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The instruments of direct democracy have the obvious 
advantage of bringing government closer to the people. It 
would seem antidemocratic to argue that the people should 
not be allowed to vote on the important matters of public 
policy. In practice, the record is mixed. In some instances, 
the initiative does exactly what the reformers had wanted 
by bringing about changes in the law that politicians might 
not support. The term limits movement is a good example. 
Term limits specify a number of years elected officials can 
serve in office before they are forced to retire or run for 
another office. They are almost always opposed by state 
legislators but have been passed in states with the initiative. 
In states without the initiative, legislators have blocked the 
policy, which most opinion polls show is overwhelmingly 
popular with voters.23

Critics of direct democracy argue, however, that the 
initiative leads to bad laws and is primarily a tool for special 
interests. Many legislative proposals are extremely compli-
cated, and they can be seriously distorted when presented 
to the public (as we saw in the Maine example, above). The 
public may be easily swayed, for instance, by the language 
in which a proposition is presented. As mentioned in 
Chapter 11, initiatives expressed as anti–affirmative action 
measures do not do well with voters, but the same measures 
presented as efforts to eliminate discrimination have a 
reasonable chance of passing. Similarly, antitax initiatives 
can be open to manipulation. They are almost always led by 

a charismatic spokesperson posing as the defender of the 
little guy against the avarice of government. Typically, 
research shows, he or she is working with special interests 
that remain well hidden in the background. A classic 
example is Florida’s Amendment 1, passed by 70 percent of 
the voters in 1996. It required a statewide election and 
approval of two-thirds of those voting before any new tax 
could be added to the state constitution. The public cham-
pion was David Biddulph, who campaigned throughout the 
state from his Winnebago, claiming to be working for the 
citizens against government greed. But the campaign was 
not Biddulph’s; it was the sugar industry’s. According to an 
early treasurer of the committee behind the initiative, the 
effort “was paid for by sugar, written by sugar, and taken to 
court by sugar.”24 And of the apparent antitax crusader: 
“Biddulph is paid by Big Sugar. . . . He’s paid to give the 
speeches he gives. He’s a hired puppet.”25 Although the 
specifics vary from state to state, this seems to be a general 
pattern among the antitax initiatives that citizens have been 
approving.26

The practice of appearing to side with the little guy in 
initiative campaigns is not restricted to antitax proponents. 
In 2014 the Missouri legislature put on the ballot a seem-
ingly harmless state constitutional amendment for the 
“right to farm,” which passed with 50.1 percent of the vote. 
The campaign seemed focused on the small independent 
farm, featuring pleas to save the family farmers (“Keep 
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Figure 16.3  Initiatives in the United States, 1904–2013

The initiative and referendum enjoyed great popularity immediately after they were first enacted in many states, early in the 
twentieth century. After a period of decline, they are once again being used frequently by citizens and interest groups to achieve 
policy changes that might not otherwise be passed in state legislatures.

Source: Calculated by authors from Initiative and Referendum Institute database, www.iandrinstitute.org/IRI%20Initiative%20Use%20(2013-1).pdf 
and www.iandrinstitute.org/BW%202013-1%20Election%20results.pdf.
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