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Origins of a Progressive Reform:
The Initiative and Referendum
Movement in South Dakota

H. ROGER GRANT

Late in 1898 the editor of the Yankton Weekly Press and
Dakotan commented on his state's recently adopted initiative
and referendum amendment. "South Dakota is the first state in
the union to try the initiative and referendum. Should the
experiment prove a success, this state will be credited with the
pioneership in a movement that brings the government many
steps nearer a true democracy than it has ever been." He went
on to say that "the referendum is a 'pop' [Populist] reform,"
which in time became the accepted explanation for the
enactment of the measure.' While South Dakota may indeed be
heralded as the pioneer state in the direct democracy crusade,
the reasons for the acceptance of the initiative and referendum
(I & R) by this thinly populated and economically troubled
prairie state are complex. To attribute South Dakota's enactment of the I & R proposal solely to Populist agitation is to
greatly oversimphfy the story. The history of the initiative and
referen^ium movement in South Dakota, moreover, is suggestive
, 24 Nov. 1898.
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of similar drives elsewhere and of other reforms sought during
the populist-progressive era.^
The concept of the initiative and the referendum is simple.
The initiative is the right of an individual or group of voters to
draw up a completely formulated bill and to require, upon
petition of a set percentage of the electorate, that the measure
without amendment be submitted to popular vote. If accepted
by a majority of the voters, the bill becomes law. On the other
hand, the referendum allows a fraction of the voters-usually a
small set percentage—to require by petition that a law or
ordinance already on the statute books be submitted to popular
vote, thus giving the public a veto over existing legislation. ^
While the exact origins of the initiative and referendum
movement in South Dakota remain unclear, several factors
undoubtedly help to explain its beginnings. During the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries pragmatic Americans
often copied foreign reform programs. The examples are many.
Those seeking life and fire insurance justice at times employed
various systems of state and municipal insurance, which had
been used successfully in Germany, Scandinavia, and New
Zealand. Proponents of clean elections turned to Australia for
the secret ballot. Czarist Russia's grain warehousing system
inspired American agricultural reformers to seek a like plan.
Similarly, the long-time Swiss practice of allowing voters in
individual cantons to vote directly on major legislation and the
Swiss Confederation's adoption of the modem referendum in
1874 and the initiative in 1891 were noted by reform-minded
2. Two studies of the initiative and referendum movement in South Dakota have
appeared. Both are simple narratives devoid of significant interpretations. S. Dak.
Department of History, Division of Legislative Reference, History of Ihe Initiative
and Referendum in South Dakota, Legislative Reference Bulletin No. 3 (Pierre 1918),
pp. l-S and Burton Ellsworth Tiffany, "The initiative and Referendum in South
Dakota," South Dakota Historical Collections 12 (1924):33l-74. The latter study is
weakened by numerous factual errors and oniissions of key source materials.
3. Technically, this referendum is known as the "optional referendum." The
other principal referendum is the "compulsory referendum," which requires that a//
laws and ordinances be submitted to popular vote. Commonly, the initiative and the
referendum are linked to another direct democracy reform, the recall (IR&R). Recall,
first adopted by Los Angeles, California in 1903, is a procedure whereby elected
officials may be removed by vote of the people on petition. See Margaret A.
Schaffner, The Recall (Madison: Wisconsin Free Library Commission, 1907), p- 5.
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individuals throughout the world, including South Dakota. Yet
the idea of direct legislation in the state cannot be attributed
entirely to the Swiss experience. The initiative and referendum
concept had its roots as well in early American institutions: the
New England town meeting, the liberal state constitutions of
the revolutionary era, certain church organizations, and popular
societies. The key factor, however, in understanding why South
Dakota led the I & R drive proved to be the varied grievances of
the citizens of the state during the. late 1880s and the
1890s—ills that many believed could be cured by a healthy dose
of direct democracy, '*
With the return of general prosperity in the late 1870s,
Dakota Territory experienced nearly a decade of rapid, almost
wild, development. This so-called Great Dakota Boom saw the
mushrooming of the population of the territory, the constructing of important rail lines that linked scores of newly founded
communities, and, of course, the cultivating of large amounts of
virgin prairie. Although this activity centered largely east of the
Missouri River, the Black Hills region to the west continued to
prosper in the wake of the great gold rush of 1876-1877. And
this period witnessed the burgeoning of the range-cattle
industry in the vast grassland areas of the territory. Like other
great spurts of economic growth, the Dakota boom collapsed.
