generally produce arbitrary
collective choices – choices that appear impossible to justify on any reasonable account of
what the public good requires because they depend completely on substantively irrelevant
features of the aggregation procedure.’’
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be so associ ated: it is certainly pos sible to see, for examp le, dem ocratic
votin g as aggregat ing over reaso ned opinions to find the prepo nderance
of the public will on an issue. 11

Fin ally, as a methodol ogical c aveat, it is importan t to note that the
bas ic distinction between aggregat ive and deli berative mode ls of the
dem ocrat ic proces s, as wel l as the three other distinction s addr essed
below , are not all-or -nothing dich otomies, where instanc es can be
prop erly ca tegorize d as falling exclus ively under either one des cription
or the othe r. Rather , exa mined instances shou ld often be chara cterized
as falling alon g a co ntinuum be tween the two poles. For this reaso n,
I prefe r to think of the four axes as delineat ing analyt ic distinction s
betwe en ideal types , keepi ng in mind that ac tual examples of bot h the
claims of demo cratic the ories and extant poli tical practi ces and insti-
tutio ns m ay contain admixtur es of both cont raries. I do clai m, howeve r,
that the distin ctions can be anal ytically useful in seeing the cont ours of
the debate s, in particula r, by helping to hig hlight the comm itments and
ent itleme nts of the vari ous pos itions. Beyond the inhere nt impr ecision
of the distinctio ns, we also need to keep in mind that the co mplex
the oretic al requ ireme nts of any politica l and legal theo ry – includin g
thos e of deliber ative dem ocracy and cons titution al review – will furth er
under mine a futile sear ch fo r the oretical pos itions that are entirely
cont ained within rigid, dichotomo us understan dings of the distincti ons.
Th us, for example, a demo cratic decision proces s that look s to rationally
aggrega te alread y given ind ividual prefere nces will requ ire at least some
com municat ion betwe en partic ipants, if only for ind ividuals’ privat e
infor mation-e liciting and stra tegic purposes .12 And in som e cases,
ration al del iberators may consider the simp le aggregat ive weigh t of

11 This, for instance, seems to be the position attributed to Rousseau in Waldron, ‘‘Rights
and Majorities: Rousseau Revisited’’ and defended in the discussion of legislative
deliberation and voting in Part I of Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 21–146. Although
Waldron seeks to distance himself from deliberative theories of democracy (see pages
69–70 and 91–93), primarily on the grounds that such theories overidealize politics on
the philosophy-seminar model, his essentially deliberative account of legislative politics
and the inherent ‘‘dignity of legislation,’’ as well as his consistent focus on the practical
and theoretical problems of accounting for persistent, good-faith disagreement among
citizens both, seem to me, to fit well within the deliberative democratic paradigm.
Chapter 5, Section B takes up what I call Waldron’s ‘‘deliberative majoritarianism.’’

12 Beyond the mere information gathering needed for purposive-rational strategic action
vis-à-vis other strategic actors, some aggregative theories of democracy also have noticed
that public processes of interaction, information-exchange and debate can themselves
change the preprocessed preferences of individuals, and in a salutary way, in the
direction of the common good. In this sense, many aggregative theories already
incorporate some of the insights usually countenanced as definitive features of
deliberative theories. See, for instance, the discussion of ‘‘enlightened understanding’’
as a desideratum of a healthy democratic process, and its relation to the common good in
Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 111–12 and 306–08.
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major ity prefe rences as probativ e, even if not dispo sitive, to the inh er-
ent inferen tial stren gth of reasons just ifying a prop osal. 13

2 . Legitim acy of Political Outco mes: Substanti alism vs.
Procedu ralism

Befo re explainin g the distin ction be tween substantia list and proced uralist
acco unts of legitim acy, it ma y be worth clarify ing the often overw orked
word ‘‘legiti macy.’’ I use the ter m ‘‘legitimac y’’ (an d its cognate s) here in
its norma tive, not its descriptiv e, sense. In general a legitima te pol itical
institu tion, rule, decision , arrangem ent, practice, and so on will, either
dire ctly or ind irectly, lead to state ac tions that are norma tively permis-
sible, are def ensible on the basis of good reasons , and give citize ns, prim a
facie , good moral reasons for obe ying the institu tion, rule, decisi on, and
so on. Thu s, I am not here directl y conce rned with factual m atters often
capt ured by the term ‘‘legitima cy’’ – thos e conce rning, for instance, the
actua l ex tent of so cial obedien ce to the state, the degree to which a state is
perceiv ed by its members or othe rs to hav e a monopo ly on the co ercive
use of forc e within its territor y, the exten t of motivat ions for conform ity
versus disruption, and so on.14

13 As will become apparent in considering the constitutional review theorists’ respective
accounts of democratic decision-making processes in Chapters 4 through 7, the two-part
distinction between aggregation and deliberation is insufficiently differentiated to both
accurately characterize the extant diversity of public reasoning and theoretically articulate
the various kinds of reason-responsiveness different institutional actors ought to
demonstrate. In particular, following Habermas, I will suggest that a theory of
constitutional review needs to account for at least four kinds of democratic processes:
preference aggregation, fair bargaining, ethical-political self-clarification, and delibera-
tive consensus.

14 Richard H. Fallon, Jr., ‘‘Legitimacy and the Constitution,’’ Harvard Law Review 118, no. 6
(2005) distinguishes three senses of legitimacy encountered in American constitutional
and jurisprudential discourses: the moral, the legal, and the sociological senses. I will
substitute the broader term ‘‘normative’’ for ‘‘moral’’ as the latter connotes (to my
philosophical ear) the relatively narrow category of individuals’ obligations to distinct
others, whereas ‘‘normative’’ has a broader reach, connoting issues for which we think
there are justifiable intersubjective standards (norms, values, ideals, principles, goals,
etc.); standards that make claims on our behavior, practices, institutions, or social
arrangements, and which our behavior, practices, and so on can, in some sense, get right
or wrong, fulfill or violate, and so on. Thus, ‘‘normative’’ in my usage includes not only
individual moral matters (not to mention ethically valued ways of living individually and
collectively) but also concerns social and political norms, rules, values, principles, and so
on. The legal sense of legitimacy can be distinguished from the normative sense by using
‘‘legality,’’ ‘‘legal validity,’’ and other cognates: this is the central subject of various
general philosophies of law. Legal positivism in general claims that legality can be
established independently of normative legitimacy (see Hart, The Concept of Law; Hans
Kelsen, Introduction to the Problems of Legal Theory, trans. Bonnie Litschewski Paulson and
Stanley L. Paulson [New York: Clarendon Press, 1992]); natural law theories deny this
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Turnin g then to the secon d axis of analysis , it conce rns how we shou ld
thin k of the legitimacy of dem ocrat ic decision s: as arisin g fro m their
permiss ibil ity within so me ante cedently given norma tive limits, or as
arisin g simp ly from the fact that the y are the outcome of certain decisio ns
mech anisms that enj oy the pres umptio n of ration ality. Wherea s sub-
stan tialist philos ophers, such as Lock e, argue that govern men tal decisio ns
are only legiti mate if they are not in confli ct with the sub stantive nor-
ma tive constr aints of a natural law that is bind ing even in the absence of
an establ ished state or legal sys tem, proced uralist philos ophers, such as
Rouss eau, argue that the decision s of a sove reign legi slative assembl y are
legiti mate simp ly beca use the deliber ations hav e been proced urally
structur ed in such a way that all member s can under stand them selves as
subjec t only to those laws they have giv en to themselve s. In short, this
distin ction is be tween substan tive and proced ural conce ptions of dem o-
crat ic legitimacy .15

Anoth er way to put this distincti on is to say that a proced ural accou nt
of legitimac y sees the outcomes of a decisi on proces s as justified simp ly
bec ause the spe cified condi tions of the proced ure have been m et; a
substan tive ac count of legitim acy sees the outcome of a decisi on proces s
as justified only if that ou tcome ac cords with some determ inate idea ls
that are logi cally ind ependen t of the decisi on proced ures emp loyed. 16

(see John Finnis, Natural Law and Natural Rights [London: Oxford University Press,
1980], Lon L. Fuller, The Morality of Law, rev. ed. [New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1969]). The controversy cannot even be posed clearly, however, unless we keep the
normative and legal senses of legitimacy distinct. The distinction between the normative
and the sociological senses is equally important, and for the same reasons: the interesting
questions cannot even be asked without doing so. In German, there is a clearer semantic
separation between Geltung (factual acceptance) and Gü ltigkeit (ideal validity, or
justifiability). Throughout this book, I will reserve ‘‘legitimacy’’ and its cognates for the
normative sense of the term, ‘‘legality’’ and its cognates for the legal sense, and employ
phrases such as ‘‘citizen’s beliefs in the legitimacy of . . .’’ to indicate the sociological or
empirical sense of legitimacy.

15 Establishing that my contestable interpretations of the conception and importance of this
distinction to Locke and Rousseau are correct goes beyond the ambit of this book.
Interested readers might refer to the following passages. For Locke’s account of the
substantive legitimacy constraints on legislation via the natural law, see §§134–42 of The
Second Treatise of Government in John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988). For Rousseau’s account of the procedural
legitimacy of collective political autonomy, see Book I, Chapters 5 –8; Book II, Chapters
1–2, 4 , and 6; Book III, Chapter 1 of The Social Contract in Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
Discourse on Political Economy and the Social Contract, trans. Christopher Betts (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994).

16 This way of putting the distinction roughly corresponds to the distinction made in David
M. Estlund, ‘‘Beyond Fairness and Deliberation: The Epistemic Dimension of Democratic
Authority,’’ in Deliberative Democracy: Essays on Reason and Politics, ed. James Bohman and
William Rehg (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1997), between a ‘‘procedural’’ theory of
legitimacy and a ‘‘correctness’’ theory of legitimacy.
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Thus, although Rawls’s theory of justice argues for a substantive set of
principles of justice that can be used to gauge the legitimacy of any
agreements reached amongst citizens, Habermas’s discourse theory
argues only for certain procedural conditions that must be met in order
for citizens’ own agreements on substantive principles of justice to be
legitimate. As Moon points out, it is precisely the difference between
substantialism and proceduralism that explains, for example, the sig-
nificant disparity between the ways Rawls and Habermas understand
public reason – the centerpiece concept of democratic interaction for
both thinkers. ‘‘For Rawls, public reason is a set of substantive principles
to be used to answer fundamental questions. . . .Habermas, on the other
hand endorses the public use of reason, which provides criteria deter-
mining the universal validity of moral norms, though it does not itself
ground substantive norms.’’17

The methodological point concerning the merely analytic character of
the distinction is perhaps even more important here than in the discus-
sion of democratic processes. For with respect to legitimacy, we might
find substantialism and proceduralism playing different roles at different
levels of one and the same political theory. Thus, to take Rawls’s well-
known theory as an example, one might well say that it employs a pro-
ceduralist model of justification at the most abstract level of political
philosophy, in order to generate an account of substantive principles of
political justice, adherence to the latter of which then confers legitimacy
on democracy at the level of constitutional choice. Thus, whereas Rawls’s
two principles of justice supply the substantive principles that the theory
uses to test the legitimacy of the basic political arrangements of any
society, including constitutional democracy, those two principles are
themselves justified only because they are the outcomes of a certain
(idealized) procedure for choosing political principles among free and
equal persons.18 Although the complexity of the relation between sub-
stantialism and proceduralism is even deeper than this for Rawls, this

17 J. Donald Moon, ‘‘Rawls and Habermas on Public Reason: Human Rights and Global
Justice,’’ Annual Review of Political Science 6, no. 1 (2003): 257.

18 Rawls preferred form of philosophical justification – what he calls ‘‘political constructi-
vism’’ – is a form of proceduralism: ‘‘Political constructivism is a view about the structure
and content of a political conception. It says that once, if ever, reflective equilibrium is
attained, the principles of political justice (content) may be represented as the outcome of
a certain procedure of construction (structure). In this procedure, as modeled by the
original position . . . rational agents, as representatives of citizens and subject to
reasonable conditions, select the public principles of justice to regulate the basic
structure of society,’’ Rawls, Political Liberalism, 89–90. This form of proceduralism then
yields substantive principles applicable to democracy, principles, that is, that explain the
legitimacy of democratic political institutions.
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illustration should be sufficient to warn against overly simplistic and
dichotomous uses of the distinction.

As another example, consider the relationship between the justification
of constitutional rights, and their actual constitutional provision. It is
perfectly consistent here to justify a particular provision in proceduralist
terms while simultaneously recommending that it be constitutionally
operationalized in a substantive test. One might think, for instance, of the
religious neutrality of the state as a requirement of procedural fairness to
both believers and nonbelievers, but ensure that neutrality through a
substantive ban on any forms of state endorsement of religion or of
requirements for particular sectarian professions of faith by citizens.19

Alternatively, one could constitutionally operationalize certain procedural
tests intended to secure a set of substantive values. Here, for instance, one
might think that the value of individual privacy is ultimately grounded in
a substantive understanding of the preeminence of individual worth and
the freedom of the individual, but secure such values through a set of
procedural requirements for any state interference in the private
sphere.20

The methodological point can be generalized. For it would seem that
even the most severe adherent to a procedural account of legitimacy must
admit that the recommended procedures are recommended because they
model or incorporate at least some substantive value, good, norm, or
ideal. After all, this substantive component forms the reason for adopting
the decision procedure in the first place.21 Conversely, even the most
ambitious attempts to specify a full and complete panoply of substantive
principles and values as legitimacy requirements for political decisions

19 The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution has such a substantive provision, one
arguably intended to ensure procedural fairness to all citizens: ‘‘Congress shall make no
law respecting an establishment of religion.’’

20 I take it that this is one prevalent understanding of provisions in the U.S. Constitution
such as that in the Fourth Amendment: ‘‘The right of the people to be secure in their
persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not
be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or
affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or
things to be seized.’’ The manifold and continuing controversies concerning the judicial
doctrine of ‘‘substantive due process’’ in the United States are largely centered around
the complexities involved in this interplay between different types of justification for and
operationalization of constitutional provisions.

21 Consider Rawls’s example of a system of fair gambling as an exemplar of pure procedural
justice, in which ‘‘there is no independent criterion for the right result: instead there is a
correct or fair procedure such that the outcome is likewise correct or fair, whatever it is,
provided that the procedure has been properly followed,’’ Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 75.
Here we seem to have an example of unalloyed procedural legitimacy – but notice that
the legitimacy of the outcome results not only from following the procedure but also from
the supposition that the procedure will satisfy or operationalize a substantive ideal:
namely, fairness or correctness or justice.
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will recognize an inexpugnable role for merely procedurally legitimate
decision processes in unforeseen or indeterminate cases. Admitting the
possibility that one’s preferred substantive theory of legitimacy can’t be
used to decide all issues, one must concomitantly admit that some deci-
sions are legitimate simply as the result of recommended procedures.22

The need to avoid exclusivistic, dichotomous uses of the distinction is
especially evident in acceptable theories of democracy. No sensible theory
will claim that the legitimacy of any and every state decision or action
hangs entirely or exclusively on a matter of either substance or proce-
dure. Substantialists will usually claim that, even though many democratic
decisions are justifiable simply because they result from a recommended
procedure correctly followed, some determinate substantive content –
defined independently of any procedures actually followed – sets con-
straints on the range of acceptable outcomes of any democratic processes.
(What I called in the last chapter the substantialist restriction of major-
itarian democracy by minoritarian constitutionalism seems to fit just this
pattern.) And if a procedural account of legitimacy is to be more than an
arbitrary and unjustifiable stipulation of pointless rules, it must explain
the legitimacy conferring power of its recommended procedures in terms
of some principles or ideals the procedures are purported to serve:
increasing rationality, ensuring equality, allowing for autonomy, ensuring
fairness, and so on. (The proceduralist theories of judicial review from the
last chapter seem to adhere to this dictum.)

3. Democratic Worth of Political Institutions:
Instrumental vs. Intrinsic

In addition to this difference over the correct model of democratic
legitimacy, deliberative and aggregative theories of democracy also tend
to differ over how to conceive of and explain of the legitimacy of demo-
cratic institutions. On traditional views, institutions such as elections,
representative bodies, and party competition are justified as useful
mechanisms for collecting preference information, aggregating these
preferences, and efficiently choosing between various policy options.

22 Consider one of the most comprehensive and ambitious theories of substantive
legitimacy: Aquinas’s natural law theory. It clearly recognizes, on the one hand, the
perfection and immutability of substantive natural law principles and, on the other, the
indeterminacy and mutability of applications of those principles to human reality. Hence,
it recommends certain decision procedures, adherence to which confers legitimacy on the
outcomes: for example, legal ‘‘dispensations’’ (deviations) from the letter of the law by
authorized rulers, and, in general the claim that one of the three roots of legal justice is to
be found in the criterion of establishment by a just authority. See specially Questions
94–97 of Saint ThomasAquinas, SummaTheologiae, 60 vols., vol. 43 (NewYork:McGraw-Hill,
1964).
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Whether the aggregative model is along the lines of Schumpeter’s theory
of competitive elitism in which expert politicians are seen as competing
for support and then efficiently exchanging satisfying policies for the
‘‘money’’ of electoral votes,23 or follows Dahl’s corporative pluralism in
which major social actors in the form of interest and pressure groups
bargain through politicians and political parties for power over govern-
ment policy making intended to satisfy their constituents,24 market
models see democratic institutions as instrumentally legitimate. Insofar as
they achieve an efficient and more or less fair distribution of the benefits
of government to all, they are to be recommended. When they don’t
work, so much the worse for democratic institutions.25

In contrast, deliberative theories tend to see central democratic insti-
tutions as intrinsically worthy, or at least as realizing some fundamental
and thus nonnegotiable ideals, ideals that can only be realized through
democratic institutions. So, for instance, the universality of the franchise
is seen not merely as a more or less reliable means for information-
gathering concerning preferences, but rather is conceived of as a
requirement of treating each person as an equal and independent
member of a consociation of citizens seeking to collectively rule their lives
together. Likewise, bodies such as parliaments wouldn’t be justified in
terms of their functionality in determining the distribution and intensity
of certain interests throughout the electorate but, rather, should be seen
as places where essentially coercive policies can be justified – even to
those who vote against them – precisely because those policies are based
on the best publicly articulated and publicly acceptable reasons available
after debate and discussion. Because deliberative conceptions of democ-
racy treat all citizens as moral agents in terms of their reasoning capa-
cities, such conceptions stress a unique legitimacy criterion: political
decisions ought to, in some sense, arise out of and follow from the rea-
soned deliberations of free and equal citizens interested in solving col-
lectively shared problems. Political institutions that serve this legitimacy
criterion of reasons-responsiveness are then justified not merely instru-
mentally, but in terms of the fundamental ideals of political equality and
autonomy that underwrite the legitimacy criterion. Such institutions are

23 Joseph A. Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy (London: George Allen &
Unwin, 1943).

24 Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics.
25 The instrumentalist orientation to the efficient distribution of the benefits of government

holds true even for a minimalist defense of electoral democracy simply as a way of
bloodlessly resolving conflicts, since this benefit of violence avoidance is to extend to all
members of the body politic, except for that violent coercion by the state that is fairly
authorized by voting: Adam Przeworski, ‘‘Minimalist Conception of Democracy: A
Defense,’’ in Democracy’s Value, ed. Ian Shapiro and Hacker-Cordón Casiano (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1999).
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not merely more or less fungible instrumental means to efficiency and
functionality.

4. Accountability of Power: Populist vs. Expertocratic

Democratic theories of all stripes have tended to fall along a continuum
with respect, finally, to who should have the decisive power to make col-
lective decisions. Stylizing somewhat, we can say that at one extreme,
populist theories of democracy insist that the greatest number of ordinary
members of a society should have decisive power over most or all col-
lective political decisions, usually on the theory that such expansive
representation and participation is the best surety for policies and out-
comes that treat all members fairly. At another extreme, expertocratic
theories of democracy insist that only a handful of specially trained and
prepared elites should have decisive power over most if not all collective
political decisions, usually on the theory that only such limited access to
power can ensure policies and outcomes that are the most rational and
efficient even in the light of complexity and uncertainty.26 Of course,
most theories fall somewhere in between these two extreme types,
attempting to combine both broad participation and high-quality deci-
sions by experts. For instance, modern aggregative theories, recognizing
both demands for universal suffrage and the scale and complexity of the
modern nation state, tend to occupy a limited range between Dahl’s more
populist ‘polyarchal’ distribution of authority among various govern-
mental organs and associational groups, and Schumpeter’s more exper-
tocratic concentration of basically plenary power in the elite winners of
periodic elections.27

Deliberative theories also have mostly occupied a rather indistinct
middle ground, though one often shading recognizably towards the
expertocratic pole. In the famous section of the Politics in which the first

26 My use of the terms ‘‘populist’’ and ‘‘expertocratic’’ throughout this book can thus be
taken as shorthand for indicating two poles on a continuum measuring the responsive-
ness of governmental institutions and governmental actors, in their day-to-day decisions,
to the inputs of citizens. In particular, my use of ‘‘populist’’ should not be confused with
the ideological position labeled ‘‘populism’’ nor with a conception of direct,
nonrepresentative democracy. Analogously, despite its pejorative ring, I intend
‘‘expertocratic’’ simply to denote one pole of the responsiveness continuum.

27 For a frankly elitist defense of Schumpeter’s expertocratic theory, yoked to a polemic
against any forms of ‘‘idealism’’ in democratic theory – especially the idealizations
contained in deliberative theories – see Richard A. Posner, Law, Pragmatism, and
Democracy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 130–212. For a defense of
populist democracy as best realizable in the form of direct democracy through referenda,
where democracy itself is justified as the best way to aggregate and most effectively fulfill
the desires of the people under the principled constraint of political equality, see Michael
Saward, The Terms of Democracy (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1998), 1–120.
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defense of democracy in terms of its deliberative advantages is found,
Aristotle recommends an institutional division of labor that combines
populism and aristocratic elitism: ‘‘Those with low property assessments
and of whatever age participate in the assembly, and in deliberation and
decision, whereas those with high property assessment are the treasurers
and generals and hold the most important offices.’’28 Contemporary
theories of deliberative democracy likewise attempt to combine a focus on
the quality of decision-making processes characteristic of expertocratic
models with a focus on popular input and participation characteristic of
populist models, without, however, succumbing to the potentially anti-
egalitarian elitism of the former or the potentially ungrounded deci-
sionism of the latter. It has remained, however, somewhat unclear in the
literature exactly what kinds of institutional arrangements could actually
approximately fulfill the twin legitimacy conditions of reasoned delib-
eration and popular participation.29 Throughout, one can find more or
less piecemeal recommendations for various institutional reforms that
might promote wider and higher quality deliberation, recommendations,
for instance, for strengthening the informal associations and organiza-
tions of civil society, for public ownership of mass media, for the diver-
sification and dissemination of public spheres for exchanging opinions
and knowledge, for citizen review boards with oversight powers on reg-
ulatory agencies, for deliberative polls and national deliberation day
holidays, and so on.

At the level of normative theory as well, deliberative democracy has
tended to follow the split between more populist and more expertocratic

28 Aristotle, Politics, trans. Benjamin Jowett (New York: Random House, 1943), Book III,
Chapter 12, 1282a27–32. It should be recalled that right after Aristotle canvases the
argument for the epistemic advantages of deliberation by the many, even over
deliberation by a few who are much greater in intellect and virtue (12881a40–
1281b15), he puts forward a separate argument for democracy as a stability-enhancing
inclusion of the otherwise disgruntled demos: ‘‘There is still a danger in allowing them to
share the great offices of state, for their folly will lead them into error, and their
dishonesty into crime. But there is a danger also in not letting them share, for a state in
which many poor men are excluded from office will necessarily be full of enemies. The
only way of escape is to assign them some deliberative and judicial functions,’’ but no
direct role in the great offices (1281b24–38).

29 This is a judgment becoming more untrue over time because, as Simone Chambers puts
it, ‘‘deliberative democratic theory has moved beyond the ‘theoretical statement’ stage
and into the ‘working theory’ stage,’’ Chambers, ‘‘Deliberative Democratic Theory,’’ 307.
Some of the theoretical issues that institutional design should attend to are addressed in
Ferejohn, ‘‘Instituting Deliberative Democracy.’’ Some significant institutional reform
proposals include Joshua Cohen and Joel Rogers, Associations and Democracy (London:
Verso, 1995); Fishkin, Democracy and Deliberation; Bruce Ackerman and James S. Fishkin,
Deliberation Day (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004); and Ethan J. Leib,
‘‘Towards a Practice of Deliberative Democracy: A Proposal for a Popular Branch,’’
Rutgers Law Journal 33 (2002).
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tendencies found among aggregative theorists. Thus tendencies toward
populism are often found in those theories influenced by more radical
traditions focused on the critique of existing social relations.30 Tenden-
cies toward expertocracy are often evinced in theories influenced by
sociological considerations of modern social and economic complexity
and skepticism about society-wide capacities for public reasoning given
distortions in the public sphere effected by state and corporate actors,
general cognitive deficiencies in risk assessment, deep disagreements
caused by cultural pluralism and ethnic and class-based heterogeneity,
and so on.31 Nevertheless, significant ambiguities persist concerning how
to combine the egalitarian moral ideals fueling populism with the
apparent sociological realism and the desire for high-quality political
decisions that fuel expert elitism.

b. constitutionalism: four central elements

With this rough and provisional analysis of deliberative democracy in
hand, I turn now to explicating four central elements that are part of the
practices and institutions of ‘‘constitutionalism’’: the rule of law, a dis-
tinction between higher (entrenched) law and ordinary law, the estab-
lishment and arrangement of the institutions of government, and, the
provision of individual rights. It should be stressed here that I am not
proposing these four elements as a full account of the necessary and
sufficient conditions of any conception of constitutionalism. Nor is this list
intended to articulate the full panoply of arrangements, institutions, and
legal relations that all actual constitutions may establish or strive to sup-
port. Some conceptions of constitutionalism will insist that certain
essential elements are missing, or that one or more of the elements
explicated here is not really part of constitutionalism. Rather, the point of
the following is simply to point out four analytically distinct elements of
the practice of constitutionalism that form important theoretical touch-
stones for the varying accounts of democratic constitutionalism support-
ing the theories of judicial review encountered in this book.32

30 Barber, Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age; John S. Dryzek, Deliberative
Democracy and Beyond: Liberals, Critics, Contestations (New York: Oxford University Press,
2000); and Mansbridge, Beyond Adversary Democracy.

31 Ackerman, We the People: Foundations; Bohman, Public Deliberation: Pluralism, Complexity,
and Democracy; and Cass R. Sunstein, One Case at a Time: Judicial Minimalism on the Supreme
Court (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999).

32 My four basic elements may be usefully compared to the list of seven necessary and
sufficient features of a constitution proposed by Joseph Raz, ‘‘On the Authority and
Interpretation of Constitutions: Some Preliminaries,’’ in Constitutionalism: Philosophical
Foundations, ed. Larry Alexander (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
Although there is much overlap between the four elements I identify and Raz’s list,
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Of course, this is not merely a descriptive matter of ‘‘simply pointing
out,’’ for which elements of constitutionalism a theory emphasizes is
closely tied to underlying normative conceptions of the legitimacy of state
power and the legitimacy of law.33 Thus, for instance, libertarians and
liberals will often focus on constitutionalism as almost exclusively con-
cerned with the assurance of individual rights against any political pro-
cesses, and so they will, secondarily, also tend to tie the security of these
rights to the higher law character of constitutions as deeply entrenching
inviolable norms or values. Republicans and communitarians, by contrast,
will typically focus on the ways in which constitutionalism should be
grasped as structuring the common political power in a state apparatus
for the purpose of realizing collective goods and common ends. In short,
these elements of constitutionalism are neither merely analytic categories
nor unalloyed descriptions but are, rather, part and parcel of the nor-
mative theories that support (or oppose) constitutionalism.

1. Rule of Law

The concept of the rule of law is perhaps best conceived of as composed
not of one idea but of, rather, a complex of ideas, arising from a long
history of various legal practices and experiences. Although there is,
therefore, a fair amount of controversy about the specific import and role
of the rule of law in political systems and in the structures of society, and
especially about whether or how the rule of law is taken to be applicable in
particular cases, there is nevertheless a fair amount of agreement on

there are three important differences. First, I do not insist, as Raz does, that
constitutionalism need refer to a few canonical written documents: this unnecessarily
excludes some evident constitutional democracies and overemphasizes how much work
texts do, thereby slighting other institutions, practices, and understandings that are
requisite to functioning constitutionalism. On this point, see David A. Strauss,
‘‘Constitutions, Written and Otherwise,’’ Law and Philosophy 19, no. 4 (2000). Second,
Raz’s list does not explicitly contain requirements for the rule of law and the provision of
rights, although both are strongly implied by several of the features he specifies. Third,
Raz includes judicial review as one of the seven necessary features of any constitutional
practice. Doing the same here would, in a strong sense, beg the question at issue in this
book, not to mention rendering, by conceptual fiat, the evident constitutional democratic
practices and structures of many current nation-states no longer ‘‘constitutional.’’

33 Thus, I don’t see how it would be possible to achieve what is claimed in Thomas C. Grey,
‘‘Constitutionalism: An Analytic Framework,’’ in Constitutionalism, ed. J. Roland Pennock
and John W. Chapman, Nomos XX (New York: New York University Press, 1979): the
provision of ‘‘an analytic scheme – a vocabulary for the classification and comparison of
different kinds of constitutions and constitutional practices. It is a pure exercise in
formalism, not purporting to deal with substantive and normative problems’’ (190). A
dubious methodological self-understanding aside, Grey’s analytic scheme provides
important and interesting insights into constitutionalism.

Theories of Constitutional Democracy 85



the basic contours of the concept.34 To begin with, the rule of law is a
normative concept, both setting standards for behavior and employable
in the critical evaluation of particular performances. It requires, in some
form or another, that state actions be controlled by legal rules, or at least
rulelike legal norms and standards, rather than by the indiscriminate and
unpredictable decisions of state officials operating in the absence of
control by any preexisting legal standards.35 This is, at any rate, one way
of spelling out the classical notion of rule according to laws rather than
according to persons: it prohibits arbitrary official action.

Traditionally the values tightly associated with the rule of law include
stability, predictability, and systematic consistency: a good legal system,
qua legal system, is to provide a reliable framework within which indivi-
duals and groups can plan, make decisions, and know their various legal
obligations. But perhaps the most significant value of the rule of law
comes when we remember that law is the medium through which the
incidence of the state’s use of its monopoly on coercive force is both
implemented and controlled. This suggests that one of the central values
of the rule of law is protection from arbitrary state rule.36 This focus on

34 I take it that my judgment here is largely congruent with the more complex and
interesting meta-philosophical points made in Jeremy Waldron, ‘‘Is the Rule of Law an
Essentially Contested Concept (in Florida)?,’’ Law and Philosophy 21 (2002). I am,
however, less convinced than he is that the concept of the rule of law is essentially
contested at the theoretical level. In fact, what’s remarkable is the relative lack of
contestation at the theoretical level, especially for such an abstract, yet practical concept;
see the discussion of the elements of the rule of law below. Perhaps there is an essential
element of contestability when the abstractions are applied in the heat of political contests
to particular concerns, but this seems not a special or distinctive feature of the concept of
the rule of law but, rather, a general phenomenon to be witnessed when abstract practical
concepts are operationalized in everyday social and political life. As Hobbes memorably
puts the point, ‘‘I doubt not, but if it had been a thing contrary to any mans [sic] right of
dominion, or to the interest of men that have dominion, That the three Angles of a Triangle,
should be equall to two Angles of a Square; that doctrine should have been, if not disputed, yet
by the burning of all books of Geometry, suppressed, as farre as he whom it concerned
was able,’’ Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck, Cambridge Texts in the History of
Political Thought (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991), Chapter 11, 74.

35 This notion of official action not subject to the rule of law might well be spelled out in
terms of what Dworkin terms the strong sense of discretion, Dworkin, ‘‘The Model of
Rules.’’

36 In talking about the values that the rule of law is taken to serve, I hope not to take sides in
the debates between natural law theorists such as Fuller and legal positivists such as Raz
concerning whether the rule of law itself is ineluctably normative in a strong sense of
embodying specific substantive moral values, or whether the worth of the rule of law is
merely functional and so parasitic on whatever legally exogenous values or principles the
law is employed to serve. For a clear discussion of this debate framed around a detailed
discussion of the potential values served by Fuller’s eight elements of the rule of law, see
Andrei Marmor, ‘‘The Rule of Law and Its Limits,’’ Law and Philosophy 23, no. 1 (2004).
Marmor argues that the positivistic separation thesis between law and morality
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protection from capricious state action would also go a far distance to
explaining the way in which the rule of law realizes the other standard
values associated with it. It is important for the law to be relatively stable
so that individual subjects can have a fair inkling of what to expect by the
way of sanction from the state with respect to their behavior and choices.
And the same can be said for predictability: it is important not only
because law provides a background structure to our life plans, contacts
with others, and business strategies but also because it would be unfair to
be liable to the state’s power on the basis of unpredictable commands or
the whim of various officials. Finally, the realization of the basic fairness
required by legal stability and predictability would be impossible to
achieve in the face of significant and numerous internal contradictions
between the assortment of legal rules, norms, and standards.

The various elements and practices characteristic of the rule of law, like
the values it is taken to support, are spelled out relatively consistently at a
theoretical level. Lon Fuller provides a canonical formulation of what he
calls the ‘‘internal morality of law’’: laws should be (1) rulelike, (2) publicly
promulgated, (3) prospective rather than retroactive, (4) comprehensible,
(5) systematically noncontradictory, (6) capable of being obeyed, (7)
stable over a relatively long term, and (8) congruent in fact with the actual
behavior of officials.37 Aside from the clear summary of the conditions
themselves, one of Fuller’s crucial insights is that, because the eight

‘‘is consistent with Fuller’s basic insight that the rule of law, properly understood,
promotes certain goods which we have reasons to value regardless of their purely
functional merit’’ (43). A clear defense of Fuller’s moralized conception of the rule of law
against Raz’s objections can be found in Coleen Murphy, ‘‘Lon Fuller and the Moral
Value of the Rule of Law,’’ Law and Philosophy 24, no. 3 (2005). Particularly intriguing is
Murphy’s argument that the rule of law requires a certain kind of reciprocity between
individual subjects and government officials, and that it is precisely this reciprocity that
entails certain forms of public accountability and thus forces unjust government action to
be publicly owned as such: ‘‘The requirements of the rule of law set up conditions that
ensure open and clear governance. When they respect the rule of law, then, government
officials are forced to publicly endorse and implement unjust actions and immoral
policies,’’ 257. Thus, although the rule of law does not itself stop unjust government
action, it forces it out in the open where it is less likely to be tolerated.

37 Fuller, The Morality of Law, 33–94. Another remarkably similar list of the constitutive
elements of the rule of law is presented in Joseph Raz, ‘‘The Rule of Law and Its Virtue,’’
in The Authority of Law: Essays on Law and Morality (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979). More
abstract summaries of the rule of law claim that one needs only two or three principles to
characterize the rule of law. ‘‘First, there must be rules; second, those rules must be
capable of being followed,’’ Jane Radin, ‘‘Reconsidering the Rule of Law,’’ Boston
University Law Review 69 (1989): 785. ‘‘We may say that a legal system satisfies the
requirements of the rule of law if its commands are general, knowable, and performable,’’
William N. Eskridge, Jr. and John Ferejohn, ‘‘Politics, Interpretation, and the Rule of
Law,’’ in The Rule of Law: Nomos XXXVI, ed. Ian Shapiro (New York: New York University
Press, 1994), 265.
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elements may come into conflict with one another when we try collectively
to realize them in actual practice, the extent to which an extant legal
system achieves both the individual elements of the rule of law and the
overall concept of legality in general is a matter of degree. In this sense,
the rule of law is a regulative ideal: setting an internally complex standard
for a legal system that is never fully realizable in actual practice.38 Of
course, the rule of law also may come into conflict with other values or
principles we might want a political system to serve. Thus, considerations
of commutative justice might be only realizable by sacrificing the bans on
retroactive laws and laws unknowable to the citizenry,39 or the desire for
legislative popular sovereignty might lead to a sacrifice of the temporal
stability and internal consistency of the legal code.40

What then is the relationship between the rule of law and con-
stitutionalism? It seems clear that the rule of law is not simply equivalent
to constitutionalism – it would certainly be possible to observe the rule of
law in a society we would not want to consider constitutional in any
modern sense. Nevertheless, the former concept is often doing the real
work behind negative criticisms of certain laws, official actions, and legal
decisions as ‘‘unconstitutional.’’ And insofar as constitutions are con-
sidered binding law, they will need to live up to the ‘‘internal morality’’ of
legality. It is important analytically, then, not to build too much norma-
tive content into the notion of the rule of law, for instance by inflating it
into the defense of individual private autonomy rights or, more fulsomely
yet, into the whole of the criteria governing the legitimacy of a democratic
constitutional state.41 Even if a constitution is conceived of exclusively on
the model of the fundamental law of society, and so should instantiate
certain formal demands for legality, the demands of the rule of law should
not be confused with demands for the legal realization of various other
political ideals and principles.42

38 ‘‘The utopia of legality cannot be viewed as a situation in which each desideratum of the
law’s special morality is realized to perfection,’’ Fuller, The Morality of Law, 45.

39 The problem is memorably illustrated in Fuller’s parable of the jurisprudential problem
of the grudge informer: Ibid., 245–53.

40 These and like scenarios seem to be behind the frequent stylizations of an ineliminable
antithesis between democracy and constitutionalism. I return to this problem in
Section C.

41 Rosenfeld, for instance, after distinguishing thin and thick senses of the rule of law,
argues that the rule of law alone – even in its various thick senses as embodied in
American, British, French, and German traditions and practices of legality – is insufficient
for legitimating constitutional democracies under modern conditions of social complexity
and value pluralism: Michel Rosenfeld, ‘‘The Rule of Law and the Legitimacy of
Constitutional Democracy,’’ Southern California Law Review 74, no. 5 (2001).

42 Castiglione claims that, on the liberal or libertarian conceptions of constitutionalism, ‘‘the
real constitution of a society is considered to be neither the complex of its institutions nor
the document establishing the form of the state and the structure of governance, but the
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2 . Highe r vs. Ordina ry Law, Entren chment

Eve n if we were to focus exc lusively on the legal character of a co nstitu-
tion, the rule of law alone would be insuf ficient to capture another cent ral
featur e of co nstitutional ism. For the re is a crucial sen se in whic h,
acc ording to the co nstitutional conce ption, cer tain legal structures , pro-
cedu res, and institu tions need to be more entrench ed – more protected
fro m easy chang e – than othe rs within the legal system. In this sense, a
cons titution is (to use two antitheti cal metap hors) fun damental or high er
law with resp ect to ordinary law . This notion des cends intel lectually fr om
the natu ral law tr adition , wher e relig iously revealed and the ologically
groun ded law is under stood as cont rolling the legiti macy of any laws
decla red or made by hum ans. 43 But, as a few centuries of co nstitutio nal
expe rience hav e now made clear, the distin ction betwe en fundame ntal
cons titution al law and ordinary law is easily detachabl e fro m its historical
roots . Th is is si mply to say that a sys tem of positive law can ea sily employ a
distin ction between fundame ntal and ordinar y laws, whereby the forme r
are consti tutive of proced ures for the valid enact ment of the latt er,
with out at the same time relying on an extralegal and ex tramun dane
sour ce of normativ e stan dards or principles controllin g the pos itive
fun damental law. Whethe r this is a good thing , of co urse, is an entirely
diffe rent qu estion.

As I’ve alread y indicat ed, the notion of ent renchmen t is cru cial to the
high er/or dinary law distinc tion, and to the effect ive functio ning of a
cons titution al system. There are any num ber of qu estions e ntrenchme nt
raises , none of which I can answ er here. First: how ent renched must
prov isions be in order to co unt as co nstitutional ? Poss ible answ ers range
fro m just barely more difficult to change than ordi nary law , to impos sible
to chang e with in the ex tant legal framewor k. 44 Th e ac tual degree of

legal system itself, whose central substantive concerns are the defence of traditional civil
rights,’’ Dario Castiglione, ‘‘The Political Theory of the Constitution,’’ Political Studies
XLIV (1996): 433.

43 For an influential intellectual history of the natural law antecedents to the constitutional
thought regnant at the time of the drafting and ratification of the United States
Constitution, see Edward S. Corwin, The ‘‘Higher Law’’ Background of American
Constitutional Law (Binghamton, NY: Cornell University Press, 1955 [1928]).

44 In general I will employ the term ‘‘entrenchment’’ to refer to constitutional provisions that
fall somewhere on this scale. Sometimes the word entrenchment is reserved for provisions
that are impossible to change within the current constitutional regime – I prefer to reserve
words such as ‘‘unchangeable’’ for the latter provisions. Examples are found in many
constitutions. For example, the German Basic Law prohibits amendment with respect to
the federalist division into Länder, the principles of legislative participation, and the
principles underwriting the fundamental individual rights guaranteed in Articles 1

through 20 (see Article 79, Section 3 ). Less often noticed in debates about entrenchment in
the United States is the fact that two provisions of the American constitution are explicitly
excluded from control by the elaborate, supermajoritarian amendment procedures
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entrenchment can often be detected by looking, in formal written con-
stitutions at least, at any specified amendment procedures (though this
may not be a sufficient guide even with written constitutions). Judgments
concerning the proper degree of entrenchment obviously depend not
only on the various normative views one has of constitutionalism and its
relation to other political principles and practices but also on a host of
contextual specificities.45

Second: how is entrenchment to be secured? Answers to this question
open up a set of crucial questions concerning the different conceptions of
constitutionalism invoked. On one end of the continuum are theories
such as Dicey’s account of the British constitution as the sedimented
results of particularistic judicial decisions and political practices. The idea
here is that the ‘‘constitution’’ of a country is largely a nonformalized
assemblage of legal and political habits and customs, composed of various
conventional legal and juridical practices, accepted and long-established
manners of structuring political institutions, diverse ordinary laws
establishing procedural rules for the enactment and incidence of other
laws, and so forth.46 At the other end of the continuum are theories that

contained in Article V, subject rather to a unanimous consent standard. These two
provisions are thus virtually unchangeable: the allocation of exactly two Senators to each
state (Article V: ‘‘No State, without its Consent, shall be deprived of its equal suffrage in the
Senate’’), and, the Constitution’s protection of the slave trade for twenty years after
original ratification.

45 For some of the issues relevant in the United States context, see the essays collected in
Sanford Levinson, ed., Responding to Imperfection: The Theory and Practice of Constitutional
Amendment (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995). Against skepticism about
the possibility of theoretical generalizations in this area, see Donald S. Lutz, ‘‘Toward a
Theory of Constitutional Amendment,’’ in Responding to Imperfection: The Theory and
Practice of Constitutional Amendment, ed. Sanford Levinson (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1995). Lutz provides a fascinating attempt to systematically formulate
and test a set of empirical propositions about constitutional obduracy and amendment by
working up available American and cross-national comparative data.

46 At points, Dicey overemphasizes judge-made common law as the sole source of the British
constitution: ‘‘such principles, moreover, as you can discover in the English constitution
are, like all maxims established by judicial legislation, mere generalizations drawn either
from the decisions or dicta of judges, or from statutes which, being passed to meet special
grievances, bear a close resemblance to judicial decisions, and are in effect judgments
pronounced by the High Court of Parliament.’’ Dicey, An Introduction to the Study of the
Law of the Constitution, 197. But perhaps these are moments of rhetorical excess in the
service of his deeper argument that the British constitution is not the source of ordinary
law, but rather the consequence of the long-term use – by many political actors and
organs – of ordinary law. And even if Dicey’s common-law view of constitutional rights was
accurate at one point in time, it is no longer adequate for grasping the structure of rights
in the United Kingdom today, given the various human rights statutes and treaties
enacted and endorsed by Parliament that have a higher-law status with respect to
ordinary statutory law. For an overview, see Vernon Bogdanor, ‘‘Constitutional Reform in
Britain: The Quiet Revolution,’’ Annual Review of Political Science 8, no. 1 (2005).
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focus exclusively on, and require, the canonical legal formulations found
in a constitution written and enacted in order to function as fundamental
law. Fundamental law in such a conception of constitutionalism can only
be changed through the formal amendment procedures specified in the
canonical constitutional text. Here, then, the entrenchment of higher
law is secured only through those purely legal means provided in the
constitutional code.47

Stylizing, we might call the first model of entrenchment the common
law model and the second the civil code model. This stylization should
not obscure the fact, however, that much of the actual effectiveness of
constitutional entrenchment – on both models – depends not on strictly
legal provisions and juridical pronouncements, but on the well-established
practices and institutions that structure the state and the use of political
power generally. The U.S. constitutional regime, for example, might be
thought of as a mix of the civil-law and common-law models of
entrenchment, as it contains both formal amendment procedures that
have been periodically exercised, and methods of judicial amendment
exercised through the power of reviewing legislative and executive
actions for constitutionality.48 Nevertheless, these two modes of
‘‘amendment’’ should not cause us to overlook the fact that significant
features of the political structure are deeply entrenched, yet not the result
of either ‘‘amendment’’ modality. For example, the two-party political
system, the way in which electoral college electors are bound to candi-
dates, various features of the split between military and civilian govern-
ance, the legislative initiative power of the president, and the fact that
every individual state has ‘‘a republican form of government’’ are all
entrenched features of the United States constitutional regime, yet they
are not the result of strictly legal modes of entrenchment, that is, of either

47 Although this idealized model of higher law entrenchment through pure legality is
probably impossible to realize in practice – at the very least because laws only have their
incidence through their use by officials – Dicey’s richer model is at least descriptively
much more accurate. There is then a real asymmetry between the empirical relevance of
two poles of the continuum with respect to actual constitutional regimes.

48 The hybridity of the U.S. constitutional regime is captured nicely by Strauss,
‘‘Constitutions, Written and Otherwise,’’ 458: a dominant American ‘‘conception of
constitutionalism . . . [as] a practice based on a document that provides widely accepted
resolutions of otherwise controversial issues – can now be seen as only part of the story,
and probably not the most significant part. In practice, constitutionalism involves resort
to principles that are only tenuously connected to the written document, that are the
product of an evolutionary process rather than a discrete decision, and that do not
provide widely accepted resolutions but simply provide a way to decide for now an issue
that will remain controversial.’’ It’s worth noting, however, that Straus’s conception is still
quite judge-centered, ignoring nonjuridical sources of constitutionally entrenched
arrangements.
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the amendment process or of judicial review.49 As political scientists
employing the methods of ‘‘new historical institutionalism’’ repeatedly
point out, ‘‘ultimately, neither the text nor judicial logic determines the
social meaning of the fundamental law. Instead, it is institutional practice
and its interpretation by people who matter.’’50

Third, who has the power to entrench constitutional arrangements?
In the context of a democratic constitution, the legitimate authority for
the original enactment of a constitution and its subsequent amendment
is thought to be found in the power of the people as a whole. Thus,
entrenchment can be thought of here as a way for the constituent legis-
lative power of the people to control the ordinary legislative power that
the people delegate to governmental officials.51 According to this
democratic version of constitutionalism, the higher law of the constitu-
tion is conceived of as the product of free and equal citizens structuring
their legal and political interrelations in such a way that they do not
need to continuously exercise their collective authority for self-legislation
but can delegate such ordinary legislative processes to their representa-
tives. The representatives are then controlled both by the constitutional

49 The first three features are pointed out in Grey, ‘‘Constitutionalism: An Analytic
Framework,’’ 192; Grey, however, conflates the source of constitutional arrangements
with the degree to which they are entrenched, claiming that the ‘‘extralegal norms’’
informing the constitutional regime in this case are more subject to change simply
because they are extralegal; Dicey’s more political scientific acuity would have helped
here. The legislative initiative powers of the American president, and many other
entrenched features are discussed in Dahl, How Democratic Is the American Constitution?
Robert F. Nagel, ‘‘Interpretation and Importance in Constitutional Law: A Re-Assessment
of Judicial Restraint,’’ in Liberal Democracy, ed. J. Roland Pennock and John W. Chapman,
Nomos XXV (New York: New York University Press, 1983), discusses insightfully the way
that the constitutional requirement for a republican governmental form is a binding
practice, but nevertheless not binding in the way in which those formal legal rules that
lawyers and judges prefer are binding.

50 John Brigham, ‘‘The Constitution of the Supreme Court,’’ in The Supreme Court in
American Politics: New Institutionalist Interpretations, ed. Howard Gillman and Cornell
Clayton (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1999), 26. For such ‘‘new institutionalist’’
approaches to the relationships between courts and politics in the United States context,
see the papers in the former volume, as well as its companion: Cornell Clayton and
Howard Gillman, eds., Supreme Court Decision-Making: New Institutionalist Approaches
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999).

51 The distinction between the constituent and ordinary legislative powers goes back at least
to Locke: ‘‘The Legislative cannot transfer the Power of Making Laws to any other hands. For
it being but a delegated Power from the People, they who have it, cannot pass it over to
others. The People alone can appoint the Form of the Commonwealth, which is by
Constituting the Legislative, and appointing in whose hands that shall be,’’ John Locke,
‘‘The Second Treatise of Government,’’ in Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), section 141, page 362. It has been
influentially articulated and defended under the label of the ‘‘dualist’’ theory of
democracy in Ackerman, We the People: Foundations.
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prov isions establis hed by the people in the use of their consti tuent
pow er, and by var ious for mal and infor mal mecha nisms (e.g., elections,
publi c opin ion, degrees of obedien ce, etc.) that maintai n control over
the ordi nary legisla tive power exer cised by the ir represe ntatives. 52 Of
cou rse, this official and ideal ized account of the peopl e as the agents of
ent renchmen t fails to take account of the co mplexity of mech anisms
avai lable for cons titution al devel opm ent, prominen t among which
ma y be the initiative of a supr eme judic iary that is not directly
acc ountable throug h elect ion. One of the cent ral probl ems of this book
ma y then be restated not as an institu tional des ign is sue – what are the
prop er power s of the various organ s of a deli berative co nstitutio nal
dem ocracy? – but, rather , as a questio n of entrench ment – who has the
legiti mate autho rity in such a poli tical regime to entrench c onstitutio nal
prov isions?

Th e most telling qu estion with resp ect to the high er law/ordin ary law
distin ction for the purposes of a nor mative theo ry of co nstitutio nalism is:
wh y should any type of law be e ntrenched in co mparison with othe r types ;

52 The distinction between constituent and ordinary legislative powers should not be taken
to imply a strictly dichotomous dualism of constitutional law and ordinary law. For there
is no necessity for having only two hierarchically arranged levels of law, and in fact more
levels are usually present in contemporary legal systems. Particularly important here – as
emphasized in Martin Shapiro and Alec Stone Sweet, On Law, Politics, and Judicialization
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 136–42 – are sources of individual legal
rights that function as higher law with respect to ordinary statutes but are not, strictly
speaking, part of constitutional law. That is, they are neither explicit provisions of a
written constitution nor adjudicative elaborations of such that operate effectively as
constitutional law. In Europe, but also in the United States, such sources include statutes
passed through normal legislative channels that nevertheless have controlling force over
other ordinary statutes. For example, civil rights acts and administrative procedures acts
may function as quasi-higher law in being a ground for judicial review of government
actions. The European Convention of Human Rights is also an important source of rights
with a higher-law status: although not invokable by individual citizens (because it is an
international treaty between states), it nevertheless obliges nation-states to conform their
statutes with its provisions. In the United Kingdom, courts have taken on a relatively
active role in the ‘‘principled construction’’ of parliamentary statutes, and this traditional
common-law source of statute-controlling rights has recently been supplemented by a
parliamentary act ensuring human rights. As Shapiro and Sweet emphasize, attention to
these intermediary forms of higher law is absolutely essential for comparative political
scientists who wish to study the so-called constitutionalization of politics. Looking only at
the work-product of European constitutional courts is insufficient if regular appellate and
administrative courts are also involved in the application and interpretation of
intermediary higher law. In the United States, by contrast, where the same federal
appellate courts have authority to interpret both the constitution and ordinary statues,
there is not as great a danger of loosing sight of such quasi-constitutional law. Some of the
questions raised by the differences between the American and European modes of
institutionalizing constitutional review are addressed in Chapter 8 .
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why have high er law at all? 53 I ca n only list some of the pos sible answ ers
here. Th eories that stress rule of law values such as stability , predictab ility,
and consisten cy will see entrench ment ma inly as a way of bringing a
mea sure of hier archical order to the comp lex system of individual laws
and legal nor ms.54 Also orien ted to the fun ctional values associ ated with
legal ity are those conce ptions that stress the so-calle d settlemen t fun ction
of co nstitutio nal law. Given both a polity ’s desire to solve cer tain social
coo rdinat ion problems and the fact that the mem bers of the polity will
often disag ree about the proper natu re and requireme nts of proposed
solut ions, a consti tution plays the role of settling c ertain fun damental
featur es of gover nment. The benefits of such settl ement are taken to be
supe rior to an anarch ic lack of settlement, even thou gh the cont ent of the
agreed -on settlemen t may be subop timal from the point of view of the
distin ct poli tical m oralities of the member s.55 Theories more attune d to
the natu ral and rational law tradition s will stress those substantiv e values
the y be lieve can be secured against the winds of politi cal c hange only by
deepl y ent renching their guaran tees in a body of co ntrolling fun damental
law .56 Lib ertarian s worried about the excesse s of any ex ercise of state

53 This normative question should be distinguished from the empirical question: what in
fact explains why entrenched constitutions have been enacted or rejected? This latter
question is the focus of political-scientific studies of constitutionalism; the usual claim
here is that constitutions can be modeled as the outcome of bargaining and influence
jockeying among a society’s political elites and major interest groups, each looking to
secure their own interests while hedging against future uncertainty promised by the
vagaries of ordinary political processes: Tom Ginsburg, Judicial Review in New Democracies:
Constitutional Courts in Asian Cases (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Hirschl,
Towards Juristocracy. Of course, the results of such empirical research can be used as the
basis of normative critique: for instance of the inherent elitism of constitutional discourse,
and the way in which focus on its technical problems distracts the populace from truly
important political questions such as fundamental justice, equality, and a fair distribution
of resources.

54 Se e , f o r in st a nc e §§ 27– 31 o f Ke l s en , I nt ro d u c ti o n to t he P ro bl em s o f L eg a l Th eo ry , 55– 75.
Ke l se n e x p l ic it ly t ie s to g e th er a nu mb e r of fe a t ur es i n h is c o nc ep ti on o f a co n st it ut io n :
th e hi e r a r ch y o f l eg a l n o rm s ( a sy st e ma ti c se t o f h ig h er l a w /l o w er l a w d is ti nc t io ns ) , th e
ov e r a l l un it y o f a l e ga l sy st e m, e x p l ic it en t r en ch me nt o f h ig he r l a w ( a t l e a st mi n im a l l y
mo r e d if fi c ul t t o ch a n ge th a n l o w er l a w ) , a n d a de fi n it io n o f t he co n st it ut io n a s t h e
constitutive higher law for all lower law in the system. Even though for Kelsen, then, a
constitution brings a measure of certainty to a legal system, there are inevitable
indeterminacies in any system of law (see §§ 32–42, pages 77–89), implying that no legal
system – as a system of general norms – is fully determinative and decisive in its
concrete applications.

55 Larry Alexander, ‘‘Introduction,’’ in Constitutionalism: Philosophical Foundations, ed. Larry
Alexander (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), and Larry Alexander, ‘‘The
Constitution as Law,’’ Constitutional Commentary 6 (1989).

56 Bickel’s and Choper’s theories clearly subscribe to such a view. Dworkin’s theory,
discussed in Chapter 4 , is a prominent representative: Dworkin, ‘‘Constitutionalism and
Democracy.’’
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pow er – as threatenin g both ind ividual liber ty and the eco nomic benefits
taken to follow inel uctabl y from such liberty – might look to ent rench-
men t as one way of limi ting the powe r of the state. 57 Th ose orien ted to
dem ocrat ic values m ay see entrench ment as a way of protec ting against
wel l-known def ects of direct dem ocracy and forms of majoritar ian
aggrega tion in the for mulation of ordinary law .58 Alon g similar lines,
some dem ocrats might see co nstitutional ent renchmen t as a way for the
peopl e to co llective ly precom mit the mselves to cer tain decisions even in
the face of future irrati onality when decid ing upon ordi nary laws: ‘‘ A
cons titution is Peter sober wh ile the electorat e is Peter drunk.’’ 59 Fina lly,
some committed to dem ocracy might see constituti onal ent renchmen t as
a way of securing the nece ssary condi tions for legitima te dem ocratic
decisio ns concerni ng both ord inary law and high er law itself. 60

3. Political Structura tion

Alth ough the rule of law may be understood as a requ ireme nt of legal
cons titution s, and ent renchmen t might be cons idered the featur e that
distin guishes cons titution al from othe r legal systems , focus on the spe-
cifical ly legal character of cons titution alism shou ld not beco me one- sided.
For this woul d obscure a third cent ral elem ent: a cons titution is also the
organ ization of state institu tions, and the structuri ng of the ways in which
the y can and ca nnot use the vari ous for ms of pow er available to the m.61

57 Canonical here is the polemical Friedrich A. Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1960). A balanced, historically based view of constitution-
alism as a practice of limiting government power – specifically through the establishment
of multiple centers of countervailing political power – is presented in Scott Gordon,
Controlling the State: Constitutionalism from Ancient Athens to Today (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1999).

58 This is essentially Dahl’s view.
59 Stephen Holmes, Passions and Constraint: On the Theory of Liberal Democracy (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 1995), 135. See also the discussion of Samuel Freeman’s
theory in Chapter 5.

60 As I explain in Chapter 7 , this is essentially Habermas’s conception, and the one I
endorse as ‘‘deliberative democratic constitutionalism.’’ Nino, The Constitution of
Deliberative Democracy seems to fit this basic pattern, as he sees actual adherence to a set
of entrenched constitutional practices as a prerequisite for deliberative democracy. A
significant difference is that, rather than conceiving of political equality and democratic
deliberation as procedural requirements for the justification of only politically binding
norms as Habermas does, for Nino democracy is essentially instrumentally justified as the
only way of achieving objective knowledge about the correct formulation of political and
moral norms.

61 In many research domains, and from many different scholarly traditions, there is now a
minor flood of work insisting that legalistic conceptions of constitutionalism are overly
narrow and one-sided. As a quite partial list, the following is merely indicative: Andrew
Arato, Civil Society, Constitution, and Legitimacy (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000);
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This element of constitutionalism draws on the classical descriptive sense
of constitution first clearly articulated in Aristotle’s Politics,62 and artfully
updated in Dicey’s account of the unwritten constitution of the United
Kingdom:63 that is, the ‘‘constitution’’ of a society refers to the basic
arrangement of institutions for the formation and use of political power,
and may also, more expansively refer to the arrangement of other major
social institutions (economy, family, religion, etc.) and their interrelations
with the political system.

Consider a conception that is now developing in political science and
political theory, at least where constitutions are not dismissed out of hand
‘‘as idealistic and, as a consequence, insignificant . . . as formal legal fra-
meworks bearing little or no relation to the real workings of the political
system.’’64 Taking seriously ‘‘the political significance of constitutions,’’
such newer research stresses both ‘‘how politics requires certain normative
and social preconditions that constitutions strive, with varying degrees of
success, to embody,’’ and ‘‘how constitutions in their turn employ the
resources of politics both to establish and sustain themselves.’’65 The
central analytic lens used here is a focus on constitutions as achieving

Sotirios A. Barber and Robert P. George, eds., Constitutional Politics: Essays on Constitution
Making, Maintenance, and Change (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001);
Bellamy, ‘‘The Political Form of the Constitution: The Separation of Powers, Rights and
Representative Government’’, Castiglione, ‘‘The Political Theory of the Constitution’’,
Simone Chambers, ‘‘Democracy, Popular Sovereignty, and Constitutional Legitimacy,’’
Constellations 11, no. 2 (2004); John Ferejohn, Jack N. Rakove, and Jonathan Riley,
‘‘Editors’ Introduction,’’ in Constitutional Culture and Democratic Rule, ed. John Ferejohn,
Jack N. Rakove, and Jonathan Riley (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001); John
E. Finn, ‘‘The Civic Constitution: Some Preliminaries,’’ in Constitutional Politics: Essays on
Constitution Making, Maintenance, and Change, ed. Sotirios A. Barber and Robert P. George
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001); Stephen M. Griffin, American
Constitutionalism: From Theory to Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1996), Kramer, The People Themselves; Rosenfeld, ‘‘The Rule of Law and the Legitimacy
of Constitutional Democracy’’, George Thomas, ‘‘Recovering the Political Constitution:
The Madisonian Vision,’’ The Review of Politics 66, no. 2 (2004); Tushnet, Taking the
Constitution Away from the Courts, Neil Walker, ‘‘The Idea of Constitutional Pluralism,’’ The
Modern Law Review 65, no. 3 (2002); Keith E. Whittington, Constitutional Construction:
Divided Powers and Constitutional Meaning (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1999).

62 ‘‘A constitution is the arrangement of magistracies in a city-state, especially of the highest
of all. The government is everywhere sovereign in the city-state, and the constitution is in
fact the government,’’ Aristotle, Politics, III.6, 1278b10.

63 ‘‘Constitutional law, as the term is used in England, appears to include all rules which
directly or indirectly affect the distribution or the exercise of the sovereign power in the
state,’’ Dicey, An Introduction to the Study of the Law of the Constitution, 23.

64 Richard Bellamy and Dario Castiglione, ‘‘Introduction: Constitutions and Politics,’’
Political Studies XLIV (1996): 413.

65 Ibid.: 413–14.
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various forms of political structuration. Castiglione clearly formulates this
political and institutional understanding of constitutionalism:

In very broad terms, a constitution constitutes a political entity, establishes its
fundamental structure, and defines the limits within which power can be exercised
politically. . . .Constituting a polity is the act of giving origin to a political entity
and sanctioning its nature and primary ends. . . .A constitution . . . gives form to
the institutions and procedures of governance . . . of a political community.66

Of course, at least in modern practices of formalized constitutionalism,
this structuring of political power is deliberately achieved through legal
means. So the issue is not whether we must pay attention either to law or to
political structures; rather, we must attend to both simultaneously, and in
ways that can illuminate their intertwining. Thus, although constitutional
law constitutes and thereby structures the exercise of political power,
political processes at the same time are often responsible for major
transformations in constitutional structure, import, and application.67

Aside from insisting on the element of political structuration for rea-
sons of descriptive adequacy, this element is the centerpiece of normative
theories of politics. After all, we are concerned to support, enact, and
promote good constitutions, and in the mainstream of political theory this
has meant some significant attention both to criteria of political legiti-
macy or value, and to institutional design proposals informed by such
criteria. The evaluative question ‘‘why constitutionally structure power?’’
is relatively easy to answer at a general level. Given that a collectivity looks
to solve certain collective action problems through political power, the
basic values of good government are the effective realization of collec-
tively shared political goals, and the efficient use of collective resources to
that end. Any decent governmental form also will need to secure a more
or less minimal series of prerequisites in order to achieve that: requisite
levels of internal social peace, freedom from external force, govern-
mental stability, the rule of law, and so on. But the constitutionalization of
political power is aimed particularly at resisting pathologies of govern-
ance structures well known from historical experience that arise from the
state’s access to coercive means. Constitutionalism, in explicitly allocating
various types of political authority to different offices and diversely
organized formal and informal political institutions, seeks to prevent
predictable abuses of power: for instance, tyranny, oppression, official
self-dealing, other forms of corruption, abuse of the powerless, regressive
or discriminatory distributions of the benefits of government, and so on.

66 Castiglione, ‘‘The Political Theory of the Constitution,’’ 421–22.
67 Particularly good on this interconnection is Whittington, Constitutional Construction:

Divided Powers and Constitutional Meaning.
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Beyond these kinds of values that might be applicable to all govern-
ment forms, and for which constitutionalism may promise a solution,
particular constitutions also may seek to incorporate other substantive
ideals and principles specific to one or other political concepts: liberty,
equality, fraternity, justice, rights, democracy, economic growth, and so
on. In other words, the explanation for the value of political structuration
will then depend on the particular conception of political morality
employed in the theory. The difficult questions here, then, are what are
the proper principles of political legitimacy or value, and, how can
institutional arrangements be designed to fulfill or foster those princi-
ples? Without these specific commitments, it is difficult to say further why
practices of constitutionalism, and particular institutional designs, should
or should not be recommended.

I would like to add one note here, however. Many analyses take the
political structuration element of constitutionalism to be essentially about
limits placed on government power, effected either through substantive
restrictions on the scope and content of laws and official actions, or,
through the separation or devolution of government powers.68 Surely
both kinds of techniques are prominent features of many actual con-
stitutions. But neither the mechanisms employed for limiting power nor
the notion of limits itself should be mistaken for constitutional political
structuration. This is simply because a constitution first and foremost
constitutes political power – and not just in an etymological sense. It may
be constituted in a certain way such that there are in fact structural, legal,
political, and other informal limits to that power, but the power is first
constituted as political power through a constitution itself. A government
is empowered by a constitution; without the positive constitution of
political power, and its allocation in and authorization of various insti-
tutions and offices in the first place, there would be no power to con-
strain.69 In addition to this conceptual point, a focus on limits alone

68 ‘‘Briefly, I take ‘constitutionalism’ to denote that the coercive power of the state is
constrained,’’ Gordon, Controlling the State: Constitutionalism from Ancient Athens to Today, 5.

69 The priority of constituting to limiting I am indicating here is conceptual. Obviously, it is
not true diachronically. In fact, most constitutions were forged and imposed on more or
less recalcitrant extant governments, often specifically with the aim of limiting previously
witnessed abuses. Those unconvinced by my conceptual considerations might be more
convinced by empirical and mathematical work that seems to point the same way. ‘‘We
think it important to stress that a constitution serves as much to create and empower
governmental institutions as to place limits on the actions of governmental officials.
Indeed, modern work in game theory and economics suggests that by placing limits on
official action, a constitution can actually increase, not diminish the capacities and powers
of governmental agencies. By restricting the ability of officials to renege on agreements, a
constitution may permit government to make credible commitments to repay its debts, to
maintain a stable money supply, and to make credible threats of retaliation,’’ Ferejohn,
Rakove, and Riley, ‘‘Editors’ Introduction,’’ 24–5.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review98



seems to me to overload the concept of political structuration with a
specific normative account of governance and with an inchoate but
nevertheless overly particular set of prudential judgments about the
tendencies of government. To put it simply, talk of constitutions as
essentially limiting usually relies surreptitiously on a context-specific
pessimism about political power and a quasi-anarchist suspicion of the
legitimacy of government tout court.

3. Rights: Private vs. Public Autonomy

The fourth central element of constitutionalism is the entrenched
guarantee of fundamental rights. I say fundamental here to distinguish
the rights important to constitutionalists from the garden-variety rights
that are attendant on any and all cognizable legal claims where duties
are imposed on certain parties. In contrast, fundamental rights are
guaranteed to all citizens (and often to all subjects) of a political regime,
independently of any particular legal relationship entered into by the
rights-bearer, and function, in general, as pre-eminent legal entitle-
ments with respect to other types of legal rights.70 Thus, simply by
virtue of membership in a politically defined group (as citizens, subjects,
etc.), persons are entitled to have their fundamental rights protected
against infringements both by other persons (including fictive legal
persons like associations and corporations) and by the state itself. These
rights are then preeminent with respect to other legal claims, and with
respect to other social and political goals whose means of achievement
might violate those rights.71

I’ve no ambition to survey the variety of theories of rights here; they
are both well known and too diverse. It will help in the discussion of
theories of judicial review, however, to recall two different sets of contrasts
with respect to rights: the first concerning their justification and status,
the second concerning the different kinds of rights. There are at least two
quite divergent ways of conceiving of how those rights that are to be
constitutionally secured should be justified, and so what their status is: the

70 Whether and what kinds of priority relations obtain when two different fundamental
rights come into conflict is a complex question addressed diversely by different
theoretical accounts of fundamental rights.

71 I mean with this notion of preeminence to indicate, in a theoretically noncommittal way,
the Kantian idea that fundamental rights claims have a categorical normative force that,
in cases of conflict, is superior to the mere hypothetical normative force of claims for the
realization of values, goods, and benefits. This notion is captured in Dworkin’s phrase
‘‘rights as trumps,’’ Ronald Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1978). What I am here calling preeminence should not, however, be
confused with the notion that a right is absolute, according to which no other claims or
reasons of any kind could ever outweigh or otherwise supersede the absolute right.
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moral -objecti vist versus the pol itical-conv entiona list concept ions. On the
moral conce ption, rights are owed to pers ons simp ly as pers ons (or as
memb ers of an even broad er class of rationa l willers, purposi ve age nts,
sen tient cre atures, etc.). Justified rights claims are then thought of as
independent of the existence or effectiveness of any positive legal or
political system. Hence this conception of rights might be called objecti-
vistic: rights ‘‘exist’’ or ‘‘are true’’ independent of any artificially con-
structed form of social order and any extant legal or political system. They
are justified in terms of pure moral reasons concerning what persons owe
to each other, and so are objectively valid in the sense that they do not
logically require any political or legal recognition.72

Th e political- constru ctivist co nception of rights is often mo tivated by a
suspi cion abou t the strong metaph ysical assumptio ns und erpinnin g
moral -objecti vist account s. Ta king the legal mode l of gard en-variety
righ ts as parad igmatic , this conce ption assume s that there ca n be no
fun damental rights outside of the ir posit ive reco gnition by some legal-
poli tical system, just as the re can be no ordinary rights in the absence of
an establ ished regime of law that co uld both cog nize and give the m actual
effect . Rights , of whatev er sor t, are the n conventi ons specific to extant
legal and political systems . Sta rting fro m a ske ptical ontol ogical argume nt
the n, such concept ions usually seek the justification of fun damental rights
in terms of the normati ve requireme nts of politica l and legal conso cia-
tion. 73 Constitut ional righ ts then secur e the necessar y conditio ns for
legiti mate for ms of legal society and poli tical coo peration .74

72 The modern natural law tradition furnishes the paradigm here, one made vivid by the
thought experiment of the state of nature: if moral rights are justifiable in the state of
nature, that is, in the absence of any overarching political authority with coercive power,
then such prepolitical rights can said to be objectively valid and binding. An obvious
example is the account of the state of nature in Chapter 2 of Locke, ‘‘The Second Treatise
of Government.’’

73 The modern social contract tradition again provides a clear exemplar in Hobbes’s
accounts of the state of nature and the status and justification of rights in Chapters 13 and
14 of Hobbes, Leviathan.

74 Although the moral-objectivist conception is often associated with substantialist defenses
of judicial review underwriting recommendations for its strong use to secure fundamental
rights, and the political-constructivist conception is often associated with proceduralist
accounts of judicial review underwriting recommendations for its limited use to secure the
preconditions of politics, the automatic association should be resisted. The distinctions do
appear to work well with respect to Bickel’s and Choper’s accounts in contrast to Ely’s and
Dahl’s. Nevertheless, contemporary justifications for fundamental rights have become
increasingly dubious of relying on moral realist presuppositions and so have adopted
increasingly constructivist argumentative strategies. They need not thereby surrender the
strong cognitivism of their justificatory claims, nor the claims that constitutionally-
secured rights are ultimately grounded in prepolitical, prelegal moral rights. Con-
gruently, substantialist defenses of judicial review need not conceive of rights
objectivistically.
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If we turn now to the different types of rights that might be guaranteed
by a constitution, there are at least two main classes whose distinction has
already played a role in the discussions of Chapter 2: individual rights
that secure a domain of self-directed action free from the interference of
others (including the government), versus individual rights that secure
the equal opportunity to exercise the powers of citizenship through
political participation. Whether stylized as the liberties of the moderns
versus those of the ancients,75 or as rights to private autonomy versus
those to public autonomy,76 the distinction is crucial with respect to
theories of judicial review that are attuned to the values of democracy. For
it seems relatively clear that, as Ely and Dahl argue, the apparent conflict
between democratic accountability and strong judicial review of legisla-
tion is at least lessened (if not fully resolved) in those cases in which the
rights enforced by an unaccountable judiciary are those procedurally
required for accurate and legitimate processes of legislation in the first
place, as opposed to cases in which the rights enforced are private liberty
guarantees whose justification and conception is taken as exogenous to
democratic political processes.

On either of the justificatory conceptions of rights, and including
both private and public autonomy rights, it is relatively easy to answer
the question ‘‘why constitutionalize rights?’’ Here the crucial notion is
that insofar as fundamental rights are unqualifiedly owed to a polity’s
subjects – either qua moral rights bearers or qua members of the
political community – they are well suited to be higher law, that is, to
being entrenched for the relatively long-term, difficult-to-change
through ordinary legislative processes, and so more or less secure
against temporary coalitions and pluralities. Fundamental rights prop-
erly belong to fundamental law.

It is important at this point not to overemphasize the element of rights
to the exclusion of the other elements of constitutionalism, especially of
political structuration. There is a temptation in much liberal scholarship
to conceive of constitutionalism only in terms of the protection of funda-
mental rights, effectively foreclosing access to the role of constitutions in
structuring political institutions and, in democratic constitutions, to the
structuring of the organs of representative government. As Bellamy points
out, ‘‘Constitutionalism has come to mean nothing more than a system of

75 Benjamin Constant, ‘‘The Liberty of the Ancients Compared with That of the Moderns,’’
in The Political Writings of Benjamin Constant, ed. Biancamaria Fontana (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1988).

76 This terminology, adopted by Habermas, is meant to clarify the distinction between rights
necessary to individual self-rule (private autonomy) and collective self-rule (public
autonomy) without conflating it with the classical continental distinction between
subjective rights and objective law: Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 84–104. For a
simpler, more historically informed presentation, see also Appendix I: 463–90.
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legal ly entrench ed righ ts than can over ride, wh ere nece ssary, the ordinary
poli tical proces s.’’ 77 Ro nald Dwork in’s account is an admira bly clear for-
mulat ion of this kin d of reduction of consti tution alism to the legal assur-
ance of substan tive indivi dual righ ts – ‘‘By ‘cons titution alism’ I mea n a
system that establ ishes indivi dual legal righ ts that the domin ant legisla ture
does not have the pow er to overri de or co mprom ise’’ – and, as I will show
in Ch apter 4, leads to an argum ent for a strong form of judicial review of
legisl ation to insur e ind ividuals’ fundame ntal rights. 78

It is also worth noting that not all def enders of fun damental rights
believ e that their preem inence automati cally transla tes into an institu -
tional design whereby the protec tion of rights is rem oved fro m the han ds
of legi slatures. In fact, one will look in vain in Lock e, one of the fou nders
of modern fun damental righ ts theory wh o argue d for the objectiv e
exis tence and preem inen t moral justification of rights, to find an argu-
men t for the con stitutionali zation of such rights again st legislative auth ority.
Wha t one finds, by contras t, is a claim that legislator s ou ght to be bou nd
by the demands of individual rights claims ground ed in natural law , and
an argum ent that the ultimat e and only au thority for enforcin g such
righ ts against legisl ative encroa chment s is, simp ly, the sovereign peopl e
exer cising their just ified right to dissol ve the present gover nment. 79

77 Bellamy, ‘‘The Political Form of the Constitution: The Separation of Powers, Rights and
Representative Government,’’ 436 . Incidentally, this overwhelming focus on rights, and
their judicial enforcement, can go a long way toward explaining the polemical context of
scholarship going against that grain. Whether it is Dahl repeating again and again how
many (political) rights guarantees are secured by democracies simply as democracies, or
Amar’s revisionist history of the U.S. Bill of Rights in terms of the structures needed for a
republican form of government rather than for the security of prepolitical moral rights, or
Whittington’s study of important forms of constitutional development not performed by
courts – Americans, at least, seem to need constant reminders against an overly narrow
conception of constitutionalism in terms merely of the juridical guarantee of basic rights.

78 Dworkin, ‘‘Constitutionalism and Democracy,’’ 2. Not only does Dworkin reduce
‘‘constitutionalism’’ to the regime of individual legal rights that can be juridically
enforced, he also at various points performs the same feat for the concepts of
‘‘democracy’’ and ‘‘the rule of law.’’ I discuss his redefinition of democracy in the next
chapter. With respect to the rule of law, see Dworkin, A Matter of Principle, 11–12.: The
‘‘rights conception of the rule of law . .  .  assumes that citizens have moral rights and duties
with respect to one another, and political rights against the state as a whole. It insists that
these moral and political rights be recognized in positive law, so that they may be
enforced upon the demand of individual citizens through courts or other judicial institutions
of the familiar type, as far as this is practicable. The rule of law on this conception is the
ideal of rule by an accurate public conception of individual rights.’’

79 See Locke, ‘‘The Second Treatise of Government,’’ Chapter 11, for the rights-based limits
on the legislative power and Chapters 18 and 19 for the justified right to rebellion.
Jeremy Waldron is one of the few contemporary theorists who accepts both a strong
fundamental rights-based criterion of political legitimacy and yet rejects their
constitutionalization, defending instead a form of pure parliamentary sovereignty for
the specification of fundamental rights. See Section B of Chapter 5 for further discussion.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review102



In addition to the desire to entrench rights against encroachment given
their importance, the other main reason to constitutionalize rights might
be to have their incidence controlled outside of governmental organs
directly controlled by electoral mechanisms; it may help to have rights
enforced by panels independent of normal politics. And here, given the
continuity of ordinary legal rights and fundamental rights as legal claims, it
might be thought that an independent judiciary has the requisite technical
competences for best handling fundamental rights claims as well. As we
have seen already in Ely’s argument, however, the situation is not so
simple, as judicial review, at least as practiced in the United States, not
only secures individual litigants from infringements of their fundamental
rights against statutory and regulatory encroachments but also effectively
nullifies the legal effect of the offending law (or its offending portion) for
all future cases as well. In addition, American style judicial review goes
further with respect to constitutional provisions, because specifying and
concretizing the contours of quite abstract constitutional provisions
becomes the functional equivalent of elaborating new fundamental rights
provisions. In both ways, then, judicial review on the American model is
not merely a practice of guaranteeing single litigants their constitutionally
provided rights but also operates effectively as a practice of constitutional
legislation. Legal competence alone seems then an insufficiently thin reed
to defend such practices against democratic objections.

c. constitutional democracy?

Democracy and constitutionalism represent two internally complex ideas,
with various normative theories further deepening the conceptual density
by prioritizing different conceptions and practices within each broad idea.
When they are brought together into a concept of constitutional democ-
racy, it seems that the combinatorial possibilities are virtually endless.
I hope to be able to bring some order to this complexity in the following
chapters by using the question concerning the institutionalization of
constitutional review to elucidate the various competing conceptions of
deliberative democracy, constitutionalism, and their interrelationships.
Primarily, these chapters are intended to get straight about what the best
positions and supporting arguments are with respect to debates over
constitutional review. But there is a secondary aim as well: to refract some
of the clarity back onto more abstract and theoretical debates about
deliberative democracy and its connection to constitutionalism and, in so
doing, provide further support for the deliberative democratic paradigm
by showing its usefulness in analyzing concrete problems of political
design.

Even within the conceptual territory mapped in this chapter, there are
too many ways in which one might analyze the relation between the
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various axes of deliberative democratic theory and the elements of con-
stitutionalism. So let me end on a simple note. There are basically three
theoretical options for conceiving of the relationship between con-
stitutionalism and democracy: they can be equivalent, antithetical, or
mutually presuppositional. First, they can be seen as more or less synon-
ymous, so that use of one of the terms necessarily implies all of the various
principles, ideals, institutions, and practices involved with the other as well.
Although this is often observed rhetorically, its not very helpful for theo-
retical clarification, and would be pretty hard to pull off if the map of the
territory presented in this chapter is even remotely accurate.

Second, they can be seen as basically antithetical: constitutional con-
cerns pull one way, democratic concerns pull the other. One might point
here to the way in which democracy seems to require the in-principle
political contestability of any policy decisions, while the rule of law seems
to require, in contrast, a fair amount of legal stability over time. Con-
stitutional concerns with the inviolability of individual rights might come
into conflict with democratic concerns for the people as the ultimate
legislative power. And so on, and on, with possibilities both obvious and
subtle. Within the antithetical conception of the relationship, there are
two options for normative political theory: one can prioritize either
constitutionalism or democracy. In effect, all of the defenses of judicial
review encountered in Chapter 2 employ this antithetical model, either
seeing democracy as properly limited by the antithetical constraints
of constitutionalism (Bickel, Choper, and, at points, Ely), or, setting
democracy as the keystone value with constitutionalism merely a set of
unfortunate institutional necessities for its best realization (Dahl, and Ely,
most of the time). Among the theories of judicial review I analyze in
Chapters 4 through 7, those put forward by Dworkin, Eisgruber, Perry,
Rawls, and Waldron also employ this basically antithetic conception of the
relationship. Partisans of constitutionalism prioritized over democracy
will often have fewer worries about the antidemocratic character of a
judicial institutionalization of constitutional review (Dworkin, Eisgruber,
Perry, and Rawls), whereas partisans of democracy over constitutionalism
will tend to be more skeptical about judicial review (Waldron and, at some
points, Michelman).80

Third, the relationship can be conceived of as mutually presupposi-
tional: according to this view, democracy in some important sense cannot

80 In some ways, this can be seen as a continuation of long-running debates between political
liberals and civic republicans concerning the priority of private and public autonomy. I
hope, however, to bring a different set of concerns to the fore in the following, focusing
not just on the priority of different sets of values but also on the relationships between
conceptions of democratic legitimacy, democratic process, constitutional entrenchment,
and so on.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review104



be realized independently of constitutionalism, and constitutionalism
likewise inevitably requires forms of popular participation in govern-
ment. Here the idea is not that constitutionalism and democracy are,
ultimately, the same thing, but rather that, in order for either of them to
realize their internal political principles, the institutions and practices
associated with each separately might be both jointly required and
mutually reinforcing.81 I take it that the accounts of judicial review put
forward by Freeman and Habermas subscribe to such a view.82 As will be
seen however, their differing accounts depend on diverse understandings
of the presuppositional relationship, and lead to quite different theories
of judicial review.83 Enough scene-setting, then; on with the arguments
themselves.

81 It’s unclear whether the kind of analysis put forward, for example, by Preuß is of the
synonymous or presuppositional variety: ‘‘Constitutionalism in the modern sense of the
terms embodies the philosophical and juridical response to man’s quest for political
freedom. It encompasses the values, principles, reasoning, institutional devices and
procedures which shape the idea of an institutional framework by which political freedom
is secured,’’ Ulrich K. Preuß, ‘‘Constitutionalism,’’ in Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
ed. Edward Craig (New York: Routledge, 1998), 618.

82 The relationship of mutual presuppositions has also been stressed in Holmes, Passions and
Constraint: On the Theory of Liberal Democracy, Nino, The Constitution of Deliberative
Democracy, and Cass R. Sunstein, Designing Democracy: What Constitutions Do (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001).

