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TAKE-AWAY 

The United States of America established the historic precedent of choosing who will 
govern via elections featuring freely-cast ballots. A study of that precedent deepens our 
understanding of the fundamental goodness of America well as the conditions 
necessary for elections to be legitimate.  

Let us explore free and legitimate elections by looking at the following four topics: 
1. Ballots v. Bullets 
2. Elections of 1800 and 1860. 
3. Moral Parameters within which Elections are Legitimate 
4. Progressivism and Legitimate Elections are Incompatible  

BALLOTS V. BULLETS 

• Deciding who should govern by casting a ballot is an expression of the individual 
and natural right of self-government. As the Declaration of Independence 
acknowledges, legitimate governments “derive their just powers from the consent of 
the governed.” 

• The most fundamental expression of the individual and natural right of self-
government is the right of revolution, a right that underlays all other rights, 
including the right of casting ballots in free elections.  

• Certain conditions are necessary for legitimate elections to happen. North American 
British colonists, for example, could not settle their differences with the British 
Parliament and the British King by voting because neither Parliament nor King  
George would accept the votes of North American British colonists.  

• In America, the possibility of choosing who will govern via ballots had to be 
established, first, by bullets. Revolutionaries had to shoot and kill government 
agents, and a Constitutional process for elections had to be established, before 
legitimate elections could happen in the United States. 
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• Following his own election in 1860, Lincoln said: “[B]allots are the rightful, and 
peaceful, successors of bullets…when ballots have fairly, and constitutionally, 
decided, there can be no successful appeal back to bullets.” In tragic irony, Lincoln 
used bullets to uphold the results determined by ballots, demonstrating that the 
authority of ballots is inseparable from bullets. 

ELECTIONS OF 1800 AND 1860 

• The U.S. Presidential election of 1800 featured Democratic-Republican Thomas 
Jefferson challenging the incumbent President, a Federalist, John Adams, each of 
whom was bitterly opposed to the other, and each of whom represented bitterly 
opposed political parties. 

• The election of 1800 was the first time in human history that national government 
power was transferred from one set of hands to the hands of a hostile political rival/
opponent because of an election and the results of freely-cast ballots.  

• After the results of the 1800, elections were settled according to rules established in 
the Constitution, as Harry Jaffa has written, “the offices were peacefully vacated by 
the losers and peacefully occupied by those who had prevailed.” None among the 
defeated incumbents were “executed, imprisoned, expropriated, or driven into exile, 
as were the losers in the English civil wars and in the political contests of the Rome 
of Cicero and Caesar.” 

• The precedent established by Americans in 1800—deciding who should govern by 
way of a free election, in which the losers accept the results because they know 
there will be another election four years later and they are free to try again to win—
lasted merely 60 years. After Republican Abraham Lincoln won the election of 1860, 
Democrats in eleven states attempted to secede from the Union and launch a civil 
war, rather than accept the results of the election.  

• After the Civil War, Americans have, for the most part, accepted the results of 
Presidential and other elections. As Ronald Reagan observed in his First Inaugural 
Address: “The orderly transfer of authority as called for in the Constitution routinely 
takes place as it has for almost two centuries, and few of us stop to think how 
unique we really are. In the eyes of many in the world, this every-4-year ceremony 
we accept as normal is nothing less than a miracle.” 
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MORAL PARAMETERS WITHIN WHICH ELECTIONS ARE LEGITIMATE 

• Elections are legitimate only when used to answer questions of who will protect the 
equal individual rights of all citizens, or how those rights will be protected.  

• Morally legitimate elections are about means, not ends. The legitimate end, or the 
goal, is clear and unchanging: Protecting the equal individual rights of citizens. 
Elections should decide who will serve in government and exercise the few powers 
delegated by the Constitution for that end, or purpose. Elections should not decide 
which citizens will be protected in their rights, by law, and which will not.  

• As Jefferson commented in his First Inaugural Address: “[T]hough the will of the 
majority is in all cases to prevail, that will to be rightful must be reasonable; that the 
minority possess their equal rights, which equal law must protect, and to violate 
would be oppression.” 

• As Harry Jaffa has written: “A community can conduct elections with the expectation 
that all parties will accept the results only if the elections are preceded by a mutual 
recognition of the equal rights of the participants.” 

• It is never morally legitimate to put the property or liberty of fellow citizens up for a 
vote, to be decided by the majority. The purpose of legitimate government is not to 
do whatever the majority wants (such as violate the rights of those in the minority). 
The purpose of legitimate government is to protect, by law, the equal individual 
rights of each and every citizen. 

