
In 2019 and 2020, Illinois
will be observing the semi-
centennial of the sixth Illinois
Constitutional Convention
and of its product, the 1970
Illinois Constitution. This is
the first of three columns
describing how the process
of holding the convention
and electing members of the
convention came about.
When Illinoisans voted to

hold a constitutional conven-
tion on Nov. 5, 1968, the
shape of the convention was
not a foregone conclusion.
The 1870 Constitution set
forth the basic requirements
for members of the conven-
tion: Two would be elected
from each state Senate dis-
trict. Most of the details were
left up to the legislature.
When the 76th session of

the General Assembly met
in January 1969, many legis-
lators were largely indiffer-
ent to the shape of the
convention. 
The ongoing war in Viet-

nam, the civil rights move-
ment and perceived high
crime rates were much more
important to Americans. In
Illinois, a pressing issue was
the proposal that Illinois
enact an income tax. 
It was generally assumed

that the 1870 Constitution
prohibited such a tax, but a
coalition of forces, led by
mayor Richard J. Daley and
newly elected governor

Richard B. Ogilvie, pro-
ceeded to try to pass an
income tax.
However, some legislators

were keenly aware that a con-
vention would take place and
that it was up to the legisla-
ture to set up the election
mechanism and appropriate
funds. 
Two issues dominated the

discussions: Should the
members, informally called
“delegates,” be elected with
party labels or not? Should
the convention be funded
well enough to allow dele-
gates to be paid and to hire a
professional staff? 
The most recent success-

ful state constitutional con-
vention had been the one
held in Michigan in 1961-
1962. Those members were
elected with party labels,
which resulted in party cau-
cuses. Because there was no
funding for research staff,
the University of Michigan
volunteered the services of
its faculty and students.
Although Michigan voters
had approved the result,
that model did not appeal to
Illinoisans.
The General Assembly

knew it had to move quickly
if a convention was going to
be called by the end of 1969.
On April 15, 1969, the House
of Representatives passed a
bill, which the Senate passed
on April 16, 1969. The final

version of the Enabling Act,
PA 76-40, was passed without
dissent on May 7, 1969, and
approved by the governor on
May 9, 1969.
One major decision con-

cerned funding. The amount
of $2.8 million was appropri-
ated, a significant sum that
today would exceed $20 mil-
lion. This amount enabled
the convention to hire staff,

not just rely on volunteers
from universities and per-
haps interest groups. 
Moreover, the delegates

were to be paid $625 per
month as salary, with a $75
per diem, up to 100 days, for
expenses incurred while
attending meetings. Less
wealthy Illinoisans could run
as delegates, but nobody
would run just to make
money.
Another major decision

concerned labeling candi-
dates for delegate by party.
Illinois, like Michigan, was a
fiercely divided, partisan
state. Yet the Illinois legisla-
ture decided to forbid party
labels on the ballot. Officially,
at least, these would be non-
partisan offices.
Decades later, former state

Rep. Harold A. Katz told me
that he urged his colleagues
to make the elections non-
partisan in order to allow
candidates who were not
party insiders to run and to
inhibit party-line voting. 
He knew that the Regular

Democratic Organization of
Cook County, known as
Mayor Daley’s machine,
would endorse some candi-
dates and try to insure their
election. But he wanted
other candidates to believe
they had a chance.
Katz told me he urged

some of the lobbying
groups, notably the Illinois
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Agricultural Association, to
support nonpartisan elec-
tions. If the delegates were
elected by party labels, they
would sit in party caucuses,
as they were in the two
houses of the General
Assembly. 
They would take caucus

positions and enforce party
discipline in voting. This
would make compromise,
the essence of any constitu-
tional convention, difficult. In
the end, his colleagues
agreed.
Another decision, one

related to holding nonparti-
san elections, was to hold a
two-step election in order to

select two delegates from
each Senate district. If five or
more people in a district
declared their candidacy to
be delegates, there would be
a primary election on Sept.
23, 1969. 
The purpose of the pri-

mary was to select four can-
didates, who would then run
in a general election follow-
ing on Nov. 18. If four or
fewer candidates declared, a
district would not hold a pri-
mary. The November elec-
tion would select two
delegates from the four win-
ners of the primary in Sep-
tember.
One result of the two-step

process was to encourage
many outsiders to run, peo-
ple who had never before
run for public office. Many
outsiders had small con-
stituencies they could organ-
ize before the September
primary. Because each voter
could cast two votes, one for
each of two candidates of his
or her choice, a small but
cohesive group could elect a
delegate. 
Many of the women dele-

gates told me later that it was
the two-step process, along
with the absence of party
labels, that facilitated their
election.
In the end, those who

were concerned about the
process of electing delegates
and holding a convention
overcame what appeared to
be indifference on the part of
many other legislators.
Indeed, few Illinoisans were
paying attention.
The primaries were held

on Sept. 23, 1969. The ener-
getic campaigns of newcom-
ers generated considerable
interest and voter turnout.
The campaigns to choose
who would write a possible
fourth Illinois Constitution
became more focused. The
winners of the September
primaries geared up for the
November election.
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