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    At the crossroads of tradition and reform, the New Jersey Constitution of 1947 reshapes state power for a modern era. As an official constitutional text by the Government of New Jersey, it stands in the genre of public law and civic blueprint, setting the structure, rights, and procedures that define governance within the state. Created in the mid-twentieth century after World War II, it replaced the nineteenth-century framework and responded to contemporary administrative needs. Situated in the political life of New Jersey, the document anchors institutions, limits authority, and instructs citizens, presenting a precise, durable foundation rather than a narrative, yet inviting close, reflective reading.

In publication context, the 1947 charter emerged from a statewide constitutional convention and was approved by voters later that year, giving New Jersey an updated, coherent framework of government. The setting is not geographic scenery but the institutions through which the state acts: executive leadership, a bicameral legislature, courts unified for consistency, and mechanisms of local governance. This era favored administrative clarity and professionalized decision-making, and the text shows it in its organization and emphasis on orderly procedure. Readers encounter a work designed for durable application, with articles and sections that integrate continuity with carefully considered reforms to structure, accountability, and access to justice.

Approached as literature of governance, the constitution reads with spare authority and exactness. Its voice is institutional and impersonal, favoring definitions, delegations, and prohibitions over ornament, yet the tone is purposeful, aiming to make state action predictable and reviewable. The reader moves from a declaration of rights to delineations of legislative, executive, and judicial power, followed by provisions on finance, education, and local affairs, and finally, methods for amendment. The experience is cumulative: each article clarifies roles and remedies, while cross-references and procedural safeguards demonstrate the care taken to balance flexibility with restraint in the administration of public life.

Its central themes revolve around the allocation and limitation of power. Separation of powers is expressed not as abstraction but as workable assignments: the legislature crafts general law, the executive administers and oversees, and the judiciary interprets within a unified court system designed for consistency statewide. Recalibration rather than rupture characterizes the design, with attention to continuity, succession, and checks that prevent either paralysis or overreach. Rights protections are placed up front to frame all subsequent grants of authority, and procedural due process, representation, and transparency function as recurring commitments that channel policy differences into accountable, reviewable governmental action.

Beyond structure, the document articulates guiding principles for core public commitments. Provisions on taxation and finance emphasize clear authorization and fiscal discipline, setting boundaries that shape budgeting and long-term obligations. Education appears as a statewide responsibility, situating schools within the constitutional frame and underscoring their public character. The text also defines the legal space of local government, recognizing counties and municipalities and detailing how the state may act with respect to them. In these areas, the constitution balances uniform statewide standards with room for local administration, aligning the promise of responsive government with safeguards intended to keep authority transparent, limited, and attentive to the common good.

Today, the 1947 Constitution remains the operative charter for New Jersey, amended over time yet recognizable in its core architecture. Courts interpret it, legislators legislate under it, governors act within it, and voters use its procedures to judge and revise public power. For contemporary readers, it clarifies the ground rules behind debates about elections, ethics, budgeting, criminal justice, and the organization of local services. Because it specifies processes as much as outcomes, it provides tools for adapting institutions without abandoning constraints. Its continuing relevance lies in that equilibrium: a document sturdy enough to guide, yet flexible enough to accommodate change through orderly means.

Reading this constitution is to watch structure become principle: articles accumulate into a coherent promise about how power should be earned, exercised, and reviewed. Newcomers may find it helpful to attend to definitions, jurisdictional boundaries, and the amendment provisions that translate civic will into lawful revision. Throughout, the style’s restraint rewards patience; each clause positions actors in relation to one another, inviting readers to consider not only what government may do, but who decides and how that decision can be tested. In its clarity and care, the 1947 Constitution offers both a map of government and a model of civic craftsmanship.
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    The New Jersey Constitution of 1947, promulgated by the Government of New Jersey and ratified by voters that year, replaced the state’s 1844 charter with a modern framework aimed at clearer organization, stronger accountability, and more efficient administration. Drafted by a constitutional convention, the document is arranged in a preamble and articles that define rights, distribute powers, and set procedures for governance. It consolidates numerous earlier provisions and clarifies relationships among state institutions. The constitution’s structure reflects mid‑twentieth‑century reform priorities: streamlining the judiciary, refining executive authority, improving legislative procedures, and setting reliable fiscal and administrative rules to guide public policy and daily government operations.

