CONSTITUTION CAFÉ
Cal Humanities would like to make California Reads grantees aware of a potential resource for your community-wide reads on democracy—particularly those who have chosen to focus on the Constitution.

The United States needs constitutional change, but how to get it done? Christopher Phillips has the right answer. Get Americans talking to Americans about how we can improve our nation. Phillips has combined the approach of Socrates and the wisdom of Jefferson to show us the way. 

—Dr. Larry J. Sabato, Director, University of Virginia Center for Politics


Christopher Phillips draws on our nation’s rebellious past to incite meaningful change today. Thomas Jefferson is his guide as he taps into a broad cross-section of Americans’ timely (and timeless) concerns about the need to give our country’s democratic framework a makeover. The Constitution Café is an innovative project in which Mr. Phillips engages Americans of all stripes as they grapple with how they would sculpt the United States Constitution if they could start from scratch. Mr. Phillips, an educator and author, earned his Ph.D. in Communications, has master’s degrees in the humanities, the natural sciences, and in education, and a bachelor’s degree in government from the College of William & Mary.

Mr. Phillips is available to conduct community-engaging Constitution Cafés. For more information about them, please see Mr. Phillips’ description below. 
____________________

A nationwide poll conducted in 2010 by the nonprofit, nonpartisan Center for the Constitution revealed that an overwhelming majority of Americans recognize that the U.S. Constitution has a huge impact on their everyday lives. It also revealed that while most older Americans believe the Constitution is fine just as it is, a significant number of young Americans of voting age believe the Constitution needs to be overhauled so that it is more responsive to and reflective of the needs of a modern democratic society.  

And yet....the same poll also reveals that very few Americans have actually read the Constitution.
If we actually were inspired to read the Constitution, how would we feel about it? Would we want to change it, and if so, which parts? Or would we want to hold a new Constitutional Convention and rewrite the whole thing? 

What if we engaged in a 'constitutional thought experiment'? What if we held a ‘new’ Constitutional Convention of sorts, and acted as if we were the Framers? Using existing constitutional articles as the starting point, would we come to a more profound understanding of and appreciation for the amazing document created by our Framers—even or especially if we decided to redo the articles? Would we be able to reach creative compromise and consensus or even achieve a higher ground? 

Enter Constitution Café. 

Constitution Café is a space dedicated to the Jeffersonian idea of democratic freedom. Thomas Jefferson derided those who looked at constitutions “like the ark of the covenant, too sacred to be touched.” He believed that such people “ascribe to the men of the preceding age a wisdom more than human.” Jefferson’s visionary antidote for societal stasis in American democracy, as he told the historian Sam Kercheval, was to take periodically “as a tally, every provision of our constitution, and see if it hangs directly on the will of the people.” Those provisions that turn out not to reflect the people’s will, he believed, should be entirely redone. “Let us then go on perfecting [the Constitution],” he urged, by supplanting “those powers which time and trial show are still wanting.” 

Constitution Café springs from this idea: What if Jefferson’s radical proposal was put to the test in some way today? To be sure, he had in mind that this constitutional makeover would be undertaken every 20 years, and over 200 years have passed since he first proposed it. But better late than never. 

Constitution Café is a space in which actual and aspiring Americans grapple with how they would sculpt the United States Constitution if they could start from scratch. The constitutional articles that participants construct often address perceived flaws, loopholes and omissions in the Constitution. The articles that are not meant to be the last word, just a starting point for deeper debate. A paramount objective with the Constitution Café project is to spur greater civic engagement, especially among young people, who all too often are left out altogether, and to instill much keener and deeper appreciation for the amazing existing document crafted by our Framers. It also aims to cultivate among participants types of ‘dialogue virtues’ that dispense with shrillness and intolerance and instead instill empathy and enthused willingness to consider a variety of objections and alternatives to one’s own way of seeing things—celebrating difference rather than considering it anathema.

In making their case for articles to a new Constitution, those taking part reason, persuade, argue, and bend over backwards to ensure that everyone has the opportunity to introduce and convince others to support his or her big constitutional ideas (usually a two-thirds majority approves the final language for any given article crafted by the group). For as Thomas Jefferson had it, one “cannot have his way in all things” when engaged in such democratic deliberations, but must “acquiesce on seeing that of others preponderate at other times.” Indeed, “(w)ithout this mutual disposition,” Jefferson asserted shortly after he became president -- at a time when deep political rifts already were developing among Americans -- “we are disjointed individuals, but not a society.” 

See these NPR features for more information:

http://www.npr.org/2011/12/10/143354018/reconstituting-the-constitution-how-to-rewrite-it
http://www.npr.org/blogs/itsallpolitics/2011/12/20/144016912/we-the-people-npr-readers-would-ratify-four-new-amendments?ps=cprs