Overexpansion, reckless speculation, a succession of devastating
drought years beginning in 1887, and the severe winter of 1888
all contributed to the end of flush times. To worsen conditions

4. While a full-scale history of the initiative and referendum movement in the
United States remains to be written, the best studies to date are Frank Parsons,
Direct legislation: or. The Veto Power in the Hands of the People (Philadelphia; C.F.
Taylor, n.d.); Charles Sumner Lobingier, The People's Law: or, Popular Participation
in Law-Making from Ancient Folk-moot to Modem Referendum (New York:
Macmillan Co., 1909); Ellis Paxon Oberholtzer, The Referendum in America, rev. ed,
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1911); and William Bennett Munro, ed, The
Initiative, Referendum and Recall (New York; D. Appleton and Co., 1912). The only
detailed state study of the initiative and referendum movement can be found in
several works on Oregon reform politics. See James D. Bamett, The Operation of the
Initiative, Referendum, and Recall in Oregon (New York: Macmillan Co., 1915);
Warren M. Blankenship, "Progressives and the Processive Party in Oregon,
1906-1916" (Ph.D. diss.. University of Oregon, 1966); and Tony H. Evans, "Oregon
Progressive Reform, 1902-1914" (Ph.D. diss., University of California at Berkeley,
1966).
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for residents, the rise of giant business monopolies-trustsseemed to accelerate at this time.^
Many protested. Spearheaded by wheat fanners (the first
major group adversely affected by the growing economic
slump), the reform-oriented Dakota Territorial Alliance came
into being in the mid-1880s. This organization blasted such evils
as high and discriminatory railroad rates and services, corrupt
terminal-grain exchanges, and abusive loan and credit companies. By 1890 other disenchanted citizens, both urban and
rural, joined the farmers of the eastern wheat belt to establish
the Independent party, which would shortly become the
People's or Populist party .^
Then the panic of 1893 struck. For the next four years
South Dakota and the nation experienced the ravages of
America'^ first full-scale industrial depression. Even more South
Dakotans were now in an angry mood. Railroad employees,
miners, and other workers frequently found themselves unemployed. Businessmen, especially smaller ones, were hard pressed
to make ends meet. Fire insurance rates increased; transportation costs remained at high levels, loan and Ufe insurance
companies either raised interest rates or refused completely to
advance much-needed credit; and all residents, as consumers,
could complain about living costs generally. "We are paying $5
more than we ought for each ton of hard coal, 7 cents more
than we ought for each gallon of kerosene or gasolin [sic], 25
to 90 cents more than we ought for each telegram, three times
as much as we ought for express and easily double a reasonable
charge for freight," wrote one disgusted South Dakotan in
1893.' Moreover, when it was revealed that many of the large,
5. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, rev. ed. (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Piess, 1968), pp. 158-74; Gilbert C. Fite, The Farmer's Frontier,
¡865-1900 (New York: Holl, Rinehart and Winston, 1966), pp. 94-112; and John
David Unruh, "South Dakota in 1889," (Ph.D. diss., University of Texas, 1939), pp.
77-125.
6. Schell, History of South Dakota, pp. 224-29; Dakota Ruralist. 13 July 1889.
The Ruralist was published at various South Dakota locations; Huron, Aberdeen and
Huron, Aberdeen and Clear Lake, and Aberdeen. Prior to 1895 the paper came from
Huron.
7. Dakota Ruralist, 21 Sept. iS9i. See also Ruratist, S Jvme 1893, 19 Dec. 1895.
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politically powerful corporations in the state, particularly the
quasi-public ones, were guilty of "tax-dodging," tempers flared.
