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		Abstract

		In The American Commonwealth (1888), James Bryce identified a political regime-type that he called “government by public opinion,” and argued that the United States had developed it to a greater degree than any other constitutional democracy then extant. Bryce’s analysis entails that familiar propositions about the relationship between public opinion and the constitutional order – many stemming from Publius – must be questioned, and perhaps heavily qualified or discarded.  Bryce argues that the basic Madisonian strategy for channeling and containing majoritarian opinions and passions, by means of checks and balances and an extended republic, has perverse results; it strengthens rather than containing the force of public opinion. The power of mass opinion in America thus results, in part, from the very safeguards the framers put into place against it. Once in place, government by public opinion sets both a lower bound and an upper bound on the performance of the American democracy, ensuring that it performs tolerably well but also preventing it from performing better still.  In Bryce’s paradoxical assessment, “the American democracy is not better just because it is so good.” 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Vermeule,  Adrian, 'Government by Public Opinion': Bryce’s Theory of the Constitution (April 14, 2011). Harvard Public Law Working Paper No. 11-13,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1809794 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1809794 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Adrian Vermeule (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
						
						
						


						
					
					[image: Harvard Law School]
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				
				
				


				Harvard Law School  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					1525 Massachusetts
Griswold 500
Cambridge, MA  02138
United States

				

				
			

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research you’d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      680

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    9,583

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			   71,129

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        2 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				       12 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Harvard Law School, Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Harvard Law School, Public Law & Legal Theory Research Paper Series

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            5,541

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              990

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Carol S. Steiker at Harvard Law School

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    U.S. Constitutional Law: Separation of Powers & Federalism eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                U.S. Constitutional Law: Separation of Powers & Federalism eJournal

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,994

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            6,669

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

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

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Comparative & Non-U.S. Constitutional Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Comparative & Non-U.S. Constitutional Law eJournal

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                            1,857

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           14,551

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

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

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Law & Society: Public Law - Constitutional Law eJournal

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              981

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           25,041

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Steve Sanders at Indiana University Maurer School of Law

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Theory: Political Philosophy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Theory: Political Philosophy eJournal

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              605

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,772

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Tracy B. Strong at University of Southampton - Division of Politics & International Relations

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Legislation & Statutory Interpretation eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Legislation & Statutory Interpretation eJournal

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              569

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            8,200

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Anita S. Krishnakumar at Georgetown University Law Center

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Political Theory: History of Political Thought eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Theory: History of Political Thought eJournal

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              556

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            2,488

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Alan Houston at Durham University

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    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 Institutions: Non-Democratic Regimes eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Political Institutions: Non-Democratic Regimes eJournal

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

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              325

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            4,071

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















    
        
            Recommended Papers

            	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Intermittent Institutions

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Adrian Vermeule
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Independence and Interdependence: Lessons from the Hive

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Adrian Vermeule
                                     and 
                                
                                    
                                    Christian List
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    


                    
                

            
            
        

    

				

			

		


		
				
					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 © 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   0.108 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