83 One more important theoretical option should be mentioned here. One might agree, as
Michelman does, that constitutionalism and democracy presuppose one another, but
argue that the combination of the two is inherently paradoxical because it leads to an
infinite regress: the practice of democratic self-rule can only be legitimate if it is
established through constitutional legal structures, but those constitutional structures
themselves (in the absence of metaphysical moral foundationalism and in the face of
reasonable, persistent disagreement) can only be legitimated through actual democratic
means, but those latter democratic considerations of the constitutional structures would
themselves have to be legitimately legally constituted, and so on. Frank I. Michelman,
‘‘Constitutional Authorship,’’ in Constitutionalism: Philosophical Foundations, ed. Larry
Alexander (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998). Agreeing with the notion that
democracy and constitutionalism are mutually presuppositional, Habermas responds to
the infinite regress by claiming that constitutional democracy, as a practice unfolding
over time, evinces the character of a self-reflexive learning process, where changes over
time are understood to be (in the long run) developmentally directional. See his response
to Michelman: Jürgen Habermas, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy: A Paradoxical Union of
Contradictory Principles?,’’ Political Theory 29, no. 6 (2001).
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4

Deliberative Democracy and Substantive
Constitutionalism

The procedural justifications for judicial review examined in Chapter 2

are attractive precisely because they do not rely on the superior insight of
judges into matters of moral principle or truth.1 They are thus not subject
to the skepticism concerning judicial moral competence which, combined
with an insistence on the democratic principle of popular sovereignty, led
to worries about judicial paternalism in the first place. However, without
some fuller account of democratic legitimacy, both Dahl’s inattention to
private autonomy rights and Ely’s reliance on antitrust-style procedural
legitimacy lead to liberal concerns about the security of nonpolitical,
individual civil and social rights. In addition, Ely’s purely Lockean account
of democratic processes in terms of prepolitical preference aggregation
and Dahl’s more sophisticated account of majoritarian aggregation
through pluralistic interest-group bargaining both ignore the inter-
subjective deliberation about ends and responsiveness to public reasons
that are ideally – and often actually – an effective part of democratic self-
rule. In other words, from the perspective of deliberative democracy
sketched in Chapter 3, the bare or pure procedural accounts of judicial
review examined in Chapter 2 rely on insufficiently differentiated accounts
of both democratic legitimacy and democratic processes.

1 Skepticism toward the presupposition of special judicial insight into moral principles is
nicely captured in Nino’s phrase ‘‘epistemic elitism’’: ‘‘The common view that judges are
better situated than parliaments and other elected officials for solving questions dealing
with rights seems to arise from an epistemic elitism. It assumes that in order to arrive at
correct moral conclusions, intellectual dexterity is more important than the capacity to
represent vividly and to balance impartially the interests of all those affected by a decision.
It is understandable that scholars who celebrate the marvels of judicial review should
identify themselves more closely with judges than politicians and, thus, are inclined to
think, as Michael Walzer remarks, that what they deem to be right solutions – their own –
would be more readily obtained by judges than politicians,’’ Nino, The Constitution of
Deliberative Democracy, 189.
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This chapter turns to two theories of judicial review that promise to
remedy these lacunae by providing richer accounts of democratic delib-
eration and of the legitimacy conditions required for morally acceptable
political outcomes. Although their respective insights begin to point the
way to a satisfactory theory, I argue that because each is grounded in a
substantive conception of legitimacy, they are each equally subject to
Hand’s objection to judicial review as unacceptably paternalistic, at least
under conditions of irreducible pluralism.

a. keepers of the substantive flame of american

exceptionalism

1. Perry’s Theory of Judicial Review

Like Ely and most jurisprudential theorists after him, Michael J. Perry
starts his theory of judicial review with a recognition of the indeterminacy
of constitutional provisions. But from there, Perry develops a defense of
judicial review that is committed to the Rousseauian notion of delib-
erative forms of decision making and the Lockean notion of substantive
moral constraints on the legitimacy of outcomes. Perry starts from the
notion that political discourse is an attempt to come to a collective, ethical
self-understanding about our moral and religious aspirations. In this
process of becoming clear about who we are as Americans, the U.S.
Constitution takes on the dual roles of a founding cornerstone of our
identity, and of the guiding beacon that can lead us to a realization of deep
moral truths. However, since the provisions of this identity-constitutive
document are indeterminate with respect to their application to specific
situations and with respect to the precise contours of their moral content,
they need to be specified more completely.

Who should carry out such specifications? Perry’s answer is unequi-
vocal: a politically unaccountable judiciary. The members of the legis-
lature are ill suited to carrying out the subtle discussions needed to
discern the objective hierarchy of values in a truly dialogic manner, as
their capacities for judgment are impaired by the ever-pressing task of
getting reelected. ‘‘A [legislative] regime in which incumbency is (inevi-
tably?) a fundamental value seems often ill suited, in a politically het-
erogeneous society like the United States, to a truly deliberative, dialogic
specification of the indeterminate constitutional norms.’’2 Since ‘‘speci-
fications of indeterminate constitutional directives are a species of political-
moral judgment [and] . . . a dialogic capacity is an important element of
the capacity for good judgment,’’3 we need a coterie of guardians of
the moral truths of our society who can engage in subtle dialogical

2 Perry, The Constitution in the Courts: Law or Politics?, 107. 3 Ibid., 111.
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interchanges with other judges. It is of paramount importance that they
have been entrusted with these duties on the basis of their special capacities
for good judgment, and that they be able to discuss, among themselves
(through their written opinions) the reasons for their decisions.4

Thus, for example, Perry justifies judicial review in human rights cases
on the basis of those objective values discovered in the history of the
American process of moral self-development. Because legislators are
beholden to conventional convictions and dogma through the electoral
process, they ‘‘are not well suited to deal with such issues in a way that is
faithful to the notion of moral evolution or, therefore, to our religious
understanding of ourselves. Those institutions, when they finally confront
such issues at all tend simply to rely on established moral conventions and
to refuse to see in such issues occasions for moral reevaluation and pos-
sible moral growth.’’5 In contrast, noninterpretive judicial review, parti-
cularly on such important issues as human rights, enables us ‘‘as a people,
to keep faith with . . . our religious understanding of ourselves as a people
committed to struggle incessantly to see beyond, and then to live beyond,
the imperfections of whatever happens at the moment to be the estab-
lished moral convictions.’’6 If there can be right answers to some moral
questions, especially those concerning fundamental human rights – and
there can be if we accept Perry’s natural law theory of morality7 – then
‘‘the politically insulated federal judiciary is more likely, when the human
rights issue is a deeply controversial one, to move us in the direction of
a right answer . . . than is the political process left to its own devices,
which tends to resolve such issues by reflexive, mechanical reference to

4 As should be clear, Perry’s account of judicial deliberation and decision is heavily indebted
to Aristotle’s account of the capacity of phronesis, even to the extent that both claim natural
endowment inequalities amongst humans based on their comparative capacities for insight
into the proper relation between moral universals and particulars. See the Nicomachean
Ethics in Aristotle, The Complete Works of Aristotle, trans. Jonathan Barnes, 2 vols., Bollingen
Series (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), especially Book VI.

5 Michael J. Perry, The Constitution, the Courts, and Human Rights: An Inquiry into the
Legitimacy of Constitutional Policymaking by the Judiciary (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1982), 100.

6 Ibid., 101.
7 These arguments are most clearly articulated in Michael J. Perry, The Idea of Human Rights:
Four Inquiries (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). In this short book, Perry argues
that human rights can only be understood in religious terms, that, so understood, human
rights are universally binding and context transcendent, and that human rights are
grounded in ‘‘the very order of the world – the normative order of the world,’’ 38. But note
that all Perry needs to make the argument referred to here – the argument from the claim
that there are right answers to fundamental value questions, to the justification of judicial
review – is the claim to strong moral cognitivism, not any specific version of moral realism.
In other words, his argument needs only the premise that, on fundamental questions of
individual rights, there are right and wrong answers: Perry, The Constitution, the Courts, and
Human Rights, especially 96–114.
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establ ished mo ral conven tions.’’ 8 Th e basic purp ose and justificati on fo r
the institu tion of constitutiona l review is the n to serve as a bea con and
ind icator of the excep tional moral truth s that were discov ered at the start
of our co llective relig ious-politica l learning proces s; judicia l review is
fur ther just ified beca use of the super ior capacities for mo ral discernme nt
and dialogu e that we can onl y expect to find in judges insulated fr om
elect oral pressure s.

2 . A Con stricted Account of Public Rea son

Alth ough a number of criticism s might be raised against this justification
for judicial review, I wan t to focus on two that arise from Perr y’s institu -
tional ly and eth ically constrict ed account of the public use of practical
reas on. The first conce rns his theory of politica l proces ses relev ant to
jud icial review and the seco nd his substan tivist account of pol itical
legiti macy in Aristot elian terms. As should be clear, Perry’s the ory of
jud icially institu ted cons titution al review, in insistin g that there are cer-
tain moral truths that any legitima te govern men tal directiv e has to
res pect, has be en dri ven to reco mmendin g precise ly the kind of judic ial
pat ernalis m that Hand and Ely were bot h worried abou t. From his
acc ount of the legitimacy co nditions of a cons titution and his argument
abou t the sup erior dialogica l and moral capaciti es of the judic iary, Perry
argue s that noni nterpretiv e revie w – review, that is , that depen ds on the
discern men t and sp ecification of extr aconstituti onal moral cont ent –
shou ld be entrus ted to an unelect ed body of guardia ns wh o will enforce
our own best moral interest s even over ou r own objectio ns as expressed
through the legislature . How ever, the point of endo rsing either an
extr emely res trained appro ach to adj udication , as Judge Hand rec om-
men ds, or a proced uralist account of the role of the judic iary as a refer ee
in the politica l market place as Ely does, is precise ly to captur e the ideal of
popul ar sove reignty and its rejection of forms of poli tical pat ernal ism. If
citize ns are to be able to understan d the mselves as both free and equal
under law, they must be able to understan d the state’s laws as laws they
hav e given to them selves – not as laws that have been impos ed on the m by
a wise council of tutor s in moral truth. 9

8 Perry, The Constitution, the Courts, and Human Rights, 102.
9 It is interesting to note that Perry’s argument here shares with Rousseau the same
combination of a neoclassical distrust in the original reflective capacities of the masses with
a conception of political deliberation as reflection on a homogeneous, collectively
practiced form of ethical life. In Rousseau, this theoretical combination results in those
puzzling passages where he argues – contrary to his explicit principle of political
legitimacy – that the polis will require some singular, original genius of a lawmaker in
order to give the people the laws at first that they are later supposed to give to themselves.
See Book II, Chapter 7, ‘‘Of the Lawgiver,’’ Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract,’’ 76–79.
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The first objection to Perry’s specific argument for noninterpretive
judicial review is that it is driven in part by a false dichotomy concerning
the location of political judgment: it must either be found in the legis-
lature or the judiciary. But this overlooks those broader, uncentered
public spheres and associational fora in which citizens discuss and
debate, and form the opinions that are then (or ought to be then) fed
into the formally organized channels of political organizations. The
false dichotomy ignores, in other words, precisely those sites of political
dialogue and judgment that theories of deliberative democracy have
focused on. Even if we accept a substantive account of political legiti-
macy (although I think we should not), there are at least two potential
further locales where there might be that kind of political judgment
Perry believes is required for constitutional specification: namely, the
executive branch and the broader nongovernmental public sphere. With
regard to the executive, it is at least more accountable to the electorate
than the judiciary, and so concerns about paternalistic review might
favor some forms of executive review, although Perry doesn’t consider
such alternatives to the status quo. He also ignores the broader public as
a potential source of contributions to constitutional dialogue and
judgment.

I should note that Perry does explicitly recognize the paternalistic
objection to the institutionalization of constitutional review in a politically
unaccountable judiciary, and he specifically recommends two institutional
reforms to the U.S. arrangements that would make judicial review ‘‘more
responsive to ‘We the people’ now living, who, after all, unlike our dead
political ancestors, are supposed to be politically sovereign’’: term rather
than life appointments for federal judges,10 and adoption of a mechanism
akin to the Canadian ‘notwithstanding clause’ of Section 33 of the
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.11 The first would make
the judiciary, especially the Supreme Court, more accountable to the

Perry’s argument simply substitutes a paternalistic collective body – the judiciary – for a
single father of the laws. One significant difference, of course, is that Rousseau believes
that the masses will eventually develop the requisite reflective capacities through their
enculturation within a free society, whereas Perry seems to have a priori reservations about
the very possibility of an egalitarian distribution of moral capacities.

10 Term appointments of members of constitutional tribunals, and appointment by
legislatures rather than the executive, are common arrangements in European
constitutional democracies. See Chapter 8, Section B1 for further discussion.

11 See the arguments at Perry, The Constitution in the Courts: Law or Politics?, 196–201. The
relevant clause of the Canadian Charter allows the legislative branch to pass a statute that
would be in conflict with specific judicial decisions concerning the requirements of
fundamental freedoms, legal rights, and equality rights (although not democratic rights
and mobility rights). Such an exceptional act by the legislature in passing a law
‘notwithstanding’ judicial specifications of rights becomes inoperative after five years
unless restated.
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elect orate through more fr equent judic ial appoi ntment s and their
atten dant confirma tion hearings ; the seco nd would facilitate increased
poli tical and moral dialogu e betwe en the courts and othe r branche s of
gover nment and woul d increase the power of nonjud icial bran ches co n-
cer ning issues of c onstitutio nal fun damental s. ‘‘Were it adopted, the
Can adian inno vation would pres ent the peopl e – or the people’s pol itical
represe ntat ives in the Con gress and the White House – with more rather
than fewe r opportun ities to exercis e the ir co nstitutio nal and moral
res ponsibility .’’12 Perry argue s that such an arran gement be comes com-
pell ing precise ly when the crucial premi se of sup erior judic ial compe-
ten ce loses its cogency; that is wh en ‘‘we are skept ical both about the
capacity of ordi nary poli tics to speci fy cons titution al indeterm inacy and
abou t the ca pacity of many of our judges and justices to do so.’’ 13

Yet, again, the comparat ive evaluati on of capacities for moral dis-
cer nment that Perry makes does not grap ple wi th the pos sibility of citi-
zens themselve s exercis ing these powers in nongo vernmen tal publi c fora,
precise ly the kind of for a one migh t look to when one center s an accou nt
of dem ocracy on a Roussea uian account of procedur es of public delib-
erat ion aimin g to ensure true popul ar sovereign ty. His rejectio n of the
pos sibility of extrago vernmen tal sources of moral judgmen t for ces a fa lse
dich otomy in iden tifying the prop er locatio n of paternal istic guidan ce:
the choi ce for Perr y seems only betwe en locatin g it in the legislatur e or
the judiciary . For all of his insiste nce on the importan ce of dialogu e and
discus sion on fun damental co nstitutional is sues, this debate is to be
institu tional ly restr icted to those who can be expe cted to have the
requ isite ethical ca pacities of judg ment: jud ges, law profes sor s, and law-
yers. No ting that the sp ecific capacity for co ntextually sensitive moral and
poli tical jud gment is possess ed, for Perry, only by those who have a vir-
tuous character, 14 one won ders what co uld be the emp irical supp ort fo r
the claim he needs to vindica te that the judiciary hous es such pers ons to a
great er degr ee than the public at large? On ce we expand the purv iew of
thos e we might wan t to comp are for their discernmen t capacities , the
institu tional argum ent that legisl ative debate is subjec t to distortin g

12 Ibid., 201 .
13 Ibid., 197. I return to this institutional proposal in Chapter 9 , Section B; although I

endorse the proposal, I do so not based on considerations of respective capacities for
moral judgment as Perry does.

14 See for instance his discussion of judgment and moral indeterminacy in Chapter 5 of ibid.,
especially 72–76. The virtue requirement for phronetic capacities is made clear in Perry’s
approving quotation on page 111 of A. Kronman: ‘‘‘To possess good judgment . . . is not
merely to possess great learning or intelligence, but to be a person of a certain sort, to have
a certain character, as well’’’ (citing A. Kronman, ‘‘Living in the Law,’’ 54 University of
Chicago Law Review 835, 837 [1987]).
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pres sures is alon e insuffic ient to just ify co nfidenc e in the judic iary’s
emp irical claim to sup erior virtue and moral reas oning capacities .

Th is is related to the seco nd probl em with Perry’ s ac count: his
acco unt of dialogic, practical reas onin g is ethicall y cons tricted, speci fi-
cally to eth ical-pol itical explora tions conce rning the proper cont ours of
the good life for us , given who we are in the light of ou r particul ar,
cons titutiv e moral and reli gious tr adition s. Like other neo-A ristotelian
the ories of practical reas on, Perr y’s has ten dencies toward s a partialis tic
and pot entially ex clusionar y perfe ctionism that does not si t wel l with the
manifes t eth ical pluralism of co ntemp orary soci eties. Since Hobbes ,
poli tical theo ry has strugg led to come to terms wi th the war s of reli gion
and the incr easing eth ical plura lism of heteroge neous popul ations in
mode rn nation -states and intern ational ly. The prospect for justifyin g
basic politica l institu tions and decision s in terms of a substan tive eth os
spec ific to one or mo re systems of revealed relig ion is quite limited in
cont empo rary plur alistic co ntexts. Wheth er one simp ly starts wi th the
fact of a plur ality of incom patible and war ring comp rehensi ve doct rines
as Hobbes does, 15 or tr ies to ex plain the orig ins of pluralism as the
outco me of the burdens of judg ment facing reas onable and rational
pers ons attempti ng to co me to an understan ding abou t how to live
toge ther in a free and open so ciety as Rawls does , 16 hopes for agree-
men t on some notion of a relig iously based American excep tional ism
seem quixot ic at best. In fact, Perry’ s protes tations that both the
Am erican pol itical commun ity at larg e and the judic iary are and shoul d
be plura listic are remini scent of the ‘‘re ligious toleran ce’’ Rouss eau calls
for at the end of The Social Contr act . As long as we all accep t the ‘‘civil
profes sion of fait h’’ – after all, we shall be banish ed if we do not ac cept
it, or killed if we renege on an earlier accepta nce – the n we shou ld be
‘‘tole rant’’ of the diffe rent particul ar dogmas that interpr et and speci fy
that commo nly accepted fait h. 17 Perry’ s speci fic brand of co nstitutio nal
originalism indicates that this communal faith need not be – and is not
for Americans – a faith in one revealed religion and with a specific
doctrinaire interpretation. Rather, it is a civil profession of faith in the
original constitutional framers’ insights into moral truth as refracted

15 See especially chapters 11 (‘‘Of the difference of Manners’’) and 12 (‘‘Of Religion’’) of
Hobbes, Leviathan.

16 See Rawls, Political Liberalism., especially xxiii–xxx, 36–38, and 54–58.
17 See Book IV, Chapter 8 of Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract,’’ especially 149–51. Recall

that the distinctly nonneutral dogmas of this civil profession should, for Rousseau,
include: ‘‘the existence of the powerful, intelligent, beneficent, prescient, and provident
Divinity, the life to come, the happiness of the just, the punishment of the wicked, the
sanctity of the social Contract and the Laws; these are the positive dogmas. As for
the negative dogmas, I restrict them to a single one; namely intolerance: it is a feature of
the cult we have rejected,’’ 150–51.
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through the lens of various Protestant doctrines. Nevertheless, insofar as
all citizens do not share this perfectionist vision of ethical-religious
truth, any unaccountable body that decides substantive issues in accor-
dance with that vision of truth will be even more disconnected from the
practices of inclusive self-government precisely for relying upon it in
justifying their decisions. Perry’s ideal of the practical reasoning
involved in constitutional review thus exacerbates, rather than solves,
the democratic deficit of judicial review.18

In sum, the account of practical reason underlying Perry’s justifica-
tion of judicial review locates its exercise solely in those officials
populating formal governmental bodies and presupposes a dediffer-
entiated picture of moral reason as a perfectionistic process of ethical-
religious self-clarification. Although he is sensitive to the normative
claims of popular sovereignty and deliberative politics, his theory of
judicial review exacerbates its paternalist taint by combining a sub-
stantive account of political legitimacy with an account of political
processes focused exclusively on formal governmental bodies and the
elites that populate them.

b. guardians of the moral law in the

forum of principle

1. Dworkin’s Theory of Judicial Review

Like Ely and Perry, Dworkin develops his theory of adjudication in
response to the indeterminacy of constitutional provisions and the
inadequacy of strict interpretivist responses to the problem. According to
Dworkin, without some theoretical guidance, the crucial judicial decision
concerning what level of generality to adopt in reading abstract, open-
textured provisions that clearly contain moral content is left without an
anchor. Of course judges must attend to the specific language of the
provision, but, in addition, they must decide particular cases consistently
with precedent and must uniformly apply a principle invoked in one case
to other cases involving similar issues. Even so, these three counter-
weights to arbitrary specification – that is, of text, precedent, and con-
sistency – are jointly insufficient. In addition, a judge constrained by what

18 Habermas makes much the same argument concerning Perry’s ethically constricted
notion of practical reason and its problems for a democratic understanding of judicial
review: ‘‘Perry sees the constitutional judge in the role of a prophetic teacher, whose
interpretations of the divine word of the Founding Fathers secures the continuity of a
tradition that is constitutive of the community’s life. . . . By assuming it should strive to
realize substantive values pregiven in constitutional law, the constitutional court is
transformed into an authoritarian agency,’’ Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 258.
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Dwork in c alls ‘‘integr ity’’ must also be guided by moral prin ciples. 19 In a
sen se, the ‘‘mora l readi ng’’ of the Unite d States Constitut ion that
Dwork in favors follo ws from the very constr aint of the text itself: the
abstr act claus es of, fo r instan ce, the Bill of Ri ghts, ‘‘must be under stood in
the way that the ir lan guage most natu rally suggest s: they refer to abs tract
moral prin ciples and incor porate the se by refer ence, as limits on gov-
ernmen t’s power.’’ 20 Part of a cons istent moral readi ng of the Constitu-
tion, accordi ng to Dworki n, invo lves a distincti on between prin ciples
protec ting indivi dual rights, understoo d as deonti c trumps, and gover n-
men tal poli cies intend ed to furth er the reali zation of parti cular goods or
valu es. In contras t to Perr y’s the ory, the co nstitutio n does not simp ly
ens hrine a particul ar constella tion of ethical-rel igious val ues that must be
weig hed again st each othe r and transitiv ely ord ered in ea ch case by
judg es. Rather, ind ividual rights have lexical priorit y in politica l argu-
men ts: the y expres s prin cipled cons ideratio ns that c annot be simp ly
weig hed on the same level as vario us c ompeting values, goods, policy
goals, and the like .21

Eve n if we ac cept that the Con stitution mu st be read morall y, at least in
part, and that this inv olves understan ding rights deontolo gically, this
does not yet guide the judg e in decid ing how to for mulate these abs tract
moral prin ciples and rights. At this point, Dwork in puts for ward his
prefe rred conce ption of dem ocracy. This conce ption combi nes a hyb rid
the ory of dem ocrat ic proces ses drawin g on bot h aggreg ation and delib-
erat ion, with a substanti vist account of dem ocratic legitima cy.

He beg ins by distin guishin g two kinds of collecti ve actio n: statist ical
and commun al. ‘‘Collec tive action is statist ical when wh at the group does
is only a matter of some functio n, rough or spec ific, of what the indivi dual
memb ers of the group do on their own, that is, with no sense of doin g

19 Ronald Dworkin, Law’s Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986) is
dedicated to spelling out the adjudicative constraints involved in the comprehensive
notion of legal integrity. Especially noteworthy here is the suggestion that judges think of
their decisions as part of a chain novel written by many different authors, where each
‘‘chapter’’ (i.e., each decision backed by opinion) aims to make the best sense of the story
(i.e., the developing legal system of a particular nation-state) as a whole. See especially
Chapter 7, ‘‘Integrity in Law,’’ in which he claims that a judicial decision must not only
‘‘fit’’ the ongoing practice of the law (and so be constrained by text, precedent, and
consistency) but also must ‘‘justify’’ that practice as the best that it can be (and so be
constrained by the best interpretation of relevant moral-political principles instantiated
in that practice).

20 Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 7 .
21 Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously, develops the distinction between principles, policies, and

legal rules (see Chapters 2 and 3 , especially pages 22–31 and 71–79), and defends the
conception of rights as deontic requirements of principle that trump considerations of
policy (see especially Chapters 4 and 6 ).
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something as a group.’’22 ‘‘Collective action is communal, however, when
it cannot be reduced just to some statistical function of individual action,
when it presupposes a special, distinct, collective agency. It is a matter of
individuals acting together in a way that merges their separate actions
into a further, unified, act that is together theirs.’’23 These action types
clearly correspond to the distinction between the will of all and the
general will: Lockean democracy through aggregation aims at statistical
collective actions that satisfy the prepolitical preferences of individuals
taken as individuals, whereas Rousseauian democracy through delibera-
tion aims at communal collective actions that satisfy the requirements of
the people acting together as citizens.24

Dworkin then argues that, if the communal conception of collective
self-determination is the right characterization of democracy, then any
adequate democratic regime must meet certain conditions. These con-
ditions will then furnish substantive checks on the legitimacy of the out-
comes of collective decisions. In particular, in order to treat each member
of the collectivity as an equal moral member, each member must be
afforded ‘‘a part in any collective decision, a stake in it, and independence
from it.’’25 Having a part in collective decisions means that each citizen
must have an opportunity to influence those decisions in a way in that
does not systematically discriminate against him or her on the basis of
morally arbitrary qualities. This condition forms the justification for
political procedures concerning voting and representation, and for the
expressive and associational liberties required to actualize them. Having a
stake in collective decisions means that the ‘‘community must express
some bona fide conception of equal concern for the interests of all
members, which means that political decisions that affect the distribution
of wealth, benefits, and burdens must be consistent with equal concern for
all.’’26 This condition prohibits the community from disregarding, in
their decisions, the differential impact that a proposed policy might have
for the needs and interests of all of its members. It does not require that
distributions be strictly egalitarian; rather it insists that the interests of all
be fairly considered in setting up distributive arrangements.27 Finally, the

22 Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 19. 23 Ibid., 20.
24 Dworkin himself makes this connection explicit: ‘‘Rousseau’s idea of government by

general will is an example of a communal rather than a statistical conception of
democracy. The statistical reading of government by the people is much more familiar in
American political theory,’’ ibid. I assume that this more familiar American political
theory is an aggregative theory of democracy inspired by Locke.

25 Ibid., 24. 26 Ibid., 25.
27 For Dworkin’s preferred conception of distributive equality see his Ronald Dworkin,

Sovereign Virtue: The Theory and Practice of Equality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 2000). Note, however, that he believes that the specific conception of equality put
forward in this book – one requiring a rather extensive redistribution of wealth from the
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condition of independence sets limits upon the scope of collective powers
over individuals’ lives, commonly through individual liberties against
state infringement on how citizens choose to realize their individual
conceptions of the good life.

Dworkin’s next move is to argue that democracy should be properly
understood as a form of communal, not statistical, collective action. His
basic idea is that all of the arguments for a purely statistical notion of
democratic action presuppose the communal conception of collective
action, and so presuppose that the conditions of moral membership in a
collective venture have been satisfied.28 Thus, the core of democratic self-
government cannot be thought of as simply rule by a majority, as this is a
statistical notion of collective action. Rather, majority rule must be
structured so that it meets the principled conditions of communal col-
lective action, and this is precisely the function of constitutional structures
that set limits on how members of a political community may be treated.
Dworkin’s theory thus:

denies that it is a defining goal of democracy that collective decisions always or
normally be those that a majority or plurality of citizens would favor if fully
informed and rational. It takes the defining aim of democracy to be a different
one: that collective decisions be made by political institutions whose structure,
composition, and practices treat all members of the community, as individuals,
with equal concern and respect.29

In this way, Dworkin attempts to redefine the concept of democracy
by splitting the notion of democratic political processes into two kinds
along the lines of Locke and Rousseau – namely, statistical and com-
munal – and insisting on a substantive account of constitutional legiti-
macy along Lockean, natural law lines.30 His specific moral reading of

rich to the poor – is not a requirement of the United States Constitution, and so should
not form the basis for American judicial review: Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 36. His point
here about the requirement of ‘‘stake’’ is thus intended to express a more abstract
requirement of the concept of equality in any adequate understanding of democracy.

28 Dworkin considers, and rejects, three main types of arguments given to support a merely
statistical conception of democratic processes: arguments from the values of collective
political liberty, of political equality, and of community: Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 21–33.

29 Ibid., 17, emphasis added.
30 I use the adjective ‘‘Lockean’’ to modify natural law here to indicate that Dworkin’s theory

does not descend from Aristotle and Aquinas but, rather, insists, with Locke, that certain
substantive moral tenets are binding on any and all actions, independently of any
collective processes of deliberation or decision, and that these take the shape of rights
held by individuals as trumps over collective actions. As he puts this point, ‘‘if the political
principles embedded in the constitution are law . . . in spite of the fact that they are not
the product of deliberate social or political decision, then the fact that law can be, in that
sense, natural argues for the constraint on majority power that a constitution imposes,’’
Dworkin, Taking Rights Seriously, viii, emphasis added.
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the constitution and his conception of democracy draws from the
Rousseauian notion of collective action certain substantive conditions
that can be applied to the outcomes of any political procedure in order
to test for their legitimacy.

Democracy means government subject to conditions – we might call these the
‘‘democratic’’ conditions – of equal status for all citizens. When majoritarian
institutions provide and respect the democratic conditions, then the verdicts of
these institutions should be accepted by everyone for that reason. But when they do
not, or when their provision or respect is defective, there can be no objection, in
the name of democracy, to procedures that protect and respect them better.31

For Dworkin, then, democracy properly understood is achieved
whenever the substantive outcomes of a political process – whatever those
processes happen to be and however they are institutionalized – are
legitimate in light of the ideal of equal status for citizens. Another way to
put this point is to say that Dworkin holds a purely instrumentalist con-
ception of the worth of those institutions traditionally considered
democratic: for instance, regular popular elections for representatives
open to all citizens, legislative assemblies, various forms of direct and
indirect accountability for administrative agencies, and so on all only earn
a regime the title of ‘‘democratic’’ to the extent that they lead to the right
results. Accordingly, there is no intrinsic democratic worth or value to such
institutions: any democratic worth they might have is entirely derived
from the moral worth of their substantive results.32

Given this singular redefinition of democracy, the question remains
concerning its relation to the judicial review of legislation. Dworkin’s
answer is predictable: there should be a division of labor between those
governmental bodies concerned with issues that are appropriate to sta-
tistical collective action and those concerned with ensuring the legitimacy
conditions of communal collective action. Because the legitimacy condi-
tions concern individual rights and fundamental moral principles, they
should be handled by an independent judiciary that has the requisite
competences, and lacks the distorting pressures of power blocs and pri-
vate interests. Like Perry, Dworkin believes that legislatures cannot fill
this role, as their debates are rarely of high quality with respect to fun-
damental moral principles, their decisions are often substantially influ-
enced by power blocs, and they usually aim at compromises that
undermine the deontic quality of principles. The institutional solution is

31 Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 17, emphasis added.
32 Once, of course, the equal status of all citizens is secured by whatever means best do so,

Dworkin might ascribe some residual democratic worth to what we ordinarily refer to as
democratic institutions for deciding nonfundamental conflicts of interest; see further
discussion at the end of Section B2.
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to e ntrust gu ardians hip of the ‘‘dem ocratic’ ’ condi tions to an insulated
‘‘for um of prin ciple’’ within whic h judges can draw on the ir specia l legal
com petence for integr ating all of the relev ant co nsiderati ons needed fo r
legiti mate decision s.33 Accordi ng to the pers uasive redefinit ion of
dem ocracy as what ever institu tional arrang ements be st fulfill the legiti-
mac y condi tions of natu ral-law- like fundame ntal axioms conce rning the
equa l m oral status of ind ividuals, judic ial revie w does not co mprom ise
dem ocracy; to the co ntrary , it enh ances demo cracy. ‘‘Indiv idual citizens
can in fact exer cise the m oral resp onsibilities of citize nship better when
final decisi ons involv ing cons titution al val ues are rem oved from ordinary
poli tics and assi gned to cour ts, who se decision s are mea nt to turn on
prin ciple, not on the weigh t of num bers or the bala nce of pol itical
influ ence.’’ 34

To this defens e of judic ial review based on a ske ptical portray al of
‘‘ordi nary politics’’ and a claim to sp ecial judic ial comp etence, Dwork in
adds an interest ing empirica l argum ent . His claim here is that, when an
issue be comes an adjudicate d constituti onal issue, an issue of funda-
men tal politi cal morality , rather than sim ply a policy clai m to be deci-
ded through bargain ing and co mprom ise, the quality of the publi c
debate on that issue incre ases. ‘‘When a constituti onal is sue has been
decid ed by the Supreme Cour t, and is impor tant enough so that it can
be expe cted to be elabor ated, expand ed, contract ed, or even rever sed,
by future decision s, a sustained nationa l debate begins, in new spape rs
and othe r med ia, in law sch ools and classroom s, in publi c meetin gs and
aroun d dinner tables .’’35 This debate will be of much be tter qu ality than
wha t could be prod uced through the legisla tive process on its own , and
will have the particip atory benefits of invo lving a larger percen tage of
the citize ns in publi c delib erations sen sitive to the complexi ty of the
cons iderati ons inv olved. 36

33 Dworkin inherits this distinction between the legislature as the forum of policy and the
judiciary as the forum of principle from Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch. Bickel, of
course, was much less concerned to reconcile any tensions between constitutionalism and
democracy given his libertarian conception of the former and his pluralist conception of
the latter. Thus Bickel simply equates the countermajoritarian character of judicial review
with its counterdemocratic character: see Chapter 2.

34 Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 344. This argument from the necessary conditions of democracy
to the justification of judicial review was first presented in nuce in Dworkin,
‘‘Constitutionalism and Democracy.’’

35 Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 345.
36 Dworkin cites the debate over abortion after the Roe v. Wade decision as an example: ‘‘the

public discussion of [abortion] in America has involved many more people, and has been
more successful at identifying the complex variety of moral and ethical issues involved,
than in other countries where a political compromise was engineered. In France, for
example . . . ,’’ ibid.
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2. Institutional Design and Moral Competences

As a historical counterfactual, the claim that the quality of particular
public debates were improved by the intervention of judicial review is
difficult to evaluate. Jeremy Waldron suggests that the quality of debate
over a controversial issue such as abortion has in fact been of equally high
caliber in countries such as Britain and New Zealand where statutes are
not reviewed by a judiciary for constitutionality. He then suggests why this
might be so: ‘‘It is sometimes liberating to be able to discuss issues like
abortion directly, on the principles that ought to be engaged, rather than
having to scramble around constructing those principles out of the scraps
of some sacred text, in a tendentious exercise of constitutional calli-
graphy.’’37 But even if Dworkin’s empirical claim were correct, it’s not
clear that the argument in fact supports judicial review. Rather, it would
certainly lend weight to some institutionalized form of constitutional
review, but this could take place in the legislature, in the executive, in an
independent constitutional court, and so on. In other words, it leaves
open the possibility that constitutional review could be carried out by a
governmental body that was more accountable to citizens than the U.S.
Supreme Court is.

In order to justify placing the function of constitutional review in a
politically unaccountable judiciary, Dworkin needs the additional claim of
a special judicial competence that outstrips that of ordinary citizens when
it comes to constitutional issues. His books, such as Taking Rights Seriously
and Law’s Empire, can be read as sustained attempts to vindicate this
claim. The portrayal of the tasks of adjudication as, literally, Herculean

37 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 290. Not only does the constitutionalization of a
controversial issue sometimes constrain the terms and arguments that may be employed
in broad public debates, but it also may lead to significantly degraded legislative debate on
an issue. For instance, during a Kentucky congressional debate concerning possible
enactment of a law prohibiting nude dancing, one legislator opposed to the measure actually
voted for it, and was reported to have given this explanation for the vote: the legislator ‘‘said
the bill is clearly unconstitutional, and . . . voted for it only so it can be struck down in the
courts if it becomes law,’’ John Cheeves, ‘‘Committee OKs Ban on Nude Club Dancing,’’
Lexington Herald-Leader, February 11, 2000. One further observation concerning abortion
decisions in comparative contexts is worth noting: legislative resolution of hotly contested
issues, as compared with judicial resolutions, may have the effect of stabilizing social
acceptance once a decision is made, especially for those on the losing side. Broad
discussions preceding legislative decision processes ‘‘may have a pacifying effect.
Experience in France provides an illustration. After intense debates in both chambers, a
statute authorizing abortion subject to certain conditions was promulgated in 1975. It
carried liberalization less far than the American Supreme Court had done. However, the
American decision produced irreducible and sometimes violent opposition (under the
battle cry ‘pro-life’), whereas, in France, passions seemed to simmer down after the statute
had been adopted. This is striking in a country like France, with a Catholic past,’’
Koopmans, Courts and Political Institutions, 92.
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cer tainly lend s cre dibility to the notion that onl y judges can carry out the
com plex task s of ensurin g sensitivity to the often tech nical lang uage of
statut es, the co nsistenc y of princ iple applica tion ac ross dispara te cases,
the coheren ce of vario us historica l preceden ts, and so on. But all this is, I
thin k, somew hat misleadi ng, as the issue here conce rns – acco rding to
Dwork in’s argume nt from the improvem ent of public debate – only
wheth er an ind ependen t jud iciary has a spe cial co mpetency in basic
moral -political reas oning, and not a specia l competen cy in speci fically
legal consis tency and integr ity. Is it reall y true that only jud ges have the
requ isite comp etence to det ect and interpr et the basic moral prin ciples
that underlie the co nditions we set on our collecti ve political arran ge-
men ts, and that this co mpetence shou ld be groun ds for allo wing the m to
not only set the basic term s and limits of subseque nt debate but also to
decid e the is sue for a signific ant period of time?

In a sense, the problem here is that Dwork in has tried to split the
diffe rence between Locke and Rouss eau on the charac ter of dem ocratic
proces ses. On the one hand, he has assig ned the deli berat ive argume nt
over co nstitutio nal essenti als – the debate over the proper legal struc-
ture of the general will – to the judic iary (unde r the tutelage of m oral
philos opher s). On the other, he has assigne d the self-inter ested bar-
gain ing – the strug gle of ind ividual actors and soci al power s to secur e
the ir own interest s – to the legisla ture. 38 Th is divis ion of labor is only
warr anted, howeve r, on a rather pessi mistic character ization of citizens ’
capaciti es to engag e in argum ent s over principl es. The vera city of this
pessi mism, and Dworki n’s faith in judic ial competen ce, are indeed
emp irical matters. But it is wor th askin g wheth er judges are any less
incl ined to attemp t to hide their own biase s, ideol ogical prefere nces,
and interest s behind a scree n of prin ciple and legalese than ordinary
citize ns in ordinary poli tical dialogu e. 39

A committed substantia list might at this poin t be tempted to throw out
Dwork in’s attemp ts to pers uasi vely redefin e dem ocracy in order to return
to what seemed his original insigh t from the 1960 s through the 1980 s:
beca use of the speci al characteri stics of common -law style adjudicatio n,
judic ial bodies are much more like ly to get the right answer s than other
poli tical bodies, wh ether the question is wha t the law is or what the law
oug ht to be. Lawren ce Sager gives at least an outline of wha t one such

38 Recall that Bickel argues from this distinction to a justification for judicial review as ‘‘a
principle-defining process that stands aside from [and above] the marketplace of
expediency,’’ Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch, 69.

39 The biases and distortions in judicial opinions and decisions have come under withering
empirical scrutiny by both legal realists and critical legal theorists. I return to the question
of whether the special legal discourse employed in judicial decisions is an appropriate
idiom for public reasoning concerning controversial moral-political principles and their
applications in Chapter 6.
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argument might look like. If the question is simply what sorts of admit-
tedly fallible political institutions ‘‘are able to do better or worse in the
enterprise of making judgments about what rights we should all have,’’40

Sager’s unambiguous answer is: courts using a common law adjudicative
protocol are better than other political organs or actors. Three reasons
are sketched for this epistemic superiority. First, unlike electorally
accountable officials, judges are impartial toward various litigants since
they are not tied to anyone’s particular interests through elections. At the
same time, because of their orientation toward coherent doctrinal
development, courts achieve impartiality through their heightened
attention to principles that must be generalized across cases. Second,
courts exercising judicial review of legislation are like specialized ‘‘quality
control inspectors’’41 in an auto assembly plant who exercise their power
only after the product has been built and are only concerned with
ensuring substantive justice, as opposed to accountable officials who are
like mere line-workers in the assembly plant attending simultaneously to
many different concerns beyond quality such as cheap and fast produc-
tion and the superficial appearances of their product. Third, because
common-law adjudication is both a collaborative enterprise spread out
across various courts and through time and slowly develops doctrinal
precedents through the adjudication of concrete cases and controversies,
courts can better achieve a reflective equilibrium between particular
applications and abstract legal norms.42

Although no empirical evidence is given for these frankly comparative
claims, and no considerations are given to think that other political
organs can’t or don’t achieve equally good or better results on these three
dimensions, Sager at least provides the outlines of what a Dworkin-style
defense of his claims for the heightened moral capacities of courts might
look like. The problem is that, even sharpened up in this way, the
argument only adds up to the claim that courts are better at getting the
right answer with respect to justice in the application of constitutional
principles, not with respect to determining the justice of those constitutional
principles in the first place. Even assuming that Sager’s arguments are
true, they establish only that courts are better at the impartial application
of already justified principles of justice to specific cases, are better quality
controllers of the justice of legislation and regulation in the light of
already justified principles of justice, and are better at achieving the
reflective equilibrium necessary to develop doctrinal principles intended

40 Lawrence G. Sager, Justice in Plainclothes: A Theory of Constitutional Practice (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 2004), 198.

41 Ibid., 200.
42 Sager names these three reasons twice in the book, without further argument: ibid.,

73–75 and 199–202.
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to operationalize in concrete cases already justified principles of justice.
The same problem befalls Dworkin’s claims that the Herculean tasks of
adjudication warrant a claim to heightened judicial competence sufficient
to authorize courts to determine the basic content of the abstract prin-
ciples in the first place. Whether we are concerned with principles of
justice, as Sager is, or principles of democratic consociation, as Dworkin
is, the claim that must be supported is not that courts are better at
applying justified principles in a coherent system of legal rules but rather
that they are better product designers, better at identifying and justifying
the content of those principles in the first place. Even if the empirical
claims are true that support a division of labor between aggregative line
workers (elected officials) and deliberative quality controllers (judicial
officials), there is little here to think that functionally specialized quality
controllers are better at identifying and justifying the standards for their
work in the first place. In fact, if Dworkin’s and Sager’s arguments do
establish the claim that courts are better moral reasoners in all ways – in
correctly identifying, justifying, and applying principles – than any elec-
torally accountable officials or bodies, then it is difficult to understand
how both could endorse any form of constitutional construction, ratifi-
cation, and amendment by electoral mechanisms in the first place. Surely
if politically insulated common-law courts are better at getting the right
answers on all registers of substantive correctness, then we should
emphatically not endorse ‘‘popular constitutional decision making
through the ratification of constitutional text’’43 nor say that ‘‘There
seems only one way in which a society that aspires to be a democracy
should decide what abstract rights or principles to declare in its con-
stitution. It should do so by popular referendum.’’44

Besides these empirical questions concerning the character of demo-
cratic processes, there is a deeper, normative problem to which Dworkin’s
defense of judicial review leads: once again, the specter of judicial
paternalism. In opting for a substantivist account of legitimacy, Dworkin
has severed the internal connection between legal legitimacy and the
procedural conditions of a law’s genesis that Rousseau, and Kant follow-
ing him, argued for. If fundamental moral principles are to be detected
and specified by an independent judiciary, with guidance from preferred
moral philosophers, then the principle of popular sovereignty is severely
compromised. For popular sovereignty entails that citizens are only free
in a form of political association if they can somehow understand them-
selves as the authors of the laws that structure their interactions, as both
sovereign citizens and legal subjects at the same time. Dworkin seems to
be saying, in effect, that the people are allowed to be sovereign with
respect to policy decisions, but when it comes to principles and rights,

43 Ibid., 163. 44 Dworkin, ‘‘Constitutionalism and Democracy,’’ 10.
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they must simply submit to the paternalistic imposition of the ‘‘conditions
of democracy’’ by an unaccountable Hercules. Under this division of
labor, the moral competence of citizens does not and cannot extend to
collective decisions concerning the fundamental conditions under which
they are going to regulate their lives together.45

Of course, Dworkin does not suggest that legitimacy is always dis-
connected from procedurally correct enactment. He does, after all,
endorse some ordinary democratic procedures with respect to some
(policy) issues. In other words, his theory of democratic legitimacy is
mixed in that it allows for some procedurally secured legitimacy, but
with ex ante substantive constraints on outcomes. Thus the internal
link between legal legitimacy and actual procedural genesis is only
severed with respect to constitutional essentials: ‘‘matters of principle’’ in
Dworkin’s language. I am not suggesting that Dworkin is entirely deaf to
the notion of popular sovereignty; only with respect to those issues of
moral controversy and fundamental principle best left to judicial guar-
dians of the moral law. Even if Dworkin prefers to retain the label of
‘‘democracy’’ only for those regimes that substantively guarantee the
natural rights of equal respect and concern for citizens, something
important has been lost when popular sovereignty does not extend to
decisions concerning the very conditions under which we collectively act
as a political community.

Another way to put this same point is to focus on what showing equal
respect to each individual citizen as a moral member of the community
means. For if there are in fact disagreements among citizens not only
about values and policies, but also about how to determine and specify the

45 A way of seeing this same problem, not from the point of view of political autonomy but
from that of the moral autonomy of individual legal subjects is presented in Neil
MacCormick, ‘‘The Relative Heteronomy of Law,’’ European Journal of Philosophy 3, no. 1
(1995). MacCormick argues that moral autonomy, as a matter of the self-determination of
one’s own will according to reasoned considerations, is necessarily compromised to some
extent by common and binding legal norms in the absence of moral agreement on the
content of those norms. Accordingly, to the extent that individual judges’ decisions rely
on controversial moral premises as Dworkin recommends, they increase rather than
decrease the heteronomous character of legal norms because they foreclose possibilities
for the moral self-determination of individual subjects. ‘‘So far as there is room for
impartial and institutional legal expertise, we rely on judges to have it. But when it comes
to moral justification, there is no room for a claim to institutional expertise. At this level,
the judge’s reasoning convinces or fails to convince by the authority of its reasons, not by
reason of its authority. . . .This in fact supports a more, rather than less, legalistic
approach to decision-making in the sphere of the state. The more we take legal decision-
making within state law to be a public matter drawing on public sources, the less we force
agents into the position of having to knuckle under the decisions of particular judges and
other legal officials as though they enjoyed some general moral authority. They do not.
They enjoy technical-legal authority, and the institutional authority required for deciding
particular cases conclusively,’’ 83–84.
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fundamental moral principles that are to structure their political inter-
actions, then it seems perverse to shut citizens out of the debate over
those constitutional essentials. This notion of respecting fellow citizens is
central to the critical thrust of Jeremy Waldron’s rights-based argument
against any form of judicial review of democratic legislation examined in
the next section. Of course, Dworkin does not wholly deny citizen input
into constitutional debates: citizens justifiably have the political process of
amendment open to them, and there is indirect representative control
over court appointments. Nevertheless, on the much more frequent – and
usually more contested – questions of how to specify the constitutional
provisions and amendments, treating citizens as autonomous moral
agents seems to require an institutional openness to citizen participation
and the full spectrum of information, reasons, and arguments that they
might think relevant to that task of specification. Effectively shutting them
out of those debates requires the presumption that judges know better
than citizens do themselves how to live their lives as free and autonomous
citizens in a form of political association under law.

c. are substantialist defenses of judicial

review self-defeating?

Although I’ve only examined four theories of judicial review that rely on
the premises of substantialist constitutionalism (via Bickel, Choper, Perry,
and Dworkin), it should be clear by now that all seem to face one common
objection to their theories (among other noncommon objections). They
each invite charges of judicial paternalism precisely where they overlook
the conditions of modern pluralism. Rather than simply making an
inductive inference from four instructive negative examples, Chapter 5

will examine a formal argument put forward by Waldron from the per-
sistence of good-faith moral disagreement in modern societies – that is,
from the fact of reasonable pluralism – to the conclusion that judicial
review always results in undemocratic paternalism. Before ending this
chapter, however, I would like to examine a different argument against
judicial review Waldron has repeatedly advanced.46 For, if successful, this
interesting rights-based objection to the judicial review of legislation in the
name of protecting individual rights would present a significant internal
critique of the kinds of substantialist arguments put forward by Bickel,

46 See Jeremy Waldron, ‘‘A Right-Based Critique of Constitutional Rights,’’ Oxford Journal of
Legal Studies 13 (1993), all of which appears to be incorporated in various chapters of
Waldron, Law and Disagreement. Both Thomas Christiano, ‘‘Waldron on Law and
Disagreement,’’ Law and Philosophy 19, no. 4 (2000), and Cécile Fabre, ‘‘A Philosophical
Argument for a Bill of Rights,’’ British Journal of Political Science 30 (2000), helpfully and
clearly distinguish between these two different forms of argument in Waldron.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review124



Choper, Dworkin, and Perry; a critique, namely, that they are essentially
self-defeating.

1. Waldron’s Rights-Based Argument against a Bill of Rights

Waldron’s argument begins from a supposition about the combination of
attitudes adopted by those who would argue for a constitutional
entrenchment of individual rights intended to constrain the actions of a
democratically accountable representative legislature. Such persons must
believe that they have singularly accurate insight into what is a matter of
fundamental right and what isn’t, and have sufficient self-confidence that
they can translate these insights concerning the nature of fundamental
rights into the correct legal language that would adequately protect those
rights. Of course, because they want those rights entrenched against
future potential legislative majorities, and legislators are to be thought of
as representing the views of citizens, this attitude of self-confidence in
their own understanding of rights must also be combined with an attitude
of distrust toward the like capacities for moral and legal insight on the
part of their fellow current and future consociates.

The problem as Waldron sees it is that this combination of attitudes of
self-confidence and mistrust of others is fundamentally incompatible with
the other-regarding attitudes one would need to have in order to think
that protecting the equal rights of others is worthwhile. If one really has a
deep enough mistrust toward the malfeasance of other citizens, deep
enough to motivate a desire for constitutionalization in order to protect
those rights, then its difficult to understand why one would think other
citizens worthy of rights in the first place. After all, ‘‘the attribution of
rights to individuals is an act of faith in the agency and capacity for moral
thinking of each of those individuals.’’47 In addition, the self-confidence
underlying one’s own assessment that certain rights formulations should
be constitutionally protected is incompatible with the equal attribution of
such capacities for autonomous agency and moral thinking to one’s fellow
citizens. Finally, a rights-based theorist ought to believe not only that
people have the capacity for the responsible exercise of their own rights
but also that they have the primary claim to determining the correct limits
to those rights, given their responsible reasoning powers. ‘‘Theorists of
rights, then, are committed to the assumption that those to whom rights
are assigned are normally those to whom decisions about the extent of
rights can be entrusted.’’48 Therefore, the attribution of moral rights to
others is incompatible with the attitudes toward one’s fellow citizens
underlying the thought that such rights should be specially protected
from democratic procedures.

47 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 222. 48 Ibid., 223.
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Wal dron explicitly couch es this argum ent at the level of attitudi nal
attribu tions, and so it m ight be seen as a sort of inv alid ad hominem
argum ent again st def enders of the consti tutiona l protec tion of righ ts. But
it can, without significa nt loss , be couch ed in theoret ical ter ms: a claim
that the equal moral rights of ea ch cit izen ought to be legally protected
again st dem ocrat ically enacted infringem ent s pres uppos es both that
ind ividuals are suffici ently worthy of rights, and that ind ividuals are not
suffici ently worth y of righ ts. 49 If it is true that such claims are self-
def eating, the n it woul d stri ke at the heart of substantia list defe nses of
judic ial review, for they almost alw ays suggest that jud icial review of
legisl ation is just ified by its super ior res ults in protec ting indivi dual
righ ts, and they take the protec tion of rights to be intri nsically just ifiable,
that is, as crite rial in one way or anothe r for political legitima cy. 50 In
essen ce, Wal dron ’s argument dares such theories to ta ke the ir commit-
men ts to the equal mo ral auto nomy of citize ns seriou sly.

2. Limitations of Waldro n’s Argu ment

My sen se, howeve r, is that the re is less to this argum ent than at first
appear s. To be gin with, the c laim that pers ons are sufficien tly auton o-
mou s and resp onsible to merit the attribu tion of righ ts does not ent ail the
claim that we should thereby fully trust the ir actual exer cise and speci fi-
cati on of thos e righ ts. 51 Or , if it does ent ail this, the n we seem to have a
prett y quick and easy mo ralistic argum ent in favor of poli tical anarchis m:
the attribution of moral rights presupposes an attribution of autonomy to

49 See, for instance, the clear outline of the argument at Christiano, ‘‘Waldron on Law and
Disagreement,’’ 534.

50 What distinguishes the substantialist views can be seen as a question of how they attempt
to justify the rights as fundamental. Traditional views of what I called in Chapter 2
‘minoritarian constitutionalism’ such as Bickel’s or Choper’s simply take individual rights
to be justified independently – perhaps in natural law or in right reason or in religious
revelation – of any concerns about political legitimacy or authority, and so of any
concerns about democracy. The originality of Dworkin’s view is that he attempts to show
how democracy itself, properly understood, includes such rights as constitutive
conditions. Additionally, substantialist theories of judicial review need not in principle
be based in individual rights. One could, for instance, claim that judicial review was
justified through its results in making citizens more virtuous or improving their own good
(against their own democratically expressed wills ostensibly). But in that case, one seems
to promote an explicitly and distinctly paternalistic theory of judicial review, one that
would fully merit Dahl’s label of a political theory of guardianship – without any pretense
concerning the prefix ‘‘quasi-.’’

51 I draw here on Fabre, ‘‘A Philosophical Argument for a Bill of Rights,’’ 91 – ‘‘saying that
people are worthy of respect, and therefore have rights, does not entail that they will
always respect other people’s rights’’ – but it should be insisted that the point is not just
about individuals’ actions vis-à-vis the rights of others, but about their legal specification
of the scope and limits of others’ rights as well.
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pers ons, any attempt to legal ly coe rce individual s to act again st the ir will
cont radicts that attributi on of autonom y, the refore any form s of c oercion,
and any state for mation e mploying coer cive means , in the name of
protec ting auto nomy are self-defeat ing! Surely it is part of the ‘‘circu m-
stan ces of poli tics’’ 52 – how ever envisio ned or explai ned – that some
for ms of mode rate diffid ence towar ds the actio ns of our fellow citizens are
war ranted, at the least by emp irical ex perience. 53 B ut this means, as
Ch ristiano nicely puts it, we ‘‘a ccept legal restric tions on what peopl e do
bec ause we do not fully tr ust people to act out of respect for othe r’s liberal
righ ts. . . .  Th e fact is that a system of legal righ ts is ground ed in a kin d of
balan ce between tr ust and distrus t of the individual bea rers of the
righ ts.’’ 54

Equal ly impor tant, the overl y pers onaliz ed approach to the is sue of
righ ts and limits on democracy Wal dron pursues with this argum ent –
asser ting that complex qu estions of the proper institu tional design and
impl ementatio n of mode rn gover nment ca n be helpful ly reduced to a
sim ple questio n about the consis tency of moral attitud es we take to ou r
fellow citize ns on a more or less one-on- one bas is – effaces any theo retical
sen sitivity to question s abou t the structur al differences betwe en citizens
ind ividuall y and cit izens in groups, betwe en citize n opin ion and its co l-
lect ion and represe ntation in polls , in the mass m edia, and in broad
publi c arenas, between citize ns and their elect ed legisl ative represe nta-
tives , betwe en vari ous groups and bodi es of legisla tors themsel ves,
betwe en legi slatures and privat e interest groups, lobby ists, and vari ous
for ms of associ ations, be tween othe r bran ches of gover nment and the
legisl ature, and so on and so on.

For example, Waldro n’s mo rally aprio ristic argum ent seems to assume
that majori tarian, multim ember repr esentativ e legisla tures more or
less directl y translate into statute law the prep onderance of their co n-
stituen ts’ fully reflect ive, good- faith opin ions co ncerni ng the natu re and
impor tance of vari ous righ ts and their most effect ive and accur ate legal

52 Waldron, Law and Disagreement , 101–03 introduces the phrase to refer to the need for a
common framework of action coordination, combined with the fact of persistent
disagreement about what that framework should consist in.

53 Recall, for instance, the strikingly allied characterizations given by Hume on the
ineliminable fact of moderate diffidence between persons that makes justice useful, and
Kant on the ‘‘unsociable sociability’’ that both threatens and makes possible political
cooperation. See Hume’s claim that humans exhibit towards others neither ‘‘perfect
moderation and humanity’’ nor ‘‘perfect rapaciousness and malice,’’ David Hume, ‘‘An
Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals,’’ in Enquiries Concerning Human Under-
standing and Concerning the Principles of Human Morals, ed. P.H. Nidditch (New York:
Clarendon Press, 1975), Section I, Part I, 188, and the fourth proposition of Immanuel
Kant, ‘‘Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose,’’ in Kant’s Political
Writings, ed. Hans Reiss (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1980).

54 Christiano, ‘‘Waldron on Law and Disagreement,’’ 536.
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reali zations. Witho ut this (rath er unreali stic) assump tion howeve r, it
woul d be qu ite hard to ma ke the e asy elision Waldron does be tween
‘‘th ose to whom righ ts are assig ned’’ and ‘‘th ose to whom decision s abou t
the extent of righ ts can be entrusted .’’ 55 It may well be correct to say that
‘‘it simp ly will not do for the orists of righ ts to talk abou t us as uprig ht and
resp onsibl e auton omous individual s when the y are characteri zing our
need for protec tion again st ma jorities, while des cribin g the members of
the majori ties against who se tyranny such protec tion is nece ssary as
irresp onsible Hobbes ian preda tors.’’ 56 But surely this kind of attitudi nal
expla nation for the need to protec t ind ividual and/or m inority righ ts is
not the onl y kin d of explana tion one could plausib ly put for ward for
righ ts-infri nging legisl ation. To attend only to such pers onalis tic and
attitud inal explan ations would be to pres uppos e no substan tial structural
diffe rences be tween the legislati ve outputs of a small group of face-t o-face
moral co-reaso ners conce rning some difficult problem of self-l egislation
and the ‘‘self-gov ernment’’ instanti ated in large, complex cont emporary
nation -states. Just to take an obvious altern ative explan ation, substan tial
diffe rences in the effect ive capacity of diffe rently situated soci al groups to
have their voices heard and opin ions understood in forma l parl iamentary
or congr essiona l processes often lead to statute law that cannot be fairly
cons idered as the res ult of a collection of the prepon derance of opin ion
amo ngst the full citizenry concerni ng the prop er scope and limits of
righ ts. 57 And the struc ture of electoral ac countab ility in legisla tures itself,
as Ely emp hasizes in his ex pansion on the famous footno te four of Car-
olene Produ cts, can lead to legisl ative result s that infringe on the very rights
of dem ocrat ic partici pation that are essenti al to the fully inclusi ve, good-
faith discus sion and disag reemen t on rights that Wal dron ideal izes as
dem ocrat ic poli tics. 58 What we ‘‘distrust’’ in the se cases are neith er the
moti vations of our fello w citizens , nor their deficien t reas oning capacities
but, rather , cer tain rather pred ictable and understan dable probl ems in
the political institu tions and proces ses we must make use of in order to

55 Waldron, Law and Disagreement , 223 quoted supra footnote 48. 56 Ibid., 14.
57 This distinction between formally equal rights to political participation and the effective

equality of those ostensibly equal participatory rights forms one of the pillars of the
defense of judicial review against Waldron’s critiques advanced in Aileen Kavanagh,
‘‘Participation and Judicial Review: A Reply to Jeremy Waldron,’’ Law and Philosophy 22,
no. 5 (2003). According to Kavanagh, once one sees how the opinions and interests of
marginalized groups are often effectively shut out of the considerations of majoritarian
legislatures that are formally open to them, judicial review itself could be justified as a way
of promoting effectively equal participation. Litigation aimed at overturning rights-
infringing legislation can, according to this conception, give voice to the legitimate
concerns of excluded groups, in particular, by forcing concerns about minority rights
onto the political agenda of public political discussion that would otherwise be ignored in
formal democratic processes.

58 See Ely, Democracy and Distrust, especially 73–179, and the discussion of Ely in Chapter 2.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review128



legitimately rule ourselves through law. These and other kinds of worries
about how well our actual representative and political processes work –
worries often cited in substantialist justifications for judicial review – need
presuppose no particular ‘‘disreputable’’ attitudes or attributions on the
part of a rights theorist’s or rights theory’s defense of the substantive
legitimacy of judicial review.

Whereas Waldron’s rights-based attack on rights-based defenses of
judicial review as essentially self-defeating is not convincing, it can
nevertheless help us to get clear about the moral risks involved in the
protection and specification of rights by a democratically unaccountable
constitutional court: we risk treating our fellow citizens as less than equal
in their capacities to think about the nature of rights and to be co-
participants in appropriately setting the scope and limits of the rights
protected by the legal system. If nonlegislative organs of constitutional
review can be defended from the point of view of democracy, or at least as
not necessarily antidemocratic, such defenses will need to take seriously
the basic premise of the equal moral worth of democratic citizens – an
equal moral worth, moreover, that respects each citizen’s capacity for
good-faith reflection and deliberation about the nature, scope, and limits
of their collective structures of self-government, including not only
the legal rules constitutive of political processes but also the legal rules
that limit what they can do to each other. Said another way, democratic
theories, and deliberative democratic theories in particular, ought to be
especially wary of arguments that rely on the supposition of the superior
moral insight or general moral reasoning capacities of some select group
of elites, unless of course they can supply very good reasons for expecting
heightened powers of rationality from that group and from the institu-
tional structures and roles they occupy. That is to say, they must be as
attentive to the normative premise of the equal moral worth of the rea-
soning of citizens as to the political structures effected by the con-
stitutionalization of deliberative forms of democratic governance.
Perhaps an account that focuses on constitutionalism as an originary
exercise of democratic popular sovereignty – as a form of democratic
precommitment to the conditions of democracy – can fulfill these desi-
derata better.
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5

Disagreement and the Constitution of Democracy

Perhaps we should change our focus from constitutionalized practices of
democracy to democratized practices of constitutionalism. Dworkin and
Perry both seek to respond to democratic objections to judicial review by
relying on a theory of the legitimacy constraints of democracy. According
to this view, on some matters, legitimate democracy requires getting
the right moral answers. Thus, democratic processes must be con-
stitutionalized to ensure such right outcomes on fundamental moral
matters. To the extent that judges are better positioned to engage in
principled moral reasoning, the arguments continue, we ought to entrust
them with ensuring the constitutionalized legitimacy conditions of
democracy. I argued that this latter institutional move, however, threa-
tened to simply revive the paternalist worries forcefully articulated by
Learned Hand. Waldron’s rights-based objection to rights-based judicial
review, although not dispositive, provided further warning of the moral
costs of treating fellow citizens as incapable of reasoning together
about the content and proper scope of the legal rights required for
democracy.

An alternative strategy for justifying judicial review that this chapter
investigates is to understand a constitution itself as a product of true
democracy, of real popular sovereignty. It is then up to the people,
exercising their constituent power at the level of a constitutional assem-
bly, to decide what particular institutional arrangements will best carry
forward their collective ideals and decisions. The specific character and
structure of those arrangements – whether they are populist or elitist,
deliberative or aggregative, sensitive or insulated, electorally accountable
or politically independent, and so on – is then a secondary matter. What is
central is that the constitutional arrangements the people decide on are,
first and foremost, democratically legitimated by the fact that they are the
result of authentic popular sovereignty. This second strategy, then,
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focuses not on the constitutional conditions of democracy but on the
democratic character of constitutional enactment itself.1

a. democratic precommitment to

judicial review: freeman

1. Precommitment as an Act of Popular Sovereignty

In a pathbreaking article, Samuel Freeman puts forth a philosophically
sophisticated account of democratic constitutionalism, starting from
Rawlsian premises, intended to show that judicial review need not be
considered antithetical to democracy.2 Structurally, his account shares
several features of the deliberative democratic justifications for judicial
review evinced in Perry’s and Dworkin’s theories. The advantage of
attending to his conception, however, is that he more clearly recognizes a
point I have been emphasizing throughout: ‘‘Ultimately, the case for or
against judicial review comes down to the question of what is the most
appropriate conception of constitutional democracy.’’3 Not surprisingly,
his account of the normative foundations of constitutional democracy is
somewhat more convincing than theirs: less rococo and ad-hoc than
Dworkin’s, less subject to the perils of ethically particularistic perfect-
ionism than Perry’s. The disadvantages are almost the obverse, as I hope
to suggest by the end of the chapter. In not attending to the legal role of
constitutional provisions in ongoing democratic processes, Freeman’s
account misses the central difficulties of indeterminacy and democratic
disagreement that arise from the conditions of modern politics that
authoritative lawmaking is intended to solve.

First, like them, Freeman advances a critique of aggregative (what he
calls ‘‘utilitarian’’) accounts of democracy for being insufficiently attractive
from a normative point of view. The basic idea is that any purely proce-
dural account of democracy in terms of majority rule and equal partici-
patory rights can only secure the values of procedural fairness, but cannot
guarantee morally acceptable outcomes. ‘‘There are moral limits to the
extent of the exercise of equal political rights through majority legislative
procedures, and there is no assurance that these limits always will be

1 This strategy of appealing to the constitution itself as the highest expression of popular
sovereignty, an expression then that all branches of constituted government must then
abide by, is central to Hamilton’s defense of judicial review in number 78 of Hamilton,
Madison, and Jay, The Federalist with Letters of ‘‘Brutus.’’

2 Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the Legitimacy of Judicial Review.’’
3 Ibid.: 331. Thepoint is put too strongly, however. As I showwith respect to Freeman later, and
will continue to emphasize throughout, the underlying normative ideals of constitutional
democracy are central to the consideration of the institutions of constitutional review but not
uniquely dispositive. See also Chapters 8 and 9.
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respected by the workings of these procedures.’’4 Second, he advances a
thicker, more substantialist account of these moral limits, an account
intended to highlight the importance not only of equal political rights for
democracy but also of imprescriptible equal basic rights ensuring the
freedom and independence of each. The claim then is that democracy
worth the name and aspiration cannot be limited to rights securing fair
political procedures but also must include such substantive rights as those
to private property, freedom of conscience, rights to a fair legal process,
and individual liberty rights securing a sphere of private decisional
autonomy. Third, as is clear from this richer account of democratic
legitimacy, Freeman’s argument centrally contends that the justification
for equal political participation rights – and the formal democratic pro-
cesses of decision making they constitute – must be founded in a deeper
notion of justice. The principles and values of this more fundamental
notion of justice, then, explain not only the import of equal rights to
political participation but also the worth of the equal civil rights necessary
to securing the freedom and independence of each. Of course, the value of
whatever institutional arrangements are decided upon to secure such
political and civil rights is instrumental: only to the degree to which they
secure these rights are such political institutions worthy of support. In
other words, Freeman’s defense of judicial review is, like Perry’s and
Dworkin’s, founded on a substantialist notion of legitimacy, one whose
fulfillment is independent of the results of any actual political actions or
decisions of citizens expressed through the extant legal and governmental
system. Fourth, Freeman’s theory, given the critique of aggregative
democracy, the substantialist redefinition of democracy and the instru-
mentalist theory of political institutions it gives rise to, is then able to
explain how judicial review need not be considered undemocratic. As long
as judicial review functions to ensure the legitimacy conditions of civil and
political rights – that is, equal basic rights securing both the private and
the public autonomy of each – then it is not inconsistent with democracy. It
should rather be seen as one possible way in which actual democratic
processes could guarantee democratic legitimacy.5

4 Ibid.: 336–7.
5 These broad features of a substantialist defense of judicial review as a central institution of
democracy – or at the very least, as not undemocratic – are largely shared by many
contemporary theorists. Besides Dworkin, Freeman, and Perry, a short list would also
include the theories advanced by Christopher Eisgruber and John Rawls (I consider a
subset of Eisgruber’s and Rawls’s claims, concerning judicial reasoning as a form of
democratic deliberation, in Chapter 6). Similar strategies are employed in Fabre, ‘‘A
Philosophical Argument for a Bill of Rights,’’ Stephen Holmes, ‘‘Precommitment and the
Paradox of Democracy,’’ in Constitutionalism and Democracy, ed. Jon Elster and Rune
Slagstad (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), and Kavanagh, ‘‘Participation
and Judicial Review.’’
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The interesting part of Freeman’s theory is how he fills out
the structure of this widely shared argument strategy. In particular,
Freeman’s innovation is to give a much more convincing account of the
democratic character of a political regime that guarantees equal basic civil
rights. The crucial move here is to follow social contractarians such as
Locke, Rousseau, Kant, and Rawls in insisting on a distinction between
the ordinary power of an extant government to make laws, and the ori-
ginary constituent power of the sovereign people to establish government
in the first place. This latter constituent power – the power of free and
equal consociates looking to regulate their life in common by establishing
a set of governmental institutions – is that power that should be con-
sidered popular sovereignty proper. The legislative power, as well as the
other powers of an established state, themselves gain their authority only
as powers delegated by the people themselves. Democratically legitimate
political authority arises, then, not from any determinate form that
governmental processes and institutions might take, such as electoral
representation or the majoritarian character of the legislative process, but
rather from the fact that the people, in their sovereign constituent
capacities, have contracted among themselves to establish those govern-
mental processes and institutions.

In exercising their popular sovereignty through their constituent
constitution-creating power, the people might decide on various
mechanisms for securing their original freedom and equality, once they
have adopted institutions forming a state. The specifically democratic
character of those institutions comes not from their particular structure or
the character of their ongoing processes, but from the fact that they could
have been unanimously agreed to in a constitution-making social contract.
Therefore, the people could decide upon a constitution that gave the
judiciary the power to review the constitutionality of legislation, and, as
this would be an expression of their popular sovereignty, such a decision
could not be labeled undemocratic. Seen in this light, judicial review:

is not a limitation upon equal sovereignty, but upon ordinary legislative power in
the interest of protecting the equal rights of democratic sovereignty. So conceived,
judicial review is a kind of rational and shared precommitment among free and
equal sovereign citizens at the level of constitutional choice. . . .By agreeing to
judicial review, they in effect tie themselves into their unanimous agreement on
the equal basic rights that specify their sovereignty. Judicial review is then one way
to protect their status as equal citizens.6

Freeman thus understands constitutionalism in general – including the
‘‘traditional constitutional devices that limit legislative procedures . . . [such

6 Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the Legitimacy of Judicial Review,’’ 353–4.

Disagreement and the Constitution of Democracy 133



as] bicameralism, federalism, and other checks and balances . . . [and] a
bill of rights, with or without judicial review’’7 – as a kind of precom-
mitment to legitimacy-ensuring side constraints on legislative
decision making, in particular side constraints that guarantee such equal
basic civil rights as access to a just legal system, private property, free
religious conscience, a sphere of private autonomy, and so on. Such
constitutional side-constraints, and whatever institutions might be rea-
sonably thought necessary to secure them, can then be seen as democratic
because they all could have been agreed on by free and equal consociates
expressing their constituent powers of popular sovereignty at the level of
constitutional choice.

2. Institutionalization, Disagreement, and Ongoing Democracy

How strong a democratic argument for a judicial institutionalization of
constitutional review is this? To begin with, as Freeman himself recog-
nizes, the argument establishes at most the theoretical necessity of the
function of the review of legislative outputs for consistency with the
substantive values secured through individual constitutional rights guar-
antees.8 It does not specifically endorse using a judicial body to fulfill that
constitution-conserving function. Rather, according to Freeman, institu-
tionalization is merely a strategic question depending on whether there
are good grounds for thinking that ‘‘legislative procedures are incapable
of correcting themselves’’9 and that courts would do a better job of
ensuring the liberal conditions of democracy. In fact, Freeman argues
that once one accepts the particular normative content of the constitu-
tional precommitment to securing equal basic rights, the question about
what institutions should be erected to secure the terms of that pre-
commitment will turn entirely on context-specific matters of fact. Any
actual arguments for a judicial institutionalization of constitutional review
would need to be tailored to the specific ‘‘social and historical circum-
stances. It is a matter for factual determination whether the overall balance
of democratic justice can be more effectively established in a democratic
regime with or without judicial review.’’10

It seems unlikely, however, that such a determination could be a simple
matter of fact, given that there are ongoing disagreements, at the very
least at the level of the specification of abstract constitutional principles,

7 Ibid.: 354.
8 ‘‘Final authority to interpret the constitution is a necessary power of government that is
distinct from the ordinary powers of the legislative, judicial, and executive functions. . . .The
final authority of interpretation might be seen as an institutional expression of the
constituent power of sovereign citizens,’’ ibid.: 357, emphasis added.

9 Ibid.: 361. 10 Ibid.: 361–2, emphasis added.
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about what ‘‘the overall balance of democratic justice’’ means over the
long sweep of history and in any particular case. The ‘‘facts’’ which might
establish the inference to a judicial institutionalization of constitutional
review – facts such as that a particular judiciary in a particular country is
more likely to hit on just solutions than other possible political actors or
institutions – are themselves normatively suffused. Taking the ‘‘fact
of reasonable pluralism’’ seriously, we cannot expect that the judgment of
such facts will be a simple empirical matter of pointing to brute states of
affairs and historical details. Such judgments will, rather, be inextricably
bound up with differing conceptions of the principles of justice and
associated weightings of various values, and so will be complex amalgams
of normative and empirical assessment.11

The shortcomings of merely empirical judgments here point to the
problem that Freeman’s argument, as he himself recognizes, merely
establishes the potential compatibility of judicial review with a system of
democratic sovereignty. Nothing in the argument actually necessitates
support of such an institutionalization of the function of securing the
sovereign people’s precommitments. From a perspective that seeks to
secure reflective equilibrium between the theoretical conception of
democratic justice and the everyday practices of constitutional democracy
extant in the world, this agnosticism with respect to questions of institu-
tionalization might be seen as an advantage. For it prevents the theory
from being committed to the claim that a whole series of nation-states
that appear to be, on balance, just as good as others at securing demo-
cratic justice without institutionalized judicial review are, nevertheless,
normatively deficient precisely because of their lack of such an empow-
ered court.

Even though he doesn’t present positive arguments for judicial review,
Freeman does at least outline what considerations he believes might lead
a specific group of constitutional contractors to consider the option
should certain facts obtain. I would now like to explore a potential
dilemma that arises for his contractarian understanding of constitutional

11 A rather simple way to see this point concretely is to consider the widely divergent
conceptions of the same constitutional provision which are endorsed by jurisprudes who
all adopt the ostensibly purely empirical method of constitutional interpretation called
variously ‘‘originalism’’ or ‘‘textualism,’’ a method designed specifically to forestall the
need for normative judgments on the part of judges employing the method. Are these
wide divergences really simply the result of factual disagreements, and, if so, why do the
disagreements persist even after the relevant historical ‘empirical evidence’ has been
presented? See, for example, the widely divergent conceptions of the expressive freedom
protected by the First Amendment to the United States Constitution in originalist
scholarship: Amar, The Bill of Rights, 20 – 26 and 231–46, in contrast with Bork, ‘‘Neutral
Principles and Some First Amendment Problems,’’ and in contrast with Scalia,
‘‘Common-Law Courts in a Civil-Law System: The Role of United States Federal Courts
in Interpreting the Constitution and the Laws,’’ 37–38, 45, and infra 140–8.
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choice, a worry inspired by Waldron’s emphasis on the persistence of
reasonable disagreement on fundamental matters of justice among poli-
tical consociates.12 In considering the strategic question of institutiona-
lization, Freeman argues that judicial review would only be recommended
in those sociohistorical contexts where we could not trust ordinary leg-
islative processes to maintain the conditions of democratic justice; where
citizens, that is, had good reason for ‘‘protecting their sovereignty and
independence from the unreasonable exercise of their political rights in
legislative processes.’’13 In the best case scenario, a sociohistoric situation
‘‘where there is widespread public recognition and acknowledgement of
the equal rights of democratic sovereignty, and where it is publicly
accepted that the purpose of legislation is to advance the good of each’’14

there would be no need for judicial review, as ordinary legislative pro-
cesses could be trusted to maintain democratic justice. But, Freeman
argues, ‘‘in the absence of widespread public agreement on these fundamental
requirements of democracy, there is no assurance that majority rule will not
be used, as it so often has, to subvert the public interest in justice and to
deprive classes of individuals of the conditions of democratic equality. It
is in these circumstances that there is a place for judicial review.’’15

The question now is, having admitted that in the world of ordinary
legislative politics there will be disagreements among representatives
concerning the legitimacy conditions of democracy properly and richly
understood, how far up the levels of lawmaking is Freeman willing to let
such dissensus ascend? If there is in fact widespread disagreement among
representatives on the fundamental requirements of democracy at the
level of ordinary statutory enactment, we can probably expect a like dis-
agreement among citizens themselves. Furthermore, we should probably
also expect the same to obtain at the level of the specification of those
constitutional principles the people have already agreed to. After all, one
of the contentious issues with respect to statutory enactments suspected of
being constitutional violations is usually whether or not they fall afoul of
one or another ‘‘properly’’ specified constitutional provisions. Why
shouldn’t we expect a quite similar level of dissensus about fundamental
principles of democratic justice at the constitutional convention level? But
if fundamental disagreement obtains here as well, then we can not expect
either unanimous consent or anything approaching it when the people
express their popular sovereignty through exercising their constituent

12 See generally Waldron, Law and Disagreement. I have not found the specific argument I
present here in Waldron’s work, though it certainly has close affinities with much that he
says. A fuller treatment of Waldron’s arguments from the circumstances of disagreement
to the conclusion that no form of judicial review is democratically acceptable is in Section
B of this chapter.

13 Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the Legitimacy of Judicial Review,’’ 353.
14 Ibid.: 355. 15 Ibid., emphasis added.
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constitution-making power. We should, rather, expect a quite similar
range of disagreements about the meaning and import of the basic
principles of justice as is evinced in the everyday legislative processes. But
once the notion of consent (either unanimous or to whatever super-
majoritarian degree) at the level of constituent power is gone, so is the
democratic legitimacy that was supposed to accrue to whatever institu-
tions and arrangements would have been agreed to in the original social
contract. Disagreement at this level threatens the contractarian legitimacy
of the agreement, and therewith the democratic pedigree of whatever
institutions and constraints are agreed to there.

Alternatively, the contractarian argument might be able to save the
strong notion of agreement on basic principles of democratic justice –
and thereby retain the notion of constitutional constraints as ‘‘demo-
cratic’’ – by theoretically hypothesizing that, at the level of their
constituent power at any rate, the people collectively would agree on just
that substantive conception of democratic justice that the theorist insists
upon. Thus, even though the actual people appear to evince widespread
disagreement on the substantive requirements of democratic justice, to
judge by their actually professed beliefs in legislative contexts, the theory
can assure us that they would nevertheless agree in the hypothetical
contracting situation. The dilemma seems then to be this: either realis-
tically admit fundamental disagreement all the way up to the level of
constitutional choice and thereby give up the notion that whatever is
agreed to there – including mechanisms of judicial review – is an
expression of free sovereign, self-binding precommitment, or, unrealis-
tically restrict persistent disagreement to the lower level of ordinary
lawmaking and thereby save the democratic defense of judicial review as
the outcome of consent in constitutional choice. But this second option is
unrealistic precisely because it relies on a kind of overly confident
assumption on the part of liberal theory: namely, that the theory is able to
correctly project the specifics of the substantive content of its theory of
justice into the heads of hypothetical contractors, despite evidence that
some significant proportion of actual democratic consociates do not agree
with the theory’s conclusions.

Perhaps, however, the fact that Freeman’s argument doesn’t positively
justify judicial review – content rather to consider certain conditions
under which its use would be legitimate and might be recommended – is
not an advantage, but actually a symptom of a broader problem: namely,
that if the general argument for precommitment as an act of popular
sovereignty is sufficient to dispel democratic worries, then the argument
could be used to establish much more than envisioned or desired. To see
this problem, consider what else such an argument might be taken to
establish as sufficiently democratic: any number of apparently undemo-
cratic day-to-day ordinary lawmaking mechanisms such as legislation by
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an elect ed or aristocrat ic monarch, fo rms of legislative ou tsourcing fr om
one nation to another ’s parliam ent, or perhap s even day-to-day rule by a
few well-trained philoso phers. We don’t need ou tlandish examp les how-
ever, for Freeman ’s argument appears fully co nsistent with a sympat he-
tica lly dem ocrat ic inter pretation of Hobbes ’s cont ractarian argum ents for
monar chy 16 and Rouss eau’s for a temp orary dictators hip .17 Surely in all
of these c ases we can des cribe the origi nal cons titution al choice as
dem ocrat ic, bu t I think we should have real reser vations abou t ca lling the
ongoi ng workin gs of such political arrang ements demo cratic. Waldron
help fully character izes this diffe rence as ‘‘th e distin ction between a
dem ocrat ic metho d of cons titution al choice and the democrat ic chara cter
of the constitutio n that is chos en.’’ 18 Of cou rse, Freeman does cont end
that equal rights to politic al partici pation in ordi nary law making are an
impor tant part of the more capacious packag e of rights ens uring dem o-
crat ic justice , and so they cannot simply be dispen sed with with out good
reas on. He in fact reviews and appar ently endor ses four types of argu-
men ts for equal righ ts to poli tical partici pation that are said to be based in
the ex act sam e ideal s that underlie the originar y endor sement of co n-
stitutio nal co nstraints on majori tarian actio ns. 19 Neve rtheless , such equal
partici patory righ ts, accordin g to the broad er argum ent, can be ‘‘dem o-
crat ically’’ overr idden in the des ign of ordinary poli tical institu tions
whene ver we have reaso nable cause – for instance, under ex pectable
cond itions of legisl ative disagreeme nt abou t the fun damental s of justice –
to fea r that the exer cise of thos e righ ts woul d lead to a lesser degr ee of
dem ocrat ic just ice as the outputs of those institu tions.

Th e obver se, in Freeman ’s argum ent , of the celebr ation of co nstitu-
tional cons traints as speci ally demo cratic is the comparat ive belittleme nt
of the working s of represe ntative legislatur es as demo cratic only in a
deri vative sen se, as it were. Fol lowing Lock e, he des cribes the proces s of
statut ory lawmakin g as an ord inary power of govern men t, on a par with
all of the othe r power s in terms of its democrat ic value: legisl ative
auth ority, like all govern mental auth ority, is a mer ely fiduci ary power

16 See especially Chapter 19, 129–38 of Hobbes, Leviathan. I say ‘‘sympathetically
democratic interpretation’’ of Hobbes’s arguments for monarchy, as Freeman insists
that the kind of social contract he endorses is not a compromise among individuals
competing for scarce resources but, rather, a mutual endorsement of shared principles of
association that the contractors intend to carry on for the indefinite future: Freeman,
‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the Legitimacy of Judicial Review,’’ 356. Yet it doesn’t
seem outlandish to suppose that there might be sociohistorical facts – for instance, violent
and persistent social unrest – that might make sovereign precommiters consider reducing
their equal political participation rights effectively to nothing in order to secure other
fundamental interests.

