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NEVER PROHIBITION AGAIN
by  ROBERT M. LA FOLLETTE, JR.

P r o h ib it io n  is attempting to stage a 
comeback. Under the guise of wartime 
necessities, the dry forces have launched 

the same kind of campaign that brought 
about the adoption of the Eighteenth 
Amendment after the last war.

One spokesman of the prohibition cause 
was quoted in the press only a few months 
ago as promising: “ When prohibition comes 
in as a temporary wartime measure, that 
will give us a chance to rally our forces and 
nail it down permanently.” The strategy 
of the prohibition movement, as he frankly 
stated it, is first, to try to dry up all military 
camps and establishments; second, to dry 
up all war industrial areas; and third, to 
dry up the entire country.

The first phase of the campaign is already 
well under way, Almost two years ago the 
late Senator Sheppard introduced in the 
United States Senate a bill to ban the sale 
of all alcoholic beverages in military camps 
and reservations and also in the surround-

The senior Senator from Wisconsin, now in the midst of his 
third term, Robert M. La Follette, Jr., is one of the most 
respected spokesmen for the Middle West and an American 
whose idealism is of the highest. Parents — and prohibition­
ists — should take seriously these cautionary words of his, 
spoken in the nick of time.

ing communities within a “ reasonable dis­
tance.” The prohibition forces of the coun­
try have mobilized behind this legislation, 
and Congress has since been receiving a 
steady stream of resolutions, petitions, and 
letters urging its enactment. Hardly a day 
goes by in Congress without some member’s 
rising to request that a new batch of peti­
tions or resolutions on the subject be en­
tered in the Congressional Record.

When the American people fell before the 
blitzkrieg of the prohibition forces twenty- 
five years ago, the circumstances were 
strikingly similar to the situation prevailing 
at the present time. For that reason, there 
is ominous portent in the recent effort to 
secure passage of the Sheppard bill by at­
taching it as an amendment to the last draft 
bill. This parallels one of the first moves of 
the prohibition campaign in 1917. Only a 
month after the introduction of the Eight­
eenth Amendment in Congress, legislation 
was enacted to prohibit the sale of all 
alcoholic beverages to soldiers.

In 1917, as now, the country was at war. 
Men and women from all walks of life were 
sending their sons to serve their country in 
the armed forces. It was only natural that 
there should be a deep and genuine concern
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for their welfare and th a t every effort would 
be made to provide them  with surroundings 
as clean and wholesome as possible. B ut in 
their anxiety and their preoccupation with 
the ebb and flow of the w ar tide, the people 
allowed the fanatics of the tem perance move­
ment to  lead them away from the principles 
of temperance. As a result the country was 
plunged into an era of moral hypocrisy, 
political corruption, and institutional de­
generation stemming from an “ experim ent” 
in national repression which proved to be 
thoroughly unworkable.

Then, as now, there was a growing con­
cern over the necessary conservation of 
foodstuff's. We could not spare precious 
supplies of grain for the m anufacture of 
liquor. In  this war the Federal government 
has already stopped the m anufacture of 
distilled liquors and is converting these 
facilities to the production of industrial 
alcohol for war purposes.

In 1917, as in 1912, there was a growing 
exercise of emergency powers by the Federal 
government, and the people looked to the 
government to deal w ith m any problems 
which hitherto  had been considered to be 
m atters of local concern. Prohibition was 
no exception. The long history of reform 
through sta te  legislation and local option 
was suddenly abandoned, and prohibition 
was th ru st forward as a national issue re­
quiring national legislation.

W ithin nine m onths after the United 
States entered the W orld W ar, the  E ight­
eenth A m endm ent had passed Congress by 
the necessary tw o-thirds m ajority  and was 
before the States for ratification. Legisla­
tion had been enacted to prohibit the m anu­
facture and im portation of distilled liquors. 
The President had been authorized to re­
duce the alcoholic content of beer and wine, 
and to lim it or prohibit their m anufacture.

B ut this move th a t started  out to provide 
wartim e prohibition ended by saddling the 
country w ith it for the following decade. I t  
is of interest th a t the bill which was to im­
plement previous legislation and make man­
datory the ban on the m anufacture of beer 
and wine as a w artim e emergency measure 
became law ten days after the Armistice.

The sim ilarity of the deadly parallel be­

tween th a t campaign and the one now under 
w ay should be a w arning signal to  the  coun­
try . W hat happened then m ay very  well 
happen again, despite the disastrous ex­
perience the nation had w ith  prohibition 
in the twenties.

2
Everyone approves the  effort to provide 

wholesome conditions in and around the 
m ilitary training camps to  which the  n a tio n ’s 
you th  is being sent. Likewise there can be 
no quarrel w ith the  aim  of encouraging 
tem perance among the  men in the  arm ed 
forces, and among the men and women in 
civilian life as well. B u t it was conclusively 
proved, by  ten  years of tragic failure after 
the last war, th a t prohibition is no t an 
effective approach to  tem perance, am ong 
soldiers or civilians.