Farmers, workers, businessmen-all whose incomes had been
drastically reduced by depressed conditions—still paid essentially the same tax bill they had during the years of the Great
Dakota Boom. Railroads, express companies, insurance firms,
and others, however, frequently paid only a small franchise tax
or a low tax based on annual income rather than on the actual
value of their property. Hard times and gross injustices naturally
caused the public to seek relief. ^
The first rumblings in favor of direct democracy to cleanse
the legislative process were heard as early as 1885. At the
territorial constitutional convention held in Sioux Falls, attorney W.H. Lyon, formally suggested to fellow delegates the
referendum on "all appropriation bills for new permanent
improvements to existing institutions and all laws of general
interest to the people."^ Reminiscing in 1898, Lyon said that
"the principle was regarded as too novel and experimental at
that time to be incorporated into the proposed Constitution." ^° About the same time Robert W. Haire. a militant
Roman Catholic priest from Aberdeen, began to campaign for
greater public participation in the legislative process. Father
Haire proposed replacing the legislature with a plan of
"organic" legislation. Specifically, his plan called for each
organized county to elect a representative, to be known as the
"states committee man." This official, however, would have no
real power, although he would draft bills requested by the
voters of his home county. When a bill had been demanded by
more than 25 percent of the counties in the state, it would be
printed in cheap pamphlet form and distributed to the voters.
8. Sioux Falls Evening Argus Leader, 13 Dec. 1894; William T. La Follette,
Chamberlain. S.Dak., to Webb McNall, Topeka, Kans., 14 Nov. 1896, Kansas
Insurance Department Papers, Kansas State Historical Society, Topeka.
9. S. Dak., Department of History, History of the Initiative and Referendum in
South Dakota, p. 6; Tiffany, "The Initiative and Referendum in South Dakota,"
p. 331.
10. "The Initiative and Referendum; A Symposium," The Monthly South
Dakotan 1 (Sept. 1898):72.
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At a general election, the electorate, using the Australian ballot,
would decide the fate of all such proposals. As for the merits of
his plan. Father Haire said that "there would be no humbugging
in committees as now, no secret skulduggery, and passing bills
at the last hour of the legislature." Furthermore, according to
Haire, "the expense . . . is not more than one-third of the
present one." '^
At first Httle support appeared for Lyon's and Haire's
popular rule proposals. Similar suggestions made by others
throughout the nation found few South Dakota disciples. But,
as economic conditions worsened in the early nineties, the
concept of direct democracy grew in popularity. As so often has
been the case, pet proposals made by the "eccentric" and
"radical" few become respectable and accepted when conditions warrant their adoption.
Initially, depressed South Dakota farmers seemed the most
excited about the initiative and referendum. Since they had
been in the throes of a serious agricultural depression for several
years, it is not surprising that they accepted the 1 & R as a
potentially powerful weapon in their arsenal of reforms. One
Grant County proponent of the initiative and the referendum
told of widespread agrarian support for direct democracy.
"Never before have I known so much enthusiasm for a reform
movement. I went out twelve miles [from Milbank] ; had an
audience of fifteen for no one knew what the referendum was;
but every one present signed the petition [and gave money]."
One farmer saiçl that "when I first heard of the movement 1
thought it a good thing. When 1 learned a Httie more about it I
said 'that is just what we want.' When I heard the matter
explained last night I could not sleep till 2 o'clock."12
The first organized support for the initiative and the
referendum came shortly after the formation of the largely
agrarian Independent party in 1890. Henry L. Loucks. leader of
the Dakota Farmers' Alliance and key figure in the new third
11. Dakota Ruralist, 8 Aug. 1891. During the 1890s Father Haxre became involved
in a myriad of activities in the state: the Knights of Labor, a cooperative Utopian
experiment-The Industrial RepubUc-in Brown County, and the preparation of a
masáve philological work.