17 See Book IV, Chapter 6 , 138 –40 of Rousseau, ‘‘ Of the Social Contract.’’
18 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 256.
19 Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the Legitimacy of Judicial Review,’’ 340–1.
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delegated by the sovereign people.20 Although this is true as far as it
goes – as far, that is, as we are considering the democratic character of the
originary constitutional choice situation – left at that, the generalization
about fiduciary powers cannot make any apparent distinctions with
respect to democratic value between various institutions erected to carry
out the constitutional design, distinctions that seem rather easy to make
from the ordinary perspective of assessing various political arrangements
for the degree to which they are democratic or not.21

The reason such distinctions between, for instance, populist and elitist
lawmaking institutions, seem easy to make is that it is part of our
democratic ideals to insist on a deep internal connection between the
legitimacy of political institutions and the character of the procedures
they use to generate decisions. Thus the worries I’ve just expressed about
the overly broad institutional reach of Freeman’s argument and its con-
comitant diminution of the democratic role of legislative processes can
both be seen as applications of a general point I have been emphasizing
throughout. Democratic legitimacy cannot be severed from the ongoing
existence of robust democratic processes of opinion-formation and
decision making.22 For if we restrict responsive democracy only to the
level of constitutional choice, it will be impossible to fulfill the Rous-
seauian condition for democratic autonomy: namely, that I am only free
to the extent to which I can understand the laws binding me as, in some
sense, self-given laws. And I can only understand myself as simultaneously
the author and addressee of those laws to the extent to which, even
when I disagree with the concrete proposal and vote against it, I can
nevertheless understand those laws as the results of a legally constituted

20 Ibid.: 348–50.
21 The point about sovereign constituent power as the power of the people to authorize the

various branches of government is also true to Locke’s theory, but that theory is distorted
by the construal given by Freeman. For not only did Locke think that legislative power
was given on fiduciary trust by the sovereign people, he also claimed that once that
legislative power was legitimately operating, it is the supreme power in the state, and
should have no explicit constitutional constraints on its power – certainly no other
ordinary organ of government could substantially limit its powers through something like
a power for the substantive review of its handiwork. See Locke, ‘‘The Second Treatise of
Government,’’ especially Chapters 11, 12, 13, and 14. For a clear elucidation of this point
in contrast to Freeman’s reading of Locke, see Jeremy Waldron, ‘‘Freeman’s Defense of
Judicial Review,’’ Law and Philosophy 13 (1994): 33, footnote 13.

22 It’s not the case that Freeman is wholly insensitive to the potential damage to the
democratic character of political processes posed by judicial review: ‘‘Judicial review
limits the extent of the exercise of equal rights of political participation through ordinary
legislative procedures. . . . Since it invokes a non-legislative means to do this, it may well
be a constitutional measure of last resort,’’ Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the
Legitimacy of Judicial Review,’’ 353. Nevertheless, the logic of his argument severs the
internal connection between democratic constitutional choice and on going democratic
political processes.
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political process of argument and reason-giving in which I had some
prospect of actually participating in on equal terms with my fellow citi-
zens. Finally, this legitimacy condition applies equally at the level of
constitutional choice and ordinary statutory legislation. As Freeman
emphasizes, it is surely true that constitutional choice must be understood
as the most fundamental form of the exercise of popular sovereignty. This
does not entail, however, that such democratic choice can simply end at
that if a regime is to have democratic legitimacy.

Although Freeman employs the language of precommitment, I believe
that this is not his central or most important idea.23 Rather, Freeman’s
contribution is to have refocused the debate concerning judicial review,
away from the jurisprudential terrain of the problem of legal inter-
pretation of indeterminate clauses, and back to the fundamental nor-
mative questions of how to conceive of constitutional democracy. His
central idea here is to envision constitutional constraints as potentially
legitimate exercises of democratic sovereignty at the level of constitu-
tional choice. In this basic point, I think he is correct. But I believe his
next step of claiming that popular sovereignty at the level of con-
stitutionalism is thereby sufficient to dispel worries about the democratic
character of the ongoing workings of the processes established by that
precommitment is false. Freeman is surely correct to emphasize the need
to understand the establishment of a constitution and its ongoing
refinement through amendment as the most basic acts of popular
sovereignty of a people, and to emphasize this point against those who
would see a constitution as a fundamentally antidemocratic instrument
intended to ensure the protection of principles of natural law, principles
correctly discerned by a few (Founders) of exceptionally good judgment:
‘‘For it is now our constitution; we now exercise constituent power and
cannot be bound by our ancestors’ commitments. Only our intentions, as
free and equal sovereign citizens, are then relevant in assessing the
constitution and assigning a role to the document that bears that
name.’’24 Nevertheless, the democratic nature of originating constitu-
tional actions, even by our own generation, is not sufficient to establish
the democratic character of the institutions, arrangements, and practices

23 Waldron, both in his review of Freeman’s argument in particular (Waldron, ‘‘Freeman’s
Defense of Judicial Review’’), and in his broader consideration of ‘‘precommitment’’
arguments for judicial review (Chapter 12, 255–81 of Waldron, Law and Disagreement)
pays a great deal of attention to the significant disanalogies between individual
precommitment – where we think the idea of self-binding may be a paradigmatic form
of autonomous action – and precommitment in the context of the constitutional choice of
political institutions among common citizens. As I emphasize in the text, this seems
somewhat to miss the general point that Freeman is focusing on: that of the democratic
character of the choice of constitutional constraints in general.

24 Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the Legitimacy of Judicial Review,’’ 370.
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that are agreed to in such originary actions. Our account of con-
stitutionalism and democracy needs to comprehend the constitutive
relationships not just between democratic popular sovereignty and con-
stitutional enactment but also between established constitutional struc-
tures and the ongoing practices of democratic political practice they make
possible. In other words, we need to understand the co-constitutive
interconnections between constitutionalism and democracy.25

b. deliberative majoritarianism and the

paternalism of judicial review: waldron

Freeman meets the countermajoritarian objection to judicial review by
redefining democracy as, most fundamentally, the exercise of popular
sovereignty at the level of constitutional choice, and the subsequent
choice of constitutional structures that would guarantee the substantive
liberal legitimacy conditions of the equality, independence, and auto-
nomy of each citizen. I have argued, however, that such a substantivist
theory of constitutionalism still fails to meet the paternalist objection to
judicial review, in large part because it failed to respect the expectable
and deep disagreement of citizens under the conditions of modern
pluralism.

Perhaps then, under conditions of modern pluralism, the practice of
constitutionalism, and in particular the countermajoritarian features of
constitutional constraints on majoritarian decisions are in fact funda-
mentally undemocratic and unsupportable. This at least is one of the
central claims of Waldron’s work, to which I now turn. Waldron promises
a formal argument from the fact of such persistent disagreement to the
illegitimacy of any form of constitutional constraint on majoritarianism. If
his argument is successful, it would leave pure parliamentary sovereignty,
unconstrained by any forms of constitutional review however institutio-
nalized, as the sole legitimate form of democratic decision making in the
circumstances of contemporary politics. I hope to show that such an
argument is not successful, leaving the door open, rather, to a proce-
duralist defense of constitutional review that might be institutionalized in
a number of ways.

1. Deliberative Majoritarianism and the Argument
against Judicial Review

In order to understand the force of Waldron’s formal argument against
judicial review – whether justified and understood on substantialist or
proceduralist grounds – it will help to first clearly reconstruct his theories

25 See Section C of this chapter, and Chapter 7.
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of democracy and c onstitutio nalism. By using the anal ytic develo ped in
Cha pter 3 – cons idering first the aspects of demo cratic legitima cy,
dem ocrat ic proces s, institu tional legi timacy and account ability, and then
the four eleme nts of constitutio nalism – I hope to be able to show e xactly
why Waldron def ends an anticon stitution alist theo ry of pure parl iame n-
tary sovereign ty.

Wal dron’s brief again st jud icial review – in fact, against any form of
poli tical instituti on or politi cal decisio n proced ure beyon d the sup remacy
of multim ember , represe ntative legisl ative assemb lies decid ing ex clu-
sivel y through major ity rule – begins from wh at he c alls ‘‘the circum -
stan ces of pol itics.’’ On the one hand, poli tical consociat ion prese nts a
coo rdinat ion probl em wher eby each recogni zes that certain goals and
goods can only be reali zed by decid ing upon and adaptin g a common
fram ework for action. On the othe r hand, precise ly such a decisi on on a
com mon fram ework seems threat ened by the pers istent and deep dis-
agreem ent on fundame ntal moral and pol itical is sues evin ced in co n-
temp orary plur alistic societies. Insi sting, how ever, that we shou ld not
pat hologiz e such disagreeme nt as the res ult of either intelle ctual failings
or devi ant motivat ions on the part of some co nsociate s, Waldron poin ts to
wha t Rawls calls the ‘‘burdens of jud gmen t’’ to explain the diverge nce of
citize ns’ good faith beliefs abou t the co rrect framewor k for collectiv e
acti on: the issues to be decid ed on are comp lex, people’s diffe rent
expe riences and soc ial positions will give rise to reas onable diffe rences in
the ir percept ions and judgmen ts, and the mult iple val ues involv ed c an be
reas onably weig hed and priorit ized in diffe rent ways. 26 Thus the c ondi-
tions of politics are twofol d: the need for coo rdinat ing co llective deci-
sions, in the face of reaso nable and expe ctably pers isten t disagreeme nt
on substantiv e val ues and their proper reali zation. 27

Given the need for a decisio n combined with pers istent, ex pectable
disagr eement as the circum stances of politics, Wal dron argue s for
major itarian aggreg ation of equally weig hted votes as the most justifiabl e
democratic process. He is concerned, however, to answer the traditional
charge against majority rule that it is an arbitrary decision mechanism.28

26 For explications of ‘‘the circumstances of politics,’’ see Waldron, Law and Disagreement,
11–12, 55, 73–75, and 112–13.

27 These two conditions are essentially the same two that Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics,
references in defending the political preeminence of democracy over other values: see
the discussion in Chapter 2 , Section B.2 .

28 Recall that this is the charge forcefully put by Dewey that I referred to at the end of
Chapter 2. Note also Waldron’s nice point against those who would overstylize a contrast
between the arbitrary decision methods of majority rule adopted in general elections and
legislatures, and, the nonarbitrary reasoning-giving decision methods characteristic of
courts. After all, multimember courts (such as constitutional courts) invariably adopt a
majoritarian decision rule because of their own internal conditions of disagreement.
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He does this, in part by emphasizing that what are counted in voting are
not the prepolitical preferences or private interests of each voter but,
rather, the good-faith opinions of each individual concerning what is the
best course of collective action among the choices available. Thus, rather
than a method for an utilitarian aggregation of private and independent
utiles, majority rule counts the preponderance of public opinion on the
issue. Thus, Waldron’s conception of democratic process is an interesting
combination of elements from the opposition I stylized in Chapter 3: like
Locke, he believes that the uniquely appropriate democratic process is
majoritarian aggregation, but like Rousseau, he also believes that what
counts are opinions, not interests or satisfactions.29 Hence his conception
of democratic process might be called ‘‘deliberative majoritarianism’’:
although essentially deliberative, it emphasizes ineliminable dissensus
and insists on the theoretical distortions introduced by the idealization of
consensus.30

A complete answer to the charge of the arbitrariness of majoritarian-
ism can only come, however, with some normative defense of the legiti-
macy of majority rule. Here Waldron has recourse to his basic justificatory
framework of respect for individual rights, and the ascriptions of equal
autonomy to each that underlie that respect.31 The idea is simply that
majoritarianism is the only decision procedure that is fully respectful of
the equal autonomy of each citizen. On the one hand, given that con-
sensus on complex political issues is not to be expected, majority rule
respects the worth of each as a thinking, intelligent co-citizen, endea-
voring in good faith to give her or his considered opinion on the proposal
under discussion. Under conditions of disagreement, majority rule does
not try to turn away from the diversity of citizens’ beliefs, but respects
equally the opinions of each, even if not all opinions can become directive
of the state’s power. Majority rule then is fair to each in giving equal

Thus, if the disparager of legislative majority rule is right that ‘‘voting yields arbitrary
decisions, then most of constitutional law is arbitrary.’’ Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 91.
I return to the contrast between legislative voting and judicial reasoning in Chapter 6.

29 For a particularly lucid account of this distinction in terms of Bentham and Rousseau, see
Waldron, ‘‘Rights and Majorities: Rousseau Revisited,’’ 394–400.

30 Waldron’s brief and vague dismissal of ‘‘proponents of ‘deliberative democracy’’’
apparently hinges on the twin contentions that they see consensus on political matters
as the legitimacy criterion for democracy, and that anything less than consensus is to be
explained away as a pathological failure of the deliberative process (for instance, due to
the motivations of some of the participants), Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 90–93.
Conceding that ‘‘the very best theories of deliberative democracy are characterized by
their willingness to accept [persistent, reasonable disagreement] and incorporate it into
their conception of deliberation,’’ 93, Waldron nevertheless gives virtually no more
attention to such theories.

31 See the discussion of Waldron’s rights-based critique of the argument for judicial review
as the best way of protecting rights in Section C of Chapter 4.
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resp ect to the good-fait h opinion s of each. On the other han d, major-
itaria nism res pects the e qual worth of each cit izen, co nsistent with a like
resp ect fo r all ot hers, since its decision procedure weigh ts all votes
equa lly. Major ity rule, then, is fair in anoth er sense, in giving equal
decisiv e power over collectiv e decision s. So, perha ps surprisin gly given
the usual asso ciation of righ ts-based normati ve the ories with count er-
major itarian side-co nstraints on ma joritarian ism, Waldron ’s righ ts-based
the ory endorses the prin ciple of majority rule as the onl y way of takin g
the rights of each indivi dual to fair and eq ual poli tical particip ation
seriou sly. Resp ect for ind ividual righ ts in his han ds leads, the n, to a
proced uralist rather than a substan tialist accou nt of demo cratic legitimacy
as followin g only from majori tarian politi cal decision proces ses.

Perh aps Wal dron’s most importan t cont ribution cons ists in elabor ating
a clear def ense of the intrins ic worth of legisla tive assembl ies, of res cuing
the ‘‘dign ity of legisla tion’’ from the oretic al oversigh t in both jur-
isprud ence and poli tical philos ophy. Th e idea here is that there are good
norma tive reaso ns for the fact that large, mult imember repr esentativ e
assembl ies orien ted towar d prod ucing statut e law exis t ‘‘in almost every
soci ety in the world .’’32 Gi ven the co mplexity of coordi nation issues that
law need s to resolv e and given the inhere nt plurality and diversity of
com plex so cieties wher e we shou ld e xpect persis tent disagreeme nt, leg-
islatures are the form of law making body be st si tuated to deal with that
com plexity while simult aneous ly res pecting the equal au tonom y of citi-
zens . First, the div ersity and large num ber of represe ntat ives in an
assembl y reflect the spre ad of popula r opinions extant with in so ciety on
major is sues. Second , the form al procedu res and str uctural prop erties of
assembl ies are oriented toward organizing del iberation and decision
makin g in such a way that auth oritative decision s can be reache d with out
univ ocity. Third, perhaps most importan t, majori ty rule is a nona rbitrary
way of resp ecting the opinions of each. 33 In short, Waldro n’s detailed
anal ysis of the features of legisl atures and the proces s of legisl ation is
inten ded to show that multim ember repr esentativ e assembli es are not just
contingently useful political devices that could be discarded with should
better ways be found of reaching desired political outcomes. In fact, given
the argument from disagreement for majoritarian proceduralism, there
could be no theoretical access to the correct procedure-independent

32 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 10.
33 For Waldron’s rich account of these features of parliamentary legislatures and their

relation to a normative theory of parliamentary sovereignty, see especially Chapters 2–5
of ibid. He explores the same ideas about the appropriateness of legislatures through a
resuscitation of underdeveloped themes concerning legislative lawmaking in the history
of political philosophy, specifically in Aristotle, Kant, and Locke, in Jeremy Waldron, The
Dignity of Legislation (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999). I return to Waldron’s
discussion of legislation later in this chapter, and in Chapter 8.
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political outcomes in the light of which we could judge legislatures as
instrumentally worthwhile or not.

The upshot from these arguments should not be surprising for the last
axis of democratic analysis: Waldron clearly favors a governmental
structuring of power that is at the populist end of the accountability
spectrum, and he is strongly suspicious of any more expertocratic allo-
cation of power. In fact, he seems to regard most forms of extralegislative
governmental power as regrettable reflections of an antiegalitarian and
antidemocratic bias against ordinary citizens. Thus, for instance, any legal
theory that attempts to analyze the increased efficacy of judicial decisions
in some governmental areas or the heightened capacities of the judiciary
is immediately suspected of harboring ‘‘one of ‘the dirty little secrets of
contemporary jurisprudence’ . . . ‘its discomfort with democracy’.’’34 And
whereas Waldron always focuses on the elitism of legal decision making by
unelected judges (never apparently considering that many judges in
many nation-states are subject to repeated electoral control), he has
almost nothing to say about the executive branch and the substantial
increase of administrative lawmaking powers.35 The contrast is insistently
between popularly accountable legislators and unaccountable judges.

What then does Waldron think of constitutionalism understood as a
practice of intentionally structuring governmental processes and powers
through law in order to realize the benefits of some or all of the four basic
elements constitutions are often thought to secure?36 To put it briefly, it’s
not at all clear what Waldron’s position is here.

Given that Waldron’s basic normative framework is that of the funda-
mentality of equal liberal rights, it would be hard to imagine him

34 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 8, quoting Roberto Unger What Should Legal Analysis
Become? (London: Verso, 1996).

35 At the one point in Law and Disagreement (pages 49–50) where Waldron gives any
consideration to the executive branch of government, his bias toward a British model of
pure parliamentary sovereignty leads to very strange, putatively universal, claims:
‘‘Almost everywhere, legislatures are assemblies rather than individuals, and assemblies of
anything from fifty to almost three thousand members, not assemblies of cabinet size. No
doubt we should qualify this by observing that subordinate legislation is often made by
single individuals or by very small rule-making agencies. But this should not distract us:
such individuals and agencies always derive their authority from a sovereign legislature that
comprises hundreds of members,’’ 49 (emphasis added). This passage simply ignores
both the popular authorization of the executive branch through elections independent of
legislative elections in presidential systems, and the popular authorization of all of the
branches of government thought to be effected through constitutional ratification.

36 Recall the distinction introduced in Chapter 3 between the descriptive sense of
‘‘constitution’’ – in which it refers to the particular configuration of governmental
power extant in any political community – and the normative sense of ‘‘constitutionalism’’ –
in which it refers to the intentional organizing of the organs of government according to
a set of higher laws oriented toward structuring and limiting the exercise of state power.
Obviously, my question in the text employs the second normative sense.
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rejecting the baseline platitudes of the rule of law, such as that that like
cases are to be treated alike. But beyond this and allied generalities
(e.g., no ex post facto laws, no offense in the absence of an applicable law,
rules must provide effective conduct guidance) – generalities that can’t be
expected to do much concrete work of sorting violations from fulfillments
of the rule of law at that level of abstraction – Waldron would seem to
suggest that the persistence of fundamental disagreement over the
proper conception of the rule of law should put the lie to the idea that it
could be furthered through the practice of constitutionalism. In fact, in an
article in which he argues that the rule of law is an essentially contested
concept, Waldron seems to claim that the idea of government bound by
fundamental or higher law – that is, one of the elemental ideas of con-
stitutionalism – is itself one of the contesting conceptions of the complex
concept of the rule of law.37 Given that the rule of law is itself subject to
persistent disagreement leading to radically antithetical readings of its
proper realization – ‘‘litigation or self-restraint, judicial supremacy or
judicial deference, rules or standards, mechanical judgment or reasoned
discretion’’38 – it seems unlikely that Waldron could, then, recommend
constitutionalism in the name of furthering rule of law values.

On the allied questions of whether Waldron supports the practices of
constitutionalism that revolve around the entrenchment of higher law
on the one hand, and the structuration of political institutions on the
other, the answers are again ambiguous, but this time because it’s
unclear how far Waldron takes his defense of majoritarian decision
procedures to reach. For, arguing simply from the demands of fairness
to each that Waldron takes the ideal of liberal rights to lead to, it would
seem that any higher constitutional law would require unfair super-
majorities to change, unfair because only bare majoritarianism doesn’t
bias the outcome in favor of or against the status quo. Furthermore, it
seems that like considerations would apply to any constitutional organ-
ization of political organs that would require supermajoritarian proce-
dures to change. Yet surely this cannot be the whole story, considering
that, to begin with, Waldron appears in favor of some form of
entrenchment of multimember representative legislative assemblies, and
in favor of such bodies to the exclusion of other forms of institutiona-
lizing legislative power. In addition, he also endorses (albeit inter-
mittently) certain political procedures such as federalism and
supermajoritarian requirements for some legislative proposals that can
only be considered as antimajoritarian decision procedures. Its hard to
see, however, exactly how either the entrenchment of legislatures or
such constitutional ‘‘slowing-down devices’’ can be made consistent with

37 Waldron, ‘‘Is the Rule of Law an Essentially Contested Concept (in Florida)?,’’ 156–7.
38 Ibid.: 144.
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the overr iding prin ciple of majority rule that result s fro m the co mbi-
nation of fairness to each as a rights-b earer with the circum stances of
poli tics. Therefor e, it’s difficult to say exa ctly what Waldron ’s overt
com mitments to co nstitutional ism are with respect to the high er law/
low er law distinctio n and the issue of the entrenchm ent of dete rminate
for ms of and organs fo r the organi zation of political pow er. 39

Fin ally, it is sur ely clear that he endor ses neither the co n-
stitutio nalizati on of fun damental ind ividual righ ts, say in a bill of righ ts,
nor the empower ment of an indep endent jud iciary to ensure thos e
righ ts against legisla tive proces ses. 40 Waldron would prefe r that moral
righ ts be protec ted , if the y c an and are to be legal ly protec ted at all,
through legislati ve means , in parti cular throug h the perva sive influen ce
of a spirit of rights in both legisl atures and the elect orate at large .41

Th us, in sum, Waldron decisiv ely rejects one of the elem ents of co n-
stitutio nalism, and appear s at the very least, suspici ous toward s the
othe r three.

He re is one possib le reconst ruction of Wal dron’s formal argument
again st any form of judicial revi ew of legisl ation for its cons titution ality,
wh ether under stood and justified on substantia list or proced uralist
groun ds:42

a. Th e commi tment to demo cracy is centere d on respecting the ideal
of the equal au tonomy of each citizen as a moral rights- bearer;

b. Disag reemen t over the identi fication, priorit ization, and specific
appro priate appl ication of substantiv e political values, includin g
righ ts, is pers isten t, expectab le, and not patholog ical under
condi tions of societal co mplexity and value pluralism ;

c. Col lective decision s on a common fram ework of action are needed,
des pite disagreeme nt, in order to secur e some politi cal goods;

d. Th e autho rity/legi timacy of poli tical decision s within a polity must
the n be proced ural, that is , indep endent of any of the particul ar
substantive conceptions of political value that are subject to
reasonable contestation;

e. Respecting each as an equal rights-bearer demands fairness in
political decision procedures, and in two ways: (aspect 1) equal
respect for the good-faith opinions of each concerning proposals for

39 The question of Waldron’s commitment to constitutionalism is discussed further in
subsection 3.

40 See Section C of Chapter 4 and later in this chapter for a reconstruction of his arguments.
41 I take it that this is the upshot of the discussion of Locke and Mill that ends the book:

Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 306–12.
42 Other reconstructions emphasize different aspects: e.g., Christiano, ‘‘Waldron on Law

and Disagreement,’’ 534, or Fabre, ‘‘A Philosophical Argument for a Bill of Rights,’’ 94–5.
Newly introduced elements in this reconstruction will be clarified presently.
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collective decisions, and (aspect 2) equal decisive power for each in
the decision procedure;

f. Given both the pressure for collective decisions and the problems of
political complexity and scale, fairness (aspect 1) is best achieved in
elective, multimember representative legislatures whose members
make decisions even as they represent the diversity of political
opinions extant among the citizenry;

g. Fairness (aspect 1) is violated by judicial review, as the opinions
listened to are not representative of the citizenry, but are those of a
few unelected judges;

h. Majority rule is the single decision procedure that fulfills fairness
(aspect 2), as only it gives a maximal decisional weight to the
opinion of each consistent with an equal weighting of the opinions
of others;

i. Any constitutional rules, structures, or procedures (including
judicial review) that restrict the reach and decisiveness of
majoritarian legislative power will violate fairness (aspect 2) as
countermajoritarian; and

j. Therefore, judicial review is nonauthoritative/illegitimate and
ought not be employed in a democracy.

It is important to note here that, although Waldron’s argument is
couched in the language of ‘‘majoritarianism,’’ his objection to judicial
review should not be understood as a reprise of Bickel’s ‘‘counter-
majoritarian’’ concerns, concerns which were rooted in the notion that
majoritarianism is justified through its utilitarian aggregation of private
interests. In contrast, Waldron’s argument centers the justification of
majority rule in the notion that it is the singular decision procedure
consistent with respect for each as an autonomous agent. Said another
way, derogations from majority rule are objectionable precisely because
they are heteronomous substitutions of the will of some for the will of all,
even against the fairly expressed wishes of all. Any infringement on
democratic self-rule – such as allowing a small number of unaccountable
judges to decide matters of basic rights – is, for Waldron, objectionable as
a paternalistic infringement on the equal right of each to have his or her
say with respect to matters needing collective political decision. The
countermajoritarian character of judicial review is, for Waldron, objec-
tionable because its paternalistic. It should also be noted, however, that
because it is the countermajoritarian character that is objectionable about
judicial review, due to the electoral unaccountability of constitutional
court judges, if Waldron’s formal argument is successful, it simply doesn’t
matter whether judicial review is understood and defended on sub-
stantialist or on proceduralist grounds. In either case, it will embody a
countermajoritarian decision procedure, one objectionable because
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cou nterma joritarian proced ures are pat ernalis tic, and so canno t be seen
as dem ocraticall y legitimate . 43

2 . Fairne ss, Majoritarian ism, and Democ ratic Leg itimacy

To be gin to cons ider the stren gth of this argum ent , it will help first to
focus on the is sue of disagre ement; speci fically, conce rning at wh at level
and to wh at extent we should ex pect reasonabl e persis tent disagreem ent
betwe en dem ocratic cons ociates. Take n at a very deep level and
under stood to be quite wide-rangi ng, such disagreeme nt in fact would
seem to show Waldron ’s argum ent to be self-defeat ing. 44 For, if the
disagr eement arises co ncerning the quite general but foundatio nal
norma tive claim at step (a), the n the very co ncept of dem ocracy as
aime d at resp ecting the equal au tonom y of citizens ca nnot be used to
sup port either the acc ount of legitimate auth ority at step (d ) or the
acc ount of fairness as reali zing that resp ect at step (e). A foundatio nal
argum ent subjec t to uncert ainty about the prop er identifi cation of its
norma tive bas is because of disagr eemen t ca nnot then provide ground s
for normativ e recommen dation s of cer tain political values or arran ge-
men ts. 45 By cont rast, if the re’s general agreemen t on the prop osition
that dem ocracy is bound up with respecting the eq ual auton omy of
citize ns – a prop osition that Waldron consider s ‘‘ba sic’’ to righ ts-based
the ories of dem ocracy – then the self-defeat ing objectio n disapp ears at

43 Those who are perfectly content with the antidemocratic character of judicial review –
perhaps on the grounds of a rights-based fundamentalism – of course won’t be disturbed
by this inference. But for them, Waldron also puts forward a rights-based critique of the
institution; see Section C of Chapter 4.

44 Several commentators point out the self-defeating character of Waldron’s democratic
argument against judicial review from the premises of disagreement. See Christiano,
‘‘Waldron on Law and Disagreement,’’ 519–22, Fabre, ‘‘A Philosophical Argument for a
Bill of Rights,’’ 93, and Kavanagh, ‘‘Participation and Judicial Review,’’ 467– 8.

45 It is important to note that I am not making a meta-ethical claim here about the self-
refuting character of relativism, but rather a claim about the self-defeating character of
the practical recommendations the formal argument is taken to support. For, the
disagreement about normative content that drives Waldron’s argument does not entail a
relativistic rejection of the objectivity of values or the cognitive content of value claims.
The point is, rather, one about the circumstances of politics: though each of us might be
firmly committed to such objectivity or cognitivity, nevertheless, none of us has
unimpeachable access to that by which we could identify our preferred value candidates
as the indisputably correct ones. This is the general point of Chapter 8 of Waldron, Law
and Disagreement, nicely entitled ‘‘The Irrelevance of Moral Objectivity.’’ ‘‘The idea of
objective values . . . is an idea with little utility in politics. As long as objective values fail to
disclose themselves to us, in our consciences or from the skies, in ways that leave no room
for further disagreement about their character, all we have on earth are opinions or beliefs
about objective value,’’ ibid.: footnote 62, 111.
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the most fundamental level.46 However, it is only displaced to the next
level up. For now we should wonder whether in fact Waldron’s dual-
aspect conception of fairness at step (e) is really the best or the only way
to capture the democratic ideal of respecting the equal autonomy of
each. Shouldn’t we expect this abstract conception to also be the subject
of reasonable disagreement, thereby debarring the use of it in a justi-
fication for the singular democratic appropriateness of legislative
majoritarianism?

We might think that the worry is less pronounced than this, however,
on the supposition that there is in fact much less disagreement at the
most general levels about what democracy entails and what broad kinds
of rights a democratic regime should respect.47 We might be willing to
agree, for instance, that democratic regimes generally evince significant
degrees of popular accountability, legal regularity, and respect for pri-
vate autonomy, features in fact secured through a relatively stable,
universal set of rights categories: rights to equal individual liberties,
membership rights, rights to legal actionability, political participation
rights, and rights to a sufficiently equal opportunity for the exercise of
rights.48 Then our concerns about disagreement would probably be
limited to those that originally motivated the jurisprudential debates
about judicial review: given the indeterminacy of abstractly character-
ized categories of necessary rights, who or what organ within the polity
should be empowered to specify and appropriately apply these general
guarantees to more specific situations and controversies, and with
respect to what kinds of methods and standards? If we have agreement
at least on the general categories of democratic rights, however, there
can be no democratic objection proceeding from the ineliminability of
disagreement at that level, then, to the establishment of a bill of
rights intended to entrench these categories of rights against infringe-
ment, contra the claim at step (i). The remaining objection is, at most
then, to judicial supremacy in the final specification and application of
those rights in controversial cases, as opposed to pure parliamentary

46 For Waldron’s methodological account of a rights-based theory and the justificatory role
of basic judgments, see ibid., 214–17. It is crucial to his argument here that the
foundational nature of rights in a normative theory does not necessarily imply the need
for either legal or constitutional rights to protect them: ‘‘We cannot infer much about the
practical recommendations of a normative theory from the character of its fundamental
premises,’’ 216–17. This is a way of uncoupling the easy inference from a rights-based
normative theory to the endorsement of constitutional rights protected by judicial review.

47 That is to say, general agreement among those committed to democracy in some form or
another – after all, the objections to judicial review and constitutionalism in general being
considered here are nonstarters for antidemocratic theories.

48 The list follows the categorization of rights found in Habermas, Between Facts and Norms,
122–31. I discuss this further in Section B of Chapter 7.
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sovereignty for interpreting the bill of rights or some other arrangement
outside of the range of the court-parliament dichotomy.

Hopefully such considerations indicate that the depth and degree of
expectable and persistent disagreement among those already committed
to democracy cannot be judged by theoretical considerations alone. It is,
rather, largely an empirical question, although not an easy one to settle
for that, given the obvious inextricability of normative judgments from
the criterial question of which regimes even count as democratic.49 As
one set of empirical indicators, we might think about the direction of
constitution writing and the degree of democratic ratification over time.
My sense of the history of the explicit practice of written democratic
constitutionalism, barely over two hundred years long, is that constitu-
tions have been increasingly subject to more scrupulous democratic
ratification over time, as previously disenfranchised groups are
increasingly recognized as deserving of equal participatory rights and
included in both ordinary democratic and constitutional political pro-
cesses. At the same time, remarkably, constitutional specificity has
increased – just consider the increasing length of actual constitutions
over time – indicating that there is more and more agreement on
the core elements of the constitutional conditions of democracy.50 The
problem then arises just where the jurisprudes focused: namely, in the
specification and application of broad constitutional generalities to
particular problems and controversies. If this thumbnail historical
judgment is accurate, then Waldron’s argument from disagreement
cannot be directed at the antidemocratic character of a constitution or a
bill of rights but, rather, only at a placement of the more-or-less final
power of constitutional specification in a judiciary insulated from pop-
ular accountability.

Presuming that Waldron could meet the self-defeating objection at the
general level of the normative considerations of his argument, he might
object to softening the anticonstitutionalism of his position by pointing to
the notion of majoritarian fairness. Surely, he might say, constitutional

49 Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six Countries, is
a particularly ambitious but succinct study proposing several criteria for democratic
regimes and applying them across a range of regimes.

50 Cass Sunstein gives one very plausible reason why the more abstract principles enshrined
in constitutional provisions are subject to much less disagreement and conflict than the
more specific interpretations and applications of those principles: the former are often
the result of incompletely theorized agreements, and so do not raise as many points of
contention. See Cass R. Sunstein, Legal Reasoning and Political Conflict (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1996), especially 35–61. Sunstein, One Case at a Time: Judicial Minimalism
on the Supreme Court, 11, suggests that ‘‘constitution-making is often possible only because
of the technique of producing agreement on abstractions amid disagreements about
particulars,’’ that is, of employing incompletely theorized agreements.

Disagreement and the Constitution of Democracy 151



constraints that restrict the reach and finality of legislative majoritarian-
ism violate the second aspect of democratic fairness: equal decisional
weight for each. Of this I have no doubt, but I also doubt whether this
aspect of the notion of fairness is one we should endorse in the first place,
or whether even Waldron can really endorse it fully.

In Waldron’s explicit defense of majority rule as fulfilling the criterion
of fairness in terms of equal decisional weight (step [h]), he contrasts
majority rule only with a random coin-toss decision procedure and a
decision procedure ceding all power to one member of a group.51 The
argument here begins with the consideration that, in contrast to the
coin-toss, an actual vote gives some minimal decisive weight to the actual
opinions of the consociates, thereby respecting them as autonomous.
Second, bare majority rule is better than the appointed decider method,
as it gives decisive weight, and equal weight, to the opinions of all of the
consociates rather than those of just one. That apparently is the end of
the positive argument for majoritarianism as uniquely fulfilling the cri-
terion of fairness (aspect 2)! In fact, he acknowledges that it only estab-
lishes the compatibility, but not the necessity, of simple majority rule
with fairness as the realization of equal respect. But after a brief rejection
of Mill’s argument for plural voting for experts – after all, the identifi-
cation of who are the experts at specifying rights will be subject to rea-
sonable disagreement – Waldron merely reiterates his support for the
unique fairness of simple majoritarianism: ‘‘I suspect (though I doubt that
one can prove) that majority-decision is the only decision-procedure
consistent with equal respect in this necessarily impoverished sense’’52 –
impoverished because, of course, richer senses of equal respect are sub-
ject to political disagreement. He does not consider, however, any of the
other decision rules beyond bare majority, such as unanimity or various
levels of supermajoritarianism, the kinds of decision rules often asso-
ciated with constitutionalism. Yet it seems clear that both unanimity and
various stringencies of supermajority rules do in fact meet both of his
stated criteria for decisional fairness. On the one hand, the actual opi-
nions of the consociates have minimal decisional weight – they are actu-
ally counted – and, on the other, the opinions of each have an equal
weight in the final tally – they count equally. What distinguishes bare
majoritarianism from these latter rules is simply the degree to which the
status-quo-ante is favored, and this is an issue quite distinct from that of
fairness as equal decisional weight for each.53

51 See Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 113–16. 52 Ibid., 116, emphasis added.
53 Apparently at one time, Waldron did think that any supermajority rules violated fairness

in those cases where consociates voted their interests (not their good-faith opinions)
and the status quo favored the interests of some. ‘‘On any issue where views align
themselves with interests, people are not symmetrically situated in super-majoritarian
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If central practices of constitutionalism – such as entrenchment in
higher law, political structuration, and a bill of rights – can be understood
precisely as favoring the status quo by requiring supermajoritarian pro-
cedures for amendment, then Waldron has failed to give an argument
from fairness (aspect 2) to the rejection of constitutionalism: steps (h) and
(i) are unsubstantiated. However, even if Waldron would be willing to say
good riddance to supermajoritarian procedures on the grounds of deci-
sional fairness, its unclear how he could endorse the political arrange-
ments he apparently does. For instance, he seems to endorse forms of
legislative representation that skew the direct numeric proportional
equality between the number of assembly members and their con-
stituents, such as bicameralism with one house representing the diversity
of geography or other forms of federalism at the level of national legis-
latures.54 In one of the only passages directly addressing issues of con-
stitutional design, Waldron appears, in fact, to endorse supermajoritarian
requirements:

There are a variety of ways in which a democratic constitution may mitigate this
inconstancy [of rapid legislative reversals and re-reversals on rights]. The legis-
lative process may be made more complex and laborious, and in various ways it
may be made more difficult to revisit questions of principle for a certain time after
they have been settled. (Such ‘‘slowing-down’’ devices may also be supported in
the political community by values associated with the ‘‘rule of law.’’) None of this
need be regarded as an affront to democracy; certainly a ‘‘slowing-down’’ device
of this sort is not like the affront to democracy involved in removing issues from a

decision-procedures. The only decision-procedure that situates them symmetrically is the
one that stipulates, in a binary dispute, that the status quo is to survive if and only if more
than half of the voters support it and that the proposed alternative to the status quo is to
be implemented if and only if more than half the voters support it,’’ Waldron, ‘‘Freeman’s
Defense of Judicial Review,’’ 40–41. I failed to find anything resembling this passage in
Law and Disagreement which ‘‘embodies portions’’ (vii) of the article. I speculate that it is
not surprising that the exclusivist defense of bare majoritarianism didn’t survive because
it embodies an image of interest-based voting, the rejection of which is central to the
project of recovering the dignity of legislation.

54 This may be incorrect, but I take it that such legislative arrangements would naturally
follow from the notion that legislative assemblies are recommended precisely because
they mirror extant social complexity, and from the interesting discussion given to feudal
forms of federalism at Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 56–68. ‘‘Though in the modern
world we associate the legislature’s character as an assembly with the idea of democratic
representation, in an older understanding – an understanding which may enrich
democratic jurisprudence rather than simply being an elaboration of it – law-making
was associated with a process that related a legislative proposal to the complexity and
multiplicity of persons, regions, relations, and circumstances, with which the proposed
law would have to deal,’’ ibid., 55.
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vote altogether and assigning them to a separate non-representative forum like
a court.55

But the problem of endorsing the preemptive character of major-
itarianism would be deeper than this apparent contradiction of claims
for Waldron, as it would in fact seem to lead to a rejection of repre-
sentative assemblies in the first place, leaving directly democratic votes
amongst the entire citizenry on statutes (and constitutional provisions)
as the only democratically legitimate option. Recall that the argument
for majoritarianism is motivated by the combination of the circum-
stances of politics with the normative requirement for scrupulous fair-
ness toward each and respect of the opinions of each thinking individual
qua individual. However, any individual elected representative must
represent significant numbers of electoral constituents – primarily in
terms of their numerous and diverse opinions, rather than their inter-
ests – but as a single voter in the representative assembly, he or she
can’t possibly do justice to the variety of opinions on the matter which
their constituents are bound to have – even if they are all members of a
single party or ideological faction. According to Waldron, ideally con-
sidered, ‘‘the modern legislature is an assembly of the representatives of
the main competing views in society, and it conducts its deliberations
and makes its decisions in the midst of the competition and controversy
among them.’’56

Perhaps Waldron could respond that multimember representative
assemblies at least represent this diversity better than electorally unac-
countable judges serving on a high constitutional court with very few
other members – and solving their own internal court disputes by a bare
majority rule to boot! Thus, the effects of the deindividualization and
homogenization of the citizens’ diverse opinions in a legislative assem-
bly could then be seen as a pragmatic response to problems of scale and
manageable complexity.57 But, I think, this response misses the force of
the original objection. The problem is that Waldron’s formal argument
relies, at least at steps (h) and (i), on a stringent and preemptive notion

55 Ibid., 305–06. Note also the characteristics he builds into an ideal-typical model of
legislative assembly: ‘‘members of the assembly represent not only different interests and
regions, but come from completely different backgrounds, ethnic and cultural, as well as
representing whatever political differences divide them,’’ 73.

56 Ibid., 23. This conception of the diversity of assemblies as mirroring the diversity of
opinion and disagreement amongst the electorate is emphasized throughout the book,
for instance at 10, 23–24, 27, 73–75, 99, 145, and 309. I return to this theme later.

57 This is the approach Waldron seems to endorse in considering how to democratically
conceptualize collective decision making among millions: ibid., 108–10.
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of majoritarian fairness.58 If that stringent notion is not sufficiently
preemptive to delegitimate the apparent disrespect to individuals’ claim
to equal decisive power evinced by representation, then it cannot also
retain its preemptive force as a democratic objection to the legitimacy of
countermajoritarian decision procedures. Put alternatively, why should
we accept only the stringent formulation of democratic equal respect in
terms of majoritarian fairness, given the reasonable possibility of other
conceptions of democratic equal respect?

4. Distortions in Democratic Processes of Representation

Up to now, I have been focusing on the issue of democratic legitimacy, in
particular on Waldron’s account of the relationship between the norma-
tive ideals of democracy, the conditions of political consociation, and the
authoritative character of decisions made in the light of democratic
procedures. But it is also worth exploring his account of democratic
processes, for I believe that the force of the moves from (e) through ( j)
largely derive their force from an unconvincing account of how legislative
assemblies carry out their representative functions. Thus I’d like to turn
from internal tensions in Waldron’s account of majoritarian legitimacy, to
certain shortcomings in his account of democratic processes, short-
comings that should cause us to call into question the second main prong
of his formal argument against judicial review from the notion of fairness
(aspect 1).

First recall Waldron’s ideal-typical account of why we havemultimember
legislative assemblies: ‘‘The point of a legislative assembly is to represent
the main factions in the society, and to make laws in a way that takes their
differences seriously rather than in a way that pretends that their differ-
ences are not serious or do not exist.’’59 The problem with this account is
simply that it assumes that the legislature is largely a transparentmirroring
of the demos: the diversity of opinions and ideas, and their statistical dis-
tribution of support, evinced in the legislative chamber or chambers will,
according to Waldron’s assumption, largely mirror the diversity and sta-
tistical distribution of the same throughout the population of citizens.60

58 Here I have found Christiano’s discussion and criticism of Waldron’s claim to the
preemptive character of majoritarianism particularly helpful: Christiano, ‘‘Waldron on
Law and Disagreement,’’ 523–33.

59 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 27.
60 F.R. Ankersmit, Aesthetic Politics: Political Philosophy Beyond Fact and Value (Stanford, CA:

Stanford University Press, 1997) captures this problem in an interesting way by
emphasizing the significant differences between a mimetic and an aesthetic conception of
political representation. In a mimetic conception – a conception apparent in Waldron’s
assumptions – the goal of representation is a faithful mirroring of the citizenry, whether
of their interests, opinions, or both. The aesthetic conception, by contrast, not only
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This seems unrealistic at best and a potentially dangerous idealization at
worst. It means that the theory will be largely blind to any structural
mechanisms that impede – perhaps chronically impede – this easy
correspondence between public and legislative opinion.

This is not, however, a mere lacuna in the quest for a complete political
theory, as Waldron seems to imply when he recognizes the deficiency.61

For, precisely this characteristic inattention to the structural difference
between democratic governmental institutions and the citizenry also, it
seems to me, plays the central role in vitiating his formal argument against
Ely-style justifications for judicial review as a referee of representative
processes. Let me explain by first noting a few peculiarities of how the
issue is framed. At the beginning of the book, Waldron claims that
the issue concerning the legitimacy of judicial review involves only three
terms: ‘‘rights, courts, and legislation.’’62 That is, the question is about the
power of making laws in a democratic polity, including laws concerning
individual rights, and what we face is a simple dichotomy concerning who
is to choose and specify rights: either legislatures or courts. But this is a
false dichotomy: legislatures and courts could share the task, an elected
rights board could do it, an executive agency could do it, the public at large
might do it, constitutional juries might do it, and so on.63

At the end of his book, Waldron emphasizes that taking rights seriously
is largely a matter of the ideas that citizens and governmental officials
have about individual rights, that is, largely a matter of political culture.
In support, he cites as examples Locke’s political theory, where a strong
natural-law defense of individual rights is understood to be effectuated
entirely through the self-understanding and self-restraint of legislators
alone, and Mill’s defense of individual liberty as oriented primarily to
encouraging a set of moral convictions on the part of citizens that would
promote a spirit of liberty.64 As salutary as such inspiring appeals to
individual moral attitudes may be, and as much as I would not like to deny

recognizes the persistent difference between the original (the citizenry) and its copy (in
the legislature), but takes this difference as constitutive of the very kind of political
representation involved. According to Ankersmit, the political theorist of democracy, like
the aesthete, should not only think a faithful mimicking of the original is impossible to
achieve, but undesirable as well. However helpful this contrast, I don’t mean to endorse
the rest of Ankersmit’s aestheticization of politics.

61 ‘‘Note for reviewers: one of the glaring defects of this book is that it does not include an
adequate discussion of representation,’’ Waldron, Law and Disagreement, footnote 60, 110.

62 ‘‘If there is to be judicial review of legislation in the name of individual rights, then we
should understand all three elements – rights, courts, and legislation – in a way that
respects the conditions of disagreement that lie at the heart of our politics,’’ ibid., 16 and
again on 20.

63 Recall that Perry’s search for the best moral judgment and virtue moral rested on a like
false dichotomy between only legislatures and courts: See Section B of Chapter 4.

64 Waldron, Law and Disagreement. 307–11.
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the importan t role politica l culture plays in the actual functi oning of
cons titution al democ racies, there appears to be som ething instit utionally
shorts ighted abou t faith in such moral ideas alon e as sure guides to a wel l-
fun ctionin g set of pol itical institu tions. 65 Surely all thos e who have
labor ed at co nstitutio nal co nventio ns believe themsel ves to be doin g
someth ing more than encou raging a spirit of liberty am ong the ir fellow
citize ns: they be lieve themselve s to be tackling some well-kno wn probl ems
of politi cal structurati on by usi ng well-a dapted institu tional designs.
Anoth er way to see this point mo re co ncrete ly is to focus on Waldron ’s
pers isten t disregar d of the m anifold oppor tunities and pos sibiliti es open
to ostensib ly acco untable gover nmental official s for self-dealin g in such a
way that they are m ore or less insula ted from electo ral pres sures. 66 Of
cou rse, it is precise ly the se kinds of procedur al ma nipulat ions that Ely’s
spe cific argum ent for jud icial revi ew is tailo red to: namely, those that
distort the transpar ent mirrori ng of electoral and official opinion .

It seems that the way to ge t smoo thly from the speci fication of fairness
as res pect for the opin ions of eac h at step (e) to step (f) endo rsing
represe ntat ive legislature s and co ndemni ng judic ial review at step (g) as a
pat ernalis tic substi tution of the ideas of a few for the ideas of all is to
sim ply gloss over the fact that legislatur es can be said to effect the same
pat ernalis tic substitu tion under certain well- known condi tions distortin g
represe ntat ive proces ses. But it is onl y on co nditio n of maintain ing
the ideal izing m irroring assumption of legislati ve repr esentatio n that
Waldron can sustain the formal argument against all justifications for
judicial review: those based both on the maintenance of substantive values,
as well as those based upon the maintenance of legitimacy-conferring
democratic processes. Consider, for instance, his confidence in the bulwark
of well-established traditions of political culture in the United States and

65 Thus, surprisingly for someone who takes seriously the actual institutional structures of
some governmental institutions – namely, the internal structures of legislative assemblies –
I detect in Waldron’s arguments a short-sighted form of the moral a-priorism driving a
distorting abstraction from institutional reality that I warned against at the end of Chapter
1. Said another way, I wish that Waldron’s had more fully followed his own warnings about
the dedifferentiating effects of ‘‘the pretensions of general jurisprudence’’ and paid more
attention to institutional specificity. Ibid., 45–46.

66 This disregard is also a bit puzzling for such an astute student of Rousseau’s political
theory, which, after all, hangs much on the fundamental distinction between the
sovereign and the government, and then attends to the institutional distortions possible
in translating sovereign will into governmental action: not only on tracing the three
different wills potentially operative in officials’ actions (the sovereign will of the people,
the officials’ own particular wills, and the corporate will of their governmental institution),
but also on designing the structure and interrelations of different kinds of governmental
bodies according to certain contextually-specific expectations about which of these wills
might be favored or prominent at any time. See On the Social Contract, especially Book III,
Chapters 2– 8, and his worries about illegitimate assemblies in Book III, Chapter 13.
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Great Britain as alone sufficient to secure the individual rights of minority
dissent in the face of bare majoritarian legislation.67

Rather surprisingly, Waldron does not take direct issue with Ely’s
actual arguments for judicial review, preferring either to lump them with
Dworkin’s quite different kind of argument for the judicial securing of the
substantive conditions of democracy,68 or simply to impugn the supposed
motivations of unnamed theorists who are attracted to Ely’s view.69 The
closest he seems to come to confronting Ely’s arguments is in considering
the claim (unattributed to any theory or theorist) that judicial review is
supported by the principle that no one ought to be a judge in her or his
own case. After contending plausibly that this principle of nemo iudex in
sua causa sweeps too broadly when we are considering the basic decision
procedures of collective government – after all, everyone in the nation-
state will be affected by the decision – Waldron claims that at least no one
is excluded when procedural rights are determined collectively.

It seems quite inappropriate to invoke this principle in a situation where the
community as a whole is attempting to resolve some issue concerning the rights of
all the members of the community and attempting to resolve it on a basis of equal
participation. There, it seems not just unobjectionable but right that all those who
are affected by an issue of rights should participate in the decision (and if we
want a Latin tag to answer nemo iudex, we can say, ‘Quod omnes tangit ab omnibus
decidentur’).70

To begin with, the argument from nemo iudex is structurally different
than Ely’s referee claim: whereas the former insists that a second, impartial
party (courts) is needed where a first party (the majority) is trying to decide
in its own case (concerning the powers of themajority), the latter insists that
in a dispute between two parties (the people and their legislators), a third
impartial party (courts) may be needed if one of the parties (the legislators)
can easily manipulate the settled rules of interaction.

But if the principle of quod omnes tangit is supposed to be an answer to
Ely’s claim that we need an impartial referee to see both that the channels

67 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 280–1. 68 Ibid., 285.
69 Ibid., 295. In Waldron, ‘‘Rights and Majorities: Rousseau Revisited,’’ there is a brief one-

paragraph recapitulation and rebuttal of Ely’s defense of judicial review, but the same
conflation of the people and their legislative representatives is evident there as well, in
that case driving a false dichotomy between judges on the one hand, and the people and
their representatives on the other, as the only two parties to choose from when
considering how to police the procedural preconditions of representative democracy: ‘‘It
is true that the processes of democracy must be sustained and policed, but this is
something with which citizens and their representatives should be concerned. . . .A
concern for the fairness and integrity of the process is something that Rousseau’s citizen
will exhibit along with everything else. He does not need a judge to do it for him’’ (418).

70 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 297–98, emphasis original.
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of electoral change are kept open and that legislative processes are kept
fully representative, then it rather astonishingly begs the central question.
After all, the procedural rights being decided on here are not being
decided on by ‘‘the community as a whole’’ or ‘‘all the members of the
community’’ but by a very few legislative representatives of the community
who may be able to change the procedures in such a way that they are no
longer representative (if they ever were to begin with). When we are worried
about self-dealing manipulations of the rules of the game by elected
officials to the detriment of the democratic process which is supposed to
ensure the authority/legitimacy of the laws made, it is simply beside the
point to invoke quod omnes tangit and say that the people as a whole should
be able to decide the political procedures that apply to the people as a
whole. Well, of course – but this is irrelevant to the situation we face: the
ineliminable structural difference between representative governmental
institutions and the citizenry as a whole whose opinions they are supposed
to represent.

Waldron’s final consideration with respect to proceduralist justifica-
tions of judicial review revolves around the contention that respect for the
equal autonomy of each citizen requires taking seriously their opinions
not just about the shape and character of substantive rights that law
should afford but also about the procedural rights that structure that
lawmaking process. The idea here is that the same faith that underwrites
confidence in the competence of democratic citizens to think seriously
and debate in good faith about issues of substance also must underwrite
confidence in their capacities to think about how to structure political
procedures.

Working in this [Enlightenment-inspired, rights-based] tradition of political
thought, we will not get very far with any argument that limits the competence of
popular self-government and stops it short at the threshold of political procedure,
assigning questions about forms of government to a body [such as a court] of a
different sort altogether. Democracy is in part about democracy: one of the first
things on which people demand a voice about, and concerning which they claim
competence, is the procedural character of their own political arrangements.71

Here I am inclined to entirely agree with Waldron, for it seems correct
to say that, at the level of constitutional choice, the people express their
ultimate sovereign authority, an authority that can be legitimately be used
to structure and authorize both constitutional substance and procedure.72

71 Ibid., 296.
72 Recall also the discussion in Chapter 3, Section A, in which I argued that, in fact, at the

level of constitutional design substantive rights can often have procedural justifications
and that many apparently purely procedural guarantees in fact are intended to guarantee
substantively justified principles.
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So the question here is not about whether we can trust ordinary people to
think procedurally, or whether we should rather trust a few wise lawyers
and judges to think procedurally, as Waldron would have it. For on Ely’s
proceduralist understanding of judicial review, the point is not to write
the constitutional procedures of democracy but, rather, to preserve the
popular sovereignty expressed in the constitutional structuring of the
rules of ordinary democratic politics against whatever advantages might
be gained by representative institutions through distorting those rules in
the first place. Said another way, the ‘‘distrust’’ motivating Ely’s case for
judicial review does not concern the capacity of citizens to think proce-
durally, but the realistic distrust of the ability of representative institu-
tions to make themselves unrepresentative by altering the constitutional
structures that are intended to ensure representation. The proceduralist
defense of judicial review may well depend on a kind of distrust, but it is
not distrust of the thinking capacities of fellow citizens but, rather, a
distrust of certain predictable consequences of the structural features of
representative democratic institutions.

To summarize a long discussion, recall that I laid out Waldron’s
account of democratic legitimacy and majoritarian democratic process in
order to reconstruct his formal argument from democracy against any
forms of judicial review. I then claimed that his account of democratic
legitimacy might be self-defeating if good-faith disagreement among
citizens is too deep and too sweeping. I also suggested, however, that
there was some empirical evidence from the historical development of
practices of democratic constitutionalism to ground the hope of more
agreement on democratic institutions and the rights needed to ensure
them, at least at a general level. I then argued that, since the case for the
unique legitimacy and preemptive character of bare majoritarianism is
both overdemanding in its requirements and inconsistent with Waldron’s
own preferred forms of democratic decision making, it could not be used
(as in steps [h]) and [i])) to support pure parliamentary sovereignty and to
deligitimize judicial review in the name of equal decisional weight for all
citizens. I then developed concerns about the unrealistic picture of
democratic processes that the other prong (steps [f]) and [g])) of
Waldron’s argument depends on, specifically whether we should think
that elected legislative assemblies are always representative of the opi-
nions of the citizenry in the way required for the argument. In con-
sidering what was left out of this picture – namely, the foreseeable
structural deformations that might make a political process undemocratic
and nonrepresentative – I argued that the formal argument did not then
reach to or adequately refute the concerns motivating proceduralist
defenses of constitutional review performed by an electorally indepen-
dent body. I also raised concerns about the realism of hopes for a political
culture of rights as sufficient to forestall democratic troubles, and about
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the misplacement of the antipaternalist complaint of disrespecting peo-
ple’s capacities for thinking procedurally when directed at Ely-style
defenses of judicial review.

c. upshot: we need a theory of democratic

constitutionalism

Freeman’s defense of judicial review as a possible choice open to a
sovereign democratic people at the level of constitutional choice rightly
emphasizes the originary nature of popular sovereignty at the level of
constitutional choice. I argued, however, that it failed in overlooking the
internal connection between the legitimacy of democratic constitutional
choice and the ongoing democratic character of politics established by
those choices. In a sense, Freeman offers a defense of judicial review that
is content to maintain democratic legitimacy at the originary level of
establishing a polity, while establishing substantive constitutional checks
on the outcomes of ordinary democratic political processes. In doing so,
he offered an account of constitutionalism that succumbed to paternalist
worries motivated by the reasonableness of ineliminable disagreement
among citizens about the particular shape, entailments, and specific
applications of democratic rights. His account severs the internal con-
nection between the democratic legitimacy of constitutional choice and
the ongoing democratic specification and realization of the constitutional
structures chosen.

In contrast, Waldron’s convincing insights into the internal delib-
erative structure of modern legislative assemblies, and into the way in
which the fact of reasonable disagreement forces political theory to
proffer a results-independent account of democratic legitimacy, alerted
us to the paternalistic perils of substantivist understandings of judicial
review. However, his account of majoritarian fairness as the uniquely
legitimate decision procedure led to an unconvincing repudiation of
constitutionalism tout court in favor of pure parliamentary sovereignty.
And his attack on proceduralist defenses of judicial review relied on an
overly idealized account of legislative representation that appears insti-
tutionally insensitive to structural deformations in representative pro-
cesses themselves. Waldron seems then, to have severed the internal
connection between the ongoing democratic specification and realization
of rights and the maintenance of the constitutional structures that ensure
the legitimacy of such democratic processes.

In a sense, we seem to be vacillating between a democratic defense of
constitutionalism and an anticonstitutionalist defense of democracy. But
are the principles of constitutionalism and democracy as antithetical as
Freeman’s and Waldron’s arguments seem to imply? It is time to get off
the see-saw by trying to conceive of democracy and constitutionalism as
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co-constitutive, rather than antithetical, principles. I suggest that one way
to do this – while retaining fealty to the insights both into the need for a
structuring of democratic processes and the need for taking reasonable
disagreement seriously – is to adopt Cass Sunstein’s suggestion that we
think of constitutionalism as a practice intended to structure and make
use of disagreement as a creative resource, as far as possible, and to limit
its destructive capacities when not.

In any democracy that respects freedom, the process of deliberation faces a
pervasive problem: widespread and even enduring disagreement. A central goal
of constitutional arrangements, and constitutional law, is to handle this problem,
partly by turning disagreement into a creative force, partly by making it unne-
cessary for people to agree when agreement is not possible.73

The normative question then becomes not why should we have
democracy or why should we have a constitution, but, rather, why should
we have constitutional democracy? I argue that Habermas’s account of
deliberative democratic constitutionalism presents the most convincing
normative account of the co-constitutive character of constitutionalism
and democracy in Chapter 7. Following Habermas’s and Sunstein’s lead
there, I take up some of the particular ways in which commonly accepted
constitutional structures and democratic institutions can be seen as a
result of such a co-constitutive view, before returning to the question of
how to institutionalize the function of constitutional review.

Before turning to those issues, however, I take up in Chapter 6 one
form of defense of judicial review that deliberative democrats in parti-
cular seem peculiarly attracted to. It can perhaps be thought of most
easily as attacking the claim Waldron makes that the opinions considered
by a constitutional court are not fully representative of the opinions of the
citizenry, or at least not as representative as those considered by legis-
latures (see step [g]). The idea here, as will be seen, is that special char-
acteristics of juridical discourse make it more fully representative of the
people’s principles than can be achieved in legislatures. I argue against
such arguments, that attention to the actual work-product of courts can
show how juridical discourse is in many ways strikingly inappropriate
to the kinds of principled moral deliberation claimed for it by such
arguments.

73 Sunstein, Designing Democracy: What Constitutions Do, 8.
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6

The Seducements of Juristic Discourse
as Democratic Deliberation

The basic question at the heart of this chapter is whether we find in
judicial opinions a language well-suited for principled moral and political
argument in a democracy. At the most simple level, this chapter answers
in the negative, based on the contention that juristic discourse is well
tailored to arguments concerning legal rules, but not those concerning
the principles, ideals, and values that underwrite and justify the laws we
give to ourselves as democratic citizens. If this is right, then one promi-
nent form of argument advanced by some deliberative theories of
democracy justifying strong practices of judicial review in constitutional
democracies should be abandoned. Recall that central to the anti-
paternalist attack on judicial review, whether as formulated by Hand,
Dahl, Ely, or Waldron, is the notion that, because their members are
electorally accountable, legislatures are representative institutions,
whereas constitutional courts are not representative because their mem-
bers are not electorally accountable. Perhaps, however, as deliberative
democracy seeks to deemphasize voting as the paradigmatic democratic
action, while celebrating deliberative reasons-responsive cooperation as
the ideal of democratic citizenship, electoral accountability should no
longer be thought central to the degree of representativeness of a poli-
tical institution. On this idea, at least, the representativeness of an insti-
tution should be gauged in terms of its responsiveness to reasons, and in
particular to certain kinds of reasons. The form of deliberative demo-
cratic defense of judicial review I examine and critique here builds on the
deliberative conception of democratic processes and thereby attempts to
explain why we should understand constitutional courts, despite their
electoral unaccountability, as representative institutions. In particular, I
attempt to undercut the claim shared by such defenses that, because of
the special sensitivity of courts to principled moral reasoning in com-
parison with other governmental organs, we ought to have a division of
labor between governmental institutions sensitive to reasons and those
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sen sitive to majori tarian desires. Furtherm ore, this sug gests that, if we
wan t to promot e prin cipled dem ocratic discus sion and debate – and
espe cially if we have the del iberative dem ocratic aspirati on to hav e at least
some importan t poli tical decisio ns turn on the mo st reaso nable outcomes
of such discus sions and debates – then we as politic al theo rists and poli-
tica l partici pants oug ht to turn ou r attenti on to altern ative for a beyond
cons titution al and supr eme co urts.

Th e chap ter begins by reconstru cting the relev ant argum ents of three
promi nent theo rists – John Rawls, Christ opher Eisgruber , and Frank
Mich elman – wh o rec ommen d or endo rse an institu tional div ision of
deliberative labor on the basis of the unique abilities of constitutional
cour ts to engage in principled m oral and politi cal reaso ning (Section A).
The section also includes a brief look at a wide variety of democratic
justifications for judicial review which seem similarly seduced by juristic
discourse. Section B is devoted to a critical examination of the shared
claims about the character of judicial reasoning through a selective tour
through some decisions of the Supreme Court of the United States con-
cerning religious freedom, criminal punishment, individual rights to
private autonomy, and electoral equality. The point of the examples is to
highlight the significant disanalogies between juristic discourse and
principled moral and political discourse, at least in the U.S. system.
Section C argues that this disanalogy is not accidental, given a specific
legal-institutional context where a constitutional court is also the apex of
the appellate judiciary and employs common-law methods of adjudica-
tion. Deliberative democrats are right to stress the wide public debate and
discussion necessary to make good on the promise of democratic legiti-
macy. The chapter’s arguments recommend, however, that we should
eschew the seductive claim that juridical discourse is a paradigmatic
language for democratic deliberation, and thereby also avoid the con-
ception of constitutional courts as a representative institution that can
solve the problem of deliberative legitimacy. The section concludes with
consequences of these arguments for institutional design, the relationship
between legal and moral-political principles, and the diversity of practical
reason.

a. a division of labor between juristic deliberation

and populist aggregation?

Chapters 1 through 5 have been concerned with various arguments for
and against a judicial institutionalization of constitutional review, argu-
ments that have been concerned to claim the best conception of con-
stitutional democracy as support. Throughout, I have been disentangling
and highlighting the diverse conceptions of democracy, of con-
stitutionalism, and particularly of the relations between democracy and
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constitutionalism as the crucial determinants of the overall shape and
character of the arguments and of their concomitant limitations and
problems. By contrast, the species of argument for judicial review that this
chapter is concerned with – that which conceives of courts as the crucial
location for democratic deliberation on matters of fundamental moral
and political principle – might be thought to resolve a tension internal to
the ideal of democracy alone, a tension acutely felt in deliberative con-
ceptions of democracy. Recall that deliberative democrats, like all
democratic theorists, are committed, on the one hand, to an egalitarian
political ideal: in a democratic form of government all citizens ought to
have some significantly equal opportunities to influence governmental
actions. But deliberative democrats are also committed, on the other
hand, to a specific interpretation of the egalitarian political ideal: political
decisions ought to, in some sense, arise out of and follow from the rea-
soned deliberations of free and equal citizens concerned to solve collec-
tively shared problems. Thus the theory endorses a legitimacy criterion
that combines an ideal of the equal political influence of each with an
ideal of the reasons-responsiveness of governmental institutions. Con-
sider, for instance, the way in which Cass Sunstein’s formulation pays
fealty both to egalitarian influence and reasons-responsiveness: ‘‘I con-
tend that a constitution should promote deliberative democracy, an idea that
is meant to combine political accountability with a high degree of
reflectiveness and a general commitment to reason-giving.’’1

These two ideals may, however, come into tension. To see how, con-
sider the various positions that deliberative theories of democratic
legitimacy may occupy on the fourth axis of analysis I introduced in
Chapter 3: namely, the axis that concerns the accountability or answer-
ability of power, ranged from the populist to the expertocratic extremes.2

On the one hand, institutions that are highly responsive to and answer-
able to the opinions and interests of ordinary citizens – populist institu-
tions – will be favored by those who set the egalitarian component of the
legitimacy criterion at the forefront of their theories. On the other, those
who take reasons-responsiveness to be preeminent, especially those who
are impressed by the difficulties of ensuring high-quality decisions under
modern conditions of uncertainty, cognitive deficiencies and distortions,
social complexity, pluralism, and so on often will favor institutions
intended to produce rational, efficient decisions by limiting decisional

1 Ibid., 6–7.
2 Recall also that I use these two labels as shorthand for indicating two poles on a continuum
measuring the responsiveness of governmental institutions and governmental actors, in
their day-to-day decisions, to the inputs of citizens, and that my use of ‘‘populist’’ should
not be confused with either an ideological position or with a conception of direct,
nonrepresentative democracy.
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control to a handful of specially trained and prepared elites – that is,
expertocratic institutions. The difficulty is then how to design democratic
institutions able to approximately realize the twin ideals embedded in
deliberative conceptions of democratic legitimacy. Not surprisingly, sig-
nificant ambiguities persist in the literature concerning how to concretely
realize the egalitarian moral ideals fueling populism while appropriately
acknowledging the apparent sociological realism and the desire for high-
quality political decisions that fuel expert elitism. The tension here might
then be thought endemic to deliberative democracy, independently of
any considerations about constitutionalism.

One solution often envisioned, even if only dimly, is a kind of division
of labor between institutions that ensure popular input and institutions
that ensure decisions according to reasoned deliberations. Although
plausible candidates for the former include legislatures, citizen review
boards, and even executive officers, theorists have idealized courts,
especially judges, as the best candidates for the latter. The idea arises
here from the thought that, because juridical decisions are legally binding
decisions that are regularly accompanied by supporting reasons in the
form of judicial opinions, they represent a paradigmatic type of delib-
erative decision. In contrast, the legally binding decisions of the more
populist-sensitive institutions need not be supported by reasons, and so
are seen as aggregative but nondeliberative. The egalitarian ideals of
popular political influence are to be served by the traditional aggregating
institutions of electoral, majoritarian democracy; the deliberative ideals of
reasoned decision making are to be served by the traditional judicial
institutions constituted by a legal elite trained in practical reasoning.

John Rawls, Christopher Eisgruber, and Frank Michelman are three
theorists who, I believe, can plausibly be considered among the ranks of
those deliberative democrats who supply explicit arguments to support a
political division of labor between populist, majoritarian institutions and
expert deliberative institutions, a division of labor that would then appar-
ently satisfy the dualistic deliberative criterion for democratic legitimacy.3

3 Some might contest my characterization of Rawls as a deliberative democrat. Sheldon S.
Wolin, ‘‘The Liberal/Democratic Divide: On Rawls’s Political Liberalism,’’ Political Theory 24,
no. 1 (1996), for instance, seems to see few if any traces of democracy in Rawls’s work,
either in its earlier form of a theory of justice, or its later emendation into a specifically
political – as opposed to comprehensive moral – theory of liberalism. In his review, Wolin
promises to raise ‘‘what is for Rawls a nonquestion of the status of democracy within his
version of liberalism,’’ 97. At the very least, Joshua Cohen, ‘‘For a Democratic Society,’’ in
The Cambridge Companion to Rawls, ed. Samuel Freeman (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2003), shows that democracy is not a nonquestion; at the most, he successfully
demonstrates Rawls’s democratic theory as fully deliberative. For an important treatment
of Rawls as a deliberative democrat, in the context of an interesting overview and critique
of the field, see Samuel Freeman, ‘‘Deliberative Democracy: A Sympathetic Critique,’’
Philosophy and Public Affairs 29, no. 4 (2000).
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In the following, I am not concerned with the theorists’ general justifications
for judicial review, only with their claims that courts – and especially
supreme courts with the power to invalidate legislative and executive actions
based on the court’s interpretation of a constitution – provide a unique
forum in which reasoned deliberation about matters of basic political
principle can be not only aired but also become decisive for a nation-state as
a whole.4 If they are right that supreme constitutional courts provide an
exemplary site for generating the high-quality political deliberations the-
orists desire, then they will have provided at least a strong prima facie case for
shunting some important collective decisions into electorally independent
courts, while restricting the scope of decisions open to the more populist-
sensitive organs of democratic governments.

The three theories differ, however, in the specific manner in which
they attempt to show constitutional court judgments and supporting
opinions as democratically respectable. Rawls’s conception of political
liberalism supports the idea that juristic discourse is the paradigmatic
idiom for public deliberation because it adheres to the neutral canons of
‘‘public reason,’’ carefully eschewing reference to citizens’ diverse com-
prehensive worldviews, while nevertheless rendering decisions based on
fundamental political values shared by all reasonable citizens. Courts are
democratic because they exemplify how to speak in the political language
shared by citizens. Eisgruber, in contrast, argues that courts are the
paradigmatic location for principled moral argument about public issues,
whereas governmental institutions sensitive to popular input are capable
only of bargains and compromises on matters of mere policy. Courts are
democratic because they speak for the people on certain fundamental
issues of principle. Michelman, finally, claims that judicial review of leg-
islation could be seen as worthy of respect by free and equal democratic
citizens, at least when such powers of review were exercised in a way that
warranted the expectation that judicial interpretations of fundamental
law resulted from deliberations that were as open as possible to the full
breadth of public debate and disagreement on the relevant issues. Citi-
zens could, under such conditions, understand judicial review as an
institution simultaneously realizing the dualistic deliberative legitimacy
condition of egalitarian reasons-responsiveness. Constitutional courts

4 It is important to note as a caveat that Eisgruber, Michelman, and Rawls explicitly claim
that they are not providing arguments to the effect that strong institutions of judicial
review are indispensable to any constitutional democracy. They seek rather more modest
goals: to show that judicial review is at least compatible with constitutional democracy,
properly understood, and that in many cases it may actually enhance well-functioning
deliberative democracy. Christopher L. Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 108, Frank I. Michelman, Brennan and
Democracy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 59–60 and 135, Rawls,
Political Liberalism, 240.
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would then, on Michelman’s theory, be democratic to the extent that
they speak with the people. On all three theories, juristic discourse is
the idealized language for public deliberations among citizens because
judicial decisions are backed up by reasoned opinions and either, à la
Rawls, rendered in the correct idiom of public reason or, à la Eisgruber,
turning on issues of principle not policy or, à la Michelman, the results
of broad public and expert processes of communication, debate, and
discussion.

1. The Juridical Exemplification of Public Reason: Rawls

In order to understand why Rawls lionizes a supreme constitutional court
as ‘‘the exemplar of public reason’’5 in a constitutional democracy, it’s
necessary to look at the problem he takes the conception of ‘‘political
liberalism’’ to be solving. Although his 1971 A Theory of Justice6 outlined a
powerful set of arguments for a deontological justification of liberal
principles of justice – what he called ‘‘justice as fairness’’ – Rawls came to
believe that it was seriously deficient in its unrealistic assessment of the
extent to which all citizens in actually existing constitutional democracies
would or could unreservedly endorse the basic principles of justice as
fairness. In particular, Rawls became much more sensitive to the appar-
ently ineliminable plurality of irreconcilable moral worldviews in healthy
democracies: ‘‘A modern democratic society is characterized not simply
by a pluralism of comprehensive religious, philosophical, and moral
doctrines but by a pluralism of incompatible yet reasonable compre-
hensive doctrines. No one of these doctrines is affirmed by citizens
generally. Nor should one expect that in the foreseeable future one of
them, or some other reasonable doctrine, will ever be affirmed by all, or
nearly all, citizens.’’7

The theoretical problem raised by this situation – what Rawls calls the
‘‘fact of reasonable pluralism’’ – is that the legitimacy of a democratic
government hangs on the acceptance, by its citizens, of the basic moral
soundness of at least the fundamental principles that are to govern their
consociation, the principles that a constitution is intended to instantiate
and promote. But how can diverse citizens, with their different and
incompatible moral worldviews, agree on the same set of moral princi-
ples? Rawls’s solution is that citizens can agree on a set of specifically
political principles – what he calls the ‘‘overlapping consensus’’ – which
simultaneously are shared by all of the various reasonable comprehensive
doctrines, are grounded in those more encompassing moral views, and
yet are nevertheless neutral with respect to each of the comprehensive

5 Rawls,Political Liberalism, 231. 6 Rawls,ATheory of Justice. 7 Rawls,PoliticalLiberalism, xviii.
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worldviews. As long as citizens mutually agree to resolve their funda-
mental political disagreements on the basis of these neutral principles
that they all already agree to (although each for their own reasons), then
a democratic regime can gain the legitimacy and stability it requires.
Furthermore, it is crucial that citizens understand the overlapping
consensus to apply not to any and every political issue, nor to any and
every social issue, but only to the most basic of political arrangements
and underlying principles. ‘‘Political values alone are to settle such
fundamental questions as: who has the right to vote, or what religions
are to be tolerated, or who is to be assured fair equality of opportunity,
or to hold property.’’8 The ‘‘gag rule’’ on citizens of restricting their
appeals only to the publicly shared principles, combined with the lim-
itation of the applicability of those principles only to fundamental
matters of basic justice and constitutional essentials, are then intended
to ensure that citizens can treat one another as reasonable and moral
consociates in settling their disagreements, even when they hold irre-
concilable moral worldviews.9

Finally, Rawls understands the content of ‘‘public reason’’ to be
comprised of the substantive political principles shared in the over-
lapping consensus, in addition to commonly shared standards of evi-
dence, inference, and justification. So, on the one hand, public reason
contains substantive political principles: principles such as those
guaranteeing individual liberty of conscience, rights to due process of
law, equal voting rights, and so on, as well as those underlying the
structure of democratic government and political processes. On the
other hand, public reason also contains generally accepted methods of
inquiry and deliberation: ‘‘we are to appeal only to presently accepted
general beliefs and forms of reasoning found in common sense, and
the methods and conclusions of science when these are not con-
troversial.’’10 The proper use of public reason, then, is the key to the
legitimacy of democratic decisions, as it ensures that citizens can
accept the moral soundness of the basic structures and principles of
their government.

We are to apply public reason, and public reason alone, when we are
trying to decide on matters of basic justice and constitutional provisions
concerning governmental institutions and individual rights. As citizens,
then, we have a ‘‘duty of civility’’ toward fellow citizens who may not
share our own comprehensive doctrine to adopt the neutralized

8 Ibid., 214.
9 Here Rawls draws on Stephen Holmes, ‘‘Gag Rules or the Politics of Omission,’’ in
Constitutionalism and Democracy, ed. Jon Elster and Rune Slagstad (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1988).

10 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 224.
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principles and forms of reasoning of public reason when addressing
matters of importance. This duty of civility applies when considering
fairness toward individuals and other constitutional essentials, whether
we are ordinary voters considering such matters, or legislators, or can-
didates for public office, or political party members, or officials dis-
charging our appointed functions, or, most significantly here, judges
interpreting the constitution and in so doing exercising the power to
review the actions of other official actors and organs. The democratic
process then, in order to be legitimate, requires that at least on the most
fundamental matters, decisions should be made on the basis of the
shared content and canons of public reason, rather than on the basis of
compromise, bargaining, differential power and threat-potentials, or
bare majority rule. In other words, aggregative processes are sufficient
for nonfundamental, everyday matters, but deliberative processes,
under the specific conditions imposed by the fact of pluralism and the
restrictions of public reason, are required to decide basic issues of
political morality.

For my purposes, the most striking claim that Rawls makes with respect
to the way decisive power is distributed through political processes is that a
constitutional court, one entrusted with the power of judicial review, not
only should employ public reason, but that it is, for a society, ‘‘the
exemplar of public reason.’’11 He explicates this claim in terms of three
theses. First, and most important, a supreme court is the exemplar of
public reason insofar as it ‘‘is the only branch of government that is visibly
on its face the creature of that [public] reason and of that reason alone.’’12

Unlike other branches of government that may consider ordinary poli-
tical matters, and so may invoke particular comprehensive doctrines, a
supreme court has ‘‘no other reason and no other values than the poli-
tical’’13 values comprising public reason. In other words, only a con-
stitutional court consistently speaks and decides issues solely on the basis
of the impartial language tailored to consociation across pluralistic
diversity. Second, a supreme court is the exemplar of public reason
insofar as it plays an educative role with respect to a society’s publicly
shared reason. Because such courts should interpret a nation-state’s
constitution and traditions in a way that justifies those as a whole, in the
light of the publicly shared conception of justice, a court can show citizens
the political values all can be expected to share and embrace. Third, a
supreme court with the power of judicial review also educates the public
by intervening decisively in constitutional controversies on the basis of
shared political values, rather than on the basis of partisan struggles
‘‘for power and position.’’14 In this way, a court ‘‘give[s] public reason

11 Ibid., 231. 12 Ibid., 235. 13 Ibid. 14 Ibid., 239.
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vividness and vitality in the public forum; this it does by its authoritative
judgments on fundamental political questions.’’15

What are we to make of these striking claims? To begin, it is important
to note that Rawls merely stipulates that public reason is the reason of a
supreme court, and that a supreme court can play an exemplary educative
role with respect to the duties of civility. The closest he gets to an argu-
ment supporting such contentions is an invocation of Ackerman’s dualist
theory of United States democracy, followed by a supposition that in such
a dualist regime, ‘‘the political values of public reason provide the Court’s
basis for interpretation.’’16 Second, in Rawls’s defense, it also must be
noted that there is no evidence, empirical or otherwise, adduced precisely
because he is putting forward the exemplarity claim as an illustration of
what he means by the concept of public reason. He is not attempting to
make claims about institutional design, or even about the comparative
capacities or separate roles of various governmental organs.17 In fact, he
explicitly says that ‘‘while the Court is special in this respect, the other
branches of government can certainly, if they would but do so, be forums
of principle along with it in debating constitutional questions.’’18 The
point of the discussion of supreme courts in the context of Rawls’s overall
political theory is simply to demonstrate what he means by public reason
by pointing to what he takes to be its clearest example.

A third point is that if Rawls is wrong to point to constitutional court
decisions as exemplifying the sole use of public reason – as I will argue in
Section B – then his subsidiary claims about the educative role of court
decisions with respect to public reason will also fall. A supreme court
could not educate ordinary citizens either about their duties of civility or
about the contents and guidelines of public reason if its decisions were
not solely or largely based in – and facially seen to be based in – that
special argot of impartial, public political morality.19

The fourth point is that if, however, Rawls were right, then we would
have some strong prima facie reasons to accord courts a preferred place
with respect to democratic deliberations, especially with respect to highly

15 Ibid., 237. 16 Ibid., 234.
17 For a political theorist, Rawls has surprisingly little to say about the design of

governmental institutions.
18 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 240.
19 There are of course, other quite significant sociological barriers to the putative educative

functions of constitutional court decisions: for example, whereas the outcomes of high-
profile cases are occasionally reported in mass-media outlets, it is rare for the grounding
reasons presented in the opinions to be fairly and comprehensively reported, and, it is
perhaps even rarer that those opinions are read by citizens other than legal elites. I am
grateful to Roger Hartley and Gerald Rosenberg for insisting on the importance of these
empirical barriers. My point in this chapter is to show that, even if constitutional court
opinions were well-reported front-page news, their juristic character would nevertheless
render them ineffective as exemplars of public reason.
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contested but fundamental issues of governmental structure, individual
rights, and abstract constitutional provisions. It would appear that delib-
erative democratic theory ought to recommend deference to the legal elites
of a supreme constitutional court as the paragon of public reason, while
restricting the more populist branches of government to the messier issues
of everyday ordinary politics, where we need not worry about the dirty-
hands problems of bare struggles for influence, position, and raw power.
We should then have a division of labor between expert deliberators
trained in the moral argot of public reason and populist aggregators who
respond directly to the amoral imperatives of interest groups and their
threats. For Rawls, then, the fact (if it is a fact) that supreme court judges
exemplify how to speak in the special language of democratic political
consociation renders them exemplars of democratic discussion.

2. The Juridical Representation of the People’s Moral Reason:
Eisgruber

Although Rawls himself does not attempt to use this apparent deliberative
advantage of courts to justify judicial review as legitimate and recom-
mended, Eisgruber does. However, unlike Rawls who focuses on the
restricted and denuded language of public reason that supreme courts
are supposed to specialize in, Eisgruber focuses on the institutional
incentives that make courts preferred fora for deliberations concerning
matters of fundamental political morality, especially in comparison with
the branches of government that are more sensitive to popular and
electoral pressures.20 Thus, both idealize courts as unique sites of prin-
cipled deliberation, even though Rawls takes the language of judicial
decisions to be crucial, whereas Eisgruber focuses on the unique institu-
tional location of courts vis-à-vis electoral pressures.

Like other deliberative democrats who follow the lines of Alexander
Bickel’s distinction between kinds of public forums such as Dworkin,21

Eisgruber conceives of electorally insulated courts as the paradigmatic
location for principled moral argument about public issues, as, on his
account, governmental institutions sensitive to popular input are capable
only of bargains and compromises on matters of mere policy. The first
major premise in his justification of judicial review is the distinction
between matters of principle and policy. Principles reflect our funda-
mental values, and they should trump our interests. As citizens, we are
happy to let ordinary laws and governmental actions be the result of
partisan processes that aggregate across our divergent interests and

20 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government.
21 Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch, Dworkin, Freedom’s Law. See, respectively, Chapters 2

and 4 for further discussions of Bickel’s and Dworkin’s theories of judicial review.
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decide such issues of mere policy in a more or less majoritarian manner.
We are happy, in Eisgruber’s words, to let such decisions result from ‘‘an
effort to pander to voters, campaign for higher office, engineer an
interest-group deal, or honor a party platform.’’22 However, we take some
matters to reflect fundamental and nonnegotiable values, and we expect
the decisions of a democratic government to respect this difference. As
moral citizens, we should not allow such matters to be decided by crass
partisan mechanisms. We want the decision, rather, to reflect our con-
victions about what is right, no matter what we as private subjects desire.
As Bickel puts the point, such decisions should be the result of ‘‘a prin-
ciple-defining process that stands aside from the marketplace of expe-
diency.’’23 On matters of principle, then, we insist on deliberative processes
that can present, sift, and evaluate moral reasons, rather than mere
aggregative processes that reflect the preponderance of private interests
across the electorate.