• Elections used by some to restrict the liberty, and control or confiscate the property 
of others, are morally illegitimate elections. The results of morally illegitimate 
elections should not be accepted by freedom-loving citizens.  

• Self-assertive, independent, free, and feisty citizens who say “Give me liberty or give 
me death!”—or “Live free or die!”—are not the kinds of citizens who allow their own 
liberty and private property to be put up for a vote for others to decide. 

• It is good for freedom to have the threat of revolution hanging over every election. It 
is to say to fellow citizens and those in government: “Misuse elections to violate my 
rights and I will revolt! No election gives you the rightful authority to tread on me!” 

• Some patriots might start questioning, or even rejecting, election results because 
their lives, liberty, and property should not be up for a vote. Some Progressives 
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question and even reject election results because they don’t get the leaders with the 
vision for central planning they want. 

PROGRESSIVISM AND LEGITIMATE ELECTIONS ARE INCOMPATIBLE 

• Many Americans expect, hope, and pray that their fellow citizens will accept the 
results of elections. Many Americans, understandably, want ballots to replace 
bullets. 

• For ballots to be accepted, however, especially by the losers, those ballots and the 
elections in which they are cast must be legitimate.  

• Clearly fraudulent votes (such as ballots in the name of dead people) should not be 
accepted. Likewise, votes cast to restrict the liberty, or control or confiscate the 
property of others should not be accepted. Votes cast for any illegitimate purpose are 
as unacceptable as fraudulent votes.  

• Progressivism aims at total central government planning, of everything, which 
requires government to violate the very rights of citizens it is supposed to protect. 
Progressives want to confiscate money from some and use it to subsidize others; 
control by regulation what others do with their own property (especially when the 
property is labelled “business”); restrict the liberty of individuals to make their own 
choices and live as they please.  

• Elections featuring progressive candidates and progressive ballot initiatives, 
therefore, are morally illegitimate elections. They are not merely about the means of 
protecting individual rights. They are putting the rights of some up for a vote to be 
decided by ballots cast by others. 

• If America becomes more progressive, we should expect more elections to be 
contested, as growing numbers of citizens choose justice over accepting the results 
of unjust and morally illegitimate elections. That will be the beginning of the next 
revolution. Let us advocate for the proper role of government—and by extension, 
legitimate elections—within the constraints of the Constitution, which will make it 
easier for freedom-loving citizens, even those on the losing side, to accept the 
results of elections.  
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SUPPORTING EVIDENCE & ORIGINAL SOURCE MATERIALS 
(Optional content for those seeking additional reading) 

THOMAS JEFFERSON, “A SUMMARY VIEW OF THE RIGHTS OF BRITISH AMERICA” (1774) 

That these are our grievances which we have thus laid before his majesty, with that 
freedom of language and sentiment which becomes a free people claiming their rights, 
as derived from the laws of nature, and not as the gift of their chief magistrate: Let 
those flatter who fear; it is not an American art. To give praise which is not due might 
be well from the venal, but would ill beseem those who are asserting the rights of 
human nature. They know, and will therefore say, that kings are the servants, not the 
proprietors of the people. Open your breast, sire, to liberal and expanded thought. Let 
not the name of George the third be a blot in the page of history. 

…The great principles of right and wrong are legible to every reader; to pursue them 
requires not the aid of many counsellors. The whole art of government consists in the 
art of being honest. Only aim to do your duty, and mankind will give you credit where 
you fail. No longer persevere in sacrificing the rights of one part of the empire to the 
inordinate desires of another; but deal out to all equal and impartial right. Let no act be 
passed by any one legislature which may infringe on the rights and liberties of another.  

…Still less let it be proposed that our properties within our own territories shall be 
taxed or regulated by any power on earth but our own. The God who gave us life gave 
us liberty at the same time; the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them. 
This, sire, is our last, our determined resolution; and that you will be pleased to 
interpose with that efficacy which your earnest endeavors may ensure to procure 
redress of these our great grievances, to quiet the minds of your subjects in British 
America, against any apprehensions of future encroachment, to establish fraternal love 
and harmony through the whole empire, and that these may continue to the latest 
ages of time, is the fervent prayer of all British America! 

PATRICK HENRY, SPEECH AT THE SECOND VIRGINIA CONVENTION (1775) 

Gentlemen may cry, Peace, Peace—but there is no peace. The war is actually begun! 
The next gale that sweeps from the north will bring to our ears the clash of resounding 
arms! Our brethren are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? What is it that 
gentlemen wish? What would they have? Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be 
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purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what 
course others may take; but as for me, give me liberty or give me death! 

