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Writing for the majority, Justice Kennedy began by pointing out the link
between the protection of speech and the normative principle of constitu-
tional popular sovereignty:

Speech is an essential mechanism of democracy, for it is the means to
hold officials accountable to the people. The right of citizens to inquire, to
hear, to speak, and to use information to reach consensus is a precondition
to enlightened self-government and a necessary means to protect it. The
First Amendment "has its fullest and most urgent application to speech
uttered during a campaign for political office."94

Canvassing the Court's precedents, Justice Kennedy noted that the
Court had long protected the speech of corporations95 and, prior to Austin,
had followed the principle that "the First Amendment does not allow politi-
cal speech restrictions based on a speaker's corporate identity."96 Austin,
wrote Justice Kennedy, departed from this principle by upholding, for the
first time, "a direct restriction on the independent expenditure of funds for
political speech."97 Throughout his analysis of Austin, Justice Kennedy high-
lighted that the precedent conflicted with the democracy-enhancing protec-
tions of the First Amendment.98

Turning to the issue of stare decisis, Justice Kennedy noted that prece-
dent "is to be respected unless the most convincing of reasons demonstrates
that adherence to it puts us on a course that is sure error."99 In addition to
workability, "'the relevant factors in deciding whether to adhere to the prin-
ciple of stare decisis include the antiquity of the precedent, the reliance inter-
ests at stake, and of course whether the decision was well reasoned."'100 In
addition, the Court should consider whether "'experience has pointed up
the precedent's shortcomings."'10' Finally,Justice Kennedy emphasized that
"' [t] his Court has not hesitated to overrule decisions offensive to the First
Amendment.'

1 0 2

94 Id. at 339 (quoting Eu v. S.F. Cnty. Democratic Cent. Comm., 489 U.S. 214, 223
(1989) (internal quotation marks omitted)) (citing Buckley v. Valeo, 424 U.S. 1, 14-15
(1976) (per curiam) ("In a republic where the people are sovereign, the ability of the
citizenry to make informed choices among candidates for office is essential.")).

95 Id. at 342.

96 Id. at 347 (citing First Nat'l Bank of Bos. v. Bellotti, 435 U.S. 765 (1978)).

97 Id. (quoting Austin, 494 U.S. at 695 (Kennedy, J., dissenting)).

98 See, e.g., id. at 355 ("The purpose and effect of this law is to prevent corporations,
including small and nonprofit corporations, from presenting both facts and opinions to
the public. This makes Austin's antidistortion rationale all the more an aberration. '[T]he
First Amendment protects the right of corporations to petition legislative and administra-
tive bodies."' (alteration in original) (quoting Bellotti, 435 U.S. at 792 n.31)).

99 Id. at 362.

100 Id. at 362-63 (quoting Montejo v. Louisiana, 556 U.S. 778, 792-93 (2009)).

101 Id. at 363 (quoting Pearson v. Callahan, 555 U.S. 223, 233 (2009)).

102 Id. (quoting Fed. Election Comm'n v. Wis. Right to Life, Inc., 551 U.S. 449, 500
(2007) (Scalia, J., concurring)).
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Justice Kennedy's opening analysis had already made it clear that "Austin
was not well reasoned." 0 3 The lessons of experience and "[r]apid changes
in technology" suggested that the Court should not and, indeed, could not
shut down "political speech in certain media or by certain speakers." 104

Finally, Justice Kennedy insisted that "[n]o serious reliance interests are at
stake." 0 5

[R]eliance interests are important considerations in property and contract
cases, where parties may have acted in conformance with existing legal rules
in order to conduct transactions. Here, though, parties have been pre-
vented from acting-corporations have been banned from making indepen-
dent expenditures. Legislatures may have enacted bans on corporate
expenditures believing that those bans were constitutional. This is not a
compelling interest for stare decisis. If it were, legislative acts could prevent
us from overruling our own precedents, thereby interfering with our duty
"to say what the law is."106

Justice Kennedy concluded, since "[n]o sufficient governmental interest
justifies limits on the political speech of nonprofit or for-profit corporations,"
Austin "should be and now is overruled."10 7

In a concurrence joined byJustice Samuel Alito, ChiefJustice John Rob-
erts wrote "separately to address the important principles ofjudicial restraint
and stare decisis implicated in this case."10 8 The Chief Justice began by
rejecting the dissent's insistence that the statutes be construed in such a man-
ner as to allow the Court to avoid the constitutional issue. "It should go
without saying," wrote ChiefJustice Roberts, "that we cannot embrace a nar-
row ground of decision simply because it is narrow; it must also be
right. . . . There is a difference between judicial restraint and judicial
abdication."' 0 9

Agreeing with the majority that the First Amendment principles were
clear, the Chief Justice noted that "[w]hat makes this case difficult is the
need to confront our prior decision in Austin."'l 0 After reciting the standard
rule of law considerations furthered by adherence to stare decisis, Roberts
noted that, although "we have long recognized that departures from prece-
dent are inappropriate in the absence of a 'special justification,"' it neverthe-
less remained the case that "stare decisis is neither 'an inexorable command'

103 Id.
104 Id. at 364.

105 Id. at 365.

106 Id. (quoting Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 177 (1803)).
107 Id.
108 Id. at 373 (Roberts, C.J., concurring).