If we then ask what governmental institutions could perform such
sensitive moral deliberations while remaining true to the demands of
principle even in the face of countervailing interests and pressures, a
body disciplined by the use of reason and separated from the vicissitudes
of majoritarian excitement recommends itself: a court at the apex of
appellate jurisdiction, with members having life-tenure and so insulated
from electoral accountability, and, finally, entrusted with the power to
decide the most fundamental issues of political principle for the nation-
state. In other words, the Supreme Court of the United States. Eisgruber
supports his second main premise – that such a supreme court is better
suited than any other governmental organs to make principled decisions –
through a comparative analysis of institutional incentives in the United
States constitutional scheme.24 Because legislatures and chief executives
are subject to insistent and cyclical electoral pressures, their incentives

22 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 4.
23 Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch, 69.
24 This account of comparative institutional incentives is significantly the same as the one

given by Bickel over forty years ago: ‘‘Courts have certain capacities for dealing with
matters of principle that legislatures and executives do not possess. Judges have, or
should have, the leisure, the training, and the insulation to follow the ways of the scholar
in pursuing the ends of government,’’ ibid., 25–26. A bit strangely, however, Eisgruber
reads Bickel as running essentially a competence-based – rather than structural
incentives-based – argument for judicial review: namely, that judges, trained as lawyers,
are simply better principled reasoners than legislators and executive officials: Eisgruber,
Constitutional Self-Government, 68. But if this were so, then Bickel’s celebrated disdain for
‘‘self-excited majoritarianism’’ and his long discussion of the ways in which appellate and
supreme courts are and are not insulated from popular sentiment would all be somewhat
hard to explain. Bickel’s account of institutional incentives is, then, largely the same as
Eisgruber’s.
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will tend toward decisions that accurately reflect the base interests and
desires of the populace, even as they have little or no incentives to defer to
principled considerations when they would require overriding such inter-
ests and desires. In terms of power, then, Eisgruber recommends more
populist-sensitive decision mechanisms for issues of policy, while reserving
expertocratic mechanisms for sensitive matters of principle requiring
deliberation.

Th e final major premise in Ei sgruber ’s brief for judic ial review is the
claim that, altho ugh the practice ma y be coun termaj oritarian , it is not
antidem ocratic . Unlike traditio nal defens es of judicial revi ew wh ich cele-
brate it (especial ly as practi ced in the Unite d States) as a libertar ian
count erweig ht to ma joritarian dem ocracy, 25 Eisgruber aims to show that
judic ial review is not onl y dem ocrat ically legitimate , but also dem ocracy-
promot ing. His basic argum ent here is twofol d. First, the Supreme Court
of the Unite d States is not radical with res pect to the prin ciples it u ses to
decid e controver sial constitutio nal issues. B ecause the justice s hav e a
‘‘dem ocrat ic pedigree’ ’ through the presiden tial nomin ation and sena-
tor ial confir mation process, the ir prin ciples wi ll more or less reflect the
cur rent socia l consens us of the electorat e co ncerning fundame ntal moral
and poli tical values. 26 This c laim, in essence, seeks to portray the mem-
bers of the Supr eme Court as less Olympi an and detached than often
portra yed, and mo re ac counta ble to popul ar will than is appar ent fr om
the ir electo ral status alone.

Sec ond, and more importan t, he argue s that dem ocracy shou ld not be
under stood in ter ms of majority rule or the general satisfact ion of
interest s, as aggregat ive mode ls sugg est. Altho ugh he never clearly
defin es his prefe rred conce ption of dem ocracy, in an aside at the end of a
critique of originali st juri sprudence, he suggest s that ‘‘sust ained publi c
argum ent about the meanin g of equa lity and othe r ideals might plausi bly
be regarded as the essence of demo cracy. ’’27 Gi ven this deliber ative

25 Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch; Choper, Judicial Review and the National Political
Process. See further Section A of Chapter 2.

26 This point should be long familiar, given Dahl, ‘‘The Supreme Court as a National Policy-
Maker.’’ Dahl, however, is more careful than Eisgruber to avoid eliding the preferences of
national political elites and those of the electorate: ‘‘It is unrealistic to suppose that a
Court whose members are recruited in the fashion of the Supreme Court justices would
long hold to norms of justice that are substantially at odds with the rest of the political
elite,’’ 291.

27 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 35. Here he also cites a few pages (287–90 and
297–98) from one of his earlier articles: Christopher L. Eisgruber, ‘‘Disagreeable
People,’’ Stanford Law Review 43 (1990). Not much more insight is forthcoming however,
as the cited pages merely claim that ‘‘the animating principle of any democracy is the
equality of the people’’ (289), and that Americans do in fact argue a great deal about
justice and lawfulness.
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mo del of democracy and the justice s’ demo cratic pedi gree, then, the
Supreme Court is not antid emocra tic. It is, rather , ‘‘a kin d of repre senta tive
institu tion well-sh aped to speak on behalf of the peop le about questio ns of
mo ral and politi cal prin ciple.’’ 28 Judicia l review is one legiti mate insti-
tutio n am ong othe rs for demo cratic self-gov ernment, prov ided that we
under stand dem ocracy alon g the lines of the legitimac y crite rion str essed
by delib erative dem ocrats: fun damental decision s, at least , ought to be
bas ed on the be st publicly articu lated and publicly accep table reasons
avai lable after debate and discus sion. Supreme Court jud ges are uniquely
pos itioned to be disin terested arbi ters and represe ntatives of ‘‘the peo-
ple’s convi ctions abou t what is righ t.’’29 On the se m atter at least,
acc ording to Eisgrub er, judg es speak better for the people than any othe r
gover nmental actor s.

3 . Jurid ical Commu nication with the Peopl e in Moral-Po litical
Rea son: Michelma n

Unli ke Ei sgruber ’s c ontention that the Supreme Court is dem ocratic
bec ause its insulatio n from the peopl e all ows it to speak best for the peo-
ple’s moral prin ciples, or Rawls’s cont ention that such a cour t speaks best
in the people’s publi c moral-pol itical lang uage, Fran k Michel man’s the-
ory claims that the Court’s decision s ca n be seen as dem ocrat ically
legiti mate onl y when it publi cly speaks wi th the people on fundame ntal
mo ral-polit ical issues. 30 Like Rawl s, Michelma n starts with a strong
legiti macy criterion for true self-gov ernment: all cit izens must be able to
grasp the basic fram ework of politica l decision makin g as wor thy of their
res pect, rather than as a mere brut e coer cive mechanism that shou ld be
obeyed only out of prudence. And like Rawls, Michelman also claims that

28 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 3, emphasis added. 29 Ibid., 5.
30 See, for instance, Frank I. Michelman, ‘‘The Supreme Court, 1985 Term – Forward:

Traces of Self-Government,’’ Harvard Law Review 100, no. 4 (1986), and Michelman,
Brennan and Democracy, especially Chapter 1. Although the former – a seminal article
articulating the historical sources of and supporting the political and legal theories
behind the so-called republican revival in American jurisprudence – suggests at times an
understanding of the Supreme Court along the lines of Eisgruber’s representative
function of speaking for the people on behalf of their reason, the article’s substantive
critiques of Bruce Ackerman’s and Ronald Dworkin’s theories of adjudication as
insufficiently open to the full dialogue and debate of deliberative democracy already
show Michelman to be moving toward the position he definitively outlines in his 1999

book. Thus, although he suggests early on that the Supreme Court might have the role
‘‘of representing to us the possibility of practical reason’’ (Michelman, ‘‘Traces of Self-
Government,’’ 24), it’s clear that by the end of the article he is endorsing the pluralism of
debate and discussion – here, however, only within the appellate system – as the key to
understanding the democratic role of the Court (see especially Michelman, ‘‘Traces of
Self-Government,’’ 74–76).
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reasonable pluralism – the ineliminability of disagreement over fundamental
moral matters – is a fact of modern life that threatens the fulfillment of this
legitimacy criterion.

Because his focus is limited, however, to an established nation-state,
Michelman can suppose that this problem of disagreement is solved at an
abstract level by citizens’ consensual endorsement of the U.S. Constitu-
tion as respect-worthy. But the same structural problem reappears at the
level of how best to interpret and concretely apply the political principles
instantiated in the Constitution. Given their abstract formulation and the
need for fixed and settled judgments about how those principles affect
the lawmaking process in concrete situations, it seems that we must face
the ‘‘fact or reasonable interpretive pluralism’’: namely, that persistent
disagreement concerning the correct interpretation of constitutional law
is ineliminable given what Rawls identifies as the ‘‘burdens of judg-
ment.’’31 This persistent interpretive disagreement then threatens the
fulfillment of the legitimacy criterion for collective self-government, as
specific interpretations will have to be institutionally fixed even though
some citizens reasonably disagree with them. One way to manage this
dilemma, Michelman suggests, would be to focus on the ‘‘the democratic
character of a country’s processes of basic-law interpretation.’’32 If what-
ever institutional arrangements were responsible for fixing the inter-
pretation of basic law in a nation were seen to be responsive to the best
reasons and arguments available – and not, say, to pressures or bare
preferences – then even citizens who substantively disagreed with an
interpretation would be able to see it as the outcome of a process of
democratic interpretive deliberation, and so as worthy of respect.

Rather than directly arguing that a judicial institutionalization of this
interpretation function is either logically necessitated or the best possible
solution, Michelman argues for the more modest thesis that, under cer-
tain conditions, a governmental division of labor whereby the judiciary is
responsible for interpretations of fundamental principles would meet the

31 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 54–55. As he points out, this fact of reasonable
interpretive pluralism reacts back ‘‘up’’ the ladder of abstraction, calling into question
agreement on the abstract principles themselves, as ‘‘the matters left to be resolved by
interpretation of these abstract principles are often themselves such major political-moral
issues that resolutions of them one way or the other cannot readily be held separate from
determinations of what the principles – in effect, the basic laws – themselves actually are’’
(Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 49). I leave this complication out of my presentation
here, as it would take me too far afield into Michelman’s critiques of Ronald Dworkin’s
substantive and Robert Post’s proceduralist theories of democratic legitimacy. For a fuller
presentation of the semantic reciprocity between an abstract norm and its interpretation,
see Frank I. Michelman, ‘‘The Problem of Constitutional Interpretive Disagreement: Can
‘Discourses of Application’ Help?,’’ in Habermas and Pragmatism, ed. Mitchell Aboulafia,
Myra Bookman, and Catherine Kemp (New York: Routledge, 2002).

32 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 57.
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public reasoning legitimacy criterion. His argument starts from a thesis
evident also in Rawls’s and Eisgruber’s theories: constitutional inter-
pretation on fundamental matters of moral and political principle is a
delicate and complex matter requiring philosophical acumen, sustained
focus of judgment, and insulation from considerations of preference and
policy.33 Furthermore, we should not saddle either legislators or ordinary
citizens with such tasks, given that they are already responsible for more
prosaic policy matters that can often be decided on the basis of mere
preference. Thus, ‘‘the judiciary, we may think, has some institutional
advantages over other branches of government when it comes to deciding
philosophical questions.’’34 This is a comparison he believes supportable
on the grounds of prudence and experience alone, not of logical necessity
or the ineliminable structural features of political institutions in general.
Nevertheless, we – as citizens who recognize the persistence of reasonable
interpretive disagreement – could find the constitutional system respect-
worthy if we believe that, on the whole, the judiciary will do a better job of
getting the moral-political content of the basic law right than other
mechanisms would.

Michelman’s distinctive premise completing his brief for the possible
legitimacy of judicial review is that we could trust that this concretization
process is in fact epistemically reliable only to the extent that justices are
fully open to, and in conversation with, the widest diversity of opinions
and arguments on these fundamental matters. In other words, we citizens
would have reason to treat collectively binding basic-law interpretations as
worthy of respect – even when we reasonably disagree with them – if we
could see those interpretations as the result of a free and open delib-
erative process. The basic idea behind this premise is that moral claims
are more likely to be right when they have survived systematic exposure
to countervailing reasons and considerations brought forth by persons in
diverse circumstances, in order to correct for such all-too-human defects
of practical reasoning as insufficient knowledge, inferential mistakes,
individual bias, partiality, conceptual narrowness, insufficient imagina-
tion, and so on.35 Insofar as the justices of the Supreme Court of the
United States, who are responsible for interpretations of basic law in
the United States, are open to ‘‘the full blast of sundry opinions and

33 See ibid., 22–23, endorsing Dworkin’s arguments to this effect.
34 Ibid., 57.
35 Here Michelman’s thought is deeply indebted to Habermas’s ‘‘discourse theory of

morality.’’ A clear overview of this Habermas-style move from moral considerations of
impartiality to the need for actual intersubjective discourse on moral claims in order to
ensure epistemic reliability, to the justification of deliberative democracy as a nonideal
approximation of the procedures of intersubjective moral discourse under time and
knowledge constraints and decisional pressures can be found in Nino, The Constitution of
Deliberative Democracy, especially 107–43.
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interest-articulations in society, including on a fair basis everyone’s opi-
nions and articulations of interests,’’36 citizens can grasp the process of
deliberative interpretation as respect-worthy, and so as part of a system of
legitimate self-government. According to Michelman, as long as the jus-
tices consistently speak with the American people when they decide on
fundamental but contested matters of moral-political philosophy, legit-
imate deliberative democracy can exist with a division of labor between
populist policy-making institutions and an expertocratic moral-reasoning
institutions.

Furthermore, should the Court actually exhibit this kind of commu-
nicative openness, it would additionally mitigate whatever lingering tra-
ces of paternalism might be felt to inhere in an unaccountable judiciary
settling contested interpretations of basic law, for to the degree to which
that Court is open to the influence of public opinion, citizens could
believe that their opinions and interests were counted equally in the
decisions made by the judiciary, not just in those of the electorally
accountable branch. Terming these considerations ‘‘dignitary’’ as
opposed to the prudential-epistemic considerations, Michelman expli-
citly connects them to the anti-paternalist worry about the respect
deserved by each citizen as an equally autonomous consociate in the
collective process of self-government. Such open communicative jur-
isprudence would then be seen as ‘‘official efforts that pay us the respect
of striving to make themselves ever more effectively available to be
influenced by public debates.’’37

4 The Wide Influence of the Seducements of Judicial Discourse

We have then three theories, united in viewing reasoned deliberation
about fundamental moral-political matters as an essential component of
legitimate democracy, and united in their support for an (American-style)
institutional division of labor that assigns such deliberation to politically
insulted courts, on the grounds of their heightened capacities for the
abstract and complex discourse necessary for proper treatment of moral-
political problems. To stylize somewhat, we might say that Rawls believes
that the Supreme Court has a special claim to exemplifying the kind of
moral-political discourse citizens should also engage in, Eisgruber
believes that the Court has a special claim to representing the moral-
political discourse of citizens within the governmental apparatus, and
Michelman believes that the Court has a special responsibility for com-
municating with the citizens in a moral-political discourse when it settles
matters of fundamental interpretation. Thus, each theory’s support for

36 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 60. 37 Ibid., 59.
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American-style judicial review hangs on the presupposition that such a
court is particularly well suited to engage in the difficult but ineliminable
deliberative moral-political discourse that fulfills one of the crucial
legitimacy criteria for constitutional democracy: the reasons-responsive-
ness of governmental actions. Judicial review is democratically legitimate,
then, precisely because Court decisions turn on deliberative reasons of
moral-political principle.

At this point, a strong antipaternalist objection to judicial review
might be thought sufficient to dispose of such theories, on the grounds
that, if our democratic ideals force us to take seriously the equal
autonomy of all democratic citizens, then it is simply impossible to
square that commitment with an institution that claims to exemplify,
represent, or communicate the reasons of the citizenry against the
explicit statements of the citizenry’s reasons as actually exemplified,
represented, and communicated through actual democratic practices.
After all, isn’t this maneuver of celebrating the principled reasoning
capacities of an elite set of judges akin to the classic paternalist claim
that a few guardians know the true interests of their wards better than
the wards themselves know them? The problem with this easy dismissal
of the theories considered in this chapter is that it is overly normativistic
and idealistic. For, as I was at pains to point out in response to Waldron’s
antipaternalist inspired rejections of judicial review in Chapters 4 and 5,
normative arguments about the appropriate realization of democratic
ideals cannot avoid dealing with the comparative characteristics, capa-
cities, and limitations of various political institutions. The design and
consideration of political institutions must recognize that they do not
simply and directly translate or mirror the interests, opinions, or ideas
of the demos. Said another way, the easy antipaternalistic objection seems
to employ an overly stringent criterion of democratic legitimacy – a
criterion that would apparently rule out any institutions mediating
between the citizens and political decisions – while relying on an
unacknowledged conflation of the opinions of the citizenry with the
outputs of elective legislatures, but without any explicit consideration of
why we should take this conflation as a given. By contrast, at least the
three theories considered here have shouldered the requisite argu-
mentative burden by giving some reasons why we should think that the
products of one particular kind of political institution, in comparison with
other political institutions, has certain characteristics that warrant the
expectation that its products do in fact exemplify, represent, or com-
municate with the people’s moral-political principles.

Another reason for not simply dismissing the theories is that the lure of
juridical reasoning is quite seductive vis-à-vis the promise of high-quality
political decisions. This is especially the case for deliberative theories of
democracy which hang so much of the legitimacy of political decisions
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and institutions on the warranted expectation that fully democratic
processes will produce better – more reasonable and rational – outcomes
than nondemocratic processes. In fact, a surprising number of con-
temporary theorists, despite the wide variety of their justifications for and
conceptualizations of judicial review, agree with the basic premise shared
by the three theories examined here: that constitutional courts, and
especially the United States one, have an institutionally unique relation-
ship to moral-political discourse. Rawls’s thesis that constitutional jur-
idical discourse exemplifies public moral-political discourse, rather than a
mere fight for power and position, is of course quite similar to the views of
Bickel and Dworkin that courts are uniquely suited to be the govern-
mental ‘‘forum of principle’’ in contrast to other governmental organs
that are structured around reason-independent contests over policy
fought out in the media of majoritarian preferences, power, and posi-
tion.38 Bickel and Dworkin in fact explicitly endorse the thesis – shared by
Rawls and Eisgruber – that the moral-political discourse exemplified by a
supreme constitutional court can educate the citizens in how to reason
with one another on contested issues and so improve their delibera-
tions.39 Michelman’s focus on the ways in which juridical discourse must
communicate with the public when dealing with fundamental moral-
political matters has strong resonances both in empirical studies of the
flow of information, reasons, and influence between the judiciary, other

38 See Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch, especially 23–33, and Dworkin, Taking Rights
Seriously, especially 22–31 and 71–79. For instance, Spector argues that judicial review is
fully consistent with deliberative democracy by combining a derogatory account of
legislative processes as inevitably faulty with an idealization of the impartiality of judicial
reasoning. The link to deliberative democracy is then made via Rawls’s hypothetical
contracting situation: deliberative democrats (supposedly) want the outcomes of politics
to be as close as possible to what original contractors would agree to at the stage of
constitutional convention, and this is precisely what constitutional courts provide better
than legislators: ‘‘Constitutional adjudication can correct the deliberative failings of actual
legislative processes if the supreme court can reproduce the sort of impartial deliberation
that characteristically occurs at the constitutional convention,’’ Horacio Spector, ‘‘Judicial
Review, Rights, and Democracy,’’ Law and Philosophy 22, no. 3–4 (2003): 321. Notably, the
comparison here is between actual legislative processes and judges’ hypothetical
idealizations about the kind of deliberation that would occur at those constitutional
conventions where the veil of ignorance (at the correct level of opacity) would have been
properly employed.

39 Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch, 26, and Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, 345–46.
The educative thesis is at least as old as – if not older than? – Eugene V. Rostow, ‘‘The
Democratic Character of Judicial Review,’’ Harvard Law Review 66 (1952): 208: ‘‘The
Supreme Court is, among other things, an educational body, and the Justices are
inevitably teachers in a vital national seminar.’’ Strong reservations about the empirical
sustainability of this educative thesis are raised from a transnational comparative
perspective in Jeremy Waldron, ‘‘Judicial Review and the Conditions of Democracy,’’ The
Journal of Political Philosophy 6, no. 4 (1998).
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gover nmental actor s, and the publi c sp here, 40 and in norma tive acco unts
of the need for juridical reaso ning proces s to be come more commu-
nicati ve, account s often influen ced by Jü rgen Habermas ’s theo ry of dis-
cou rse eth ics. 41

By far the great est resonan ce is found, how ever, in Ei sgruber ’s the sis of
juri dical discourse as serving a represe ntat ive fun ction. Th e bas ic idea
here, endor sed under ma ny varia tions, is that wh en the Supreme Court
exe rcises its power of cons titution al revi ew, it is represe nting the highest
and truest inter ests of the American peopl e – their interest s in collectiv e
self -governmen t structured by fun damental moral-po litical principl es –
again st whatev er other uns avory and partial interests may have been
res ponsibl e for the discred ited legisl ation, poli cy prefere nce, or policy
impl ementatio n. In this story, juri dical discourse represe nts – spea ks for –
the true people and their deepes t interest s, and against thos e wh o –
des pite their appar ent heigh tened ac countab ility to the people – would
fals ely claim to spea k in the people’s name. Such theories have a prove-
nan ce at least as far bac k as Ham ilton’s claim in Feder alist Paper Number 78
that judic ial review of legislatio n m erely represe nts the higher will of the
peopl e, the will enshri ned in the consti tution, again st the necessari ly
subo rdinate will of the legisl ature. 42

In contemp orary jurisp rudence, how ever, there is a veritabl e effl or-
escen ce of such theories, all aiming to reduce the manifes t tensions
betwe en the normativ e ideals of demo cracy – deli berative and republ ican
ideal s in parti cular – and the institu tions and practices of Am erican-s tyle
jud icial review. Wha t’s rema rkable in this literatur e is how prev alent the
genera l strategy clearl y articu lated by Ei sgruber is: namely , to conceive of
cons titution al juri dical discour se, in so me way and with respect to some
types of issues, as more represe ntative of the deep, true, or importan t will
and interest s of the people than the discourse s emp loyed in othe r
osten sibly mo re represe ntat ive govern mental organs. By such a conce p-
tion, the n, the Supreme Cour t of the United States, or its close relativ es in
othe r nation s, is transform ed from an antidemocr atic anomaly into a, if

40 A sample of contemporary work in this broad research domain: Klarman, From Jim Crow to
Civil Rights, and Alec Stone Sweet, Governing with Judges: Constitutional Politics in Europe
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).

41 See, for instance, Habermas’s endorsement of Dworkin’s theory of constructive judicial
interpretation, as long as constructive interpretation is reconceived in terms of a
conversation among various relevant actors, rather than merely the solitary deliberations
of judge Hercules, in Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, especially Chapters 5 and 9.

42 Hamilton, Madison, and Jay, The Federalist with Letters of ‘‘Brutus,’’ 377–83. ‘‘Nor does this
conclusion [concerning the power of judicial review] by any means suppose a superiority
of the judicial to the legislative power. It only supposes that the power of the people is
superior to both; and that where the will of the legislature declared in its statutes, stands
in opposition to that of the people declared in the constitution, the judges ought to be
governed by the latter, rather than the former’’ (380).
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not the, democratic paragon.43 Thus, Ackerman argues that the Court
vigilantly represents the authentic will of We the People, as it was originally
determined and expressed during those episodic moments when we awoke
as a People and engaged in higher, constitutional politics, during those
sovereign interregnum eras when we no longer exist as a People but, rather,
only as a population of individual, privatistic liberal citizens. The Court then
represents and protects the authentic will of the People by using its special
reasoning powers to interpret the higher law the People have made, and to
enforce it against the inevitable imprecations of the citizen’s everyday
nominal ‘‘representatives’’ as they chip away at those constitutional
achievements while We the People enjoy our privatistic slumbers.44 Dworkin
argues that the Court speaks for the people considered as a collective self-
governing association by attending to the principled democratic conditions
necessary for legitimate political association.45 Freeman argues not only that
judicial review represents the people’s sovereign precommitment to main-
taining the equal value of rights that they would have expressed in a foun-
dational, legitimacy-conferring social contract, but also that the high court
exemplifies public reason when it does so.46 Alon Harel claims that judicial
review of legislation in order to protect fundamental rights is a repre-
sentative institution because, properly understood, rights reflect social
values. Properly exercised then, with suitable attention to those social values,
judicial review is but one among several mechanisms for representing the
moral convictions of the people.47 Pe rr y a rg ue s t hat t he Su pr em e C ou rt i s

43 The differences among such jurisprudential theories might be then correlated with a
third variable beyond the normative tenets of democracy and the celebration of American
institutions: namely, a desire to develop an acceptable theory of Constitutional
interpretation. As explained in Chapter 1, Section B, an acceptable theory must, on
the one hand, endorse the doctrinal mainstream by showing how to justify all of the major
firmaments in American Constitutional law (affirming Brown or Roe and rejecting Plessy or
Lochner), while, on the other hand, simultaneously developing a distinctive and original
theory of interpretation resulting in all and only those Court decisions beyond the
doctrinal mainstream that the theorist endorses (his or her favorites).

44 See especially Part II (pages 165–265) of Ackerman, We the People: Foundations . ‘‘From this
point of view, the Supreme Court is hardly a conservative friend of the status quo, but an
ongoing representative of a mobilized People during the lengthy periods of apathy, ignorance,
and selfishness that mark the collective life of the private citizenry of a liberal republic,’’
265, emphasis added.

45 Dworkin, Freedom’s Law, especially 1–38. See further Chapter 4 , Section B.
46 Freeman, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy and the Legitimacy of Judicial Review.’’ Page 365

spells out the Rawlsian claim that, as the Court issues decisions backed by reasoned
opinions, it exemplifies the public use of reason. See further Chapter 5, Section A.

47 Alon Harel, ‘‘Rights-Based Judicial Review: A Democratic Justification,’’ Law and
Philosophy 22, no. 3–4 (2003). Perhaps Larry Alexander is correct here that, once the
concepts of democracy and democratic representation are stretched so far, it would be
better to give up ‘‘the impossible task of fitting the square peg of judicial review in the
round hole of democracy’’ Larry Alexander, ‘‘Is Judicial Review Democratic? A Comment
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the best institution for representing our foundational American ideals of
progress in the realization of unchanging moral and religious truths, as its
superior powers of moral deliberation, discernment, and judgment allow it
to best specify indeterminacies of application in those ideals and truths.48 In
a similar vein, Jed Rubenfeld claims that the Court, on account of its
superior capacities for practical reasoning about moral commitments,
represents the people’s true, long-standing commitments that enable self-
government, specifically by upholding the text of the Constitution against
the pressures of the people’s current but merely evanescent desires, as
represented by the more popularly accountable branches of government.49

Lawrence Sager suggests that as democracy requires both electoral and
deliberative equality, the first is ensured through an equal right to vote for
representatives and the second is ensured through unaccountable courts
with the power of judicial review. Such courts ensure that each citizen gets an
impartial and fair hearing on the basis of reasons (rather than differentials of
wealth, power, or influence) concerning whether his or her rights have been
violated by the institutions serving electoral equality.50

Th is list co uld easily be ex tended. In each case, one cent ral premise of
the se represe ntat ional argum ent s is that , in some manner, an institu tion
such as the Suprem e Court of the Unite d States is uniquel y qualified to
represe nt the people ’s prin ciples because of its speci ally heigh tened
capaciti es for reasoned delib eration about fundame ntal mo ral-pol itical
ma tters. And, whether impl icit or ex plicit, it appear s that a cent ral
mo tivation for such a belief in the judic iary’s heighten ed ca pacities fo r
mo ral-polit ical reas oning is the chara cter of reasons -respon siveness
evin ced in judicial opinion s: jud icial decision s are bac ked by reas oned
opin ions. But, as I will now argue , e quating the reaso ns used by judges

on Harel,’’ Law and Philosophy 22, no. 3–4 (2003): 283. Notably, however, in his own drive
to save the legitimacy of judicial review, Alexander wholly gives up the notion that
democracy or democratic institutions have any intrinsic value. According to him, giving
up the impossible task is a simple entailment of conceiving of democracy and democratic
institutions as having merely derivative and instrumental worth in terms of their good or
bad consequences in realizing other values, including the intrinsic values of individual
rights. The supposed harm to democracy inflicted by judicial review that worries Harel is
then not worrisome, since democracy has no value in and of itself. For Alexander, judicial
review is just another consequentially justified governmental arrangement, assessable at
the same level as any other, for whether it gets the right decisions in terms of other values.
Guardianship, democracy, dictatorship, whatever – all are acceptable, as long as they
preserve intrinsic values.

48 Perry, The Constitution in the Courts: Law or Politics? See further Chapter 4 , Section A.
49 Jed Rubenfeld, Freedom and Time: A Theory of Constitutional Self-Government (New Haven,

CT: Yale University Press, 2001).
50 Sager, Justice in Plainclothes, 202–07 and 24–25. Sager makes his debt to Eisgruber for this

democratic conception of judicial review clear at footnote 5, 238.
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with the moral-political reasoning required by democratic deliberation is
to be subject to the seducements of juristic discourse.

b. actual juristic discourse in the united states

system of constitutional adjudication

To return to Rawls’s, Eisgruber’s, and Michelman’s specific claims,
juristic discourse is the idealized location for public deliberations
amongst citizens because the reasoning employed in judicial decisions
are either rendered in the correct language of public reason, turn on
issues of principle not policy, or warrant the claim to heightened
moral-political reasonability through being open to the full blast of
wide public opinion and debate, respectively. Whether then a division
of labor between expertocratic constitutional courts and other more
populist governmental organs is supported because jurists speak in the
people’s legitimate language of public reason, or because they alone
can speak for the people on matters of principle, or because they speak
with the people in defining fundamental law on such difficult matters,
all three arguments presuppose that juristic discourse is a language
well suited to the tasks of democratic deliberation on fundamental
matters.

However, what is most striking when one actually reads opinions of
the U.S. Supreme and various Appeals Courts is that they are not, in the
main, concentrated on the principled moral-political reasoning these
theories idealize but, rather, on the technicalia of legal argument: jur-
isdiction, precedent, consistency, authorization, distinguishability,
separation of doctrine from dicta, justiciability, canons of construction,
and so on. I contend that this is no mere accident however, for juristic
discourse, at least in the United States, is a language of reasons tailored
to maintaining the rule of law in a complex court system with con-
stitutional review performed throughout the regular appellate court
hierarchy, not a language of reasons well suited to public political dis-
agreements about which collective decisions should become binding for
fellow citizens and the basic terms of our political consociation. This
section is dedicated to an analysis of the ways in which juristic discourse
is not an idiom well suited for carrying out the kind of public delib-
eration required to meet the legitimacy criterion of deliberative
democratic theory, and of the ways in which juristic discourse may
actually detract from the sought-for qualities of reasoned public delib-
eration. I begin with empirical examples of the predominance of juristic
principles over moral-political principles in some recent U.S. Supreme
Court cases in this section, before moving in Section C to a more the-
oretical consideration of the institutional characteristics and location of
the Court that explain that predominance.
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1. Framing the Inquiry

The point of the following case studies is to test whether Rawls’s,
Eisgruber’s, and Michelman’s distinctive claims for the legitimacy and
potential benefits of judicial review in a deliberative democracy in terms
of the special capacities of the judiciary for moral-political reasoning hold
up, by looking at some of the actual work product of the Supreme Court
of the United States as evidence. In addressing the central concern – does
actual juristic discourse employ and reflect a discourse appropriate to
collective public reasoning about difficult matters of fundamental moral-
political principle? – it will help to keep three types of questions about the
cases and the Court in mind. First is a threshold question of evidence: do
the cases being considered deal prima facie with the kinds of fundamental
moral-political issues that the three theories take as central to their
democratic defense of judicial review, that is, can they rightly be con-
sidered evidential for the theoretical claims? If the answer is yes, then the
second and most important question is simply: do the cases provide
confirming or disconfirming evidence for the theories? Specifically, the
question is: are the cases being considered instances where we can fairly
say that the Court’s decisions employ and crucially turn upon reasoning
based in fundamental moral-political principles, so that the they confirm
the theories’ specific claims about how the Court exemplifies, represents,
or communicates in moral-political reason, and thus uniquely fulfills a
special role in deliberative democracy. Third, even if the answer to this
second question is negative, we might still want to consider the extent to
which the Court’s interventions might play a salutary role in the wider
public sphere by stimulating and improving public debate on funda-
mental moral-political issues and by educating the citizenry in the lan-
guage, substance, and cannons of a shared culture of public reason,
thereby lending support to Rawls’s and Eisgruber’s subsidiary claims for
the democratic value of constitutional rulings for public political culture.

Obviously this inquiry presupposes that juristic discourse is usually
more than a mere show or appearance of reasons cloaking the ‘‘real’’ non-
rational ‘‘causes’’ that explain judicial decisions. Although I can’t argue
for it here, I am convinced that full-bore skepticism about the dispositive
power of juristic reasons – the kind often associated not only with strong
legal realism but also with the certain exaggerations of the results of
empirical research focused on ‘‘judicial politics’’51 – is overblown and
false. I don’t want to claim that such (extralegal) factors as judges’ per-
sonal ideologies and attitudes, strategic considerations, or interbranch
rivalries never play a role in judicial decisions. The issue rather is whether

51 For a good compact overview, see Lee Epstein, ‘‘Judicial Decision Making,’’ in
Encyclopedia of Law & Society, ed. David C. Clark (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2005).
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such factors are fully determinative of, or merely influential in, those
decisions. Although only the former claim would invalidate the inquiries
of this chapter, the latter seems the more reasonable position empirically,
and doesn’t force us to construct elaborate error theories to explain away
the manifest character of the actual practices and self-understandings of
lawyers and judges. More important, the three theories under con-
sideration here also do not rely on some kind of naı̈ve idealization of legal
reasoning as fully determinative of all judicial outcomes. In order for
their claims to make sense, all they need is the weaker supposition that in
many extraordinary cases of constitutional review by the nation’s highest
court, reasons have substantial weight in the final decisions, and those
reasons are largely congruent with the ones expressed in the supporting
judicial opinions.

With these preliminaries, I would now like to consider four examples
of recent constitutional controversies in order to gauge the extent to
which they bear out the claims of the three theorists: religious freedom
and the Pledge of Allegiance; criminal punishment and California’s
‘‘three strikes’’ sentencing rule; rights to individual liberty concerning
physician-assisted suicide and homosexual sex; and, electoral equality in
political districts and apportionment.52 Almost all of these case examples
show that the language of reasons employed by judges – the reasons that
overwhelmingly have decisive weight – is a specifically legal language, not
one of moral-political principles. Supreme Court judges are rightly
engrossed with the technicalia of the rule of law, not with arguments about
fundamental moral and political principles. By the same token, juristic
discourse is not well-tailored to the kind of widely dispersed democratic
deliberation and debate about the proper terms of mutual consociation
that self-governing citizens can and ought to engage in as mutual citizens.
The point of the following is, then, neither to impugn the Court’s jur-
idical forms of reasoning, nor to suggest that they decided the cases
incorrectly or unjustly. It is, rather, to loosen the institutional seduce-
ments that reasons-responsive judicial review understandably presents to
deliberative democrats. In fact, I consider the procedural correctness of
judicial decisions – rather than the substantive rightness of the outcome –
to be the key to their legitimacy in a constitutional democracy. Thus, in
no way do I mean to demean the legalisms of juristic discourse; only to
suggest how far actual jurisprudence is from the idealized picture of it

52 By considering sets of both private and political autonomy cases, I also intend make my
arguments equally convincing for theorists who favor substantialist defenses of judicial
review and for those who prefer more proceduralist accounts. Both forms of deliberative
democracy are susceptible to the seducements of juristic discourse, whether the argument
is that the unique reasoning capacities of courts are likely to result in the correct
outcomes, or that such reasoning capacities are required in order to ensure that the
legitimacy-ensuring rules of the democratic process are maintained.
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pres uppos ed by the argum ent s put fo rward by Rawls, Ei sgruber , and
Mich elman.

2. Four Ex amples

a. Freedom of Religio n and the Pledge of Al legiance
Con sider first a question the Supr eme Court of the Unite d St ates agreed
to decid e during its 2004 term: does a law directi ng the daily rec itation in
elem enta ry sch ool of the Ple dge of Alle giance, whic h cont ains the wor ds
‘‘one Nati on under God,’’ violat e the moral-po litical principle of the
sep aration of church and state? Note first that the Cour t agreed to hear
the ca se, on appeal from the ruling of the Ninth Circuit Court of
Appea ls. 53 It c ould well have sim ply avoide d hearing and decid ing the
case, wi thout publ ic co mment or any sup porting reaso n, as it does with
thou sands of other appeals every year . Instead , the Court apparen tly
decid ed (or rather four memb ers decid ed) that it raised a significant
enough cons titution al issue that made it wor thy of incl uding it among the
appr oximately eighty or so cases it now decid es a year. 54

Turnin g to the first questio n fr aming our inqui ry, it seems quite clear
that the ca se raises ex actly the kin d of issue the orists of the sp ecial
represe ntat ive fun ction of juri stic discourse focus on. The relation ship
betwe en the laws of the state and relig ion is clearl y a matter of funda-
men tal mo ral-polit ical principl e on each of the three theories: religiou s
establ ishme nt is in fact the paradigm c ase of no npublic reas on accordi ng to
Rawl s’s poli tical liber alism; it is undoubted ly an issue on the principl ed,
not the policy, side of Eisgrub er’s distinctio n; and in the U.S. co nstitu-
tional contex t it is cer tainly a matter of basic law that is neverth eless
subjec t to reas onable interp retive plura lism, à la Miche lman. The correct
mo ral-polit ical consider ations to bring to bear, how ever, are not self-
evid ent or easi ly appl ied: the Pled ge is not comp ulsory as studen ts may
legal ly refuse to say it; they are youn g element ary schoo l studen ts and so
ma y be especia lly suscept ible to conform ist pressure s; the Ple dge does not
men tion any speci fic reli gious dogmas or appar ently fa vor any sect of
mo notheism; the Pled ge has contained the cont ested words only during

53 Elk Grove Unified School District et al. v. Newdow et al ., 542 U.S. 1 ( 2004).
54 It is also important to recall here that, of those cases the Court does hear, only a small

percentage – around 10 percent per year – are instances of judicial review in the narrow
sense I have used throughout the book, that is, of the judicial oversight of the
constitutionality of legislative statutes and administrative regulations. See footnote 39,
Chapter 1 and footnote 55, Chapter 8 for further statistical support. The vast majority of
cases focus either on intrajudicial matters such as maintaining consistency in the
application and elucidation of the doctrine of the federal judiciary and insuring sufficient
legal regularity amongst the rulings of the various federal appellate courts, state and local
courts, or on the interpretation and application of statutory and regulatory law.
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the second half of its century-long existence; the parents of the child at
the center of the case disagree about the acceptability of the Pledge; there
is dispute about whether the federal constitutional prohibitions on gov-
ernmental religious establishment and measures restricting the free
exercise of religion actually apply to the individual states as well; and so
on. The case then presents a clear opportunity for the Court to carry out
its theorized special representative function by settling the matter
through the deliberative use of practical reason.

When we turn to the second question of how well the Court fulfilled its
theorized reasoning functions, however, the three theories are sure to be
disappointed, for the Court’s majority decision and supporting opinion
turned exclusively on the specifically legal principle of standing: ‘‘We
conclude that, having been deprived under California law of the right to
sue as next friend, Newdow [the respondent father who brought the
original suit] lacks prudential standing to bring this suit in federal
court.’’55 Thus, rather than deciding broad questions about the meaning
and import of the principle of separation of church and state as effected
through the Establishment and Free Exercise clauses of the First
Amendment to the Constitution of the United States, or even deciding
narrower questions of whether this specific California law establishing the
daily school recitation of the Pledge violates the clauses, the Court
invoked a specifically legal principle to simply avoid such questions.56

Said according to the representative theories’ claims, after agreeing to
carry out its democratic tasks of exemplifying, representing, or commu-
nicating in the people’s moral-political reason, the Court switched to its
preferred legalistic language and found a way of shirking its civic duties.
A decision that turns on accidents of the standing of one of the parties
simply cannot be said to employ and crucially turn on reasoning based in
fundamental moral-political principles in the way envisioned by Rawls,
Eisgruber, or Michelman. Its hard to see how this performance can be
said to be an exemplar of the use of that public reason citizens are to use
as their terms of mutual consociation, or to represent the people’s moral-
political convictions against the pandering policies of electorally
accountable government organs, or to be at least a respect-worthy inter-
vention in self-government on the basis of its openness to the full blast of

55 Newdow, 17–18.
56 One can almost sense the sigh of relief in the majority opinion as it discusses how it

discovered new evidence, after agreeing to hear the case, about the potential conflicts of
opinion and interest between the estranged father and mother, and their relationship
under California law that would now allow the Court to avoid ruling on the moral-political
merits of the Constitutional claim, disposing of the case instead on the legal grounds of
the father’s lack of standing in federal court. Chief Justice Rehnquist, in the opening
sentence of his concurring opinion argues that ‘‘the Court today erects a novel prudential
standing principle in order to avoid reaching the merits of the constitutional claim,’’ ibid.
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publi c opinion s and debate s on matters of interpr eting the substantiv e
mo ral-polit ical prin ciples of bas ic law.

Perh aps, however, Newdow does better on the s ubsidiary question,
showing how the intervention of t he Court c an serve to imp rove the
overall reasonableness and deliberative charac ter of w idely dispersed
an d various public discussions and d ebates on th e p rinciples properly
govern ing the separation of c hurch and state. Here one m ight point
beyon d the back and forth between th e m ajori ty opin ion and Justice
Rehnquist’s dissen t concerni ng the precedenti al pedigree and appro-
pr iate scope of v arious formulations of th e legal doctrine of stan ding,
loo k ing rather to t he substantive discussion of the Establishment c lau s e
an d i ts relat ion to the Pledge in the smaller h alf of R ehnquist’s opi nion,
an d i n t he diverse p ositions on the meri ts of the case can vassed in t he
separate opi nions penn ed by Justices O’Con nor and T homas. Surely,
here at least, one c ould hypothesize s ome salutary impact on broad
public processes of democr at ic deliberation about f undamental political
pr inciples. No doubt, but the c laim must be shar per than th is: namely,
that American judicial review contributes in a unique and irreplaceable
fashion t o t hat d ebate. Here it is hard to see how the Court’s actual work-
prod uct made s uch an irrep laceable contribution. Furthermore, given
that the c ase w as reported largely in t erms of th e Court using various
legalisms t o duck t he potentially cul turall y explosi ve consequences of a
direct ruling on the c onstitutionality of the P ledge, it seems a bit s trong
to see the Court’s role in  Newdow as a s ingular c on tr ibution to d emo-
cratic debate, one where th e Court’s u se of p rincipled reason was
unmatched by other governmen tal institutions.57 So, although t his case
d oes not f acially falsify the claims concernin g the e ducativ e and r atio-
nalizing effects on C our t’s decisions on d emocratic discourse, it does
l itt le t o support them ei ther.

b. Crimin al Punish ment: ‘‘Three Strikes ’’ sent encing
Con sider next a diffe rent moral-po litical que stion that the rec ent case of
Lockyer v. Andrade raises: Is a prison sentence of two consecutive twenty-
five-years-to-life terms an appropriate punishment for the petty theft of
approximately $150 worth of videotapes, where that theft resulted in a
third lifetime felony conviction?58 Is this a just punishment? Put in the

57 Consider how the headlines in major newspapers reported the decision: ‘‘8 Justices Block
Effort to Excise Phrase in Pledge’’ ( New York Times, June 15, 2004, Section A, Page 1 );
‘‘Justices Keep ‘Under God’ in Pledge; Atheist Father Lacked Standing to Sue on Behalf
of Daughter, Court Rules’’ (Washington Post, June 15, 2004, Page A.01); ‘‘Justices Keep
‘God’ in Pledge of Allegiance; In tossing out a California atheist’s challenge, the high
court avoids the question of constitutionality; This leaves the door open to similar
lawsuits’’ (Los Angeles Times, June 15, 2004, page A1)

58 Lockyer v. Andrade, 538 U.S. 63 (2003).
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terms of the United States Constitution, and as rendered to the Court by
the defendant, the question is whether Andrade’s punishment violated
the Eight Amendment prohibition against inflicting ‘‘cruel and unusual
punishments.’’ As an issue of the judicial review of legislation, the case
presents the question of whether California’s controversial ‘‘three strikes
and you’re out’’ sentencing law violates the Constitutional prohibition on
cruel and unusual punishments.59 We are faced here with an issue that I
think all three of our theories would have to acknowledge as a funda-
mental matter concerning the moral-political principles that structure our
terms of mutual consociation – this is no matter of mere policy or
ordinary law application.

If Rawls, Eisgruber, and Michelman are correct, we should expect
something basically akin to ordinary practical reasoning when we turn to
the Lockyer opinion. Because the decision is embedded in a particular
national legal and constitutional context, we should not expect a discus-
sion proceeding from pure moral first principles in terms of, say, fun-
damental retributivist or deterrence-based justifications for punishment
and their particular application to the case or statutes at hand. Rather,
the principles to be employed must somehow be drawn from U.S.
public political morality, including legal codifications of principles and
principles socially and traditionally a part of American life. Even if the
moral-political principles involved are, however, specific to the legal and
constitutional traditions of a particular nation, we should still be able to
identify recognizable reasoning from principles – principles that can be
clearly seen to be part of the overlapping consensus of public reason, or
representative of the principled convictions of the people, or whose
formulation and interpretation can be open to wide public debate and
discussion. From Rawls’s point of view, we should start with the principles
instantiated in the U.S. Constitution, which legally represent our public
reason. At the least, cruel and unusual punishment is barred, though a
judge may need to account for disagreement about whether this is itself a
fundamental constitutional principle, or an entailment from a more
general public political principle. For Eisgruber, the search is a bit dif-
ferent: a judge should look to those principles that she sincerely finds,
after consulting her own intuitions and checking them against historical
and current evidence of popular opinion, to ‘‘represent the people’s
convictions about justice.’’60 Here I suspect a judge would find a relatively
heterogeneous amalgam of abstract retributivist and deterrent intuitions,
combined with a list of distinctly prohibited specific penal techniques. It is
harder to say exactly how Michelman conceives the process of principle

59 California Penal Code, Sections 666–667.
60 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 110.
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detection to run.61 It is clear, however, that whatever process is followed
here, the principles have to be ones that are capable of public contesta-
tion, and the process has to be understandable by the public as a search
for the best moral-political reasons, a process warranted in its accept-
ability by its potential openness to wide-ranging debate. Nevertheless,
once the right principles are found, constitutional review should proceed
in a recognizably analogous fashion to ordinary practical judgment – a
matter of conscientious moral reasoning – to enforce those convictions,
especially against majoritarian decisions that violate those publicly shared
principles. So with some sense of what, theoretically, we should expect to
find in the opinion, let’s turn to how the Supreme Court ruled on the
justice of Andrade’s two consecutive twenty-five-years-to-life sentences.

To the best of my nonlawyerly abilities to figure it out, here is how the
Supreme Court addressed the question. According to Justice O’Connor,
the Ninth Circuit Court erred in ruling that the sentence violated the
Eighth Amendment, because: (1) the Ninth Circuit did not have jur-
isdiction to grant habeas corpus relief to Andrade, as (2) it did so on the
theory that a Supreme Court doctrine of ‘gross disproportionality’
announced in Solem v. Helm62 was ‘clearly established law’ under the terms
of an unrelated federal statute (the Antiterrorism and Effective Death
Penalty Act of 1996) and (3) had thus been objectively misapplied by the
California Court of Appeals. However, (4) as the thicket of precedential
‘‘cases exhibit a lack of clarity regarding what factors may indicate gross
disproportionality,’’ the principle is fuzzy and so ‘‘applicable only in the
‘exceedingly rare’ and ‘extreme’ case,’’63 (5) the California Court of
Appeals could not have made a clear error with respect to Supreme Court
precedent as clearly established law, for (6) on the one hand, there was
no precedential clarity, and (7) on the other, in citing precedent, the
California Court of Appeals did not violate the rule of law by ‘‘confron[ting]

61 Michelman’s clearest formulations of these tasks come in the second half of Michelman,
Brennan and Democracy, but this section of the book is dedicated to making the best sense
out of Justice Brennan’s jurisprudence from the vantage point of the judge’s
commitments to liberalism, democracy, and the office of Supreme Court Justice as he
found it in his time, and so may not provide reliable evidence concerning the theoretical
claims of Michelman’s jurisprudence. Nevertheless, there are significant continuities, for
example: ‘‘Justice Brennan’s opinions and other writings are full of the idea that public
respect for constitutional law will fail if the law is not kept responsive to the shifting
controversies of social life that give concrete meaning to legal issues,’’ 72. This suggests a
process of principle detection akin to that employed by Eisgruber’s judge. Further
evidence that the process involves, for Michelman, looking to the norms and values
embedded in the concrete sociohistorical ethical context of a specific nation state can be
found at Frank I. Michelman, ‘‘Family Quarrel,’’ Cardozo Law Review 17, no. 4–5 (1996):
1174–77.

62 Solem v. Helm, 463 U.S. 277 (1983). 63 Lockyer, 9.
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a set of facts that are materially indistinguishable from a decision of this
Court and nevertheless arriv[ing] at a result different from [Supreme
Court] precedent.’’64 Finally, (8) the Ninth Circuit erred by incorrectly
defining the controlling habeas relief standard of ‘‘objectively unreason-
able’’ to mean ‘‘clear error.’’

One way of interpreting this kind of a decision is as an impressive
employment of common law jurisprudential techniques in order precisely
to avoid the substantive merits of the basic moral issue: is California’s
three-strikes law unjust? A different way is to point out that, as the apex
of the federal appellate judiciary, and as the supreme constitutional court
in the land, as well as being responsible for the elaboration of judicial
doctrine relevant to the application of federal legal provisions (including
those of the U.S. Constitution), the Supreme Court must ensure that
reasons relevant to the specific character of the American legal system –
most particularly, those reasons relevant to a common-law system of
constitutional interpretation carried out by courts – are the decisive
reasons in its decisions. The opinion in Lockyer is not, however, remotely
akin to what our theories of juristic discourse as a model of principled
reason would lead us to expect. It is, nevertheless, representative of the
majority of the work-product of the Supreme Court, and even more so of
that of appellate courts underneath it. Notably, many prominent legal
theorists have built their careers by recommending that judges employ
precisely these kind of legalistic techniques to avoid deciding substantive
questions of justice. The motivation for such recommendations arises
from the desire that courts not use up their legitimacy credit by appearing
to be Platonic guardians of public morality: see, for instance, the bulk of
Bickel’s The Least Dangerous Branch, and much of the substantive jur-
isprudence advanced in Sunstein’s One Case at a Time.65 This is in stark
contrast to the shared presupposition under examination here concern-
ing the special suitability of Supreme Court discourse to moral-political
reasoning. It is simply wide of the mark to suppose that Lockyer can
provide positive evidence supporting the claim that the Court’s decisions
employ and crucially hinge on reasoning based in fundamental moral-
political principles.

It seems that Lockyer cannot provide any evidence in support of the
third framing question either, as it’s hard to see how it could have salutary
secondary effects on public reasoning about penal principles if there are
no such easily identifiable principles to be found in the reasons sup-
porting the actual judgment. Lockyer can’t fairly be seen to support Rawls’s
claims that judicial review on controversial moral issues plays an educative

64 Ibid.
65 Bickel, The Least Dangerous Branch; Sunstein, One Case at a Time: Judicial Minimalism on the

Supreme Court.
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role with respect to public reason, or that it serves to heighten the quality
of wide public moral deliberation and debate concerning the issue. And
the actual juridical discourse of the Lockyer opinion is strikingly at odds
with Eisgruber’s inspiring claim: ‘‘When an issue moves to the Supreme
Court, public argument does not die off; instead, it becomes more sub-
stantive, emphasizing the quality of reasons rather than their market-
ability.’’66 Here, as in Newdow, there is some recognizable moral-political
discussion in the nonmajority opinion, specifically where Justice Souter
argues that the ‘‘gross disproportionality’’ of the defendant’s sentence to
his crime shows that the ‘‘three-strikes’’ sentencing rule is unjustly
unreasonable and so unconstitutional. But even this straightforward
moral argument is overwhelmed by a long and complicated discussion of
supporting and distinguishable precedential holdings from previous
Court cases in order to support the applicability of the moral principle of
gross disproportionality to the case at hand in the first place, and in
rebuttal of Justice O’Connor’s majority dismissal of that principle’s
applicability (through a similar but even more convoluted discussion of
precedential weight, applicability, and distinguishability). In sum, the
actual juristic discourse employed in support of the Lockyer decision
cannot be fairly held as exemplifying the use of public reason, repre-
senting the people’s considered moral judgments, or even being capable
of constituting a recognizable contribution to the spirited back-and-forth
of public debate on matters of fundamental law subject to reasonable
interpretive pluralism.

c. Individual Liberty: Physician Assisted Suicide and Homosexual Sex
Of course, laypersons as well as lawyers can selectively cite precedents
supporting their positions, and perhaps my use of Newdow and Lockyer
smacks of that. I am not arguing here that the Supreme Court, in exer-
cising its power of judicial review, always avoids speaking directly to the
substance of significant moral controversies. No more do I wish to claim
that such court interventions never have the beneficial educative and
deliberative effects on wide public debates claimed. The opposite is
indeed sometimes the case, as I think consideration of how the Supreme
Court treated physician-assisted suicide can show. In Washington v.
Glucksberg67 and Vacco v. Quill,68 the Court refused to ban state laws
outlawing physician-assisted suicide. Chief Justice Rehnquist’s opinions in
the cases, especially in Vacco, directly engaged in serious and difficult
considerations of the substantive merits of the briefs presented by those
both opposed to and in support of such state laws. And the other justices

66 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 98–99.
67 Washington v. Glucksberg, 521 U.S. 702 (1997).
68 Vacco v. Quill, 521 US 793 (1997).
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in their various concurrences in the unanimous decision, further
considered the twists and turns of diverse considerations, most of which
are focused largely on the difficult moral issues involved, rather than
strictly legal considerations. They were supported in this by a remarkable
paragon of public reasoning in Rawls’s sense: an amicus brief filed by
seven of the most famous English-language moral philosophers –
including Rawls himself – that was subsequently published as ‘‘Assisted
Suicide: The Philosophers’ Brief.’’69 Thus the judicial decisions, in con-
cert with ‘‘The Philosophers’ Brief,’’ were in this case clearly resting on
principled moral arguments couched in an impartial public reason
accessible and acceptable to many United States citizens, responsive to
the public’s convictions – and facially ‘‘striving to make themselves ever
more effectively available to be influenced by public debates that are fully
and fairly receptive to everyone’s perceptions of situation and interest
and, relatedly, to everyone’s opinions about justice.’’70 Finally, on the
third framing question, the Glucksberg and Vacco decisions have one of the
strongest claims as support for the educative and enlightening roles
ascribed to Court decisions by Rawls and Eisgruber. Perhaps similar
considerations, with respect to the three framing questions, would also
ensue from looking at the Court’s recent extension of constitutional
protection to the private autonomy of gays and lesbians.71 For Justice
Kennedy’s opinion in Lawrence strikes down state laws prohibiting
homosexual sodomy on the grounds that they violate the fundamental
autonomy and justified liberties of individuals – even as the opinion is
also concerned with debates over the relative weight of stare decisis in
constitutional adjudication, the dispositive status of historical under-
standings of legal principles, the dangers of Supreme Court flirtations
with the doctrine of ‘‘substantive due process,’’ and so on.

Assessing the claims of our three theorists with respect to the weight
and import of reasoning and deliberation from fundamental moral-
political principles, and the claims about the salutary effects of Court
adjudication on democratic debate, is then a matter of judgment not of
theoretical or empirical proof. The question, in short, is how repre-
sentative episodes such as Glucksberg, Vacco, and (parts of) Lawrence are,
and how representative episodes such as Newdow and Lockyer are.

69 Ronald Dworkin et al., ‘‘Assisted Suicide: The Philosophers’ Brief,’’ New York Review of
Books, March 27, 1997.

70 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 59.
71 Lawrence et. al. v. Texas, 539 US 558 (2003). See also parts of the majority opinion of

Romer supporting the extension of some equal protection guarantees to gays and lesbians,
in particular those parts unconcerned either with the weight and number of precedential
citations or with the doctrinal history and usefulness of various judicially developed tests
for violations of equal protection: Romer, Governor of Colorado, et al. v. Evans et al., 517U.S.
620 (1996).
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Although this is an open empirical question, I doubt the former episode
types are sufficiently numerous to justify the notion that the Supreme
Court is either the exemplar of public reason within the U.S. separation
of powers, or that it has the unique role of representing principled moral
and political deliberation on behalf of the people, or even that citizens
can accept its interventions as legitimate because the process of judicially
finalizing contested interpretations of fundamental moral-political prin-
ciple is seen to be open to the diverse reasons, opinions, and inter-
pretations of legitimate interests evident in public culture.

d. Electoral Equality and the Redistricting Revolution
Perhaps after this consideration of various Supreme Court cases focused
on some of the substantive individual rights thought necessary to secure a
sphere of private autonomy and liberty, a deliberative democrat per-
suaded more by the proceduralist account of democratic legitimacy – and
in particular, persuaded by a democratic justification for judicial review in
proceduralist terms – might object to my arguments intended to loosen
the seducements of juristic discourse. After all, she might say, we should
be focusing first and foremost on the High Court’s heightened delib-
erative and reasoning capacities with respect to those procedural rights
that make legitimate democratic processes possible, not on their private
autonomy jurisprudence. For, she might continue, if we are to take ser-
iously worries about judicial paternalism, the democratic legitimacy of
Court interventions in democratic processes must be tied to its role in
maintaining the legitimacy conditions of the democratic process itself –
not in making decisions about substantive values, decisions which should
be left to democratic processes of opinion- and will-formation. Although I
too find the procedural account of constitutional court legitimacy con-
vincing, I do not think we should make the case by looking at the way in
which Court jurisprudence either exemplifies, represents, or commu-
nicates with the people’s principled considerations concerning the pro-
cedures of democracy. The argumentative link from the procedural
legitimacy of democratic processes to the democratic justification of
judicial review – if there is to be such a justification – cannot be made
through the heightened reasoning powers of the judiciary concerning
fundamental principles structuring the democratic process. Or, at least
this is what I hope to be able to show now by turning to a series of U.S.
cases over more than forty years concerned with legal rules aimed at
securing the electoral equality of citizens. I believe this series of cases –
specifically focused on whether there are limits to the disproportionality
of electoral districts established by legislatures – show the same general
predominance of legal principles over moral-political principles in the
Court’s jurisprudence as the earlier private autonomy cases, and so belie
the seductive claims made on behalf of the specially principled character
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of juridical discourse even with respect to rights concerned with the
procedures securing public autonomy.

Establishing that all three theorists would conceive of the laws ensuring
the voting equality of citizens as a fundamental matter of moral-political
principle, and so appropriate for juridical exemplification, representa-
tion, or communication, is relatively straightforward. Turning first to
Rawls’s theory, it seems clear that issues concerning the relative equality
of voting power fall under the aegis of public reason and so are ripe for
treatment by a supreme constitutional court as an exemplar of that rea-
son. Recall that, for Rawls, public reason is a specially tailored argot: it is
designed to be the language in which citizens discuss the basic structural
features of political life together. Said in Rawls’s terms, public reason is
the appropriate language for discussing the ‘‘basic structure’’ of society,
concerning what exactly are to be the ‘‘fair terms of cooperation’’ free and
equal citizens can agree to for their mutual consociation. Consider Rawls’s
conception of higher law: it ‘‘fixes once and for all certain constitutional
essentials, for example, the equal basic political rights and liberties.’’72

Voting rights and comparative voting power, it would seem, fall directly
under the constitutional essentials of ‘‘equal basic political rights.’’ If we
then understand a constitution as the higher law under which ordinary
law and ordinary political decisions must be made, as Rawls insists, then
‘‘a supreme court fits into this idea of dualist constitutional democracy as
one of the institutional devices to protect the higher law. By applying public
reason the court is to prevent that law from being eroded by the legislation
of transient majorities, or more likely, by organized and well-situated
narrow interests skilled at getting their way.’’73 Equal voting rights are
precisely the kinds of constitutional essentials that can be easily eroded by
transient majorities and skilled partisan interest groups, and redistricting
has proven to be one of the foremost vehicles for such an assault upon the
basic political equality of citizens. The conclusion follows directly: if a
supreme court is the exemplar of public reason, it should boldly step in to
correct for majoritarian assaults on higher law. More important, it should
do so strictly on the basis of non-sectarian considerations drawn from the
overlapping consensus of reasonable comprehensive doctrines. That is, it
should invoke clear political principles drawn from the distinctly public
political reason of the society.

Eisgruber’s argument for judicial review stresses the institutional fea-
tures that make the Supreme Court ‘‘disinterested’’ and so capable of
making decisions on principled moral grounds. It would therefore seem

72 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 232.
73 Ibid., 233, emphasis added. Rawls’s conceptions here of the dualist character of

constitutional democracy and the role of the Supreme Court in protecting higher law
from erosion are both explicitly indebted to Bruce Ackerman’s theory of judicial review.
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that he would support judicial intervention in redistricting cases in order
to protect the relative equality of voting power across citizens. After all,
it’s hard to think that the question ‘‘should each citizen have equal voting
power or not?’’ is anything but a basic question of political fairness,
turning on matters of principle, not a mere policy matter concerned with
citizens’ individual preferences, desires, and idiosyncratic interests. It is,
in short, a fundamental issue of equality and how equal the political lib-
erty of each individual should be. According to Eisgruber’s principled
argument, then, electoral districting would appear to be precisely the
kind of issue that should be kept away from the lowly business of ‘‘legis-
lative logrolling.’’74 Here Eisgruber’s reliance on arguments from the
unique institutional location and incentives of courts would seem to
require a verdict much like Ely’s: because courts are uniquely positioned
to be impartial referees of the procedures of democracy, they should
ensure that no participants gain an unfair advantage by manipulating the
rules of the political marketplace.75

In fact, however, Eisgruber has reservations about some of the
Supreme Court’s interventions in redistricting cases, in particular more
recent ones concentrated on the interaction of legislative districting and
racial minorities.76 His worries here concern the complexity, messiness,
and contingency of the issues a Court must competently handle in order
to decide when race-based electoral districting plans are and are not
permissible. Thus, even though the Court might be institutionally well
located to render impartial judgments on democratic processes, it may
not have the needed reasoning capacities for gathering relevant infor-
mation, making balanced assessments of competing principles, evaluat-
ing the fairness of complex systems, and designing strategically successful
remedies. Nevertheless, he endorses the core of the redistricting cases:
‘‘Cases like Reynolds v. Sims are undoubtedly among the Court’s greatest
achievements, and eliminating unfair election laws is an important part of
the Court’s constitutional job.’’77 Hence, his theoretical argument clearly
endorses the mainlines of the Court’s so-called redistricting revolution,
even as he expresses some reservations about the Court’s capacities for
oversight as it extended that revolution to the investigation of the
interaction of race, geography, and electoral districting. The cases I
consider in the following are the former mainstream redistricting cases
Eisgruber endorses, and so they can be seen as clearly evidential with
respect to his claim concerning the Court’s representation of the people’s
principles.

74 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 101.
75 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, 73–104.
76 Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 179–86. 77 Ibid., 180.
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Finally, it is also clear that Michelman takes his conception of
communicatively open, and so democratically acceptable, judicial review
to extend beyond substantive individual rights to the procedural rights
structuring democracy itself. The Court’s principled decisions on matters
subject to reasonable interpretive pluralism can be seen as acceptably
consistent with the practice of democratic self-government as long as they
are widely open to the influence of the variety of public opinions
‘‘including, recursively, everyone’s opinions about what sorts of
arrangements really do make public deliberations fairly receptive to
everyone’s views and really do render official bodies available to the
influence of those views.’’78 That is, the Court’s opinions, in order to be
both epistemically reliable and free of paternalist worries about Platonic
guardianship, should be open not only to the full variety of opinions and
interests with respect to private autonomy rights but also to those con-
cerning the very structures and processes of political consociation. I take
it, then, that this would include broad public debates and opinions on
whether in fact there are limits to political devices – including legislatively
drawn voting districts – that would render citizens’ comparative voting
power significantly unequal.

We should be confident, then that the claims of all three theories about
the principled character of juridical discourse can be tested by looking at
issues of political procedure in general, and electoral districting in par-
ticular. Surveying the cases from the redistricting revolution inaugurated
in 1962 by Baker v. Carr79 to the 2004 term’s Vieth v. Jubelirer80 should give
us pause on this score, however. Rather than manifest discussions about
how the principle of political equality applies to questions about the
relative voting power of citizens across electoral districts with significantly
different sizes, the Court has focused on insulated and institutionally
specific concerns with standing, jurisdiction, and, above all, justiciability.
Hence, the overwhelming emphasis on apparently strictly juridical con-
cerns: whether various proposed voting districts and questions about
gerrymandering send the Court into a ‘‘political thicket,’’ as Justice
Frankfurter asserted in Colegrove v. Green;81 if redistricting in general
raises unfortunately ‘‘nonjusticiable political questions’’; if court decisions
would require judicially indiscernible and unmanageable standards; and
so on. In fact, Justice Brennan’s opinion in Baker, the case inaugurating
the redistricting revolution, did not even go to the merits of the claim
concerning the vast disproportionality of the Tennessee electoral dis-
tricts, content rather to dwell on legalistic questions of jurisdiction,

78 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 59.
79 Baker v. Carr, 369 U.S. 186 (1962).
80 Vieth et al. v. Jubelirer, 541 US 267 (2004).
81 Colegrove v. Green, 328 U.S. 549 (1946).

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review198



standing, and justiciability. There is no surprise here, since in order to
intervene, the Court had to overcome two obstacles given its common law
methods. First, the extant doctrine of ‘‘nonjusticiable political questions’’
announced and followed since a mid-nineteenth-century Supreme Court
case82 had to be clarified and brought up to date to see whether it applied
to state legislative districting. Second, any intervention had to overcome
the directly contrary 1946 precedent in Colegrove holding that courts
should not wade into such a ‘‘political thicket.’’ This was achieved in Baker
by claiming that what had been previously taken to be Colegrove’s doctrine
was actually mere obiter dicta. Justice Stewart’s concurring opinion in Baker
simply underlines the claim that the Court’s holding concerned only issues
of jurisdiction, standing, and justiciability. So much the worse apparently
for the theories presupposing that, on matters of fundamental political
principle, the Court is an exemplar of public reason, or speaks on behalf
of the people’s political principles, or is a public site for open contestation
among citizens and consideration of the diverse opinions and interests on
the matter.

In contrast, the next step in the reapportionment revolution – Gray v.
Sanders83 – facially appears to bolster the claims for the politically prin-
cipled nature of judicial review. After all, there Justice Douglas pro-
nounced, in the unmistakable overtones of principled political reason,
that: ‘‘The conception of political equality from the Declaration of
Independence, to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, to the Fifteenth,
Seventeenth, and Nineteenth Amendments can only mean one thing –
one person, one vote.’’84 However, as Justice Stewart insisted, again in
concurrence, the case concerned only voting rights for officers repre-
senting the state as a whole, and should not be taken as having any
implications for apportioning legislative districts within a state. This
absence of implication was overcome in the following year by the group of
reapportionment cases.

As the case that announced the central holdings and justifications of
the reapportionment cases, Reynolds v. Sims,85 like Gray, would seem to
confirm the conception of the Supreme Court as a privileged site for
principled argument. After all, not only did the case hold that the Equal
Protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment guarantees each citizen
equal electoral weight in state legislative elections, but the controlling
opinion contains evident examples of straightforward reasoning con-
cerning political principle. As Chief Justice Warren memorably wrote
‘‘Legislators represent people, not trees or acres. Legislators are elected
by voters, not farms or cities or economic interests.’’86 However, I

82 Luther v. Borden, 48 U.S. 1 (1849). 83 Gray v. Sanders, 372 U.S. 368 (1963).
84 Ibid., 381. 85 Reynolds v. Sims, 377 U.S. 533 (1964). 86 Ibid., 562.
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believe that scrutiny of the arguments presented in Reynolds will show
that this ringing rhetoric does not reflect the crucial turning points
actually supporting the decision. Two moves proved decisive. First,
Warren framed the issue of comparative legislative district size as a
matter of an individual’s right to vote. This allowed him to bring to
bear older precedents protecting suffrage – as a fundamental right to
vote and have that vote counted – while expanding their reach to cover
the case. ‘‘The right of suffrage can be denied by a debasement or
dilution of the weight of a citizen’s vote just as effectively as by wholly
prohibiting the free exercise of the franchise.’’87 Thus, the first move
was to legally reconstrue the presented issue to bring it within the
ambit of a heretofore easily distinguishable precedent. The second
crucial move was to reject the elephant-in-the-room analogy: the one
between state legislatures, and federal Senatorial and Electoral College
representation, which generate vast inequalities in voting power. Here
Warren relied not on considerations of political principle that would
investigate the import, scope, and limits of a federalist division of
power – the kind of thing one would expect by a consideration of
either Americans’ ‘‘public reason’’ or their ‘‘convictions about justice’’ –
but, rather, on selective histories concerning original state constitu-
tions and the intentions of the framers of the Fourteenth Amendment.
But, as Eisgruber reminds us repeatedly, history can’t be dispositive
for arguments of principle, as some historical practices are unjust,
whereas others are not. Only moral-political argument can sort
acceptable history from history we should overcome. In short, Warren’s
second and decisive argument in Reynolds turns not on political prin-
ciples, but on legal ones. In fact, such an argument is almost required
if one wants to simultaneously hold on to the precedential principle of
‘one person, one vote’ previously announced as a constitutional prin-
ciple, and to the notion that the provisions of the Constitution (con-
cerning Senatorial and Electoral College allocation) do not violate
constitutional principles. Moral-political principles alone cannot
square these two commitments.

A complex history of advance and retreat in Supreme Court inter-
ventions in legislative districting, with shifting standards and rationales,
follows Reynolds for another four decades. I think it is accurate to say that
this complex history is not generally one of battles over the fundamental
principles governing democratic representation or electoral equality, but
over legal technicalia of jurisdiction, standing, precedent, and, especially,
justiciability. For instance, the central holding of Davis v. Bandemer88 was
that redistricting to serve partisan political interests is a justiciable issue.

87 Ibid., 555. 88 Davis v. Bandemer, 478 U.S. 109 (1986).
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But after eighteen years of little agreement about what rule should
properly be applied by courts to test for the permissibility of apparently
partisan gerrymanders, the court in Vieth reversed the Bandemer doctrine,
holding that partisan gerrymanders are simply nonjusticiable. The
Court’s aversion to using political principle here, and its enthusiasm
for strictly juridical concerns, is nicely summarized in Justice Scalia’s
dismissive attitude towards the suggestion that the Supreme Court
should even consider issues of basic electoral fairness in his controlling
opinion:89

‘‘Fairness’’ does not seem to us a judicially manageable standard. . . . Some cri-
terion more solid and more demonstrably met than that seems to us necessary to
enable the state legislatures to discern the limits of their districting discretion, to
meaningfully constrain the discretion of the courts, and to win public acceptance
for the courts’ intrusion into a process that is the very foundation of democratic
decisionmaking.90

With regard to Rawls, the question now is: do the redistricting cases
show the Supreme Court as an exemplar of public reason? In one sense the
answer is yes, for the Court intervened without overstepping the content
restraints of public reason: it avoided, for instance, referring to our God-
given rights to vote, or to the superiority of a rural form of life for
achieving virtue and the good life, or to voting with one’s co-religionists as
a necessary condition for salvation, and so forth. But, in a more important
sense, the answer must be no: in the main, it did not employ as decisive
justifying reasons those basic principles affirmed, recognized, and
employed by ordinary citizens to discuss fundamental issues of political
fairness. The redistricting cases can fairly be read as grounded in legalistic
considerations generated by the Supreme Court’s role as an appellate court
employing well-developed juridical principles, but not as grounded in the
principled defense of the political principles of the Constitution or the
public political overlapping consensus.

89 Although Justice Kennedy joined in the judgment as the fifth justice, he did hold out the
possibility that there might be some (quite remote) possible situation where a political
gerrymander might be found unconstitutional as invidious and violating (a yet
nonexistent) manageable judicial standard.

90 Vieth, 291. Scalia’s final claim here – that some solid standard is needed for the court to
save public face after intervening into the ‘‘very foundation of democratic decision
making’’–is more than a bit ironic given the entirely evanescent equal protection standard
invoked for the first time and then immediately revoked for the future to justify the
Court’s stunning intervention four years earlier in the 2000 presidential election in
Bush v. Gore, 531 U.S. 98, 109 (2000): ‘‘Our consideration is limited to the present
circumstances, for the problem of equal protection in election processes generally
presents many complexities.’’
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Similar considerations follow for Eisgruber’s claim that the Supreme
Court represents the principled convictions of the people. This simply
doesn’t seem to square with the justices’ work-product as evinced by the
redistricting cases. Even if we can retroactively extract principles from the
decisions and hypothesize that these principles better explain the deci-
sion of the case than the actual opinions themselves do (a favorite pastime
of constitutional law professors), it is hard to sustain the notion that
reasoning about basic moral and political principles was solely or even
largely decisive for the outcomes. We should rather consider what the
justices produce, in their written opinions, as something more or less akin
to what was decisive, rather than ignore it as so much papering-over of
the ‘‘real’’ work we theorize must have gone on. In the redistricting
cases, the Supreme Court has expended most of its effort on technical
questions concerning the legal principles of jurisdiction, stare decisis, and
justiciability, not straight arguments from fundamental moral-political
principles.

Finally, it is simply hard to imagine how such legalistic concerns can be
the basis of, or central topics in, a wide-ranging communicative back-and-
forth between those experts formally trained to deal with questions of law
and the vast legal laity that constitutes the bulk of the citizenry.91 Given
the argot, valence, and content of the crucial arguments made throughout
this forty-year history of Supreme Court oversight of the conditions of
democratic electoral processes, it is too far a stretch to imagining its
‘‘courtroom a site of democratically legitimating public participatory
process – public discourse . . . for contesting, reconsidering, and revising
the rules of justice themselves.’’92 Perhaps one can reconstructively ima-
gine the history of advance, retreat, and changing rulings in this area as a
more or less indirect response to the changing constellation and align-
ments of arguments in the broad public culture about electoral equality.
But a law scholar’s or political theorist’s imaginative reconstruction can-
not substitute here for the actual communicative interaction Michelman’s
theory requires. The democratic acceptability of judicial review – the
‘‘ground of its respect-worthiness’’ for citizens – hangs on features of the
actual ‘‘process by which current major interpretations [of basic law] come
to have the content they do’’:93 namely, the fully and fairly open recep-
tivity of that interpretive process to every citizen’s opinions about matters
of justice, a receptivity that underwrites the twin claims to the heightened

91 No doubt my attempts here to understand and briefly summarize complex histories of
American constitutional common law will be seen as naı̈ve, simplistic, and often ignorant
of the decisive moves in various cases by those more expert in the law – perhaps this could
be considered a performative confirmation of my general point about the communicative
insulation of juristic discourse.

92 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 74. 93 Ibid., 57.
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epistemic reliability of the Court’s interpretations and the moral respect
nevertheless paid to the equal worth of each citizen in processes of self-
government. Only actual communicative interchange could convince
citizens that an institution that is not directly accountable is nevertheless
both fully respectful of their equal claims to self-government, and, a more
reliable mechanism for discerning the correct application and specifica-
tion of the terms of self-government than other institutions. In sum, then,
the Court’s redistricting and reapportionment decisions are consistent
with Rawls’s, Eisgruber’s, and Michelman’s theories about where the
Court should intervene, but not with their crucial presuppositions con-
cerning how it should do so.

The third question to ask of these theorists vis-à-vis the redistricting
cases concerns the extent to which, even if the opinions and decisions
themselves did not turn on principled political arguments, they never-
theless might have spurred broader principled discussion and debate in
the general public sphere. In Rawls’s terms, did they fulfill the ‘‘educative
role’’ of making public reason vital in the minds of citizens by demon-
strating how to employ public reason to come to reasonable and fair
terms of cooperation with other citizens who may hold different com-
prehensive worldviews? In Eisgruber’s terms, can we see the redistricting
cases ‘‘speaking on behalf’’ of the people’s principles in such a way that
lay citizens can recognize them as the principles they seek to live up to,
and are willing to have trump their immediate desires? These are
empirical questions, and theoretical arguments are largely speculative
here.

Hazarding a judgment, on the whole I would answer these questions
in the negative. Although the Supreme Court has been one among
several official and nonofficial actors in the public sphere who have
highlighted the importance and controversial character of issues con-
cerning electoral equality, it has not been a shining beacon of public
principle.94 On the contrary, it seems to me to have served as a marker
of the expertocratic insulation of such ‘‘messy’’ issues as legislative dis-
tricting from wide public deliberation and debate, and precisely because
it can only treat the basic issues in the more or less impenetrable garb of
juristic discourse. Precisely because of the Court’s rightful preoccupation
with its institutionally and legally specific constraints, straightforward

94 In reviewing U.S. opinion data and scholarship on it concerning public support of the
redistricting decisions and, more importantly here, evidence concerning the salience of
the issue for the public and their overall awareness of the Court’s actions from 1964 to
1969, Gerald Rosenberg concludes that ‘‘the public was generally supportive of, but
essentially oblivious to, the ‘Reapportionment Revolution,’ ’’ Rosenberg, The Hollow Hope:
Can Courts Bring about Social Change?, 299. This would seem a significant counter-
indication to the exemplarity, educative, and catalyst claims.
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public debate about the substantive merits of the policy and principle
choices facing us as a self-governing collectivity is often seriously
obscured.

I doubt that Rawls is right to claim that the Court’s redistricting cases
can be understood as exemplary in the educative sense that he hypo-
thesizes ought to follow from placing an issue before a constitutional
court. ‘‘In the midst of any great constitutional change, legitimate or
otherwise, the Court is bound to be a center of controversy. Often its
role forces political discussion to take a principled form so as to address
the constitutional question in line with the political values of justice and
public reason. Public discussion becomes more than a contest for power
and position.’’95 Assessing this claim is particularly difficult because it is
an empirical counterfactual: it requires us to imagine what would have
happened in the absence of Supreme Court intervention. Jeremy
Waldron makes this point nicely with respect to Dworkin’s similar claims
for the invigorating effect on public debates of the constitutionalization
of issues through judicial review.96 But with respect to what did happen,
it is hard to see how the everyday use of public reason is stimulated,
invigorated, and guided by opinions concerned with federal appellate
court jurisdiction, precedential distinguishability, and the doctrine of
nonjusticiable political questions. Yes, juristic discourse is (often) sui-
tably cleansed of contestable comprehensive doctrines, and yes, juristic
discourse is a language of reasons, but it is not first and foremost a
language of public moral argument. Rather, it is a language usually
tailored to a specific legal context: common-law jurisprudence carried
out by a constitutional court that is also the apex of various appellate
court systems.

At one point, in fact, Rawls surprisingly seems to recognize the sig-
nificant disanalogy between public reason and legal reason. In a later
article reconsidering the concept of public reason, he makes an analogy
that seems to point precisely to the difference between public reason as
the argot of deliberating citizens, and juristic discourse as the specialized
reason of lawyers and judges: ‘‘Public reason sees the office of citizen with
its duty of civility as analogous to that of judge with its duty of deciding
cases. Just as judges are to decide cases by legal grounds of precedent,
recognized canons of statutory interpretation, and other relevant
grounds, so citizens are to reason by public reason and to be guided by
the criterion of reciprocity, whenever constitutional essentials and matters
of basic justice are at stake.’’97 Here we are presented with a picture of

95 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 239.
96 Waldron, ‘‘Judicial Review and the Conditions of Democracy.’’
97 John Rawls, ‘‘The Idea of Public Reason Revisited,’’ in Collected Papers, ed. Samuel

Freeman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 605, emphasis added.
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jud icial decision s more akin to wh at we actually saw in the cases discussed
above. Even if we under stand the catch-al l of ‘‘other relev ant groun ds’’ to
incl ude the prin ciples and canons consti tutive of public reaso n, this still
leav es us with a pictu re of judic ial reas on as larg ely a nonpublic reas on of
the law amalgama ted wi th tinges of publi c reaso n. B ut Rawls does n’t seem
to follow up on his analog y by rec ognizi ng that it is si mply hard to put
tog ether the legalis tic reas onin g of case-bas ed commo n law methods wi th
prin cipled moral and politi cal reas oning abou t consti tutiona l essenti als.
Perh aps it is the pec uliar fate of thos e constitutio nal courts charged wi th
being both the apex of a co mmon -law appellat e system and the supr eme
interp reter of ambigu ous consti tution al provis ions to be for ced to be
com petent in both legal and publ ic reas oning .98 B ut we shou ld not mis-
take the one kind of reaso ning fo r the other because of that pec uliar fate.

Eisgr uber also occasi onally notices the gap betwe en principl ed rea-
sonin g and legal reaso ning in the U.S. legal co ntext. For instance , he
does note that the ‘‘cases and co ntroversi es’’ requireme nt for judic ial
pres entmen t ma y significant ly distor t a just and fair co nsidera tion of the
ma tters of principle at stake. First, as the cour t is only pres ented with the
facts and consider ations as offer ed by the parties to the case, the re is a
signi ficant pos sibility that the interest s of othe r affecte d parties ma y be
disreg arded. 99 Th e fact that prin cipled cont roversi es are only pres ented
through the specific facts and parties to a det erminate case in the United
Sta tes sys tem ent ails that cour ts will hav e limi ted capacitie s for gatherin g
relev ant infor mation. Ei sgruber does not notice, howeve r, that this is a
probl em pec uliar to the speci fic instituti onal practices of the U nited
Sta tes Supreme Court. For a co nstitutional court with the pow er to per-
for m ‘‘abstract review’’ of statut es and regu lation s ind ependen tly of a
spe cific case, as is the case fo r mo st Europ ean consti tutiona l courts, the re
need be no informatio n deficit impos ed by party and co ntroversy

98 See Section C1 and Chapters 8 and 9 for further discussion.
99 The deficiencies of court proceedings between two parties to a concrete controversy as a

vehicle for principled reasoning is the centerpiece of Bennett’s case that, because courts
are counterconversational, the exercise of judicial review is in tension with (essentially
conversational) democracy. ‘‘There is a dramatic difference in the conversational
behavior of the courts, on the one hand, and of the political branches of government,
on the other. The former engage in highly stylized interactions concentrated on limited
private parties, while the latter have freely formed and diverse exchanges with all manner
of constituencies. . . .The conversational difference between courts and the political
branches of government is fundamentally attributable to the courts’ self-conception as
resolvers of disputes between the parties to litigation. . . . In democratic terms, however,
this judicial conversation may be deep, but not broad. In the court context there
is . . . nothing comparable to the incentive of executive and legislative officials to figure
out what might be of interest to those affected by decisions and then to take the initiative
in talking to those constituencies,’’ Robert W. Bennett, ‘‘Counter-Conversationalism and
the Sense of Difficulty,’’ Northwestern University Law Review 95, no. 3 (2001): 880–1.
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restr ictions. 100 Second , he argue s that a reaso ned jud gment of prin ciple
may be thwarted or distor ted by the limited so lutions a co urt has to
choos e fr om bas ed upon exa ctly what was litigated by the parties.
Alth ough a co urt may often seek to reach a different solution on separat e
groun ds from thos e options pres ented in the controv ersy at hand, it still
must decide the case as pres ented to it. Th is is a probl em, howeve r,
pec uliar to an institu tion that mixe s com mon-law juri sprudentia l methods
and co nstitutio nal adjudicatio n invo king cont roversi al moral and pol itical
prin ciples. Ei sgruber neither reco gnizes the provincia lity of these
probl ems nor ta kes more than pas sing notice of these gaps be tween
moral -political and legal reaso ning. More importan t here, he never
ackn owledges that these and other gaps ma y signifi cantly distor t the
chara cter of publ ic sphere discussi ons abou t the controv ersial issues the
Supreme Court has taken up.

