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Giving Voters a Voice studies the origins of direct legislation, one of the
most important political reforms enacted during the Progressive Era.
Steven L. Piott begins with the source of the idea in the United States
and proceeds to the earliest efforts aimed at generating a national
movement to expand the parameters of popular democracy in the
1890s. He then broadens his examination to include the unique ways in
which twenty-two states came to enact legislation allowing for the
statewide initiative and referendum between 1898 and 1918. The
book's appendix offers the only comprehensive listing of all the ballot
propositions and vote totals for the period. Most historians of the
Progressive Era have concluded that narrow self-interest prevented
labor, farmers, and the middle class from working together to achieve
important reforms. Giving Voters a Voice demonstrates that middle-
class reformers, trade unionists, and farm organizers formed loose
political coalitions and directed grass-roots campaigns to gain passage
of initiative and referendum statutes because direct legislation offered
the best means to correct political, economic, and social abuses. But
there was more than just a shared sense of common interest that
brought these seemingly oppositional groups together. What really
made them willing to speak, lobby, and work together was quite simply



the frustration felt by voters who sensed that they had become
economically dependent and politically powerless. Each state in which
proponents conducted an active campaign to win adoption of direct
legislation is studied in detail. The book analyzes the crucial roles
played by individuals who led the movement to empower voters by
enabling them to enact or veto legislation directly, and reveals the
arguments, the stumbling blocks, and political compromises that are
often slighted in generalized overviews. Each state possessed its own
political dynamic. Giving Voters a Voice offers the reader a richness of
detail and a completeness of coverage not found elsewhere.