Article I establishes a comprehensive declaration of rights that operates alongside federal guarantees to protect individuals within the state. It addresses personal liberty, due process, criminal procedure, property, religious freedom, and expressive activity, and it makes these protections judicially enforceable within New Jersey’s courts. The article also frames how rights claims interact with public responsibilities, providing limits on governmental power and ensuring access to remedies. By articulating state‑level civil liberties, it enables a distinct body of New Jersey constitutional law, allowing courts and policymakers to consider local history, policy concerns, and institutional capacities while upholding core principles of fairness and ordered liberty.

The constitution retains a bicameral Legislature composed of a Senate and General Assembly and prescribes the essentials of lawmaking. It sets qualifications and terms through constitutional text and enabling statutes, outlines how bills are introduced, considered, and presented, and defines the conditions for enactment and revision of statutes. It restricts certain special or private legislation and directs that general laws govern public matters of statewide concern. Provisions on apportionment and elections are delineated and remain subject to later revision by amendment, ensuring that representation, legislative procedures, and electoral administration can adjust to demographic change and evolving standards.

Executive authority is centered in the governor, chosen statewide and entrusted with enforcing laws, supervising executive departments, and safeguarding the public interest. The constitution details appointment powers that operate with advice and consent, delineates removal authority, and establishes a framework for departmental organization to promote coherent administration. It provides mechanisms for evaluating laws through presentment and veto, along with procedures for legislative reconsideration. These provisions reflect an intent to consolidate executive responsibility while balancing it with legislative oversight, encouraging coordinated policy execution, managerial accountability, and the capacity to respond promptly to urgent statewide needs.

A major reform is the creation of a unified, statewide judiciary designed for clarity, efficiency, and uniform justice. The constitution establishes a Supreme Court to resolve significant questions of law and a Superior Court with statewide jurisdiction, integrating former law and equity functions. It authorizes the judiciary to regulate court practice and procedure, promoting consistency across venues. Judges are appointed by the governor with Senate confirmation and may acquire tenure upon reappointment, subject to constitutional limits, ensuring independence tempered by accountability. This reorganization simplifies appellate review, reduces fragmentation, and aligns the administration of justice with contemporary legal and administrative standards.

Administrative, financial, and local governance provisions supply the operational backbone of the state. The document addresses budgeting and appropriations and imposes fiscal controls designed to align spending with revenues and to constrain public debt. It sets broad rules for taxation and property assessment, provides for a merit‑based civil service, and supplies guidance for the structure and powers of counties and municipalities. Education receives explicit constitutional attention through a mandate for a thorough and efficient system of free public schools, anchoring policy debates in a constitutional obligation while leaving implementation to legislation and administrative practice.

Amendment procedures enable change through legislative proposal and voter approval, and the constitution contemplates periodic reassessment through conventions when warranted. Since its adoption, the 1947 framework has proven adaptable, accommodating evolving practices through amendments and interpretation while preserving core commitments to rights, separation of powers, and effective administration. Its lasting significance lies in modernizing New Jersey’s government for the post‑war era and providing a durable blueprint for governance. The constitution’s balance of institutional clarity, judicial coherence, and fiscal discipline continues to shape policy choices and legal outcomes without foreclosing future reform.
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    Adopted in November 1947, the New Jersey Constitution emerged at a mid-twentieth-century juncture when a rapidly urbanizing, industrial state was reevaluating institutions designed in 1844. New Jersey's government still operated under a weak executive, a fragmented administrative framework, and a notoriously intricate court system headed by the Court of Errors and Appeals. The Second World War had just ended, and the state's factories, ports, and rail hubs had been central to wartime production. With returning veterans, population growth, and mounting administrative demands, policymakers turned to constitutional revision as the appropriate mechanism to align state structures with contemporary governance needs.