12. Dakota Ruralist. 9 June 1892.
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party, ardently espoused the I & R, especially in, the Dakota
Ruralist, the offical organ of the alliance.'^ Characteristic of
the numerous Ruralist editorials made during the 1890s that
backed the initiative and the referendum was this excerpt from
a full-page statement of 19 May 1892:
The Referendum and Initiative will make Legislative Corruption
ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE, BY Making Legislators The SERVANTS
and not the MASTERS of the People. NECESSARY BEFORE WE
ATTEMPT THE NATIONALIZATION OF TELEGRAPHS,
RAILROADS AND MINES, And the Municipalization of Street
Cars, Water and Gas Works, Telephones and Electric Lights. THE
ONLY EFFECTUAL METHOD OF CONTROLLING Monopolies,
Trusts and other Gigantic Corporations. Will PREVENT Class
Legislation, Subsidies, Land Grants, Credit Mobiliers, Special
Privileges. Fat Contracts. Will Make the Producer and not the
Parisite THE CAPITALIST. Will Put Legislation, and. therefore,
the Whole Government, in the Hands of the People. ''*
Although the Independent (later Populist) party was the

first organized group to back the I & R movement, it did not
remain the sole vehicle for direct democracy in the state. Early
in Í892 I & R supporters launched the South Dakota Referendum and Initiative League. While Populist farmers joined this
new nonpartisan organization, a variety of other South Dakota
interests were represented in its ranks: proponents of prohibition and woman's suffrage, single-taxers, Bellamy Nationalists,
Christian Socialists, and workers. Except for the latter, these
groups were largely single-issue reformers. Prohibitionists wanted to "dry up" the state; backers of woman's suffrage sought to
enfranchise women over the age of twenty-one;'^ and singletaxers desired to scrap the tax system of the state and replace it
with the single tax described by Henry George in his 1879 work
Progress and Poverty. Similarly, the Nationalists and Christian
Sociahsts longed to build a cooperative commonwealth based
13. Ibid., 7 Mar. 1891, 14 July 1892, 25 Aug. 1892; C.B. Galbreath. "Provisions
for State-Wide Initiative and Referendum," The Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 43 (Sept. 1912); 84.
14. Dakota Ruralist, 19 May 1892. This editorial was continued in the issue of 2
June 1892 and was subsequently distributed in pamphlet form.
15. The stoiy of the woman's suffrage movement is told in Dorinda Riessen Reed,
The Woman Suffrage Movement in South Dakota, Government Research Bureau
Report No. 41 (Vermillion, S. Dak., 1958).
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either on Edward Bellamy's Looking Backward, 2000-Î887 or
the New Testament. All thought that if the public could capture
the legislative process from the ruling "special interests," it
would be much easier to get their particular projects accepted. ^^
The position of labor differed noticeably from the other
groups that endorsed the Referendum and Initiative League.
The principal workingman's organization in South Dakota was
the Knights of Labor. Although by the early 1890s, the Knights
were faltering nationally, losing out to the craft unions, they
appeared to have had considerable strength in South Dakota.
Consisting largely of railroad workers, miners, and cowhands,
this labor movement had chapters scattered throughout the
state. The Knights were the last major nineteenth century
American union to have a comprehensive program of social and
political reform. South Dakota members similarly had broad
goals and, therefore, cannot be labeled as single-issue reformers.
The South Dakota Knights of Labor enthusiastically backed
direct democracy. They did so for several reasons. First, like
workers historically, they wanted certain legislative measures
that would improve their own position: the eight-hour day,
factory and mine inspection, anti-Pinkerton laws, end of child
labor under fourteen years of age, and the "abrogation of all
laws that do not bear equally upon capital and labor." And, like
their brethren elsewhere, the South Dakota Knights desired to
uplift and improve the community. This meant clean and just
government, better educational opportunities for all, regulation
of business, government ownership of certain quasi-public
corporations, and the end of land speculation. Finally, as
consumers, member Knights naturally resented high charges for
express, rail, insurance, and other business services and related
acts of "corporate arrogance." '"^
16. Dakota Ruralist, 21 July 1892; Tiffany, "The Initiative and Referendum in
South D^ota," pp. 337-38; George H. StíbKsy, sa... Referendum News (Washington,
D.C.: People's Sovereignty League of America, Nov. 1905 supplement), pp. 5-6.
