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The modern meaning of “referendum” was acquired from the practices during the French Revolution, while the reuse of an ancient term “plebiscite” in modern French language reflected the influence of voting activities of the First French Empire and the Second French Empire. The traditional view is that the definition of “referendum” focuses on its democratic legitimacy, while “plebiscite” stresses the voting behavior such as the manipulation of public opinion. Therefore, the two concepts are naturally antithetical to each other. However, some scholars began to question the traditional view since the 1980s. They argue that some scholars fabricate antithetical relationship between “plebiscite” and “referendum” in order to serve their political purposes. This paper admits the antithetical relationship between the two concepts and argues that it is attributable to the different political cultures in different historical periods in France. A review of the French scholars discussions on this issue will help modern historians recognize the complexity of the problem of referendum, and to better grasp some important features of the French political system.