109 Id. at 375 (citation omitted); see also id at 329 (majority opinion) ("It is not judicial
restraint to accept an unsound, narrow argument just so the Court can avoid another argu-
ment with broader implications. Indeed, a court would be remiss in performing its duties
were it to accept an unsound principle merely to avoid the necessity of making a broader
ruling.").
110 Id. at 376 (Roberts, C.J., concurring).
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nor a 'mechanical formula of adherence to the latest decision." 1 Applying
the doctrine required a careful balancing of interests:

When considering whether to reexamine a prior erroneous holding, we
must balance the importance of having constitutional questions decided
against the importance of having them decided right... . It follows that in the
unusual circumstance when fidelity to any particular precedent does more to
damage this constitutional ideal than to advance it, we must be more willing
to depart from that precedent.112

Factors affecting that balance included (1) situations in which "the pre-
cedent under consideration itself departed from the Court's jurisprudence,"
(2) "when [the precedent's] rationale threatens to upend our settled juris-
prudence in related areas of law," and (3) cases "when the precedent's
underlying reasoning has become so discredited that the Court cannot keep
the precedent alive without jury-rigging new and different justifications to
shore up the original mistake."1 13 In this case, Austin was an "'aberration'
insofar as it departed from the robust protections we had granted political
speech in our earlier cases,"114 and it was "uniquely destabilizing" in its
potential application to political speech by a variety of individuals and enti-
ties, including "newspapers and other media corporations."" 5 The costs of
on-going constitutional harm in such a situation were simply too much.
According to Chief Justice Roberts,

Because Austin is so difficult to confine to its facts-and because its logic
threatens to undermine our First Amendment jurisprudence and the nature
of public discourse more broadly-the costs of giving it stare decisis effect are
unusually high.' 16

C. Summary

The lead and concurring opinions in Citizens United provide clear exam-
ples of an applied doctrine of stare decisis that balances the costs of constitu-
tional harm against the value of a stable jurisprudence. Constitutional errors
not only impose significant costs due to their being generally beyond the
reach of political majorities; such costs are amplified when the error itself
interferes with the proper functioning of the political process. In short,
some constitutional harms are greater than others and this fact figures into
the proper balancing of interests in the application of stare decisis.

The evaluation and "imputing" of constitutional harm in the application
of stare decisis is not always as clearly acknowledged as it was in Citizens
United, but one can find it in the privacy cases of the Rehnquist Court (com-

111 Id. at 377 (quoting Lawrence v. Texas, 539 U.S. 558, 577 (2003); Arizona v. Rumsey,
467 U.S. 203, 212 (1984); Helvering v. Hallock, 309 U.S. 106, 119 (1940)).
112 Id. at 378.
113 Id. at 378-79.
114 Id. at 379 (quoting id. at 355 (majority opinion)).
115 Id. at 380, 382.
116 Id. at 382.
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pare Casey and Lawrence) and in those cases where the Court highlights the
high cost of judicial error in a constitutional case (Agostini and Seminole
Tribe). Given that different members of the Court embrace different norma-
tive theories of constitutional interpretation and judicial power, it is to be
expected that different majorities would emphasize different costs and strike
different balances. These differences do not necessarily suggest an unprinci-
pled application of stare decisis so much as they illustrate why application of
the doctrine seems to vary from case to case.

In Part III, I propose a way of thinking about stare decisis that reflects
how the doctrine is commonly applied, but which brings a greater degree of
transparency to its application.

III. NORMATIVE STARE DECISIS

A. Counting the Cost of Judicial Error

It is inevitable that normative constitutional theory will affect the appli-
cation of stare decisis. Normative theory, articulated or not, affects not only a
judge's assessment of whether error exists, it also affects the assessment of the
degree of harm imposed by such error. This is why, even after identifying
judicial error, majority opinions applying stare decisis often include discus-
sion regarding the degree to which the flawed precedent conflicts with the
majority's view of the proper interpretation of the Constitution. This is not
an example of "double counting," nor does it necessarily reflect an abandon-
ment of the requirement of more than simple disagreement before overrul-
ing precedent. Instead, it reflects the Court's longstanding description of
stare decisis as process by which the court "gauge [s] the respective costs of
reaffirming and overruling a prior case." 117

The problem, to the degree that one exists, involves the less than trans-
parent way in which normative theory affects the outcome in any particular
application of the doctrine of stare decisis. If the Court's underlying norma-
tive theory ofjudicial error remains unclear or unstated, then its balance will
remain unpersuasive and unpredictable-both costs that a proper applica-
tion of stare decisis is meant to avoid whenever possible. I do not mean to say
that the Court generally hides its assessment of the costs ofjudicial error. In
fact, as evidenced by the opinions described above, the Court often embeds
such an assessment in their discussion of stare decisis. What remains gener-
ally unarticulated, however, is the background theory which itself controls
the Court's assessment of cost.

Perhaps the clearest example of this can be seen in the different out-
comes in Casey and Lawrence. In Casey, unarticulated normative theory
resulted in a conclusion that the constitutional error in Roe was minimal and
thus was easily outweighed by the costs incurred to the equal rights of women
and concerns about the perceived legitimacy of the Court if Roe were over-
ruled. In Lawrence, the majority seemed to apply the same unarticulated nor-

117 Planned Parenthood of Se. Pa. v. Casey, 505 U.S. 833, 854 (1992).
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mative theory, this time concluding the costs of constitutional error in Bowers
were so high as to warrant overruling the case regardless of the costs to the
rule of law. Although it seems clear that a normative assessment of the costs
of error controlled the differing outcomes in these two cases, absent a trans-
parent explanation of why that was the case, the outcomes in Casey and Law-
rence appear inconsistent and the reasoning outcome-driven.

The Court's approach to constitutional error in cases like Seminole Tibe
and Citizens United likewise reflects normative judgments, though ones
emphasizing a different set of costs associated with judicial error. Seminole
Tribe emphasized the injury to the body politic when the constitutional errors
of the Court cannot be remedied through the ordinary political process. Cit-
izens United emphasized the costs of errors that affect individual participation
in the political process. These concerns are both related to the normative
theory of popular sovereignty whereby fundamental constitutional norms are
left to the determination of the people with judicial review serving to follow
those determinations rather than to reconstruct them. Once again, however,
neither Justice Kennedy's majority opinion nor Chief Justice Roberts's con-
currence provided a clear and transparent explanation of how normative the-
ory drives the application of stare decisis. Nevertheless, the implicit
normative theory of popular sovereignty underlying the Roberts Court's
treatment of stare decisis in cases like Citizens United illuminates how norma-
tive theory does affect the application of stare decisis and points the way
towards a theory of how normative theory ought to affect stare decisis.