17. Tlie standard study of the Knights of Labor is Norman J. Ware, Labor
Movements in the United States. 1860-1895 (New York: D. Appteton and Co.,
1929). Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 230; Shibley, Referendum News. Nov.
1905 supplement, p. 6; J.W. Sullivan, Direct Legislation by the Citizensliip through
the Initiative and Referendum (New York; True Nationalist Publishing Co., 1893),
pp. 103-4, 106.
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One Knights of Labor chapter. Local Assembly 545,
headquartered in Milbank, proved to be a guiding force behind
the creation of the Referendum and Initiative League. In fact,
chapter member W.H. Kaufman became the first executive
secretary of the league. Nationally, the leadership of the union
applauded this first agitation by the Knights for the initiative
and referendum. In 1892 Terence V. Powderly, national
president of the Knights, said that "the action taken by our
brothers of Milbank, South Dakota, should be followed by the
Order everywhere, and every legislative body-national, state,
and county, municipal-should be urged to enact such legislation as will place the making of all laws in the hands of the
people." '^
With support growing for an initiative and referendum law
in South Dakota, politicians sensitive to popular demands began
openly to back the movement. The People's party, where most
reformers in the state had flocked, adopted an I&R plank at its
1892 convention held in Redfield. And the Populists would
continue to support actively the drive for direct democracy
until the time of its final adoption six years later.
Democrats, too, expressed interest in the initiative and
referendum. While the party did not officially endorse the l&R
until 1898, individual Democrats spoke out early in its behalf
"If the people are to be protected from the annual stealings that
nearly always take place through legislative bodies," argued one
Lincoln County Democrat in 1894, "they must have all
important matters referred to them." '^ But Democratic party
support would not be crucial to the success or failure of the
movement. After 1890 this political organization had sunk to
minor party status. Only by fusing with the Populists in 1896
were South Dakota Democrats able to flex their political
muscles during the era of the Populist revolt. ^°
18. Dakota Ruralist, 21 July 1892.
19. Siätoieiy, Referendum News, Nov. 1905 supplement, p. 6.
20. Dakota Ruralist, \892-l895; Black Hills Weekly Journal (Rapid City), 12Oct.
1894; Marshall County Sentinel (Britton), 28 July 1898. For an overview of the
Populist movement in South Dakota see Brian J. Weed, "Populist Thought in North
and South Dakota-1890-1900" (Master's thesis. University of North Dakota, 1969),
and Kenneth E. Hendrickson, Jr., "Some Political Aspects of the Populist Movement
in South Dakota," A'ori/i Dakota History 24 (Winter 1967):77-92.
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Republicans, on the other hand, in the early 1890s either
attacked the l&R or remained neutral on the issue. Dominated
by big business and conservative interests and consisting of a
rank and file composed of traditionally "standpat" members,
particularly German-Russians, it is understandable that the
Grand Old Party would not be in the vanguard of the direct
democracy crusade. But by the mid-nineties a number of
Republicans viewed the initiative and the referendum more
favorably.2'
The first legislative proposal for direct democracy came in
the Republican-dominated third session, which convened in
January 1893. A senate bill called for the modern Swiss-type of
referendum to be an amendment to the state constitution.
Although the proposal appeared to have a sizeable following
among law-makers, a committee vote along party lines
squelched it.^^ As the Dakota Ruralist said, "let the people
remember that the Referendum can only be obtained by
electing an Independent [Populist! Legislature." -^ History
repeated itself in 1895 when the legislature once more said no
to direct democracy.^'^
While backers of the I&R may have become dismayed by
the failure of two legislatures to enact a popular rule measure,
changes in the political and economic milieu of the state would
shortly bring them victory. Hard times, coupled to PopulistDemocratic fusion, brought reformers Into power in November
1896. "Popocrats" saw the election of their gubernatorial
candidate, Vermillion businessman Andrew E. Lee. and more
importantly, they captured the state legislature. Reformers now
21. Sioux Falls Evening .Argus-Leader, 2 Apr. 1895. See also Midiael P. Rogin,
Tfte Intellectuals and McCarthy: Tfie Radical Spector (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T.
