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		Abstract

		The enigmatic phrase "natural born citizen" poses a series of problems for contemporary originalism.  New Originalists, like Justice Scalia, focus on the public meaning of the constitutional text, but the notion of a "natural born citizen" was likely a term of art, derived from the idea of a "natural born subject" in English law - a category that most likely did not extend to persons, like John McCain, who were born outside sovereign territory.  But the constitution speaks of "citizens" and not "subjects," introducing uncertainties and ambiguities that might (or might not) make McCain eligible for the presidency.  

What was the original public meaning of the enigmatic phrase that establishes the eligibility for the office of President of the United States?  There is general agreement on the core of settled meaning: some cases of inclusion and exclusion seem indisputable.  As a matter of inclusion, anyone born on American soil with an American parent is clearly a "natural born citizen."  As a matter of exclusion, anyone whose citizenship is acquired after birth as a result of "naturalization" is clearly not a "natural born citizen."  But these clear cases of inclusion and exclusion do not exhaust the possibilities.  John McCain's citizenship was conferred by statute - perhaps before, but perhaps after his birth.  That leaves John McCain in a twilight zone - neither clearly naturalized nor natural born.  

This Essay explores the contribution of originalism as a theory of constitutional interpretation to the controversy over the meaning of the natural born citizenship clause.  Part II of the Essay explains the relevance of originalist constitutional theory to the controversy with special reference to the New Originalism - the view of constitutional meaning that emphasizes public meaning of the constitutional text at the time each provision was framed and ratified.  Part III argues that that the clause creates a problem for public meaning originalism - the phrase "natural born citizen" may not have had a widely shared public meaning in the late eighteenth century; the solution to this problem could be the notion of a "term of art," in particular, the idea that the meaning of "natural born citizen" derives from the English concept of a "natural born subject."  Part IV considers the possibility that the original meaning of the natural born citizen clause is subject to an irreducible ambiguity.  Part V concludes with reflections on the exemplary significance of the natural born citizen clause for constitutional theory. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: Originalism, Natural Born Citizen, President, Presidency, Constitution, Constitutional Theory, Term of Art, Compositionality, Original Public Meaning, New Originalism, Semantic Originalism, John Mccain

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Solum,  Lawrence B., Originalism and the Natural Born Citizen Clause (April 18, 2010). Illinois Public Law Research Paper No. 08-17,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1263885 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1263885 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Lawrence B. Solum (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
					
					[image: University of Virginia School of Law]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of Virginia School of Law  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					580 Massie Road
Charlottesville, VA  22903
United States
(434) 924-7932 (Phone)

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://https://www.law.virginia.edu/faculty/profile/lbs5w/2846137
				

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				    1,938

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			   23,378

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   15,734

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        1 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       12 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Legal History eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Legal History eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this free journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            3,060

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,018

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Reva Siegel at Yale University - Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    U.S. Constitutional Law: Interpretation & Judicial Review eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                U.S. Constitutional Law: Interpretation & Judicial Review eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,984

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            6,457

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Matthew D. Adler at Duke University School of Law, Brian Bix at University of Minnesota Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Law & Literature eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Literature eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              516

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,517

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Institutions: Constitutions eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Institutions: Constitutions eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              421

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,554

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Barry R. Weingast at Stanford University, Department of Political Science

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Behavior: Race, Ethnicity & Immigration Politics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Behavior: Race, Ethnicity & Immigration Politics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              390

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           15,475

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Yusaku Horiuchi at Affiliation not provided to SSRN

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Institutions: Elections eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Institutions: Elections eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              342

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            4,726

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Gary W. Cox at Stanford University

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Institutions: The President & Executives eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Institutions: The President & Executives eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              305

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            2,432

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.062 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