B. A Popular Sovereignty Based Theory of Stare Decisis

The theory of popular sovereignty is foundational to the system of Amer-
ican constitutional law. Although not without its critics, 118 the theory asserts
that as a historical matter, the American Constitution reflected the Founding
generation's embrace of popular sovereignty as the highest form of just gov-
ernment. As documented by Gordon Wood, the colonists came to view ulti-
mate sovereign power as residing in the people who stand apart from the
ordinary institutions of government.' 1 9 Government officials, as mere agents
of the people, have no sovereign authority of their own but exercise only
those powers delegated to them by the people by way of a written Constitu-
tion. According to this theory of constitutional government, when the courts
invalidate government action as inconsistent with the Constitution, they do
so on the grounds that the will of the people (as principals) is superior to the
will of the people's representatives (their agents).

Although sometimes described as a system that protects minorities
against the tyranny of the majority, popular sovereigntist constitutional gov-

118 See RANDY E. BARNETr, RESTORING THE LosT CONsTITUTION 11 (2004) (criticizing
popular sovereignty as a normative theory of constitutional law).
119 For an excellent presentation of the historic roots of popular sovereignty and the

role the theory played in the adoption of the federal Constitution, see GORDON S. WOOD,
THE CREATION OF THE AMERICAN REPUBLIC 1776-1787, at 344-89 (1969).

220o) [VOL. 89:5



THE CUST OF JUDICIAL ERROR

ernment actually protects the will of the super-majority over the will of the
mere majority (or mere transient political majorities). The Philadelphia
Convention decided matters according to majoritarian voting procedures in
the state conventions and the document became operational upon the ratifi-
cation of a two-thirds majority of the existing states. According to Article V,
any future amendments must clear two supermajoritarian hurdles; the first
requiring a proposal passed by two-thirds of both houses of Congress (or
generated by a convention called into being by two-thirds of the states) and
the second requiring ratification votes by three-fourths of the state legisla-
tures or state conventions.1 20

Democracy itself is based on a normative theory of government by the
majority. 12 1 Popular sovereignty theory builds upon this idea by privileging
those policy commitments made by sufficiently "thicker" majorities speaking
through the mechanisms of Article V.122 Importantly, popular sovereignty
does not posit that mere majoritarian-generated policy is normatively illegiti-
mate, only that it is less representative of the will of the people than those
policies which have received supermajoritarian consent. In other words, poli-

120 U.S. CONsT. art. V.

121 See THE FEDERALIST No. 49, at 313-14 (James Madison) (Clinton Rossiter ed., 1961)
("As the people are the only legitimate fountain of power, and it is from them that the
constitutional charter, under which the several branches of government hold their power,
is derived, it seems strictly consonant to the republican theory to recur to the same original
authority, not only whenever it may be necessary to enlarge, diminish, or new-model the
powers of the government, but also whenever any one of the departments may commit
encroachments on the chartered authorities of the others.... [1]t must be allowed to
prove that a constitutional road to the decision of the people ought to be marked out and
kept open, for certain great and extraordinary occasions."). According to the Virginia
Declaration of Rights:

That Government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protec-
tion, and security of the people, nation, or community;-of all the various modes
and forms of Government that is best which is capable of producing the greatest
degree of happiness and safety, and is most effectually secured against the danger
of mal-administration;-and that, whenever any Government shall be found inad-
equate or contrary to these purposes, a majority of the community hath an indu-
bitable, unalienable, and indefeasible right, to reform, alter, or abolish it, in such
manner as shall be judged most conducive to the publick weal.

Virginia Declaration of Rights (June 12, 1776), reprinted in 1 THE FOUNDERS' CONSTITUTION
6 (Philip B. Kurland & Ralph Lerner eds., 2000); see also Debate in Virginia Ratifying Con-
vention (June 5, 1788) (statement of Mr. Patrick Henry), reprinted in 4 THE FOUNDERS'

CONSTITUTION, supra, at 580-81 ("This, sir, is the language of democracy-that a majority
of the community have a right to alter government when found to be oppressive.").

122 Even those theorists who posit amending the Constitution outside of Article V con-
tinue to embrace the foundational principle of majoritarian government. Professor Akhil
Reed Amar, for example, believes that the underlying theory of popular sovereignty allows
the federal Constitution to be changed by majority vote in a national plebiscite. SeeAKHIL
REED AMAR & ALAN HIRSCH, FOR THE PEOPLE 3-33 (1998); Akhil Reed Amar, A Few
Thoughts on Constitutionalism, Textualism, and Populism, 65 FoRDHAM L. REv. 1657 (1997);
Akhil Reed Amar, The Consent of the Governed: Constitutional Amendment Outside Article V, 94
COLUM. L. REv. 457, 487-94 (1994).
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cies enacted by way of majoritarian politics are democratic as a matter of nor-
mative theory, but nevertheless remain inferior to the "higher" (more thickly
democratic) laws generated by the special processes of constitutional enact-
ment and amendment.

If democratic acceptance (either "thick" or "thin") is what establishes
normative legitimacy of a legal system based on popular sovereignty, then
judicial errors impose greater or lesser costs to the degree that they under-
mine the democratic "ground" of a legal norm. Consider two judicial errors.
The first erroneously upholds a law passed by democratic majorities that the
Constitution, if properly construed, would not allow. For example, think of a
federal law passed pursuant to the commerce power that allows private indi-
viduals to sue states for money damages in federal court without the state's
consent. According to the normative theory of popular sovereignty, such a
law imposes serious costs on the body politic by failing to recognize the dem-
ocratically "thicker" law of the Constitution. Yet, according to that same the-
ory, such an error does not rob the law of the basic legitimacy afforded to all
democratically enacted law.

