
discarding the Commonwealth’s 1902 Constitution (a classic post-Recon-
struction document that institutionalized both the poll tax and school
segregation), Virginia was on the verge of a new and more promising
path. Still other commission members could be mentioned, but these sev-
eral examples surely suggest that the revisors of Virginia’s Constitution
were no ordinary lot.

By the time the proposed new Constitution went to referendum in
1970, Virginia had elected its first Republican government since Recon-
struction, Linwood Holton. Holton brought a special brand of decency
to the Governor’s Mansion. Declining to fight federal court school
desegregation orders, Holton made front-page news throughout the
nation when he escorted his thirteen-year-old daughter to a predomi-
nantly black Richmond high school. The repudiation of massive resis-
tance could not have been more clear. J. Harvie Wilkinson III (later a
federal court of appeals judge) summed up Holton’s contributions: “a
new air of openness in state government, two-party democracy in action,
and, above all, racial understanding through personal tolerance and good
will.”128 It is fitting that it was Holton who asked Professor Howard to
organize the committee that campaigned successfully for the new Con-
stitution’s ratification.

The leaders who coalesced around the proposed Constitution of Vir-
ginia were not giants. Their era was not some kind of golden age. Those
years saw more than enough political venality, petty politics, and social
dislocations to go around. But that era did prove to be a propitious
moment for constitutional change, and the Commonwealth’s leaders
seized that moment. Decades later, could Virginians do it again? Virginia
does not lack for leadership, either in the public or private sector. But
reviewing the special qualities that came to the fore during the 1969–70
constitutional revision effort, one can see that it would be no small chal-
lenge to bring together such a talented and dedicated team.

In sum, anyone who sets out today to revise Virginia’s Constitu-
tion—or that of any other state—must ponder the considerable chal-
lenges. Those include partisanship, single-issue politics, the difficulty of
finding common ground, the power of money, popular discontents and
distrust, and the need for inspired leadership. The lesson of 1970 is that,
given the right combination of circumstances, it can be done. The cau-
tionary note sounded by the events of the years since 1970 is that it
would not be easy.
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On January 31, 2003, Alabama’s new Republican governor, Bob Riley,
convened a diverse group of citizens in Montgomery to begin deliberat-
ing changes he proposed for the state’s 1901 Constitution. Thus he ful-
filled his promise that constitutional reform would be the first item on his
agenda to make Alabama more competitive for jobs and its government
more efficient. In creating by executive order the Alabama Citizens’ Con-
stitution Commission, he gave the group ninety days to draft five changes
he wanted to propose during the 2003 legislative session: providing “lim-
ited” home rule for counties on a local option basis, lessening reliance on
designating revenues for particular purposes, strengthening the governor’s
veto power, recompiling the 1901 Constitution to remove amended lan-
guage, and requiring a three-fifths majority of the legislature to impose
new statewide taxes. Riley said he would ask the commission members to
look at other areas of the 1901 Constitution as reform moved forward. 

Riley argued, as have many other Alabamians, that the 1901 Consti-
tution’s restrictions and antiquated provisions hinder efforts to reform
government and improve the economy. As a result, Alabama fares poorly
in comparisons with neighboring states. In particular, Riley has pointed
to North Carolina’s economic success to show the connection between
progressive government and concrete results. By contrast, one would be
hard pressed to find a politician from another state who held up Alabama
as an inspiration. The U.S. Census Bureau reported, for example, that
Alabama lost 12,200 people in 2001–02. Yet the state is the geographical
heart of a booming region. Why are people going elsewhere? Analysts and
business leaders attributed the trend to declining prospects for good jobs.
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