Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs (2019)

The following excerpts are from a February 2019 Carnegie Council podcast entitled “How Prohibition Fueled the Klan.” The podcast is based off The New York Times opinion piece “How Prohibition Fueled the Klan” written by historian Lisa McGirr. The following excerpts have been modified for the classroom. 

Temperance and prohibition sentiment had a long history going back to the late 19th century. But the movement essentially changed from one that had focused on reining in and disciplining one's own drinking—taking a pledge, agreeing to be abstinent—to targeting the drinking of others, and that came about with this massive wave of immigration in the early 20th century… 
The wave peaked in the early 20th century, [and] at the same moment, from 1907 and around those years, [is when] Prohibition really took off in terms of a national campaign for a constitutional amendment… [W]hite Protestant men and women who had long embraced a kind of temperance ethos as pretty central to their self-identity identified working-class immigrants drinking in the saloon as a threat to an older American way of life…
1. How did nativism fuel Prohibition? 
…[T]he South actually led the way in state prohibition laws, and the South is very well-known for being anti-federal power and skeptical or suspicious of government authority. At the same time, though, one had to be careful [with that caricature] because there were also a lot of Progressive men and women who came onboard in favor of Prohibition, and they were less skeptical [of greater federal power]. 
2. Why was Prohibition not simply a regional issue?
“…[B]etween 1914 and 1917, when the United States entered the war, there is already increasing support for Prohibition, and by the time the United States enters the war, [there is] the call for wartime efficiency and in particular, of course, the hostility toward all things German. Since we were fighting against Germany, and many of the breweries were in German hands it became very easy to identify and to scapegoat those liquor producers as enemies of the American state. 

3. Why was Prohibition linked to patriotism?
The Eighteenth Amendment and then the Volstead Act provided the Klan a new opportunity to sell itself to white Protestant evangelicals, who had anxieties over all sorts of social change, as an organization that would stand up for 100 percent Americanism, [and] in other words, target these enemies of 100 percent Americanism, by reining in drinking. [The Klan] used the opportunity of this war on alcohol to basically target immigrants and Catholics, those whose drinking they conceived of as a threat to the nation. 

…It's not that the Klan itself was a temperance organization. Many men and women were evangelical white Protestants. The Klan was not unknown to drink…But for the most part, evangelical Protestants identified drinking as the devil's drink, as did their ministers, and even if they failed and fell into the sin, they saw the law as a way to rein in the drinking of others, and that's the intersection, a connection between the Ku Klux Klan and the Volstead Act.
4. How were Prohibition and the Volstead Act used as nativist tools by the Klan?
“…[P]rohibitionists, anti-liquor crusaders, came up with numbers really out of the air. For example, the Indiana WCTU declared that 75 percent of liquor law violators were foreigners at one point. The reality was that the work that was done, the studies that were done in the latter part of the decade by social scientists, by Edith Abbott, for example, showed in a study called Report on Crime and the Foreign Born, that in fact the foreign-born were less likely to be arrested for all sorts of crimes, including Volstead violations, and that it was in fact those who were born here…”
5. Why did Prohibitionists use fake statistics to justify their cause? Do we see this today with other causes? Explain.

