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The Constitutional Convention of 1943-1944 resulted in the constitution presently in force. From my personal perspective, there are a number of interesting things to note about the process of framing and adopting a new constitution.

1) There was an organized campaign to convince the voters of the need for a major revision of the constitution of 1875. ("Statewide Committee for the Revision of the Missouri Constitution")

2) When voters were ask whether to hold a constitutional convention, there was a rural / urban divide.  “In the 1942 general election, the constitutional revision passed by a statewide margin of 100,000 votes.  The metropolitan areas voted overwhelmingly in favor of the revision while the outside areas opposed it.”

3) The average voter had no real choice in who would be the delegates to the constitutional convention.  One Democrat and one Republican was selected, generally, by senatorial district committees from each of those districts, as nominees for the convention.  Those were the two delegates voters had to choose from, and since there would be only two delegates from each district, plus 15 “at large” delegates, the decision about who would frame the new constitution was fairly well made by the political machines.

4) As many as 60-70% of the delegates were lawyers.

5) The revising of articles from the 1875 constitution and the addition of a significant number of new sections was a monumental task.  The Convention spent about one full year, but that seems far too little time to give due consideration to details – especially compared to today's legislative process.  There are no detail records of the committee meeting, only final reports, so it is not always easy to determine which issues received much attention at that stage.  There are transcripts of all the floor debates of the convention, but many sections of the constitution were adopted on recommendation of the committees referring them.

About the process:

1) The process of framing the 1945 constitution was similar to the General Assembly passing a bill or Joint Resolution.

2) An idea for an amendment to the 1875 constitution or new section was called a “Proposal” and was the equivalent of a “bill”.

3) Standing committees were formed and bills assigned to those committees based on applicability.

4) The committees would hold hearings and either reject, amend, or pass on un-amended Proposals to the whole of the convention.

5) Each committee built a “File” of the proposals for the sections of the constitution they were responsible for.  The “File” was the final report from the committee to the convention.

6) Upon First Reading of the File, the Committee On Phraseology, Arrangement and Engrossment was responsible for cleaning up the language without altering the meaning of each Proposal.

7) In convention, each File was taken up and considered section by section for amendments and then the File passed as a unit.

8) Once all the Files were passed, the Articles and Sections were reordered to place them in their proper context.  (Note: Individual Proposals can be difficult to track through the Journal because the section number the Proposal would fit in sometimes changed.)

Points of interest about the adoption of our current Article VI § 21:

1) It started out as Proposal 336, drafted by “City Hall in Kansas City” and offered by  Edward M. Stayton of Independence.  The committee recommended it to the convention as drafted by “City Hall”.

2) It was assigned to the Committee on Local Government (City of St. Louis, St. Louis County and Jackson County).  That committee was responsible for  File 12.

3) There was as another committee simply called the Committee on Local Government.

4) Proposal 336 was a new section to the constitution from the start to finish.  It began as Article IX Section 18, then became Article IX Section 19, and was finally reordered to be designated Article VI Section 21 in the final constitution. 

5) What little recorded debate there was about Proposal 336 was centered around the needs of “populous parts of the country” - references were to Kansas City, St. Louis, Springfield, and “perhaps St. Joseph”.

6) Based on the debate, it should have been clear that the intent was to permit private entities as well as government to use the condemnation process.  The Metropolitan Life Insurance Company was given as an example.

7) It is also clear that the intent was to allow for entire areas to be condemned, not parcel by parcel.  In the words of General Stayton,  “I visualize the  Metropolitan Insurance Company... saying to the City Council, 'Either you condemn fifty blocks...  either you condemn this great neighborhood, this great area, give it to us for the price that we want it condemned or give us that authority, and we will clean up this situation and restore and rebuild it'”. 

8) Following General Stayton's comment, there was a brief discussion about the condemnations going through circuit court, the section 18 (Proposal 336) was declared perfected.
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In accordance with the provisions of the 1920 constitution amendment, the opportunity for revision of the existing constitution automatically came up at the 1942 general election.  There was no specific provision about who was to submit the proposal to the voters or how it was to be submitted.  The legislature tried to pass a bill to empower the Secretary of State with this duty but the bill failed.  Finally, on November 18, 1941, Secretary of State Dwight H. Brown announced "that he considered it his mandatory duty under the Constitution to place the proposal on the ballot in the 1942 general election."