Consider, however, another example. Suppose a judicial error wrongly
strikes down a law in a manner that removes the subject from the political
process altogether. For example, suppose the Supreme Court prohibits ordi-
nary state-level political majorities from agreeing to equally fund religious
and secular educational institutions when the Constitution, if properly inter-
preted, allows state political majorities to debate and decide such issues for
themselves. According to the normative theory of popular sovereignty, this
judicial error imposes far higher costs than our first example. Not only has
the Court failed to enforce the democratically thicker rule of the Constitu-
tion, it has done so in a manner that denies even ordinary (thin) political
majorities from deciding the issue. The resulting law thus lacks even the
thinnest veneer of democratic legitimacy under the theory of popular
sovereignty.12 3

As noted in the opening sections of this Article, the Supreme Court
sometimes characterizes constitutional errors as especially costly due to the
inability of ordinary political majorities to remedy the Court's error.12 4 In
fact, this is not always the case. For example, suppose the Court wrongly
upholds a federal law that imposes a penalty on any person failing to
purchase government-mandated insurance. In such a case, ordinary political
majorities could at least partially remedy the error by repealing the unconsti-
tutional mandate or electing representatives who promise to do the same.

123 Although a majority vote among members of the Supreme Court might provide a

veneer of democratic legitimacy to rules that bind only members of the Court, it cannot

provide the same legitimacy for a rule binding anyone outside the Court's chambers.

124 See, e.g., Seminole Tribe of Fla. v. Florida, 517 U.S. 44, 63 (1996) ("Our willingness

to reconsider our earlier decisions has been 'particularly true in constitutional cases,
because in such cases correction through legislative action is practically impossible."'

(quoting Payne v. Tennessee, 501 U.S. 808, 828 (1991) (internal quotation marks

omitted))).
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This would not prevent future legislatures from repeating the error, but it
would have the effect of allowing each political majority in the here and now
to prevent the imposition of an unconstitutional penalty.

On the other hand, judicial errors that prohibit democratic decision
making do in fact prevent ordinary political majorities from remedying the
Court's error, even for a time. The only recourse in such a case would be
judicial impeachment (an historically discarded tool) or constitutional
amendment. Unfortunately, because a mere minority can thwart the enact-
ment of a constitutional amendment, a majority might never have the oppor-
tunity to reestablish a democratically legitimate rule either as a matter of
constitutional law or transient political policy.

In other words, when viewed through the lens of American popular sov-
ereignty, different judicial errors impose different kinds of costs on the body
politic. Some judicial errors thin out constitutional rules in terms of their
democratic legitimacy by wrongly leaving them to the control of mere tran-
sient political majorities. Other errors potentially erase democratic legiti-
macy entirely by placing the issue beyond the reach of majoritarian
government. For this latter group, the costs imposed by preserving judicial
error may be so high as to presumptively outweigh any rule of law benefits
gained by maintaining the erroneous precedent.

C. A Framework for Evaluating Judicial Error

In prior work,1 2 5 I have presented a framework for evaluating judicial
errors which distinguishes erroneous precedents along two dimensions. The
first distinguishes errors of intervention from errors of nonintervention.2 6 The
second distinguishes errors of immunity from errors of allocation.'2 7 Different
combinations of these errors impose different degrees of cost in terms of the
normative values of popular sovereignty.1 28

Intervention versus nonintervention distinguishes precedents that erro-
neously strike down a law from those that erroneously fail to strike down a
law. 129 The former would include precedents like Aguilar v. Felton 30 (if
viewed as erroneously decided). The latter would include Pennsylvania v.
Union Gas Co. 13 1 In terms of the cost of constitutional error, Agostini13 2

imposes far higher costs than Union Gas since the law at issue in Union Gas
could be repealed by the ordinary political process, whereas the prohibition
on equal educational funding imposed by Agostini could only be overcome by
constitutional amendment or by being overruled by a later Court.

125 See Kurt T. Lash, Originalism, Popular Sovereignty, and Reverse Stare Decisis, 93 VA. L.
REv. 1437 (2007).
126 See id. at 1454-57.
127 Id.
128 See id. at 1457-61.
129 See id. at 1454-55.
130 473 U.S. 402 (1985), overruled by Agostini v. Felton, 521 U.S. 203 (1997).
131 491 U.S. 1 (1989), overruled by Seminole Tribe of Fla. v. Florida, 517 U.S. 44 (1996).
132 521 U.S. 203.
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Immunity versus allocation distinguishes cases involving individual rights
immunized from government control from cases involving the proper alloca-
tion of government control.133 Immunity cases would include Planned
Parenthood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey,134 the Second Amendment
Cases,13 5 Citizens United,13 6 and United States v. Cruikshank. '3 7 Allocation
cases, on the other hand, involve separation of powers and federalism cases
where the Supreme Court must decide which institution of government has
been allocated constitutional power.' 3 8 Examples here would include Morri-
son v. Olson'3 9 and that aspect of National Federation of Independent Business v.
Sebeliusl4 0 that struck down an attempt to coerce the states into accepting an
expansion of Medicaid.' 4

When combined with the above analysis, it is clear that flawed prece-
dents involving both intervention and immunity impose the highest costs in
terms of popular sovereignty theory. Failing to intervene in a matter involv-
ing a claimed individual right leaves consideration of the immunity to the
political majorities.14 2 These majorities may disagree with the decision of the
Supreme Court and may act on the basis of that disagreement.' 4 3 Erroneous
intervention on the same matter, however, precludes a majoritarian political
response.144

The cost of judicial error in allocation cases varies depending on the
nature of the error. Erroneous allocation to state control allows for a degree
of local decision making by majorities in every state,145 whereas erroneous
allocation to federal decision making requires a "mobilizi[ation]" of a
national-level majority.146 The latter being a more difficult task, this suggests
that erroneous allocations to federal control impose higher costs than erro-

133 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1455-57 (quoting W. Va. State Bd. of Educ. v. Barnette,
319 U.S. 624, 638 (1943)).
134 505 U.S. 833 (1992).
135 See supra Section II.A.
136 Citizens United v. Fed. Election Comm'n, 558 U.S. 310 (2010).
137 92 U.S. 542 (1875).
138 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1455.
139 487 U.S. 654, 659-60 (1988) (upholding the independent counsel provisions of the

