Progressivism, Temperance, and Prohibition 

Drinking alcohol was a big problem in the early 1800’s.  Alcohol was cheap to make and cheap to buy.  Drunkenness had damaged home life through violence.  Drunken husbands spent food money on liquor.  They beat their wives and children.  They lost their jobs and pay.

In response, temperance movements sprang up as early as the 1830’s.  They asked that people temper, or lessen, their drinking of alcohol, such as whiskey and rum.  The movement wanted people to have more self-discipline in order to protect against the potential dangers of drinking.

Women and church groups made up the first organizations working to change local and state laws about making and buying alcohol.  At the same time, prohibition groups also became popular.  The movement to prohibit alcohol grew out of the same attitudes that helped form the abolitionist movement to end slavery in 1865.  These groups had demanded that the government outlaw gambling and prostitution (selling sex for money).  Prohibitionists did not want any part of a certain evil that they saw lurking in society.

The temperance and prohibition movements were called grassroots group because they began in the smallest towns throughout the United States.  These local and state groups asked legislators to outlaw the manufacture and sale of alcohol.  The number of groups grew as each movement got its message passed from town to town.  Soon, some state governments passed anti-liquor laws.  Counties within states became “dry.”  No liquor could be made or sold within that area.  By 1855, thirteen of the thirty-one states had some laws banning alcohol.  
Temperance and Prohibition Organizations

Grassroots groups proved that they could change society by organizing and fighting for a cause.  But to influence more change across the whole country, a larger group was needed.  The first of these national groups to be formed was a political party.  Organizations from twenty states helped create the Prohibition Party in 1869.  The hope was that this party would be able to get the major political parties (Republican and Democratic) to support it.  The temperance movement had not been able to get this support.  Also, local laws that had been passed were not being enforced.
The Prohibition Party first entered candidates in nine state elections between 1869 and 1871.  James Black became the party’s first presidential candidate in 1872.  Two others followed in 1876 and 1880.  Though no national candidate won the elections, the views of the party became widely known across the country.  

Small towns in New York and Ohio were important to the growth of the temperance movement in the winter of 1873 and 1874.  Middle-class churchgoing women who had come together in their support of the anti-liquor movement called themselves the Women’s Temperance Crusade.  These women wanted their towns free of the crime, violence, and the poor morals they saw on the streets and in homes every day.  They blamed liquor and drunkenness for these problems.  Saloons and drugstores in their towns sold the liquor, and the townswomen wanted to put an end to this liquor trade.  

The movement got its biggest boost on December 24, 1873.  In Hillsboro, Ohio, seventy women met in the church.  They prayed on their knees, then marched in the streets.  They went to each saloon and drugstore in town.  They even prayed on the sidewalk.  They asked the owners to close their doors.  Some did, while others did not.

Newspapers in Cincinnati, Chicago, and New York wrote about this first march.  Soon, more women formed crusade groups, working together for a single cause in their towns.  The crusaders’ first success came in the Washington Court House in Ohio.  These women watched as liquor was poured into gutters.  These crusades lasted for several months.  As a result, some men stopped drinking.  People began to go to church again.  One famous writer from Ohio, Sarah K. Bolton, stated that in fifty days, the crusades had gotten rid of liquor from 250 towns.  But these small crusades did not last.  When one saloon closed, another would open.  The crusaders soon realized that they would have to form a larger organization to force the government to act.  

The Prohibition Era

By 1916, twenty-one states had made it illegal for saloons to operate or own liquor.  

That same year, national elections were held for the United States Congress.  Millions of people had come to believe that Prohibition was good for society.  They elected twice as many “dry” candidates as “wet” to Congress.  Within a year, Congress wrote the law for the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution.  The amendment would outlaw the manufacture and sale of alcohol in the United States.  The Prohibition amendment would make all local laws useless.  Congress submitted the constitutional amendment to the states for ratification, which would make it a law.  A two-thirds majority of states voted to accept the amendment in 1919.  Prohibition was now a national law.

Congress still needed to enforce this new law.  In 1920, it passed the Volstead Act.  This made making, selling, or drinking liquor punishable by a fine or jail time.

Not everyone agreed with Prohibition, though.  In fact, millions across the country did not like the idea of their liquor being taken away.  Smuggling in liquor from Canada and Mexico began as soon as Prohibition began.  Historians point to Prohibition as the time when crime grew to such high levels that even police forces could not control it.