On November 14, 1941, Dr. Frank McCluer, President of Westminister College, headed a meeting at Fulton for constitutional revision.  Those at the meeting adopted a resolution supporting the meeting on November 19, to organize a statewide committee for the revision of the Missouri constitution.

The meeting in St. Louis was held in conjunction with the 47th. Annual National Conference on Government of the National Municipal League.  On November 19, a "Missouri Constitution Dinner" was held, presided over by Dr. Isidor Loeb, Dean emeritus, Washington University School of Business and Public Administration. Those attending decided that the group was not sufficiently representative for form a permanent organization.  However, a Committee of Ten was to be appointed by Dr. Loeb to develop plans for a permanent organization. On November 28, 1941, Dr. Loeb announced the membership of this committee to be chaired by State Senator Alien McReynolds of Carthage.  The Committee held their first meeting on January 8, 1942.  At later meetings it was decided to set up a general executive committee of two men and two women from each senatorial district, plus one representative from the A. F. of L., the C. I. 0., and the Railroad Brotherhoods.

A citizens' mass meeting was held in Jefferson City in the House Chamber on May 21, 1942.  At that meeting Alien McReynolds was elected President of the revision committee, and Rev. C. Oscar Johnson of St. Louis, the First Vice-President.  MeReynolds established the state campaign headquarters of the organization how called the "Statewide Committee for the Revision of the Missouri Constitution" in his office in the Capital building.  Mrs. Louise Krathe, a Democrat, was made Executive Director.

On August 21, 1942, one of the four directors from each senatorial district was requested to call a meeting to select a chairman, appoint suggested committees and initiate the campaign.  Both St. Louis and Kansas City had their own committees, a full-time paid staff, and a local headquarters.

Senator McReynolds and Howard Elliott, minority floor leader in the 6lst. General Assembly, canvassed the Democratic and Republican state parties to gain support.  In September 1942, the parties held their conventions in Jefferson City.  The Republicans endorsed the proposals while the Democrats remained silent on the issue.  The proponents of revision were unable to get the support of then Governor Forrest Donnell, who did not feel it his duty to advise voters.

In the campaign the Committee decided that it would not advocate any specific reforms or amendments.  Instead, it tried to show the voters the obvious faults of the existing system:  lack of coordination in the state administrative structure, particularly in tax collection and inadequate provisions for local government.  To counter the opposition claim that no action should be taken in wartime, the Committee started a campaign emphasizing the constitutional revision's part in the was effort.

In the 1942 general election, the constitutional revision passed by a statewide margin of 100,000 votes.  The metropolitan areas voted overwhelmingly in favor of the revision while the outside areas opposed it.

Next came the nomination and election of delegates.  Each senatorial district was to elect two delegates and fifteen delegates were to be elected at-large.  In the thirty-four senatorial districts each party was to nominate one candidate and two receiving the highest number of votes were elected.  The at-large delegates were nominated by petition; they were voted for on a separate ballot without party affiliation and the fifteen receiving the highest number of votes were elected.

The Democratic and Republican parties agreed to cooperate in getting a bi-partisan slate of fifteen, and not to try to wrest control of the convention from the other party.  Most party nominees were selected by senatorial district committees rather than representative conventions of the voting public.  Since only two candidates were nominated, and two elected, there was no real choice for the average voter.  The fifteen at-large bi-partisan candidates were put at the top of the ballot.  As a result, these fifteen received the highest number of votes in the special election on April 6, 1943. 

On September 21, 1943, the delegates-elect assembled for the first time in the chamber of the State House of Representatives. This first meeting was called to order by the Secretary of State. The choice of President came down to Senator McReynolds and Robert Blake, an officer of the International Shoe Company in St. Louis. McReynolds was defeated because of opposition form St. Louis Democrats with whom he had fought in his unsuccessful bid for governor in 1940.