GENERAL JOHN STARK, LETTER (1809) 

Live free or die. Death is not the greatest of evils. [Note: The first sentence would later 
be adopted by New Hampshire as its state motto.] 

DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE (1776) 

We hold these truths to be self-evident — That all 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; that, to secure these rights, governments are 
instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed… 
But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same object, 
evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism, it is their right, it is their 
duty, to throw off such government, and to provide new guards for their future security. 

THOMAS JEFFERSON, FIRST INAUGURAL ADDRESS (1801) 

During the contest of opinion through which we have passed the animation of 
discussions and of exertions has sometimes worn an aspect which might impose on 
strangers unused to think freely and to speak and to write what they think; but this 
being now decided by the voice of the nation, announced according to the rules of the 
Constitution, all will, of course, arrange themselves under the will of the law, and unite 
in common efforts for the common good.  

All, too, will bear in mind this sacred principle, that though the will of the majority is in 
all cases to prevail, that will to be rightful must be reasonable; that the minority 
possess their equal rights, which equal law must protect, and to violate would be 
oppression. Let us, then, fellow-citizens, unite with one heart and one mind. Let us 
restore to social intercourse that harmony and affection without which liberty and even 
life itself are but dreary things. And let us reflect that, having banished from our land 
that religious intolerance under which mankind so long bled and suffered, we have yet 
gained little if we countenance a political intolerance as despotic, as wicked, and 
capable of as bitter and bloody persecutions.  

During the throes and convulsions of the ancient world, during the agonizing spasms of 
infuriated man, seeking through blood and slaughter his long-lost liberty, it was not 
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wonderful that the agitation of the billows should reach even this distant and peaceful 
shore; that this should be more felt and feared by some and less by others, and should 
divide opinions as to measures of safety. But every difference of opinion is not a 
difference of principle. We have called by different names brethren of the same 
principle. We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists. If there be any among us who 
would wish to dissolve this Union or to change its republican form, let them stand 
undisturbed as monuments of the safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated 
where reason is left free to combat it. I know, indeed, that some honest men fear that a 
republican government cannot be strong, that this Government is not strong enough; 
but would the honest patriot, in the full tide of successful experiment, abandon a 
government which has so far kept us free and firm on the theoretic and visionary fear 
that this Government, the world's best hope, may by possibility want energy to 
preserve itself? I trust not. I believe this, on the contrary, the strongest Government on 
earth. I believe it the only one where every man, at the call of the law, would fly to the 
standard of the law, and would meet invasions of the public order as his own personal 
concern. Sometimes it is said that man cannot be trusted with the government of 
himself. Can he, then, be trusted with the government of others? Or have we found 
angels in the forms of kings to govern him? Let history answer this question. 

[W]ith all these blessings, what more is necessary to make us a happy and a 
prosperous people? Still one thing more, fellow-citizens -- a wise and frugal 
Government, which shall restrain men from injuring one another, shall leave them 
otherwise free to regulate their own pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall 
not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has earned. This is the sum of good 
government, and this is necessary to close the circle of our felicities. 

LINCOLN, MESSAGE TO CONGRESS IN SPECIAL SESSION (1861) 

It is thus seen that the assault upon, and reduction of, Fort Sumter, was, in no sense, a 
matter of self-defense on the part of the assailants. They well knew that the garrison in 
the Fort could, by no possibility, commit aggression upon them. They knew—they were 
expressly notified—that the giving of bread to the few brave and hungry men of the 
garrison, was all which would on that occasion be attempted, unless themselves, by 
resisting so much, should provoke more. They knew that this Government desired to 
keep the garrison in the Fort, not to assail them, but merely to maintain visible 
possession, and thus to preserve the Union from actual, and immediate dissolution—
trusting, as herein-before stated, to time, discussion, and the ballot-box, for final 
adjustment; and they assailed, and reduced the Fort, for precisely the reverse object—
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to drive out the visible authority of the Federal Union, and thus force it to immediate 
dissolution. 

That this was their object, the Executive well understood; and having said to them in 
the inaugural address, “You can have no conflict without being yourselves the 
aggressors,” he took pains, not only to keep this declaration good, but also to keep the 
case so free from the power of ingenious sophistry, as that the world should not be 
able to misunderstand it. By the affair at Fort Sumter, with its surrounding 
circumstances, that point was reached. Then, and thereby, the assailants of the 
Government, began the conflict of arms, without a gun in sight, or in expectancy, to 
return their fire, save only the few in the Fort, sent to that harbor, years before, for 
their own protection, and still ready to give that protection, in whatever was lawful. In 
this act, discarding all else, they have forced upon the country, the distinct issue: 
“Immediate dissolution, or blood.” 