Progressive-era ideals had long pressed for cleaner government and professional administration, but piecemeal statutes in New Jersey ran up against constitutional limits. The Great Depression and New Deal intergovernmental programs intensified demands for coherent budgeting, merit-based civil service, and accountable executive leadership able to coordinate federally funded projects. Reliance on the property tax and constraints on state debt complicated fiscal planning. By the mid-1940s, reformers across parties argued that a modern constitution should rationalize departments, clarify appointment powers, and strengthen veto mechanisms to check spending. These practical pressures formed the backdrop for a comprehensive rewrite rather than a narrow amendment.

Political conditions also made reform urgent. Jersey City's long-time mayor Frank Hague wielded statewide influence through patronage and intimidation, symbolizing machine dominance that many New Jerseyans sought to curb. In Hague v. CIO (1939), the U.S. Supreme Court struck down his restrictions on public assembly, spotlighting civil-liberties concerns within the state. Meanwhile, New Jersey enacted the Law Against Discrimination in 1945, among the earliest broad civil-rights statutes in the nation, establishing an administrative body to combat bias in employment and public accommodations. These developments underscored demands for constitutional guarantees of individual rights and for structures discouraging patronage-based control of government.

Governor Alfred E. Driscoll, elected in 1946 on a reform platform, urged a constitutional convention to modernize government. Voters authorized it, and delegates convened in New Brunswick in the summer of 1947, meeting at Rutgers University. The convention organized subject-matter committees, drew on comparative studies of other states, and took testimony from administrators, judges, and civic groups. Prominent legal scholar Arthur T. Vanderbilt chaired the Judiciary Committee, championing a unified, professionally managed court system. The convention produced an integrated draft rather than piecemeal revisions, and the proposal was submitted to the electorate, which approved the new constitution at the November 4, 1947 general election.

The 1947 document transformed the executive branch. It created a four-year gubernatorial term with the possibility of immediate re-election, expanded appointment authority over principal department heads subject to Senate confirmation, and granted a general veto, including an item veto over appropriations. To curb administrative sprawl, it authorized consolidation of agencies into no more than twenty principal departments, facilitating cabinet-style management. While New Jersey still lacked a lieutenant governor, the constitution clarified succession through legislative officers. These provisions reflected postwar priorities: coordinated planning, clearer accountability, and greater capacity to implement statewide programs without reliance on informal party machinery.

Judicial reform was sweeping. The constitution abolished the Court of Errors and Appeals and established a new Supreme Court with statewide supervisory power. It created a unified Superior Court, divided into Law and Chancery Divisions and an Appellate Division, to replace overlapping county and chancery structures. Judges would be appointed by the governor with Senate consent, serve an initial seven-year term, and, upon reappointment, hold tenure during good behavior until mandatory retirement at age seventy. The Supreme Court received rule-making and administrative authority over the courts, centralizing management and professional standards to reduce delay, inconsistency, and local political interference.

The constitution retained a bicameral legislature and reaffirmed restrictions on special or private laws, encouraging general legislation applicable statewide. It strengthened fiscal discipline through annual appropriations requirements and debt limits that typically required voter approval for long-term borrowing. While honoring New Jersey's tradition of home rule, it framed municipal powers within statewide standards and preserved judicially enforceable commitments, including the mandate for a "thorough and efficient" system of free public schools. These provisions sought to balance local autonomy with uniform rights and responsibilities, support postwar infrastructure and education needs, and ensure transparent budgeting in a growing, suburbanizing state.