Press, 1967t. pp. i 3 M 0 and Andrew Iî. Lee, Pierre. S. Dak. Io Jos. B. Muorc. Lead,
S. Dak., 10 Dec. 1898, Lee Papers, South Dakota State Historical Society, Pierre,
S. Dak.
22. Dakota Ruralist. 26 Jan. 1893, 23 Feb. 1893. 15 June 1893; S. Dak..yoi/mfl/
of the Senate of the South Dakota Legislature: Third Session (Pierre: Daily Capital
Co.. 1893), pp. 109,556,589.
23. Dakota Ruralist, 15 June 1893.
24. Tiffany, "The Initiative and Referendum in Soutli Dakota," p. 349.
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seemed openly optimistic ahout the chances for the adoption of
the Fusionist platform, which contained an I&R plank.
About the same time true bipartisan support for the
initiative and referendum began to materialize. Republicans,
who had previously stymied direct democracy, now expressed
more support for the idea. The reasons for their change of mind
are varied. Many naturally conservative Republicans realized
that during a period of depression, state spending had to be
slashed and all parties had to pay a fair share of the tax burden.
Some members of the G.O.P.. for example, questioned the
wisdom of the state spending more than one hundred thousand
dollars for a fair building at the 1893 Chicago World's Fair and
current talk of a similar expenditure tor the 1898 TransMissouri Fxposition. Furthermore, it was commonly realized
that certain firms, particularly railroads and other quasi-public
corporations, were receiving sizeable tux breaks on their South
Dakota holdings. Tax-dodging was hardly a partisan issue;
therefore. Republicans and other hard-pressed taxpayers could
identify with a retbrm proposal thut could give them a veto on
excessive governmental expenditures and "special interest"
legislation. ^^
A number of South Dükotans, including Republicans, were
furious when fire insurance companies dramatically increased
rates throughout the state, especially in urbiin areas, in early
1897.'^'' A spokesman for the predominantly Republican
Business Men's League of Sioux Falls said "that tire insurance
trust is evil. We must destroy it before it succeeds in destroyhig
us. The only way to dislodge the insurance lobby that has been
established at Pierre is to have the referendum and initiative law
27

High rates were not the only complaint about insurance
practices. The desire to maximize profits and problems posed
25. Shibley, Referendum News, Nov. 1905 supplement, p. 7; Special Number
(Washington, D.C: n.p., Sept. 1906), p. \(i\Sioux Falls Evening Argits-}.eadcr. 1 Apr.
1895: Yankton Press and Dakotan. 3 Nov. 1898.
26. Sioux Falls Evening Argtis-Leader, 6 I'eb. 1895: Yanklon Press and Dakotan,
15 Apr. 1897.
27. Weslern Insuraiuc Review (Si. Louis), Spring siippieniont. 1 897.
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by the depression of the 1890s prompted some insurance firms
to contest policy claims. Proponents of reform turned to the
"valued-policy" idea, a scheme pioneered by Wisconsin in 1874.
This measure would require companies to pay policyholders the
full face value of their policies in case of total destruction of
tlieir property. Yet when "valued-policy" bills were introduced
in the nineties, the powerful insurance Iobby-"with its pockets
full of gold" successfully stopped this reform effort. '** "Only
when the initiative and referendum become law will we have the
political leverage to achieve valued policy legislation." concluded a Rapid City warehouse owner and lifelong
Repubhcan.-"
The final drive for the initiative and referendum began
shortly after the convening of the fifth biannual session of the
legislature. On 15 January 1897 Representative L.M. Benson, a
Populist from Verdón, introduced House Joint Resolution 101:
"A Joint Resolution Proposing and Agreeing to an Amendment
to Section 1 of Article 3 of the Constitution . . . . and to
Provide for Submitting such [Initiative and Referendum]
Amendment to a Vote of the People." •'*• The resolution called
lor both the initiative and the referendum at the state and
municipal levels of government when a petition had been signed
by 5 percent of the qualified voters. All measures passed by the
legislature would be subject to referendum petition, "except
such laws as may be necessary for the immediate preservation of
the public peace, health or safety, support of the State
government and its existing public institutions."^*
Under the generalship of Representative William E. Kidd.