Ethics in Government Act of 1978 against a separation of powers challenge).
140 132 S. Ct. 2566 (2012).
141 Id. at 2608.
142 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1454.
143 Examples here would include state-level "RFRA" statutes passed in the aftermath of

the Court's failure to apply strict scrutiny in Employment Division v. Smith, 494 U.S. 872, 888
(1990), superseded by statute, Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act of 2000,
Pub. L. No. 106-274, 114 Stat. 803, and state responses to the Court's failure to intervene in
Kelo v. City of Neu London, 545 U.S. 469, 472, 489-90 (2005), the Takings Clause case. See,
e.g., Planned Indus. Expansion Auth. of Kan. City v. Ivanhoe Neighborhood Council, 316
S.W.3d 418, 426 (Mo. Ct. App. 2010) (Missouri enacting a law "in response" to Kelo).
144 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1455.
145 See id. at 1457.
146 See id. at 1456.
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neous allocations to local control. 14 7 Regardless, since either error allows for
some degree of majoritarian response, the costs of all allocation errors are
lower than those imposed by erroneous intervention in an immunity case.148

Finally, because the costs of judicial error under a theory of popular
sovereignty wax and wane depending on the degree to which the political
process is prevented from responding, it is possible that failure to intervene,
in cases involving majoritarian interference with the political process would
be viewed as imposing just as high a cost as erroneous intervention in a mat-
ter of claimed immunity. For example, a judicial error involving a failure to
strike down an act criminalizing speech critical of the national government is
as problematic from a popular sovereignty standpoint as is a judicial error
that strikes down a law regulating the number of hours bakers can work in a
given week. Both wrongfully suppress majoritarian decision making, with the
sedition imposing especially high costs given its entrenchment of the sitting
government and policies across a wide range of issues.

Just to visualize the hierarchy of costs represented in the above exam-
ples, the costs of judicial error in terms of the theory of popular sovereignty
might look something like the following series of concentric circles, with the
center representing errors of the highest cost and the periphery representing
those imposing the lowest cost.

Q In erv tio & mmunity

No -In rve tion & Political Process

No -Int rvention & Immunity

Mi location (High)

Misallocation (Low)

Having established a rough hierarchy of judicial error, we are now in a
position to consider how this hierarchy might inform a comprehensive the-
ory of stare decisis. As an initial matter, one could reject the doctrine of stare

147 See id.
148 See id.
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decisis altogether in constitutional cases on the grounds that it has no place
in a theory of popular sovereignty committed to enforcing the original
instructions of the people. 149 Despite the Supreme Court's historical com-
mitment to popular sovereignty, 15 0 however, no member of the Court has
taken this position. Instead, nominees to the Supreme Court are regularly
and successfully pressed in their confirmation hearings to affirm their com-
mitment to the doctrine of stare decisis.1 5 1 Moreover, even those Justices
most committed to an originalist understanding of the Constitution occasion-
ally apply the doctrine of stare decisis and have never officially disavowed its
application in a constitutional case.152 Nevertheless, as pointed out in the
first sections of this Article, a number of opinions by members of the Rehn-
quist and Roberts Courts indicate an awareness of the special problems posed
by application of stare decisis in constitutional cases due to the inability of

149 See, e.g., Michael Stokes Paulsen, The Intrinsically Corrupting Influence of Precedent, 22
CONsT. COMMENT. 289, 289 (2005) ([S] tare decisis, understood as a theory of adhering to
prior judicial precedents that are contrary to the original public meaning, is completely
irreconcilable with originalism."); see also Gary Lawson, The Constitutional Case Against Prece-
dent, 17 HARv. J.L. & PUB. PoL'Y 23, 24 (1994) ("[T]he practice of following precedent is
not merely nonobligatory or a bad idea; it is affirmatively inconsistent with the federal
Constitution.").

150 See, e.g., Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 176 (1803) ("That the people
have an original right to establish, for their future government, such principles as, in their
opinion, shall most conduce to their own happiness, is the basis, on which the whole Amer-
ican fabric has been erected."); id. at 177 ("Between these alternatives there is no middle
ground. The constitution is either a superior, paramount law, unchangeable by ordinary
means, or it is on a level with ordinary legislative acts, and like other acts, is alterable when
the legislature shall please to alter it. If the former part of the alternative be true, then a
legislative act contrary to the constitution is not law: if the latter part be true, then written
constitutions are absurd attempts, on the part of the people, to limit a power, in its own
nature illimitable."); THE FEDERALIST No. 78, at 467-68 (Alexander Hamilton) (Clinton
Rossiter ed., 1961) ("Nor does this conclusion 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 opposi-
tion to that of the people, declared in the Constitution, the judges ought to be governed by
the latter rather than the former. They ought to regulate their decisions by the fundamen-
tal laws rather than by those which are not fundamental.").

151 For example, during their confirmation hearings, both Chief Justice John Roberts
and Justice Samuel Alito pledged their allegiance to the doctrine of stare decisis. See Con-
firmation Hearing on the Nomination ofJohn G. Roberts, Jr. to Be Chiefjustice of the United States:
Hearing Before the S. Comm. on the judiciary, 109th Cong. 55 (2005) (statement ofJudge John
G. Roberts, Jr.) ("Judges have to have the humility to recognize that they operate within a
system of precedent. . . ."); Confirmation Hearing on the Nomination of Samuel A. Alito, Jr. to Be
an Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of the United States: Hearing Before the S. Comm. on the
Judiciary, 109th Cong. 318 (2006) (statement ofjudge Samuel A. Alito, Jr.) ("[S] tare decisis
is . .. a fundamental part of our legal system . . . .").