An objector to my judgmen t about the less than sa lutary effect s of
Supreme Cour t decisi ons on the character of publ ic sphere delibe rations
might poin t, howeve r, to the redistricti ng cases as a dir ectly contrary
exa mple. Af ter all, the se were the c ases that intro duced the clear rule of
‘‘one person, one vote’ ’ and elucida ted for the popul ace the impl ications
of the eq uality prin ciple enshrine d in the Four teenth Am endment by
show ing how that abstr act prin ciple constr ained state redistr icting
sch emes. Th ere is undoubted ly some tr uth to this, but I won der how fa r it
goe s. For surely the American peopl e have also learn ed what lawyers
alrea dy kn ow: si mple, stra ightforw ard rules such as ‘ ‘one pers on, one
vote’ ’ are actual ly shorth and for a lon g doct rinal rule statin g a pre-
sump tion in favor of elect oral equa lity but then followe d by a long ser ies
of excep tions, qua lificatio ns, and modificati ons. In other words, they
know that when push comes to shov e, the simp le rule will only sometimes
appl y: it will disqua lify som e popul ation inequa lity between distri cts, but
not partisan gerry manderi ng; it will disquali fy some race-ba sed districts
but not others; it will apply to state legisla tures, bu t not federal legis-
latures , and so on. And , I suspect , we as ordinary citize ns also kno w that
the gran d principl e’s precise incidence is co ntrolled by the expe rt
det erminatio ns of thos e trained in the niceties of precedent, stan ding,
juri sdiction, justiciabi lity, distingui shabilit y, and so on. Even loud ly
anno unced and clear judic ial rules may hurt the quality of publi c debate
as much as help it.

100 Roger Hartley pointed out to me that the party and controversy requirements are not as
restrictive as they might appear at first glance, since the Court does welcome amici briefs
and occasionally attends to extrajurisdictional precedents such as international law.
Nevertheless, the use of such materials is still directed at resolving the particular
controversy for the parties involved. Further discussion of the differences between
abstract and concrete constitutional review can be found in Section B of Chapter 8.
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c. legal principles and moral-political reasoning

I’v e argue d that deli berative dem ocrats shou ld avoi d the seducti ons of
conce iving of juridica l reason as an exemplar of the kin ds of reas oned
deli berations the y hope to promot e and ma ke decisiv e fo r at least some
fun damental political issues. In particula r, c loser atten tion to the actual
wor k prod uct of judges shou ld make us ske ptical abou t Rawls’s ,
Eisg ruber’s, and Michel man’s claims co ncerni ng the pri ncipled chara cter
of juridical reas oning . But this raises mo re than a simple objecti on to
the overl y ideal ized pictu re of judicial reas onin g pres upposed by three
the orists. 101 For if this chap ter’s argum ent s are succes sful, the y cast sig-
nifi cant doubt s on ma jor instituti onal recommen dation s made in favor of
a division of labo r betwe en deliber ative courts and popul ist legisl ative and
exe cutive organs. Th e sed ucements of juri stic discour se include a hope to
expla in away the appa rent dem ocratic defici ts of the practice of judic ial
revi ew by pointi ng to cour ts as e xemplars of what dem ocracy is sup po-
sed ly all about: reas oned delib erations abou t co ntrover sial mo ral and
poli tical matters in terms all citizens can rec ognize as morall y co mpelli ng.
We are enticed, the reby, to ac quiesce in a division of labor between, on
the one hand, popul ist-se nsitive legisl ative and ex ecutive instituti ons that
are to be concerned only with comprom ises and aggregat ions conce rning
our base interest s and desires, and, on the othe r, ex pert institu tions
insul ated from the vicissi tudes of popular excit ation and peopled by elites
train ed in the spe cial task of fundame ntal reaso ning on matters of prin-
cipl e. If the premise equating juristic reaso ning with principl ed moral-
poli tical reasonin g that motivat es this division is false, we need to look to
altern ative institu tions and fora for the kin ds of wide-ra nging , truly
dem ocrat ic delib eration, debate , and decision that deli berative dem o-
crat ic the ory rightly stresses. 102 Deliberativ e dem ocrat s are righ t to stress
the diffe rences betwe en deli berative and aggre gative proces ses, and to
insist that (at least ) fun damental poli tical decision s ought arise out of and
follo w from the reasoned deli berations of fr ee and equa l citizens . How-
ever, we shou ld not take the short cut from the legiti macy crite rion of

101 Recall also the variety of theories briefly canvassed in Section A 4 above, which, in
different terms, ring the changes on the theme that judicial review as practiced in the
United States is not antidemocratic but, rather, democratic precisely because of the way
the reasoned deliberations of the Court are exemplary, representative, or commu-
nicative.

102 A compelling and sufficiently capacious conception of the public as the fundamental
institutional location for democratic discussion and debate concerning principled
reasoning can be found in Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, especially in Chapters 7
and 8 . However, I argue that Habermas is also seduced – although to a lesser extent than
Rawls, Eisgruber, and Michelman – by the promise of the judiciary as a privileged site for
reasoned argument in Chapter 7 .
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reasoned deliberation to expertocratic legal institutions, by way of an
equation of juristic reason with public reason.

Let me now turn to three types of objections one might raise against
the arguments I have developed in this chapter. First, one might object to
the selection of cases I’ve presented here, in essence doubting that these
are fairly and sufficiently representative of the work-product of the
Supreme Court of the United States. In particular, this objection from
‘‘cherry-picking’’ continues, a different selection of cases could well be
used to support the specific claims Rawls, Eisgruber, and Michelman
make about the principled character of Court reasoning. I’d like to meet
this objection by making my arguments at a more general level: namely,
by claiming that the predominance of legal principles in the Court’s
reasoning is not just a contingent feature of a few or even the majority of
cases, but is rather due to the specific legal and institutional contexts the
Court occupies. The second objection takes issue with my argument’s
focus on judicial review in the United States: perhaps a celebration of the
deliberative and thereby democratic qualities of constitutional review
along the lines of Rawls’s, Eisgruber’s, and Michelman’s claims is in fact
more appropriate in other nation-states than in the United States. I’ll
address this objection from ‘‘provincialism’’ by very briefly considering
alternative ways of institutionalizing the function of constitutional review.
The third objection attacks the overly strong contrast between legal
principles and moral-political principles my argument apparently relies
on. This objection from ‘‘overdrawn contrasts’’ points out that legal
principles might be considered as derivatives of moral-political principles
tailored to the political virtues of the rule of law. I will address this
objection by considering the relationship between the two kinds of
principles, which in turn will raise issues of comparative institutional
competence for democratic deliberation both within and across nation-
states.

1. The Institutional Determinants of Legalism in the
U.S. Practice of Judicial Review

The first objection to the argumentative weight of the case examples I’ve
investigated here is that they do not present a full and fair picture of the
character and quality of the Court’s deliberations. I agree here to the
extent that no simple use of examples alone can carry the weight of
arguing for or against the ideal of juristic discourse presupposed by the
three focal theories. My use of these examples, however, was not intended
to represent a complete assessment of the Court’s work-product, but
rather to remind those whose have read a tremendous number of such
opinions of their actual character, and to invite those who haven’t to
compare theoretical claims with the data they are about. Anything less
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than a fully exhaustive cataloging and classification of the breadth of
opinions where the Court has exercised its powers of constitutional review
would be insufficient, in fact, to make a confident empirical assessment of
the various claims made on behalf of or against the principled character
of judicial review in the United States. And of course such legal research
alone would not be enough, as the theories canvassed here aim to com-
pare the judiciary favorably with other branches of government as con-
stitutional interpreters. Hence, we would need to add sustained and
serious comparisons of the judiciary’s performance with like reasoning,
deliberating, and communicating capacities and performance of other
political actors and institutions in the U.S. political system.103 Finally, of
course, we would also need to do cross-national comparative studies
between the United States and other constitutional and nonconstitutional
democracies – especially attending to the differences between those with
and those without institutions of judicial review – as a check on the often
counterfactual nature of the claims advanced.104 Perhaps then, and only
then, could we confidently claim a sufficient empirical basis for assessing
the claims concerning the character and content of juristic discourse in
the U.S. context.

Perhaps, however, it is possible to strengthen the response to the
cherry-picking objection in a different manner by considering the specific
legal and institutional determinants of the predominance of legalistic
reasoning in the U.S. system of constitutional adjudication. I have in
mind here three broad types of features that constrain U.S. juridical
reasoning and prevent it from exemplifying, representing, or commu-
nicating in the language of moral-political principles: (1) judicial review
in the United States is only effected through particular cases, (2) by a
Court that is simultaneously a constitutional court, at the apex of the
national appellate system, and with significant authority within a com-
plicated federalist division of political and judicial authority, and, (3) it is
carried out through common law methods of adjudication. What the case
examples can be taken to highlight then is the ways in which this peculiar

103 An interesting part of such an empirical project of comparing constitutional reasoning in
the various branches of government is presented in J. Mitchell Pickerill, Constitutional
Deliberation in Congress: The Impact of Judicial Review in a Separated System (Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2004).

104 For instance, it makes some sense to assess counterfactual claims like ‘If the Supreme
Court hadn’t taken up the principled defense of right X, then it would have been subject
to erosion, or to legislative logrolling, or public would not have been sufficiently
educated about political principles’ by seeing how right X, its attendant political
principles, and the broader public culture faired in sufficiently similar democracies that
lack the power of judicial review. Jeremy Waldron, for instance, repeatedly points out the
possibly heightened public deliberations occurring in British Commonwealth countries
with Parliamentary sovereignty and no judicial review. See, for instance, Waldron, Law
and Disagreement, 289–91.
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institutional location with its particular legal practices, in a sense pre-
structures the Court’s deliberations in a legalistic way, a way that impedes
their ability to exemplify, represent, or communicate with the people’s
deliberations on controversial but nevertheless inescapably fundamental
moral-political issues.

Consider first the so-called cases and controversies requirements of
Article III of the Constitution of the United States. As Eisgruber notes,
but doesn’t focus on, this restriction of the jurisdictional purview of the
judicial power only to particular cases means that when the Court looks to
exercise its powers of constitutional review, it must await a suitable vehicle
in the form of a particular suit brought against a specific statute or reg-
ulation. And as Eisgruber notes, this will distort to some extent the
Court’s ability to gather relevant information, perhaps most important
concerning the impact of likely decisions on the interests of all those
affected. In addition, the necessity of resolving the case before it may
constrain the set of solutions the Court may consider. But beyond this,
attention to the particular review restriction on the Court can go some
significant distance to explaining its focus on legal principles concerning
issues such as standing, jurisdiction, ripeness, mootness, legal reme-
diability and so on – principles that turned out to be decisive in the
resolution of the Newdow and Lockyer cases concerning the Pledge and
‘‘three-strikes’’, respectively.

Consider, second, the complexities introduced by the fact that the
Supreme Court must wear many judicial hats at once. Even as it has the
power to review federal statues and regulations for constitutionality, it
also has assumed a fair amount of authority to carry out the same kind of
review with respect to many issues of individual state law, although the
exact scope and limits of this second authority are hotly disputed.105 Here
it should be expected that such complexities will give rise to juristic
principles governing authority and jurisdiction in order to rationally
manage the employment of such powers. The Court also sits simulta-
neously at the apex of the federal appellate court system, and so it will
have developed principles to manage when it is and is not willing to let
stand inconsistencies between the rulings and doctrines of the various
federal Appeals Courts. Recall the intricate interactions between common
law considerations and the various relations between the Supreme Court,
a federal Appeals Court, and the California Appeals Court central to

105 The centerpiece of such disputes focus on the Court-developed doctrine of ‘‘incorpora-
tion,’’ that is, the set of legal principles that determine how much of the original Bill of
Rights constraining the powers of the federal Congress was, is, or should be made
applicable also to the laws of the individuals states in the light of the 1868 Fourteenth
Amendment – but the Fourteenth Amendment is by no means the only site of
controversy about the Court’s judicial review authority vis-à-vis state law.
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O’Connor’s decision in the ‘‘three-strikes’’ case Lockyer. The Court,
despite what some of the more heated antijudicial rhetoric might lead
one to believe, has not in fact arrogated to itself unlimited powers for
passing on the constitutionality of governmental actions. It has, rather,
developed a complex set of doctrines, principles, and presumptions
intended to negotiate its interactions with the other branches of the
federal government. Central to managing the limits of its power are
doctrines such as ‘‘nonjusticiable political questions’’ whose changing
incidence across the forty-year history of redistricting cases played such a
central and decisive role in the Court’s varied approaches to electoral
equality.106 Thus, specifically legal principles arise from the peculiar
institutional location of the Supreme Court of the United States, and their
associated intricacies understandably drive the predominance of legal
over moral-political considerations even in cases that facially raise issues
of the latter kind.

Finally, the Supreme Court’s preoccupation with specifically legal
issues like the weight and content of precedents, the incidence of the
principle of stare decisis in different kinds of cases (e.g., in statutory vs.
constitutional interpretation), distinguishability, the standing and content
of judicial doctrines, methods for isolating holdings that add to precedent
and shape doctrine from mere dicta, interpretive canons, and so on are
basic features of a common-law method of adjudication. Such specifically
juristic concerns were raised in every single case considered earlier and
played an influential role in most. Yet labeling these concerns ‘‘specifi-
cally juristic’’ or ‘‘legalistic’’ is in no way intended to belittle or diminish
their import, for they are neither accidental nor, more important, useless
or troublesome features of juristic discourse. On the contrary, most if not
all can be considered essential to or supportive of the basic values secured
by the rule of law: that citizens can know their legal obligations, the
predictability of legal decisions and the incidence of the use of coercive

106 Of course, Court review of the scope and limits of the powers and actions of the federal
legislative and executive branches also interacts with questions about the division of
power between the national government and the states, since the Constitution allocates
powers in a complex federalist scheme. This, too, is an area of high controversy in recent
jurisprudence as the Court once again seems to be interested, for instance, in limiting
the scope of Congress’s legislative reach under the Commerce Clause. In a related vein,
the Court’s recent reinvigoration and extension to the individual states of the doctrine of
‘‘sovereign immunity’’ from suit has lead to a significant weakening of Congressional
and federal government authority vis-à-vis the states in general, even as it may,
somewhat counterintuitively, have led to a significant increase in the power of federal
courts as overseers of federal law. For a critique of the recent development and use by
the Court of the doctrine of state sovereign immunity and allied judicially developed
doctrinal tests for Congressional action, see John T. Noonan, Jr., Narrowing the Nation’s
Power: The Supreme Court Sides with the States (Berkeley, CA: University of California
Press, 2002).
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force, systemwide consistency, legal stability, equal treatment of like cases,
control of arbitrary official power, and so on. These specifically juristic
features of common law methods serve, to use Fuller’s felicitous phrase,
the ‘‘internal morality’’ of law.107 Of course, the internal morality of law
can be served in other ways – and by other officials than judges – in
alternative legal systems, such as civil law systems. Nevertheless, once a
society entrusts constitutional review to a high court regularly employing
the techniques of common law jurisprudence, significant constraints are
placed on the abilities of constitutional judges to act either as exemplars
of public reasoning about principle, or as impartial representatives of the
people’s principles, or even to clearly communicate with the legal laity of
the citizenry in ways that might warrant democratic respect for the
Court’s interventions.

There may well be other legal and institutional determinants of the
predominance of the use of legalistic over moral-political reasoning in
the Supreme Court’s judicial review cases. All I have sought to do here is
point out some general features of the Court’s actual institutional location
and adjudicative practices that, I think, go a long way toward meeting the
cherry-picking objection, namely, by explaining why we should generally
expect to find significant disanalogies between actual Supreme Court
discourse and the principled moral-political discourse presupposed by
the three theories, much like the disanalogies evinced in the few example
cases I’ve looked at here.

2. Would a Kelsen-style Court do Better?

Once the specific structural determinants of the legalistic character of
Supreme Court constitutional jurisprudence are made clear, however, the
second objection from provincialism becomes even starker. For now one
might object that my critique of the seducements of juristic discourse is
too nation-state specific. What of the practice of constitutional review in
other countries, and what of the different ways of institutionalizing the
function – might not these theories fare better if we were to assess their
claims in the context of other nations’ institutions and practices? Here I
am entirely in agreement with the general tenor and basic presupposi-
tions of the objection: an adequate understanding and justification of the
practice and institutionalization of constitutional review in terms of the
normative ideals of deliberative democratic constitutionalism cannot
avoid investigating and comparing a variety of potential ways the function
can be realized, and this should surely include some cross-national
comparisons of actual (and imagined) practices and institutional designs.
It is to such tasks that Chapters 8 and 9 are largely devoted.

107 Fuller, The Morality of Law.
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A few brief remarks on the charge of prov incialism as level ed at the
debate conce rning the spec ific claims of the three the ories investigated
here might be appr opriate, as some light can be cast on the objectio n by
vari ous institu tional thou ght expe riments . To begin, co nsider the degree
to which the theories the mselves are provincia l. Rawls is carefu l to point
out that his commen ts about the char acter of Supreme Court reas on as an
exe mplar of publi c reaso n are not intended to just ify the speci fic insti-
tutio n of cons titution al review in an ind ependen t judiciary , nor more
concret ely even to endo rse the practice of judicial review as carried ou t in
the history of the United St ates. Rawls is not putting forward a strong
argum ent just ifying jud icial review but, rather, show ing how one could
under stand extant U .S. institu tions and practice s as, at least , not objec-
tionab le fr om the point of view of the the ory of poli tical liberalism and its
deli berative concept ion of dem ocracy. It may then be that altern ative
institu tions and practices may be even more unobj ectio nable insofar as
the y be tter exemplify the use of political publi c reason than the Supreme
Cour t of the United States.

Eisgruber’s and Michelman’s theories are provincial in a stronger
sense, as they both seek to give acceptably democratic justifications for the
institutionalization of U.S. judicial review at its best, justifications that then
also can be seen as the basis for discerning the best interpretive practices
and sorting worthy from unworthy decisions in the Court’s case history.
This is no surprise, as both are law professors whose jobs require them to
work within the historically specific set of extant institutions and practices
that makes up the American legal system.108 Of course, both explicitly
claim that their arguments do not necessitate or require a system of
constitutional review like the United States’, and so both are in this sense
also giving democratic excuses more than strong positive justifications for
a provincial set of arrangements. And between the two, Eisgruber’s theory
is clearly more exculpatory than Michelman’s theory, as the latter can
reasonably be said to outline ideal conditions of democratic legitimacy for
Supreme Court determinations of fundamental law, ideal conditions that
are quite far from being fulfilled under contemporary conditions.
Although each is then provincial in design, both seem structurally open to
testing in different legal and institutional contexts.

Coul d it be that the three theories would fare be tter, then, wher e the
fun ction of co nstitutional review was not carrie d throug h parti cular cases

108 Among the longer list of theories that seem similarly seduced by juristic discourse I
mentioned in Section A 4 earlier – especially those seduced by the claim that the
Supreme Court is a democratic institution representative of the people’s true or most
basic moral-political principles – the overwhelming majority are the products of the
United States legal academy. See also my concerns about the pathologies of ad hoc
reasoning in American jurisprudence in Chapter 1.
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and controversies by a multitasking superior appellate court employing
the methods of common law jurisprudence to constitutional specification?
The idea here would be that their claims to the exemplary, representa-
tive, or communicative character of constitutional court opinions might
be not so much false, as nationally misplaced.109 Perhaps a constitutional
court of the structure preferred by Hans Kelsen and widely adopted since,
especially in European constitutional democracies – namely, a court with
the power for the direct ‘‘abstract review’’ of ordinary law independent of
a concrete case, one specialized only in constitutional review and without
other significant appellate duties, and perhaps even adjudicating without
the legalistic requirements of common-law jurisprudence – could better
exemplify, represent, and/or communicate in the public language of
fundamental moral-political principles?110 Such constitutional courts
certainly seem less encumbered by the determinants of legalistic rea-
soning specific to the U.S. context.

The question this suggestion raises is: why require constitutional
review to be carried out by a court? Why not look farther afield than
judges? According to the theories under consideration, the reasoning and
deliberating advantages accruing to the Supreme Court concern the
complexity of the moral-political principles involved and the problems
posed by generating more specific, justified moral-political principles
from the abstract ones already constitutionally provided – but these are
not first and foremost legal complexities. They are the complexities
involved in the elaboration of any of the moral-political principles that
are to legitimately regulate the collective life of democratic citizens – that
is, they are the very same complexities faced at the level of constitutional
design and ratification. If constitutional design and ratification is to be
subject to the principle of reasons-responsive popular sovereignty – as
deliberative democrats insist – then, a fortiori, the further development of
constitutional principles must be likewise subject to that principle.

Once we step out of the specific legal and institutional context of
United States judicial review, it seems we should also be considering
noncourt institutionalizations of the function of constitutional review. If
we want to design an institution that exemplifies, represents, and com-
municates in a public language of moral-political principles, we might
consider, for instance, something along the lines of Rousseau’s recom-
mended ‘‘Tribunate’’: an institution focused on matters of contested
fundamental moral-political principle and acting as an intermediary,
properly balancing the relations between the people collectively

109 My thanks to an anonymous reviewer for The Journal of Political Philosophy both for this
formulation, and for insisting that I consider this possibility.

110 Hans Kelsen, ‘‘Judicial Review of Legislation. A Comparative Study of the Austrian and
the American Constitution,’’ Journal of Politics 4, no. 2 (1942).

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review214



legisl ating in their sovereign capacity, the e xtant laws and constituti on of
the nation , the executiv e age ncies of the gover nment, and the cit izens as
privat e ind ividuals. 111 On the mode l of the Roman Tr ibunes, Rouss eau
seems to envisi on the me mbers of Tribu nate as elect ed fr om the rank s of
ordi nary citize ns (plebe s not pat rician s), and he recommen ds term limits
to control the body ’s enormous pow er, wher eby a Tribu nate would only
exis t for a set period of tim e befor e being shu t down for a sui table interval
and then co nvening a new one for anoth er set term, and so on. Th e
memb ers of such a body would seem ‘‘better posit ioned to represe nt the
peopl e’s convicti ons abou t what is right’’ (Eisgr uber) than the legal ly
train ed and focused judg es sitting on a Kelsen-s tyle cour t, and ce rtainly
better pos itioned to be such represe ntatives than Supreme Court justices.
If we were to require, in add ition, that the Tribu nate determ ine and
publi cly just ify its decision s through reaso ned opinion s focused on the
publi c principl es inv olved, we might also have good reaso n think such an
institu tion muc h mo re ex emplary of publi c reas on than the prese nt
Am erican Court. Fin ally, proper str ucturing of the electoral proces s fo r
the Tribu nate might well give ind ividual citizens better reason to res pect
it than an ind ependen t co nstitutio nal court or the Supreme Cour t, since it
cou ld be und erstood as faci ally open to the full socie tal panop ly of opi-
nion s and inter ests and thereby war rant its dual claims to epistem ic
reli ability and resp ectful treatmen t of the equal political autonom y of
eac h citizen. Perh aps given Ei sgruber ’s claim abou t diffe rent institu tional
incen tives, howeve r, the members of such a court shou ld be chos en by lot,
rather than being buffet ed by the ever-chan ging winds of elect oral
pres sures. Or perha ps focused on the comp lexities of reaso ning abou t
mo ral prin ciples and their appl ication, we should random ly choos e
expe rts in poli tical theory – phi losopher -judges to keep the citizenry
com mitted to the ir prin ciples against the cit izens’ represe ntat ives any-
one?

Th e poin t of such specula tions is that they reveal that , in the abs ence of
some the oretic al ex planation for why specific ally legal for ms of c ompe-
ten ce are indispe nsable to the good functi oning of a system for co n-
stitutio nal review – once we go beyond the orig inal prov incial applic ation
of the three the ories – each theo ry seems , in fact, to point away fr om
courts as privileged sites of the reasoning and deliberation taken as cri-
terial for democratic legitimacy. I take it that this supports, rather than

111 ‘‘The Tribunate is the preserver of the laws and the legislative power. . . .The Tribunate
is not a constitutive part of the City, and it ought to have no share of either the legislative
or the executive power, but precisely because of this its power is all the greater: for while
it can do nothing, it can prevent everything. . . .A wisely tempered Tribunate is the
firmest bulwark of a good constitution,’’ Book IV, Chapter 5 of Rousseau, Of the Social
Contract, 136–7.
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rebuts, the line of argument I have been running: deliberative democrats
ought to resist both the seducements of juristic reasoning and the use of
such seducements to underwrite an institutional division of labor between
courts and electorally accountable political organs.

3. Legal Principles as Derivative Moral-Political Principles

That my critique of Rawls, Eisgruber, and Michelman relies on an over-
drawn contrast between legal principles and moral-political principles
constitutes the third line of objection.112 Here, it might be said, as doc-
trinal legal principles are themselves the product of practical reasoning
over time by courts looking for rational and reasonable ways to manage
situations that they repeatedly run into, and to manage them in ways that
are congruent with the overall moral and political values instantiated in a
nation-state’s particular legal system, we should conceive of such legal
principles as justified in the light of moral-political principles, or as
derived from the nation’s moral-political principles, or, stronger still, as
simply subsidiary moral-political principles. But if that is the case, then
the objection to the disanalogy between juridical reasoning and the public
reasoning about matters of fundamental moral-political principle col-
lapses, and with it the worry about the seducements of juristic discourse
for deliberative democracy.

In order to respond to this objection, we will need some more careful
specification of terms. As a first step, note that what I have been calling
‘‘legal principles’’ might be better called ‘‘principles of adjudicative
procedure,’’ as they supply reasons for taking certain kinds of con-
siderations into account, while avoiding other considerations, on the part
of judges when they are looking to resolve particular cases or con-
troversies before them. More than this, they are principles used almost
exclusively in the adjudicative context. Thus, although many legal prin-
ciples – from the most general and universal such as equality of persons
before the law, to more concrete and context-specific ones such as the
U.S. principle banning ‘‘cruel and unusual’’ punishments – are employed
as reasons by judges, they also are employed by and accessible to other
governmental actors and citizens in evaluating the actions of officials,
actual and proposed legal rules, institutional transformations, policy
proposals, and so on. Principles of adjudicative procedure might be
thought of then as that subgroup of a system’s legal principles employed
almost exclusively by a specially trained group of experts (lawyers and
judges), tailored to the institutional arrangement and specific hierarchical

112 My thanks to both Victor Peterson and an anonymous reviewer for The Journal of Political
Philosophy for forcing me to clarify my thoughts on this matter; each will no doubt be
unsatisfied with the results.
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structure of courts in that system, established to give structure, coherence,
and regularity of incidence to the interpretive and applicative methods
employed by courts, all in order to further the realization of basic rule of
law values – to realize the ‘‘internal morality of law’’ – in the context of
court business. So although it makes sense to see principles of adjudica-
tive procedure as a subset of a nation’s legal principles, it is a subset whose
use and incidence are institutionally delimited, and so not prima facie the
kinds of principles appropriately canvassed under Rawls’s ‘‘political use of
public reason,’’ or Eisgruber’s ‘‘moral convictions of the people,’’ or used
in Michelman’s ‘‘legitimating public participatory process.’’

Second, note also that I have been rather loose concerning what is
meant here by ‘‘moral-political’’ principles, and intentionally so, given
the desire to challenge three different kinds of theoretical claims as all
resting on the same presupposition concerning the suitability of juridical
discourse for the wide public use of practical political reason. I have used
the term ‘‘moral’’ largely here in deference to Eisgruber’s usage.113 Of
course, the only principles we are talking about here – whether principles
of adjudicative procedure or of political morality – are those that can
reasonably be considered to be a part of a particular system of positive
law. Thus, we can avoid here quite general debates about whether law is a
mere subsidiary of morality, or about the correctness of natural law versus
legal positivistic theories of the necessary relationship between law and
morality, for the political systems we are concerned with are ones that
have actually incorporated certain moral-political principles as legal
principles. The subject of ‘‘political morality’’ is then those principles that
are taken as fundamental to underwriting current political structures and
the current regime of law, both ordinary and higher. The three theorists
clearly differ about the appropriate scope of moral-political principles
that should be a subject of Supreme Court constitutional adjudication –
from Rawls’s smaller set of ‘‘constitutional essentials’’ that make up the
overlapping consensus, to Michelman’s contested interpretations of
fundamental law, to Eisgruber’s full panoply of the people’s convictions

113 Eisgruber’s references to morality are really to what might be better called ‘‘political
morality,’’ namely, that species of morality that we desire to model and realize in
political structures and positive law. At any rate, the overriding contrast is for him
between (alternatively) matters of ‘‘principle,’’ ‘‘morality,’’ ‘‘impartiality’’ or ‘‘justice’’ and
(alternatively) matters of ‘‘desires,’’ ‘‘interests,’’ ‘‘collective self-interests,’’ or ‘‘expe-
diency.’’ In one of the few passages in which he indicates the extension of his use of the
term ‘‘morality,’’ Eisgruber writes: ‘‘Many, if not all, of the Constitution’s abstract
provisions share an important feature: they refer to, or directly implicate, moral
issues. . . .The Constitution’s most significant rights-protecting provisions are drafted
with explicit reference to freedom, equality, and other moral ideas; they speak, for
example, of ‘the free exercise of religion,’ ‘the freedom of speech,’ and ‘the equal
protection of the laws,’ ’’ Eisgruber, Constitutional Self-Government, 52.
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about principles of justice and morality. Nevertheless, each of them
intends to assign an important degree of institutional control over the
specification and application of such principles to courts on the theory
that they have a unique claim to heightened deliberative powers for
dealing reasonably with matters of principle.

To return then to the objection from overdrawn contrasts, its central
motivating insight seems correct: namely, that principles of adjudicative
procedure clearly can be justified in terms of more general political
principles, the kinds of more general political principles that the three
theories look to courts to exemplify, represent, and communicate with. So
it might make some sense to agree with the objection’s claim that we
should understand principles of adjudicative procedure as subsidiary
moral-political principles, or perhaps as derivatives of the more general
legal principles instantiated in a nation-state’s legal system. But the fact
that there are these justificatory connections doesn’t seem to undercut the
main critical thrust of my argument. For even supposing that we could,
for instance, explain why the doctrine of standing is important – in terms
say of not overburdening the resources of courts, or of limiting the powers
of the federal judiciary vis-à-vis matters of state law, or of ensuring a
limited reach to court powers concerning constitutional questions – these
justifications of standing in more general principled terms do little to
assuage doubts that the actual work product in a case like Newdow
exemplified, represented, or communicated with the public principles it
facially engaged – those concerning the freedom of religion and the limits
on governmental establishment of religion. The fact that principles of
adjudicative procedure may be entailments of publicly shared, acknowl-
edged, and accessible moral-political legal principles does not mean that
the former are indistinct from the latter. Even less does it warrant the
conclusion that the deliberative democratic character and consequences
of judicial decisions and supporting opinions in cases such as Lockyer,
where principles of adjudicative procedure predominated, are indistinct
from that of cases such as Vacco and Glucksberg, where recognizably moral-
political principles did.

To be sure, it may not always be as easy to assign a given principle to
one end of the spectrum of legal principles or the other. Although the
various procedural rules and doctrinal principles used to control the
precise incidence of stare decisis clearly belong on the adjudicative end,
and the principle of freedom of religious conscience clearly belongs on
the moral-political end, some legal principles present more difficult
cases. The adjudicative principle central to the redistricting cases – that
realized in the doctrine of nonjusticiable political questions – is at one and
the same time central to specifically juridical reasoning and clearly an
entailment of some more general political principle governing the rela-
tionship between the various branches of government, a principle
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concerned with specifying the appropriate separation of powers for that
nation-state. Furthermore, it is probably also the case that, when pressed,
one could supply a plausible justification of even the most arcane and
legalistic principles of adjudicative procedures in terms of some more
recognizable and widely shared moral-political principle, or at least some
value or set of values underlying such a principle. Nevertheless, neither
imaginative ex post facto reconstructions of the ‘real’ moral-political
principles doing the decisive work in a particular judicial opinion, nor
pointing to the difficulty of bright-line distinctions between principle
types is sufficient to undermine the case I have made here. For in order
for the Supreme Court to be an exemplar of public reason, or the fore-
most representative of the people’s convictions, or a communicator in the
public participatory process of wide debate on fundamental political
matters, its work-product must facially, and usually, trade in and rely
upon a language of principled moral-political reasons that is publicly
recognizable as such and cognizable by both the legal elite and the legal
laity that make up the entire citizenry.

There is one more way in which the overdrawn contrast objection
might be raised here. For even if one agrees that there are some
important differences between principles of adjudicative procedure and
moral-political principles, it seems that pointing out the differences in the
work-product of courts alone is insufficient. After all, if there are analo-
gues to adjudicative principles in other branches of government – that is,
institutionally specific principles tailored to the peculiarities of that organ
or branch – then the same phenomenon of the predominance of those
institutional principles over moral-political principles could show up in
those other branches as well. Surely there are manifold examples of
legislatures resorting to principles of parliamentary procedure in order to
avoid speaking to the merits of an issue, and the same is true for other
governmental organs and actors. The issue this chapter raises is not
simply one about the suitability of courts as forums of moral-political
principle, but an issue of the comparative performance of various insti-
tutions and sites for the reasoned public discourse deliberative democrats
hope to make the backbone of political practices. With this way of taking
the objection, I find myself wholly in agreement.

It should then be a desideratum of an adequate theory concerning the
appropriate sites for public discourse that it be comparative across the
various branches of government and domains of society where such dis-
course might be located. The arguments in Chapters 8 and 9 explicitly
rely on comparative assessments of deliberative competences available
across institutions within a nation-state. Furthermore, we can extend the
comparative desideratum across nation-states, especially across different
ways of institutionalizing the function of constitutional review. In addition
to assuaging worries about provincialism, this also may give us a way of
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gauging whether cherished justifications of certain U.S. principles of
adjudicative procedure really hold true when tested. For instance, Lee
Epstein suggests testing whether in fact the principles of justiciability
actually facilitate judicial independence, as is commonly thought, by
looking at European constitutional courts which have abstract review
powers and so need no specific case or controversy to act.114 Thus intra-
and international and cross-institutional comparisons should be able to
shed more light on the questions of the predominance of institutionally-
specific principles over general moral-political principles in decision
processes, and of the relations between various types of legal principles.
Before taking up such issues however, I turn once again in the next
chapter to normative political philosophy in order to lay out what I take
to be the most convincing account of deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism – only with this account in hand can we ask the right
questions of the mass of comparative and empirical data.

114 Lee Epstein, ‘‘The Comparative Advantage,’’ Law and Courts 9 (1999).
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7

Constitutionalism as the Procedural Structuring
of Deliberative Democracy

a. a provisional summary: criteria for an adequate

theory of constitutional review

In the past five chapters, I have presented various arguments for and
against the institutionalization of the function of constitutional review in
an electorally independent judiciary. Part of the point was to critically
evaluate the respective positions in the interest of supporting and
developing the most cogent and compelling account of constitutional
review and its judicial institutionalization. But another point was to
investigate the extent to which more recent normative political theories
focused on deliberative democracy might provide more adequate con-
ceptual and normative means for addressing the core tension underlying
more traditional accounts of judicial review: namely, the apparent tension
between constitutionalism and democracy.

Chapter 1 noted the extent to which interesting American jur-
isprudential theories, in attempting to come to terms with the counter-
majoritarian and quasi-paternalist character of judicial review as
institutionalized and practiced in the United States, were led to develop
normative political theories that significantly distorted the ideals of
democracy and constitutionalism. I suggested there that a better
approach to the problem would be one that started from the most plau-
sible ideas of constitutional democracy and then proceeded to assess
various arguments concerning how and where to locate the function of
constitutional review, rather than attempting to significantly redefine the
normative ideals of constitutional democracy in order to make them
match the exact institutions and practices of constitutional review in a
particular nation-state. As laid out in Chapter 2, traditional theories –
whether of the Bickel/Choper or the Dahl/Ely varieties – understand
constitutional democracy as a somewhat unstable amalgamation of two
different principles: the principle of democratic popular sovereignty as
aggregative responsiveness to citizen’s prepolitical interests and desires,
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combined with the principle of constitutional limits intended to
protect individuals and minorities in the light of putatively self-evident
substantive truths about rights. But, I argued, this combination of
majoritarian democracy and minoritarian constitutionalism is both
descriptively and normatively inadequate. Empirically, such a conception
of constitutional democracy seems deaf to the reasons-responsive delib-
erative interactions frequently witnessed among citizens and govern-
mental officials in the formation of law and policy. This is not just a
descriptive lacuna however, for ignoring the reason-responsive character
of democracy also left the defense of aggregative majoritarianism rela-
tively bereft of convincing justifications. Finally, I indicated how the
natural-law inspired defense of minoritarian constitutionalism in terms
of the preeminence of a constitution’s substantive values faces increasing
justificatory pressure under conditions of reasonable value pluralism
and the demise of metaphysically grounded moral realism. Chapter 3

then laid out the conceptual groundwork for a new understanding of
constitutional democracy that could compensate for the deficits of the
older one.

Chapters 4 through 6 argued that a set of deliberative democratic
argumentative strategies with respect to judicial review were unpersua-
sive. Substantialist defenses, such as those put forward by Dworkin and
Perry, of a judicial institutionalization of constitutional review appear vul-
nerable to worries about judicial paternalism similar to those that bedeviled
more traditional theories of minoritarian constitutionalism as well, parti-
cularly where they rested on empirically and morally dubious assumptions
about the superior moral competences of judges vis-à-vis other officials and
citizens. Theories such as those of Eisgruber, Michelman, and Rawls that
attempt to redeem the claim to special moral competences in the judi-
ciary by adverting not to the character of judges but, rather, to the
representative character of juridical discourse – as the paradigmatic
idiom for public reasoning amongst democratic citizens – seemed to
fundamentally distort the actual technical and legalistic character of
judicial reasoning. Recommendations for a division of labor between
aggregative populist institutions and deliberative expertocratic institu-
tions on the basis of the heightened moral reasoning powers of the
judiciary appear, then, unconvincing. Finally, argumentative strategies
like those adopted by Freeman of justifying judicial review as a potentially
legitimate expression of the constitution-creating authority of popular
sovereignty seemed to save the democratic legitimacy of constitutionalism
at the level of an idealized original contract, but at the price of sacrificing
the ongoing character of constitutional elaboration through actual
democratic processes. Although in these three chapters, the prima facie
objection to judicial review as paternalistic kept reappearing, I also tried
to show that various aprioristic arguments advanced by Waldron that
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judicial review necessarily violates the fundamental democratic premise
of the equal moral worth of citizens were, in the end, insufficient – the
paternalist objection remained merely prima facie applicable, not dis-
positive.

However, the preceding chapters also revealed a number of important
insights that one would want incorporated into an adequate account of
deliberative democratic constitutional review: insights concerning the
legitimacy, political processes, and institutions of constitutional democ-
racy. To begin, it seems that the crucial fault lines in the debates con-
cerning judicial review run mainly along the cleavages between different
conceptions of the legitimacy of democracy, of constitutionalism, and of
their interrelationships. They do not seem to run mainly along the lines –
as jurisprudential scholarship often assumes – of different conceptions of
judicial assertiveness and passivity, or of different methods of constitu-
tional and statutory interpretation. One central pivot point here is whe-
ther or not the principles of democracy and constitutionalism are thought
to be antithetical or complementary. I hope to have highlighted the
attractiveness of a theory of deliberative democratic constitutionalism,
one that conceives of the principles of democracy and constitutionalism as
mutually reinforcing. In particular, if we are to take seriously the ideals of
democratic self-determination, then democracy cannot be limited to
ordinary politics, but must extend to the construction and ongoing ela-
boration of the constitution as well – a constitution that, in turn, structures
the legitimate practice of democratic autonomy. Although the existence
of persistent, good-faith disagreements among citizens about the sub-
stantive principles that are to be legally instantiated must be acknowl-
edged, the extent of this disagreement should not be overemphasized lest
we jeopardize the very project of normatively justifying any type of
coercive law and ignore empirical evidence for some significant degree of
democratic constitutional convergence. Thus, the existence of reasonable
pluralism need not rule out a robust conception of political legitimacy
from the get-go, at least if the latter is formulated along proceduralist
lines. One particularly striking aspect of both historically effective con-
stitutional agreements and the various deliberative democratic theories is
the shared insistence that the fundamental rights required for democracy
are much more extensive than those that are obviously entailed by the
simple procedures of bare majoritarianism, such as individual franchise
and expressive rights. Questions remain open here, however, concerning
how exactly this more expansive catalogue of fundamental rights is to be
understood theoretically.

Beyond these insights concerning the legitimacy conditions of con-
stitutional democracy, the theories presented in the last few chapters also
invite us to widen the purview of what counts as deliberative democratic
politics. To begin, they show that the various forms of practical reason
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used in politics extend well beyond the instrumental and prudential use
of reason focused on by aggregative and pluralist conceptions of politics:
the use of reason concerned, that is, with the calculation of the pre-
ponderance of citizens’ desires, the threat potentials of various groups
and social powers, and the efficiency of various alternative policy means
to achieving the ends determined by such preference aggregation and
bargaining. For democratic politics is reasons-responsive in a much
broader sense: it involves the political use of moral, ethical, and legal
forms of practical reasoning, in addition to the prudential. The con-
siderations presented in the last several chapters also point to a need to
widen the scope of the public fora to which deliberative theories look for
politically relevant discussion and debate. On the one hand, there are no
good reasons for – and several good reasons against – restricting the
search to judicial institutions. The ‘‘dignity of legislation’’ (Waldron)
arises to the extent that it is the result of open, representative, structured,
and reasons-responsive deliberation on pressing public matters. Delib-
erative democrats also should investigate the deliberative potentials in
various other governmental institutions and arrangements beyond con-
stitutional courts and national legislatures. On the other hand, the pro-
cesses of political opinion and will-formation must not be unduly
restricted to the formal organs of the state – legitimate and effective
deliberative democracy requires and feeds off vibrant and politically
influential informal public spheres. Deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism is therefore not only concerned with the diversity of poli-
tical uses of practical reason but also with the diversity of fora in which it
holds sway and becomes effective.

Finally, there seem to be some positive directions indicated as a result
of the heretofore mostly negative arguments concerning the institutio-
nalization of the function of constitutional review. First, it seems that the
central considerations concerning how to institutionalize constitutional
review will focus more on institutional location than comparative delib-
erative competence, even though comparative competence is not irrele-
vant. Second, it would seem essential to have some better sense of the
comparative performance of various governmental and nongovernmental
institutions within a nation-state – the needed arguments cannot stand
solely on observations about one branch or institution. Third, such
comparisons would be greatly strengthened by going beyond the limited
domain of one nation-state and its possibly idiosyncratic structures and
practices – we need to compare various governmental regimes across
diverse, well-functioning constitutional democracies. Finally, it seems
evident that the cogency and force of the democratic objection to con-
stitutional review is sensitive to differences in institutional arrangements
and practices. Before taking up these more inchoate insights concerning
institutionalization in the next chapter, I focus in this chapter on issues of
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legitimacy and democratic process in the theory of constitutional
democracy advanced by Jürgen Habermas.

These concerns can be focused by two questions central for any con-
ception of constitutional democracy: How are laws enacted in a constitu-
tional democracy legitimate? and, What is the proper characterization of
democratic political processes? The considerations from the past several
chapters I have just briefly summarized can be presented as a set of six
adequacy criteria for a theory of constitutional review under the premises
of deliberative democratic constitutionalism. If there is a theory that can
fulfill these criteria – and thereby justify the function of constitutional
review as a necessary component of legitimate deliberative democratic
constitutionalism – it would seem best positioned to satisfyingly address the
question of how to institutionalize such a function.

With respect to legitimacy such a theory should, first, be able to con-
ceive of constitutional democracy, not as an uneasy combination of anti-
thetical and unrelated principles, but rather as internally related and
mutually presupposing. In particular, I suggest that constitutionalism should
be conceived of as an ongoing democratic process of the elaboration of
the higher law that instantiates the constitutive and regulative structures
of democracy itself. Second, as substantivist accounts of democratic
legitimacy appear to lead to worries about judicial paternalism – espe-
cially under conditions of value pluralism – it appears that we need a
thoroughly procedural account of how constitutionally structured demo-
cratic politics can warrant the legitimacy of decisions; one without
recourse to contestable substantivist checks such as natural law or the
objective hierarchy of values. Third, we would still like to be able to
account for the deontic character of fundamental rights ascribed to persons,
without going beyond a procedural account of legitimacy. Thus approa-
ches that understand fundamental rights merely as normal legal claims
that are to be weighed against any other competing legal ‘‘rights’’ (that is,
justiciable legal claims) in cases of conflict, or that reduce rights to values
that must be weighed against each other and transitively ordered in each
new conflicting situation, or that rely on deeply contested metaphysical
claims about the natural grounds of human rights will all be unacceptable.
Fourth, we would like this proceduralist account to be able to defend the
individual civil liberties that make private autonomy possible, instead of
being limited only to those political rights of participation that make
public autonomy possible. This defense, moreover, should be articulable
at the same level, and in the same terms, as the normative defense of
constitutional democracy. This, then, rules out contingent and therefore
relatively weak defenses of individual rights as the fortunate dispensations
of a wise group of founders, of the normal paths of politics observed
in most democratic societies, or of the contingent policies adopted by
constitutionally unbound but good-faith parliamentarians.
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With respect to democratic processes, it seems that we need, fifth, an
account of the diversity of forms of political practical reason. Because each
of the accounts of judicial review runs into problems when it ignores the
variety of types of political interaction and reason-giving, we would like
an account of democratic processes to be able to comprehend and dis-
tinguish between principled moral-political consensus, ethical-political
self-clarification, interest aggregation, and bargained compromises.
Given, further, that constitutions, statutes, and regulations are legal
instruments, the account of political practical reason will also need to
come to terms with specifically legal reasons, including those institu-
tionally specific procedural reasons that interact in complex ways with less
technical forms of practical reason. Sixth, democratic theory needs to pay
more attention to the distinctions between, and the types of interaction
among, different public fora. At the very least, we need to take seriously the
potentially deliberative and reasons-responsive character of legislative
processes – and of course, their predictable deficits. We also would need
some account of the intergovernmental exchange of reasons of various
types, and its role in determining governmental actions. But we also need
to explain the connections between the informal publics peopled by
citizens and the formal publics constituted by official actors. This entails a
convincing account of the difference between formally organized and
governmentally institutionalized public arenas of debate – para-
digmatically, although not exclusively, legislative bodies – and informal,
noninstitutionalized and heterogeneous arenas of debate – what is cur-
rently being called ‘‘civil society’’ or the ‘‘public sphere’’ – and of the
interactions between the different arenas.

I turn now to Habermas’s theory of deliberative democratic constitu-
tional review, as it promises to fulfill many of these criteria. As I contend,
however, his distinctive arguments in favor of a judicial institutionaliza-
tion of constitutional review are unconvincing. I argue, rather, that
stronger arguments are found in his further development of the basic
justificatory strategy found in Dahl’s and Ely’s conceptions: an indepen-
dent judiciary is institutionally well placed to policing the procedural
legitimacy of democratic processes. Finally, I contend that the elaboration
of this line of thought in terms of deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism threatens, once again, to overdraw on the legitimacy credit
extended to a judicial institutionalization of constitutional review, pre-
cisely because of the greatly expanded tasks such review would need to
fulfill given Habermas’s more ambitious account of deliberative demo-
cratic processes in comparison with the earlier pluralist and majoritarian
models. This will lead me, in Chapters 8 and 9, to consider a number of
institutional innovations that could jointly fulfill the criteria of adequacy I
enumerated earlier, even given the more capacious picture of democratic
processes painted by deliberative democracy.
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b. guardians of the conditions of procedural

legitimacy: habermas

Habermas’s theory of judicial review begins not from jurisprudential
considerations, but from a combined normative and sociological theory of
constitutional democracy oriented toward procedurally structured parti-
cipatory deliberation. I begin by explicating the procedural conception of
legitimacy that underlies Habermas’s defense of constitutional democracy
(1) and justifies the function of constitutional review (2). Then I turn to
his differentiated account of democratic processes that prioritizes delib-
erations aimed at consensus on the principles of constitutional democracy
structuring higher law, but that does not deny the import or place of
pragmatic reasoning, ethical-political self-clarification, aggregation, and
bargaining (3). Finally I examine his arguments for the institutionaliza-
tion of the function of constitutional review in an electorally independent
judiciary to assess the extent to which there might be lingering worries
about paternalism in that account (4).1

1. Habermas on Democratic Legitimacy

According to Habermas, the fundamental normative idea of democracy
can be modeled in a principle of democratic legitimacy: ‘‘only those
statutes may claim legitimacy that can meet with the assent (Zustimmung)
of all citizens in a discursive process of legislation that in turn has been
legally constituted.’’2 This principle of democratic legitimacy results from
the ‘‘interpenetration’’ of the specific form of law as a medium for action
coordination and the requirements for the justification of norms of

1 Those familiar with the extensive secondary literature on Habermas’s normative theories
will note that, throughout my presentation, I emphasize the worth of proceduralism as a
response to persistent, reasonable, and reasonably expectable disagreement amongst
democratic citizens about the substantive values, principles, and ideals that are to be
enshrined in or operationalized in positive law. Correspondingly, and in contrast to many
commentators, I downplay the cognitivist idealization of all interlocutors coming to a full
rational consensus on the basis of the same reasons shared by all, and the allied substantive
ideal of impartiality as that which is in the equal interest of all. I tend to think of the
attractiveness of Habermas’s account of deliberative democracy in terms of its openness to
contestation and disagreement and so I emphasize procedural fairness, rather than
cognitive consensus, as central to deliberative democratic constitutionalism. In this, my
reading of Habermas is decidedly influenced by that of Thomas McCarthy; see Thomas
McCarthy, ‘‘Enlightenment and the Public Use of Reason,’’ European Journal of Philosophy
3, no. 3 (1995), Thomas McCarthy, ‘‘Legitimacy and Diversity: Dialectical Reflections on
Analytic Distinctions,’’ Cardozo Law Review 17, no. 4–5 (1996), Thomas McCarthy,
‘‘Practical Discourse: On the Relation of Morality to Politics,’’ in Ideals and Illusions: On
Reconstruction and Deconstruction in Contemporary Critical Theory (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1991).

2 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 110.
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action.3 The crux of this democratic principle for my purposes here is
that it points to a solely procedural test for the legitimacy of laws: statu-
tory legitimacy hangs solely on whether a law has been enacted in the
correct way, not on whether it fulfills some independent and antecedently
specified substantive normative criteria for goodness or rightness. As can
be seen in the principle itself, it combines two types of procedural
requirements: that of a legal constitution of decision processes, and that
of a moral-political requirement for the assent of all citizens secured
through reasoned deliberation.

Turning first to the legal component of the democratic principle,
it should be clear that it already contains, albeit only in nuce at this point,
several components of three of the basic elements of constitutionalism
identified in Chapter 3: the rule of law, entrenchment, and political
structuration. First, the central components of a demand for the rule
of law are already contained therein.4 Citizens are to regulate their

3 Habermas’s analysis of the normative components of legal systems in Between Facts and
Norms differs from his earlier analyses of the relation between law and morality, in which
there was a danger of following Kant too closely by simply subordinating legal relations to
moral demands. Whereas in his earlier work, Habermas had followed Kant both in the
typology of legal versus moral action, and in the normative conception of the relationship
between legal and moral norms, Habermas now agrees only with Kant’s analysis of the
legal form, while insisting that legal norms should not be conceived of as merely derived
from more fundamental moral norms. Habermas now claims that the basic legal principle –
the principle of democracy (quoted in the text above) – and the basic moral principle – the
principle of universalization (U), ‘‘A norm is valid when the foreseeable consequences and
side effects of its general observance for the interests and value-orientations of each individual
could be jointly accepted by all concerned without coercion,’’ Jürgen Habermas, The Inclusion
of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, ed. Ciaran Cronin and Pablo De Greiff (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1998), 42 – are equiprimordial specifications, tailored to the different forms
of legal and moral norms, of a more general principle of discursive legitimacy (D): ‘‘Just
those action norms are valid to which all possibly affected persons could agree as
participants in rational discourse,’’ Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 107. That is to say,
the principle of democratic legitimacy is no longer subsumed under the moral principle of
universalization; the two rather stand at the same level, as separate instantiations of the basic
justificatory principle of discourse, each specified for a different domain of interaction.

4 Habermas’s account of legality largely follows Kant’s analysis of the differences between
morally coordinated and legally coordinated action, although Habermas gives a
significantly more ‘‘sociological’’ reading to legal relations, one informed by legal
positivism. Law’s basic function, according to Habermas, is to stabilize the behavioral
expectations of socially interacting agents in a way that unburdens them from the high
cognitive, motivational, and organizational demands of social action coordinated through
face-to-face communicative interactions relying only on agents’ moral competences. In this
way, law allows for the development of domains of interaction (such as the economy) in
which actors are free, within constraints, to treat others as merely facilitators of, or
impediments to, the realization of their own desires – one may treat others as means to
one’s own end. Unlike morality, law addresses agents simply as purposive-rational actors
rather than autonomous moral agents, and attends only to the external relations between
social actors. As law contains publicly promulgated rules of action, it relieves actors of the
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common l ives together through the medium of positively enacted and
enforced laws. F ur thermore, t hose laws must t hemsel ves be creat ed,
chan ged , an d app lied accordin g t o legally regulated processes, requir-
in g a fair amoun t of the structural elements of w hat Fuller c alled t he
‘‘internal m orality of law.’’5 In particular, t he democratic process itself –
in cluding wh atever political in stit utions are n ecessary to it – must be
legally structured,  and presumably in such  a way  as to  be relatively stable
ov er time. Th us, the l ega l component of t he d e mocratic p rinciple also
seems t o imply the requirements for a constitutional distinction between
higher and ordinary l aw, whereby en trenched law is c en tral ly concerned
w ith pol itical s truct ur at ion.

Turning to the moral-poli tical compon en t, t he crux of Habermas’s
id ea here is the intuition th at, if a social norm backed by the threat of
coercive force – that is,  a law  – affects one,  then  one ought (ideally) to be
able to reasonably consent t o t hat law. But given t he fact of reasonable
pluralism, we can n o longer assume that reasonable consen t c an be
simply coun ter-factually ascribed to citizens on th e basis of, say , p hilo-
sophers’ or theologians’ lone insights into the demands of natural law or
the c osmological or der. Reasonable consent should be thought of,
rather, as t he outcome of actual processes of exchanging reasons and
considerations with other actual ind ividuals who wi ll also be s ubject to
the proposed norms, in an att empt to come to a common under st anding
on the bes t norms for regulating publ ic m atters, a common under-
stan ding, finally, that is based only on t he ‘‘unforced f orce’’ of the better
argument.6 And t his is j ust w hat Habermas’s m ore general principle –
the ‘‘discour se pr inciple’’ (D) – f or the j ustification of all social action

cognitive burdens of figuring out what the right thing to do is in typical situations, while
giving reasonable assurance that they can expect like norm-conformative behavior from
others and so increases the reliability of interactions. Furthermore, unlike morality, law
abstracts from the reasons that motivate actors, demanding only that, for whatever reason,
they comply. The only weakly motivating ‘‘force’’ of good moral reasons is replaced in law
through the coercive threat of sanction. Finally, by structuring the emergence of organized
forms of cooperation through secondary rules that allow for the production of primary
rules, define jurisdictional powers, and found corporations, associations and so on, law
relieves actors of the organizational demands that purely moral action would require,
while creating the possibility for large-scale action coordination and regulation across
complex and far-flung social institutions. See especially Habermas, Between Facts and
Norms, 104–18.

5 See the discussion of Fuller in Chapter 3.B. It may be helpful here to think of Hart’s
distinction between primary legal rules governing conduct and secondary rules that legally
control the identification, introduction, modification, extinction, and adjudication of
primary legal rules: Hart, The Concept of Law, 79–99.

6 An excellent treatment of Habermas’s practical philosophy, the basic ideals and intuitions
that motivate it, and the arguments that support it can be found in William Rehg, Insight
and Solidarity: A Study in the Discourse Ethics of Jürgen Habermas (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1994).
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norms (moral or legal or otherwise) claims: ‘‘Just those action norms are
valid to which all possibly affected persons could agree as participants in
rational discourse.’’7 Avoiding counterfactual attributions of consent is
particularly important in those situations – what Waldron calls the
‘‘circumstances of politics’’ – in which those foreseeably affected by the
proposed norm do not agree with the reasons currently put forward but
will nevertheless be equally subject to the coercive power of the state
once a decision is made. Here, claims about what others would ‘‘rea-
sonably consent’’ to, in the face of manifest evidence to the contrary,
seem a particular affront to the ideal of the equal moral-political
autonomy of citizens. The principle of democratic legitimacy is, then, a
way of embedding the discourse principle governing the legitimate
justification of social action norms in a specifically legal norm system: it
insists that legally constituted democratic procedures themselves war-
rant the legitimacy of democratic decisions, rather than the consonance
of the content of those decisions with some independent set of sub-
stantive values or principles.8

If we should next ask why democratic procedures alone grant legiti-
macy, Habermas’s answer is that they warrant the (defeasible) expectation
of rational outcomes.

The democratic procedure for the production of law evidently forms the only
postmetaphysical source of legitimacy [for legal rules]. But what provides this
procedure with its legitimating force? . . . Democratic procedure makes it possible
for issues and contributions, information and reasons to float freely; it secures a

7 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 107.
8 A very clear presentation of this general procedural model of democratic legitimacy is put
forward and defended against liberal, feminist, and political realist criticisms in Seyla
Benhabib, ‘‘Toward a Deliberative Model of Democratic Legitimacy,’’ in Democracy and
Difference: Contesting the Boundaries of the Political, ed. Seyla Benhabib (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1996), 68: ‘‘Legitimacy in complex democratic societies must
be thought to result from the free and unconstrained public deliberation of all about
matters of common concern. . . .Democracy, in my view, is best understood as a model for
organizing the collective and public exercise of power in the major institutions of a society
on the basis of the principle that decisions affecting the well-being of a collectivity be
viewed as the outcome of a procedure of free and reasoned deliberation among individuals
considered as moral and political equals.’’ I have, however, reservations about the strong
demands for the discovery or creation of a sense of common good, and of the strict
impartiality of results of deliberation that Benhabib’s conception seems to require: for
example, ‘‘the basis of legitimacy in democratic institutions is to be traced back to the
presumption that the instances which claim obligatory power for themselves do so because
their decisions represent an impartial standpoint said to be equally in the interests of all,’’ 69
(emphasis added). To my thinking, this latter idea depends on an overly moralized
conception of politics, one that would unduly restrict the attribution of legitimacy only to
those democratic outcomes strictly directed at realizing justice.
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discursive character for political will-formation; and it thereby grounds the
fallibilist assumption that results issuing from proper procedure are more or less
reasonable.9

So a deliberative conception of popular sovereignty as the collective
practice of reasoned and open debate, discussion, and decision con-
cerning issues of public interest, rather than an aggregative conception of
democracy as the accountability of representatives to electoral majorities,
is at the heart of Habermas’s procedural account of democratic legiti-
macy. In this way, Rousseau’s central criterion for democracy as collective
self-determination can be fulfilled: if the legally structured political
community ‘‘constitutes itself on the basis of a discursively achieved
agreement,’’ then the resulting regime and its positive laws are legitimate
according to ‘‘the idea of self-determination: [namely, that] citizens
should always be able to understand themselves also as the authors of the
law to which they are subject as addressees.’’10 The crucial difference,
however, is that whereas Rousseau’s conception of legitimacy rather
unrealistically required a full assembly of all citizens while relying only on
the small size and extreme homogeneity of the population to generate
reasonable laws, Habermas argues that a much more exacting specifica-
tion of procedural requirements is required under conditions of value
pluralism and in large, complex, modern nation-states in order to
underwrite the expectation of generating reasonable laws.

In order to specify exactly what types of procedures could carry this
weight of legitimation, Habermas explicates the pragmatic presupposi-
tions of legally constituted democracy, drawing on both the requirements
of the form of law and the normative ideal of self-government. This leads
to a defense of constitutionally structured democracy whereby a system of
five incompletely specified categories of rights indicate what types of
rights individuals would need to legally grant each other if they wish to
legitimately regulate their interactions through the medium of law. First,

9 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 448. He continues, ‘‘The democratic process bears the
entire burden of legitimation. It must simultaneously secure the private and public
autonomy of legal subjects. This is because individual private rights cannot be adequately
formulated, let alone politically implemented, if those affected have not first engaged in
public discussions to clarify which features are relevant in treating typical cases as alike or
different, and then mobilized communicative power for the consideration of their newly
interpreted needs. The proceduralist understanding of law thus privileges the commu-
nicative presuppositions and procedural conditions of democratic opinion- and will-formation as
the sole source of legitimation. The proceduralist view is . . . incompatible with the
Platonistic idea that positive law can draw its legitimacy from a higher law’’ (second
emphasis added), 450. Of course, the same reasons underwrite the rejection of Platonism
here and the rejection of Kant’s direct derivation of legal norms from moral imperatives
discussed in footnote 3.

10 Ibid., 449.
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as individuals who recognize each other as free and equal, persons
coordinating their interactions through the medium of law would need to
grant each other certain types of rights: (1) rights to the greatest amount
of equal subjective liberties, (2) equal membership rights in the legal
community, and (3) equal rights to the legal protection and actionability
of their rights. These three categories of rights can, according to
Habermas, be procedurally justified in terms of the meaning of legality
and of the pragmatic presuppositions of raising and defending normative
validity claims. The basic idea is that without such rights any individual’s
assent to legal enactments could not be assumed to rest on that indivi-
dual’s reasoned acceptance, but might be a result of distortion and
exclusion through direct or indirect forms of force, coercion, fraud, and
so on. The category of (4) equal rights to participation in processes of
political opinion and will-formation then follows from the requirement
that members of the legal community also be authors of the laws they are
subject to. With this fourth category of rights, members first form
themselves into a political community that must interpret and elaborate
the more specific, ‘‘saturated’’ rights that will fill in the abstract categories
of rights in a way tailored to particular political cultures and circum-
stances. Finally, the equal status of these four categories of rights can only
be made more than a merely formal guarantee if citizens also ensure that
all have an equal opportunity to utilize such rights through (5) ‘‘basic
rights to the provision of living conditions that are socially, technologi-
cally, and ecologically safeguarded, insofar as the circumstances make this
necessary.’’11 Habermas claims that this last category of social and
environmental rights is only instrumentally and contextually justified:
they are those rights necessary for ensuring to citizens equal opportu-
nities for utilizing their other civil, membership, legal, and political rights
yet their sufficient provision is only required under contingent socio-
historical conditions where merely formal assurances of equal civil and
political rights cannot alone secure an equal opportunity for their use
among all citizens.12

It is important to see that this ambitious combination of political
philosophy, legal analysis, and communicative pragmatics promises to
provide a robust defense of the types of individual civil liberties appar-
ently missing from Dahl’s and Ely’s contrasting procedural accounts of
democratic legitimacy. For if it is correct, there is no fundamental

11 Ibid., 123.
12 I believe that this fifth category of social and environmental rights raises particular

problems in formulating a legitimate method of constitutional interpretation, especially
for contemporary legal systems that have become increasingly materialized in the wake of
the development of the modern welfare state; but that is a subject for a book on
interpretive methods.
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contradiction between the principles of democracy and individual rights –
that is, none at least at the justificatory level of political theory, as
opposed to the everyday level of substantive political conflicts.13 Thus, the
Habermasian account should fulfill the third and fourth adequacy criteria
I enumerated in Section A: it provides a proceduralist defense of indi-
vidual private autonomy rights, deontically conceived.14 To make this
clear, it will help to contrast the varied procedural accounts of democratic
legitimacy put forward by Dahl and Ely, on one side, and Habermas, on
the other.

Recall Ely’s inadequate responses to the objection that his defense of
judicial review would allow the infringement of individual rights by duly-
followed democratic procedures in those cases in which the right infrin-
ged is not clearly a requirement of proper political processes. On the one
hand, he expressed confidence in the underlying libertarian content of
traditional American political practice, and, on the other, he suggested
that the justification for individual freedoms and democracy should both

13 Like Habermas, Joshua Cohen, ‘‘Democracy and Liberty,’’ in Deliberative Democracy, ed.
Jon Elster (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), argues that there is not an
intrinsic contradiction between individual liberties and the principle of democracy. In
this article, Cohen uses the examples of liberties to free religious exercise, to wide
freedoms of expression, and to pursue popularly denigrated moral tastes and pursuits.
The key to his argument is the claim that democracy must be deliberative and not merely
aggregative if it is to operationalize its basic aim that state power follow from collective
decisions arising from citizens considered as equals. But deliberativeness implies that the
proper conditions of public communication and the public reason conditions for public
justification are both met. Finally, according to Cohen, these conditions require not just
political liberties but individual liberties as well. So Cohen employs a structurally similar
strategy to Habermas’s: individual private autonomy rights are justified as parts of the
legitimacy conditions for deliberative democracy. The most important difference is that
although Habermas sees the internal connection between private and public autonomy in
terms of the legal order that is required to structure democracy, Cohen sees the internal
connection between deliberative democracy and the liberty of the moderns in terms of
the requirements of public reason. And public reason is understood by Cohen in a largely
Rawlsian manner, that is, as a set of substantive political principles that arise from the
overlapping consensus of reasonable comprehensive doctrines, and that can be used to
judge the reasonability of public interactions according to the degree to which their
outcomes agree with the substance of the overlapping consensus. Thus Cohen uses a
similar argumentative strategy to connect democracy and individual rights, but ends up
with a much more substantive account of deliberative democratic legitimacy. This is
particularly clear in Cohen, ‘‘Procedure and Substance in Deliberative Democracy.’’

14 Kenneth Baynes, ‘‘Rights as Critique and the Critique of Rights: Karl Marx, Wendy
Brown, and the Social Function of Rights,’’ Political Theory 28, no. 4 (2000): especially
460–3, presents an excellent account of the claims and supporting arguments Habermas
makes for the internal, reciprocal relation between democratic legitimacy and the system
of rights. Baynes also helpfully shows how this conception can meet three kinds of
skepticism concerning the putative naturalism of rights, the putatively exogenous
character of preferences with respect to rights, and the ways in which institutionalizing
rights may undermine their emancipatory potential.
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be based in the same theory while merely hinting at the utilitarian roots of
that theory. The first response suffers not only from historical amnesia
but, more important, simply doesn’t address the objection to his account
of legitimacy. Dahl’s more historically informed response along the same
lines – namely that, in fact, democratic nations have done pretty well at
providing rights – is no more helpful than Ely’s in explaining the deontic
character of rights, nor why we should think that individual private
autonomy rights are theoretically justifiable in terms of, and so con-
stitutional requirements for, democracy. The second response should
worry the objector even more, as utilitarian theories notoriously appear
able to save notions of the categorical character of individual rights only
at the price of a certain deus ex machina: the invocation of certain
substantive side-constraints on the operations of utility calculations, side-
constraints justified arbitrarily either in the ungrounded private ‘‘intui-
tions’’ of philosophers or contingent social conventions captured in ‘‘our
intuitions.’’ Dahl’’s more well-defined defense of aggregative democracy
as maximizing individuals’ chances for the fulfillment of their interests
might take us some way toward the consideration of what is owed to
individuals qua individuals, but it is quite unlikely to lead to a defense of
individual rights as categorical claims that have a certain priority over
aggregative goods. Rights, on this conception, are to be considered only
as values to be weighed against other politically selected values, capable of
being overridden by different weightings of other desirable political
values. Recall that for Dahl, although there are many potentially impor-
tant values that politics might serve, only the value of aggregative
democracy has preeminence: all other values are to be at the disposition
of majoritarian weightings and balances.15

In contrast, by basing a defense of rights to both individual liberty and
political participation in the same proceduralist theory of constitutionally
structured democracy, Habermas can offer a straightforward response to
the rights-based objection to proceduralism. A clear violation of an
individual right – such as the torturing of a person by officials – does
violate the procedural conditions of democratic legitimacy once we see

15 Recalling that Dahl understands questions of rights entirely in terms of personal interests,
consider the following crucial passage: ‘‘What interests, then, can be justifiably claimed to
be inviolable by the democratic process or, for that matter, any other process for making
collective decisions? It seems to me highly reasonable to argue that no interests should be
inviolable beyond those integral or essential to the democratic process. . . .Outside this
[latter] domain a democratic people could freely choose the policies its members feel
best; they could decide how best to balance freedom and control, how best to settle
conflicts between the interests of some and the interests of others, how best to organize
and control their economy, and so on. In short, outside the inviolable interests of a
democratic people in the preservation of the democratic process would lie the proper
sphere for political decisions,’’ Dahl, Democracy and Its Critics, 182.
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that such violations make it impossible for individual assent to laws to be
understood as the result of reason, rather than force, coercion, fraud,
manipulation, or exclusion from the opinion-forming and decision-
making processes. If democratic legitimacy requires that individuals must
be able to give their reasoned consent to those laws they are subject to,
and that reasoned consent is impossible to secure without (1) maximal
equal subjective liberty rights, (2) equal membership rights, and (3) equal
rights to the legal protection and actionability of those rights, then
popular sovereignty under law presupposes constitutionally guaranteed
individual liberties. Of course, this theory of procedural legitimacy cannot
show that no morally unacceptable rights-infringing law could ever be
passed under our current best understanding of required procedures. But
it seems equally correct to say that no substantivist theory of legitimacy
could meet this extreme argumentative burden either: it is always pos-
sible that our best understanding of ex-ante moral constraints is not suf-
ficient to protect against unforeseen possibilities of injustice.

Yet Habermas’s argument avoids the recourse to substantivist defenses
of rights in terms of natural law, religious truth, or other underwriters of
substantive values that are subject to persistent, yet not unreasonable,
disagreement in modern, pluralistic, and complex societies. This should
ensure that Habermas’s defense of constitutionalism – and by extension
of constitutional review – does not fall prey to the problems of patern-
alism and partialism that substantivist accounts of legitimacy apparently
lead to under conditions of value pluralism. In addition, Habermas claims
to be able to capture the deontological character of rights because of their
unconditional justification: rights to both private autonomy and political
participation have the status of individuals’ legal claims that may not be
abrogated by considerations of the collective good and preferred policy
initiatives, nor may be treated as merely one among other competing
goods to be weighed and transitively ordered on a case-by-case basis.
Thus, Habermas’s account of the legitimacy requirements of constitu-
tional democracy fulfills three of the conditions I outlined earlier: it can
defend more than simply rights to political participation, it is proce-
duralist rather than substantivist, and, it understands rights deontologi-
cally rather than teleologically.

Finally, as should now be clear, it also fulfills the first criterion: con-
stitutionalism and democracy mutually presuppose one another. The
outcomes of democratic decisions processes cannot be considered legit-
imate unless those processes have adhered to stringent procedural con-
ditions, conditions established by and regulated through constitutional
entrenchment. Some of those entrenched constitutional conditions con-
cern the regularity of a legal system and the rule of law, some concern the
requisite political structures and governmental institutions, some concern
the system of civil, political, and social rights – hence, Habermasian
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cons titution alism incor porates all four of the basic elem ents enum erated
in Chapt er 3. But democracy does not just presuppos e cons titution alism;
cons titution alism is illeg itimate witho ut delib erative dem ocracy. This is
beca use, in the end, the only warrant we have for the rightn ess or cor-
rec tness of cur rently establ ished cons titution al provis ions is that they
prov ide the close st feasi ble appr oximat ion to what would be the ou tcome
of unli mited deli berations under idea l condi tions. Ideal conditi ons,
how ever, never obtain, and so we must alwa ys be open to the pos sibility
that current constituti onal arran gements may be unjust, ille gitimat e, or
even m erely subop timal, and so could be improv ed. But the only way we
could kno w that – and the onl y way to legitima tely decid e upon
impro vement s – is if we were open to a dem ocratic elabor ation of extant
cons titution al prov isions, arran gemen ts, and practices ; if we were politi-
cally open to the deliber ative c ontributio ns of all thos e possibly affecte d
by the constituti on. In a slogan, no legitimate c onstitutio nalism with out
dem ocracy; no legiti mate dem ocracy witho ut cons titution alism.

2 . Justify ing the Functi on of Con stitutio nal Review

But giv en this proced ural conce pt of legiti macy that stresse s the impor-
tance of cit izens’ reas oned delib erations about and decision s on sub-
stan tive is sues co nfronting the poli ty, it is not yet clear what unct ion
cons titution al revi ew might play the re, nor how it should be conce ived of.
For, if the sub stantive normativ e content of laws gains its legitima cy only
by being enacte d in ac cordan ce with the procedur al requ ireme nts of
popul ar sove reignty , why shouldn’ t any and all outcomes of proper leg-
islativ e proced ures have the force of law ? 16 Like Dahl and Ely, Habermas
answ ers this in ter ms of the need for the ma intenan ce of exactly that
system of rights that secures the legiti macy of the legal co rpus through

16 This is precisely the thought that motivates Rousseau to apparently reject all forms of
constitutionalism in the name of popular sovereignty: ‘‘Public deliberation which can
obligate all subjects toward the Sovereign . . . cannot . . . obligate the Sovereign toward
itself, and it is therefore contrary to the nature of the body politic for the Sovereign to
impose on itself a law which it cannot break,’’ Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract,’’ Book I,
Chapter 7, 51–52. One crucial difference here is that, whereas in Habermas’s
proceduralist republicanism the constitutional structuring of democracy is intended to
legally insure political legitimacy, in Rousseau’s civic republicanism the expectations of
civic virtue, civic homogeneity, and small size carry an extremely heavy burden in
ensuring that political deliberations are truly oriented toward the general will. In large
modern, socially complex, and teleologically diverse nation-states, such heightened
expectations are simply unwarranted. In fact, Rousseau himself was pessimistic about the
possibility of realizing such expectations even in small, modern city-states: ‘‘All things
considered, I do not see that among us the Sovereign can henceforth preserve the
exercise of its rights unless the City is very small,’’ Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract,’’ Book
III, Chapter 15, 115–16.
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procedural – that is to say, constitutional – correctness. Constitutional
review is understood and justified as a surety for just those democratic
procedures adherence to which confers legitimacy on positive laws.
Because state actions are legitimate only on the condition that they have
resulted from fair and open procedures, there must be some way of
reviewing the correctness of those procedures, which includes ensuring
individuals’ procedurally required civil, membership, legal, political, and
social rights.

According to Habermas, the constitutional review of ordinary statutes
and governmental policies should be thought of, in ideal-typical terms, as
a form of application discourse, not as a type of justification discourse.17

In a discourse aiming at the justification of a general norm of action, all
those potentially affected by the proposed norm must come to an
agreement as participants in a rational discourse if the acceptance of the
norm is to be valid. Parliamentary lawmaking can thus be understood as a
type of justification discourse, where proposed statutes are debated and
considered by representatives of all those potentially affected, before the
law is decided on through a vote intended to secure finality under time
and knowledge constraints. In contrast, application discourses do not aim
at the justification of general norms of action tailored to standardized
situations. Rather, they aim to apply already justified norms to the con-
crete features of a specific action situation. Because several valid norms
may be prima facie relevant to the given situation, an application discourse
aims to clarify the relevant features of the situation in order to make
possible a determination of which of the potentially applicable norms is
appropriate. Ordinary judicial proceedings can thus be understood as a
type of application discourse, where a sufficiently exhaustive character-
ization of the facts of the case relevant from the point of view of poten-
tially applicable legal norms should make possible an impartial judgment
about the unique applicability of the appropriate, and hence decisive,
legal norm. In the adjudicative context, of course, such an application
discourse will often turn on a proper determination of the hierarchical
relations between the potentially applicable legal norms, in which the
decisive features of the situation actually concern the present state of the
relevant law. Returning now to the constitutional review of statutes and
policies, Habermas conceives of it as a type of application discourse,
seeking an impartial application of already justified higher level con-
stitutional norms to those legal norms justified through ordinary legis-
lative procedures. In determining whether higher order constitutional

17 In his distinction between justification and application discourse and his analysis of the
latter, Habermas is heavily indebted to Klaus Günther, The Sense of Appropriateness:
Application Discourses in Morality and Law, trans. John Farell (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1993).
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norms are applicable to ordinary legal norms, constitutional review
ensures that the procedural conditions of democratic legitimacy – basic
rights to private and public autonomy – have been fulfilled.

Of course, at this point, no specific recommendations concerning how
such review should be institutionalized follow from this account; all that is
established is that some form of constitutional review is needed. Note
also that for Habermas, unlike those who argue for judicial review as a
distinctly antidemocratic counterweight required by constitutionalism’s
principle of individual rights, individual liberty and popular sovereignty
are not competitive or antithetical principles whose conflict is to be
resolved by an unaccountable judiciary.18 On the contrary, legally con-
stituted individual rights and legally constituted rights to political parti-
cipation presuppose one another. Popular sovereignty is only legitimate
if it respects the legal status of subjects as independent, so that their
agreement can be supposed to rest on their autonomous consent and not
on coercion. What, how, and with respect to what properties equal rights
to private autonomy are to be equally enjoyed by all and legally enforced
through the mechanisms of state coercion can, however, only be legiti-
mately determined through citizens’ use of their rights to political par-
ticipation. Habermas has recently summarized this complex argument for
the interdependence of private autonomy and public autonomy, and thus
for the interdependence of constitutionalism and democracy:

There is no law without the private autonomy of legal persons in general. Con-
sequently, without basic rights that secure the private autonomy of citizens, there
also is no medium for legally institutionalizing the conditions under which these
citizens, as citizens of a state, can make use of their public autonomy. Thus private
and public autonomy mutually presuppose each other in such a way that neither
human rights nor popular sovereignty can claim primacy over its counterpart.19

The very processes of deliberative politics themselves that aim to
transform conflicting opinions, desires, and interests into democratically
sanctioned legal programs require that rationality-enhancing procedures
and autonomy-ensuring conditions have been met if participants are to
understand the results of such procedures – just because they are the
results of such procedures – as legitimately binding on them. Thus, for
Habermas, as for Dahl and Ely, constitutional review secures the legiti-
macy of political outcomes by insuring their procedural conditions.

18 Recall that this antithesis between individual rights and democracy is the starting point
for most theorists of judicial review who rely on a pluralist concept of democracy, for
example, not only Bickel and Choper, but Dahl and Ely as well.

19 Habermas, The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory, 260–61.
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In contrast to the majoritarian proceduralists, however, Habermas
argues that much more activity is implied by this guarantor role, and so
for whatever institutional organ or organs are to play the role.20 Those
reviewing the constitutionality of statues cannot simply be ‘‘antitrust’’ style
referees in the political marketplace. As is already clear by the extensive
system of rights Habermas takes as requisite for constitutional democ-
racies, a reviewing body will have to scrutinize legislative processes and
outcomes not only for violations of rights to political participation and
adequate representation but also for violations of individual civil liberties,
membership rights, rights to legal protection, and those social and eco-
logical rights necessary for ensuring the equal opportunity of all citizens
to actualize their legally ensured private and public autonomy. Hence,
Habermas recommends a quite activist constitutional review precisely
with respect to the procedural requirements for legitimate democracy:

If one understands the constitution as an interpretation and elaboration of a
system of rights in which private and public autonomy are internally related (and
must be simultaneously enhanced), then a rather bold constitutional adjudication
is even required in cases that concern the implementation of democratic proce-
dure and the deliberative form of political opinion- and will-formation.21

In addition, because Habermas has a richer and more differentiated
account of democratic politics than Ely and looks beyond the bare elec-
toral relationship between representative bodies and the citizenry for the
core circuit of democratic accountability, this also leads to an expansion of
the purview of constitutional review over Ely’s theory.

3. Habermas on Democratic Process

Rather than the Benthamite picture of politics as entirely a market-
place of competing individuals and groups trying to push their pre-
political, private, and corporate interests through the legislature,
Habermas develops a picture of politics as also including (at least
sometimes) the Rousseauian, deliberative search for the general will. If
this more expanded conception of democratic politics is warranted, it
is no longer adequate to attend only to those processes of bargaining,
compromise, and aggregation that exhaust the aggregative and plur-
alist models of democracy. Rather, democratic theory must be able to
account for the diversity of forms of practical reasoning that can play
different roles in political activity: not only the interest aggregation

20 I leave Dahl’s procedural justification for quasi guardianship out of consideration here, as
he does not present a similarly well-elaborated jurisprudential position.

21 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 279–80.
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and fair bargaining that Dahl and Ely attend to, but also those con-
sensus-oriented debates over what is in the equal interest of each
citizen that Dworkin points to in terms of principled morality, pru-
dential reasoning about proper means to pregiven ends, as well as the
kind of ethical-political self-clarification and reflection on constitutive
histories that Perry focuses on. It will have to come to terms, as well,
with the complex role that institutionally specific legal principles and
reasons play in relation to the more overtly first-order practical con-
siderations. Recalling the Chapter 6 discussion of the specifically legal
character of much juridical discourse in the United States, one must
contemplate the fact that legal principles encompass not only princi-
ples of adjudication specific to the form of legal system and the
institutional arrangements of courts but also analogous principles that
play a regulative role in legislative and administrative institutions as
well. Such technical and institutionally specific legal principles, broadly
construed, also play a significant role in the public use of practical
reason in complex constitutional democracies.

Often some or all of these different types of practical reasons are
bundled together in the justification discourses that constitutional con-
ventions and legislatures engage in during enactment.