Aberdeen Populist and member of the Referendum and
Initiative League, the resolution in the house quickly moved
from the Committee on State Affairs to a final floor vote on 27
Januaiy. It passed by a seventeen vote margin. Reflecting
28. hmiramr

Radic/ior iKansiiii City), 4 Mar. 1896.

29. Yankton Press and Dakotan,
Mar. 1897.

I I Feb. 1 8 9 7 , 2 5 l e b . 1897. I l Mar 1897 18

30. S. Dük., Journal of the House of Representatives of the South Dakota
Legisla ture: Fifth Session (Pierre: Ciirier Publishing Co.. 1897). pp. 178-79.
31. Ibid.. p. 423.
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growing bipartisan support, the I & R resolution in the house
received the votes of thirty-seven Fusionists (Populists' and
Democrats) and ten Republicans. Twenty-eight Republicans and
four Fusionists cast negative ballots. ^^ In the senate the
resolution was introduced a day after its passage by the lower
body. When final balloting came on 27 February, the vote was
largely along party lines, being favored by twenty-one Populists,
two Democrats, and two Silver Republicans and opposed by
seventeen Republicans. ^^
Although lawmakers had approved the initiative and referendum amendment, voters now had to make the final decision
at the 1898 general election. No organized opposition appeared.
A number of Republicans even gave the amendment their
blessings. Backers of the I & R relied heavily on the Referendum and Initiative League and the energies of such public
officials as Governor Lee to take the issue to the people. The
arguments used to push for the adoption of the amendment
were familiar to South Dak o tan s-direct democracy would end
the powers of "special interests," would save taxpayers money,
and would enable the citizenry to get various pieces of needed
legislation.^'' Governor Lee stressed a key benefit that would
accrue to the public if the amendment passed. "1 can see that
the occupation of the lobbyist will be gone under direct
legislation," he told Eltweed Pomeroy, prominent figure in the
national direct democracy movement. "When he is compelled to
appeal his case directly to the voters of the State and submit his
designs to the scrutiny of public discussion, he will conclude
that his game is not worth the pains, and thus about the worst,
most selfish and demoralizing phase of our political system will
be at once removed." ^^
32. Ibid., pp. 179, 245, 264, 421-23; Dakota Ruralist, 23 Oct. 1902. The party
affiliation of two members of the House of Representatives who supported the I&R
measure is not known.
33. S. Dak., Journal of the Senate of the South Dakota Legislature: Fifth Session
(Pierre; Carter Publishing Co., 1897), pp. 353, 371, 552, 868, 873-74, 920, 995, 997.
M.Sioux Falls Daily Argus-leader, 5 Mar. 1897, 7 Nov. 1898; Vermillion Plain
Talk, 12 Dec. 1897.
35. Andrew E. Lee, Vermillion, S. Dak. to Eltweed Pomeroy, Newark, N.J., 8 May
1897, Lee Papers.
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On 7 No>vember 1898, while South Dakotans were ending
Populist domination of the legislature and narrowly returning
the Populist Lee to the governor's chair, they overwhelmingly
approved the constitutional amendment. The actual vote was
23,816 in favor and 16,483 opposed. The amendment carried in
all parts of the state-wheat, com, ranching, and mining areas. It
failed only in Aurora, Bon Homme, Campbell, Gregory,
Hutchinson, Marshall, Turner, and Yankton-counties largely
populated by conservative German-Russian farmers. The margin
of defeat was small, except in Bon Homme and Hutchinson,
where these heavily German-Russian counties tumed down the
amendment by votes of 716 to 248 and 935 to 215 respectively.^^ Governor Lee told lawmakers in 1899 that "the large
plurality by which the amendment was ratified at the polls
indicates how generally its simple provisions were understood
and how popular they were with the masses who will be
beneficiaries of their successful operation."^'
Victory for supporters of the initiative and referendum gave
them a useful tool to achieve a more just society. While the first
successful use of the I & R did not come until 1907, over the
years it became an important part of the legislative process in
South Dakota.^** As one political scientist commented in 1967,
"occasions on which laws have been initiated by or referred to
the people have been fairly frequent, and as a consequence the
real legislative powers of the legislature itself have been
somewhat weakened." And he noted that "many of the most
controversial measures, such as congressional redistricting, local
liquor option, primary election legislation, estabhshment of
state-owned banks, and the creation or dissolution of various
state agencies or institutions, have involved the use of the state's
36. Tiffany, "The Initiative and Referendum in South Dakota," p. 370. At this
same election South Dakota voters defeated a constitutional amendment allowing
woman's suffrage by a count of 19,689 to 22,983. The axth session of the Soutti
Dakoia legislature implemented the I&R amendment with requisite legislation on 3
March 1899.