152 See Amy Coney Barrett, Statutory Stare Decisis in the Courts of Appeals, 73 GEO. WASH. L.
REV. 317, 326 & n.49 (2005) ("Both Justice Scalia and Justice Thomas embrace statutory
stare decisis." (citing Rasul v. Bush, 542 U.S. 466, 493 (2004) (Scalia, J., dissenting), super-
seded by statute, Detainee Treatment Act of 2005, Pub L. No. 109-148, 119 Stat. 2739; Fogerty
v. Fantasy, Inc., 510 U.S. 517, 538-39 (1994) (Thomas, J., concurring))).
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democratic majorities to respond to judicial error.153 This concern reflects
an underlying embrace of the normative theory of democratic government in
general and popular-sovereignty-based democratic government in
particular. 15 4

As the above categories illustrate, even though popular sovereignty the-
ory suggests judicial errors can impose significant costs in terms of demo-
cratic legitimacy and the availability of a political response, it is not in fact
always the case that "correction through legislative action is practically impos-
sible."1 55 Most nonintervention and allocation errors allow for some degree
of democratic response and thus create a possible scenario in which judicial
errors are accepted and built upon by successive democratic majorities.1 5 6

Although this would not carry the same degree of "thick democratic legiti-
macy" as would a proper interpretation of the Constitution, it nevertheless
would carry a thin degree of democratic legitimation. In such cases, uphold-
ing erroneous precedent maintains a degree of normative democratic legiti-
macy, to the point that a conscientious judge could uphold erroneous
precedent on stare decisis grounds without fatally undermining the basic
normative principle of democratic government.15 7

The idea that popular sovereignty allows for political legitimation of
erroneous precedent is not a new idea. As James Madison pointed out, politi-
cal majorities may accept an erroneous interpretation of the Constitution
and, in so doing, provide a degree of democratic legitimacy to an otherwise
erroneous precedent.1 58 According to Madison, it is a "safe [rule of] con-
struction" that a precedent should be presumptively followed "which has the
uniform sanction of successive legislative bodies, through a period of years

153 See, e.g., Agostini v. Felton, 521 U.S. 203, 235 (1997) ("The doctrine of stare deci-
sis ... is at its weakest when we interpret the Constitution because our interpretation can
be altered only by constitutional amendment or by overruling our prior decisions." (citing
Seminole Tribe of Fla. v. Florida, 517 U.S. 44, 63 (1996); Payne v. Tennessee, 501 U.S. 808,
828 (1991); St. Joseph Stock Yards Co. v. United States, 298 U.S. 38, 94 (1936) (Stone &
Cardozo, JJ., concurring))); Seminole Tribe, 517 U.S. at 63 ("Our willingness to reconsider
our earlier decisions has been 'particularly true in constitutional cases, because in such
cases correction through legislative action is practically impossible.'" (quoting Payne, 501
U.S. at 828 (internal quotation marks omitted))).

154 See, for example, Justice Kennedy's use of popular sovereignty theory in his opinion
in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 558 U.S. 310, 339 (2010) ("'In a republic
where the people are sovereign, the ability of the citizenry to make informed choices
among candidates for office is essential.'" (quoting Buckley v. Valeo, 424 U.S. 1, 14-15
(1976) (per curiam))).

155 See Burnet v. Coronado Oil & Gas Co., 285 U.S. 393, 406-07 (1932) (Brandeis, J.,
dissenting) (" [I n cases involving the Federal Constitution, where correction through legis-
lative action is practically impossible, this Court has often overruled its earlier decisions.").

156 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1453-61.

157 This would be particularly true where an Article III judge believes consideration of
stare decisis is "baked into" the idea of Article III judicial power.

158 See Letter from James Madison to Charles Jared Ingersoll (June 25, 1831), in THE

MIND OF THE FOUNDER 469, 496-500 (Marvin Meyers ed., 1973).
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and under the varied ascendancy of parties."15 9 This was as true for constitu-
tional precedents as for statutory precedents.o6 0 To Madison, majoritarian
acceptance not only could legitimate an arguably erroneous precedent, but
the availability of a political response could significantly reduce the costs of
judicial error. As Madison assured a frustrated Spencer Roane in the after-
math of Cohens v. Virginial6 :

[T]here is as yet no evidence that they express either the opinions of Con-
gress or those of their Constituents. There is nothing therefore to discour-
age a development of whatever flaws the doctrines may contain, or
tendencies they may threaten. Congress if convinced of these may not only
abstain from the exercise of Powers claimed for them by the Court, but find
the means of controuling those claimed by the Court for itself.' 62

In the case of the national bank (which Madison believed had been
unconstitutionally chartered), later congressional majorities could refuse to
extend the bank's charter, or a majority of electors could vote for a President
who would refuse to support the bank.' 6 3 Likewise, a Congress concerned
about judicial usurpation in Cohens could exercise its power to reduce the
jurisdiction of the Supreme Court over cases arising in state court.

Madison's theory of majoritarian acceptance of otherwise erroneous pre-
cedent makes sense only when there is the opportunity for majoritarian dis-
sent. A judicial decision preventing any action by the political branches by
definition prevents majoritarian ratification of an originally erroneous prece-
dent.'6 4 In fact, there is good reason to regard cases of entrenched constitu-
tional error as presumptively subject to de novo review under any interpretive
approach based on the normative theory of popular sovereignty.' 6 5 In other
words, in cases where it is in fact true that "correction through legislative
action is practically impossible,"166 this should not counsel careful applica-
tion of stare decisis. It presents good reason not to apply stare decisis. On
the other hand, Madison's acceptance of democratically legitimated prece-
dent presents an example of how a theorist otherwise committed to the nor-
mative theory of popular sovereignty may nevertheless find room for the
application of stare decisis even in cases involving constitutional error.