And this issue embraces more than the fate of these United States. It presents to the 
whole family of man, the question, whether a constitutional republic, or a democracy—
a government of the people, by the same people—can, or cannot, maintain its 
territorial integrity, against its own domestic foes. It presents the question, whether 
discontented individuals, too few in numbers to control administration, according to 
organic law, in any case, can always, upon the pretenses made in this case, or on any 
other pretenses, or arbitrarily, without any pretense, break up their Government, and 
thus practically put an end to free government upon the earth. It forces us to ask: “Is 
there, in all republics, this inherent, and fatal weakness?” “Must a government, of 
necessity, be too strong for the liberties of its own people, or too weak to maintain its 
own existence?” 
… 

Our popular government has often been called an experiment. Two points in it, our 
people have already settled—the successful establishing, and the successful 
administering of it. One still remains—its successful maintenance against a formidable 
internal attempt to overthrow it. It is now for them to demonstrate to the world, that 
those who can fairly carry an election, can also suppress a rebellion—that ballots are 
the rightful, and peaceful, successors of bullets; and that when ballots have fairly, and 
constitutionally, decided, there can be no successful appeal, back to bullets; that there 
can be no successful appeal, except to ballots themselves, at succeeding elections. 
Such will be a great lesson of peace; teaching men that what they cannot take by an 
election, neither can they take it by a war—teaching all, the folly of being the beginners 
of a war. 
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RONALD REAGAN, FIRST INAUGURAL ADDRESS (1981) 

To a few of us here today, this is a solemn and most momentous occasion; and yet, in 
the history of our nation, it is a commonplace occurrence. The orderly transfer of 
authority as called for in the Constitution routinely takes place as it has for almost two 
centuries and few of us stop to think how unique we really are. In the eyes of many in 
the world, this every-4-year ceremony we accept as normal is nothing less than a 
miracle. 

Mr. President, I want our fellow citizens to know how much you did to carry on this 
tradition. By your gracious cooperation in the transition process, you have shown a 
watching world that we are a united people pledged to maintaining a political system 
which guarantees individual liberty to a greater degree than any other, and I thank you 
and your people for all your help in maintaining the continuity which is the bulwark of 
our Republic. 

HARRY JAFFA, A NEW BIRTH OF FREEDOM (2000) 

That the legitimate authority of government is founded upon the sovereignty of the 
people, expressed in free elections under conditions of universal suffrage, is a 
proposition that is today virtually undisputed in Western civilization. In the world that 
witnessed the American Revolution, however, it was, to say the least, an idea still 
struggling to be born.  

In the world that witnessed the American Civil War, it was an idea whose meaning was 
fundamentally disputed and whose acceptance was unresolved. If we are to 
understand our past as those who lived it understood it, we must free ourselves of any 
illusion that the kinds of elections we now consider to be the only foundation of 
legitimate government are the usual or customary foundation of human government. 
That there “can be no successful appeal” from the ballot box as a means of deciding 
who shall govern, “except to ballots themselves, at succeeding elections,” was the 
principle by which Lincoln, at the outset of the Civil War, justified the use of force to 
preserve the Union. But the idea of deciding who should govern by means of a free 
election by a whole people was something that the world had never known before the 
American Revolution.  

Most of mankind has always lived under what we, the heirs of the Founding Fathers 
and of Lincoln, call tyrannies. These tyrannies have differed among themselves. 
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Recently, for example, we have been instructed in the differences between 
authoritarian and totalitarian regimes. No doubt this difference matters greatly to 
those who live under such regimes, just as it mattered during the Roman Empire 
whether one lived under a Marcus Aurelius or a Nero or Caligula. But it is well to 
remember that no subjects of the Roman emperors, whether the good emperors or the 
bad, had anything to say as to who that emperor was. It was the officers of the 
Praetorian Guard—the “colonels” of the army that ruled the empire of the Caesars—
who decided who Caesar would be. Nor did the phenomenon of appealing to ballots 
alone in deciding who should govern emerge immediately as a consequence of the 
American Revolution. Indeed, we know of no example before 1800 of a government in 
which the instruments of political power passed from one set of hands to those of their 
most uncompromisingly hostile political rivals and opponents because of a free vote. 
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