I ts  psychology is wrong. Among young 
men th ru s t into a life th a t pu ts a heavy 
prem ium  on the spirit of adventure, an 
arb itrary  ban on all alcoholic beverages will 
simply add to  their tem ptations. G etting  a 
drink will become an im portan t event in­
stead of the simple and prosaic m a tte r  of 
going to  the Post Exchange for a glass of 
beer or stopping a t a tavern  in town. Cer­
tain ly  those who rem em ber the days of 
prohibition and its speak-easies filled w ith 
young people enduring the w orst kind of 
alcoholic concoctions, largely because it had 
become sm art to break the  law, will recog­
nize the  basic error in such tactics.

M ore than  tha t, there is the serious danger 
th a t if the sale of liquor is forced outside the 
law, it will become allied with organized 
vice. Those who go in search of liquor — 
and there will be m any — will be forced to 
find it in the lowest kind of establishm ents, 
where other illegal and far m ore dangerous 
menaces exist.

The armed forces have been doing a splen­
did job  in controlling moral conditions in 
and around m ilitary areas. T hey have re­
duced the incidence of venereal diseases to 
a level unheard of in the  h istory  of any  o ther 
arm y in the world. The sickness ra te  in the 
U nited S tates Army today  is 40 per cent 
less than  it was in the last war.

The cases of minor infractions of dis-
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cipline, including drunkenness, which come 
before the summary courts of the Army, have 
declined 75 per cent compared w ith the 
num ber of similar cases during the last war, 
in proportion to th e  size of the Army.

B o th  th e  W ar D e p a rtm en t and the  N av y  
D e p a rtm en t have to ld  Congress in em phatic  
term s th a t  any such legislation as proposed 
in the  Sheppard  bill or the  Lee am endm ent 
p rovid ing  stric t p roh ib ition  in and  around 
m ilita ry  posts w ould jeopard ize th e  success 
of th e ir efforts to  build up  and m ain ta in  
m orale. Secretary  S tim son w ro te : —

I t  is my view and th a t of the WTar D epartm ent 
th a t temperance among soldiers is obtained by 
the application of practical and tolerant meas­
ures, from education, supervision, and restriction 
rather than from flat prohibition. The sale of 
beer on the military reservations during restricted 
periods in our belief facilitates self-control and 
discourages excesses. Prohibit this and those who 
desire such beverages will inevitably resort to the 
speak-easies and bootleggers outside the military 
reservation. From my own experience as Secre­
tary  of W ar many years ago, the so-called can­
teen legislation then passed produced similar 
disastrous effects.

3

T he issue does n o t s top  th ere , how ever; 
nor is i t  in tended  to  stop  there . I f  p roh ib i­
tion  is to  be foisted onto  th e  unw illing backs 
of th e  m en in th e  arm ed forces, it  will be 
necessary, under the  legislation proposed, 
to  enforce prohibition  in som e of th e  largest 
m etropo litan  centers of th e  co u n try  where 
servicem en go for th e ir recreation  aw ay from  
cam p. I t  will m ean  p roh ib ition  for N ew  
Y ork , Chicago, P h iladelph ia , San Francisco, 
S eattle , N ew  Orleans, to  m ention  only a few. 
I t  will m ean  p rohib ition  in  every  A m erican 
p o rt w here A m erican sailors are sta tioned .

T here  is no justifica tion  for singling o u t 
th e  m en in  th e  arm ed forces as special 
ob jects of prohibition . I f  p roh ib ition  is good 
for them , i t  is good for civilians. I f  i t  canno t 
be enforced am ong civilians, i t  canno t be 
enforced am ong servicem en.

T here  are problem s th a t  arise in m ilita ry  
areas th a t  require regulation , b u t th e  m ili­
ta ry  au thorities have am ple power to  deal 
w ith  them  and are doing so in a  p ractical

and  m atter-o f-fac t w ay  th a t  is understood 
and  respected by  the  m en in service.

H ow ever, for the  folks back hom e to  a t ­
tem p t to  legislate for soldiers s tandards  of 
conduct w hich th ey  are n o t prepared to 
accept for them selves will only arouse con­
tem p t from  th e  m en in th e  arm ed forces. 
F ree A m ericans, especially vigorous and 
young A m ericans, are  bound to  resent this 
kind of m oral paternalism .

I t  would be a  g rea t m istake  to  arouse the  
an im osity  of m illions of young men who 
will be serving the  colors in th is war, by 
inaugura ting  p roh ib ition  in  their absence 
and w ithou t th e ir consent, as we did in the  
last w ar. I  can testify  from  m y personal 
con tac t w ith  m y contem poraries after they  
cam e back from  the  las t w ar th a t  if there  
was one th ing , above all o thers, th a t  th ey  
resented, it  was the  nation-w ide prohibition 
th a t  had been inaugu ra ted  w hen th ey  had no 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  p a rtic ip a te  in the  decision.

Now it is proposed as an  en tering  wedge, 
w ithou t th e ir consent or w ithou t even giving 
them  a chance to  be heard , th a t  prohibition 
be applied to  the  m en who are being asked 
to  die for th is country .