159 See id. at 499.
160 Id. at 497-98 ("Can it be of less consequence that the meaning of a Constitution

should be fixed and known, than that the meaning of a law should be so?").
161 19 U.S. (6 Wheat.) 264 (1821).
162 Letter from James Madison to Spencer Roane (May 6, 1821), in THE MIND OF THE

FOUNDER, supra note 158, at 462, 465.
163 President Andrew Jackson, for example, vetoed an attempt to renew the Charter of

the Second Bank of the United States in 1832, in part because he disagreed with the Court
about the bank's constitutionality. See Veto Message to the Senate (July 10, 1832), in 2 A
COMPILATION OF THE MESSAGES AND PAPERS OF THE PRESIDENTS 1789-1897, at 576, 581-86
(James D. Richardson ed., 1896).
164 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1460.
165 Id. at 1460-61.
166 See supra notes 48-51 and accompanying text.
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D. Recent Application of Stare Decisis Through the Lens of Popular Sovereignty

When viewed through the lens of normative theory, the seemingly incon-
sistent application of stare decisis by members of the Rehnquist and Roberts
Courts becomes more understandable. A multimember court that operates
on the basis of majoritarian consensus will inevitably issue opinions reflecting
the different normative commitments of its members and compromised
presentations of the same. To the degree that judicial majorities reflect dif-
ferent aggregate normative theories of law and interpretation, the rule of law
values captured by the application of stare decisis will be more or less
decisive.

For example, the varying applications of stare decisis in Casey and Law-
rence seem directly related to the majority's different assessments of the
degree of judicial error in Roe (small) and Bowers (large).167 These assess-
ments, in turn, reflected an aggregate normative theory of constitutional lib-
erty and the role of the Court in enforcing the same. From a popular
sovereignty standpoint, the majority in both cases erred in not considering
the costs of constitutional error in a case involving both judicial intervention
and individual immunity. Judicial error in such a case does not allow for a
"practical" political response. Popular sovereignty theory suggests that stare
decisis in such a case is either presumptively inappropriate or, at most,
should be applied only in cases involving the highest degree of disruption to
the rule of law.' 6 8

For this reason, from the position of popular sovereignty theory, it was
perfectly appropriate for the majority to decline consideration of the rule of
law factors generally associated with stare decisis in Agostini. The disputed
precedent in that case, Aguilar v. Felton, constitutionally prohibited the politi-
cal process from deciding whether to provide equal educational assistance to
both religious and secular schools.' 6 9 If erroneous, such a precedent
entrenched constitutional error and prohibited the political process from
affording the precedent even the thinnest degree of democratic legitimacy.
In such a case, Justice O'Connor was right to point out that stare decisis "is at
its weakest when we interpret the Constitution because our interpretation
can be altered only by constitutional amendment or by overruling our prior
decisions,"' 70 even if the statement is true only in cases like Agostini.

On the other hand, the majority was wrong when it made the same state-
ment in Seminole Tribe. Although the majority correctly noted the costs asso-

167 See supra Sections LA, I.C.
168 This Article describes a method of assessing judicial error for those judges commit-

ted to the normative theory of popular sovereignty. What is missing in the analysis of the
Casey plurality is an account of how to assess greater and lesser costs according to whatever
normative theory guided the plurality in upholding the "essential holding" in Roe but not
the precedents of Akron and Thornburgh. See supra Section I.A.

169 See supra subsection I.B.2.
170 Agostini v. Felton, 521 U.S. 203, 235 (1997) (citing Seminole Tribe of Fla. v. Florida,

517 U.S. 44, 63 (1996); Payne v. Tennessee, 501 U.S. 808, 828 (1991); St. Joseph Stock
Yards Co. v. United States, 298 U.S. 38, 94 (1936) (Stone & Cardozo, JJ., concurring)).
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ciated with judicial error in a constitutional case,171 it was not true that the
political process was unable to respond to the purported error in Union Gas.
Later Congresses could have rejected the Court's interpretation of the Com-
merce Clause and repealed any laws relying on that power to subject states to
individual suits for money damages. Or, if successive majorities of both par-
ties embraced and built upon the precedent in Union Gas, political accept-
ance of the error might have eventually counseled upholding the error in the
same way that President Madison ultimately acquiesced to political ratifica-
tion of the Bank of the United States.1 72 Of course, at the time the Court
decided Seminole Tribe, no such record of political acceptance had developed
and, from the perspective of popular sovereignty theory, the Court was right
to accord the precedent little relative weight. This is especially true in a case
where the error precluded a lower-level (state-level) political response.

Finally, Citizens United could be viewed as the same kind of case as Semi-
nole Tribe. In both cases, the Court confronted a potentially erroneous prece-
dent that left a matter to political control that ought to have been treated as
entrenched by the Constitution. In most such cases, the values of stare deci-
sis should be seriously considered, particularly where the political process has
embraced prior judicial error. However, even though Justice Kennedy's
opinion in Citizens United addresses the issue of stare decisis, he appeared to
presumptively dismiss its application. Justice Kennedy asserted that "' [t] his
Court has not hesitated to overrule decisions offensive to the First Amend-
ment,"'1 73 and he dismissed the idea that legislative reliance should play any
role in deciding whether to uphold Austin.1 74 Moreover, Justice Kennedy's
conclusion appears to be based solely on the merits, rather than representing
a balancing of the values of stare decisis against the costs of upholding judi-
cial error.175 The fact that ChiefJustice Roberts added a concurring opinion
precisely suggests that he also believed the issue of stare decisis had not been
adequately discussed in the majority opinion.1 76

From the perspective of popular sovereignty theory, however, Justice
Kennedy's opinion in Citizens United was entirely correct to downplay, or even
dismiss, the application of stare decisis. Unlike an ordinary nonintervention