Taken together, the 1947 New Jersey Constitution reflected mid-century faith in professional administration, checks and balances, and civil rights. It translated lessons from Depression-era coordination, wartime mobilization, and struggles against machine rule into durable institutions: a stronger governor, a unified judiciary, and clearer fiscal and local-government frameworks. Rather than reject home rule or legislative primacy, it channeled them through standards designed to curb favoritism and fragmentation. The document's enduring influence lies in how it institutionalized modern governance tools while grounding them in popular ratification, embodying the era's pragmatic reform ethos and its commitment to effective, rights-respecting state government.
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A Constitution agreed upon by the delegates of the people of New  Jersey, in Convention, begun at Rutgers University, the State University of New Jersey[1], in New Brunswick, on the twelfth day of June, and continued to the tenth day of September, in the year of our Lord one thousand nine hundred and forty-seven.

We, the people of the State of New Jersey, grateful to Almighty God for the civil and religious liberty which He hath so long permitted us to enjoy, and looking to Him for a blessing upon our endeavors to secure and transmit the same unimpaired to succeeding generations, do ordain and establish this Constitution.
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1.   All persons are by nature free and independent, and have certain natural and unalienable rights, among which are those of enjoying and defending life and liberty, of acquiring, possessing, and protecting property, and of pursuing and obtaining safety and happiness. 

2.  a.  All political power is inherent in the people[1q].  Government is instituted for the protection, security, and benefit of the people, and they have the right at all times to alter or reform the same, whenever the public good may require it. 

b.   The people reserve unto themselves the power to recall[2], after at least one year of service, any elected official in this State or representing this State in the United States Congress.  The Legislature shall enact laws to provide for such recall elections.  Any such laws shall include a provision that a recall election shall be held upon petition of at least 25% of the registered voters in the electoral district of the official sought to be recalled.  If legislation to implement this constitutional amendment is not enacted within one year of the adoption of the amendment, the Secretary of State shall, by regulation, implement the constitutional amendment, except that regulations adopted by the Secretary of State shall be superseded by any subsequent legislation consistent with this constitutional amendment governing recall elections.  The sufficiency of any statement of reasons or grounds procedurally required shall be a political rather than a judicial question. 

3.   No person shall be deprived of the inestimable privilege of worshipping Almighty God in a manner agreeable to the dictates of his own conscience; nor under any pretense whatever be compelled to attend any place of worship contrary to his faith and judgment; nor shall any person be obliged to pay tithes[3], taxes, or other rates for building or repairing any church or churches, place or places of worship, or for the maintenance of any minister or ministry, contrary to what he believes to be right or has deliberately and voluntarily engaged to perform. 

4.   There shall be no establishment of one religious sect in preference to another[2q]; no religious or racial test shall be required as a qualification for any office or public trust. 

5.   No person shall be denied the enjoyment of any civil or military right, nor be discriminated against in the exercise of any civil or military right, nor be segregated in the militia[5] or

ARTICLE II — ELECTIONS AND SUFFRAGE
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	(a)  After each federal census taken in a year ending in zero, the Congressional districts shall be established by the New Jersey Redistricting Commission.


	
	(b)        There shall first be appointed 12 members as follows:
	
	(1)        two members to be appointed by the President of the Senate;

	
	(2)        two members to be appointed by the Speaker of the General Assembly;

	
	(3)        two members to be appointed by the minority leader of the Senate;

	
	(4)        two members to be appointed by the minority leader of the General Assembly; and

	
	(5)        four members, two to be appointed by the chairman of the State committee of the political party whose candidate for the office of Governor received the largest number of votes at the most recent gubernatorial election and two to be appointed by the chairman of the State committee of the political party whose candidate for the office of Governor received the next largest number of votes in that election.




	
	(c)        There shall then be appointed one member, to serve as an independent member, who shall have been for the preceding five years a resident of this State, but who shall not during that period have held public or party office in this State.


	
	(d)        Vacancies in the membership of the commission occurring prior to the certification by the commission of Congressional districts or during any period in which the districts established by the commission may be or are under challenge in court shall be filled in the same manner as the original appointments were made within five days of their occurrence.  In the case of a vacancy in the membership of the independent member, if the other members of the commission are unable to fill that vacancy within that five-day period, they shall transmit certification of such inability within three days of the expiration of the period to the Supreme Court, which shall select the person to fill the vacancy within five days of receipt of that certification.
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