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New Research Topics at the GHI 

"'A Case of Democratic Contagion': Direct Democracy in the United 
States, 1890-1940" 
 
With the recent battle over Proposition 187, an initiative to deny social 
benefits to illegal immigrants, and other highly controversial ballot 
propositions in California and other states, direct democracy has once 
again claimed center stage on the American political scene. The 
instruments of direct democracy, in particular the power to initiate 
legislation via the popular initiative, have enjoyed increasing appeal. 
From gay rights to term limits, from immigration to affirmative action, 
many of the most divisive and emotionally charged topics of American 
society end up as propositions subject to popular vote. 

The origins of the initiative, referendum, and recall can be found in 
the Populist and Progressive eras. After the instruments of direct 
democracy had been widely discussed throughout the 1890s, inspired 
by the example of Switzerland, about twenty American states adopted 
direct democracy between 1898 and 1918. The vast majority of these 
states were located west of the Mississippi. Only two southern states 
and two in the Northeast followed their example. From the moment of 
their adoption, the new political devices, in particular the initiative, 
enjoyed wide popularity among politicians, interest groups, and voters. 
As a result, several hundred ballot propositions were placed before 
American voters up to 1940, and direct democracy significantly altered 
political structures and the political culture in a number of states. 

With the recent upsurge of direct democracy, it is interesting to note 
that few historical accounts of its rise around 1900 exist. As a topic of 
scholarly research, it has been neglected by historians and has been 
given only cursory attention by political scientists more interested in 
gauging its impact on contemporary political processes. The goal of the 
research project is to offer a comprehensive analysis of the theory and 
practice of direct democracy in the United States 
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between 1890 and 1940 by combining a discussion of direct democracy 
at the national level with the in-depth analysis of developments in the 
state of California. 

The project will begin by analyzing the long American tradition of 
hostility toward elected legislative bodies. Accused of bestowing special 
privileges upon select interest groups, leading to the development of 
oppressive monopolies, American legislatures saw their power 
constantly challenged throughout the nineteenth century. Compulsory 
referendums—on new state constitutions and constitutional amend-
ments, the incurring of new debts, the formation of new banks, and a 
host of other substantive policy issues—were one crucial instrument to 
safeguard popular sovereignty in the face of legislative corruption and 
incompetence. By the 1890s, the example of Switzerland and the 
indigenous tradition of the New England town meeting provided the 
inspiration for a movement in favor of the popular initiative, 
referendum, and recall. These devices offered the electorate the means 
to draft new laws, to veto bills already approved by legislative bodies, 
and to remove office holders from their positions before their terms 
expired. At first propagated by reformers on the fringes of the American 
political system, in particular Populists, the labor movement, and single 
taxers, the direct democracy movement slowly gathered momentum 
during the 1890s. By 1900, it attracted a substantial following in the two 
major parties as well. Direct democracy was transformed into one of the 
most hotly contested issues of the Progressive Era. The reforms enacted 
in most of the states west of the Mississippi left a powerful legacy for 
state and local politics in the decades to come and had a strong influ-
ence on political processes and political cultures. 

On the national level, the study will concentrate on some key issues: 
the antimonopoly tradition in American politics prior to the 1890s; the 
example of Switzerland and the formation of a reform movement in the 
1890s; the social and political constituencies of the movement; the 
geographical spread of direct democracy across the American states; the 
role of the new devices within the Progressive movement; the relation 
of direct democracy to the traditions of American constitutionalism, 
particularly the issue as to whether the United States was a republic 
based on a representative government built around checks and balances 
or a democracy founded on popu- 
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lar sovereignty and majority rule. One of the crucial aspects of the study 
will deal with the remarkable concentration of direct democracy in the 
western states. By combining a look at the strength of antimonopoly 
sentiments and hostility toward state legislatures in the various regions 
of America with an analysis of the political structures in the West, 
marked by weaker parties and party organizations and by weaker 
ethno-cultural loyalties among the electorate, the project seeks to 
account for the highly differentiated diffusion of the initiative, 
referendum, and recall across the United States. 

To complement the analysis at the national level, the study will also 
incorporate a detailed look at direct democracy in California, the most 
important state to adopt the reforms in the early twentieth century. 
Many of the same issues addressed at the national level-the formation of 
the reform movement, the constituencies that supported it, and the 
strategies and means that allowed the reformers to achieve their 
objectives—will also be considered with respect to California. A more 
detailed analysis of one state will, for example, allow to test the 
hypotheses about the importance of state structures and the strength of 
the parties as they have been developed in the first section. In addition, 
a number of selected direct democracy campaigns will be probed to 
study the dynamics of the practical application of the new devices. It is 
one of the theses of the project that the practice of direct democracy in 
California served as a catalyst for the development of a new breed of 
campaign specialists in American politics. Political consultants, 
pollsters, advertising managers, and other public relations experts 
began to play an increasingly important role in California campaigns by 
the 1930s. The study of some highly controversial initiative and 
referendum campaigns, marked by the expenditure of large amounts of 
money and the creation of highly professionalized campaign 
organizations, thus offers a fascinating glimpse into the rise of political 
consultants in America. 

The materials for this project include a great variety of books and 
essays published between 1890 and 1940 on the subject of direct 
democracy, contemporary reforms journals propagating the issue, and 
scholarly discussions of the impact of direct democracy on state and 
local politics published during the above-mentioned time period, as well 
as the voluminous historical literature on the Populist and Progressive 
eras. The Library of Congress and the National Archives 
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in Washington, D.C., house the papers of some important politicians and 
reformers engaged on both sides of the debate on the initiative, 
referendum, and recall. In California, the project will make extensive use 
of the personal papers of a variety of state officials, politicians, and 
reformers active in California politics from the 1890s to the 1930s. 
Their manuscript collections can primarily be found at the University of 
California-Berkeley and the University of California-Los Angeles. In 
addition, there exist some investigations by the United States and 
California Senates into direct-democracy campaigns. Taken together, 
the available materials on the national and the California aspects of the 
study allow for the thorough investigation of a highly important but 
curiously overlooked reform movement in early-twentieth-century 
America. 

 Thomas Goebel 


