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C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  co nve n t i ons  a r e  ephemeral  i n s t i t u t i o n s  in a s t a t e ' s  
p o l i t i c a l  sys tem.  Usua l l y  they  meet f o r  only  a few months and t h e i r  
impact  on th e  system i s  commonly measured by whether  the  d r a f t  document 
they produce i s  adopted in t h e  r a t i f y i n g  e l e c t i o n  (Goodman, e t  a l . ,  Aug­
u s t ,  1973, p p . 571-596) .  The purpose o f  t h i s  r e s e a r c h  i s  t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  
whether  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  con ve n t io ns  l e ave  a l a r g e r  l egacy  by (a)  s e rv in g  
as a r e c r u i t m e n t  v e h i c l e  by which d e l e g a t e s  move to  o t h e r  e l e c t i v e  
o f f i c e s  and by (b) seed ing  t h e  s t a t e  wi th  a c o n t i n u i n g  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y -  
a t t e n t i v e  e l i t e .  These a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c r u c i a l  q u e s t i o n s  f o r  un der ­
s ta n d in g  t h e  impact  o f  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  conven t i ons  in s t a t e s  where d r a f t  
documents were d e f e a t e d . !

We have d a t a  from t h e  two most r e c e n t  e f f o r t s  a t  comprehensive con­
s t i t u t i o n a l  r eform in Arkansas .  Both th e  1969-70 and 1979-80 Arkansas 
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  conven t ions  produced s u b s t a n t i a l  r e v i s i o n s  o f  the  e x i s t ­
ing 1874 C o n s t i t u t i o n  which were r e j e c t e d  by th e  e l e c t o r a t e . 2 We i n t e r ­
viewed 80 o f  95 l i n i n g  d e l e g a t e s  to  the  1969-70 conven t ion  and 59 of  98 
l i v i n g  d e l e g a t e s  to  th e  1979-80 c onv e n t io n .  A mail q u e s t i o n n a i r e  y i e l d e d  
60 r e sp ons es  from d e l e g a t e s  t o  th e  e a r l i e r  c on ve n t io n .  An a d d i t i o n a l  
20 i n t e r v i e w s  were completed by phone. All o f  th e  1979-80 d e l e g a t e s  
responded to  th e  mail  q u e s t i o n n a i r e .

Whether c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  co nven t ions  se rv e  as r e c r u i t m e n t  v e h i c l e s  
f o r  o t h e r  p u b l i c  o f f i c e s  i s  a q u e s t i o n  o f  both t h e o r e t i c a l  and p r a c t i c a l  
value  (Thompson, 1976, p p . 425-439) .  C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  conven t ions  s t a nd  
o u t s i d e  th e  normal r e c r u i t m e n t  p roces s  because th e y  a r e  not  p a r t  o f  the  
s t a n d in g  h i e r a r c h y  o f  p u b l i c  o f f i c e s .  Like commissions and some p a r t y  
c o n v e n t i o n s ,  t h e s e  a r e  de novo bodies  wi th  a b r i e f  l i f e  span and a r e l a ­
t i v e l y  s p e c i a l i z e d  agenda.  As a p r a c t i c a l  m a t t e r ,  s t a t e  l e g i s l a t o r s

1"Draft c o n s t i t u t i o n s  have o f t e n  been d e fe a te d  in  the  r a t i f y i n g  e l e c t i o n s .  
For a d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h i s  problem s e e  Cornwall,  e t  a l . ;  each bolume of  
The Book, o f  S t a t e s  summarizes the  r ecen t  h i s t o r y  of  s t a t e  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  
reform.

2For a d i s c u s s i o n  o f  th e s e  co n ven t ion s  se e  E ng l ish  and C a r r o l l ,  N at iona l  
C iv ic  Review, pp. 240-250 ,  267; Arkansas P o l i t i c a l  S c ien ce  J o u r n a l , pp.
3-24;  a l s o  s e e  L e d b e t te r ,  e t  a l .
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may be re luctant  to support a c a l l  for  a con st i tu t ion a l  convention for  
fear that delegates  w i l l  subsequently run for  th e ir  l e g i s l a t i v e  sea ts .  
This is su e  was hotly  debated during the 1979 Arkansas l e g i s l a t i v e  s e s ­
sion when the c a l l  for  the 1979-80 Arkansas Constitutional Convention 
was before the House. L eg is la tors '  fears  o f  convention delegates  may 
be a major impediment to co n s t i tu t io n a l  reform in the s t a t e s .