37. Lo\ivn%tT, The People's Law, p. ^(,0.
38. Tiffany, "The Initiative and Referendum in South Dakota," pp. 355-66;
Ralph Albertson, "The Initiative and Referendum,"^rena 37 (March 1907): 318.
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initiative and referendum machinery."^^ Moreover, the fact
that South Dakota had an 1 & R law after 1898 likely caused
certain pressure groups to revamp their strategy and to abandon
their blatant domination of various legislative committees and
personnel. "^^
The initiative and referendum movement in South Dakota
holds significance for additional reasons. The nature of the
direct democracy crusade in the state affirms the conclusion,
reached by an early student of the movement, that I & R
national support was largely nonpartisan. •*' When the economic
and political problems, which faced Americans during the
nineties are considered, it is easy to understand why the average
citizen would favor a reform designed to make possible
substantive changes in society. Furthermore, this nonpartisan
support for direct democracy materialized not only in South
Dakota and the nation during this period, but appeared for such
causes as public ownership of utilities, the so-called "gas and
water socialism"; tax and monetary reforms; and the fight
against pohtical "bossism." Unquestionably, the initiative and
referendum drive was a part of the main stream of American
reform activity. The drive for direct democracy in South
Dakota, finally, suggests continuity between reform during the
1890s and that early twentieth century "house-cleaning"
phenomenon known as progressivism. Both the 1 & R and
progressive movements appeared to share similar constituencies

39- Alan L. Clem, Prairie Stale Politics: Popular Democracy in South Dakota
{Washington, D.C: Public Affairs Press, 1967), p. 98.
40. Republican ex-Govemor Charles N. Hcrreid said that "since this referendum
law has been a part of our conslitution we have had no chartermongers or railway
speculators, no wild-cat schemes submitted to our Legislature. í''ormerly our time was
occupied by speculative schemes of one kind or another, but since the Referendum
has been a part of the constitution these people do not press their schemes on the
Legislature, and hence there is no necessity for having recourse to the Referendum."
U.S.. Congress, Senate, "Memorial of Initiative and Referendum League of America,
Concerning Initiative and Referendum," S. Doc. 529, 6üth Cong., 1st sess.. 29 May
1908, p. 19.
41. Pdisons. Direct Legislation, p. 63.
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and objectives.*^ Disgruntled South Dakota farmers, workers,
and consumers had backed the initiative and referendum and
they would follow Coe I. Crawford, Robert Vessey, and Peter
Norbeck in their efforts to have a direct primary, stronger
railroad and utility regulation, woman's suffrage, and other
community-betterment reforms that would make South Dakota
a banner progressive state.
42. For a study that takes a similar view of reform during the 1890s, se<i David P.
Tlielen, The New Citizenship: Origins of Progressivism in Wisconsin. 1885-1900
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1972).
By World Wai I twenty-one states had the initiative and the referendum: South
Dakota (1898), Utah (19Ü0), Oregon (1902), Nevada (1905), Montana (1906),
Oklahoma (1907), Maine (1908), Missouri (1908), Arkansas (1910), Colorado
(1910). Arizona (1911),New Mexico (referendum only, 1911), California (1911),
Nebraska (1912), Washington (1912), Idalio (1912), Ohio (1912), Nevada (adds
initiative, 1912), Michigan (1913), North Dakota (1914), Mississippi (1914), and
Maryland (referendum only, 1915).
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