On the second day the rules committee delivered a preliminary report providing for twenty-six standing committees. The committees were as follows: Rules and Order of Business; Preamble, Boundaries, Bill of Rights and Distribution of Powers; Legislative Department; Executive Department; Judicial Department; Impeachments and Removal from Office; Sufferage and Elections; Local Government (St. Louis, St. Louis County, and Jackson County); Local-Government; Taxation—Levy Assignment and Collection; State Finance (except Taxation); Education; Corporation and Industry; Highways; Agriculture and Conservation; Congressional and State Senatorial and Representative Districts; Public Health and Public Welfare and Federal Relations with Respect Thereto; Military Affairs;

Labor; Miscellaneous Provisions; Initiative and Referendum, Revisions, and Amendments; In-formation and Engrossment; Accounts, Employees, Services and Supplies; Printing, Reporting and Publications; and Convention Library, Information and Research. The President and Vice-Presidents were to make committee assignments , and on the third day committee selections were announced.

In the day to day operation of the convention any member could introduce a proposal, the term corresponding to that of 'bill' in legislative proceedings.  Proposals were generally in the form of amendments to the existing constitution, revised articles or sections, or addition of sections not found in the existing constitution.  In all, 377 separate proposals were submitted.

Proposals were referred by the President to the appropriate committee, which held hearings while revising the respective sections of the constitution for its subject matter.  The committee file was the revised text of its section of the constitution.  The proposals which the committee could not use were reported back to the convention as rejected.  There were three readings of each proposal.  The consideration of each committee report or file was still part of the first reading.  Each report was taken section by section.

If approved on first reading, a file was given to the Committee on Phraseology which made improvements without changing the meaning.  On second reading, it was sent to the Committee on Engrossment On third reading a majority of convention delegates had to vote for the file in order for it to pass.  On the first two readings only a majority of those voting that day was necessary.

On September 28, 1944, the completed document was approved by the convention.  The constitution was to be submitted to the voters as a single proposition rather than in a series of amendments or articles.  The special election was set for February 27, 1945.  Final adjournment took place on September 29, 1944.

SCOPE AND CONTENT NOTE

The collection of papers of -the Missouri Constitutional Convention of 1943-1944- covers the period from its calling on September 21, 1944 to its conclusion on September 29, 1944.  The papers include handwritten summery minutes of the convention in its entirety; the original proposals to change the constitution; the reports of the standing committees and any amendments thereto; printed petitions addressed to the convention president; organizational details on the delegates and committee members; and papers involved in the administrative functions of the convention.

The minutes consist of summary lists of the daily activities on the convention floor.  These activities include items such as roll call for attendance purposes, amendments submitted by the delegates, and discussions on the administrative decisions to be taken by the convention.

The proposals were submitted by individual delegates on the convention floor.  They are in the form of changes, additions, and deletions to the existing constitution.

The files are the final report of twenty-one of the twenty-six committees presented on the convention floor.  Each file consists of the final copy of the committee report on its specific section of the existing constitution, the engrossed copy as changed by the Committee on Phraseology, Arrangement, and Engrossment, and the final form adopted by the convention.  Also included are rough notes of amendments made by changing words, phrases, sentences, in order to arrive at the engrossed copy.

The printed petitions, signed by citizens of Missouri, were circulated by two groups in the state. One was circulated statewide by the League of Women Voters and requested the convention to consider a short "ballot, statewide merit system, an elected legislature with public record of committee procedures, improvement of the judicial system including a Non-Partisan Court Plan, and the creation of a conservation commission. The second form of petition was signed by real estate property owners and taxpayers of the St. Louis metropolitan area. This petition requested the convention to consider similar provisions plus a one-house general assembly, a fiscal department, appointment of a state auditor, and the reorganization of the state highway commission.

The materials on the delegates and committee members are mainly composed of items relating to their election and placement in specific committees as well as the communication between individual delegates and the convention administration. This last is in the form of leaves of absences requested and acknowledged, notification of resignation by delegates, and address to the convention.

The strength of this collection lies in its ability to give insight into the overall workings of the convention. The minutes, although in summary form only, show the path which the convention took. The materials on the delegates and the administrative function of the convention illuminate many of the problems encountered during the proceedings and the attempts made. to resolve them. The proposals, petitions, and file reports demonstrate the course by which an idea is turned into law. The excellent condition and completeness of all of these records allows them to serve as a good tack-up for the printed volumes of the convention proceedings.

The weaknesses of the collection are the complete absence of material which might give some indication of the climate of the times; how the delegates approached their tasks, what were the conflicts, and how the final product was received by the citizens. There are virtually no correspondence, no minutes of committee meetings, and no press releases. This collection represents the bare outline of the workings of the Missouri Constitutional Convention of 1943-1944.
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