The production of liquor and beer in the United States was done in secret.   Businesses made liquor in city warehouses.  Others set up illegal liquor operations in the backwoods of rural areas.  People even began making homemade liquor in their bathtubs.

Few public officials had a plan to stop the sale of illegal liquor.  Police agencies barley tried to enforce the laws.  One reason was that total enforcement was impossible.  Millions of people who wanted to drink were spread all across the country.  The federal government would have needed an army of hundreds of thousands to make the law work.  The government didn’t have the money to do this.  It also did not want to make prisoners of everyone who had a drink.

By 1925, nearly half the country was unhappy with the government intruding on what they thought was their privacy.  The other half was unhappy that the government wasn’t doing enough to stop the illegal manufacture and smuggling of liquor.

Worse, important citizens complained about and ignored Prohibition laws.  The prohibitionists were angered by this.  They asked how middle-class Americans could be expected to change if the leading citizens refused to follow the law?  The answer was that most didn’t.  It seemed that the demand for alcohol was a greater force than the temperance for Prohibition.

By 1930, a large number of Americans were very tired of Prohibition.  Their complaints became louder.  Finally, organizations began to form against Prohibition.  They called for the repeal (getting rid of) of the Eighteenth Amendment.  It would take another amendment to complete the overturn of Prohibition.

The Repeal Movement and the End of Prohibition
The repeal movement to overturn the Eighteenth Amendment was a contest between the “wets” and the “dries.”  When the two groups began to voice their opinions, something else was noticed about them.  Most wets came from cities, while most dries came from rural areas.  

Many rural areas had already been dry for more than twenty years.  They also had large families to help keep their farms running.  Work and family were important for survival.  The goal of Prohibition was to make sure that neither of these things suffered because of liquor.

Meanwhile, life in the cities was very different.  Many single men and women worked in factories.  They went out in the evening to socialize.  The small-town way of life did not really exist in the cities.  During the time after World War I (1914-1918), city dwellers found themselves living in a modern world of machines and convenience.  Both had changed people’s lives.  Automobiles, streetcars, elevators, and mechanized factories made life seem as if it were speeding along.  Those in the cities began to think they were more sophisticated than the people living in rural areas.  And freedom meant the ability to choose to drink.  People in the cities did not like the idea of the federal government telling them what kinds of morals they should have.

One argument that both groups made for repeal was that the liquor industry could create jobs.  The country had just fallen into the Great Depression.  Millions of people had lost their jobs.  The federal government had nearly run out of money.  People needed work, and the government needed tax money.  Putting people to work and collecting taxes on each bottle of liquor were ideas that seemed to make sense.  

The Eighteenth Amendment would have to be overturned to repeal the laws against liquor.  The plan was to give control over liquor laws back to the states.  In 1933, Congress called for state conventions to vote yes or no to the Twenty-first Amendment.  The Twenty-first Amendment would overturn the Eighteenth Amendment.  Two-thirds of the states voted yes.  The Eighteenth Amendment and all national Prohibition laws were overturned.  Now each state was able to decide for itself if liquor could be made or sold.

When states took control of the liquor industry, strict laws were made on producing alcohol, selling it, and buying it.  Licensing and purity laws were placed on distilleries.  Purity laws made it illegal for people to make liquor from bad products.  Liquor stores and bars needed licenses to operate.  People had to be a certain age (usually twenty-one) to buy liquor or drink it in restaurants and taverns.  Liquor was also taxed.  Now the state governments could control liquor and make money from its sale.

Fifteen states formed monopolies (single-owner control) to make sure the business was controlled.  The states themselves ran the monopolies on liquor making and selling.  Some states only allowed beer and wine to be sold in bars and restaurants.  Bottles of liquor had to be bought in stores.  Almost every state controlled liquor advertising.  Prohibition had failed, but the movement helped to decrease consumption, control the industry, and make money for local and state governments.  
Questions for Thought (and Completion in the form of Complete Sentences)

1). Explain why Prohibition found support in rural areas and not have support in the cities?
2). Explain the difference between “wets” and “drys”. Use a Venn diagram or three column chart
3). Why did the government need to pass the Volstead Act?

4). Why was enforcement of the Volstead Act almost impossible? Give three specific reasons.

5). List four reasons why Prohibition was eventually repealed.

6). In a paragraph, explain why Prohibition was as much of a success as it was a failure. Be sure to include textual evidence in your response.