We asked de legates  whether the "convention experience encouraged 
you to continue in or pursue other public serv ice ."  Results from the 
two conventions were s im ilar .  Only 37 percent and 41 percent o f  the 
1969-70 and 1979-80 convention respondents, r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  answered 
p o s i t iv e ly  to th i s  quest ion,  while the others said that th e ir  convention 
serv ice  made no d i f feren ce .  In a l l ,  31 and 37 percent o f  our respon­
dents ran for  public o f f i c e  but only 14 percent o f  the 1969-70 and 24 
percent o f  the 1979-80 respondent de legates  were e le c te d .  But o f  the 
20 percent o f  the 1969-70 respondents who a c tu a l ly  sought e l e c t i v e  
o f f i c e  and were motivated to d e le g a te s ( s ix  percent o f  to ta l  respondents) 
were e lec ted  (See the Table).  The pattern i s  the same for  the 1979-80 
d e leg a te s .  Here the convention motivated 25 percent o f  our respondents 
to a c tu a l ly  run for  public o f f i c e  and e ight  (14 percent o f  respondents) 
were e le c te d .  In sum, delegates  who were motivated by the convention 
to run were considerably l e s s  l i k e l y  to win public o f f i c e  than delegates  
who ran and for  whom the convention made no d i f feren ce .  We found that  
although the percentage o f  unmotivated delegates  who ran for  public  
o f f i c e  was l e s s  in both conventions than motivated d e le g a te s ,  the number 
who were e lec ted  r iv a le d ,  and in the case o f  the 1969-70 convention,  
a c tu a l ly  exceeded those e lec ted  from the motivated group. While

T a b l e . M o t i v a t i o n  and E l e c t i o n  t o  P u b l i c  O f f i c e  
i n  Two C o n s t i t u t i o n a l  Co nve n t ions

1969-70 1979-80

M o t iv a t e d  M ot iv a t ed
and and

O f f i c e Ran E l e c t e d  Ran E l e c t e d

Munic ipa l 2 2 4 3
County 3 0 2 1
S t a t e 2 1 2 1
L e g i s l a t i v e 6 1 8 3
Fed e ra l 3 1 0 0

T o t a l 16 5 15 8
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convent ion  s e r v i c e  m o t i v a te s  some d e l e g a t e s  to  seek p u b l i c  o f f i c e ,  t h e i r  
chances o f  winning depends upon f a c t o r s  u n r e l a t e d  to  the  c on ve n t io n ,  
such as  p a r t y  a f f i l i a t i o n ,  campaign o r g a n i z a t i o n  and incumbency0

The 1969-70 Arkansas convent ion  was an e s p e c i a l l y  good t e s t  o f  the  
r e c r u i t m e n t  h y p o th e s i s  because o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  the  d e l e g a t e  s e l e c t i o n  
p r o c e s s .  De lega tes  were e l e c t e d  from s t a t e  l e g i s l a t i v e  d i s t r i c t s  a t  the  
same t ime t h a t  t h e  referendum on th e  conven t ion  c a l l  was he ld .  Because 
o f  th e  u n c e r t a i n t y  about  whether  th e  conven t ion  would t a ke  p l a c e ,  few 
e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a l s  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  p ' ^ i c i a n s  chose to ru n ,  which f a c i ­
l i t a t e d  th e  e l e c t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c a l  newcomers. Desp i t e  t h i s  remarkable 
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  break  i n t o  th e  Arkansas p o l i t i c a l  sys tem,  p o l i t i c a l l y  
ambi t ious  d e l e g a t e s  were unable  to  e x p l o i t  t h e i r  conven t ion  s e r v i c e  as 
a c a r e e r  s t e p  to  h ig h e r  e l e c t i v e  o f f i c e .  The reasons  f o r  t h i s  f a i l u r e  
may be found in th e  h i g h e r - l a w  n a t u r e  o f  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  conven t ions  
which p l a c e s  them o u t s i d e  the  normal p o l i t i c a l  p ro c e s s e s  (Friedman and 
S to k es ,  1965, p p . 148-166;  Swanson, K e l l e h e r ,  and E n g l i s h ,  1972, p p . 183- 
198) and because th e  o f t e n  a b s t r a c t  n a t u r e  o f  the  c o n v e n t i o n ' s  agenda 
does no t  r e q u i r e  a working c o n s t i t u e n t - d e l e g a t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p .