Legal norms . . . can be justified not only with moral but also with pragmatic and
ethical-political reasons; if necessary, they must represent the outcome of a fair
compromise as well. . . .Valid legal norms indeed harmonize with moral norms [as
just], but they are ‘‘legitimate’’ in the sense that they additionally express an
authentic self-understanding of the legal community, the fair consideration of the
values and interests distributed in it, and the purposive-rational choice of stra-
tegies and means in the pursuit of policies.22

Once we attend to these different forms of practical reason, however,
it becomes clear that the normative content entrenched in constitu-
tional, statutory, and regulatory law is quite complex, often comprising a
syndrome of justice, ethical-political, pragmatic, fairly bargained, and
technical legal claims. If constitutional review is thought of as the
application of already justified constitutional norms to legislatively jus-
tified statutory or regulatory norms, then, like any form of application
discourse, it often will involve unpacking a syndrome of different kinds
of practical reasons embedded in laws. Hence, the scope of activity for
purely procedural constitutional review is again increased from what Ely
recommends, moving beyond the latter’s focus on the legislative con-
striction of participating parties and the governmental use of suspect

22 Ibid., 155–6.
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classi ficat ions, t o i nclude the qual ity an d propriety of justifyin g reasons
as w e ll. 23

The legitimating reasons available from the constitution are given to the con-
stitutional court in advance from the perspective of the application of law – and
not from the perspective of a legislation that elaborates and develops the system of
rights in the pursuit of policies. The court reopens the package of reasons that
legitimated legislative decisions so that it might mobilize them for a coherent
ruling on the individual case in agreement with existing principles of law; it may
not, however, use these reasons in an implicitly legislative manner that directly
elaborates and develops the system of rights. 24

Fi nally , t he instituti onal s cope of constitution al review is much
greater on Habermas’s model than on Ely’s. Habermas claims that in
ord er to e nsure t he p roced ural correctness of lawmaki ng activities, it is
not enough to l ook only to formally or gan ized legislative and quas i-
legislative governmental bo d ies. These bodies are part of what Haber-
mas calls the ‘‘strong p ublic spher e, ’’ where decisi ve will-formation
occurs. Besides th is str ong public sph er e, th er e is a ‘‘weak publ ic
sphere’’ characterizable in terms of nongovernmental c ivil society t hat
contributes information , di verse perspectiv es, opi nions, and reasons to
the c ollective processes of political debate. 25 Ideally, on Habermas’s
model, the legitimate c irculation of power would oper ate by th e for-
mation of ‘‘communicative power’’ in the w eak public spheres that
id en tify and th e matize problems, con flicts, and deficits in th e everyday
life of citizen s, t he taking-up of t his public opinion in to legislati ve
cont exts and it s tran sf ormation int o laws th at can t hen d irect t he
ad min istrative power of t he state t o a chieve th e a ction c oordin a tion
in dicated. Ultimat e ly, it is only t he robust deliberative ch aracter of
opin ion formation in the ‘‘weak ’’ public s pheres that warrants t he

23 Strictly speaking, Ely is concerned with the propriety of some reasons used to justify some
unequal distributions of the bounty of representative government, specifically with
respect to whether such distributions are the results of mere animus, prejudice, or other
unconstitutional motivation with respect to a society’s habitual unequals. He in fact
recommends, within the context of the history of American constitutional jurisprudence
concerning the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, that a series of
differentiated suspect classifications can be employed to sniff out illicit reasons justifying
certain legislation. However, the larger point I make in the text is that Habermas
recommends a constitutional review of the quality and propriety of justifying reasons
employed in legislative justification discourses across any number of issues, and
recommends it not on the basis of a contingent constitutional development in the light
of a specific history of racial subordination, but because such a review of justifying reasons
is an inherent part of constitutional application discourses in the context of deliberative
democracy.

24 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 262.
25 See especially Chapter 8 of ibid., 359–87.
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expectation of rational outcomes f rom r ep resentative parliamen tary
procedures, and grants legitimac y to politically adopted progr am s.

Th erefore, if co nstitutio nal revi ew is to be orien ted toward protec ting
and promot ing partici patory opinion and will-f ormation, it will need to
be much more than an impar tial refe ree be tween voters and their
represe ntat ive bodi es: it wi ll hav e to ens ure that the ‘‘slu ice-gates ’’
through whic h public opin ion gets chann eled into the legal ly structured
strong public sphere remain unobs tructed. 26 And , final ly, if we agree with
Haberma s’s soci al-theoret ic claim that obstr uctions to and distorti ons in
the se channe ls occur not only throug h gover nmental pow er bu t also fr om
econom ic and soci al powers, the n thos e ent rusted with the power of
cons titution al review will have a great deal of wor k on their docket.
Acc ording to Habermas , the functi on of cons titution al review ca n be
summar ized as simp ly guarantee ing the procedu ral fairn ess and open-
nes s of democrat ic proces ses. Yet, co ncretely , the tasks inv olved are
manifol d: keepin g open the chan nels of poli tical change, gu aranteein g
that individual s’ civil, memb ership, legal, poli tical, and social rights are

26 It is strange that the centrality of this two-track model of the public sphere, and in
particular the way in which it combines a concern with rich and effective civic deliberation
with a concern for legitimate institutional decisions mechanisms – a model that occupies
over one-quarter of Between Facts and Norms – is completely elided in many readings of
Habermas’s recent political theory. On the one side are critics who dismiss Habermas’s
theory as a romantic call for turning politics into a philosophy seminar; on the other are
critics who dismiss it as merely a repackaged defense of the traditional institutions of
constitutionally limited majoritarianism. ‘‘There has been a renewed emphasis on speech,
discourse, and conversation in recent political and legal theory, particularly in theory that
has been influenced by the work of Jü rgen Habermas. . . .  Much of this is far-fetched in
ways I cannot go into here – in its aestheticism, for example, or in its conception of
discourse as an end in itself. . .  .There is a constant temptation in modern discourse-
jurisprudence to take as an implicit procedural ideal the model of an informal intimate
conversation among friends,’’ Waldron, Law and Disagreement , 69–70. ‘‘Law is treated as
the main prop for moral and political discourse, not just the force for social control which
an earlier Habermas would have stressed. Here Habermas sounds much like the
American constitutional theorists I discussed earlier. . . .  Habermas accepts key aspects of
that [political] system, notably elections, law-making by legislatures, and lawful
administrative implementation of policy. . . .These views would be regarded as old-
fashioned by many political scientists (if not constitutional lawyers). . . . Setting aside the
public sphere, Habermas’s normative theory of the state is virtually identical to that
proposed long ago by Theodore Lowi (1969) under the rubric of ‘juridical democracy.’
Lowi was widely criticized at the time for proposing a naı̈ve civics-textbook version of
democracy as an antidote to the ills of interest group domination of US politics and
administration. Habermas’s emphasis on elections as the main channel of influence from
the public sphere to the state would also strike many political scientists as old-fashioned,’’
Dryzek, Deliberative Democracy and Beyond: Liberals, Critics, Contestations, 26. A simple plea:
those interested in Habermas’s conception of democratic politics should read at least
Chapters 4, 7 , and 8 of Between Facts and Norms, before accepting the accuracy of such
critiques.
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respected, scrutinizing the constitutional quality and propriety of the
reasons justifying governmental action, and ensuring that the channels of
influence from independent civil society public spheres to the strong
public sphere remain unobstructed and undistorted by administrative,
economic, and social powers.

4. A Judicial Institutionalization of Constitutional Review?

The question now is what institutional arrangements would best carry
out all of these various tasks of constitutional review, while being sen-
sitive to the principle of popular sovereignty? Even if we accept that
democracy, properly understood, requires a robust form of constitu-
tional review, it is not clear that an electorally unaccountable body
structured as a judicial panel is the best mechanism to carry out the
manifold tasks of a procedural guardian of democracy. Habermas briefly
considers alternative ways of institutionalizing constitutional review: for
instance, in a special committee of the legislature or in the executive
administration.27 After categorically rejecting the latter as a subversion
of the executive’s proper constitutional role of being directed by legis-
latively enacted positive law, he notes that constitutional review ‘‘belongs
without question among the functions of the legislature. Hence it is not
entirely off track to reserve this function, even at a second level of
appeal, to a legislative self-review that could be developed into a quasi-
judicial procedure.’’28 It is worth noting that this passage only claims
that legislatures must take account of the constitutionality of proposed
legal norms; since they may not simply pass off this task to others, it
‘‘belongs without question among the functions of the legislature.’’ The
passage does not recommend locating final and sole powers of con-
stitutional review in the legislature since, as Habermas goes on to note,
an ordinary legislative body – as opposed to a constitutional assembly –
does not have the same disposition over the content of constitutional
rights as it does with respect to ordinary statutory content.

However, he apparently drops further consideration of alternative
designs in favor of an extended discussion of judicially institutionalized
constitutional review and of various interpretive and methodological
problems raised in the German and American contexts.29 At this point,

27 Habermas contemplates such options at Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 241–2.
28 Ibid., 242.
29 Ten years after Between Facts and Norms, the same pattern continues: ‘‘Instead of dealing

with the democratic legitimacy of the institution of judicial review, I will pursue the
question of whether persisting disagreements in constitutional interpretation affect the
legitimacy of the democratic system as a whole,’’ Jürgen Habermas, ‘‘On Law and
Disagreement: Some Comments On ‘Interpretive Pluralism’,’’ Ratio Juris 16, no. 2 (2003):
187.
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I think, one might justly wonder whether Habermas has forsworn the
utopian-critical potential of his broader project in favor of a type of
ameliorist ‘‘justificatory liberalism’’ that merely intends to show why
the way we do things around here is pretty much just fine as it is.
Granted, his further discussion of the self-understanding of the adju-
dicative methodology of the German High Court is intended to move
it from a value-balancing to a proceduralist jurisprudence, and this
recommendation is motivated largely by worries about the judicial
paternalism that can result from a method focused on reinforcing what
the judiciary takes to be the ethical identity of its society. And his
extended discussion of American jurisprudential debates about adju-
dicative methodology is likewise focused on worries about types of
constitutional interpretation that lead to overreaching on the part of
the Supreme Court. Yet these arguments about how a constitutional
court should adjudicate already presuppose that the institutionalization
question is settled. Perhaps the richness of the German and American
jurisprudential debates simply distracts Habermas from a more wide-
ranging consideration of issues concerning the separation of powers
and institutional design.

Nevertheless, his theory must face the same problem raised by other
theories: why isn’t the common institutional arrangement of judicial
review paternalistic? I believe that Habermas presents, rather obliquely,
two distinctive kinds of considerations here, both of which, however, I
find unconvincing. His first response is that a procedural understanding
of the system of rights will not in fact lead to judicial paternalism, as
judges reviewing the constitutionality of statutes need not have recourse
to any substantive political or moral ideals justifiable apart from those
already contained in constitutional provisions and legislatively enacted
statutes. Although the rights specified in the constitution are to be
understood as having substantive, deontic content, they are designed to
be exactly (and no more than) those rights procedurally required for
realizing the principle of popular sovereignty in a legal form, and so,
exactly those rights individuals would have to grant each other if they
intend to regulate their interactions as free and equal consociates under
law. Because the system of rights is procedurally justified in the first place,
whatever governmental organ is charged with interpreting that system
does not need to rely on metaphysically secured theories of natural rights
or objective value hierarchies. The basic idea is that the process of con-
stitutional review does not itself require the justification of the normative
content of the system of rights, but only requires the rational application of
normative content already embodied in constitutional provisions; provi-
sions that are already justified in terms of the legal and normative
requirements of an association of free and equal citizens engaged in the
process of ruling themselves.
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In this sense, judges are in the same position with respect to the
constitution as they are with respect to ordinary statutory application:
they must unpack the normative reasons bundled together in relevant
constitutional provisions or statutes in order to determine which of the
relevant, potentially competing norms is applicable in a particular con-
text. Above all, a constitutional court must avoid taking itself as trying to
secure, through its jurisprudence, a substantive hierarchy of values or
catalog of natural rights that ought to be, but are not currently, contained
in the constitution: ‘‘By assuming that it should strive to realize sub-
stantive values pregiven in constitutional law, the constitutional court is
transformed into an authoritarian agency.’’30 In short, because the con-
stitution itself is to be understood as largely procedural in character and
because a constitutional court ought merely to apply that content, we
need not worry about democratically unaccountable judges interpreting
and imposing substantive normative content above and beyond what is
already instantiated in law.

Of course, this response to the objection to a judicial instantiation of
review puts the cart before the horse: it recommends an interpretive
method to the judiciary, while presupposing a judicial institutionalization
as given. The argument cannot itself establish the proper allocation of
powers here; it presupposes that issue as settled. It may well be that a
constitutional court ought to understand its work-product as merely an
application of the already-justified normative content embedded in
constitutional and statutory norms, but this self-understanding can only
ward off the danger of particular paternalist decisions for a body that is –
according to the objection – institutionally placed in such a way that it is
constantly in danger of encroaching on the principle of popular sover-
eignty.

Habermas needs here some further argument to show that, compared to
other branches of government, and to other possible forms of institutio-
nalization, a supreme constitutional court, whose members are at most
quite indirectly responsive to citizens’ public use of reason, will have some
higher degree of competence at performing constitutional review. His
second response to the objection to judicial review from popular sover-
eignty aims more squarely at this argumentative burden. The institutio-
nalization of constitutional review in a judicial body is recommended,
according to this second argument, by an understanding of the separation
of governmental powers along the lines of specialized discursive functions.
Here Habermas relies on a form of the claim to judicial competence – one
unlike Perry and Dworkin’s claim that judges are better moral reasoners
than elected officials, though structurally quite similar to the claims to the
distinctive legal competence of judges witnessed at least in Eisgruber’s and

30 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 258.
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Michelman’s theories.31 Whereas the legislature specializes in the function
of justifying legal norms, the judiciary specializes in the rational application
of prima facie justified legal norms to particular situations. The judiciary’s
competence is not based on judges’ special character traits or particular
capacity for moral reasoning, but on the judiciary’s institutional compe-
tence for dealing with the specialized form of legal discourses of applica-
tion – as opposed to pragmatic, moral, and ethical justification discourses.
This special competence is established, maintained, and secured through
the existence of an independent court system and a juridical form of
argumentation through decisions backed by opinions.

Legal [juridical] discourse can lay claim to a comparatively high presumption of
rationality, because application discourses are specialized for questions of norm
application, and can thus be institutionalized within the surveyable framework of
the classical distribution of roles between the involved parties and an impartial
third party. For the same reasons, however, they cannot substitute for political
discourses that, geared for the justification of norms and policies, demand the
inclusion of all those affected.32

Because the review of legislatively enacted statutes for their con-
stitutionality is still a matter of the rational application of already justified
legal norms – those embodied in both constitutional provisions and
ordinary legal enactments – the judiciary has the requisite competence
for this function that other governmental bodies are lacking. Although
legislative bodies are specialized in, and designed for, the justification
discourses involved in making laws and establishing policy goals, and
administrative bodies are specialized in, and designed for, the pragmatic
discourses involved in the selection of efficient means to legislatively
given policy goals, judicial bodies are specialized in, and designed for, the
application discourses involved in determining the uniquely appropriate
valid law applicable to concrete situations. Given the intricacies and dif-
ficulties of application discourses, only judicial bodies have the requisite
competence to ensure a rational procedure of applying laws, especially as

31 Recall also that it was the claim to the special legal competence of the judiciary that
underwrote Hamilton’s defense of judicial review in Federalist 78, and that Chief Justice
John Marshall then memorably elaborated in Marbury v. Madison, 177–8: ‘‘It is
emphatically the province and duty of the Judicial Department to say what the law is.
Those who apply the rule to particular cases must, of necessity, expound and interpret
that rule. If two laws conflict with each other, the Courts must decide on the operation of
each. So, if a law be in opposition to the Constitution, if both the law and the Constitution
apply to a particular case, so that the Court must either decide that case conformably to
the law, disregarding the Constitution, or conformably to the Constitution, disregarding
the law, the Court must determine which of these conflicting rules governs the case. This
is of the very essence of judicial duty.’’

32 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 266.
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‘‘the complex steps of a constructive interpretation’’ – as the central part
of an impartial judicial application discourse – ‘‘certainly cannot be
regulated through procedural norms.’’ Courts are specialized in gen-
erating rational applications, even in the absence of the kinds of clear
rules of decision and enactment that legislatures are subject to, as their
verdicts are ‘‘subject to scrutiny according to the procedural rationality of
legally institutionalized discourses of application.’’33

How strong an argument for judicial review is this? Much of the answer
turns on the strength of the analogy between ordinary jurisprudence and
constitutional review; that is to say, on Habermas’s claim that both are
instances of application discourse, and so justifiably judicial tasks as a result
of the heightened rationality of juridical discourses specialized for resol-
ving disputes impartially between involved parties. Although it is obscured
in the U.S. context of concrete constitutional review – in which legislatively
enacted statutes are reviewed for constitutionality by the Supreme Court
only on the occasion of a test case with all of its concrete details – ordinary
jurisprudence is clearly not directly analogous to constitutional review. To
begin with, in ordinary jurisprudence, the question before the court is how
to sufficiently describe the legally relevant facts of the situation so that
exactly one of several prima facie relevant legal norms can be shown to be
uniquely appropriate, and so dispositive of the case. In constitutional
review, however, the question is whether lower-level legal norms, such as
those embodied in statutes or administrative policies, can be made con-
sistent with higher-level constitutional norms. In the former case, a
semantically universal norm is being applied to particulars; in the latter, a
semantically universal norm is being applied to another such norm.

One might use this difference to object to Habermas’s argument by
claiming that, since constitutional review involves a different form of
practical reasoning than ordinary application discourses, it must be a
form of justification discourse, and so properly carried out by a legislative
body.34 If, however, this objection proves anything, it proves too much.

33 Ibid., 261. Here Habermas draws on some of the central idealizations of Dworkin’s
method of adjudication through constructive legal interpretation, but attempts to give it a
dialogical twist, as it were, by subjecting Hercules’s lonely considerations to the broader
intersubjective scrutiny of a juridical public sphere. It remains an open question whether
this multiplication of Hercules is sufficient to render the method of constructive
interpretation sufficiently democratic.

34 Vic Peterson, in personal correspondence, has pressed the disanalogy of constitutional
review and application discourses. Although he claims that constitutional review follows
the logic of a justification discourse, he also believes that this does not entail that it should
not be performed by a judicial body. I don’t see how a theory of constitutional review,
committed to the principle of popular sovereignty, and to a procedural conception of
democratic legitimacy could admit that a democratically unaccountable institution could
legitimately justify new constitutional content, if in fact the ideal of justification requires the
actual and reasoned assent of all affected. My thinking on these issues has been greatly
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For surely any form of judicial discourse that hinges on ascertaining the
proper hierarchy of valid legal norms – including the relationship
between various positive rules and legal principles – also would not be in
the strict form of an application discourse. Although a case may end by
applying one legal norm to a fact situation, the decisive work is often
done in properly ascertaining the relevant priority relationships between
various legal norms, and this usually involves subsuming some semanti-
cally universal norms under others. If the special competence of judicial
bodies does not extend to this form of reasoning about the hierarchical
relationships between norms in a system of norms – if the logic of such
reasoning is that of a justification discourse – then it is unclear why
judicial bodies should ever have a legitimate say on such matters, irre-
spective of whether legal norm conflicts arise among ordinary legal
norms or between these and constitutional norms. Perhaps we might
reserve the term ‘‘application’’ for those cases in which a semantically
universal norm is applied to particular facts, but then Habermas’s argu-
ment should just be restated to say that judicial bodies have a specialized
competence for ‘‘adjudicative’’ discourses, that is, those involving both
norm application and norm prioritization.

Nevertheless, defending judicial review as merely an extension of the
judiciary’s ordinary capacities to the adjudication of norm conflicts
between constitutional and statutory norms is insufficient to dispel wor-
ries about judicial paternalism. This is because crucial constitutional
provisions are deliberately open-textured and the specific meaning of
their content – usually debated in terms of their applicability to particular
issues or controversies – is often the subject of reasonable and deep dis-
agreement. This is precisely the problem of constitutional indeterminacy
that forms the starting point for the competing theories of constitutional
interpretation put forward by various jurisprudes: not only the specifically
democratic jurisprudes focused on in the last several chapters – Dworkin,
Eisgruber, Ely, Michelman, and Perry – but also almost all of those who
put forward a determinate constitutional jurisprudence intended to guide
judges in their specification of indeterminate provisions.

The worry about judicial paternalism arises once we combine the open-
textured character of constitutional provisions with the structural fact that
no normal governmental body has authority alone to act as a constitu-
tional author. This is at the heart of the disanalogy between ordinary
adjudication and constitutional review.35 In both ordinary statutory

spurred by discussions with him, and by his notable criticisms of Habermas’s and
Günther’s theory of moral application discourses in Victor Peterson, ‘‘A Discourse Theory
of Moral Judgment’’ (Ph.D. dissertation, Northwestern University, 1998).

35 Recall that Michelman makes the combined problems of constitutional indeterminacy
and the contemporary fact of ‘‘reasonable interpretive pluralism’’ central to his account of
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adjudication and constitutional review, the judiciary may well need to
further specify the content of the relevant norms through some process of
interpreting those norms. However, in the former case, the judiciary is on
the same level as the legislature since, in a sense, the court is rendering to
the legislature a rebuttable interpretation of the meaning of the original
statutes, an interpretation that can be easily rejected by the legislature
through a new enactment. (Like considerations seem to follow for reg-
ulatory adjudication.) In the case of constitutional review, by contrast, the
court is only on the same level as a constitutional assembly, not the
ordinary legislature. Here it is interpreting, through further specification,
the relevant open-textured provisions of the constitution, yet it could only
be rendering such a rebuttable specification to the people as a whole,
understood, however, as a constitutional assembly. For, on the procedural
account of democratic legitimacy and the deliberative account of demo-
cratic processes, the task of realizing the system of rights in concrete
terms for an historically specific community is decidedly a matter for the
people reasoning together as a whole, and not for any appointed set of
wise tutors.

Another way of seeing the danger here is that in applying constitu-
tional tests to statutes and policies, a constitutional court may engage in
forms of constitutional specification that rely on reasons available legiti-
mately only to democratic processes of self-government, and thereby
surrender a court’s ordinary claim to legitimacy based on its narrow
specialization in legal discourse. Commenting on Robert Alexy’s call for
the judicial use of the full gamut of ‘‘general practical discourse’’ in
ordinary judicial proceedings,36 Habermas clearly recognizes this danger.

the legitimacy of judicial review. As long as the political procedures – including the
procedures of judicial review – can be seen as making a good faith effort to correctly
specify the abstract basic principles through mechanisms open ‘‘to the full blast of sundry
opinions and interest-articulations in society,’’ Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 60,
citizens can understand themselves as self-governing. Michelman also has argued that
Habermas’s solution to this problem of constitutional specification is to be found in his
concept of a shared, nation-specific political identity arising out of a shared constitutional
history. According to this reading of Habermas, ‘‘constitutional patriotism’’ provides
citizens with the faith that, even though they vehemently disagree about their
applicability, all are arguing about the same constitutional principles; what they disagree
about is who they are as a people. See Frank I. Michelman, ‘‘Morality, Identity and
‘Constitutional Patriotism’,’’ Denver University Law Review 76, no. 4 (1999): 1022–8. Even
if this is Habermas’s ‘solution’ to the problem (which I don’t think it is), I am wary of its
implications for judicial interpretation. For if Michelman’s account is right, then it
appears that Habermas is recommending that a constitutional court see its decisions as
hanging on historically contingent and ethically suffused visions of a nationality-specific
good life; precisely the kind of ‘‘value jurisprudence’’ Habermas criticizes the German
courts for employing.

36 See Robert Alexy, ‘‘The Special Case Thesis,’’ Ratio Juris 12, no. 4 (1999).

Procedural Structuring of Deliberative Democracy 249



But it appears to me to be an even more pressing danger in the case of
constitutional review:

I am still not quite clear about the role of what Alexy calls ‘‘general practical
discourse.’’ Here, different types of argument – prudential, ethical, moral, [and]
legal arguments – are supposed to come in one package. I have the suspicion that
this conception is not sufficiently sensitive for the desired separation of powers.
Once a judge is allowed to move in the unrestrained space of reasons that such a
‘‘general practical discourse’’ offers, a ‘‘red line’’ that marks the division of powers
between courts and legislation becomes blurred. In view of the application of a
particular statute, the legal discourse of a judge should be confined to the set of
reasons that legislators either in fact put forward or at least could have mobilized
for the parliamentary justification of that norm. The judge, and the judiciary in
general, would otherwise gain or appropriate a problematic independence from
those bodies and procedures that provide the only guarantee for democratic
legitimacy.37

Constitutional review, especially when it involves specifying the system
of rights, observance of which grants legitimacy to positive law, may very
well involve just this kind of a use of reasons that the judiciary does not
have legitimate disposition over. In the end, if – to recall Rousseau’s test
of popular sovereignty – citizens are to understand themselves as both
under positive law and free, they must be able to understand themselves
simultaneously as authors of the system of rights and subjects of it.

Of course, the combination of judicial institutionalization and con-
stitutional indeterminacy that proves threatening to citizens’ political
autonomy may indeed be mitigated by the adoption by constitutional
courts of a form of constitutional interpretation that is oriented towards
the reinforcement of deliberative democracy. And this is indeed what
occupies Habermas’s chapter called ‘‘Judiciary and Legislature: On the
Role and Legitimacy of Constitutional Adjudication.’’38 Nevertheless, the
adoption of a mitigating form of constitutional jurisprudence cannot itself
justify placing the power of constitutional review in a judicial body in the
first place. In summary, neither of Habermas’s two obliquely presented
arguments for the institutionalization of constitutional review in an
independent, politically unaccountable judiciary is compelling. First, his
claim that a resolutely procedural form of legal interpretation would
guard against judicial paternalism simply begs the question of how to
institutionalize this power in the first place. His second argument hangs
on the contention that the rationality of application discourses can be best
ensured by an institutionally separated judicial power specialized in,
and limited to the ambit of, such application discourses. Insofar as any

37 Jürgen Habermas, ‘‘A Short Reply,’’ Ratio Juris 12, no. 4 (1999).
38 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 238.
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controversies arise over how to specify indeterminate norms or prioritize
competing norms, juridical resolutions can be safely offered, as rebuttable
presumptions, to properly democratic actors specialized in justification
discourses. Here, however, the analogy between ordinary and constitu-
tional controversies breaks down, as in the former case the proper
democratic actors are those with constitutionally delegated ordinary
legislative powers, whereas, in the latter, the citizenry as a whole in their
special configuration as a constitutional assembly.

It seems to me that the most cogent type of argument for entrusting a
judicial panel with the power of constitutional review remains, then, the
Dahl-Ely proposal based in institutional independence. In a controversy
between political actors about the constitutive rules of political coopera-
tion – the rules that, in a procedural conception of democracy carry
significant weight for legitimation – none of the interested parties can be
counted on for an impartial resolution of the controversy. In this way, a
judiciary that is independent of normal political accountability is in a
unique institutional position to guarantee that the procedural conditions
of democratic processes are correctly fulfilled. However, the limitations of
the majoritarian-proceduralist theories of judicial review result from the
rather thin and partialistic conceptions of democracy and con-
stitutionalism they employ, namely, that democratic self-government
means merely a process of aggregating prepolitical preferences through
elections in order to achieve overall social utility, subject to fortunately
entrenched substantive side-constraints. Thus, we need to recognize, with
Habermas, that an adequate guarantor of the legitimacy of the demo-
cratic process will need to take on tasks beyond policing elections and
ensuring against monopolistic distributions disfavoring insular mino-
rities. It will need to secure the full gamut of individuals’ democratically
elaborated constitutional rights to private and public autonomy, scruti-
nize the quality of reasons justifying governmental actions, and ensure
that the circuit of communicative power from the weak public spheres
through the strong public sphere and into administrative power remains
undistorted by economic and social powers. Furthermore, the fact that
constitutional review involves complicated adjudicative considerations
concerning the application, specification, and prioritization of constitu-
tional and statutory legal norms entails that rational outcomes of such
review can not be warranted through a determinate set of procedural
rules. Judicial bodies do, however, specialize in dealing with such adju-
dicative complexities, and so we might expect some heightened ration-
ality from the outcomes of juridical discourses employed for
constitutional review.39 Yet this heightened rationality ultimately cannot

39 It is important to remember here that judicial specialization creates its own perils –
especially prevalent when dealing with fundamental constitutional questions – that
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alon e make up for the prima facie deficit in terms of the dem ocratic
practices of constituti onalism det ermined by the stru ctural disanalogy
betwe en ordi nary and consti tutiona l adjudicati on.

As I have note d, it is sur prising that Habermas displ ays somew hat of a
lack of imagin ation conce rning the institu tional des ign of co nstitutio nal
revi ew, prefe rring to take currentl y preva lent str uctures for granted while
focusi ng on the proper self-un dersta nding of co nstitutional co urts and
the adj udicativ e meth ods that they shou ld adopt. Yet I believe that his
basic theory of constituti onal review, especi ally si nce it properly conce ives
of the relati onship be tween constitutio nalism and deli berative dem ocracy
as mutua lly pres uppos itional rather than antith etical, gives us a solid bas is
for find ing better form s of institu tional ization. The argum ents I have
adva nced so far, if successful , point to a set of crite ria for whatever
institu tions might ca rry out the fun ction of cons titution al review. They
shou ld be: ind ependen t of ordinary politi cal proces ses, open to the wide
gam ut of reaso ns and considera tions pres ented by potent ially af fected
citize ns, capabl e of ration ally cognizin g co mplex adj udicative argum ents
conce rning the intern al coherence of a legal corpus and its appro priate
appl ication, 40 sensitive to the ma nifold tasks invo lved in securi ng the
proced ures of deliber ative dem ocracy in order to warr ant the expe ctation
of legi timate outcom es from ordi nary political proces ses, capable of sig-
nific ant interv entions in ordi nary poli tical proces ses wh en the y ma l-
fun ction, yet not ca pable of intro ducing substan tive normati ve content
into the system of righ ts without seriou s oppor tunities for citize ns’ par-
ticipati on and influen ce, nor capable of decisio ns with virtually indefea-
sible fina lity. Chapter s 8 and 9 beg in, the n, to ex plore altern ative
institu tional des ign strategies that might be able to meet these mult iple
and perha ps div ergent crite ria.

I meant to warn against in Chapter 6 under the heading of ‘‘the seducements of juristic
discourse.’’

40 It may be that the appropriate application of constitutional norms to particular cases
should be a power withheld from an independent and specialized constitutional court, left
instead to the ordinary courts to be carried out according to their ordinary juridical
methods. This, at any rate, seems to be part of the idea behind institutional arrangements
which permit constitutional courts only to perform abstract review of legal norms;
institutional arrangements along the lines of France’s Conseil Constitutionnel. I take up this
question in Section B1 of the next chapter. Habermas, at any rate, clearly endorses the
German arrangement whereby the Bundesverfassungsgericht has both concrete and abstract
review powers.
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8

The Institutions of Constitutional Review I

Design Problems and Judicial Review

Th is chapter and the next are more ex perimental and specul ative than
the precedi ng ones , proposin g some institu tional transf ormations for the
proces ses of c onstitutio nal review in dem ocratic societies. The proposa ls
no doubt devel op out of my own knowl edge of and familiar ity with the
U.S. system of cons titution al review – probab ly unav oidably also includin g
my dissat isfacti ons with that sys tem – but I do not intend the m to be
mer ely prov incial in natu re. At the very least , I believe the bas ic co n-
cep tion of delibe rative dem ocrat ic consti tutiona lism that I have been
devel oping in this book supp orts the general spirit and aims animatin g
the recommen dation s, even if the particul ar rec ommendat ions turn out
to be prob lematic or questio nable. Th ey are meant, then, more as
openi ng moves in an ongoin g deli berative dem ocratic project of co n-
stitutio nal govern ment, rather than defin itive conclusio ns abou t or claims
to the indis pensable requ irements for cons titution al dem ocracy.

a. the problems of designing institutions of

constitutional review

Let me now present , in perha ps an overl y sche matized way , a set of
cons iderati ons that can move the discus sion forwar d from the ideal to the
real, from purely norma tive cons iderations to more co ncrete and com-
plex considera tions of institu tional des ign. In the first sectio n I cons ider
ten sions be tween the ideal s of deliber ative democrat ic cons titution alism –
in particular its conception of the function of constitutional review – and
the unavoidable realities of ongoing constitutional elaboration within
institutions intended to protect the constitutional structures of delib-
erative democracy. Motivated to manage these tensions through institu-
tional design, the second section ind icates the general stra tegy of
dispersal and lays out a scheme for assessing the five institutional
proposals considered in Section B of this chapter and in Chapter 9.
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1 . Tensions between the Ideal and the Real

At the most abstr act level, the function of cons titution al review is easy to
state: the protecti on of the cons titution al fram ework within which gov-
ernmen t ac tion occur s. Acc ording to the conce ption of delibe rative
dem ocrat ic consti tution alism I have devel oped in the prev ious chapters ,
this fun ction can be stated m ore exactly. Consti tutiona l revi ew dischar ges
the functi on of procedur ally protec ting the politica l structur es and the
system of righ ts that make delibe rative democ racy pos sible, that is, pro-
tectin g the cons titution al structures that ultimat ely groun d the supp osi-
tion that the decision al outcomes of dem ocratic proces ses are legitimate . 1

Endor sing and devel oping line s of argum ent fro m Ely and Habermas ,
I have argue d that the most convi ncing just ification for plac ing the pow er
of co nstitutio nal review in a pol itically indep enden t constitutio nal cour t is
twofol d. First and for emost is the argument from structural indep en-
dence. In sofar as cons titution al review is intend ed to ensu re the proce-
dural correct ness of poli tical decision proces ses – that is, to poli ce the
rules of deli berative dem ocracy – whateve r organ or organ s carry ou t the
fun ction shou ld not be struc turally unde r the cont rol of particu lar dis-
puta nts wh en the prop riety of the procedur es is called into questi on. Said
anoth er way, an organ indep endent of thos e in cont rol of the legisla ture
and the executiv e branch es, as well as of vario us factions of the elect orate,
woul d be institu tional ly well situated to ensure the correctnes s of the
proced ures for dem ocratic opinion and will-f ormat ion. For, on the pro-
cedu ralist account of deli berative dem ocratic legi timacy urge d here, it is
only the fact that thos e procedur es have been followe d that war rants the
expe ctation that the outcomes will be sufficie ntly represe ntative and
reas onable to achieve legitima cy. Said anoth er way, the following of sui-
tably des igned dem ocrat ic procedur es is the warrant that under writes
citize ns’ abili ty to understan d the mselves as si multaneou sly the subjec ts
and auth ors of the law .

I hav e claim ed that such an institu tional location argum ent for an
ind ependen t organ of co nstitutio nal review has importan t normativ e
adva ntages over other forms of argum ent rely ing on the dem ocratic
nature of constitutional precommitments (as advanced by Freeman), or on
heightened judicial competences either for moral reasoning (as advanced,
for example, by Bickel, Choper, Dworkin, and Perry), or for representing
democratic deliberation (as advanced, for instance, by Eisgruber,

1 It is important to remember throughout this discussion that I use the term‘‘legitimacy’’
and its cognates in its normative and not its descriptive sense (see, further, Chapter 3,
Section A 2). Thus, when I speak about, for instance, the legitimacy of constitutional court
decisions or the legitimacy of its role, I am not referring to something like the degree to
which they are socially accepted. I will save ‘‘social acceptance’’ and similar phrases for the
sociological or factual senses.
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Michelman, and Rawls). The generic argument that a democratic people
could legitimately precommit themselves to judicial review fails to account
for the ongoing and reciprocal relation between deliberative democracy
and constitutionalism, an ongoing and reflexive dynamic that is crucial
once we admit the persistence of apparently ineliminable but nevertheless
reasonable substantive disagreement amongst democratic consociates.
When the heightened moral competence of a constitutional court is
invoked – as it is in substantialist defenses of constitutional courts as better
at getting the right answers – it seems that the paternalist objection from
democracy is inevitable. For what could be the warrant – given the basic
democratic assumption of the political equality of citizens – for the claims
that some citizens are not only better moral reasoners than others but also
that this heightened moral competence allows them to know and repre-
sent the morally and politically relevant concerns of other citizens better
than those citizens themselves could? Alternatively, the various arguments
that a constitutional court could meet the paternalist objection by virtue
of the fact that it best represents the kind of moral-political reasoning that
the deliberative conception of democracy idealizes, fail to adequately
distinguish different forms of the use of public reason. In particular, only
by glossing over the significant distortions and evasions introduced into
substantive moral-political argument through the technicalities of juristic
discourses, I argued, could one make the claims that a constitutional court
exemplifies the public use of reason, represents the people’s moral com-
mitments, or is communicatively open to the public use of reason, claims
that could then be used in an exculpatory fashion to discharge worries
about the counterdemocratic character of judicial review. Against argu-
ments from the preemptive character of democratic fairness against any
form of constitutional review (as advanced, for example, by Waldron)
however, I claimed that they were both overly demanding and overly
idealizing in ignoring constitutional arrangements intended to counteract
foreseeable structural deformations that can make bare majoritarian
political processes undemocratic and nonrepresentative.

The structural argument for an independent organ for the protection
of democratic procedures does not of course, by itself, establish the claim
that constitutional review should be placed in the hands of a court or
quasi-judicial body. That claim is supported in part by the fact that a
constitutional structuring of deliberative democracy is a legal structuring,
and in part by the expanded tasks that a deliberative democratic con-
stitutional court would have to take on. Here I relied on the Habermasian
deliberative conception of democracy to show that the function of con-
stitutional review includes a greatly expanded set of tasks beyond that
involved in Ely’s notion of the referees of electoral representative
majoritarianism. Recall that this expanded set includes not only the bare
procedures of electoral representation, but also scrutinizes the reasons
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justifying statutes, regulations and governmental actions, ensuring both
the public autonomy and private autonomy rights necessary for proce-
dural legitimacy, and, ensuring the nondistorted character of the ‘‘offi-
cial’’ circulation of power from the communicative power of the weak
public sphere, to the legislative and then administrative and judicial
powers of the strong public sphere. There seems little doubt that this
increased menu of tasks for constitutional review entails that whatever
body or bodies are to carry it out would need to have significant capacities
for comprehending and disambiguating the diversity of considerations,
arguments, and types of public reasons supporting various decisions and
actions. Furthermore, such a capacity for dealing with public reason
would ideally be combined with an orientation toward maintaining and
furthering a coherent system of law, constitutional, statutory, and reg-
ulatory. In the traditional separation of powers, by discharging the duty of
a rational application of abstract norms to concrete cases, ordinary courts
are specialized in both reason-sorting and maintaining legal systemati-
city. Given then the expansive tasks for constitutional review and the
needs for cognizing complex reasoning discourses and maintaining legal
systematicity, there is a strong prima facie case for constructing an inde-
pendent constitutional review organ as a judicial or quasi-judicial body.

This heightened legal competence, however, should not be over-
emphasized. After all, we expect all of the normal branches of govern-
ment to have capacities for understanding and abiding by the ‘‘internal
morality’’ of law – if we didn’t it would be very hard to explain how
legislative and executive bodies, let alone the constituent power of the
people exercised in both constitutional assemblies and ratification pro-
cesses, could have any initiative or control over the shape and content of
law. This concern about overselling legal competence in the justification
of a constitutional court stood behind some of my reservations about
Habermas’s version of the separation of powers argument for judicial
review, put forward by him in terms of the specialized capacities for
handling application discourses inhering in judicial bodies. Said more
generally, one should not mistake specifically juridical competence in the
complexities of adjudication for legal competence simpliciter.

So far, the problem of institutional design looks relatively simple: the
function of ensuring the procedural legitimacy of political decision
making can be fulfilled by a politically independent protector of political
procedures oriented toward maintaining the systematicity of constitu-
tional law. However, the problem becomes considerably more complex
once we recognize what might be called the ‘‘inevitability of transmuta-
tion’’ of the protection of constitutional provisions into their positive
elaboration. The idea here is that, if the positive development of con-
stitutional law and practice is an inevitable by-product of processes of
enforcing procedural correctness, and if this process thereby occurs
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outsi de of the forma lly sp ecified proced ures for co nstitutio nal redesign
(i.e. , consti tutiona l assemb lies and ame ndment proced ures), then an
ind ependen t constituti onal cour t be comes somethi ng muc h more than a
sim ple referee of pres pecified rules. It takes on, rather, the role of a
cons titution al legislato r. 2 Let me sug gest six kin ds of mech anisms
that contribute in part to the inev itabili ty of protec tion-elabor ation
transm utatio n.

First is the difficul ty in stri ctly separat ing the ac tivities and resu lts of
just ifying a genera l nor m and appl ying that ge neral norm to a concret e
fact situa tion or a low er-le vel norm. Although we can analytical ly distin-
guis h processes of justifyin g a general norm and applyin g a prima facie
just ified norm to a concret e situati on, the re is , neverth eless, a diale ctical
and reflexive relation ship betwe en the two processes. 3 For we could only
acc ept the validity of a general norm in a justificati on discourse in the
light of some e xpectatio ns about how it will work in practice, that is, abou t
how it will concret ely affect vario us pers ons and their interest s. Justifi-
cati on discourse s, then, inevita bly refer to appl ication discourse s. Like-
wise, as genera l norms are only provis ionally just ified in the absen ce of
suffici ently counter vailing reasons , new concret e fact si tuation s can arise
that cause us to ca ll into qu estion the prima facie just ification of a general
norm, thereby makin g the prev iously unprob lematic genera l norm pre-
sump tively unjustifi ed. Wh ether or not that pres umpti on is correct – and
so, whether or not the prev iously accepted norm is availabl e to be applied
to the new situatio n – is a questi on that can onl y be answered at the level
of just ification . Appl ication discour ses, the n, inevit ably refer back to jus-
tificat ion discourse s. If we the n stylize consti tution writi ng and enactme nt
as a just ification discourse , and constituti onal protec tion as an applic ation
discour se, it seems that the ge neral reflexiv e rec iprocity betwe en justifi-
cati on and applic ation will resu lt in the inevit able transm utatio n of co n-
stitutio nal protec tion into co nstitutio nal elabo ration. 4

2 I mean this in the strong sense that a constitution-protecting organ will play a role in the
positive elaboration of the structure and content of the law. If the following argument is
correct, then, Kelsen’s claim that a constitutional court could, in principle, be restricted
only to a ‘‘negative’’ legislative function of annulling constitutionally problematic statutes
and regulations is false: Kelsen, ‘‘Judicial Review of Legislation.’’

3 Recall my discussion of justification, application, and adjudicative discourses in section B4
of Chapter 7. The dialectic between application and justification discourses is analyzed in
the sympathetic but incisive criticism of Klaus Günther’s discourse theory of norm
application put forward in Peterson, ‘‘A Discourse Theory of Moral Judgment.’’

4 The same point can be made independently of the Habermasian conceptual framework, as
it reflects a general and pervasive problem of moral theory: the relation between general
norms and particular instantiations. Consider, for instance, the debate between moral
universalists and particularists as crystallized in Hegel’s critique of Kantian moral theory
for its empty formalism. The problem also crops up in debates between legal formalists
and legal realists concerning whether legal rules have any semantic content apart from
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Second, protection-elaboration transmutation will ensue simply from
the peculiar semantic characteristics of many constitutional provisions:
they are often written in quite general and abstract language. In contrast
to structural provisions that straightforwardly spell out mechanical gov-
ernmental provisions (electoral rules, eligibility rules for office holders,
and so on), such generality and abstraction seems especially evident in
various rights provisions, including not only fundamental individual
rights but also the various positive duties of the state (duties, that is, that
can be translated into the positive rights of citizens to forms of state
action). Many structural provisions will also be quite general and abstract,
namely, those concerning the precise scope of powers and duties of the
relevant branches of government and, in a federal system, between the
national and regional governments. This semantic character of constitu-
tional provisions is, of course, the starting problem motivating the jur-
isprudential theories of judicial review I’ve canvassed here: those of
Bickel, Choper, Dworkin, Eisgruber, Ely, and Perry. More broadly, one
might say that the veritable outpouring of competing theories of the
proper methodology for constitutional interpretation (and not just in the
American context) should be seen as a response to the inevitability of
the problem of protection-elaboration transmutation, where each theory
attempts to control the deleterious effects of transmutation while chan-
neling it in productive directions, guided by implicit conceptions of the
proper role of judges in the separation of powers and intuitions about
preferred judicial outcomes.

There is, third, another cause of transmutation tied to the practice of
constitutionalism in modern pluralistic democracies. Given the persis-
tence of unavoidable yet nevertheless reasonable disagreement amongst
citizens with respect to ideals, values, and interests,5 actual constitutional
agreements are often achieved through what Cass Sunstein calls the
dual methods of conceptual ascent (generalization and abstraction)
and undertheorized agreement. Undertheorized agreements facilitate
consensus on a textual formula in the absence of consensus on the

their applications to concrete cases; see Hart, The Concept of Law, especially 125–54 and
272–6. Finally, the same problem threatens the standard comparative law distinction
between abstract and concrete modes of constitutional review. For an argument that the
distinction collapses in practice – ‘‘as every architect knows, the abstract and the concrete
are inseparable’’ – see Martin Shapiro and Alec Stone Sweet, ‘‘Abstract Review and Judicial
Law-Making,’’ in On Law, Politics, and Judicialization, ed. Martin Shapiro and Alec Stone
Sweet (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 375.

5 Recall that the problem of reasonable disagreement is central to both Waldron’s and
Michelman’s quite different takes on the legitimacy of constitutional democracy. I hope to
have given some reasons in Chapter 7 to think that the Habermasian strategy for a
procedural conception of deliberative democratic constitutionalism persuasively combines
a recognition of pluralism with an antiskeptical account of constitutional democracy.
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reasons underlying that formula, whereas conceptual ascent facilitates
agreement on text in the absence of agreement about the right answers
in more concrete application contexts.6 These kinds of strategies for
getting the minimal constitutional agreement necessary for the ongoing
democratic processes of discussion and decision will likely be used most
in precisely those situations in which substantive controversies are most
severe.7 General or abstract constitutional provisions will of course give
rise to more elaboration in the process of protection than less general
or abstract ones. Likewise, those charged with authoritatively applying
the results of undertheorized constitutional agreements, will have more
interpretive room – and hence more elaborating effects – in the absence
of accessible and agreed-on reasons underwriting the text of the pro-
vision. Constitutions, then, are susceptible to the transmutation problem
not only because of the semantic characteristics of their provisions, but
also because of the way in which the adoption of those provisions
responds to the reasonable disagreement characteristic of modern value
pluralism.

Although the first three sources of transmutation might be thought to
inhere largely in the formal features of constitutional rules, the next three
might be thought to arise from processes of social change. The fourth
source is simply the ongoing development and elaboration of ordinary
law, legislatively, administratively, and judicially. As the corpus of
ordinary law changes and grows, its potential points of interaction with
constitutional law likewise grow, producing new possibilities for conflict
with higher-order constitutional norms. The potential for such conflicts is
intensified not only through the production of law by legislatures and by
delegated regulatory agencies, but also through responses to those
developments by courts, which not only resolve conflicts but modify
existing laws and establish new doctrinal rules and norms – rules and
norms that will themselves further develop the corpus of ordinary law

6 Conceptual descent – in which agreement is achieved on a quite specific norm without
agreement on general norms or supporting arguments – is also a possibility for dealing
with disagreement, but it is not particularly helpful in the context of drafting constitutional
texts. See Sunstein, Designing Democracy: What Constitutions Do; Sunstein, Legal Reasoning
and Political Conflict; and Sunstein, One Case at a Time: Judicial Minimalism on the Supreme
Court. The general strategy for dealing with reasonable disagreement by achieving
consensus on a determinate set of principles in the absence of agreement on the
underlying reasons supporting those principles is forcefully defended in Rawls’s notion of
an overlapping consensus on political principles of justice: Rawls, Political Liberalism.

7 Sweet’s observation here is thus unsurprising: among the various problems faced by
European constitution drafters after World War II, ‘‘the general problem of determining
the exact content of rights provisions proved to be the most difficult aspect of
constitutional negotiations in all countries,’’ Sweet, Governing with Judges, 39.
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where the doctrine of stare decisis is effective.8 New potentials for
constitutional conflicts in the hierarchy of law will, unsurprisingly,
promote the elaboration of constitutional law.

To understand the fifth source of transmutation, recall my claim in
Chapter 3: constitutions consist not only in the formal written text, and
the elaboration of that text in various authoritative interpretations but
also in those aspects of political institutions, governmental practices, and
shared understandings that are entrenched in the sense of being more
resistant to change than ordinary law: for example, the regnant political
party system or the existing relationship between civilians and the mili-
tary. Such features of a particular nation’s political system should be
thought of as constitutional – they are crucial to the particular functioning
of that state and the use of political power, deeply entrenched, and part of
the general procedures tied up with the legitimacy of lawmaking and
execution – even though they may not be constitutionally specified, and
are often not subject to direct judicial and or constitutional court control.
They are, nevertheless, crucial parts of the overall constitutional system.
Moreover, although they are the products of specific historical invention
and development, such development usually does not occur through the
formal channels of constitutional change: amendment or jurisprudence.
If the constitutional structure is in this way elaborated outside of tradi-
tional modes of development, then whatever body is charged with con-
stitutional protection will have to respond to those changes, and thereby
reflexively solidify the resulting constitutional settlement, with likely
additional elaboration.9

The sixth source of transmutation is simply the general process of
change in the social contexts regulated by law. As this is an oft-repeated
refrain in discussions of the fate of constitutions over time, it need not be

8 Using a method intended to marry analyses of iterated strategic action with those of social
rule systems – such as the law – Alec Stone Sweet has attempted to formalize the features
both of processes of dispute resolution between two parties by independent judges within
an existing rule system, and, of the path-dependent effects of precedent. For the former,
see ibid., 1–30; for the latter Alec Stone Sweet, ‘‘Path Dependence, Precedent, and Judicial
Power,’’ in On Law, Politics, and Judicialization, ed. Martin Shapiro and Alec Stone Sweet
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). In both cases, he argues, the processes will
lead, over time, to increasing degrees of judicial rule-making – and, importantly for him,
to the increasing role of judges in the development of governance structures: what he calls
the ‘‘judicialization of politics.’’

9 A concrete example of such dynamics is the rapid transformation of the United States
electoral system – especially the increased focus on presidential candidates and their
platforms, a newly developed two-party system, and an emerging regime of judicial
review – that occurred from the original constitutional ratification in 1788, to Jefferson’s
‘‘revolution of 1800,’’ and through the apogee of Jackson’s plebiscitary use of the
presidential campaign. The story is intriguingly told in Ackerman, We the People:
Foundations, 67–80.
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belabored. It is perhaps worth noting, however, that the relevant changes
here are not only in the extant set of social arrangements that law is
applied to but also include scholarly and cultural changes that can sys-
tematically change the way law and society relationships are understood.
Take, just as one prominent example, the profound changes wrought in
the modes of both policy analysis and juridical decision once systematic
social scientific data is taken to be relevant to understanding the pre-
dictable effects of various proposed legal regimes on the lives of those
affected by them.10 At any rate, we should expect such general processes
of social change to be another contributing cause of the foreseeable
transmutation from the function of protecting constitutional provisions
into elaborating their content.11

The inevitability of transmutation from the protection of constitutional
provisions into their elaboration means that, in practice, whatever organ
or organs are charged with the function of constitutional review will have
predominant control over the current state of constitutional law com-
pared to the control exercisable by other organs authorized with law-
making powers, even if the former are checked by the latter in various
ways.12 In part, this is a result simply of the more entrenched character of

10 In jurisprudential theory, the American legal realists of the early twentieth century and
the law and economics movement of the late twentieth century sought to systematically
bring social scientific data to bear both on the study of law and on (at least) the future
juridical development of law. In the American context, the use of social science by
constitutional judges has figured especially prominently in high-profile, controversial,
and consequential decisions. Two obvious examples are Brown and Roe.

11 In a fascinating comparative analysis of constitutional amendment practices, Lutz
distinguishes four reasons why a constitution needs to change. ‘‘Every political system
needs to be altered over time as a result of some combination of: (1) changes in the
environment within which the political system operates (including economics, technol-
ogy, and demographics); (2) changes in the value system distributed across the
population; (3) unwanted or unexpected institutional effects; and (4) the cumulative
effect of decisions made by the legislature, executive, and judiciary,’’ Lutz, ‘‘Toward a
Theory of Constitutional Amendment,’’ 242. His first two categories correspond to what I
am here labeling general processes of social change, with his third and fourth roughly
cutting across my fourth and fifth factors: the effects of the development of ordinary law
and changes in the structure of the political system.

12 In his illuminating study on the U.S. history of relations between the Supreme Court and
Congress concerning issues of federalism, in particular the way in which constitutional
jurisprudence can spur and shape debates and decisions taken by the legislature, Pickerill
helpfully articulates a continuum between the supremacy of the Court over Congress and
an equal role for both in constitutional elaboration. He argues for the actuality and
desirability of judicial primacy, which lies between supremacy and equality, that is, ‘‘a
theory of ‘judicial primacy,’ under which the Court has the primary role in constitutional
interpretation, as opposed to a supreme role or (at the other extreme) an equal role. Under
a theory of judicial primacy, the Court’s constitutional interpretations will usually shape
constitutional deliberation in other branches of government, and as such the Court will be
the primary interpreter of the Constitution,’’ Pickerill, Constitutional Deliberation in
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constitutional law vis-à-vis ordinary law. The extent to which constitutional
law is harder to change than other law determines the extent to which
authorized constitutional elaborators will function effectively as veto
players in the process of constitutional change. But the leading role of
authorized constitutional decision makers is also in part because of the
systematic path-dependence of a legal corpus organized as a system of
social governance rules: earlier applications of general rules will have more
effect than later ones simply because they establish precedents for those
later cases, even in the absence of formal rules of stare decisis or ot he r
precedential doctrines. With such formal rules, of course, path-dependence
is intensified. It seems clear, then, that if there is a constitutional court in
a democratic system, it will have qualitatively greater control over the
elaboration of constitutional law than other constitutional actors, both
because of constitutional entrenchment and the court’s own determinative
role with respect to the paths of law.13

He re, how ever, is the ideal -real, norm- fact rub. From the pure nor-
mati ve poin t of view of dem ocrat ic cons titution alism, the pow er of co n-
stitutio nal change inheres onl y in the people the mselves , sp ecially formed
into a cons tituent assemb ly and exercising their co nstituen t power. 14

From the reali stic point of view of actual legal dev elopment over time –
com bined with the imprac ticability of endless co nstituen t assembl ies 15 –
cons titution al elaborati on is a cont inuous proces s going on ind ependen tly

Congress, 9 . See, further, pages 133–53. My argument here is that this primary role is
unavoidable when a constitutional court or the judicial system as a whole has
disproportionate authority over constitutional meanings, and many of my institutional
recommendations are intended, in part, to reduce this primacy.

13 Given the combination of constitutionalism instituted through law, the requirements for
internal legal systematicity and coherence, the path-dependent nature of the develop-
ment of the legal corpus, and the causes of constitutional elaboration adumbrated above,
it would seem that, even in the absence any authorized organ or organs for constitutional
review, we should in fact expect an increasing density of constitutional law controlling the
decisions and actions of ordinary political officials that would restrict their capacities for
effecting legal change through ordinary political means. Such systematic dynamics might
account for the ease with which we accord the honorific of ‘‘constitutional democracy’’ to
political systems, such as that of the United Kingdom; it should also explain some of the
obvious theoretical attractiveness of various accounts of ‘‘unwritten’’ constitutionalism
such as Dicey’s and David Strauss’s – see my discussion in Chapter 3 , Sections 2 and 3.

14 A defense of the notion of the constituent power, and of its intrinsically democratic
character, against skeptical challenges posed by Hannah Arendt and Hans Kelsen can be
found in Andreas Kalyvas, ‘‘Popular Sovereignty, Democracy, and the Constituent
Power,’’ Constellations 12, no. 5 (2005).

15 Even the most republican of civic republican theorists are skeptical about such
possibilities. See, for instance, Rousseau’s skepticism about full citizen assemblies (Book
III, Chapter 15 – though see also Book III, Chapter 12), and his ‘‘solution’’ to the
problem of a people writing their own fundamental laws by way of a ‘‘lawgiver’’ credited
with mythic status and wholly independent of the people constituted as a sovereign
assembly (Book II, Chapter 7 ), Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract.’’
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of the exercise of the people’s constituent power; and even independently
of their ordinary electoral powers. This constituent power cannot inhere
in any ordinary branch of government, as those branches are intended to
be authorized and controlled by constitutional law. One might object here
that, just as the people can delegate various of their ordinary lawmaking
powers to various representative bodies and official agencies, they should
likewise be able to delegate the authority for constitutional elaboration to
some authorized governmental organ. Although there is a glimpse of the
truth in this objection – after all, it would seem that a constitutional court
would have some important additional normative legitimacy to the extent
that it was specifically provided for in a democratically ratified constitu-
tion – I think it should not be oversold. The problem here is that mere
democratic choice of a given decision procedure or authoritative gov-
ernmental body at the level of constitutional creation alone is insufficient
to ensure the democratic operation of that procedure or body at the level
of day-to-day governance. As Waldron clearly puts the point, there is an
important ‘‘distinction between a democratic method of constitutional
choice and the democratic character of the constitution that is chosen.’’16

The same point can be restated in terms of the insufficiency of classical
conceptions of the separation of powers for accounting for the location of
constitutional review. Traditional accounts of the separation of powers
start with the notion of the supremacy of the legislative power that writes
into general, prospective laws various policy choices, policy directives that
the government then executes through administrative agencies and
derivative regulations. The judiciary is then charged with applying those
general and prospective legal norms retrospectively to particular fact
situations – they are, as it were, ‘‘slaves’’ to the statutory and regulatory
codes. Constitutionalism modifies this scheme by establishing a layer of
higher-order legal norms, but its introduction is not supposed to fun-
damentally alter the separation of powers. In particular, there should
still be a clear distinction between politics and law, reproduced on the
constitutional level by the distinction between political powers of con-
stitutional change and legal powers of constitutional enforcement.17

16 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 256. Recall the discussion of this point in the context of
Freeman’s argument for judicial review as a democratically legitimate decision at the level
of constitutional precommitment, Chapter 5, section A4.

17 The general formula of spelling out the separation of powers in terms of a dualistic
distinction between politics and law is intended here, in part, to paper over the difficulties
of saving the tripartite distinction’s separation between legislative and executive functions
in the light of the actual workings of modern constitutional democracies. The clear
separation between legislative and executive powers has been substantially reduced both
by, on the one hand, the significant legislative initiative power wielded by the executive
branch in both presidential and parliamentary systems and, on the other hand, by the
tremendous increase in law-writing performed through regulatory delegation. Reacting
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If, howeve r, any organ with the power of cons titution al revi ew is
intro duced into the system, and if the protec tion- elabor ation dynam ic is
unav oidable , then the au thorized cons titution al revie w organ will be
inel uctabl y involved with the generatio n of ge neral and prospect ive
cons titution al nor ms, and the reby undermi ne the class ical conce ption of
the separat ion of power s. Th us, fr om the poin t of both ideal normativ e
the ory and reali stic legal develo pment, it seems much clearer to
ackn owledge that ‘‘cons titution al cour ts . . .  occ upy their own ‘co nstitu-
tional ’ spa ce, a space neither c learly ‘judi cial’ nor ‘poli tical’.’’ 18 Th is
concl usion fits well with the argum ent I advance d against one of Haber-
mas’s def enses of jud icial review: namel y, that which defende d it as a
simp le ex tension of the jud iciary’ s sp ecialized functio n for han dling
appl ication discour ses. It shou ld be evid ent that this is an updatin g of
class ical sepa ration of powers argum ent s, and that it fails for the same
reas ons: the cent ral analog y of a division of labor betwe en legislatur es and
cour ts simply breaks dow n at the level of the constituti onal co nventio n.
No ordi nary organ of gover nment ca n have a legi timate claim to exer cise
the constituen t power of constitutio nal makin g, bu t constituti on-makin g
will never theless occur in the abs ence of the peopl e’s exer cise of their
cons tituen t power .19

2 . Desi gn P roposals and Asse ssment Values

To summari ze the n, the functio n of co nstitutio nal revi ew is justified by
the need to protect the proced ures that gran t legiti macy to the outcomes
of dem ocracy, and consider ations of poli tical distortion s in dem ocratic
proces ses and the expanded tasks ent ailed by deli berative dem ocratic
cons titution alism rec ommen d that the fun ction be institu tionaliz ed in an
ind ependen t co nstitutio nal court. However , the appa rently inev itable

to the evident empirical weakness of the tripartite distinction, many still insist
(unrealistically, in my view) on at least a dualistic conception of the separation of powers
between the world of politics (dealt with by legislative and executive organs) and the
world of law (dealt with by judicial organs): see Koopmans, Courts and Political Institutions,
245–51.

18 Sweet, Governing with Judges, 34. Perhaps the major target of Sweet’s work (and that of his
frequent co-writer Martin Shapiro) are those theories, whether normative, jurispruden-
tial, or empirical, that in some way or another still presuppose elements of classical
conceptions of the separation of powers.

19 See the discussion in Chapter 7, Section B4. The general conclusion also seems consonant
with the widely felt and widely discussed insufficiency of Hamilton’s argument in Federalist
Paper 78 for judicial review in terms of the separation of powers:Hamilton, Madison, and
Jay, The Federalist with Letters of ‘‘Brutus.’’Most of the criticism of Hamilton’s argument has
been directed not at number 78 however, but the version of it put forward by Marshall in
Marbury v. Madison, and memorably summed up in the phrase: ‘‘It is emphatically the
province and duty of the Judicial Department to say what the law is,’’ 177.
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dynam ic of transm utatio n from the functio n of consti tution al protec tion
to cons titution al elaboratio n ent ails that a consti tutiona l cour t wi ll hav e a
lead role in constitutio nal elabora tion, even if, stri ctly speakin g, that
elabor ation is only legi timately carried out through the consti tuent
pow er of the people. So, the questio n for institu tional des ign is how to
negot iate the tensions betwe en ideal demand s and real cons traints. In
particul ar, it conce rns how to structure extant and prop osed instituti ons,
and the ir interrel ations, in order to maxim ize the possib ilities fo r
deli berative dem ocratic input into and control over the proces ses of
cons titution al elabora tion. After arguin g for ind ependen t, specialized
constitutional courts in Section B of this chapter, I will argue in the next
chapter for four fur ther reforms in institu tional structures , beyond a
constitutional court, that carry out the functions of constitutional
elaboration. The basic intuition behind these suggestions is to multiply
the sites of constitutional elaboration, specifically, to disperse the pro-
cesses of constitutional review both horizontally across the various
branches of national government, and vertically throughout the delib-
erative public sphere by connecting systematically the informal and
more formal public sites of constitutional debate and development.20

Hopefully such dispersal strategies should mitigate the ineliminable
tensions between the ideal and the real, while at the same time
improving actual processes of constitutional decision making by open-
ing them to the diversity of relevant information and reasons available
throughout the polity.

In order to get some theoretical purchase on the cogency of the various
reform proposals, I suggest that they can be assessed on six independent
value scales, each of which specifies one aspect that we would want
institutions of constitutional review to positively support and/or promote.
Ideally, such institutions in a deliberative democracy should (1) ensure
the internal coherence of the system of legal of norms, (2) authoritatively
settle constitutional disagreements and disputes, (3) be structurally
independent of control by mechanisms of electoral accountability, (4) be
sufficiently empowered to intervene in political processes to ensure their
procedural legitimacy, (5) have the correct jurisdictional scope to pro-
mote the procedures of deliberative democratic decision without thereby
injecting substantive content into fundamental law, and (6) be sensitive to
the wide diversity of information and reasons relevant to constitutional
decisions. Let me spell out each in turn, before taking up the question of
the independence of the six assessment values.

20 For clarity’s sake I, once again, oversimplify by ignoring the complexities that might be
introduced through a federalist division of powers between national and regional or other
subnational authorities.
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Syst ematicity – The promot ion of the systemat ic nature of a legal
corpus resp onds to the impor tant value of an intern ally noncon tradictory
system of hierar chically ordered legal norms. Vario us philos ophies of law
will pla ce more or less emphas is on this ideal, and wi ll spell out the
sour ces and desider ata of interna l legal norm coherenc e in diffe rent
way s.21 I take it that it is, at any rate, uncontr oversial that systema ticity is a
regu lative ideal of a legal co rpus: an ideal that regu lates practice through
its normativ ity and yet is not fully reali zable in ac tual practice. Institut ions
of cons titution al revie w shou ld be orien ted toward , at the least , not
under minin g the co herence of the legal systems and , at the most, at
pos itively promo ting increa sing coheren ce over tim e.

Settl ement – Gi ven that cons titution al law is fundame ntal law, insti-
tutio ns resp onsible for co nstitutio nal review shou ld be designed in the
light of the coo rdinative benefits to be gained from settled legal rules and
sen sitive to the fairness impli cations of vari ous ind ividuals’ and social
acto rs’ relia nce interest s with respect to the predi ctability of the legal
system. 22 Alexan der and Schauer provide a clear concept ion of settle-
men t – the autho ritative determ ination of what is to be done in situatio ns
of co nflict – that co nnects it with the general values of coo rdination and
fairn ess that law serves , and with the important role it plays in the co n-
stitutio nal dir ection of the actio ns of offi cials: ‘‘It is as much a functi on of
a constitutio n as of law in genera l to settle authoritat ively wha t ought to be
done , and to coordinat e for the commo n good the self-in terested and
strateg ic behav ior of individual officials. . . .A co nstitution exis t[s] partly
beca use of the value of uniform decisio ns on issues as to whic h peopl e
have div erge nt substanti ve view s and personal agendas. ’’ 23 Although
the re are impor tant connecti ons betwe en legal systemat icity and settle-
ment – both are centered around the notion of constitutionalism as a
specifically legal practice – they are distinct. For although it would surely

21 It may be that my specification of the ideal of legal systematicity is not sufficiently generic
with respect to competing philosophies of the nature of law, particularly since it is quite
close to the central animating concern of Kelsen’s version of legal positivism: see, for
instance Chapters 5 and 6 of Kelsen, Introduction to the Problems of Legal Theory, 55–89. I
intend my formulation, however, to be agnostic with respect to the competing claims
concerning the nature of law. Thus, for instance, both Hart and Fuller endorse the
importance of noncontradiction between legal rules, even as they disagree about whether
such contradictions can be established by the semantic hierarchy of rules alone or
whether recourse to contextual moral, social, or technological factors also will be
necessary: Hart, The Concept of Law, 95.; Fuller, The Morality of Law, 65–70.

22 I draw here on the very clear articulation of the settlement function of law put forward in
Larry Alexander and Frederick Schauer, ‘‘On Extrajudicial Constitutional Interpreta-
tion,’’ Harvard Law Review 110 (1997), though I disagree with their overly strong
conclusions that authoritative settlement is the non plus ultra of constitutional review – see
later.

23 Ibid.: 1376.
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be hard to serve the settlement function through a massively incoherent
complex of legal norms, a fully systematic legal corpus could leave much
legally unsettled, both at the level of individual discretion, and at the
political level.24 A quite effective set of authoritative legal settlement
institutions, alternatively, could produce and maintain a relatively con-
tradictory body of law.25

It should be noted here that the virtues of legal settlement can be
somewhat oversold, especially if they are taken as the only or even the
pre-eminent virtue of a legal system. One might argue along the lines of
Alexander and Schauer, for example, that the central function of the law
is to coordinate individual behaviors in the absence of a preexisting
consensus on values and in the face of recurrent collective action pro-
blems.26 Accordingly, law serves this coordinative function through rules
whose authority, and hence obligatory force, must be independent of the
content of those rules, given ineliminable value and interest conflicts.
Because coordination cannot occur without rules, and the authority of
rules must be content-independent, there is a need for authorized rule
makers and rule interpreters that effectively settle conflicts. Even if such
authoritative settlement gives rise to a substantively suboptimal set of
rules, some set of rules is better than no rules at all. Finally, if we pre-
suppose – as Alexander and Schauer do – entirely strategic behavior on
the part of nonjudicial actors while attributing to judges various forms of
rule-governed behavior based purely on the internal normativity of legal
rules, then it would seem best to ensure absolute deference to the
authoritative interpretations of law put forward by exactly one highest
constitutional court.27

24 Federalist schemes often provide clear examples of the possibility of systematicity in the
absence of uniform political settlements. Furthermore the varieties of processes of social
and legal change will often yield situations where there is no legal settlement on a new
problem, even though the legal corpus is internally coherent.

25 Whether or not it is fully adequate to describe common-law systems, Karl Llewellyn‘s
metaphor of the common law as a ‘‘bramble bush’’ should illustrate the possibility and
frequency of settlement without systematicity.

26 Alexander and Schauer, ‘‘On Extrajudicial Constitutional Interpretation.’’
27 For the remarkably opposed accounts of the explanations of nonjudicial and judicial

official behavior, compare especially ibid.: 1363–68 and 72–76, in which legislators are
taken to act only strategically but judges are thought to bind themselves to the normativity
of juridical reasons, such as precedent and constitutional principles. See, further,
footnote 80 pages 1377–8 for more of the same. Here the kind of symmetry that Waldron
rightly insists on would be most welcome: ‘‘Unlike law professors, [political scientists]
have the good grace to match a cynical model of legislating with an equally cynical model
of appellate and Supreme Court adjudication If legislators are rent seekers, what do
judges maximize? . . . Even if they support judicial review, most political scientists do not
base that support on any asymmetry in the motivations they ascribe to judges and
legislators, respectively,’’ Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 32.
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As a normativ e cons ideration the value of settlemen t is impor tant, but
takin g settlemen t as the preem inent and veri tably exclus ive vir tue of a
legal system 28 is sub ject to the exa ct same types of objecti ons that
Hobbes ’s origi nal argum ents for abs olute mo narchy as the onl y alter-
nativ e to anarch ic war of each against all are subjec t to. As memora bly
summar ized by Rouss eau – ‘‘ Th e des pot, it will be said, gua rantees civil
tranqui lity for his subjec ts. . . .Life is also tranquil in dungeon s; is that
enough to feel well in the m?’’ 29 – the re are two count er-arg uments to
such argum ents. First, the settlement/ peac e argum ents rely on a fals e
dich otomy of instituti onal design options: either abso lute concentrate d
auth ority or anarchy; either auth oritativ e settlemen t or anarch y. 30

Sec ond, it is often the case that the igno red institu tional altern atives to
conce ntrate d autho rity and anarch y are arra ngement s that are responsiv e

28 ‘‘Thus an important – perhaps the important – function of law is its ability to settle
authoritatively what is to be done. That function is performed by all law; but because the
Constitution governs all other law, it is especially important for the matters it covers to be
settled. To the extent that the law is interpreted differently by different interpreters, an
overwhelming probability for many socially important issues, it has failed to perform the
settlement function,’’ Alexander and Schauer, ‘‘On Extrajudicial Constitutional Inter-
pretation,’’ 1377.

29 Rousseau, ‘‘Of the Social Contract,’’ 45, Book I, Chapter 4 .
30 Calling such views ‘‘Protestant,’’ Alexander and Schauer respond to relatively modest

proposals for coordinate powers for constitutional interpretation shared by the three
different branches of national government thusly: ‘‘This ‘Protestant’ view of constitutional
interpretation entails not just parity of interpretive authority among the three branches of
the federal government; it also entails parity of interpretive authority among the
members of each branch; among all officials, state and local as well as federal; and
indeed among all citizens. ‘Protestantism’ in constitutional interpretation – interpretive
anarchy – produces no settled meaning of the Constitution and thus no settlement of what
is to be done with respect to our most important affairs,’’ Alexander and Schauer, ‘‘On
Extrajudicial Constitutional Interpretation,’’ 1378–9. Although it is likely they will not
believe me, I think it unlikely that spreading out decisional authority concerning the
constitution – exactly what my proposals are in part intended to do – inevitably leads,
through a frictionless, nearly vertical slippery slope, to the anarchic specter of fully
individualized and subjectivized constitutional interpretations, to a free-for-all of
lawlessness. Its hard to think, for instance, that this specter of vast constitutional
unsettlement and fully subjectivized interpretive anarchy adequately characterizes the
state of constitutional law in a country such as France, where authoritative settlement of
constitutional issues is distributed across various bodies: a specialized constitutional court,
the supreme administrative court, the legislature, (to a small extent) the supreme
appellate court, and, the developing transnational European Courts of Justice and of
Human Rights. For a clear and concise account of the current French system see Doris
Marie Provine, ‘‘Courts in the Political Process in France,’’ in Courts, Law, and Politics in
Comparative Perspective, ed. Herbert Jacob et al. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1996), especially 181–201; more in-depth treatments in the service of supporting the
thesis of the judicialization of politics are in Alec Stone, The Birth of Judicial Politics in
France: The Constitutional Council in Comparative Perspective (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1992), and Sweet, Governing with Judges.
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precisely to other values and concerns than the single and exclusivistic
value appealed to as the contrast to anarchy. Were constitutional design a
simple problem of optimization over one value, I submit that there would
be little controversy over it. My list of assessment values is intended in
part simply to show that there is more at stake in designing constitutional
review than the value of authoritative and uniform settlement. Given the
empirical dynamics of transmutation that I adumbrated earlier, further-
more, we should not be surprised when, as a matter of fact, actual con-
stitutional court ‘‘settlements’’ turn out to be just the opposite: ‘‘Court
rulings not only rarely ‘settle’ political conflicts; they often serve to
encourage or generate further litigation on public issues. . . .The process
of displacing controversial issues from electoral venues into judicial
forums often ends up catalyzing as much as discouraging political
mobilization around them among various political audiences.’’31

Independence – Hopefully I have said enough in previous chapters to
explain why independence from direct political accountability is impor-
tant for performing constitutional review in democratic representative
systems.32 Let me simply emphasize here that this value ideally requires
not only independence from the formal branches of government whose
officials are more directly politically accountable (legislatures and
administrative agencies) but also from various forms of concentrated
social powers. The latter is required to guard against analogues to what is
often called ‘‘regulatory capture’’ – those situations where the regulatory
agencies intended to set and enforce fair rules for competition in various
sectors of society or the economy in fact become beholden to a subset of
the interests they are supposed to regulate, generating rules and deci-
sions that systematically favor that subset while effectively excluding fair

31 Michael McCann, ‘‘How the Supreme Court Matters in American Politics: New
Institutionalist Perspectives,’’ in The Supreme Court in American Politics: New Institutionalist
Interpretations, ed. Howard Gillman and Cornell Clayton (Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 1999), 72. Sweet perhaps overemphasizes this point about the positively
unsettling character of constitutional review mechanisms in his book (e.g., Sweet,
Governing with Judges, 55, 74, 137–8, 95–96.) only rarely acknowledging that constitu-
tional settlement does occur, effectively taking some issues and policy alternatives off of
the list of possibilities for ordinary politics. In his reflections on precedential structures,
however, he seems to vacillate between the opposing theses that path-dependent
adjudication will, over time, lead to more and to less indeterminacy, that is more and less
settlement. Contrast the summarized claims to increasing indeterminacy at Sweet, ‘‘Path
Dependence, Precedent, and Judicial Power,’’ 113 and 34, with the specific claims to
decreasing indeterminacy at 129–31.

32 Recall my endorsement of the various procedural referees justifications for independent
organs for constitutional review given by Dahl and Ely, and by Habermas in Chapters 2
and 7 respectively. Recall also my answer to the most serious objections to such a
justification in my rejoinders to Waldron’s arguments from the democratic fairness of
bare majoritarianism in Chapter 5.
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consideration of the interests of other affected parties. Extending the
analogy, then, organs of constitutional review should be sufficiently
independent of capture by various forms of social power. It may be that if
the function of constitutional review is carried out by institutions modeled
closely on ordinary courts of law, a particular worry might be the analo-
gous ‘‘capture’’ of constitutional courts by legal elites.33 To the extent that
other modes of constitutional review also are used in a political system,
as I recommend, they, too, may well be subject to analogous forms of
capture.

Empowerment – Whatever institutions are to carry out constitutional
review must be not only politically independent but also sufficiently and
relevantly empowered to be able to intervene in distortions of the
legitimacy conferring democratic procedures. They must have sufficient
capacity to actually intercede in decision making and policy imple-
mentation processes to correct for constitutional failures. Of course,
sufficient power should not turn into overwhelming power, such that
normal channels of democratic decision and implementation are effec-
tively foreclosed. Relatedly, empowerment here must be relevant
empowerment: that is, constitutional review institutions should have the
capacity to control the procedures of democracy that are constitutionally
germane. Unfortunately, I have no convenient formulas or metrics for
evaluating the sufficiency and relevancy of empowerment at a general
level. Much here would seem to turn on the specifics of the proposals, the
way in which they are observed to function over time, and a manifold of
contextual particularities concerning particular legal systems, cultural-
historical variables, institutional peculiarities, and so on. Although the
two assessment values of independence and empowerment are tightly
connected to the institutional location justification for constitutional
review, they are independent values. Consider a powerful constitutional
court filled with political lackeys, or one that was fully depoliticized but
that had no effective capacity to intervene.

33 I’m unsure how far to push this insight, or how dangerous this in fact is. Perhaps some of
my arguments against the seducements of juristic discourse in Chapter 6 could be
reworked in terms of a metaphor of legalistic capture. At any rate, there would only be a
problem if the analogy were fulsome: that is, if in fact legal elites (intentionally or
unintentionally) influenced an independent constitutional court in a way sufficient to
systematically distort the protection of the deliberative democratic procedures that
warrant the legitimacy of political decisions. One way this might happen is if the
threshold for the consideration of constitutional complaints presupposed such high
degrees of legal competence that those with lesser degrees of cultural capital were
effectively shut out of the process. Another might be the associated asymmetric threat
potential of constitutional legal action, given the high price of securing the services of
those with sufficient legal-cultural capital.
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Jurisdiction – Institutions of constitutional review can be assessed,
further, in terms of whether they have the proper jurisdictional scope. In
terms of the theory I have advanced here, this means that they should be
oriented towards ensuring, supporting, and reinforcing deliberative
democratic processes, in the process of reviewing both constitutional and
ordinary law. From the proceduralist perspective, this entails that, ideally,
the work-product of such institutions would be entirely limited to pro-
tecting preestablished constitutional procedures that themselves are the
product of the constituent power of the people – ideally, they would have
no jurisdiction to inject new substantive content into the system of con-
stitutional law through their decisions. Practically, the inevitability of
transmutation would seem to make this impossible. Thus, in practice, the
assessment value of proper jurisdictional scope apparently pushes toward
institutional mechanisms such as multiple sites for constitutional review
that can check one another, and, mechanisms that would reduce the
finality, indefeasibility, or supremacy of any single institution’s decisions.
To put the problem in a slogan, on pain of infinite regress, there seems to
be no way to find an infallible guardian of the jurisdiction of the guar-
dians, yet some form of jurisdictionally restricted constitutional review
appears indissociable from the project of deliberative democratic con-
stitutionalism.

Sensitivity – Together with the assessment value of proper jurisdic-
tion, the value of sensitivity is most closely connected to the deliberative
democratic components of the conception of constitutional review. As a
regulative ideal, it entails that review institutions remain as open as
possible to the relevant reasons, values, and interests of the wide
spectrum of citizens that will be affected by their decisions. Such insti-
tutions must be reasons-responsive, and responsive to the full gamut of
potentially relevant reasons of the whole citizenry. As Michelman rightly
emphasizes, the institutional legitimacy of an organ with significant
powers for determining matters of fundamental law, especially when
those matters are subject to reasonable but persistent disagreement
throughout society, should be tied to its openness and sensitivity to
inputs from the wide, informal public sphere. The institutional struc-
tures of review ‘‘would have to include arrangements for exposing the
empowered basic-law interpreters to the full blast of sundry opinions
and interest-articulations in society, including on a fair basis everyone’s
opinions and articulations of interests.’’34 Institutions of constitutional
review are not themselves immune to the deliberative democratic cri-
terion of legitimacy, spelled out as a regulative ideal by Habermas:
‘‘Only those [laws] may claim legitimacy that can meet with the assent of
all citizens in a discursive process of legislation that in turn has been

34 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 60.
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legally constituted.’’35 Insofar as such institutions assume some of the
people’s constituent power for the coauthorship of the constitutional
laws they are subject to – namely, through the inevitable nonconstituent
elaboration of constitutional law – the legitimacy of such institutions
depends on their degree of openness to and responsiveness to the
people’s constitutionally relevant reasons, values, and interests.

The principal inputs here will be reasons and information germane to
who various different constitutional policy regimes would affect and how
they would be affected, but more reflexive and technical forms of infor-
mation also will be needed: about the foreseeable legal consequences for
the internal coherence and structure of the legal corpus, the likely effects
for reshaping political decision-making structures, the likely impact on
legally structured but nonpolitical domains of social life, and so on. Even
though these latter forms of reflexive input may have an expertocratic
cast, in the end, the various considerations must be internally connected
back to the kinds of reasons that could convince citizens that the option
chosen is acceptable to them on the basis of good arguments. Obviously,
then, this assessment value (like all of the others) is a regulative ideal,
structuring the normative understanding of the practice even if not fully
realizable in actuality.

It seems clear that the six assessment values I have proposed are
independent of one another in the sense that each could be promoted or
demoted by institutional arrangements without the covariance of the
others. Rather than argue systematically for their independence, how-
ever, I hope that consideration of different applicability of the assessment
values to the various proposals will be sufficient to show their non-
covariance. Another way to think about the claim of independence is to
say that the values are in tension with one another. For example, attempts
to fully realize the ideal of systematicity may undermine the value of
settlement, as apparently settled legal issues in one area of law are

35 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 110. I have modified Habermas’s original
formulation by substituting ‘‘laws’’ here, where the original has ‘‘statutes.’’ This prevents
unduly narrowing the democratic legitimacy criterion only to the legislative production of
ordinary statutes. This seems justified to me on the simple grounds that Habermas
repeatedly insists that constitution-writing is itself a process of democratic self-legislation,
and he conceives the project of constitutionalism as an ongoing deliberative democratic
project. As an example: ‘‘The character of constitutional foundings, which often seal the
success of political revolutions, deceptively suggests that norms outside of time and
resistant to historical change are simply ‘stated.’ The technical priority of the constitution
to ordinary laws belongs to the systematic elucidation of the rule of law, but it only means
that the content of constitutional norms is relatively fixed. As we will see, every constitution
is a living project that can endure only as an ongoing interpretation continually carried
forward at all levels of the production of law,’’ Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 129.
See also ibid., 384, 410, and 444, and Habermas, ‘‘Constitutional Democracy: A
Paradoxical Union of Contradictory Principles?’’
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disturbed by the need to overcome potential contradictions or conflicts
with other areas of law. Alternatively, settlement of constitutional issues in
a system of constitutional review diffused throughout the appellate judi-
ciary may lead to a decrease of systematicity. Another example is the
tension between political independence and popular sensitivity. At least if
the only available institutional locations are the three major branches of
national government, placement of the function of constitutional review
seems to involve an unavoidable trade-off between independence and
sensitivity. On the standard supposition that electoral accountability
increases the sensitivity of a branch to the reasons, values, and interests of
the people, as well as to the likely impact of various decisions on them, the
assessment values of sensitivity and independence seem to be directly and
inversely correlated. However, as I hope to suggest with the recommen-
dations for civic constitutional fora, this inverse proportionality is not
inevitable, but can be significantly mitigated. Simply put, the idea is that
by locating some powers for constitutional consideration in the broader,
informal public sphere, there is a possibility of promoting popular sen-
sitivity while simultaneously maintaining independence from potentially
distorted processes of formal political governance in the official public
sphere. Whether such changes would turn out to be realistic or effective, it
seems to me that one of the more exciting elements of the move to
deliberative conceptions of democracy is that, by refusing to model all
political interactions as strategic bargaining situations and by expanding
the conception and location of ‘‘politics’’ beyond the formal organs of
government, deliberative models at least open up the scope of possibi-
lities for productive and innovative institutional design.

