
Introduction

Florida’s 1968 Constitution is sometimes ridiculed for its malleability. 
Who, after all, would design a document in which pregnant pigs are 
given explicit rights? And why? Why does it give the state supreme 
court oversight of legislative apportionment schemes? Why make a 
state’s basic legal document so easy to amend that, after less than fifty 
years, it already boasts more than one hundred amendments? Should 
we, as citizens of Florida, be proud of such a beast as it approaches its 
fiftieth anniversary, or should we hang our blushing heads?
 This book argues that the birth of Florida’s modern constitution 
represented one of the biggest steps forward the state has taken since 
window screens and air-conditioning took hold. The constitution’s 
creators took a backwoods, notoriously manipulative system of gov-
ernment, one actually nicknamed for the prominence of its patronage 
system, and transformed it into a modern, thoughtful, mostly egali-
tarian model of efficiency. Its malleability was intentional, a perhaps 
quixotic effort to put power into the hands of voters, who had never 
been so entrusted. The authors of the 1968 Constitution represented 
the leaders of old Florida and new government and private enterprise. 
As a group they labored to take their state’s constitution into the Space 
Age. They were conscious that they were building the hinge that would 
connect old Florida to new Florida. They worked together with little 
regard for political division. Their work shared an electric spark that 
inspired them to think beyond self-interest. They began the work of 
making modern Florida.

*     *     *
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The written constitution is the quintessential American creation, the 
explicit collective grant of power from the citizens to a government 
formed by the citizens’ own design. The American penchant for a writ-
ten constitution likely originated from the written charters governing 
the colonies prior to the Revolution. The written constitution defines 
the relationships between different parts of the government and gives 
citizens certain rights within that government. A written constitution 
may be well designed or poorly designed; a well-designed constitution 
defines governmental functions broadly but is flexible enough to al-
low changes made necessary with time, technology, and population 
changes. Compared with national constitutions, state constitutions 
delve more closely into local issues, such as restrictions on taxation, 
bonding, provisions for education, and control of local governments 
such as counties and cities. This attention to detail springs from the 
words of the United States Constitution, which states that all power 
not specifically given to the federal government remains with the 
states. Therefore, the individual states are considered to have plenary 
power; that power must be defined and limited by the terms of their 
constitutions.1 The contents of a state constitution can provide a win-
dow into the priorities of its citizens.
 This book examines the wholesale revision of the Florida state con-
stitution that began in 1966 and was adopted at the polls in 1968. It 
examines why Florida’s previous constitution was poorly designed 
and why it became so difficult to make that constitution into a better 
governing document. But to do so we must begin decades earlier, in 
1885, when the state had just broken free of Reconstruction. Florida’s 
leaders immediately created a new constitution whose primary char-
acteristic was that it was as different as possible from the constitution 
the Radical Republicans had drawn up for Florida. The “carpetbaggers,” 
as native-born white southerners called the Radical Republicans, had 
imposed a constitution that assumed official positions would be oc-
cupied by northerners; it provided for a strong executive who could 
impose the Radical Republican agenda on the vanquished Confeder-
ates. The constitution that those vanquished Confederates created in 
1885 was crafted for the white citizens of a sparsely populated swamp-
land in which almost all residents lived within fifty miles of Georgia or 
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Alabama. But the old constitution became rickety fast as Florida expe-
rienced the relentless flux of boom after boom of population during 
the twentieth century, and the constitution’s segregationist language, 
capricious organization, and careless drafting buckled under the weight 
of an ever-larger and ever-more-sophisticated populace.
 To tell the story of the new constitution, this book must also spend 
time in the decade leading up to its adoption, when the state govern-
ment was in the thrall of a tight cabal of rural, mostly North Florida, 
legislators popularly known as the Pork Chop Gang. The Pork Chop 
Gang controlled everything in state government and, like similar 
groups of rural legislators in other states, held on to power by resist-
ing the redistricting that would tell the story of the growing urbaniza-
tion of its state’s population. A fair redistricting, or reapportionment, 
would have dramatically redrawn the legislature. It would have forced 
the Pork Chop Gang to loosen its fingers from the throat of state power 
as the balance of that power would move south with the majority of the 
state’s population. It is no surprise, then, that the Gang found ways 
to make sure this did not happen. But while the Pork Chop Gang re-
sisted change, the rest of Florida embraced it. Florida’s Cape Canaveral 
became the center of the nation’s race to the moon; a swampy area of 
citrus and cattle land near Kissimmee became the home of what would 
become Walt Disney World. Miami Beach hosted the popular weekly 
television program The Jackie Gleason Show, and a television situation 
comedy even featured a fictional Cape Canaveral astronaut who lived 
with a genie.
 The leaders of Florida, both old and new, shine through in this book. 
Many have argued that the legislators of the late 1960s and early 1970s 
were some of the best in Florida’s history. What is certain is that they 
left the state a much different place than they found it. Legislators such 
as Reubin Askew, Lawton Chiles, Murray Dubbin, Bob Graham, Beth 
Johnson, Jack Mathews, Dick Pettigrew, Don Reed, Terrell Sessums, 
Ralph Turlington, and Bill Young worked hard to transform the state 
from one in which resources and minorities were exploited to one that 
protected its environment and its citizens. They provided the neces-
sary political infrastructure for a rapidly growing state and brought 
transparency to government. Private-sector leaders such as Bill Baggs, 
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Bob Ervin, and Chesterfield Smith donated thousands of hours to make 
their state a better place.
 The tension of federal involvement in Florida affairs runs through-
out this story. Between 1954 and 1966, Florida effectively ceded power 
to the federal government, particularly the politically progressive deci-
sions of Earl Warren’s Supreme Court, by stubbornly resisting racial de-
segregation and legislative reapportionment.2 Lawsuits filed to provide 
rights to blacks, mixed-race couples, non-Christians objecting to prayer 
in schools, and underrepresented voters always wound up on the los-
ing side in the state supreme court. The inevitable appeal to the federal 
court would result in a decision in favor of the wronged minority. Thus, 
Florida progressed mainly by backing itself into laws made by federal 
courts rather than by state legislators.
 But 1966 was the last year the stubbornness held. That year, a con-
stitution revision commission met and proposed a new constitution 
that, if adopted, would change Florida’s government radically. In 1966 
and 1967, Florida’s legislature achieved a fair reapportionment partly 
through its own efforts but mostly through the impatience of the fed-
eral courts and the patience of one political science professor. The final 
reapportionment began unexpectedly during the very legislative spe-
cial session at which Florida’s lawmakers were to have taken up their 
work on the proposed new constitution. Their constitution work would 
be further delayed by the perceived need to pass new legislation to en-
able Walt Disney World to set up its infrastructure. In 1968, Florida’s 
legislature finally approved the new constitution, and Floridians re-
claimed their state sovereignty by voting it into being. In doing so, they 
finished the work the Constitution Revision Commission had begun. 
They made modern Florida.
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