Des p i te  t h e i r  f a i l u r e  to  a c h i ev e  e l e c t o r a l  o f f i c e ,  we do f i n d  t h a t  
both s e t s  o f  d e l e g a t e s  remained a c t i v e  on b e h a l f  o f  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  reform 
a f t e r  th e  d e f e a t  o f  t h e i r  d r a f t  documents.  An e x t r a o r d i n a r y  87 p e r c e n t  
and 91 p e r c e n t  o f  r e sp on de n t  d e l e g a t e s  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  " t he y  h a d j n a i n ^  
t a i n e d  / t h e i r /  i n t e r e s t  in s t a t e  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  i s s u e s  s i n c e  / t h e i r /  
s e r v i c e  as a d e l e g a t e . "  Delega tes  s a id  t h a t  they  had performed the  f o l ­
lowing a c t i v i t i e s  s i n c e  the  end o f  t h e i r  co n v e n t i o n s :  82 and 81 p e r c e n t  
t a l k e d  to  f r i e n d s  and c o l l e a g u e s  abou t  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  i s s u e s ;  62 and 53 
p e r c e n t  d i s c u s s e d  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  i s s u e s  wi th  county and loc a l  o f f i c i a l s ;  
and,  o f  d e l e g a t e s  t o  th e  1969-70 c o n v e n t i o n ,  39 p e r c e n t  c o n t a c t e d  members 
o f  the  l e g i s l a t u r e  and 29 p e r c e n t  a t t e n d e d  meet ings d e a l i n g  wi th c o n s t i ­
t u t i o n a l  i s s u e s .  These d a t a  dem ons t ra te  a widespread p a t t e r n  o f  e l i t e  
i n t e r a c t i o n  and p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i s m  on c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  i s s u e s  among former  
d e l e g a t e s .  Indeed,  th e  1969-70 d e l e g a t e s  s e t  th e  agenda f o r  inc rementa l  
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  r eform dur ing  th e  1970s.  Several  r e s po nde n ts  played impor­
t a n t  r o l e s  in  th e  adop t ion  o f  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  amendments reforming county 
government and th e  e x e c u t i v e ,  and they  campaigned a c t i v e l y  f o r  the  c a l l  
o f  the  1979-80 con ve n t io n .  The 1979-80 d e l e g a t e s  a l s o  remain a c t i v e  on 
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  i s s u e s ,  but  wi th  one impo r tan t  e x c e p t i o n :  a f t e r  the 
d e f e a t  o f  two a t t e m p t s  a t  comprehensive c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  reform they  a r e  
much l e s s  l i k e l y  (two p e r c e n t  to  24 p e r c e n t )  than the  1969-70 d e l e g a t e s  
t o  campaign a c t i v e l y  f o r  the  c a l l  o f  a new conven t ion .

The p r ev io us  l i t e r a t u r e  has tended to look a t  s t a t e  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  
conven t i ons  as r e l a t i v e l y  i s o l a t e d  phenomena b r acke t ed  by t h e  l e g i s l a ­
t i v e  c a l l  and th e  pop u la r  referendum on r a t i f i c a t i o n .  We argue t h a t  
co nv e n t io ns  l e av e  a more l a s t i n g  l e g a c y ,  even when the  d r a f t  document i s  
d e f e a t e d .  Former d e l e g a t e s ,  working t o  keep a l i v e  th e  f lame o f  re fo rm,  
j o i n  j u d g e s ,  l e g i s l a t o r s ,  members o f  the  b a r ,  and o t h e r s  as p a r t  o f  the  
s t a t e ' s  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  a t t e n t i v e  e l i t e .
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