The actual effectiveness of the recommendations for meeting their
goals is another, obviously crucial, dimension of assessment for the
various proposals. Effectiveness is, however, a different kind of con-
sideration: it is not a value to be optimized or promoted, and assessed by
reference to the structural characteristics of the institution proposed.
Rather it is an empirical matter concerning whether or not those values
could actually be promoted by the institution proposed, given what we
know about the workings of various legal and political systems. Relevant
evidence then is most likely to come from historical and comparative
studies that attempt to assess the independent impact of various distinct
constitutional arrangements across various extant constitutional democ-
racies (and across nonconstitutional and/or nondemocratic legal and
political systems when probative). This is a relatively nascent but exciting
field of literature, and I refer to it where I have found its findings
particularly pertinent to the institutional proposals I recommend.
Given the volume, specificity, and complexity of the empirical studies,
however, the effectiveness of the proposals made here can’t be defini-
tively established. The proposals should be read, then, as exploratory
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conv ersation opener s, rather than the defin itive co nclusion s of an
overco nfident and overi dealizing poli tical philoso phy.

b. independent constitutional courts in a

concentrated review s ystem

In a sp irit of specula tive ex perimental ism, I now propose five general
types of institu tional reform s that I believ e mo re in c oncert with the spirit
of deli berative dem ocrat ic cons titution alism than many extant arran ge-
men ts. Th e propo sals are intend ed to respond to the evid ent ten sion
betwe en the idea lization s conce rning the peopl e’s cons tituent power for
cons titution al elabor ation and the realities of the dynamic s of actual
cons titution al systems by, in general , both str ucturing broad and
resp onsive co nstitutio nal debate s and deliber ations and disper sing the
auth oritativ e powers for consti tutiona l elabor ation horizo ntally acros s the
bran ches of govern ment and vertically through out the links be tween
the informal and formal publi c spheres . The prop osals are: (1 ) the
establ ishme nt of indep endent constitutio nal cou rts in a concentrate d
system of revie w, ( 2) self-r eview panels in legislatur es and regulatory
age ncies, ( 3) mec hanisms for interbr anch debate and decision al disper sal,
( 4) easing for mal amendabi lity requ ireme nts, and ( 5) establ ishing civic
cons titution al fora. This section focuses on constituti onal co urts; the next
chapter takes up the rem aining fo ur prop osals.

Th e first reform proposal , the n, is to place signific ant power s for
cons titution al revi ew in the hands of an indep endent quasi -judicia l body,
spec ialized in question s of consti tutiona lity, in a legal sys tem wher e such
pow ers are conce ntrate d in such a court, rather than diffused through out
the ordinary judic iary. 36 The model is basically akin to the institu tion
prop osed by Han s Kelsen in the 1920 s and enact ed in the Aus trian

36 As well as general texts that give a comparative overview of national constitutions such as
Robert E. Maddex, Constitutions of the World (Washington, DC: Congressional Quarterly,
Inc., 2001), I have relied on comparative texts – both jurisprudential and political
scientific – that focus more specifically on comparing constitutional courts: Allan R.
Brewer-Carı́as, Judicial Review in Comparative Law (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1989), Mauro Cappelletti, Judicial Review in the Contemporary World (Indianapolis,
IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1971), Louis Favoreu, ‘‘Constitutional Review in Europe,’’ in
Constitutionalism and Rights: The Influence of the United States Constitution Abroad, ed.
Louis Henkin and Albert J. Rosenthal (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990),
Hirschl, Towards Juristocracy, Herbert Jacob et al., Courts, Law, and Politics in Comparative
Perspective (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), Koopmans, Courts and Political
Institutions, Arne Mavcic, A Tabular Presentation of Constitutional/Judicial Review around the
World (concourts.net, March 1 , 2004 [cited December 21, 2004]); available from http://
www.concourts.net/index.html, Sweet, Governing with Judges. Needless to say, any errors or
fallacious judgments that might be encountered in the following are my sole
responsibility. The significant simplifications encountered throughout are a by-product
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Constitution of 1929, and widely adopted with many variations in
European countries after the end of World War II. Such a concentrated or
centralized system can be usefully contrasted to the diffuse or decen-
tralized system developed in the United States, where constitutional
review powers may be exercised by any ordinary court in the course of its
resolution of specific cases.37 Although there are a host of both possible
analytic contrasts and ways of structuring constitutional courts, I focus
here on three aspects as crucial to my proposal: structural independence,
the use of juridical techniques, and specialization in constitutional issues
within a concentrated system. I also will have some comments on ques-
tions of jurisdiction and the various modalities of referral, but these latter
issues seem to me to concern more contextually specific judgments that
could not be adequately made at the level of abstraction employed here.38

of my intention to evaluate various proposals in the light of a normative theory of
deliberative democratic constitutionalism.

37 Brewer-Carı́as, Judicial Review in Comparative Law makes the contrast between diffuse and
centralized systems of constitutional review the central organizing principle of his work,
introducing as a third category various ‘‘mixed’’ systems of review.

38 In the history of debates about how to institutionalize judicial constitutional review –
beginning with Kelsen’s work in the 1920s and intensifying especially in the second half
of the twentieth century, especially with the accelerating adoption of democratic
constitutions – a set of dichotomous contrasts have been employed in the stylization of
the so-called American and European systems, whereby one half of each contrast is
traditionally mapped to one system, the other to the contrasting system: diffuse versus
concentrated systems, a posteriori versus a priori review, concrete versus abstract review,
positive powers of constitutional legislation versus merely negative powers, common-law
style doctrines of stare decisis and precedent versus their absence in civil or Roman law–
style legal systems. Theoretical parsimony recommends such contrasts but, as often as
not, empirical considerations require the analysis to retract much of the claim for the
actual relevance of the contrasts. This latter move is furthered by some of the actual
convergence, over time, noted between the systems (not to mention the existence of
various ‘‘mixed systems’’). The concentrated/diffuse contrast is central to my argument,
and so I will try to develop its import. I also will claim that it is important for a
constitutional court to be able to review legislation both before (a priori) and after (a
posteriori) it is put into effect. (Notably, even in France, where constitutional review is
formally only allowed a priori by the Constitutional Council, the a posteriori use of
constitutional principles by the Council of State has increased, breaking down the neat
dichotomy: see Provine, ‘‘Courts in the Political Process in France,’’ and Sweet, Governing
with Judges.) The distinction between concrete and abstract modalities of review – that
between the review of a legal norm incidental to a concrete ‘‘case or controversy’’
involving at least one affected private litigant, and the review of a legal norm in
‘‘abstraction’’ from any particular court case – is analytically sustainable, even as it is no
longer a distinguishing contrast between the American and the European systems. For
the claim to the importance of abstract review in the United States, see Shapiro and
Sweet, ‘‘Abstract Review and Judicial Law-Making’’; for the corresponding claims about
the existence of concrete review in, say, France where it is not a formally recognized
review modality, see Sweet, Governing with Judges. The distinction nevertheless has, I
think, important implications from the point of view of deliberative democracy, yet I will
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1. Structural Independence

A constitutional court ought to be independent of political accountability
if it is to be able to fairly correct violations of the political procedures that
warrant the legitimacy of the decisional outcomes of democratic pro-
cesses. The crux of such independence is that the constitutional court and
its members are institutionally independent of political accountability.
I should stress here that this does not mean that the court is somehow
wholly apolitical, or that its membership should be determined through
nonpolitical processes. The point, rather is that, once selected to serve on
the court, appointees should not be subject to ongoing political pressures
as they carry out their duties, and the internal administration of the
court should likewise be independent of direct control by politically
accountable officials.

This point can be made clearer by contrasting the basically political
processes of recruitment and selection for members, with the politically-
independent conditions of their retention. In most constitutional
democracies with forms of judicial review, members are drawn not only
from the ranks of jurists, but also from other careers and professions.39

Perhaps more important, the various selection mechanisms adopted all
seem oriented to the recognition that, in practice (even if not in theory),
constitutional court judges are to be selected with an eye toward both their
ideological and their jurisprudential tendencies. Whether structured by
appointment or election mechanisms, selection of members is invariably

not be able to do justice to the complexities of the issue. If the transmutation of provision
protection into provision elaboration is inevitable, then Kelsen’s belief that a distinction
could be institutionally maintained between the merely negative legislative function of a
constitutional court, and more substantive positive legislative contributions seems to have
been mistaken (Sweet, Governing with Judges, argues that the negative/positive legislation
distinction is doomed by the introduction of individual rights provisions into
contemporary constitutions, and by the inevitability of employing balancing and
rationality tests when fundamental rights conflict). Finally, the exclusivistic association
of diffuse systems with common-law legal traditions and concentrated systems with civil
code traditions appears to be – when considering public law and especially constitutional
law – both unnecessary conceptually (see Brewer-Carı́as, Judicial Review in Comparative
Law, 128–31 and 86–8), and increasingly unhelpful empirically (Brewer-Carı́as, Judicial
Review in Comparative Law, Herbert Jacob, ‘‘Introduction,’’ in Courts, Law, and Politics in
Comparative Perspective, ed. Herbert Jacob et al. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996),
3–6, and Koopmans, Courts and Political Institutions, 40).

39 Formal and informal recruitment rules range from having virtually no formal qualifica-
tions stipulated for constitutional court members (as in France), to informal but long-
standing traditions of favoring jurists but not excluding other prominent citizens and
former political officials (as in the United States), to stricter formal rules restricting
membership to well-experienced judges or tenured law professors (as in Italy). A helpful
chart comparing France, Germany, Italy, and Spain on the recruitment to and composition
of the constitutional court can be found at Sweet, Governing with Judges, 49. Details
concerning recruitment and selection can be found in Maddex, Constitutions of the World.
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controlled by diverse organs of the national government, with significant
powers given not only to the ruling majority or coalition but also to various
minority players in the national government. These various forms of
recruitment and selection are, as it were, institutional responses to the fact
that constitutional courts play a crucial role in a fundamentally political
task: the further elaboration of constitutional law. Obviously, their deci-
sions will be highly consequential not only for the future of constitutional
law but also for the possibilities and limitations of future ordinary legis-
lation, regulation and administration, ordinary adjudication, and the
overall structures and dynamics of politics itself.

Hence the role of politics in the recruitment and selection of con-
stitutional court members is a response to the democratic demand for
sensitivity in the elaboration of constitutional law. Consider, for instance,
Perry’s argument that term rather than life appointments would make the
U.S. Supreme Court more accountable to the electorate through more
frequent judicial appointments. For if ‘‘ ‘We the people’ now living, who,
after all, unlike our dead political ancestors, are supposed to be politically
sovereign,’’ and constitutional specification involves elaboration of the
constitution, then the principle of democratic sovereignty pushes towards
reducing potential lag-times between changes in considered public opi-
nion and in the opinions of constitutional court judges.40 Agreeing that
term appointments would reduce the problem of ‘‘drift’’ between a con-
stitutional court and the political branches, Ferejohn also argues that
consensus-oriented political appointments mechanisms (for instance,
supermajority rules) should result in the selection of more moderate
judges, both in terms of their jurisprudence and their underlying political
values and ideology.41

Yet for all of their broadly political impact, the members of effective
constitutional courts should not be dependent on the political branches
once in office and carrying out the duties of constitutional review. This
rules out forms of electoral or political branch control such as standing for
reelection or subjection to recall mechanisms, once in office. It also
requires significant guaranteed funding for such a court to carry on its on
administrative duties independently of political control. Finally, court
membership should not be seen as a stepping stone to elected or other
high political offices after the end of a term, although it seems there is no
felt need to formalize such requirements.42

40 Perry, The Constitution in the Courts: Law or Politics?, 196.
41 John Ferejohn, ‘‘Constitutional Review in the Global Context,’’New York University Journal

of Legislation and Public Policy 6 (2002–2003), John Ferejohn, ‘‘Judicializing Politics,
Politicizing Law,’’ Hoover Digest (2003).

42 This worry about postterm expectations and incentives seems to have contributed to
Hamilton’s insistence that federal judges must have life, rather than term, appointments
in order to be sufficiently independent, in Federalist No. 78. Note also that he recognized
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2. The Use of Juridical Techniques

If the argument that a constitutional court must be politically independent
hangs on the structural role it is to play in policing the procedures of
constitutional democracy, the argument that it be a court, or at least
employ quasi-juridical methods, stems from the basic deliberative
democratic insistence on reasons-responsiveness.43 On the most funda-
mental concerns that structure the practice of democratic self-rule
through the medium of law, deliberative democracy insists that reasons
and arguments are to play the central and decisive role in decision
making. Here it seems that judicial methods of decision making are
preferred because they forefront careful consideration of the competing
claims and supporting arguments put forward, insist on consistent
applications of norms and principles invoked in one area to other areas
(where appropriate), are sensitive to analogies and disanalogies and the
relevancy criteria that govern such, develop systematic rules and princi-
ples that carry over from one set of decisions to another, are (usually)
compelled to produce and publicize the reasons and arguments that
support their decisions rather than just announcing the decisions, and so
on. Recalling the criteria I laid out for an adequate theory of constitu-
tional review at the end of Chapter 7, it is important to remember that the
function involves more than simply deciding – more than authoritatively
settling norm conflicts and intervening in defective political processes.
Decisions must be based on specific forms of reasoned considerations:
unpacking of the syndrome of justifying reasons supporting legal norms,
attending to the diversity and relative importance of the different types of
reasons required, subjecting those different types of reasons to various
appropriate tests of rationality or reasonableness, all within the ambit of
an ideally coherent hierarchical system of legal rules, norms, and prin-
ciples. It should be added here that courts, although not unique in their
use of precedential reasoning, have developed well-understood techni-
ques for increasing the rationality of decisional outcomes over time in the
context of complex rule systems by reference to a developing set of sec-
ond-order doctrines for the interpretation and application of first-order
norms.44 It would seem then, that even if not composed entirely of judges

the need for monetary independence –‘‘Next to permanency in office, nothing can
contribute more to the independence of the judges than a fixed provision for their
support,’’ Hamilton, Madison, and Jay, The Federalist with Letters of ‘‘Brutus,’’ Number 79,
384. To be independent, a court – as a modern bureaucracy – also will need internal
administrative independence.

43 See Chapter 3, Section A.
44 One might object here that I have, by invoking the virtues of precedentialism,

unreasonably favored a common-law style of constitutional review, where that may be
inappropriate (as in civil law systems) or undesired (for instance, from a theory that
understands constitutionalism as the practice of rigidly specifying, from the outset and
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and lawyers, an independent constitutional review organ should be
established as a quasi-judicial body and may be well-served by the use of
juristic techniques.

One might expect Jeremy Waldron to explode at this point. After all,
he would argue, why portray legislators as incapable of being reasons-
responsive? They strenuously and openly debate and deliberate about
how to structure and shape the law, their deliberations are formalized and
shaped by rules that encourage the give and take of good-faith reasoning
amongst large, diverse, and representative assemblies, and they – just like
constitutional court judges – ultimately make their final decisions by the
simple mechanisms of majoritarian voting. Finally, if one is inclined to be
cynical of legislative argument as a mere cover for some less reputable
modes of decision making, then the principle of theoretical parsimony
gives one no reasons not to extend the same cynicism to judicial
motivations and behavior.45

The proper answer to this objection begins by conceding both the
point about attributive parsimony and that about the dignity of legis-
lation – after all, without at least some degree of noncynicism about the
role of reason in politics generally, there would be little point of pur-
suing the normative project of deliberative democratic constitutionalism.
It is important, next, to recall at what point in the overall argument the
question about judicial versus other forms of decision-making comes in.
The point here is not to hang the justification for an independent
constitutional court on the peculiarities of judicial reason.46 Rather,
having already justified the need for an independent organ or organs
that is to protect the constitutional processes that make legitimate
democracy possible, the question of whether judicial or quasi-judicial

for the future, certain bright-line formal rules that could limit all exercises of power,
see Scalia, ‘‘Common-Law Courts in a Civil-Law System: The Role of United States
Federal Courts in Interpreting the Constitution and the Laws.’’) In answer to the
objection, I defer to the empirical scholars: ‘‘Even in civil law cultures where stare decisis is
not formally acknowledged, constitutional law almost invariably becomes case law
employing precedential reasoning even when the court’s opinions do not formally
announce such reasoning,’’ Martin Shapiro, ‘‘The Success of Judicial Review and
Democracy,’’ in On Law, Politics, and Judicialization, ed. Martin Shapiro and Alec Stone
Sweet (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 168. To this I would only add the
observation that precedential techniques are employed in most kinds of bureaucratic
organizations, once their internal rule systems have become sufficiently complex and
have been in use for extended periods of time, simply because such precedential
techniques both greatly decrease the decision costs of information gathering and reduce
decisional uncertainty concerning concrete applications of the rules.

45 See generally Waldron, Law and Disagreement, and Waldron, The Dignity of Legislation.
46 One way of understanding many of my arguments against various justifications for

judicial review throughout this book – see, for instance, Chapters 2, 4, 6, and 7 – is as
critical objections to the notion that heightened judicial competence vis-à-vis other
political actors could in fact underwrite judicial review.
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reasons-responsiveness is to be desired comes in once we are trying to
consider how the decision making of that body is to be structured.
Should it be allowed to decide through simple majority vote, or does
this inappropriately import a concern for representative fairness into an
institution whose members shouldn’t reasonably be thought to represent
various sectors or populations or interests in society? Would it be better
for the institution to seek consensus in its decisions rather than
extending ideological polarization into constitutional review by means
of majoritarian decisions backed up with the publication of the full
panoply of possible dissents?47 The key point in deciding such issues is
that we want whatever mechanisms adopted to be sensitive to the
internal normativity of a legal system of rules, and responsive to the
substantive normative content of the system of constitutional principles
that a people has given itself over time. Surely there are alternative ways
for doing this, but juridical methods – attention to argumentative force,
capacity for dealing with a variety of different types of reasons, attention
to precedential norms and principles, capable of adhering to the
demands of the rule of law including the internal systematicity of
the legal corpus, and so on – seem to be particularly appropriate to the
function of constitutional review. The question then could be turned
back against the Waldron objection: shorn of pressures for reelection
and the demand for societal representativeness, and no longer subject
to simple majoritarian decision rules, wouldn’t the ‘‘dignity of legisla-
tion’’ look an awful lot like the ‘‘majesty of jurisprudence’’?

There is, however, a different objection that might be made to the
recommendation of a constitutional court, one motivated by worries about
the increasing effects of the so-called judicialization of politics. There are
divergent understandings of this phenomena, and overall assessments of
both its actual extent and the degree to which democratic theorists should
worry about it vary considerably.48 For my purposes here, I adopt Sweet’s
rather clear definition: ‘‘By judicialization, I mean (a) the production,
by constitutional judges, of a formal normative discourse that serves
to clarify, on an on-going basis, the constitutional rules governing
the exercise of legislative power, and (b) the reception of these rules, and of
the terms of this discourse, by legislators.’’49 Although he is intent on

47 John Ferejohn and Pasquale Pasquino, ‘‘Constitutional Adjudication: Lessons from
Europe,’’ Texas Law Review 82 (2004).

48 An influential collection of papers developing the specific themes of judicialization is
Neal Tate and Thorsten Vallinder, eds., The Global Expansion of Judicial Power (New York:
New York University Press, 1995). Hirschl, Towards Juristocracy is an important empirical
study of the phenomenon in Canada, Israel, New Zealand, and South Africa. Support for
the thesis is drawn from both theoretical considerations and empirical cases studies in
four European constitutional democracies in Sweet, Governing with Judges.

49 Sweet, Governing with Judges, 195.
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showing that traditional continental notions of the separation of powers
and the supremacy of legislation have been rendered obsolete through
judicial control of traditional political lawmakers (both in legislatures and
regulatory agencies) – that is, on showing the effect of the dynamics col-
lected under heading (a) – it is really the phenomenon indicated in clause
(b) that appears to rankle. The worry seems to be that, to the extent that
lawmakers are put under the control of judicially interpreted and elabo-
rated constitutional provisions, ordinary political law-makers increasingly
adopt the discourse, modes of reasoning, and conceptual structures ela-
borated by constitutional courts. I certainly cannot do justice to the welter
of issues raised by this facet of judicialization. Granting that it is an
observable phenomenon tightly tied to the judicial practice of constitu-
tional review,50 the question here is whether the use of a quasi-judicial body
for constitutional review is recommended over other approaches. On the
one hand, to the extent that judicialization can be seen as a way in which
politically accountable officials are given strong incentives to take seriously
the constitutional aspects of their actions and decisions, the phenomenon
is, rather than worrisome, to be applauded. On the other hand, to the
extent that free and open discussion and debate about the substantive
principles and values enshrined in constitutional law is distorted by its
juristic packaging – as I suggested in Chapter 6 is often evident in the U.S.
context – then judicialization is a worrisome phenomenon. There may then
be both beneficial and deleterious consequences of having a quasi-juridical
independent organ of constitutional review. Let me note here, however,
that to the extent that processes of constitutional review are dispersed, we
should expect a mitigation of the juristic constraining of constitutional
discussion, as reasons and arguments are introduced from other quarters
and perspectives. That is, the worry about judicialization is increased to the
extent that an independent constitutional court is taken not only as the
preeminent determiner of the meaning and content of constitutional law
but also its single, final, and authoritative source.

3. Specialization in a Concentrated Review System

Not only should the body be an independent constitutional court, but it
should be specialized only in the function of constitutional review and be
the exclusive court responsible for deciding constitutional complaints.

50 Employing quite a different methodology than Sweet, Pickerill, Constitutional Deliberation
in Congress, suggests a similar conclusion in the United States context: the threat of
judicial review by the Supreme Court and its actual exercise both provoke and promote
constitutional deliberation and debate in Congress, and this debate is significantly shaped
by the judiciary’s discourse and framing of the issues.
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This arrangement is motivated, first, by the peculiar position of a
constitutional reviewer in terms of its leading role in the development
of constitutional law, a development ideally only exercised through the
constituent power of the people themselves. Distributing the power of
constitutional review throughout the ordinary court system obscures
the peculiarity that, strictly speaking, this power belongs to none of
the ordinary branches of government. Second, the inevitability of the
development of constitutional law outside of formal exercises of the
people’s constituent power suggests that the necessary internal systema-
ticity of the legal corpus could be promoted through the existence of a
centralized quasi-judicial organ responsible for the coherence of a mul-
titiered legal hierarchy. Third, separating the function of constitutional
review from the duties of a supreme court at the apex of the ordinary
appellate judiciary should reduce confusions about what it is the con-
stitutional court does and what it is that ordinary judicial organs do. This
would improve the conditions for processes of democratic deliberation
and debate about constitutional issues, as there would be less confusion
between constitutional issues and the technical legalisms they often come
wrapped within in diffuse systems of constitutional review.51 A specialized
constitutional court in a centralized system could not pick and choose
between constitutional principles and various juridical principles per-
taining to appellate justiciability in grounding its decisions. By the same
token, ordinary courts could not announce new or substantively elabo-
rated principles of constitutional law in order to decide individual cases
and controversies. They would be limited to those which were already
established by the extant system of higher-law elaboration.52

One might object here that, in practice, the distinction between con-
centrated and diffuse systems, between the ‘‘European’’ and ‘‘American’’

51 Recall the discussions of the four examples of areas of United States constitutional
jurisprudence in Chapter 6. Although it appeared that the Supreme Court’s decisions
managed to break free of juristic distortions in the case of some rights to individual
liberty (physician-assisted suicide and sexual activities), the central moral-political issues
raised by constitutional conflicts in three other areas (religious freedom, criminal
punishment, and electoral redistricting) were systematically distorted by confusing those
issues with technical juristic considerations arising from the intertwining of constitutional
and appellate review functions.

52 One might worry here about what ordinary courts are to do when, in the light of a new
fact situation presented in a concrete case, they are faced with a hitherto unnoticed
conflict between constitutional norms with prima facie equal hierarchical status. The
standard solution is to employ a mechanism whereby ordinary courts can submit
constitutional controversies to the constitutional court. I return to this later in the
consideration of concrete referral modalities. At this point, it is important to notice that
such a mode of referral does not entail that a formally concentrated systems of review
suddenly becomes diffuse, as the ordinary court does not have the authority to further
elaborate constitutional law through the resolution of constitutional conflicts.
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sys tems, is breaking down. Th ere are at least two fo rms of this objection :
one comi ng fro m developm enta l cons iderations from the U.S . pers pec-
tive, the othe r fro m the Eur opean cons iderations . From the for mer,
one might contend that the Supr eme Court of the United States has,
de facto , be come a court speci alized in cons titution al juri sprudence .53

Koop mans, for instance, claims that the Supreme Court is muc h like a
spe cialized court since its discretion ary cont rol over its own docket has
allo wed it to focus increa singly only on cons titution al ma tters, leavi ng the
busi ness of ordinary appellat e revi ew to the rest of the federal appellat e
sys tem. 54 Althoug h there is some truth to this as a m itigation of the
star kness of the contras t, it avoids at least two impor tant disan alogies.
Fir st, as a matter of fact, the Cour t onl y exer cises judicial review – in the
stro ng sen se of chec king fed eral statut es for the ir co nstitutio nality – in a
relati vely smal l percentage of ca ses a year. Even when the Cour t’s co n-
sidera tion of local and state laws is add ed to the mix, the degree of
cons titution al nullificatio n appears to be aroun d 10 percen t or less of
the ir yearl y decision s.55

So the Supreme Court may be more speci alized in c onstitutio nal
ma tters than othe r fed eral co urts, bu t it is cer tainly not one whose docket
is largely dedica ted to co nstitutional review. Second, and perh aps mo re
impor tant, even when the Court is deal ing with constituti onal issues,
the re is still a basic confusi on of roles in its treatmen t of the m. As I argued

53 Already in 1971, Cappelletti noted the trend of the United States Supreme Court toward
becoming increasingly specialized in constitutional questions: Cappelletti, Judicial Review
in the Contemporary World, 67.

54 Koopmans, Courts and Political Institutions , 35–36 and 63.
55 My numbers concerning the Supreme Court are arrived at in the following manner.

Baum, The Supreme Court, 105, states that ‘‘between the mid-1980s and the late 1990s, the
number of decisions with full, signed opinions dropped from 140 per term to 80. Since
then the Court has maintained these lower caseloads.’’ In the thirteen years from 1990
through 2002, thirty-four federal statutes were held unconstitutional (historical chart on
page 170), and seventy-three state laws and local ordinances were held unconstitutional
(historical chart on page 173), for a total of 107 nullifications, or an average of 8 .23 per
year. If the Court’s decision rate dropped suddenly in 1990, which seems unlikely, then
the percentage of constitutional nullifications would be just above 10 percent. One might
think that a better measure of the Court’s constitutional specialization is the percentage of
their cases where there is a constitutional issue present, which for the 2001 term was 51
percent (chart on page 163 ). Yet even ordinary courts in a concentrated system will
regularly hear cases where a constitutional issue is present, since constitutional law is a
part of the law that courts must apply to ordinary cases. A relevant measure of
specialization cannot be then simply that a constitutional issue was present; it would have
to be something like a measure of the percentage of cases where a court not only
considered and decided on the basis of constitutional considerations, but where that
decision positively elaborated the system of constitutional law. Given the difficulty of
gauging this – especially once one considers that a judgment of elaboration will in part
turn on the observer’s jurisprudential and evaluative predispositions – it is not surprising
that such measures are hard to find. See also footnote 39 of Chapter 1.
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in Chapter 6, this creates problems not only for the clarity of constitu-
tional jurisprudence itself – as the relevant constitutional issues are sys-
tematically distorted by their consistent entanglement with the technical
legal principles designed for the management of appellate adjudication –
but also for the broader public sphere generally. Crucial constitutional
decisions are routinely shrouded in technicalia of adjudicative doctrine
which is impenetrable by the legal laity, and nonconstitutional but
nevertheless controversial decisions are understood as invading the jur-
isdiction of democratic constitutional elaboration on the misplaced
assumption that the Court’s work product is almost exclusively constitu-
tional. There are, then, clear benefits from the point of view of a delib-
erative democratic consideration of constitutional fundamentals to having
the work and results of a constitutional court clearly separated from that
of the ordinary appellate systems.

The distinction between concentrated and diffuse systems might seem
to break down when considered from the perspective of the existing
‘‘European’’ systems. Captured in the phrase ‘‘the constitutionalization
of the legal order,’’ Sweet identifies the phenomenon as ‘‘the process
through which (1) constitutional norms come to constitute a source of
law, capable of being invoked by litigators and applied by ordinary
judges to resolve legal disputes, and (2) the techniques of constitutional
decision-making become an important mode of argumentation and
decision-making in the [ordinary] judicial system.’’56 To the extent that
‘‘constitutionalization’’ has occurred in concentrated systems, the dis-
tinction between the methods, work-product, and jurisdiction of spe-
cialized constitutional and ordinary courts has gradually diminished.
Although this trend might mitigate the starkness of the contrast between
constitutional courts and the ordinary judiciary, it does not mean that
the distinction has no practical differences or has broken down alto-
gether. Furthermore, as Sweet himself demonstrates, rates of con-
stitutionalization are themselves sensitive to the particular structure and
jurisdiction of the system of constitutional review: ‘‘Cross-national dif-
ferences in the scope, pace, and intensity of constitutionalization appear
to be closely tied to the existence, or non-existence, of particular modes
of review.’’57

More important here, however, is the evaluative question: is con-
stitutionalization a process that deliberative democratic constitutionalism

56 Sweet, Governing with Judges, 114. See especially 114–26 for discussion.
57 Ibid., 116. In particular, Sweet links accelerated and intensified processes of

constitutionalization to those systems – extant in Germany and Spain – where the
constitutional court employs both abstract and concrete modes of review (discussed later),
and where concrete review referrals can be made both by ordinary courts, and by
individual litigants (as well as by a constitutional ombudsperson in Spain).
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should be worried about?58 From the normative perspective adopted
here, the changes seem, at least prima facie, to be beneficial rather than
deleterious. For what Sweet describes as constitutionalization is, at least in
part, a process of bringing coherence to the system of law by unifying
disparate areas of law and various distinct codes under the constitution:
‘‘constitutional law unifies these domains into a more or less coherent legal
order.’’59 On the normative assumptions that a constitution structures the
processes of deliberative democratic self-government, and that those
processes themselves must carry the weight of legitimation for those
subject to law, the requirement that disparate areas of the law must respect
constitutional law is not something to be bemoaned – quite the contrary. If
there is a normative worry here, one caused by the constitutional uni-
fication and structuring of ordinary legal processes, it would have to
concern the extent to which ordinary adjudicative dispute resolution
involves the elaboration of constitutional law, and simultaneously dis-
places or forecloses the possibility of nonjuridical elaborations of con-
stitutional law. And here, Sweet’s empirical work gives us a fair amount of
evidence that this is not in fact the case; what we witness instead is a
complex interplay between various actors across the spectrum of formal
and informal public spheres who, through reflexive and mutually rein-
forcing processes, build up the internal complexity of constitutional law
over time through participatory, more or less, ‘‘political’’ processes.60

58 Here Sweet’s work is not as helpful, nor is its evaluative rhetoric particularly clear. For
although throughout his treatment of constitutionalization he employs a somewhat
alarmist tone about the radicality of these changes, the tone is directed at (unnamed)
jurisprudential theories that remain tied to traditional notions of a cognizable and legally
effective distinction between the work of constitutional courts and ordinary courts, and
especially to traditional conceptions of the separation of powers that stress the supremacy
of the statute over other forms and sources of law and, as a corollary, tend to conceive of
ordinary adjudication as a relatively mechanical and formal process through which the
judge is subservient to statutory code. His critical animus, then, is directed at empirical
and theoretical models of actual judicial practices; it is not evaluative in the sense I’m
interested here – or at least is not intended to be so. Rather, his critical targets are those
jurisprudential theories and general conceptions of distinct governmental functions that
do not yet acknowledge the substantial changes in the paradigm of law and governance
that accompany a constitutional structuring of the legal code.

59 Sweet, Governing with Judges, 115.
60 Using ‘‘legitimacy’’ in the sense of social acceptance, Sweet argues in general that ‘‘the

legitimacy of constitutional review is a product of the participatory nature of
constitutional adjudication,’’ ibid. In particular, he claims that ‘‘Realists argue that the
constitutional law is developed within interpretive communities, comprised not only of
constitutional judges, but also of legislators, administrators, ordinary judges, scholars,
and the interested public. The monopoly of the constitutional judge, presumed by the
Kelsenians, is therefore rejected. The perspective is broadly congruent with my own, to
the extent that realists see the building of the constitutional law as a participatory process,
involving a wide range of actors, public and private,’’ 132.
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In summary, the distinction between concentrated and diffuse systems of
constitutional review is neither rendered irrelevant by the practice of the
Supreme Court of the United States nor vitiated by the fact that con-
stitutional principles become important in other branches of government
than the constitutional courts in concentrated systems. Hence the nor-
mative advantages of a concentrated system should not be dismissed.

4. Jurisdiction and Referral Modalities

If there is to be an independent constitutional court with exclusive powers
for constitutional elaboration in a concentrated system of review, what
kinds of constitutional issues should it adjudicate? This simple question
raises quite difficult problems, precisely at that point of interface between
the ideal and the real. On the one hand, the normative political theoretic
answer to the question appears simple: the constitution is the funda-
mental law that makes possible legitimate democracy, and if a constitu-
tional court is justified in such a system, then there should be no areas of
constitutional law in principle off limits to a constitutional court. On the
other hand, although barred ideally from constitutional elaboration, such
elaboration appears inevitable, and so a constitutional court will encroach
on the constituent power of the people in any jurisdictional area in which
it is authorized to intervene. Furthermore, the complexities of the
interactions between various actors and institutions, and the contextual
particularities of their developmental tendencies make generalizations in
this area particularly problematic.

The particular proceduralist conception of deliberative democratic
constitutionalism developed here suggests that there are five or six core
jurisdictional areas in which a constitutional court should (ideally) play
the role of a protector of legitimacy-guaranteeing constitutional rules. It
should be able to review, first, statutes passed by the national legislature,
second, other legal norms such as regulations or directives issuing from
agencies with properly delegated powers, and, if the nation has a feder-
alist system, third, any subnational constitutions, statutes, and regulations
passed by subnational authorities. These three forms of review follow
directly from the notion of a constitution as structurally higher law
regulating the production and content of all other law; in all cases, the
court’s jurisdiction is limited to the constitutionality of legal norms.
Fourth, constitutionally protected fundamental right guarantees –
including those to both private and public autonomy – are required for
the outcomes of democratic decisional procedures between free and equal
political consociates to be legitimate. Because they constitute part of the
demanding conditions required for citizens to understand themselves
simultaneously as the authors and subjects of legal norms, a constitutional
court ought to have the ability to protect against their violations. Fifth, as
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part of the co nstitutio nal structur e is the div ision of powers be tween
vari ous branch es, au thorities, and agencies in govern men t, a co urt would
ideal ly have juri sdiction over poli cing boundar y dispute s betwe en offi cial
age ncies accordi ng to establ ished constituti onal norm s. Sixth , a co n-
stitutio nal cour t ought to have some signifi cant capacities for policing the
rules of the democrat ic proces s narr owly construed : that is, rules co n-
cer ning votin g qu alificatio ns, districtin g, elect oral requ irements , party
for mation, campa ign finan cing, referend a rules, and so on. Af ter all, it is
this ‘‘parti cipation-or iented, repre sentation- reinforci ng appro ach to
jud icial review’’ 61 that gets the struc tural ind ependen ce justificati on for a
cons titution al co urt going in the first place. Although this is an ex tensive
juri sdiction, it is importan t to remember wha t it leav es out, namel y,
cont rol over: the intern al c oherence of the decision s and doct rinal
devel opm ents of diverse branch es of the ord inary judic iaries and of the
subco nstitutio nal legal co rpus (the court is not the apex of the ordinary
appel late system) , review of the specific actions of officials for cons istency
with ordi nary law and clearl y established cons titution al law, and, revi ew of
any subn ational legal sys tems for intern al co herence and of offi cial
acti ons taken accordin g to the m.

So m uch for ideal the ory. Hist orical ly and emp irically sen sitive
acc ounts of the actual working s of co nstitutional review in ma ny dif-
fer ent legal contexts will surely be able to show probl ematic uses by
cons titution al courts of these and othe r forms of juri sdictiona l au thority.
Furth ermore , in each area, one ca n predi ct si gnificant co nflicts be tween
a robust practice of consti tution al revi ew and politi cal actors of vari ous
kin ds. Th is is especi ally true in the two latter categ ories of poli cing
poli tical bou ndar ies between branch es and protec ting the integri ty of
poli tical processes – even if the se functions appear fro m the ideal point
of view to be the core of the co urt’s jurisd iction. 62 Such potent ially
explo sive conflicts risk underm ining the social ac ceptanc e of the co n-
stitutio nal cour t, no ma tter what its ideal legitimacy cons ists in. Given
the co ntextual parti cularities involve d in pred icting wh en, where, and

61 Ely, Democracy and Distrust, 87.
62 From the proceduralist perspective adopted here, constitutional review as carried out in

the French and U.S. systems are particularly deficient. The French Constitutional Council
has no discernible powers for policing political process violations. The Supreme Court of
the United States, although in theory having just as much legitimate authority here as in
other areas of judicial review (that is, whether one thinks the practice is legally valid or
not), has developed a series of judicial doctrines intended to limit its treatment of political
process violations, with the lead doctrine being that of ‘‘nonjusticiable political
questions.’’ See Chapter 6 , Section B2 for more discussion. It is somewhat remarkable
that a Court that takes so much time in considering its own tenuous role and location
within a general scheme for a ‘‘republican form of government’’ is unwilling to enforce
any concrete requirements concerning that republican form of government.

Design Problems and Judicial Review 287



how such potential breakdowns of bare social and political acceptance of
constitutional court jurisdiction might occur, not much can be said at
a general level. Recommendations, rather, would have to be tailored
to the specific history, political structures, social conditions, and legal
systems of individual nation-states.

The second area of institutional design in which there are few possi-
bilities for convincing generalization concerns the various ways that issues
may be brought before such a court. There are at least three separate
issues about referral modalities: whether review is possible only before
(a priori) or also after (a posteriori) a normal legal rule has been adopted by
political authorities, abstract versus concrete review, and who has the
authority to refer issues to the court. The French system that derived
historically from an insistence on the superiority of the statute, allows the
Constitutional Council only to check the constitutionality of a proposed
law before it is promulgated epitomizes a priori review. If a bill is referred
to the court, and the court finds it constitutional, then it not only goes into
effect, but it is also immune from subsequent review. In effect, the court
acts like a third legislative chamber giving a final reading to a bill, albeit a
chamber that is independent of direct political control.63 The dis-
advantage of such a system is clear: in those situations in which empiri-
cally ungrounded predictions about the likely effects and consequences of
the statute turn out to be wrong – in particular when the statute’s actual
effects come into unforeseen conflict with extant constitutional norms –
there is no formal provision for controlling it once promulgated. Such
considerations incline toward granting a constitutional court a posteriori
review powers, as well as priori powers. Although the former can reduce
error costs, the latter should not be denied, particularly where we can
expect that a priori review will not only improve legislative deliberations
but also lessen possible tensions between a constitutional court and
politically accountable officials.

European Kelsen-style constitutional courts are often associated with
abstract review processes, whereas American-style diffuse review systems
are associated with concrete review. Concrete review of the con-
stitutionality of a legal norm is carried out incidental to a specific judicial
case or controversy between affected parties; abstract review involves the
consideration of the constitutionality of a legal norm in the absence of a
concrete case or controversy. With abstract review, the issue is brought

63 ‘‘Constitutional courts ought to be conceptualized as specialized third legislative
chambers, specialized because their legislative powers are meaningfully restricted to
decisions on constitutionality,’’ Alec Stone Sweet, ‘‘Constitutional Politics in France and
Germany,’’ in On Law, Politics, and Judicialization, ed. Martin Shapiro and Alec Stone Sweet
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 201. Originally published in 1994 as
‘‘Judging Socialist Reform: The Politics of Coordinate Construction in France and
Germany,’’ Comparative Political Studies, 26 (194), 443ff.
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before a constitutional court by various government officials (usually but
not exclusively by legislators) through formalized referral mechanisms.64

Although the empirical sustainability of strict distinctions and exclusivistic
associations is (once again) subject to serious empirical doubts,65 the issue
is also somewhat sticky from a normative point of view. In general, I find
the limitation to abstract review to be preferable from the point of view of
deliberative democracy. The overtly political mechanisms by which
abstract review is initiated manifest, as does the concentrated and spe-
cialized system of review in general, the special and peculiar place of
constitutional review in the ordinary division of powers. It is an explicit
signal that what is at stake is a fundamental matter of constitutional law,
and that there are reasonable disagreements about such fundamental
matters that nevertheless need to be settled. Thus, rather than implying
that what is at issue is a technical matter of the law where there is sup-
posed to be some clear and correct answer dictated by the extant internal
structure of the legal corpus itself – as concrete practices do – abstract
review foregrounds the constitutional character of the dispute: the dis-
agreement is about the terms of mutual consociation that are, ideally, at
the disposition of the constituent powers of the people themselves. The
overtly political character of initiating abstract review recognizes that the
people’s current political representatives have considered opinions on
the matter which should be taken seriously. By contrast, concrete review,
at least on the surface, depoliticizes what is manifestly a problem of
deliberative politics: the ongoing democratic elaboration of the terms of
citizens’ legitimate consociation.

That, at least, is the ideal normative argument for a limitation to
abstract review powers. Not surprisingly, the move toward the real makes
the situation more ambiguous. The central complexities concern the
information collection and processing capacities of constitutional courts.
Recall here Michelman’s apt criterion for a respect-worthy system of

64 Cappelletti, Judicial Review in the Contemporary World, 69–77, distinguishes these as ‘‘review
incidenter’’ and ‘‘review principaliter’’ on the grounds that concrete review is incidental
to a case or controversy, whereas abstract review is initiated by government officials
(principals) through special procedures.

65 For the assumption by the Supreme Court of the United States of significant aspects of
abstract review, see Shapiro and Sweet, ‘‘Abstract Review and Judicial Law-Making.’’
Although not put in these terms, the extreme version of Sweet’s thesis of constitu-
tionalization can be understood as breaking down the distinction from the other side of
the dichotomy: ‘‘As constitutionalization deepens, ordinary judges necessarily behave as
constitutional judges – they engage in principled constitutional reasoning and resolve
disputes by applying constitutional norms. And, as constitutionalization deepens,
constitutional judges become more deeply involved in what is, theoretically, in the
purview of the judiciary: they interpret facts in a given dispute, and they review the
relationship between these facts and the legality of infraconstitutional norms.’’ Sweet,
Governing with Judges, 115.
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constitutional elaboration: it must expose ‘‘basic-law interpreters to the
full blast of sundry opinions and interest-articulations in society, includ-
ing on a fair basis everyone’s opinions and articulations of interests.’’66

On the one hand, concrete review appears more adept at such informa-
tion collection and evaluation for a number of reasons. Actual cases and
controversies may reveal heretofore unforeseen consequences of con-
stitutional norms and potential norm conflicts; the adversarial system of
ordinary jurisprudence focuses extensively on the real effects of law on
persons’ interests; and concrete review may allow for those who are
relatively politically powerless to get their interests taken into account in
constitutional elaboration. Furthermore, to the extent that concrete
review takes place in a diffuse system of constitutional review, there will be
more courts collecting relevant information and reasons; that informa-
tion and argumentation will be more richly textured and develop over
longer periods of time; and diffuse systems allow time for issues to ripen
and their complexities to be considered before decisive constitutional
elaboration takes place. On the other hand, the collection of information
and reasons in concrete review systems is contingent upon the cases and
controversies actually brought before courts; that contingency may in
addition lead to unrepresentative and biased presentations of the rele-
vant issues;67 there may be systematic distortions introduced by the sig-
nificant costs of retaining legal counsel and litigating constitutional
complaints, and by the role of specialized legal elites in influencing the
information available to constitutional courts;68 and it will be very difficult
to disentangle the business of elaborating constitutional principles
from the juridical necessities of dealing with principles of adjudicative

66 Michelman, Brennan and Democracy, 60.
67 I made analogous arguments about the limitations of the cases and controversies

requirement for the consideration of the moral-political issues at stake in my discussion of
Eisgruber’s theory in Chapter 6. Hans Kelsen appeared to be getting at a similar problem
when he remarked that ‘‘it is in principle only the violation of a party-interest which puts
in motion the procedure of the judicial review of legislation [in the United States system].
The interest in the constitutionality of legislation is, however, a public one which does not
necessarily coincide with the private interest of the parties concerned. It is a public
interest which deserves protection by a special procedure in conformity with its special
character.’’ Kelsen, ‘‘Judicial Review of Legislation,’’ 193.

68 Consider, for instance, the informational influence wielded by the so-called Washington
bar (the small group of specialized constitutional lawyers who have formed strong trust
relationships with the Supreme Court) in the United States: Kevin T. McGuire, ‘‘The
Supreme Court Bar and Institutional Relationships,’’ in The Supreme Court in American
Politics: New Institutionalist Interpretations, ed. Howard Gillman and Cornell Clayton
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1999). According to McGuire’s findings, the Court
is strongly influenced by these few legal elites in controlling the flow of decision-relevant
information, somewhat strongly in terms of setting the agenda through case selection,
and perhaps only weakly in terms of decisions on the merits of the case.
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procedure (as emphasized in Chapter 6). Each system, then seems to have
both comparative advantages and disadvantages.

One way of incorporating the apparently superior informational
capacities of a concrete review system, while retaining the normative
clarity concerning the peculiarity of constitutional review as a constituent
legislative power would be to allow for referrals to the specialized con-
stitutional court by ordinary courts, when difficult constitutional issues
arise incidental to the settlement of specific cases and controversies.69

This should mitigate some of the informational deficits possible with
respect to pure abstract review in a concentrated system, without sub-
verting the normative and institutional acknowledgment that the power
of constitutional review is peculiar, not simply an extension of the
‘‘emphatic province and duty of the judiciary.’’70

Three objections might be raised to this proposed scheme. First, a
concrete review system might be said to better ensure that individual
rights violations are protected than would an abstract review system, but
I believe this is an illusion partly created by assumptions underwriting
various substantialist justifications for judicial review. The idea here
would be that, on the assumption that courts are to be more trusted with
detecting individual rights violations than legislatures and other
accountable policy makers, concrete review modalities would result in a
more perfect protection of the system of rights and hence better guar-
antors of justice.71 But notice that this idea assumes not only that there
are single correct answers to a range of substantive questions about rights –
how rights are to be exactly protected in specific cases, how various

69 Simplifying, there appear to be three main referral modalities to constitutional courts:
referral by political officials (abstract review), by ordinary judges (concrete), or by
individual litigants (concrete). One other interesting arrangement is the authorization of
a constitutional ‘‘ombudsperson’’ to refer individual controversies and or suspect laws to a
constitutional court. As an electorally independent official, the ombud would seem, in
principle, to nicely complement the structural independence of the constitutional court,
while taking on some of the (often quite heavy) caseload faced by constitutional court
judges who must sift through thousands of individual petitions a year in concrete review
systems. Spain has such an ombud, whose office accounts for about 2.5 percent of the
nonlitigant initiated constitutional complaints. During its first decade of existence
(1981–90), the Spanish Constitutional Tribunal faced thirteen hundred referrals from
private litigants, eighty-three referrals from ordinary courts, and 143 referrals from
government officials or agencies, including six from the ombud: Sweet, Governing with
Judges, 64–65.

70 Again, these arguments should be considered provisional and ceteris paribus. I am
indebted to participants at the Philosophy and Social Sciences Colloquium at the Institute
of Philosophy of the Czech Academy of Sciences in Prague, the Czech Republic (May 20,
2005), particularly Frank Michelman, for forcing me to think more about the virtues of
concrete review procedures from a deliberative democratic perspective.

71 This is the substantialist argument for the United States system of judicial review put
forward, for example, in Sager, Justice in Plainclothes.
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conflicting rights are to be properly balanced or otherwise hierarchically
ordered in a given case, what the best rulelike interpretations of abstract
rights principles are, and so on – but also that judicial institutions are
systematically superior in discovering and implementing those substantive
truths than other political institutions. However, even granting the cogni-
tivist assumptions concerning correct answers on fundamental rights
questions – cognitivist assumptions that are pragmatic presuppositions of
engaging in good faith argument concerning rights in the first place – the
arguments I have advanced against substantialist defenses of judicial review
throughout this book should caution us against faith in the superiority of
judicial institutions for finding them. The core argument, recall, arises
from the combination of the principle of democratic political equality, the
deliberative interpretation of that principle, and recognition of the facts of
modern pluralism with respect to substantive principles and values. To put
it briefly, the only warrant we can have – under conditions of modern
pluralism and the postmetaphysical loss of faith in objectivistic groundings
of a system of political morality – that we have in fact correctly interpreted
the system of rights necessary for constitutional democracy is the fallibilist
assumption that our current interpretations and specifications have, so far,
withstood demanding tests for democratic justification, suitably structured
through the medium of constitutional law. On the assumption that abstract
legal norms are legitimate – that is, have ensued from constitutionally
correct democratic processes – then their proper application to concrete
cases is all the warrant that we can have that the correct individual rights of
citizens and subjects have been correctly protected. The objection that
concrete review better protects individual rights countenanced here,
however, goes further. It says that though the extant system of rights may
have been upheld for individuals, the extant system is normatively defi-
cient, and judges in individual cases are better at correctly ascertaining and
ensuring those rights than others. This latter idea, I have argued
throughout this book, is the exact and correct target of the paternalist
objection to judicial review.

Let me be clear. I do not endorse a ban on individuals seeking to have
their fundamental constitutional rights protected in specific cases and
controversies. This is nothing more than ensuring to individuals that
their cognizable legal claims, in light of the current state of the legal
corpus, are vindicated. In cases of adjudicating ordinary legal norms, this
is a function of the normal judicial system, and I see no reason why
ordinary courts should be restricted only to subconstitutional legal norms.
My argument does preclude, however, ordinary courts from exercising
jurisdiction over the constitutional validity of extant legal norms and
hence over the content of the constitutional norms themselves. It
recommends, in other words, separating analytically and institutionally
(as far as possible) two different functions: the assurance of individual
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litigants’ legal rights – constitutional and otherwise – in any particular
case or controversy, and, the testing of extant legal norms for con-
stitutionality.72

Second, some object to abstract review for employing politically
accountable officials to initiate review processes. The worry, in brief, is
simply that electoral losers will routinely resort to constitutional courts to
secure policy preferences that they could not get adopted through
democratic means. This will be a particular danger, according to the
objection, to the extent that referral to a court is relatively costless – and,
the political costs of such referrals will decrease over time to the extent
that constitutional review becomes a normal part of the ordinary legis-
lative practices. It seems to me, however, that much of the force of this
objection hangs on the assumption that democracy is essentially major-
itarian, and when the majority can’t get what it wants, then democracy is
constrained or foreclosed. If we reject this aggregative conception of
democracy in favor of a deliberative one, as I have urged, then we cannot
simply read a diminution of democracy off of the fact that the minority
party seeks to have its policy preferences implemented elsewhere than in
the ordinary processes of legislation. The outcomes of majoritarian leg-
islative process may be the result of legitimate majoritarian decision
procedures adopted under time and knowledge constraints, or they may
be the result of distortions in those very procedures. And it is this ques-
tion of procedural legitimacy that the constitutional court is asked to
adjudicate. Without a check on the constitutional legitimacy of the pro-
cedures, the fact that legislative losers have been able to prevail through a

72 The conflation of these two roles under the broad term ‘‘judicial review’’ has, I believe
done much to confuse various debates over judicial review. For instance, in his otherwise
quite illuminating and wide-ranging discussion of various democratic arguments brought
against judicial review, Spector consistently slides from the uncontroversial claim that
individuals ought to have their constitutional rights secured by courts – because courts are
impartial arbiters of disputes between individuals – to the much stronger claim that
independent courts ought to have full powers of constitutional review: Spector, ‘‘Judicial
Review, Rights, and Democracy.’’ However, the impartial adjudication of an individual’s
claim to have her extant constitutional rights properly vindicated in a particular case is
simply the fulfillment of the ordinary judicial function, one which must take into account
the entire legal corpus, including extant higher-order – that is, constitutional – legal
norms. But this is quite different from the review of a statute or regulation for
constitutionality, which involves several competing interpretations of the same legally
extant constitutional right proffered by legislators, various judges, litigants, lawyers, the
public, and so on. The question of the proper institutional design of organs for
constitutional review in the strict sense, is the question of how to allocate the authority to
decide between the various competing positive legal schemes that are going to
operationalize those constitutional rights that are already a part of the extant legal
corpus. One cannot simply infer the latter authority from a defense of the need to protect
impartially an individual’s constitutional rights claims through judicial bodies.
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nonm ajoritarian proced ure tells us little about the demo cratic pedigr ee
or chara cter of the decisio n.

A third objectio n to this propo sal is that , by openin g the door to some
for ms of co ncrete revi ew on refer ral from ordi nary cour ts, this will open
the floodg ates to constituti onal elabo ration diffused through out the
judic ial sys tem. Althoug h Sweet’s analys es suggest that this inevita bly
happ ens – as it is part of the wider proces s he ca lls the ‘‘co n-
stitutio nalizati on’’ of ordinar y law – I hav e the impr ession that the
acco unt fails to adequa tely disting uish two senses of cons titution aliza-
tion. 73 On the one han d, the re is the ge neral subserv ience of ordinary
judic iaries to the cons titution al law , above and beyond the ir traditio nal
spec ialized areas of the legal code – wha t he refers to as the unificatio n of
dispa rate areas of the law under a high er-or der cons titution al scheme –
and, on the othe r, the pos itive productio n of co nstitutio nal nor ms by
ordi nary courts. If the judic iary has the pow er to refer legal norms to a
cons titution al court when there is a cont roversy inci dental to the case
befo re the m, this m eans that the y are part of a broad er institu tional
system invo lved with the elabora tion of consti tution al law, but it does not
impl y that they have a leadi ng or pri mary rol e in its actual e laboratio n. At
any rate , wh en Sweet does produce evid ence to supp ort the stro nger
sen se of consti tutiona lization , the phen omenon does not appear inev i-
tably bou nd to the unify ing effects of cons titution al law , but to the spe-
cifical ly super visory role some cons titution al cour ts have taken in
oversee ing the various balan cing, reas onability , and prop ortionality tests
the y have delegated to lower co urts. 74 Eve n if not inevit able, how ever, the

73 See especially Sweet, Governing with Judges, 114–26.
74 Sweet’s leading example here is the German jurisprudence that has grown up around the

interaction of free speech rights and private law, starting with the landmark 1958 case
called Lüth (BverfGE 1958, volume 8, page 51). In general, with respect to fundamental
individual rights, the German Federal Constitutional Court has not only developed a
doctrinal set of balancing and proportionality tests for determining whether a statute’s
infringement on a constitutionally protected right is significant enough to invalidate all or
a portion of that statute but, more important, it also has required ordinary courts to apply
these balancing tests in individual cases. It is precisely this latter move that leads to the
elaboration, by ordinary courts, of constitutional law, as they are thereby empowered (and
required) to operate as quasi-constitutional courts. To this extent, the officially
‘‘concentrated’’ system of review in Germany has become effectively diffuse, and by
means of a set of judicially developed and imposed interpretive doctrines. Habermas’s
overwhelming worry about the use of balancing tests and other judicial doctrines of
interpretation, to the detriment of questions of institutional design, is then perhaps
unsurprising (see Chapter 7, Section B4 ). Although Sweet’s use of the German example
supports the stronger sense of constitutionalization whereby ordinary courts are induced
to act like constitutional courts, his Italian and Spanish examples support only the weaker
sense that ordinary courts find that the decisions of a constitutional court are binding on
them. Given the history of his scholarship, his evidence in the French case is the most
extensive, and does support the strong sense of constitutionalization. Yet the need for
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actual diffusion of constitutional rule-making powers throughout the
judiciary is worrisome enough to take measures ensuring that a con-
centrated system of constitutional review does not practically develop into
a diffuse system simply through the introduction of concrete referral
mechanism and the adoption of judicial doctrines that turn ordinary
courts into constitutional elaborators.

5. Assessment

If we now return to the six assessment values I elucidated at the end of
Section A, they should be able to generate an overview summary of the
potential advantages and disadvantages of my proposal for a specialized,
independent court in a concentrated system of constitutional review.
The proposal can be productively assessed by comparing it to two other
(ideal-typical) arrangements: a system of constitutional review diffused
throughout the ordinary judiciary with powers for review effectively
limited only by the development of jurisprudential doctrine, and a system
in which the only checks for constitutionality are internal to each of the
various branches of government effectively yielding a system of pure
coordinate construction. For the sake of convenience in this discussion
I will label these the ‘‘concentrated,’’ ‘‘diffuse,’’ and ‘‘coordinate’’ systems
respectively. Turning first to the value of systematicity, the concentrated
and diffuse systems would seem to perform equally well at ensuring the
internal coherence of the legal corpus as a whole, while the coordinate
system might fare a bit worse than those. One way to think about the
degree of systematicity is to consider the proportional number and per-
sistence over time of conflicts between laws, whether between lower-order
and higher-order legal norms or between those at the same level.
Assuming that all three systems have, on the one hand, functioning
hierarchical court systems that effectively reduce conflicts of ordinary
legal norms and thus contribute to systematicity and, on the other,
effective procedures in the other branches to ensure that newly enacted
legal norms are consistent with the extant legal corpus, the only
remaining difference concerns those situations in which there are con-
flicts between different branches’s varied specifications of well-established
constitutional norms or principles. In those cases, the systems with judi-
cial review would seem to fare a bit better, as they delegate to the con-
stitutional court or courts the power to resolve conflicts of law concerning

many different lower courts to take on the tasks and techniques of constitutional
elaboration is not, in this case, due to an ordinary court referral mechanism – after all,
there is no formal concrete review at all in France. It seems, rather, to be a result of the
peculiar arrangement of having a constitutional court limited not only to abstract review
but also only to the a priori review of statutes and other legal norms.

Design Problems and Judicial Review 295



constitutional provisions. The coordinate system, by contrast, must live
with the conflict between the varying constitutional constructions until
such a time as the various branches come into concord of their own
accord. This difference should not be overplayed, however, as it is to be
expected that various forms of settled practices and shared under-
standings will mitigate the frequency and intensity of such conflicts.

It might seem that the differences between the constitutional review
systems and the coordinate one concerning systematicity are really due to
disparities in the extent to which the settlement function can be per-
formed with respect to constitutional law. After all, the slightly decreased
systematicity in the coordinate system appears entirely due to the lack of
any authoritative finality with respect to constitutional law: each branch is
authoritative only over its own constitutional interpretations. This is not
quite correct, however, as can be seen once we compare the diffuse and
the concentrated systems. Ideally the concentrated system would do
better on settlement than the coordinate, but perhaps surprisingly, it
would also seem to settle issues better than the diffuse system. For in a
diffuse system, constitutional conflicts are ‘‘settled’’ only for specific cases
and controversies before particular courts. Yet different courts across the
national judiciary will settle similar controversies differently and by
invoking different bits of controlling law and doctrine, resulting in the
very real and typical situation that, in fact, the area of constitutional law is
quite unsettled from the point of view of the nation as a whole. By con-
trast, in a concentrated system, the state of constitutional law is clearly
settled by one authoritative court. None of these points however, which
rest on an ideal-typical contrast between the three systems, comes to
terms, further, with the actual possibility of constitutional unsettlement
through political reactions against disfavored rulings of a constitutional
court or courts. From this perspective, it may be the case that the coor-
dinate system actually turns out to perform better on the settlement scale,
as it may be less prone to setting off high-stakes, high-profile con-
frontations between the political branches and the judiciary over com-
peting visions of the proper way to legally operationalize constitutional
principles. At any rate, reliable judgments here must be based on more
than speculation and ideal-typical analyses: solid empirical data, suitably
controlled to focus on the structural differences between concentrated,
diffuse, and coordinate constructions systems of judicial review would be
necessary.75

75 These comparative judgments concerning settlement and systematicity, then, must be
understood as quite tentative, especially in the absence of serious empirical support. At
the very least, judgments here must be made from a comparative perspective, rather than
attending only to the particularities of one legal system. It may be that ‘‘without a written
constitution as a stabilizing force, there is a risk that too many issues needing at least
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Turning to the value of independence, it should not be surprising that
the concentrated system has significant advantages over the coordinate
system with respect to its independence from the politically accountable
branches (given appropriate selection and retention mechanisms as dis-
cussed earlier). The comparison with the diffuse system is not as clear. It
may appear equally independent when considering only its structural
location vis-à-vis the other branches, but a diffuse system may improve
independence to the extent that there are many more sites throughout
the entire judiciary that could ensure the procedural legitimacy of
democratic processes. Furthermore, a diffuse system may perform more
independently because private litigants, and not politically accountable
officials, are the central initiators of constitutional complaints. One pro-
blem of independence that constitutional courts in both systems seem
vulnerable to arises from the fact that they employ quasi-juridical pro-
cedures, thus building in access asymmetries based on the technical legal
competence and knowledge needed to effectively contest constitutional
issues before them. This is the problem I earlier formulated, on the
analogue to regulatory capture, as the capture of constitutional courts by
legal elites. Finally, it is important to remember that constitutional courts
in either concentrated or diffuse systems are rightly not, in fact, wholly
apolitical institutions – as indicated by the political nature of the various
appointments processes. Once composed, however, they are designed to
function relatively independently of the political branches, whatever the
origins of their membership. In sum, a concentrated system fares much
better on the independence scale than a coordinate system, but perhaps
not quite as well as a diffuse system.

Concentrated constitutional courts seem to me to be a significant
improvement over both coordinate and diffuse systems with respect to the
assessment value of empowerment. In a coordinate system, by definition,
there is no organ sufficiently empowered to intervene in ordinary poli-
tical processes that violate constitutional norms. Although the courts in a
diffuse system are sufficiently empowered to intervene, given the confu-
sion between their constitutional and ordinary jurisdictional powers,
there may well be a tendency for sufficient empowerment to turn into

intermediate term settlement will remain excessively uncertain,’’ Alexander and Schauer,
‘‘On Extrajudicial Constitutional Interpretation,’’ 1376, but it also may be that, in fact,
such systems without a written constitution actually display greater settlement than systems
with both a written constitution and authorized judicial finality with respect to its
interpretation. Is it really true that, for instance, the British legal system has historically
been significantly unsettled with respect to constitutional norms? And is its settlement
value increasing now that the Human Rights Act of 1998 has brought the British system
closer to a diffuse system of judicial review? The questions cannot be ‘‘settled’’ at the level
of abstract argument and in the absence of any comparative considerations concerning
different legal systems as Alexander and Schauer attempt to do.
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overempowerment.76 Even more important, the specificity of a specialized
constitutional court means that it may be more relevantly empowered than
the courts in a diffuse system. By giving the function of constitutional
review an explicit institutional place in the political system, the court need
not pretend to find a formalistic and specifically juridical doctrine for its
decisions, nor need it await a concrete case presenting the issue in just the
right way to address evident constitutional violations. Constitutional courts
are hybrid legal-political institutions and, to the extent that the diffuse
system attempts to assimilate them entirely to a formalistic model of legal
adjudication, courts may be unwilling to intervene precisely where they are
most needed: in policing the boundaries between the various political
agencies, and especially in ensuring the constitutionality of democratic
processes narrowly construed.77

The discussion of relevant empowerment thus, in this case, leads
directly to jurisdictional issues. Constitutional courts of both stripes will
perform better than coordinate systems with respect to the con-
stitutionality of national statues, fundamental rights guarantees, inter-
branch border disputes, and the rules of the democratic process, precisely
because courts in a coordinate system would not have jurisdiction over
such issues. They are not sufficiently empowered because of jurisdictional
constraints. All three systems, however, might perform equally well with
respect to the constitutional review of other nonstatutory national legal
norms (such as those ensuing from administrative agencies), and subna-
tional legal norms of all types.78 Concentrated systems, I would think,

76 This is one way of formulating the worry that drives many jurisprudential debates in the
United States, as scholars and judges seek to find appropriate methods of constitutional
interpretation that will sufficiently but only relevantly empower the courts, and the
Supreme Court in particular. It seems unlikely that a particular recommended
interpretive methodology, however, will make a significant empirical difference, because
debates over the correctness of various interpretive approaches will simply add a meta-
legal layer of uncertainty to the significant legal uncertainty already encountered in the
domain of constitutional law. Said another way, institutional prospects for limiting
overempowerment problems seem more promising than interpretive strategies for self-
limitation, however warranted the latter might be in specific contexts.

77 Perhaps this concern is stimulated more by peculiarities of the United States system, than
by the structural differences between concentrated and diffuse systems, in particular by
the peculiar reticence of American courts to police even the most egregious inequalities in
the basic electoral system, a reticence fostered by the self-imposed juridical doctrine of
‘‘nonjusticiable political questions.’’ By contrast, American appellate courts, especially the
Supreme Court, seem to have no compunctions about extensive judicial elaboration of
the constitution with respect to individual private autonomy rights. This seems to me to
get things the wrong way around.

78 For instance, what classically counts as ‘‘judicial review’’ in the Untied Kingdom is
precisely such review of nonstatutory law at the national level, and manifold forms of law
at subnational level, all of course in the light of the supremacy of statutes enacted by
Parliament. English courts have been particularly effective in policing the legality of
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should perform better than diffuse systems as the former’s jurisdiction
will be both properly restricted and properly expanded. A specialized
constitutional court is, first and foremost, only a constitutional court and its
jurisdictional reach will, as it were, be constitutionally mandated to
respect that restriction. But, unlike courts in a diffuse system, a con-
centrated court could robustly exercise its powers to guard all of the
constitution, rather than doctrinally slicing it up into pieces justiciable
and nonjusticiable. With respect to the assessment value of proper jur-
isdiction, then, a concentrated system promises notable improvements
over a diffuse one, and quite significant improvement over a coordinate
system,

Both systems of judicial review, however, trade off their advantages for
settlement, independence, empowerment, and jurisdiction for a sig-
nificant decrease in their sensitivity to the full blast of constitutionally
relevant reasons and information, when compared with a coordinate
system. Relying as it does on manifold sites for the collection of reasons
and information, rather than being limited to the relatively meager
resources and capabilities of the judiciary alone, a coordinate system is
much more likely to collect considerations from a wide diversity of
society’s members and sectors. Not only is the governmental body most
specialized for such sensitivity involved – the representative legislature –
but all of the other organs of government also serve as ‘‘sluice gates’’
through which the opinions, arguments, and interests expressed in the
broad informal public sphere can be filtered and worked up into the
system of constitutional elaboration. When we turn to comparing the two
judicial review systems, it appears that the diffuse system will be somewhat
better off than a concentrated system. Although a diffuse system may
systematically distort the constitutionally relevant deliberative inputs it
receives because of the cases and controversies restriction and the
requirement for expert legal representation of the private interests
involved, this deficit will be offset by the numerous cases that can be heard
on similar issues throughout the judiciary. Recall that the informational
restrictions on a concentrated system were part of the reason I advocated
a limited role for concrete review, in the form of judicial referrals to the
constitutional court. Nevertheless, even this remedial mechanism seems
inadequate to make up the difference from the expanded sensitivity of a

specific administrative actions and the details of regulatory schemes. Herbert M. Kritzer,
‘‘Courts, Justice, and Politics in England,’’ in Courts, Law, and Politics in Comparative
Perspective, ed. Herbert Jacob et al. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996). Clearly
this traditional conception of judicial review within a system of Parliamentary sovereignty
is breaking down with the incorporation of European human rights law, by statute, into
British law. An intriguing consideration of this change can be found in Stephen
Gardbaum, ‘‘The New Commonwealth Model of Constitutionalism,’’ American Journal of
Comparative Law 49, no. 4 (2001).
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diffuse system. In sum, with respect to the value of sensitivity, the con-
centrated system will be the worst of the three here, with a diffuse systems
doing perhaps a bit better, and a coordinate system quite significantly
outperforming both.

Finally, I should add that if we restrict our vision only to the two
options of constitutional courts or no such courts, it would appear that the
trade-offs in designing an overall constitutional review and elaboration
system are rather binary: either independence and relevant empower-
ment or sensitivity; either legal but unresponsive elaboration or demo-
cratic but anarchic elaboration. Thus the age-old dichotomous debate
between the virtues of the rule of law versus those of democracy seem
simply reformulated. Only by looking at other institutional options for
carrying the functions of constitutional review can we see that the trade-
offs faced are not simple dichotomies in a zero-sum game. By considering
how we might institutionally structure constitutional deliberation and
decisional dispersal both horizontally across the branches of national
government and vertically through connections between informal and
formal public spheres, I contend, these traditional binaries can be seen as
the false dichotomies they are.
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9

The Institutions of Constitutional Review II

Horizontal Dispersal and Vertical Empowerment

This chapter continues the institutional design proposals started in the
previous, turning to four different types of modification in the system of
constitutional review. I consider, in turn, the establishment of self-review
panels in the legislative and executive branches of national governments
(A), various mechanisms for interbranch debate and decisional dispersal
concerning constitutional elaboration (B), easing constitutional amend-
ability requirements in overly obdurate systems (C), and finally estab-
lishing civic constitutional fora as replacements for traditional
amendment procedures (D). In each case, the proposals are motivated by
the problems of judicial review I identified in the previous chapter, and
their design is oriented to the fullest realization of the six assessment
values I specified there. I assume throughout that some form of judicial
review is extant in the political system, and for the most part I assume the
concentrated system with specialized constitutional courts argued for
there. Where something important hangs on the difference between a
concentrated and diffuse system of constitutional courts for the design of
these other mechanisms for constitutional elaboration, I take that up in
the discussion.

Let me turn now to some simpler proposals that could help to mitigate
the various kinds of structural sensitivity deficits and potential jurisdic-
tional and empowerment pathologies of constitutional courts. Recall that
the basic idea here is to disperse the inevitable processes of constitutional
elaboration both horizontally across the various organs of government
and vertically throughout the various levels of the formal and informal
public spheres. The next two proposals of self-review panels and inter-
branch constitutional dialogue can both be thought of in terms of the
former horizontal dispersal; the final two of easing amendability
requirements and institutionalizing civic constitutional fora can be
thought of in terms of vertical dispersal. As I will argue, only the vertical
dispersion solutions really overcome the standard trade-offs witnessed in
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other mechanisms between the values of independence and sensitivity
and thereby promise to actually realize the high ideals of deliberative
democratic constitutionalism.

a. self-review panels in the legislature and

regulatory agencies

As a first step in horizontal dispersion, I recommend formalized proce-
dures for the official rule-making branches of government to institutio-
nalize their own constitutional review. The idea is to establish panels in
both the legislative and the executive branches that would have respon-
sibility for considering the constitutionality of proposed statutes and
regulations before they are formally enacted into law, and resubmitting
them for revision should they be found deficient.1 The supporting argu-
ments here are fourfold. First, from an ideal point of view, the proposal is
recommended from the simple fact that all government officials have
preeminent duties to uphold, support, and further the constitution and its
inherent rules and principles. As entrenched, higher-order law, the con-
stitution binds all government officials equally.2 Furthermore, as an
ongoing project of self-government, the practice of constitutionalism is to
be carried by the constituent power of the people and, because the legis-
lative and executive branches are official representatives of the people,

1 Other institutional variations are possible. In New Zealand, for example, the Attorney-
General has the explicit duty of screening legislative bills for possible conflicts with a bill of
rights, and bringing these to the attention of the legislature before passage. This way of
institutionalizing review processes, by introducing interbranch checks, may strengthen the
a priori review process along the dimension of political independence.

2 This is essentially the same normative idea that has undergirded proposals in the United
States for so-called coordinate construction of the constitution. The idea stretches at least
as far back as the antifederalist arguments against judicial powers of review that would
render final and supreme ‘‘constructions’’ of constitutional meaning. See Brutus’s letters
XI through XV: Brutus, ‘‘Letters of ‘Brutus’,’’ in The Federalist with Letters of ‘‘Brutus,’’ ed.
Terence Ball (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 501–29, especially 507–08
and 527–9. Allied arguments for coordinate construction have repeatedly arisen in
American political history, advanced by (among others) Thomas Jefferson, Andrew
Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and Richard Nixon. They are also now
particularly resurgent in United States legal scholarship: Kramer, The People Themselves,
Michael Stokes Paulsen, ‘‘The Irrepressible Myth of Marbury,’’ Michigan Law Review 101

(2003), Terri Jennings Peretti, In Defense of a Political Court (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1999), Thomas, ‘‘Recovering the Political Constitution: The Madisonian
Vision’’, Tushnet, Taking the Constitution Away from the Courts, Whittington, Constitutional
Construction: Divided Powers and Constitutional Meaning. The overly stringent argument for
the pre-eminence of constitutional ‘‘settlement’’ that I criticized in Chapter 8, Section A7
is largely directed against these newly resurgent arguments for coordinate construction in
the United States context: Alexander and Schauer, ‘‘On Extrajudicial Constitutional
Interpretation.’’
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those branches ought to play a central role in whatever constitutional
elaboration happens outside of formal procedures for constitutional opi-
nion and will-formation. Third, given the greater reason and information
collecting capacities of the larger and more representative branches of
government, some of the sensitivity deficits of a constitutional court might
be addressed by the proposal. Finally, as a practical matter, I believe that
such self-review panels should positively influence the character and
quality of constitutionally relevant debate, discussion, and decision mak-
ing in the various branches. By formally connecting official decision-
making processes with an awareness of constitutional issues, it is to be
hoped that politically accountable officials can no longer off-load onto the
judiciary, as it were, the difficult work of squaring policy proposals with the
demands of constitutionality.3 By making such officials responsible for
the constitutional dimensions of their duties, such panels might be able to
reduce the prevalence of a phenomenon apparent where an unac-
countable court is taken as not only the final but also as the only arbiter of
the meaning and import of constitutional provisions. For, when con-
stitutional review is entirely entrusted to the judiciary, it appears that
politically accountable officials routinely take advantage of what might be
called a ‘‘double demagoguery’’ credit: enacting laws (statutory or reg-
ulatory) that are known to be unconstitutional but nevertheless sound
appealing in a sound-bite polemic (credit one), and then attacking a
constitutional court as un- and antidemocratic when the law is predictably
struck down (credit two). The point of such panels, then, is to bring the
relevance and specific shape of constitutional rules and principles into
ordinary processes of legislative and regulatory lawmaking.

Assessment of this proposal according to the six values can proceed by
thinking of the contrasting situation, where the are no such internal
constitutional self-review panels (but there are independent constitutional
courts). Such self-review panels should improve somewhat the internal
systematicity of the legal corpus, since it can be expected that the work of
the panels will be in part oriented toward possible conflicts between
existing law and the pending law under consideration. This would reduce,
to some extent, the burden on ordinary and constitutional courts of
detecting and correcting for inconsistencies. I would expect no significant
effect one way or another on the scale of settlement, as the panels are not
conceived of as having final or dispositive control over the constitutionality
of the legal norms they find constitutionally acceptable. As panels internal
to the politically accountable branches, they will not have the kind of
independence desired for guaranteeing procedural correctness, and this

3 See the classic empirical study of this phenomenon in the United States: Mark A. Graber,
‘‘The Nonmajoritarian Difficulty: Legislative Deference to the Judiciary,’’ Studies in
American Political Development 7 (1993).
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is a central reason for denying them final and dispositive control over the
constitutionality of the decisions of the relevant branch.4 This also
means that, although they would be relevantly empowered to intervene in
decision-making processes that ensue in unconstitutional results, their
jurisdiction will not be able to extend to the full gamut of the six areas that
a constitutional court would ideally handle. A legislative self-review panel
would review statutes but not regulations; an executive panel the contrary.
Although there might be relevant opinions concerning laws ensuing from
other national branches, subnational laws, and boundary disputes between
the national branches, neither type of self-review panel could have control
over such areas. I see no reason, however, why such panels would not have
the capacity to consider seriously fundamental constitutional rights, and in
particular how they are to be specified, secured, and operationalized
through concrete legal schemes. After all, it is precisely here that we can
expect a significant degree of reasonable disagreement among citizens,
such that the epistemic benefits of wide exposure to those disagreements is
directly relevant to the legitimacy of the final decision. Such panels would,
however, be poorly located structurally to adequately police the rules of
the democratic process narrowly construed. As to the last assessment value
of sensitivity, it would seem that given both the heightened electoral
accountability and the vastly superior reason and information collection
capabilities and resources of the legislative and executive branches in
comparison with a constitutional court or courts, such self-review panels
would be quite a bit more sensitive to constitutionally relevant opinions,
arguments, and information encountered throughout the diverse sectors
of society.

One more important point. It is clear that, even in the absence of such
panels, constitutional politics and positive constitutional elaboration do
occur in the ordinary course of legislative and regulatory lawmaking.
Blinded by a one-sided focus on the supremacy and finality of constitu-
tional court decisions, there is sometimes a tendency, especially in legal
scholarship, to identify the production of constitutional law entirely with
the juridical production of decisions and accompanying doctrine.5 This
identification makes it quite hard to explain how it is, for instance, that
there could be effectively entrenched legal rules that were, nevertheless,

4 This also points to the basic problem of strict schemes of coordinate construction. To the
extent that a political branch has final authority over its own procedures for lawmaking,
the worries about its ability for systematically distorting democratic processes are greatly
magnified. As a concrete example, consider the practical upshot of allowing the current
legislative majority to have control over the rules for drawing legislative districts: those
currently in power can effectively render their own positions immune to electoral
vulnerability.

5 Recall the discussion of the pathological concepts of constitutionalism often employed in
the United States in Chapter 1, Section B3.
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enacted through ordinary legislative channels. In the United States, for
instance, signal achievements of the democratic practice of con-
stitutionalism include the legislative extension of equal protection and
antidiscrimination principles to African Americans, women, and handi-
capped persons,6 although none of these elaborations of constitutional
principles, entrenched above the level of ordinary statutory law, are the
exclusive products of juridical rule-making. Self-review panels are a way of
formalizing the constitutional responsibilities of politically accountable
officials, and thereby hopefully improving the character, quality, and
outcomes of already existing practices of democratic constitutional
elaboration.

b. mechanisms for interbranch debate and

decisional dispersal

The next proposal, or rather type of proposal, is to structure interbranch
debate concerning proposed constitutional elaborations that occur outside
of formal amendment modalities, in part by injecting time for interbranch
deliberations on issues before full settlement and in part by dispersing
constitutional decisional powers beyond the constitutional court alone.7

The kinds of institutional arrangements I have in mind here include
devices such as the Canadian ‘‘notwithstanding’’ clause, requirements for
legislative specification and elaboration of constitutional provisions, and
various jurisprudential doctrines that cede significant decisional room to
politically accountable officials in specified constitutional areas.

As discussed in Chapter 4, the Canadian constitution scheme allows the
legislative branch to pass a statute that would be otherwise be in conflict

6 I am thinking here especially of the signal Civil Rights Act of 1964, which, among other
things, prohibited discrimination in many areas of economic and social life on the basis of
race, religion, national origin, and sex. Also important are the later extensions of Title VII
of that act to include government employers; Title IX of the Education Amendments Act
of 1972 concerning sex discrimination in educational institutions; the Americans with
Disabilities Act of 1990; and numerous regulations both establishing new agencies for
oversight of antidiscrimination compliance and providing further substantive content to
the various acts and provisions.

7 Pickerill, Constitutional Deliberation in Congress, and Jeffrey K. Tullis, ‘‘Deliberation between
Institutions,’’ in Debating Deliberative Democracy, ed. James S. Fishkin and Peter Laslett
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003), give important empirical evidence that such processes of
interbranch debate on constitutional essentials exist in the U.S. context. While Pickerill
focuses on interbranch debates about principles of federalism, Tullis gives a focused case
study of a particular type of back-and-forth between the executive and the legislature
practiced in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I think there are significant
benefits to be achieved by formalizing such processes. See Gardbaum, ‘‘The New
Commonwealth Model of Constitutionalism,’’ 719–39, for an illuminating discussion of
three different ways of institutionalizing interbranch debates concerning individual rights
in Canada, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom.
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with specific judicial decisions concerning the requirements of funda-
mental freedoms, legal rights, and equality rights, though not concerning
democratic rights and mobility rights. Such an exceptional act by the
legislature in passing a law ‘‘notwithstanding’’ existing judicial specifica-
tions of rights becomes inoperative after five years unless legislatively
restated (for yet another five years).8 In principle, such mechanisms are
intended to allow the legislature to temporarily block the final inter-
pretive judgments of the constitutional court, and thereby have sufficient
time for initiating and carrying out a formal amendment process that
would overrule the court’s interpretation. Although, then, the mechanism
is in principle consistent with the court’s interpretive finality (and with the
people’s supreme constitutional powers), in practice the mechanism
would seem to decrease the court’s interpretive finality, ceding some
significant powers of constitutional-decision making to the political
branches. More important, from a normative point of view, such a
mechanism can play a positively catalytic role in spurring further
democratic debate and discussion about the precise meaning and import
of the constitutional terms of mutual consociation. This is especially
important on questions of fundamental individual rights where their
precise specification, as well as the exact terms of their legal interactions
with other rights provisions, are both open to persistent, reasonable
disagreement amongst citizens.9 The exceptional nature of such a
mechanism, when invoked, should be expected to signal to the broader
informal public spheres that significant issues of fundamental law are at
stake, hopefully catalyzing there as well-focused consideration and debate
on the constitutional terms of consociation. In summary then, such
mechanisms would ideally promote both the participatory and delib-
erative values of deliberative democratic constitutionalism.10

8 Section 33 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. It is a bit odd that, in
phrasing the notwithstanding clause, the Charter makes a distressing semantic elision
between the actual content of the Charter and judicial decisions concerning its meaning.
Though the provision is specifically intended to give the legislature a formal response
mechanism to constitutional court rulings, the court is nowhere mentioned: ‘‘33. (1)
Parliament or the legislature of a province may expressly declare in an Act of Parliament
or of the legislature, as the case may be, that the Act or a provision thereof shall operate
notwithstanding a provision included in section 2 or sections 7 to 15 of this Charter.’’

9 Recall that the clause exempts democratic and mobility rights from the mechanism,
recognizing that there needs to be a politically independent body in order to adequately
protect the very processes of political representation. The provision, in other words,
seems to precisely to embody a proceduralist conception of the place of independent
constitutional courts, not a substantialist one.