171 See supra subsection I.B.1.
172 See Letter from James Madison to Charles Jared Ingersoll, supra note 158, at 496.
173 Citizens United v. Fed. Election Comm'n, 558 U.S. 310, 363 (2010) (emphasis

added) (quoting Fed. Election Comm'n v. Wis. Right to Life, Inc., 551 U.S. 449, 500 (2007)
(Scalia, J., concurring)).
174 Id. at 365 ("This is not a compelling interest for stare decisis. If it were, legislative

acts could prevent us from overruling our own precedents, thereby interfering with our
duty 'to say what the law is.'" (quoting Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. (1 Cranch) 137, 177
(1803))).
175 Id. (noting that since "[n]o sufficient governmental interest justifies limits on the

political speech of nonprofit or for-profit corporations," Austin "should be and now is
overruled").
176 Id. at 373 (Roberts, C.J., concurring) (explaining that he "write[s] separately to

address the important principles of judicial restraint and stare decisis implicated in this
case").
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case which allows for potential political ratification,1 7 7 Citizens United
involved a precedent which potentially undermined the proper functioning
of the political process. Consider again Justice Kennedy's introduction of the
case:

Speech is an essential mechanism of democracy, for it is the means to
hold officials accountable to the people. See Buckley [v. Valeo, 424 U.S. 1,
14-15 (1976)] ("In a republic where the people are sovereign, the ability of
the citizenry to make informed choices among candidates for office is essen-
tial"). The right of citizens to inquire, to hear, to speak, and to use informa-
tion to reach consensus is a precondition to enlightened self-government
and a necessary means to protect it. The First Amendment has its fullest and
most urgent application to speech uttered during a campaign for political
office. 178

Here, Justice Kennedy highlights the values of popular sovereignty and
democratic governance that he believes underlie all of American constitu-
tional law. According to this normative theory, judicial errors that prevent a
democratic response are presumptively illegitimate.' 7 9 Errors that thwart the
proper functioning of the democratic process cannot be democratically legiti-
mized for the same reason.s18  An erroneous failure of the Court to intervene
in order to protect the democratic process falls outside the category of prece-
dents that can benefit from the application of stare decisis.' 8 To the degree
that Justice Kennedy's opinion reflects an underlying theory of popular sov-
ereignty, he was entirely correct to downplay the role of stare decisis.
Indeed, his statement that "' [t] his Court has not hesitated to overrule deci-
sions offensive to the First Amendment' "182 should not be merely descrip-
tively accurate; it would be normatively compelled.

177 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1454-55, 1459-60.

178 Citizens United, 558 U.S. at 339-40 (majority opinion) (citations omitted) (internal
quotation marks omitted).

179 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1454-61.

180 Here, popular sovereignty theory echoes the categories of legislation subject to
heightened judicial review found in footnote four of Carotene Products. See United States v.
Carolene Prods. Co., 304 U.S. 144, 152-53 n.4 (1938). In addition to protecting rights
placed by the people themselves in the text of the Constitution, and guaranteeing the
rights of "discrete and insular minorities" who might be shut out of the political process,
the Court suggests the need for heightened review of any law that interferes with the
proper functioning of the democratic process. See id. The Court will revisit a similar pre-
cedent arguably interfering with the political process this term in Coalition to Defend Affirma-
tive Action v. Regents of the University of Michigan. 701 F.3d 466 (6th Cir. 2012), cert. granted
sub nom. Schuette v. Coal. to Defend Affirmative Action, 133 S. Ct. 1633 (2013) (consider-
ing whether a state may constitutionally ban racial preferences, and potentially revisiting
the holding of Washington v. Seattle School District No. 1, 458 U.S. 457 (1982), regarding
a restructuring of the political process).

181 See Lash, supra note 125, at 1459-60.

182 Citizens United, 558 U.S. at 363 (emphasis added) (quoting Fed. Election Comm'n v.
Wis. Right to Life, Inc., 551 U.S. 449, 500 (2007) (Scalia, J., concurring)).
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CONCLUSION

This Article suggests that far from suggesting incompetency or bad faith,
varying application of the doctrine of stare decisis is perfectly appropriate in
a system that allows for the application of normative constitutional theory.
Since different judicial errors impose different costs, such variation would
exist even if every member of the Supreme Court embraced the same norma-
tive theory of constitutional law and judicial review. The fact that the mem-
bers of the Court embrace different normative theories only multiplies the
situations in which different cases will apply stare decisis in different ways.' 8 3

That said, those decisions of the Supreme Court which apply stare deci-
sis have not done so in a manner that is sufficiently transparent in terms of
explaining the role of normative theory in balancing the costs of judicial
error against the benefits of upholding precedent. This could be due to a
combination of factors, from the necessity to undertheorize opinions issued
by multimember majorities, to a resistance to commit to any one particular
normative theory of constitutional law. Whatever the reason, it is inevitable
that normative theory, whether transparently presented or not, will play a
role in the Supreme Court's application of stare decisis.

This Article traces the outlines of one such theoretical approach. Based
on a foundational principle of American constitutional law, a popular sover-
eigntist approach to stare decisis both helps to explain the Court's varying
application of stare decisis and provides a guide to a more consistent applica-
tion of the doctrine in the future. It also presents a normative basis for deter-
mining when and how stare decisis ought to apply in a given case. Even if
persuasive, however, more work needs to be done in terms of identifying how
judicial error impacts the proper functioning of the political process. For
example, it may not always be true that allocation errors that leave matters to
state-level decision making have a lower cost where doing so prevents the
formation of national majorities and entrenches collective action problems.
Likewise, cases like Citizens United'84 pose difficult problems regarding
whether striking down or upholding prior precedent best protects the proper
functioning of the political process.' 8 5

That said, it seems better to transparently grapple with the role of nor-
mative theory in the application of stare decisis rather than pretend it is not
there, downplay its significance, or criticize the Court for failing to apply
stare decisis the same way in all cases. Different cases carry different costs-a
fact that we should insistJustices take into consideration in deciding whether
to maintain judicial error.

183 See Randy J. Kozel, Settled Versus Right: Constitutional Method and the Path of Precedent,
91 TEX. L. REV. 1843, 1846 (2013) ("Precedents are neither good nor bad; it is interpretive
method that makes them so.").

184 558 U.S. 310.
185 The campaign finance law struck down in Citizens United, for example, was passed as

an attempt to remedy the democratically distorting effect of corporate wealth in the politi-
cal process. See id. at 320-21, 365-66.
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