Excerpts from “Constitutional Convention Procedures: Statement of James A. Michener”

The world-famous author James A. Michener stated in 1979 that he was “totally opposed to any measure that
would encourage the 50 states of our nation to amend our national Constitution by means of the convention
method.” He made this statement at a hearing before the Subcommittee on the Constitution of the Committee on
the Judiciary of the United States Senate on November 29, 1979. Below are some more of the warnings that
Michener provided that Senate subcommittee for its hearing:

I am, however, totally opposed to any measure that would encourage the 50 states of our nation to amend
our national Constitution by means of the convention method, for |, better than most [Michener was
Secretary of the Pennsylvania state constitutional convention in 1967-68,], appreciate the hidden dangers
inherent in this system....

| object [to convening a constitutional convention] for two reasons: The plan we are using has served us so
well and so constructively in the 182 years since 1789 that as a traditionalist | see no need for meddling with
the system; but more important, | know from history and from experience that once a constituent assembly
has been convened, there is no power that can restrict it to limits arbitrarily set.

Any such a convention contains the right and the implied power to become a runaway convention, and this is
the most dangerous possibility that should be avoided if at all possible. And in the case like the present,
when we already have a splendidly functioning system of amendment, it would be folly to lurch off
irresponsibly to an alternative method which has not been proved and which contains dangers of the most
treacherous kind.

History is replete with examples of innocent conventions, assembled for one purpose, which exploded into
unforeseen directions, the two most memorable being the Legislative Assembly which gave hideous
guidance to the French Revolution and the Long Parliament which supervised the more peaceful revolution
in England. | am afraid of such runaway conventions.

But, it is argued, if the United States convened such a constitutional convention its powers would be strictly
limited by the enabling legislation which summaoned it into being. And here precisely is the trouble. | do
believe that any prior law, no matter how carefully drawn, cannot inhibit, or restrict, or delimit a constituent
assembly once it convenes. Of course, those initiating the convention would say, ‘But its field of legal
operation is limited. We have said so.” My contention is that it cannot be so limited. At the moment a
convention is assembled and sworn in, it becomes a self-directing body with only such limitations as it
prudently places upon itself, and the prior constraints which have so carefully been placed upon it no longer

apply.

Scroll down to see the full-text of Michener’s statement.
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