10 Perhaps such mechanisms for generating interbranch dialogue are also recommended in
those cases in which we have reason to think that both legislative and judicial processes of
constitutional specification may have simultaneous defects on a particular issue: for
instance, where we have reason to think that the information gathering capacities of the
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The second kind of mechanism allocating constitutional elaboration
powers horizontally across the branches of government I have in mind
are explicit clauses in a constitutional provision for legislative elaboration
and specification of the particular legal means that are to be used to put
the provision into force.11 Such requirements for legislative specification
are a way of explicitly acknowledging that constitutional provisions are
neither self-evidently self-interpreting, nor legally operationalizable
without tailoring less abstract legal norms to contextually specific cultural,
historic, social, and economic conditions. They also acknowledge that the
ongoing democratic character of constitutional elaboration, outside of
formal amendment procedures, is a power of self-government to be
carried out through the closest approximation to a constituent assembly:
the people’s elected representatives. Another way of thinking of this point
is to consider possible reasons one might want to constitutionally enact
such provisions in the first place. There may well exist, at the point of
constitutional enactment, clear and well-established agreement on what
abstract principles a people wants enshrined in its constitution. It may,
nevertheless, be helpful in various ways both to forestall specific ela-
boration to the future and to make the content of such elaborations
subject to easier change than the abstract principles of the provision
themselves. The original agreement on a constitutional provision may be
the result of an undertheorized agreement, that is, an agreement on an
abstract textual formula over disagreement about appropriate specifica-
tions or grounding reasons.12 Drafters and ratifiers may have insufficient
information to comprehend how concrete applications might work.
There may be some expected benefits from experimenting with different
legal regimes for the realization of the provisions’ principles. There

legislature are superior to those of the courts, but we also have worries about normal
political pressures closing out relevant groups or cutting off the channels of change.

11 Most European constitutions contain not only individual rights provisions but also
positive duties provisions that operate in effect as commands for constitutional
elaboration by legislatures and regulatory agencies. Not only do citizens have
constitutionally specified duties (say, to military service) but, central for the considera-
tions here, so do states (say, to provide public education or protect the environment): for
a clear chart comparing the rights and duties of various parties in the French, German,
Italian, and Spanish constitutional systems, see Sweet, Governing with Judges, 42–43. Of the
twelve amendments to the Constitution of the United States before the Civil War in the
second half of the nineteenth century, none contained any provisions for legislative
specification. Of the fifteen post–Civil War amendments, eight contain explicit provisions
that (with minor syntactical variations) ‘‘Congress shall have power to enforce this article
by appropriate legislation.’’ It seems then that American amendment practices after the
Civil War, and post–World War II European constitutional settlements are fully in line
with the proposal put forward here. The situation is much more ambiguous, however,
once one includes jurisprudence in the overall picture of constitutional practice.

12 See for instance Sunstein, Designing Democracy: What Constitutions Do, 49–66.
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might be a reasonable expectation that the relevant social and political
conditions will continue to change over time in such a way that it would be
unwise to specify at the time of ratification determinate solutions for all
future situations.13

Of course, there are real questions concerning the extent to which a
constitutional court might in fact allow legislatures to actively employ
these provisions and whether a legislature might actually exercise (and
exercise appropriately) such allocated powers, but these are not problems
generated by the structure of the proposal, but by the standard political
problem of getting any branch of government to properly carry out its
constitutionally allocated powers.14 The language of the provisions
should, at any rate, go some way toward limiting encroachments on such
delegated legislative powers and toward encouraging legislatures to use
them appropriately.

The third kind of interbranch dialogue and decisional dispersal
mechanisms are various doctrines imposed on a constitutional court,
either through explicit constitutional provision or by the court’s own
jurisprudence, that would require the court to defer certain kinds of
judgments to the more politically accountable branches. Examples here
include the German constitutional court’s practice of ruling some laws
‘‘not compatible’’ with the constitution rather than strictly ‘‘unconstitu-
tional,’’ thereby permitting the law to remain in effect for some period of
time with the understanding that it will be suitably revised by the legis-
lature; the Italian constitutional court’s similar practice of declaring that a
law will be struck down in the future if not properly changed by the
legislature in the meantime; the U.S. judicial doctrine of constitutional
issues that pose ‘‘nonjusticiable political questions’’; and, the widespread
constitutional court practice of selectively amputating, as it were,
offending sections of a statute rather than annulling the law as a whole.
Mention also should be made here of the recently inaugurated arrange-
ments in New Zealand and the United Kingdom that, on the one hand,
require courts to interpret laws in accordance with fundamental rights

13 Two examples that might make these points vivid include free speech and intellectual
property regimes. In both cases, all four reasons might be adduced for legislative
specification provisions: there are competing justifications and understandings of free
speech and property principles under wide agreement on their basic value and
significance, insufficient information at ratification might be caused by the large variety
of contexts in which free speech and intellectual property principles are relevant, such
information deficits are virtually guaranteed by future transformations of relevant
socioeconomic, technological, and political conditions, and so there may well be strong
benefits accruing from a more experimental approach to various specification regimes.

14 The overall historical record of the United States Supreme Court, especially with regard
to Section 5 of the Fourteenth Amendment, should give one serious pause here. For a
striking recent example, see City of Boerne v. Flores, 521 U.S. 507 (1997).
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laws but, on the other, do not allow such courts the power to nullify or
significantly rewrite ordinary laws, ceding to legislatures final authority
for significant rewriting of ordinary laws and the elaboration of the system
of fundamental rights.15 Constitutional law scholars can no doubt point to
many other such strategies. Both the actual effectiveness and the nor-
mative worth of such strategies in any particular national context will, of
course, depend on the content of the particular doctrines, the individual
history, traditions, and current membership of the court, and the relative
power and assertiveness of the various branches. At any rate, they do
promise some degree of interbranch debate and decisional diffusion of
constitutional elaboration processes.

Given the diversity of mechanisms canvassed here, and their particular
interactions with specific national cultures, political arrangements, and
legal systems, the possibilities for reliable general assessments are limited.
Nevertheless, to the extent that each type of proposal aims at stimulating
interbranch discussion and dispersing decisional authority, some general
tendencies are observable when comparing systems with such arrange-
ments against ones without. To begin, the proposals would appear to have
no significant effect with respect to the internal systematicity of the legal

15 The scheme inaugurated by the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act of 1990 is particularly
interesting in this regard. Effectively, this subconstitutional ordinary statute established a
set of individual fundamental rights that do not have their effect through their status as
higher-law vis-à-vis ordinary law. Quite the contrary: Section 4 of the Act specifically
establishes that it does not function to override and invalidate conflicting laws, and bars
courts from so ruling. What the Act does do in Section 6, however, is establish a judicial
duty to attempt to construe statutes in accordance with the rights listed. The Act, then,
operates as a set of (legislatively mandated) substantive interpretive canons for the
judiciary. See the discussion at Gardbaum, ‘‘The New Commonwealth Model of
Constitutionalism,’’ 727–32. Section 3 of the newly inaugurated Human Rights Act of
1998 in the United Kingdom – yet another statutory elaboration of a constitutional
system – also requires judges to construct ordinary laws, as far as possible, in accordance
with the provisions of the European Convention of Human Rights: Gardbaum, ‘‘The New
Commonwealth Model of Constitutionalism,’’ 732–9. What is particularly interesting
about the Untied Kingdom scheme is what happens when such an accommodating
construction of a law cannot be achieved, when, that is, the law is facially incompatible
with the ECHR. At that point, the relevant higher court must formally declare to
Parliament that the law is incompatible (Section 4), though that declaration has no
nullifying force. The scheme thus analytically and institutionally separates the function of
detecting conflicts – placed in the appellate judiciary – from the function of correcting the
problem – which, in accordance with traditional notions of parliamentary sovereignty, is
reserved to the legislature. Both the New Zealand and the United Kingdom
arrangements, then, mandate fundamental rights-conforming interpretive powers to
the judiciary, but ultimately leave the final power of rights specification to politically
accountable branches. Both schemes also, it should be noted, are restricted to the domain
of individual fundamental rights; they thus do not address or affect the other
jurisdictional areas with which I have suggested independent constitutional courts should
be concerned.
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corpus. Allowing a greater role for legislative constitutional elaboration in
legal systems where independent constitutional courts play an important
role in detecting conflicts of laws would increase legal incoherence only
where legislatures were incapable of responsibly considering the legal
effects of proposals in addition to their other consequences. But if
legislatures are systematically incapable of that, then it’s hard to imagine
how they can play any role in the elaboration of the ordinary legal system.
The proposals do, however, promise to decrease to some extent the
degree of authoritative settlement of constitutional law. To the extent that
there is back-and-forth between variously authorized constitutional ela-
borators, there will be some greater uncertainty over time about the
specific shape and implications of constitutional law. Although a system
employing only provisions requiring legislative elaboration would not
affect settlement significantly – after all, the state of the law is author-
itatively determined – systems employing doctrinal deference mechan-
isms will involve decisional exchanges between branches and thereby
decrease settlement somewhat, with the greatest decrease occurring in
systems with formal notwithstanding type mechanisms. Notably, however,
even in the latter case, the actual arrangements can mitigate this problem
by setting relatively long time frames for the interbranch interaction:
settlement, it should be noted, is temporally indexed.16 Clearly all three
solutions will be weakly detrimental with respect to political indepen-
dence. We should not expect the proposals, then, to work well for the
review or constitutional elaboration of interbranch branch boundaries
and laws directly affecting democratic participation. Depending on the
specific arrangements adopted and numerous variables affecting the way
they would actually function, the proposals could relevantly and suffi-
ciently empower the legislature to participate actively in a system of
constitutional elaboration where constitutional courts also play a sig-
nificant role. Of course, to the extent that such courts are involved, the
empowerment increase should not be expected to be either tremendous
or overwhelming – these are not systems of pure coordinate construction
after all. As already indicated, such proposals are well tailored only to a
subset of the jurisdiction recommended earlier for independent con-
stitutional courts and, should they be so limited, we can expect them to
perform well on the jurisdictional assessment scale.17 Finally, important

16 Recall that the Canadian system allows a law resulting from a notwithstanding response by
the legislature to stand for five years.

17 Recall that the Canadian notwithstanding clause, and the New Zealand and United
Kingdom doctrinal schemes are specifically focused on private autonomy rights but are
not extended to rights to democratic participation and the criteria of national citizenship.
Recall that a similar distinction underlies the doctrinal recommendations that Ely makes
with respect to where and when the U.S. Supreme Court should and should not be
comparatively deferential to the judgments of Congress. Ely bases his preferred
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improvements on the sensitivity scale should be discernible with the
various arrangements. Given that we should expect legislatures to have
significantly greater information and relevant reason collecting
resources and capabilities than courts – not only because of their much
greater staffs but also because of their representative makeup, the
diversity of their membership, and their structural sensitivity to public
input – the proposals are specifically tailored to taking advantage of
these differences. They are designed to ensure that the elaboration of
constitutional law, especially with respect to fundamental private
autonomy rights, is better capable of fulfilling the demanding require-
ments for the justification of democratic law. In normative terms, laws
are illegitimate to the extent that their processes of justification ignore
the expected consequences and side-effects such laws can be foreseen to
have on the interests of all affected by them. At least in principle, leg-
islatures are structurally more open to the ‘‘full blast of sundry opinions
and interest-articulations’’ than courts, and such sensitivity is a primary
reason to increase interbranch debate and decisional dispersal con-
cerning constitutional essentials.

A few comments on the potential effectiveness of such mechanisms –
however inadequate – seem apropos. First, with respect to the Canadian
innovation, it should be noted that, in practice, it has not worked as
foreseen here. To make a long story short, the regional legislature of
Quebec made ‘‘a blanket and preemptive use of Section 33 to immunize
itself as much as possible against the constitutionalized Charter.’’18 After
the Canadian Supreme Court upheld this extraordinarily assertive use of
the notwithstanding clause, it has not been used again. There appears to
have arisen, therefore, a sort of informal convention among political
officials in Canada against the further use of the provision, arising out of
the background particularities of the rather polarized interregional pol-
itics in Canada. It remains an open question, however, to what extent this
unfortunate history is a result of structural and procedural deficiencies
inherent in any such provision, as opposed to the general difficulties of
transregional constitutionalism in a nation-state deeply divided into
culturally differentiated regions. The effectiveness of the two other

interpretive strategy, and resulting doctrinal recommendations, on Justice Stone’s famous
footnote 4 to Carolene Products, which reads in part: ‘‘It is unnecessary to consider now [for
the present case] whether legislation which restricts those political processes which can
ordinarily be expected to bring repeal of undesirable legislation, is to be subjected to
more exact judicial scrutiny under the general prohibitions of the Fourteenth
Amendment than are most other types of legislation,’’ 152. See, further, discussion in
Chapter 2, Section B1.

18 Gardbaum, ‘‘The New Commonwealth Model of Constitutionalism,’’ 724. I rely here on
Gardbaum’s telling of the story; citations to more extensive literature can be found at
724–6.
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interbranch proposals is, to some extent, intertwined. This is because the
degree to which legislative-specification provisions will be effective
depends on the assertiveness of constitutional courts, and the latter is tied
at least in part to the particular doctrines that courts take themselves to be
bound to. In general, I am more hopeful concerning arrangements that
not only formally structure interbranch dialogue and decisional authority
but also that provide institutionally based incentives for their effective
operation. Conversely, strategies that rely on either the individual self-
limitation of officials or more informal conventions appear less promis-
ing.19 It should go without saying, of course, that institutional structures
do not run themselves, but depend upon, among other factors, ‘‘the
support of an accommodating political culture.’’20 They do not, in other
words, guarantee the results desired theoretically. Finally, note should be
taken of the empirical dynamics of the authoritative elaboration of rule-
systems themselves, in particular the apparent tendency of constitutional
courts, when given the power to selectively interpret and amputate sta-
tutes in the light of their own understandings of constitutional provisions,
to adopt a somewhat tutelary role toward legislatures, more or less dic-
tating to the latter the results and policy regimes desired.21 This final
point should not be taken, however, as a demonization of constitutional
courts, for the dynamic only plays out to the extent that electorally
accountable political officials are unwilling to challenge that tutelage,
happy, rather, to delegate their duties for making laws that are con-
stitutional and for constitutional elaboration itself. The problem then is
not simply designing structures for possible interbranch con-
stitutionalism, but structuring institutional incentives for those structures
to operate in the manner intended.22

c. easing formal amendability requirements

Thus far the three types of proposal considered have dealt with the
allocation of powers for constitutional elaboration at the horizontal level

19 In an interesting consideration of contrasts between the U.S. system of constitutional
review and the Canadian from the point of view of sensitivity to wide public reasons and
information, Tushnet renders this contrast as one between relying on psychological
factors versus structural or institutional features: Mark Tushnet, ‘‘Forms of Judicial
Review as Expressions of Constitutional Patriotism,’’ Law and Philosophy 22, no. 3–4
(2003).

20 Habermas, Between Facts and Norms, 487.
21 Sweet, Governing with Judges, 63–114, gives numerous examples of this phenomenon in

four European nations; many could be added from U.S. history. I doubt it is localized
only to these five nations.

22 Unfortunately on this latter problem of incentive design, I’ve no concrete ideas that seem
both workable and normatively acceptable.
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of the national government. Although they have been designed with an
eye to the character of the interactions between the informal public
spheres and the formally institutionalized public spheres of state decision,
they have not systematically tried to establish a reliable vertical link
between the two. If we recall Habermas’s ‘‘two-track’’ conception of
deliberative democratic politics I endorsed in Chapter 7, however, we can
see that such links are absolutely crucial to ensuring the legitimacy of
exercises of political power. On the rich deliberative model of democratic
processes, it is not enough to simply secure the electoral accountability of
public officials who are then licensed with basically plenary powers to
decide upon policy choices, which choices are taken as consented to in the
absence of electoral revolt. This thin conception of democracy relies on
an aggregative conception of the public good and is, as I argued in
Chapters 2 and 3, not particularly convincing on either normative or
empirical grounds. Even if we ‘‘thicken’’ up this conception by structuring
certain intragovernmental processes of deliberation and dispersed deci-
sion making – say by adopting various separation of powers or federalist
schemes – this still leaves deliberative democracy largely up to the
interactions between variously positioned and incentivized political elites
and the diverse holders of expert knowledge they may rely on in choosing
amongst policy alternatives. In order, however, for democratic processes
to meet the demanding idealized condition that their outcomes be based
upon a sufficient gathering of information and serious, reasons-respon-
sive consideration of the likely consequences and side-effects for all
affected by policy choices, there must be a set of vertical channels through
which those affected can not only have their arguments and concerns
heard but can expect that they will have some significant effect on the
agenda, procedures, and outcomes of official processes of political deci-
sion. To put the point in Habermas’s suggestive metaphors, there must be
a way in which the communicative power of the citizens can be collected
and channeled in the broad, diverse, and relatively anarchic realm of
the informal public spheres, and forced through the sluice gates of the
official policy-making processes, thereby transforming communicative
into legitimate political power through the medium of law. The admin-
istrative power of the state – which is necessarily coercive at many points –
is then legitimated to the extent to which it is directed by political power
in the form of legitimate statutes and regulations, where this power in
turn has been constituted and directed by communicative power of the
citizenry.

To be sure, this idealization of a legitimate circulation of power is
overly demanding as an empirical description of reality, and so as a
normative criterion for everyday exercises of state power. Here Haber-
mas, rightly to my mind, suggests that as long as this circuit can in fact be
mobilized by citizens – as evidenced by its more or less frequent use by a
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national public when sufficiently motivated and mobilized – the fact that
some exercises of power might exhibit a top-down ‘‘countercirculation’’
from political elites and experts does not invalidate the democratic
character of the political system as a whole. The relation that this picture
of the circulation of power has to a constitutional democracy’s system of
constitutional elaboration becomes clear once we consider the basic
modalities of constitutional change. As Lutz succinctly puts it, ‘‘a con-
stitution may be altered by means of (1) a formal amendment process; (2)
periodic replacement of the entire document; (3) judicial interpretation;
and (4) legislative revision.’’23 Assuming the soundness of the argument
for a constitutional court, and even adopting the various horizontal
proposals earlier, formal amendment procedures that are relatively easy
to use leave open a crucial option for the people to assume their con-
stituent power and thereby actuate, as it were, the official circulation of
constitution-making power.24 Amendment procedures, that is to say,
formally institutionalize the possibility of a vertical employment of the
people’s constituent power, in particular to correct for deficiencies in the
horizontal system of normal constitutional elaboration. On the one hand,
they allow for the democratic development of fundamental law and, on
the other, they can ease the democratic deficits caused by the transmu-
tation of constitutional protection into elaboration.

If then formal amendment procedures provide a mode by which the
people’s constituent power can actuate the official democratic circulation
of power with respect to constitutional essentials, how exactly should they
be designed? Here, given the complexity of the issues involved, I have no
specific metrics, only some general suggestions.25 Centrally relevant
complexities here concern, at the least, structural factors such as the
length of the constitution itself, the variety and specificity of government
functions covered in the constitution, the various initiative and ratifica-
tion modalities allowed by the amendment procedures, and the roles and

23 Lutz, ‘‘Toward a Theory of Constitutional Amendment,’’ 237.
24 I leave out of consideration here the possibility of entirely new constitutional beginnings

for reasons of complexity. Nevertheless, it should be clear that the criteria of deliberative
democratic legitimacy retain their force even for originary constitutional conventions,
requiring real democracy not only in the selection of a constituent assembly, but in the
ratification process as well. Perhaps the widely noted ‘‘democratic deficit’’ in the writing
of the proposed European Constitution explains, to some extent, its recent apparent
defeat at the ratification stage through the popular rejection, by referenda, in France and
the Netherlands. As of this writing (March 2006), the future of that political project is
quite uncertain. There remains a set of interesting conceptual, normative, and factual
questions concerning whether a constitution should include, in itself, specified
procedures for its own overcoming through the writing of a new constitution.

25 Even these suggestions are undoubtedly colored by my provincial understanding as a
citizen of the United States, one who finds his own nation’s constitution much too difficult
to amend.
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techniques adopted by various governmental agencies in the processes of
informal constitutional elaboration outside of formal amendment pro-
cesses.26 But there are also a host of external factors to consider, con-
cerning, for instance, the degree of ideological and political polarization
in the nation, levels of inequality as they relate especially to individuals’
resources and capacities for civic competence, the character of the
nation’s political culture broadly construed (including officials’ adherence
to rule of law values, the social acceptance of various forms of rule, and
the degree of enthusiasm for democratic as opposed to autocratic insti-
tutions and officials), the prospects for constitutional sustainability over
time, the relative levels of power between government and other sectors
of society such as the economy, the military, civil society, and various
forms of secondary associations – just to name a few.27

Given these complexities, the following insufficient platitudes will have
to substitute here for what should be a more robust theory of constitu-
tional amendment that could fully warrant a recommendation for rela-
tively easy amendment procedures. To begin with, it is clear that the
central issue is striking an appropriate balance between unchangeable
obduracy and mercurial transformability. On the one hand, a constitution
has to be sufficiently difficult to change in order to maintain a basic
distinction between constitutional higher-law and the subordinate status
of ordinary law. On the other hand, it cannot be so hard to change that
democratically achieved changes to the constitution are effectively fore-
closed, except through wholesale constitutional replacement. Some
attention also should be paid to differences in the way in which the
relevant difficulties of formal amendment are set up. I have in mind here,
in particular, a distinction between the procedural hurdles established by
various levels of supermajoritarian rules, and those hurdles which are
established either by extending the amendment process over time or by
increasing the diversity of representative points of view. Although in
terms of a numerical metric of difficulty of amendability both may be
equivalent,28 from a deliberative perspective, the constitution is not

26 This is a distillation of the many factors that Lutz considers in his very important
theoretical and empirical analysis of constitutional amendments: Lutz, ‘‘Toward a Theory
of Constitutional Amendment.’’

27 Several of these factors are distilled out of the rather surprising advice rendered from a
deliberative democratic perspective to constitutional designers in a set of newly emergent
constitutional democracies, by Stephen Holmes and Cass R. Sunstein, ‘‘The Politics of
Constitutional Revision in Eastern Europe,’’ in Responding to Imperfection: The Theory and
Practice of Constitutional Amendment, ed. Sanford Levinson (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1995).

28 See Lutz, ‘‘Toward a Theory of Constitutional Amendment,’’ 254–60, for his derivation of
an index measuring the relative difficulty of various amendment procedures, and his
assignment of a value to various mechanisms.
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conceived of as a simple counter-majoritarian instrument, but as a facil-
itator of legitimate democratic decisions procedures. Thus amendment
hurdles that encourage the collection and rational assessment of relevant
reasons and information are to be favored over ones that simply make it
difficult for a majority to get its way, even as any amendment hurdles will
undoubtedly do that as well.29 Finally, the normative framework
embraced here would also appear to favor popular referenda mechanisms
for the initiation of constitutional amendment processes in general,
though legislative initiative procedures also would be acceptable. Popular
ratification procedures should be the norm, although this does not
exclude adding representative institutions to the ratification mix on top
of popular ones.

But designing amendment procedures is not just a matter of linking up
normative theory with structural data at an abstract level; one must also
take into account the particular dynamics of constitutional elaboration
fostered by different amendment schemas. From the proceduralist con-
ception of deliberative democratic constitutionalism adopted here, it
appears that there may be good reasons for differential levels of
entrenchment correlated to different kinds of issues constitutions deal
with. Ideally, the system of rights, rights to both private and public
autonomy, should be equally strong and resistant to change. But, in
practice, it is quite difficult to strike the correct semantic balance, when
writing constitutional provisions, between requisite abstract formulation
and controlling determinacy. And this difficulty seems significantly
increased for adequately guaranteeing the substance of many individual
private liberty rights, as opposed, say, to the more procedural character of
the guarantees necessary to ensure equal individual rights to democratic
participation. It is precisely in the former case that constitutional courts
have been particularly assertive in taking on the tasks of constitutional
elaboration, to the detriment of the people’s constituent power for the
same. When a constitution is particularly difficult to amend, the pressures
for constitutional elaboration outside of the normal amendment process
will grow and, to the extent that this task is taken on by a constitutional

29 Compare, for instance, the equivalent values Lutz assigns for difficulty in amendment
approval modalities where those modalities nevertheless would promise different
deliberative benefits, ibid., Table 10, 258–59. Although an absolute majority popular
referendum should be as hard to pass as (bicameral) legislative approval twice by an
absolute majority with an intervening election, the latter seems recommended by its
longer time frame allowing for greater deliberation. Greater deliberative benefits also
should flow from having approval follow from a majority of state (subnational) legislatures
as opposed to from a combination of executive action plus a two-thirds majority of the
national legislature, even though both receive closely equivalent scores on the difficulty
index. In this case, the former solution is recommended by the possibility for a greater
diversity of viewpoints represented.
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court, a positive feedback loop is created between court specification,
doctrinal elaboration of various balancing tests, and the unwarranted
judicial injection of substantive content into the constitutional system.30

In short, as constitutional provisions protecting individual liberty rights
are increasingly entrenched, it seems that the problem of the transmu-
tation of constitutional protection into elaboration is reciprocally
increased over time.31 It’s an open empirical question whether or not
similar effects can be detected with respect to a constitutional court’s
enforcement of provisions concerning governmental structure and indi-
vidual rights of democratic participation; my sense is to the contrary. If
that is correct, then different degrees of amendability might be tailored to
different kinds of constitutional provisions.32

Turning to the assessment values, much will depend on the specific
details of the schemes being compared and the sociopolitical and legal
contexts in which they are employed. Having left much of this detail out,
it still seems possible to say that easing or restructuring formal amend
processes, if properly carried out, should have no discernible effect on
systematicity, since normal amendment procedures incorporate various
methods for vetting the specific text proposed in amendments by relevant
legal and policy experts. Perhaps overly permissive procedures would
lead to a constitution turning into something akin to an overly fulsome
and specific civil code, thereby engendering increased numbers of
potential legal conflicts at the constitutional level.33 This potential sys-
tematicity deficit should, then, be a consideration against setting the
difficulty of amendability too low. Amendments may, in addition, have a
small but important positive effect in terms of settlement, since they

30 Sweet, Governing with Judges, 92–126.
31 My considerations here suggest that combining open-textured constitutional provisions

with their, as it were, superconstitutional entrenchment against amendability, whether
through explicit constitutional text or developing judicial doctrine, is not advisable. This
combination – as evinced for instance in much European jurisprudence with respect to
rights – has led, in practice, to the use of judicial construction methodologies that invite
expansive judicial lawmaking in the area. See Sweet, ibid.

32 This provides one way of thinking about the justification of the structure of the Canadian
notwithstanding clause. By allowing legislative responses to constitutional elaboration by
constitutional courts in the areas of substantive individual liberties, but barring such
responses with respect to membership and democratic rights, the provision recognizes
the special democratic danger of juridical elaboration with respect to the former.

33 Lutz, ‘‘Toward a Theory of Constitutional Amendment,’’ 247–50 and 60–61, presents
compelling evidence from comparisons between both United States state constitutions
and across thirty nation-state constitutions, that the length of the constitutional text is
strongly correlated to the rate at which it is amended over time. He also provides the
standard explanation for this strong correlation: ‘‘Commentators frequently note that
the more provisions a constitution has, the more targets there are for amendment, and
the more likely the constitution will be targeted because it deals with too many details that
are subject to change,’’ 244.
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definitively decide certain constitutional issues, rather than leaving
them open to various and potentially competing official constitutional
elaborators.

Amendments processes should, in principle, have just the kind of
independence from political officials that the proceduralist model of
constitutional review prizes. If we want especially to ensure that the rules
of the democratic process, especially in their constitutional form, are not
being systematically deformed, abused, or ignored by those currently in
office to either close off the channels of political change or system-
atically disfavor the interests of underrepresented subsections of society,
then the structural dependence of amendment procedures on the
people, not on their governmental agents, seems particularly appro-
priate. To put it in a slogan, in a system of constitutional elaboration
including constitutional courts, amendments look like the way that ‘‘the
guardians of democracy’’ can themselves be guarded. Of course, this
ideal picture of independence does not entirely match up with reality.
After all, if amendment proposals are initiated by legislative bodies or
other forms of special bodies of governmental officials, then indepen-
dence is undercut. Furthermore, the need for vetting the text of
amendment proposals may provide significant room for ‘‘recapture’’ of
the proposal by political officials. Perhaps, however, the real threat to
the necessary independence of the amendment procedure is the
apparent ease and success by which it can be captured by social powers
looking to promote their own sectional interests to the detriment of
others. I return to this important issue later in considering the assess-
ment value of sensitivity, as some of the most prevalent mechanisms
for such capture result from the structural transformations of the
informal public sphere that have made widespread, high-quality public
deliberation so hard to achieve.

In a political system in which the full gamut of the constitution is
amendable, easing overly obdurate amendment procedures would have
clear benefits with respect to sufficient and relevant empowerment. One
might be worried here, however, about the costs of overempowerment
promised by relatively easy amendability, as repeated and continuous
changes in the overall constitutional system may produce deleterious
consequences from the point of view of both systematicity and settlement.
It should be noted, however, that the problem of overempowerment
does not derive from the fact that amendments are directly subject to
popular will. Although there is a frequent invocation of the specter of
unbridled populism, especially evident in many debates over ordinary
referenda, Lutz’s data from a decade of American state amendment
patterns make clear that the more ‘‘populist’’ route for initiating a con-
stitutional amendment – namely through various popular referenda,
rather than through the legislature or through special constitutional
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convention – has not been notably easy or successful.34 Worries, then,
about amendments and mercurial populism, and the resulting threat of
overempowerment, seem overstated and perhaps misplaced. Further-
more, easing amendability is clearly recommended from the point of view
of jurisdiction: constitutional elaboration is rightly the province and duty
of democratic citizens themselves.

Ideally, it would seem that the same strong positive conclusion would
follow on the sensitivity scale as well, as the legitimacy of the process of
constitutional elaboration itself depends crucially on the extent to which
its outcomes are responsive to relevant reasons and information stem-
ming from the people themselves. What better way to be sensitive to the
people’s inputs, then, than a direct vote or series of votes by them?
Elaboration by amendment need not, for instance, be defended through
any circuitous, counterfactual, or hypothetical accounts of how the people
themselves are better represented by their governmental agents than by
their own explicit vote.35 And this sensitivity would entail that constitu-
tional elaboration through amendment is not susceptible to the patern-
alist worries about judicial elaboration, canvassed throughout this book,
that arise from the evident gap between the people’s will as expressed in
the constitution and the particular use made of that ‘‘constitutional
will’’ by judicial interpreters.36

34 ‘‘Many believe that the initiative, by making the process of proposing an amendment too
easy, has led to a flood of proposals that are then more readily adopted by the electorate
that initiated them. . . .As Table 7 shows, during the period 1970–79, relatively few
amendments [8.5%, with only 2.2% by popular initiative] were proposed by other than a
legislature [91.5%]. One-third of the states use popular initiative as a method of
proposing amendments, and yet even in these states the legislative method was greatly
preferred. The popular initiative has received a lot of attention, especially in California,
but in fact it has thus far had a minimal impact. What has been the relative success of
these competing modes of proposing constitutions? Table 8 shows that the relatively few
amendments proposed through popular initiative have a success rate [32%] roughly half
that of the two prominent alternatives [64% initiated by legislatures, 71% by special
conventions]. The popular initiative is in fact more difficult to use than legislative
initiative,’’ ibid., 254. Extension of Lutz’s research to cross-national comparisons, and
over a longer time frame, would be quite welcome.

35 Recall that this is a common strategy for justifying both representative government by
virtuous elites, and judicial review itself, where judges are taken to be more representative
of (some crucial, fundamental, and theory-specific aspect of ) the will of the people. See
the venerable line of such arguments canvassed in Chapter 6, Section A4.

36 A classic denial of this gap is contained, for instance, in Hamilton’s justification for
judicial review as merely securing the will of the people as expressed in the constitution.
The argument for judicial review does not ‘‘by any means suppose a superiority of the
judicial to the legislative power. It only supposes that the power of the people is superior
to both; and that where the will of the legislature declared in its statutes, stands in
opposition to that of the people declared in the constitution, the judges ought to be
governed by the latter, rather than the former.’’ Hamilton, Madison, and Jay, The
Federalist with Letters of ‘‘Brutus,’’ #78, 380.
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As any astute observer of contemporary politics realizes, however,
sensitivity to the simple electoral desires of the public is, quite often, not
sensitivity to the people’s considered opinions, but rather sensitivity to
those who can most effectively make use of the myriad techniques of ‘‘the
scientific marketing of candidates [and amendment proposals!] by
soundbite specialists.’’37 The problem with the ideal account of the
sensitivity of amendment procedures presupposed in the previous para-
graph is that it attends only to the aggregative mechanism of voting as a
measure of sensitivity. But, to adopt the terminology I laid out in
Chapter 3, this is a one-sided focus on whether the structures of
accountability are more populist or expertocratic; it entirely leaves out
the notion that democratic processes ought to be sufficiently deliberative.
As currently institutionalized and practiced, amendment procedures take
for granted that there is an effectively functioning informal deliberative
public sphere that can be expected to help and encourage citizens col-
lectively to weigh amendment proposals in the light of relevant infor-
mation and reasons. Thanks, however, to the work of deliberative
democratic scholars from many different research traditions and
domains, we can now be fairly certain that this presupposition is seriously
undermined by any number of actual ‘‘deliberative troubles.’’38

The kinds and sources of such deliberative troubles are manifold, and I
do not propose to review them all here. But even a partial list would have
to start with a problem that lies at the level of individual citizen incentives.
What Anthony Downs memorably termed ‘‘rational ignorance’’ refers to
the strategic calculations that an individual might make with respect to
becoming informed about complex political questions and proposals
currently before the public. On the one hand, in polities with high
populations, my single vote will not make much of a difference to the
outcome of an election. On the other hand, the personal costs of sorting
the various facts, values, reasons, and so on that ought ideally to be taken
into account are quite high. Thus I have strong ‘‘rational’’ incentives to
remain ignorant about them.39 However, this should not be considered
an atemporal general phenomenon of all circumstances of political citi-
zenship, for it is quite clear that individuals have a diversity of motivations
and incentives that may override the two identified by Downs, and
changes in social context may significantly alter the relevant personal
‘‘calculations.’’

It is precisely here, in identifying the historic structural changes in the
informal public spheres and the ways they have shaped individuals’

37 Ackerman and Fishkin, Deliberation Day, 10.
38 The phrase is from Sunstein, Designing Democracy: What Constitutions Do, but I use it here

to pick out a wider variety of phenomena than he analyzes.
39 Anthony Downs, An Economic Theory of Democracy (New York: The Free Press, 1957).
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incentive structure and environment, that much of the most interesting
applied work in deliberative democratic theory has occurred.40 To begin,
the rise and refinement of modern opinion polling, and its close con-
nection to the commodified packaging of candidates and proposals
in superficial but motivationally effective advertising packages – think
sound-bites – have significantly raised the political salience of reasons-
unresponsive or even reasons-resistant desires, fears, biases, ideologies,
and mythologies. This is further fostered, of course, by the fact that
modern mass media are more-or-less push phenomena, disseminating the
soundbites that political elites, socially powerful actors and groups, and
their image consultants desire to have disseminated. Such mass media are
driven, in addition, not by any interests in promoting public discussion but
by selling advertising. Furthermore, the increasing diversification of
outlets and venues for politically relevant information and opinion – both
in the old media markets of newspapers, radio, and television, and through
the development of the Internet – leads to the segmentation of broader
public spheres into limited ‘‘deliberative enclaves’’ (Sunstein) of those with
like-minded values and opinions. Such deliberative enclaves become
increasingly insensitive to the information, opinions, and arguments
coming from other quarters of society, and simultaneously more likely to
reinforce the prediscussion errors and biases of the group members. The
diversification of society itself, in particular value pluralization, also may
contribute to such deliberative troubles, at the same time that increases in
the overall degree of social complexity – with clear analogues in the
internal development of a constitutionally structured legal corpus – make
it more difficult to comprehend and evaluate relevant political alter-
natives. Finally, all of these various phenomena are overlaid with and
permeated by the existing social inequalities in a society. Not only are the
agenda, content, and character of public flows of information, opinions,
and arguments highly structured by asymmetrical distributions of wealth
and power but also – precisely because the distribution of deliberative
capacities and resources is strongly correlated with such material asym-
metries – the ‘‘deliberative’’ outcomes of public opinion tend to promote
policies and alternatives that reinforce asymmetries of wealth and power.
Mere sensitivity to the pre- or nondeliberative opinions of the public, then,
may be a form of populist sensitivity, but it does not adequately attend to
the deliberative troubles extant under current social conditions, or to the

40 I draw the following account from a variety of sources. However, four crucial works in the
area deserve special mention as particularly important and insightful: Bohman, Public
Deliberation: Pluralism, Complexity, and Democracy, Fishkin, Democracy and Deliberation,
Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a
Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press,
1989), and Sunstein, Designing Democracy: What Constitutions Do.
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ideals of a reasons-responsive employment of the state’s coercive
power.41 It is important that one not draw overly pessimistic conclusions
from these contemporary obstacles. For, in fact, high-quality, widely dis-
persed popular constitutional debate and decision making can and
has occurred, even if usually only under propitious and extraordinary
historical conditions.42

Amendment proposal and ratification processes as currently struc-
tured, then, are sensitive to popular opinion in its raw or unfiltered form,
but this is not the full type of sensitivity a theory of deliberative demo-
cratic constitutionalism should be concerned to rely on, especially when
considering the fundamental procedures that structure democratic forms
of consociation – when citizens are called on, that is, to continue to carry
on the process of constitutional elaboration. What Ackerman and Fishkin
say in the context of candidate elections seems even more important
when it comes to constitutional matters:

Raw opinion of the entire mass public is the realization of plebiscitary democracy.
The long-term trajectory of American democracy, and indeed of most democ-
racies around the world, has been to consult the mass public more and more
directly. This process has brought power to the people – with referendums and
other plebiscites, with primaries in candidate selection, with the elimination of
indirect modes of election of some office-holders, and with the expansion of the
office-holders who are directly elected, etc. The end result has been that innu-
merable decisions that were once made . . . through a select or elite group
deliberating, are now subject to the incentives for rational ignorance on the part
of the mass public. Increasingly, we have brought power to the people under
conditions where the people have little reason to think about the power we would
have them exercise.43

Well-structured amendment procedures are designed to reflect the
diversity and disagreement evident amongst citizens seeking to mediate

41 The quote from Dewey that I discussed in Chapter 2 is worth quoting here again:
‘‘Majority rule, just as majority rule, is as foolish as its critics charge it with being. But it is
never merelymajority rule. As a practical politician, Samuel J. Tilden, said a long time ago:
‘The means by which a majority comes to be a majority is the more important thing’:
antecedent debates, modification of views to meet the opinions of minorities, the relative
satisfaction given to the latter by the fact that it has had a chance and that next time it may
be successful in becoming a majority. . . .The essential need, in other words, is the
improvement of the methods and conditions of debate, discussion and persuasion. That
is the problem of the public,’’ Dewey, The Public and Its Problems, 365.

42 Ackerman’s sweeping and compelling history of extended periods of ‘‘higher lawmaking’’
in United States history punctuating much longer periods of politics as usual provides
much evidence to support the claim that high-quality popular constitutional deliberation
is possible: Ackerman, We the People: Foundations, Ackerman, We the People: Transforma-
tions.

43 Ackerman and Fishkin, Deliberation Day, 29.
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the ir socia l life through legi timate law, and to provide an effect ive mea ns
for cit izens to employ their consti tuent power in the lig ht of the inev itable
elabor ation of a consti tutiona l scheme in the normal co urse of every day
proces ses of lawma king and law-app lying. I doubt how ever that, in their
pres ent form, they can be particul arly effect ive in achieving these laud-
able goals, unless they are tr ansform ed to take acco unt of the delib erative
tro ubles wh ich undermi ne the suppo sition that sen sitivity to popula r
votin g is enough to ensure the dem ocratic character of constitutio nalism.
Th e probl em of institu tional design is, once again, one of mediatin g
between the ideal and the real.

d. establishing civic constitutional fora

I menti oned at the end of Sectio n A of Cha pter 8 that we shou ld ex pect
tensions and tradeoffs between the various assessment values as realized
in different institutional mechanisms for constitutional review. Having
worked through four types of proposals, some general patterns emerge.
First, all four proposals appear to have either no substantial effect or a
moderate positive effect on the overall systematicity of the legal corpus.
Second, with the exception of some modes of interbranch decisional
dispersal (particularly temporary legislative overrides of constitutional
court decisions), the same can be said with respect to settlement: either no
effect or a moderate positive effect. If correct, these two findings should
go a fair way to rebutting claims for locating extraordinarily strong
powers of constitutional decision exclusively in the judiciary, claims that
are based on the specter of lawlessness, anarchy, and confusion said to
ensue in the absence of such rigorous and exclusive control. All four
proposals sufficiently and relevantly empower various different actors to
have a role in the scheme of constitutional elaboration. Empowerment,
however, is often tied to the jurisdictional reach of each proposal:
although I claim that none of the proposals overstep their proper
jurisdiction, the reach of each is variable, from the more extensive
jurisdiction over the constitutional corpus as a whole granted to con-
stitutional courts and amendment procedures, to the more limited
domain of authority granted to self-review panels and interbranch
mechanisms of decision. In sum, on the four measures of systematicity,
settlement, empowerment, and jurisdiction there do not seem to be the
kinds of trade-offs and compromises that we might have suspected in the
absence of a more thorough consideration of each proposal.

However, the predicted tensions between independence and sensitivity
do repeatedly surface. Thus, the scheme that does well in terms of
independence – constitutional courts – turns out to have serious deficits
with respect to sensitivity. Conversely, the schemes that do well on the
sensitivity scale – self-review panels and interbranch mechanisms – do
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poorly on the independence scale, and apparently precisely because of
their electoral sensitivity. The one proposal that held out the promise for
achieving both requisite independence and sensitivity – easing amend-
ability – does not achieve it: its ideal promise wilts significantly in the light
of the real conditions of current democratic politics. What looked to be
not only an independent mechanism for guarding the guardians of the
procedures of democracy but also the one mechanism most closely tied to
the will of the people, seems to be neither sufficiently independent nor
sensitive in the right way. Should we then resign ourselves to an irre-
concilable tension between the ideal and the real, and give up hopes for a
fully democratic process of constitutional self-government? I think not,
and precisely because the actual independence and sensitivity deficits of
amendment procedures as currently structured are, in fact, linked to one
another. The hinge is the character and quality of public democratic
deliberation witnessed in modern informal political public spheres. On
both assessment scales, although amendment procedures look good
ideally, in reality it seems that they will be subject to just the kind of
mercurial and uninformed populism that has always lingered as the
spectral foil to more elitist forms of organizing governmental decisions.
If, however, there are achievable and effective ways of significantly
improving public democratic deliberation, then there is the prospect for
transforming processes of constitutional elaboration in ways to avoid the
independence–sensitivity trade-off, thus belying its apparent inevitability.

The same point can be made another way: the independence–sensi-
tivity trade-off looks inevitable at the horizontal level of government
because, no matter how reasons-responsive various government organs
are, independence and sensitivity are both structurally tied to the influ-
ence of elections at the horizontal level of national government. The
move to the vertical relationship between the constituent power of
the people, the constitution, and the organs of government – via the
amendment process – ideally promised to change the independence–
sensitivity dynamic but fails to do so because of deliberative troubles. We
need not accept the current state of political public spheres as an
unchangeable given, however. Diverse avenues of contemporary institu-
tional design for improving deliberation – and the empirical research
that provisionally supports its effectiveness – promise ways of overcoming
or mitigating much of the deliberative trouble, and thereby reinvigorat-
ing the promise of truly deliberative democratic constitutionalism.44 As

44 An excellent overview of much of the empirical literature concerning the effects of public
deliberation is provided by Delli Carpini, Cook, and Jacobs, ‘‘Public Deliberation,
Discursive Participation, and Citizen Engagement.’’ The authors conclude that delibera-
tion in and of itself is not always an unalloyed good, or even a good at all when poorly
structured, carried out under suboptimal circumstances, or insufficiently topically
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an exploratory set of proposals, then, I suggest the establishment of
various kinds of civic constitutional fora: intentionally structured locations
for focused and high-quality citizen deliberation and decision making
concerning constitutional matters, especially those that arise from the
ongoing processes of constitutional elaboration, but not necessarily lim-
ited to those. To get an idea of the shape of these proposals, I turn first to
some very exciting work ensuing from deliberative democrats.

The most promising directions begin with Fishkin’s proposals for
deliberative public opinion polls, and the research and testing supporting
their effectiveness.45 I summarize these polls just enough to familiarize
one with their basic ideas, processes, and results – abjuring a full analysis
here. Fishkin summarizes the basic process as follows:

The Problem – Citizens are often uninformed about key public issues. Conven-
tional polls represent the public’s surface impressions of sound bites and head-
lines. The public, subject to what social scientists have called ‘‘rational ignorance,’’
has little reason to confront trade-offs or invest time and effort in acquiring
information or coming to a considered judgment.
The Process – Deliberative Polling� is an attempt to use television and public

opinion research in a new and constructive way. A random, representative sample
is first polled on the targeted issues. After this baseline poll, members of the
sample are invited to gather at a single place for a weekend in order to discuss the
issues. Carefully balanced briefing materials are sent to the participants and are
also made publicly available. The participants engage in dialogue with competing
experts and political leaders based on questions they develop in small group
discussions with trained moderators. Parts of the weekend events are broadcast on
television, either live or in taped and edited form. After the deliberations, the
sample is again asked the original questions. The resulting changes in opinion
represent the conclusions the public would reach, if people had opportunity to
become more informed and more engaged by the issues.46

focused. My proposals for well-structured civic constitutional fora are specifically tailored
to optimizing the circumstances of deliberation for the consideration and ratification of
constitutional amendments. For a clear overview of various institutional design choices
and how they affect the diverse functions and goals deliberative democratic public fora
are intended to promote, supported in the light of five actual ‘‘minipublic’’ experiments,
see Fung, ‘‘Recipes for Public Spheres.’’

45 An early formulation can be found in Fishkin, Democracy and Deliberation, 1–10, 82–104.
Much more extensive treatment, including empirical data collected in running numerous
deliberative polls in diverse policy and national conditions, can be found in James S.
Fishkin, The Voice of the People: Public Opinion and Democracy, expanded ed. (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1997); James S. Fishkin and Robert C. Luskin, Experimenting
with a Democratic Ideal: Deliberative Polling and Public Opinion (2004 [cited June 15 2005]),
available from http://cdd.stanford.edu/research/index.html, and at the Web site for The
Center for Deliberative Democracy.

46 James S. Fishkin, Deliberative Polling�: Toward a Better-Informed Democracy (2004 [cited
June 15, 2005]), available from http://cdd.stanford.edu/polls/docs/summary/.
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A few more details: the whole group usually ranges between two
hundred and five hundred participants (similar in size to modern
representative legislatures); participants are given material incentives for
participation; small group deliberations occur among twelve to fifteen
persons with procedural moderators looking to ensure civility and
balanced equality between the contributions of members and between the
major arguments canvassed in the briefing documents. Fishkin and
Luskin summarize the results of comparing preevent polls (both of the
participants and often a different, larger control group) to exit polls
conducted after deliberations:

1 The participants are representative. . . .
2 Opinions often change. . . .
3 Vote intentions often change. . . .
4 The participants gain information. . . .
5 The changes in opinions and votes and the information gains are
related. . . .

6 The changes in opinions and votes are unrelated to social
location. . . .

7 Policy attitudes and vote intentions tend to be more predictable,
and predictable on the basis of normatively preferable criteria after
deliberation than before. Thus regressions of policy attitudes on
collections of values and empirical premises that ought to affect
them carry bigger adjusted R2s after deliberation than before.
Similarly, U.S. primary election voters tend to give much greater
weight than the control group to the candidates’ policy positions in
deciding how to vote.

8 Single-Peakedness increases. . . .The participants may not agree
more after deliberating, but they do seem to agree more in this
sense about what they are agreeing or disagreeing about. . . .

9 The increases in single-peakedness and information gains are
related. The increases in single-peakedness stem primarily from
those participants emerging most informed.

10 Preferences do not necessarily ‘‘polarize’’ across discussion groups. . . .
11 Preferences do not necessarily homogenize within groups. . . .
12 Balanced deliberation tends to promote balanced learning.47

In short, remarkable increases in the quality of the outcomes of opi-
nion-formation processes can be achieved through the astute institutional
design of deliberations among a representative cross-section of ordinary

47 Fishkin and Luskin, Experimenting with a Democratic Ideal: Deliberative Polling and Public
Opinion (references omitted).
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citizens. Although the results, to some extent speak for themselves, a few
comments are particularly relevant here. First, result 6 is quite significant
as a rebuttal to claims (now unfashionable to make explicitly) that
deliberation is the special province of elite, well-off, or well-educated
citizens alone: ‘‘That the changes of opinion and vote intention are lar-
gely uninfluenced by sociodemographic factors, including education
suggests that the process seems accessible to all social strata.’’48 Second,
result 7 can be reformulated in terms of the notion of reasons-respon-
siveness: after engaging in the deliberative polls, participants’ policy
preferences were brought into much closer line with the information,
values, and reasons that they found to be directly relevant to supporting
or undermining those preferences. Given that a large measure of the
structure of deliberative polling is oriented toward civic education this
should not be surprising, but it is important to underline in the face of
skepticism about the worth or import of deliberation when compared to
other factors motivating belief and preference formation: preferences
may not be fully reasons-responsive, but they are not fully insensitive to
reasons either. Results 8 and 9 go a fair way to answering charges about
the mercurial and unstable nature of public opinion, at least when the
latter has been anchored in robust, actual processes of deliberation:
‘‘deliberation lessens the collective confusions of mass democracy, creat-
ing a shared public space for public opinion. . . . If anything, the desir-
ability of avoiding preference cycles argues for deliberation.’’49 Finally,
results 10 and 11 follow from the facts that communication in deliberative
polls occurs across lines that typically separate citizens in their ordinary
lives, and that the pool of available information and arguments that
participants must contend with is not limited to the socially and ideolo-
gically bounded pools increasingly produced in niche-marketed mass-
media productions and through deliberative enclaving.

This is related to one final important point. We should not expect high
quality deliberation to result in or tend towards consensus on policy
alternatives, or, more grandly yet, on questions of basic values, world-
views, and moral systems. ‘‘In the Deliberative Polls we have found that
the items that change are not fundamental values, but rather specific
policy attitudes, factual knowledge and what we have called ‘empirical
premises’ (typically, assumptions about causal connections between policy
choices and valued outputs). Fundamental values seem to have greater
stability than any of the items just mentioned.’’50 To put the same point
another way, deliberation is not a panacea for reasonable, persistent
disagreement tied to modern conditions of value pluralism, nor can we
expect it to produce a utopia of unanimous consent on substantive
principles of justice. It is, rather, a process by which citizens’ fundamental

48 Ibid. 49 Ibid. 50 Ackerman and Fishkin, Deliberation Day, 30, footnote 9.
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disagreements can become clear, while stripping away the confusions
caused by myths, false beliefs, and simple lack of relevant information. As
I have been arguing throughout this book, it is precisely the problem of
reasonable substantive disagreement, coupled with the fact that the use of
state power is inevitably coercive and so demands justification, which
should encourage us to adopt a proceduralist conception of democratic
constitutional legitimacy. Deliberative polls give us no empirical reasons,
additional to the standard theoretical ones,51 to believe that consensus on
relatively specific fundamental values or on encompassing value systems
would be forthcoming, if we could only deliberate better together.

Returning now to the design problem concerning institutions of con-
stitutional elaboration, is there any place for deliberative polls or their
derivatives, and if so where? Fishkin’s original design for deliberative
polls was specifically structured to improve the public opinion that policy
makers rely on in the ordinary course of politics. The idea was to move
from the raw and unfiltered preferences that traditional opinion polls
gauge to well-formed preferences that are reasons-responsive and the
outcome of a fair confrontation with the opinions, beliefs, and arguments
of other citizens from diverse sectors of society. It was hoped that such
deliberative polls would not only have beneficial effects for the partici-
pants, however, but might also be able to go some way toward restruc-
turing the broader informal public spheres. In principle they seem well
suited to correcting the kinds of deliberative troubles undermining the
ideal independence and sensitivity of actual amendment procedures.

Deliberative opinion polls could easily focus on constitutional issues,
without any changes in their current format. They might then play a
consultative role in extant structures for constitutional elaboration:
constitutional courts, self-review panels, and interbranch constitutional
decision makers could all draw on their results (perhaps in different ways
and with respect to different jurisdictional areas) to gauge ‘‘the conclu-
sions the public would reach, if people had opportunity to become more
informed and more engaged by the issues.’’52 Of course, the claim that
the outcomes of one or several deliberative opinion polls each involving
five-hundred-odd citizens are the opinions of the public at large are
counterfactual. This might lead to some skepticism concerning both their
actual representativeness and, as a consequence, the degree to which the
opinions of a small sample of the public fulfill the democratic demand for
political equality. Fishkin’s central rejoinder here is that contemporary
scientific survey techniques, employing robust random sampling, enable a
high degree of confidence in the representativeness of the participants of

51 A canonical formulation of such theoretical reasons is Rawls’s list of the ‘‘burdens of
judgment’’: Rawls, Political Liberalism, 54–58.

52 Fishkin, Deliberative Polling�: Toward a Better-Informed Democracy.

Deliberative Democracy and Institutions of Judicial Review328



deli berative polls . Th is is then tie d to an eq ual impact standard of formal
poli tical eq uality: the prefere nces of each citize n are to have an equal
chan ce at affectin g outcom es.53 Major ity rule in mass elect ions is only one
way of operation alizing this co nception of political equality – of sp ecial
impor tance here, so are rand om sample s and lott ery sys tems (dis cussed
later) . Alth ough it is true that delib erative democracy emp loys a more
robus t notion of poli tical equality centered on the reasons -respon siveness
of governm ent ac tion, in particula r its responsiv eness to a full co n-
sidera tion of the interest s of all affecte d, this does not undermi ne the
claim of cons titution al consult ation pollin g to adequa tely mode l political
equ ality. If, in fact, all that we want out of such a process is a good idea of
wh at the publi c would think if suffici ently infor med and given the
oppor tunity to deliber ate adequat ely, and the represe ntativen ess of
deli berative polling is suffici ently robust, the n it seems that we achieve as
much political equality as needed in this consult ative cont ext. Th ere is
one rem aining element that might und ermine ou r co nfidenc e in that
represe ntat iveness how ever, and that is the problem of self-se lection.
Parti cipation in deli berative polling is voluntary, and althoug h encou r-
age d by m aterial incenti ves for partaki ng, we shou ld expe ct a high er-
degree of particip ation by ‘‘poli tical junkies ’’ and ot her active citizens
inste ad of a full cross-secti on of the populati on. As we have no reason to
thin k that the distri bution of the effect s of consti tution al decisi ons mirr ors
the self -selection distributio ns of deliber ative poll particip ants, relevant
represe ntat iveness might be undermi ned and the reby the pol itical
equ ality that rand om selec tion was intend ed to ens ure. To put it in terms
of the assess ment val ues, relev ant sensitivity may be under mined not by
the smal l num ber of parti cipants, but by the self-se lection probl em.54

53 Fishkin defines formal political equality thus: ‘‘a procedure which gives equal
consideration to the preferences of each citizen. . . .The basic idea is that formal political
equality is achieved when every voter has an equal probability of being the decisive voter,
assuming that we know nothing about the actual distribution of preferences of other
voters (and so that every alternative is equally likely). The definition captures the root
notion of various formal indexes for equal voting power,’’ Fishkin, Democracy and
Deliberation, 31. It is important to note here that he does not think that political equality
can be fully secured through formal procedures alone: certain conditions for insulating
individuals from external threats or rewards for voting compliance, and for an effective
hearing of the full range of interests involved must also be met. Nevertheless, his
conception of political equality is essentially akin to the aggregative conceptions that
underlie majoritarian conceptions of democratic political equality, conceptions I
distinguished from deliberative conceptions in Chapter 3 , Section A.

54 Here one should note that the voluntary participation evinced in deliberative polling – in
part an artifact of the civil society form of Fishkin’s experiments – is one significant
disanalogy from the ancient Athenian practices of large, randomly selected deliberative
assemblies of all citizens, with mandatory participation, that Fishkin often refers to as a
model for combining political equality with high-quality deliberation.
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There are two more significant concerns about deliberative opinion
polls that concern their actual effectiveness, but may mitigate our hopes
for them as means for correcting the deliberative troubles identified
earlier. First, they have not had a significant impact, at least in the United
States, in the broader informal public spheres through which facts, opi-
nions and reasons circulate, especially with respect to the mass media.55

Political events are still, if not to an even greater degree than before,
covered and reported in terms of horseraces between political personal-
ities, rather than in terms of the substantive issues and relevant con-
siderations. If deliberative opinion polls do not receive significant uptake
in the mass media and the informal public spheres more generally, their
salubrious deliberative effects will be limited mostly to participants
themselves. Not surprisingly, this also means that their impact on deci-
sion makers in the formal public sphere also will be attenuated. Their
effects on decisional outcomes may be magnified in the case of con-
stitutional consultation polling, however, as they are specifically initiated
by political officials. Where analogous initiatives have been taken by
decision makers to employ deliberative polling techniques, there do seem
to have been discernible impacts on policy decisions.56

More recently, in collaboration with Ackerman, Fishkin has extended
the basic structure of deliberative opinion polling into a much more
ambitious call for:

Deliberation Day – a new national holiday [in the United States]. It will be held one
week before major national elections. Registered voters will be called together in
neighborhood meeting places, in small groups of 15, and larger groups of 500, to
discuss the central issues raised by the campaign. Each deliberator will be paid $150
for the day’s work of citizenship, on condition that he or she shows up at the polls
the next week. All other work, except the most essential, will be prohibited by law.57

Clearly this proposal also focuses on the educative effects on individual
voters to be expected from structured deliberations with other citizens.

55 I say at least in the United States because the evidence from other countries looks a bit
better, especially concerning the extensive coverage of the deliberative opinion poll in
Denmark focused on adoption of the Euro currency, the various British polls on crime,
European membership, and the monarchy, and the Australian polls on constitutional
transformation toward a republican form of government and on Aboriginal issues. Much
would seem to depend on the current state of the mass media and the public spheres in
general in specific countries.

56 See the summary of eight regional deliberative polls commissioned by public utility
companies in the U.S. state of Texas, especially at page 10: Robert C. Luskin, James S.
Fishkin, and Dennis L. Plane, Deliberative Polling and Policy Outcomes: Electric Utility Issues
in Texas (1999 [cited June 16 2005]), available from http://cdd.stanford.edu/research/
index.html.

57 Ackerman and Fishkin, Deliberation Day, 7.
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The major increase in scale, however, supports their hope that it would
have significant transformative effects not only on individual citizens but
also on the broader political public spheres: the structure of campaign
strategies for information dissemination, advertising, and spending, the
revitalization of local political organizations, the character and quality of
mass-media coverage of campaigns, and so on. Hopes for significant
structural transformations of the political public spheres are much more
secure here than in the case of small group deliberative opinion polls, no
matter how great the uptake the latter receive in the informal public
spheres. Furthermore, the extensive citizen participation mandated for
deliberation day – secured through the requirement of deliberative par-
ticipation in order to vote – would vitiate the worry about self-selection
biases that threaten the fully representative character of deliberative
opinion polls.

Deliberation day could easily be adopted in the run-up to voting for
constitutional amendments, while leaving the rest of the formal proce-
dures for amendment unchanged. Adoption of deliberation day at first
only for constitutional amendments might even be considered as an
experiment for testing its worth and experimenting with details on the
way to full adoption of the innovation for general elections.58 I believe
such a proposal would go a long way to ameliorating the most egregious
deliberative troubles plaguing current formal amendment procedures.
Recall that one problem is simply the structure of incentives for voters
in ordinary elections that lead to rational ignorance. Deliberative poll-
ing techniques undermine this incentive structure by providing a set of
incentives for becoming informed, most of which operate directly or
indirectly through participants’ concern with maintaining social recog-
nition in the interpersonal context of the small groups. They also
combat rational ignorance incentives by providing opportunities for
learning about the relevant issues through the briefing materials, one’s
communicative interlocutors, and relevant policy experts, candidates,
party representatives or special interest representatives. The face-to-face

58 Ackerman and Fishkin estimate that deliberation day, held biannually for all major
national elections, would cost about $15 billion annually, ibid., 26. Deliberation day only
for constitutional amendments, assuming continuation of the United States annual
amendment rate of 0.13 (Lutz, ‘‘Toward a Theory of Constitutional Amendment,’’ 261)
would be significantly less. Even factoring in a significantly eased amendment
requirement and the additional deliberation days needed for failed amendment
proposals, I would expect the annual rate of amendment deliberation days to remain
below 0.5. Moreover, as Ackerman and Fishkin rightly note ‘‘instead of measuring the
benefits of Deliberation Day in terms of dollars [through the narrow lens of standard cost-
benefit analysis], we should instead measure the legitimacy of the present distribution of
dollars in terms of its capacity to gain the deliberative consent of citizens on Deliberation
Day,’’ Ackerman and Fishkin, Deliberation Day, 26.
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structure of the small groups, furthermore, greatly reduces the salience,
for opinion- and preference-formation, of reasons-unresponsive forms
of advertising and political persuasion. The contemporary constellation
of traditional opinion polls feeding into candidate packaging that then
drives mass-media campaign coverage is, then, much less likely to be
effective in the face of deliberating citizens. The deleterious effects of
deliberative enclaving and the contribution of media segmentation to
such, should both be significantly decreased by means of deliberative
interactions across the standard lines of social division and ideology.
Deliberative polling techniques open up much broader argument pools
for interlocutors than they might otherwise encounter through self-
selected media consumption, and they foster a context that supports
taking important considerations and arguments seriously. Deliberation
between individuals of heterogeneous backgrounds and class positions
also should undermine some of the positive feedback cycles often noted
between inequalities in deliberative capacities and resources and
inequalities in the distributive mechanisms of government. Finally, the
required association of deliberation day with elections on amendment
proposals will dispel the need to wait upon exceptional ‘‘constitutional
moments’’ (Ackerman) and propitious historical conditions for realizing
the benefits of citizen deliberation on the fundamental structures of
their political consociation. Even if preamendment deliberation days
cannot solve or eliminate all of these deliberative troubles – especially
those deeply rooted in social cleavages and inequalities – they do pro-
mise some quantum improvement by mitigating their deleterious
effects.

Both deliberative polling and deliberation day are focused almost
entirely on political opinion-formation, leaving intact extant structures
for decisive will-formation. They are focused, then, on changing the
environment of opinion within which candidates or policies are chosen by
normal electoral majorities, not on changing the basic structures of
decision making themselves. If a constitutional amendment deliberation
day were adopted, it might well contribute to ameliorating the indepen-
dence and sensitivity deficits of standard amendment practices. I think
that their advantages could be leveraged further, however, by exploring
how such deliberative structures might become empowered: using them,
that is, not only for opinion-formation but also decisive will-formation as
well. I start with Leib’s intriguing proposal to use deliberative polling
techniques in a new form of ordinary lawmaking, in order to highlight
some specific challenges of adapting the techniques to the system of
democratic constitutional elaboration.

In his proposal for a new ‘‘popular’’ branch of government to add to
the other three branches of government in the United States, Leib takes
the idea of deliberative polls one step further, by giving them decisive
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legislative powers.59 The basic idea is to replace existing procedures for
national initiatives and referenda with a mechanism for periodic meet-
ings of 525 randomly selected citizens, who are required to come together
to deliberate about and decide on legislative proposals. Although they
would employ many of the techniques developed for deliberative polls –
small group interactions guided by trained and impartial mediators,
feeding into larger plenary sessions, briefings by political representatives
and experts, and so on – the key difference is that, at the end of their
sessions, they must make a decision on the proposal before them by
voting (under various supermajority rules) and thereby enact new
national law. Leib rightly emphasizes that requiring a decision by the
deliberative assemblies should have significant salubrious effects on the
deliberations themselves: the change from mere talk to action restruc-
tures the expectations and orientations of participants, and the need for a
decision significantly increases the focus of the discussions.60 I can’t begin
to do justice to his thoroughly elaborated and detailed proposal here –
I use it rather as a springboard to articulate some of the key design issues
posed in attempting to conceive of civic constitutional fora as having
authorized powers for constitutional amendment and elaboration.

Their first issue concerns jurisdiction: while Leib’s popular branch is
specifically designed to produce ordinary law, my aim is to think about
how to influence and produce constitutional law. He does speculate
briefly about a possible role for the popular branch in extant U.S.
amendment procedures, but his focus is elsewhere.61 This focus on the
production of ordinary law leads him to envision an entirely new branch
of government, and to consider many important details about how this
would be integrated into standard separation of powers arrangements. As
I want to think about how to use structured deliberations in the context of
a system of constitutional elaboration, there is not as great a need to go
into such details – the proposal is to rethink and redesign constitutional
amendment procedures. As pressures for amendment should be some-
what rarer than correcting for felt failures of the ordinary legislative
process, a separate new branch of government is unnecessary. However,
as we are tailoring structured deliberation to constitutional issues, we
cannot have the constant recourse, as Leib does, to the backstop of
judicial review as a response to worries about getting bad outcomes from

59 Leib, ‘‘Towards a Practice of Deliberative Democracy.’’ His proposed fourth popular
branch has other functions than producing national legislation, although I don’t focus on
those here.

60 Delli Carpini, Cook, and Jacobs, ‘‘Public Deliberation, Discursive Participation, and
Citizen Engagement,’’ 333, also note that mere deliberative talk without a need for
decision can often lead to worse outcomes, through frustration and disenchantment, than
would be expected in the absence of deliberation.

61 Leib, ‘‘Towards a Practice of Deliberative Democracy,’’ 413–14.
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given decision procedures.62 If Fishkin-style techniques are going to be
applied in the system of constitutional elaboration, constitutional review
is not an option: what is at issue may well be the limitation or overruling
of the judgments of constitutional court or other constitutional actors
about the correct way to carry out constitutional elaboration.

Given that changes in fundamental law are at stake, how can the
institutions mirror the significance of this jurisdiction? In part, this raises
similar issues as arose with respect to normal amendment procedures: a
matter of tailoring the degree of obduracy to constitutional significance.
I’ve no more substantive details to add here to the discussion earlier:
adopted decision rules will need to be obdurate but not too obdurate,
depending on the other particularities of a nation’s system of constitu-
tional elaboration. It is, however, worth taking up again one aspect of the
problem: how to model political equality in decision procedures. Recall
that Fishkin’s original design for deliberative opinion polling employed
an equal impact standard to argue for random selection as a guarantor of
requisite political equality. Although there are clear self-selection pro-
blems with the polls, these don’t seem so important when we are using
them in civic constitutional consultation fora, where other such fora are
simply supplying information to other constitutional actors. But if we
expect such civic fora to have some degree of control over amendment
decisions, the problem is more acute. Leib’s solution is to adopt the
ancient Greek modeling of political equality in the form of mandatory
duties for serving on randomly selected juries in his popular branch. It
thus uses random sampling – choice by lottery – to achieve political
equality, while correcting for self-selection through mandatory service.63

To this general scheme, he simply adds in more and fancier forms of
supermajority rules for those decisions when amendment proposals are
on the agenda of the popular branch.64

62 For all of his careful attention to the potential benefits of citizen deliberation, Leib
consistently presupposes the standard American conception of constitutional democracy
as majoritarian aggregation restrained by minoritarian side-constraints. Unsurprisingly,
he then consistently endorses the substantivist defense of judicial review as better at
getting the right answers with respect to the minoritarian side constraints. And like the
substantivist defenses encountered in Chapter 2, he also vacillates about where those side-
constraints come from and what they are intended to protect. See ibid.: 369–70, 374–5,
408–14, 422, where almost the full gamut of ‘‘democratic’’ specters canvassed in the
history of American defenses of judicial review is included.

63 Another interesting proposal drawing on the notion of lottery to model political equality
is put forward by Spector: use of randomly selected juries (of twelve, thirty-six, or more
citizens) for the function of constitutional review, Spector, ‘‘Judicial Review, Rights, and
Democracy,’’ 331–3. I take it that this proposal has the same problems as those I identify
presently with respect to Leib’s juries.

64 Leib, ‘‘Towards a Practice of Deliberative Democracy,’’ 413–14. As I discussed earlier with
respect to ordinary amendment procedures, I find this focus on supermajoritarianism as
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Mandatory service does correct for self-selection biases, and selection
by lot is one plausible theoretical way to model a conception of political
equality in terms of equal impact, but I find the proposal insufficient.
There is first a concern about whether any small group of citizens –
whether in a random jury or in a body of elected representatives – can
really be expected to fully represent that ‘‘full blast’’ of the opinions,
values, interests, and reasons in a large heterogeneous nation-state.
Perhaps ‘‘scientific random selection’’ and the astute collection of relevant
briefing materials and selection of experts that deliberative juries would
be exposed to go some way toward mitigating this worry while acknowl-
edging the impossibility of full citizen assemblies. But there is a deeper
problem, one located in the notion of conceiving of political equality in
terms of equal impact in the first place. Recall Learned Hand’s for-
mulation of the paternalist objection to judicial review: ‘‘If [a bevy of
Platonic Guardians] were in charge, I should miss the stimulus of living in
a society where I have, at least theoretically, some part in the direction of
public affairs. Of course I know how illusory would be the belief that my
vote determined anything; but nevertheless when I go to the polls I have a
satisfaction in the sense that we are all engaged in a common venture.’’65

One way to take Hand’s notion of democratic satisfaction is to see it as
pointing out a crucial connection between a subjective sense of being
involved in a decision-making process and the legitimacy of the process of
democratic government itself. Exposure to the full blast of sundry con-
siderations of one’s fellow citizens is then, not something that can be
entirely or satisfactorily fulfilled virtually, through the theoretical
abstractions of randomized sampling or lotteries. If exercises of govern-
ment power are legitimated to the extent that their decision procedures
are reasons-responsive to a full consideration of the interests of all
affected, and if this can only occur democratically to the extent that
citizens are ultimately responsible for that reasons-responsiveness, then
there is an inexpugnable normative element of mutual consociation
involved in constitutional democracy. As thinkers as diverse as Rousseau,
Dewey, Hand, Dworkin, and Habermas – and many others as well – point
out in diverse ways, democracy is a common venture, a form of mutual
consociation through law. It is precisely this interactive, participatory, and
common character of democracy that gets left out of Leib’s popular

the way to think about obduracy somewhat misplaced. To be sure, we will need more
difficult procedures for amendments than for ordinary laws, but its not simply a numbers
game of allowing more minority vetoes or making it harder for majorities to win.
Difficulty should be tailored rather to the deliberative virtues of allowing sufficient time
for deliberation, encouraging the deliberative inputs of heterogeneous actors and
agencies with diverse viewpoints and specialized competencies, and, spreading out
decisional authority across those heterogeneous actors and agencies.

65 Hand, The Bill of Rights, 73–74.
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branch, no matter how participatory, interactive, and common it is for the
small fraction of the population selected for service.

Traditional forms of civic republicanism, and their contemporary
descendents in participatory democracy and communitarianism, have
been centrally concerned with fostering this particular sense of democ-
racy as a joint venture. Their institutional solutions for achieving it have,
however, suffered from a certain degree of unreality. In particular, there
seems little hope for reconstituting political communities on the scale of
the Greek polis or Rousseau’s beloved Geneva under contemporary
sociopolitical conditions, nor is devolution of democracy to locally
autonomous communities acceptable given the scale and scope of con-
temporary coordination problems.66 Deliberation day, does however,
hold out the promise of realizing the sense of being involved in a com-
mon venture through small-group deliberative interactions, all the while
maintaining most of the efficiency and simplicity of normal electoral
mechanisms. I propose, speculatively then, to combine Leib’s civic juries
with Ackerman and Fishkin’s deliberation day into a new type of process
for constitutional amendment. The basic idea is that we can use randomly
selected deliberative juries for certifying amendment proposals for the
ballot, and require national deliberation days for the ratification or
rejection of those amendment proposals. Without getting overly specific
about detailed mechanisms, let me suggest that there are three important
stages that institutional design would need to focus on in working out the
details: selection of amendment proposals, certification of proposals for
voter consideration, and ratification or rejection of the proposals.

The selection stage is one of the more difficult ones from the per-
spective of deliberative democratic constitutionalism. Rather than deli-
neating new procedures here, I take mostly for granted standard ways of
initiating national amendment proposals, for instance, by garnering a
sufficient number of citizen signatures (perhaps geographically dis-
tributed) or on referral from national legislatures. Given that civic
constitutional fora are intended in part to act as a check on constitu-
tional elaboration carried out by the various branches of the govern-
ment, it is crucial to maintain the popular initiation route, although
I see no reason why government initiated proposals should be excluded.
It is often the case that, for instance, legislators recognize that there are

66 One might legitimately wonder here whether the nation-state is sufficiently capacious to
deal with these coordination problems. Here again, the limitations of this study to
constitutional democracy in extant nation-states come to the fore. The limitations of the
nation-state concern not only empirical worries about feasibility but also serious
normative worries given the contingent historical reasons for its particular way of
drawing boundaries between citizens, subjects, and outsiders – boundaries which
increasingly widen the disconnect between the sets of those affected by national law
and those with authoritative power over the content of that law.
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changes needed in the procedures of democratic representation even
though they face insurmountable political obstacles to solution in leg-
islatures themselves: procedures for political districting are a good
example here.

If the selection phase is considered as embodying the problem of
agenda-setting, then there are at least two quite different kinds of worries
about the initiative process that puts an amendment proposal to delib-
erative constitutional juries. First, from a more expertocratic direction,
there is a worry about the quality of whatever proposal makes it through.
Because what is being considered is a law that will change the conditions
of democratic law-making itself – a constitutional amendment – the
proposal ought to be carefully considered from the viewpoint of its
foreseeable impact, including its specifically legal impact on the overall
systematicity of constitutional and ordinary law, and its long-term insti-
tutional and substantive consequences for society in general. From this
perspective, we would want any proposal to receive some legal con-
sideration and vetting to prevent, at least, proposals that are sloppily
drafted or would destabilize the legal system. However, a constitution is
not simply a lawyer’s document; it is the people’s structuring of the
procedural conditions for their mutual consociation through higher law.
There is, then, a second worry coming from a more populist direction
about a preselection of the agenda by lawyers or other elites. And this
worry will be increased to the extent that the vetting process extends into
consideration of the substantive consequences of such a proposal for
society in general. My intuition here, at least, is that at the selection stage
we should err on the side of allowing proposals to go forward that might
look unwise, trusting in the deliberative qualities of the later two stages of
certification and ratification to weed out ones that turn out so to be, in the
light of the considered judgment of democratic citizens themselves. Thus,
perhaps all that is needed at this early selection phase is a politically
independent panel of legal experts – including, say, appointed national
judges and law professors – to vet proposals for minimal legal soundness
and clarity.

Perhaps there is a different worry about agenda-setting at the initial
selection stage, one focused on the popular proposal means of setting the
agenda of constitutional juries. The same concerns about the outsized
influence of social powers and deep-pocketed private interests that arise
in normal popular referenda – and that troubled ideal claims for the
independence and sensitivity of normal amendment processes – might be
thought to arise with the modified system I am recommending here.
There are two important reasons I think this worry is misplaced however.
First, the popular initiative does not put a proposal directly on the ballot,
it, rather, selects a proposal for constitutional deliberative juries to con-
sider. My proposal then interposes a deliberative filter between the

Horizontal Dispersal and Vertical Empowerment 337



selection and ballot certification stages. In order to fully utilize the
deliberative advantages of the system, I recommend further that three
successive constitutional juries would be required to certify an amend-
ment proposal for the national ballot. The three juries should be spaced
out over a significant time span, and each should be composed of a dif-
ferent group of randomly selected jurors. The relative obduracy of this
proposal is not recommended simply to make the process difficult, but to
draw on the extensive deliberative resources of informal public spheres,
extended over the time period from the original selection of the proposal
until its possible certification. There will need to be, then, rather exten-
sive mechanisms for postdeliberation reporting on and education about
the work of the certification juries, although this need not be formally
institutionalized if there are robust informal public sphere institutions
that could carry this function.67 The remarkable information and argu-
ment collecting resources of public spheres – and in particular those of
the diverse civil society associations that support its vibrancy and effec-
tiveness – should not be discounted simply because of worries about the
possibly deleterious influence of social powers and moneyed interests. At
the end of the day, what should determine whether a proposal is selected
for the ballot is the quality and strength of the reasons and arguments
that can be marshaled in support of it – and it is precisely the task of
certification juries to figure this out.68 Said another way, amendment
proposals cannot be simply dismissed out of hand because of who they
were originated by or how they first came before the public. In sum,
worries about the character of the agenda-setting process are to be largely
addressed through the reasons-responsiveness of the certification and
ratification stages.

Might similar problems reappear, however, once an amendment
proposal has been certified for the ballot by three successive constitu-
tional juries? Shouldn’t we expect a return of all of the deliberative
troubles of mass-mediated informal public spheres and the dispropor-
tionate influence of well-funded pressure groups utilizing the techniques
of modern political slogan advertising? Such worries are a significant part
of the reason for requiring a national deliberation day before voting on a
constitutional amendment. Recall that Ackerman and Fishkin’s argu-
ments for deliberation day are not only focused on changing the current
incentives for rational ignorance on the part of individual voters.

67 The importance of such post-deliberation activity is stressed at Ryfe, ‘‘Does Deliberative
Democracy Work?,’’ 60–62.

68 See the thoughtful discussion of the way in which deliberative assemblies change the
political incentives for interest groups operating in the informal public spheres, and thus
their role in setting the agenda of deliberative juries, at Leib, ‘‘Towards a Practice of
Deliberative Democracy,’’ 441–56.
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They also hope – a reasonable hope I believe, given the available
evidence – that there will be significant changes in the incentive structures
for information providers in the public sphere generally. Political offi-
cials, civil society groups, moneyed interests, and the mass media will all
need to reorient their current dissemination and persuasion mechanisms
and techniques with a view to reasonably well-informed voters, who would
be much more aware of the difference between fact and hyperbole, sub-
stance and soundbite, strong reasons and weak reasons.69 In short, hopes
for the democratic worth and quality of civic constitutional fora are ulti-
mately based in part in hopes for a structural transformation of the public
sphere and in part in a belief in the capacity of democratic citizens to
actually set their own constitutional terms of mutual consociation. To be
sure, such considerations will never sufficiently satisfy those who, for
normative or empirical reasons, have a hypertrophied distrust of the
reasoning powers of ordinary people or of the capacity for even well-
informed citizens to govern themselves, but then no democratic theory –
deliberative, constitutional, or otherwise – could.

By way of a recapitulation, it helps to see how the elements of this
proposal for civic constitutional fora support the six assessment values set
out for mechanisms of constitutional review. First, I expect it to have no
significant effect on the overall systematicity of the legal corpus, as those
amendment proposals that make it onto the ballot and are ratified would
be analyzed at each step along the way for their legal effects. Expert legal
opinions would play a role not only in the minimal vetting process of
selecting proposals for consideration by constitutional juries but also
would surely be injected in the general argumentation processes
carried on both in the public spheres and within deliberative assemblies
themselves – both constitutional juries and deliberation day assemblies.
With respect to settlement, we might well expect the same modest
positive effect witnessed by standard amendment procedures, where
unresolved constitutional issues are definitively settled by authority of
the people’s constituent power. Or perhaps the relative ease of the pro-
cedure would lead to its frequent use, thus somewhat undercutting
settlement as measured over a long time span. At any rate, such modest
settlement deficits, were they to occur, would not themselves be cause for

69 This is what is referred to as the ‘‘leveraging strategy’’ that deliberation day would
employ, in Ackerman and Fishkin, Deliberation Day, 13. Leib shares the same idea: ‘‘Since
the aggregation of uninformed votes would no longer win policy elections, it is no longer
in the media-manipulator’s interest to use techniques that avoid intelligent and more
detailed information,’’ Leib, ‘‘Towards a Practice of Deliberative Democracy,’’ 455.
Perhaps such hopes will turn out to be overly optimistic. In that case, it might become
important to establish public institutions for extensive postcertification reporting and
civic education concerning the relevant issues and arguments arising out of the selection
and certification processes.
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concern: democratic constitutionalism is a process of permanent, peace-
ful, procedurally structured revolution that does not rely solely or sig-
nificantly on legal stability and its associated values for legitimacy.70 Like
normal amendment procedures, civic constitutional fora would be
strongly contributory with respect both to empowerment – it would allow
democratic citizens to take the powers of constitutional elaboration into
their own hands – and to jurisdiction – exercising the constituent power
to set the procedural conditions of lawmaking, citizens would have the
same jurisdiction as ordinary constitutional assemblies.

The real improvement over traditional amendment mechanisms
comes from drawing on and leveraging the techniques of deliberative
polling in order to operationalize a practice of deliberative democratic
constitutionalism. By making amendment processes systematically
reasons-responsive to the full blast of information, opinions, values,
and arguments available in the informal and formal public spheres,
the deliberative troubles that appear to actually undermine the ideal
sensitivity and independence of normal amendment mechanisms can be
largely mitigated. Rather than placing gag rules on public sphere com-
municators, they employ basic techniques for improving the processes
of considering and weighing those communications that would greatly
reduce the salience of hype, sound bites, fictions, pandering, threats, and
so on. Deliberation then addresses worries about social powers capturing
normal amendment referenda and rendering them insufficiently inde-
pendent. But civic constitutional fora also should greatly increase the
sensitivity of amendment processes to the wide diversity of information
and reasons available in the public spheres, and change what that sensi-
tivity is to: not the raw voting power of the citizenry, but their voting
power as reflective citizens engaged in the common venture of coordi-
nating their mutual political lives through the medium of constitutional
law. This entails finally that, unlike in the case of the other three types of
proposals I endorsed that operate at the horizontal level of formal gov-
ernment – concentrated judicial review, self-review panels, and inter-
branch dispersal – civic constitutional fora could overcome the otherwise
intractable tension between political independence and popular sensi-
tivity. Drawing on the vertical relationship between the informal and
formal public spheres, we can institutionally structure a truly independent
‘‘guardianship of the guardians’’ of the constitution that is, at the same
time, much more sensitive to the interests, opinions, and values of all
affected than any form of elite platonic guardians.

70 For example, would it have been better to prefer settlement over the U.S. people’s
capacity to repeal the Eighteenth Amendment (prohibiting the manufacture, sale, and
commerce of alcohol) only fourteen years later through the Twenty-First Amendment?
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Let me be clear: I am not claiming that civic constitutional fora can
solve all of the ills of contemporary political public spheres, nor more
grandly yet, that it can solve all of the problems of constitutional self-
government. I don’t think, for instance, that such proposals will lead to
enlightened unanimity or near-consensus throughout a diverse nation-
state on obviously rational political goals and clear and indubitable policy
implementations. Deliberation alone cannot liquefy the facts of reason-
able pluralism or social complexity, or the difficulties of practical rea-
soning in general, through the solvent of unfettered Reason. I am
claiming, however, that significant improvements can be made through
relatively modest changes in current incentive structures for citizens,
political actors, and the supporting political public spheres, and that
these changes can be implemented through modest proposals to improve
the procedures of democratic constitutional elaboration. After all, if
deliberative democratic legitimacy aims at a system of law where citizens
can understand themselves as both subjects and authors of that law, and if
that is only achievable under modern conditions on the supposition that
democratic procedures alone warrant the expectation of better decisions,
then we cannot simply take inherited procedures for granted as the best
possible. And this is precisely what democratic constitutions acknowledge
explicitly by allowing for amendment in the first place: it may well be that
there are mechanisms for improving the basic procedures of democratic
lawmaking itself. We owe it to ourselves as democratic citizens to seek out
and foster those procedures that can best fulfill the aspirations of delib-
erative democratic constitutionalism.
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