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SESSION 2

Initiative & Referendum in the United States

Dane Waters

I will speak brieÿy to you about direct democracy in the United States.  I will discuss how 
direct democracy is central to the principles of self-government and liberty that America 
was founded upon, how it has been utilized, how it actually works, and how it can be used 
in Taiwan.

  
One of our great Founding Fathers, Thomas Jefferson, once said in the late 1700õs ò[t]he 
peopleéare the only sure reliance for the preservation of our liberty.ó  Itõs that principle, 
that one simple statement, which best summarizes not only Jeffersonõs beliefs, but also the 
beliefs upon which the United States was founded. 

The great story of the American experiment in self-government begins two centuries 
ago with a revolution, in the twilight of the eighteenth century, a century that witnessed 
manõs awakening to the eternal truth that people, by their very nature, have a right to be 
free.  For the þrst time in the history of the world a nation was conceived in liberty.  For 
the þrst time in the history of the world, a nation was founded not by barbarians and their 
marauding armies, not by Kings, Emperors, Czars, not by any ruling class ð but by the 
people themselves.  For the þrst time in history, the shackles of despotism, the chains of 
unaccountable un-representative government were cast off by the people, and a new way, a 
new order was formed and founded on the principle that ò[A]ll men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 
Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness ð That to secure these rights, Governments are 
instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.ó 

For two centuries the United States has been living breathing proof that tyranny is not 
unstoppable, that liberty is possible, and that when the people are sovereign and not the 
government - when the people rule and not some political class, then and only then is 
freedom, justice and prosperity made possible. The history of the United States is the 
history of the triumph and perfection of self-government ð the continual re-examination 
and re-application of the American notion that the people and not politicians should rule.

Americans have persistently pursued every avenue, used every tool of democracy, thus 
embedding in the American spirit an enduring drive and for innovation and persistence in 
righting wrongs, extending freedoms, putting their leaders in check, and further cementing 
a better foundation for their childrenõs future.  One tool of Democracy that more and more 
Americans are utilizing is direct democracy ð or initiative and referendum as many people 
refer to it.  
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Initiative and referendum, or I&R, is a tool that can reign in government and restore citizen 
control to not only the United States but countries all over the world.  On the micro level 
the people in the United States are using I&R to achieve term limits, tax reform and many 
other important reforms.  But, more importantly on the macro level the process has been 
a vital tool for protecting and expanding both liberty and self-government.  The initiative 
and referendum process is a powerful tool ð the peopleõs tool - and itõs the cornerstone of 
American democracy.

For 100 years, the initiative and referendum process has been THE critical tool to check the 
power of unresponsive and unaccountable government at the state and local level.  Twenty-
four states, and countless number of cities and counties, allow citizens to gather signatures 
on petitions to put a new law on the ballot for a public vote - the initiative process.  In all 50 
states the government has the right - and in some cases is obligated - to refer a legislative 
act to the ballot for þnal voter approval ð the referendum process.  Through the use of these 
processes women have gained the right to vote, we can directly elect our U.S. Senators, we 
have direct electoral primaries, term limits on 18 state legislatures, tax and spending limits, 
the eight-hour work day, environmental reforms and much, much more.  

I&R has existed in some form in the U.S. since the 1600õs ð itõs been part of our heritage, 
like the American thirst to be free, since the beginning.  Citizens of New England placed 
ordinances and other issues on the agenda for discussion and then a vote utilizing town 
meetings.  Thomas Jefferson þrst proposed a referendum for the 1775 Virginia State 
constitution.  The þrst state to hold a statewide referendum for its citizens to ratify its 
constitution was Massachusetts in 1778.  New Hampshire followed in 1792.  Today, every 
state but Delaware requires a þnal vote of the people before their constitution can be 
amended. 

Jefferson was a strong and vocal advocate of the referendum process, which in his view 
recognized the people to be the sovereign.  Whereas the King of England spoke of his 
power to govern being derived from God, Jefferson believed that those chosen to represent 
the citizenry as envisioned in a republican form of government were only empowered 
by the people.  This was the core principle in which our Federal Constitution was based 
upon.

State constitutions mirror our federal Constitution.  In state constitutions a series of 
checks-and-balances were created to take into account the possible abuse of power by 
elected representatives and to protect the people from an out of control government - when 
and if that were to happen.  But what the people began to realize in the late 1800õs was that 
no matter what checks-and-balances existed, the people had no direct ability to reign in an 
out of touch government or government paralyzed by inaction.

Then came the Populist Party of the 1890õs.  Their members had become outraged that 
moneyed special interest groups controlled government, and that the people had no ability 
to break this control.  They soon began to propose a comprehensive platform of political 
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