Those soldiers are our boys. T hey  come 
from  our hom es. W e have b rought them  
up and given them  th e ir fundam ental tra in ­
ing and character. N ow  we are  calling them  
to  do a m an ’s job. T o  do it they  m ust be 
m en, no t children, and we owe it to  them  to 
recognize them  as m en who have the  ju d g ­
m en t and self-control to  conduct them selves 
accordingly.

T he real issue th en  is w hether or no t we 
are going to  em bark  upon ano ther prohibi­
tion experim ent sim ilar to  the one launched 
during the last w ar. On th a t  issue there 
should only be one answer.

4

For th irteen years this country grappled 
with the prohibition law, and finally threw 
it overboard w ith a great feeling of relief in 
1933. Throughout th a t unfortunate period 
the unenforcibility of the prohibition law 
threatened the effectiveness of all law.

The W ickersham Commission appointed 
by President Hoover in 1929 made an ex-
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haustive investigation of conditions pro­
duced under prohibition. The report of the 
Commission and the record of data presented 
to it should give pause to anyone now seek­
ing a repetition of that sad experience. As 
the Wickersham report pointed out, the 
basic difficulty of prohibition enforcement is 
the fact that “ settled habits and social 
customs do not yield to legislative fiats.’2 
It continued: “Lawmaking which seems to 
overturn such habits and customs, even 
indirectly by cutting off the sources of satis­
fying them, necessarily approaches the limits 
of effective legal action.”

The ineffectiveness of prohibition in re­
ducing the use of alcoholic beverages was 
obvious. As the Commission reported, the 
available statistics on the question indicated 
“ that after a brief period in the first years 
of the amendment there has been a steady 
increase in drinking.”

The serious implications of widespread 
disregard of the prohibition law were stressed 
in these words: —

To the serious effects of this attitude of dis­
regard of the declared policy of the National 
Prohibition Act must be added the bad effect on 
children and employees of what they see con­
stantly in the conduct of otherwise law-abiding 
persons. Such things and the effect on youth of 
the making of liquor in homes, in disregard of 
the policy, if not of the express provisions of the 
law; the effect on the families of workers of selling 
in homes, which obtains in many localities; and 
the effect on working people of the conspicuous 
newly acquired wealth of their neighbors who 
have engaged in bootlegging are disquieting. The 
widespread and scarcely or not a t all concealed 
contempt for the policy of the National Prohibi­
tion Act, and the effects of that contempt, must be 
weighed against the advantages of diminution 
(apparently lessening) of the amount in circu­
lation.

B etw een 1920 and  1933 th e  bootlegger be­
cam e a na tiona l in s titu tio n . D isregard  for 
th e  p roh ib ition  law encouraged  d isregard  for 
o th e r laws. R acke teers  and  gangsters  were 
given a new and highly  lu c ra tiv e  traffic th a t  
was accepted  and even encouraged  b y  th e  
m ost su b stan tia l e lem en t of ou r c itizen ry . 
T he  public w inked a t  political co rru p tio n  
connected w ith  the  lack  of p ro h ib itio n  en­
forcem ent. O ur courts  w ere bogged dow n 
w ith  liquor cases and  w ere therefo re  unab le  
to  give p roper a tte n tio n  to  o th e r m ore im ­
p o r ta n t crim es.

W here once the  F ed era l law  h ad  w on th e  
respect of the  crim inal w orld , th e  farce of 
p roh ib ition  m ade F ed era l law  en forcem ent 
an  ob ject of scorn and  rid icule. A no ther 
q u o ta tio n  from  the  W ickersham  rep o rt em ­
phasizes th e  im portance  and  seriousness of 
th is aspect of our experience in  th is  field. 
Before p rohib ition , “ th e  professional crim i­
nal, who som etim es h ad  scan ty  respect for 
s ta te  trib u n a ls , was careful so to  conduct 
him self as n o t to  come w ith in  th e  ju risd ic tio n  
of th e  F edera l courts. T he  effect of th e  huge 
volum e of liquor p rosecu tions w hich has 
com e to  these courts u n d er p ro h ib itio n  has 
in ju red  th e ir  d ign ity  and  im paired  th e ir  
efficiency, and  endangered  th e  w holesom e 
respect for them  w hich once o b ta in e d .’2

Since repeal in 1933 we hav e  com e a  long 
w ay in rebuild ing the  p restige  of F edera l 
law and law enforcem ent. I t  w ould  be a 
trag ic  b lunder to  risk  a n o th e r fiasco, espe­
cially  a t  th is critical tim e  w hen dem ocratic  
governm en t is being tes ted  to  th e  lim it. 
W e canno t afford to  s ta r t  again  th e  cancer 
of co rrup tion  eating  a t  th e  v ita ls  of dem oc­
racy  and  law  enforcem ent u nder p roh ib ition . 
In  a  troub led  post-w ar w orld , dem ocracy  
can n o t s tand  such an  added  bu rden  and  
stra in .
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