
Temperance in the United States: Milestones
in American History
The temperance movement in the United States was a complex and
multifaceted phenomenon that spanned over a century and had a profound
impact on American society. From its early beginnings in the late 18th
century to its culmination in the Prohibition era of the 1920s, the
temperance movement sought to restrict or eliminate the consumption of
alcoholic beverages.

Early Origins of the Temperance Movement

The roots of the temperance movement can be traced back to the colonial
era, when religious groups such as the Puritans and Quakers expressed
concerns about the excessive consumption of alcohol. In the early 19th
century, these concerns were amplified by the Second Great Awakening, a
period of religious revivalism that swept across the United States.
Evangelical preachers such as Lyman Beecher and Billy Sunday
denounced alcohol as a sin and a threat to public morality.
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The Rise of Temperance Societies

In the 1830s and 1840s, the temperance movement gained momentum
with the formation of temperance societies. These organizations promoted
abstinence from alcohol and lobbied for laws to restrict the sale and
consumption of liquor. The most prominent of these societies was the
American Temperance Society, which claimed over 500,000 members by
1836.

Temperance societies used a variety of tactics to spread their message,
including public lectures, pamphlets, and songs. They also established
schools and orphanages for children who had been orphaned or
abandoned due to parental alcoholism.

The Maine Law and the Prohibition Era

By the mid-19th century, the temperance movement had achieved
significant political success. In 1851, Maine became the first state to pass a
prohibition law, banning the sale and consumption of alcohol. Other states
followed suit, and by 1890, 13 states had adopted prohibition laws.

The temperance movement reached its peak in the early 20th century with
the passage of the 18th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution in 1919. This
amendment prohibited the manufacture, sale, and transportation of
alcoholic beverages in the United States.

Challenges to Prohibition
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Prohibition proved to be a controversial and unenforceable law.
Bootlegging and smuggling became rampant, and organized crime
flourished. Public support for Prohibition declined, and in 1933, the 21st
Amendment was passed, repealing Prohibition.

The Legacy of the Temperance Movement

The temperance movement had a lasting impact on American society. It
raised awareness about the dangers of alcohol abuse and led to the
establishment of organizations such as Alcoholics Anonymous, which
provides support for people struggling with addiction.

The temperance movement also contributed to the development of public
health policies aimed at reducing alcohol-related problems. Today, the
United States has a complex regulatory framework governing the sale and
consumption of alcohol, including age restrictions, drunk driving laws, and
taxes on alcoholic beverages.

The temperance movement in the United States was a significant social
and political force that shaped American society for over a century. Its
legacy continues to be felt today in the form of public health policies and
social attitudes towards alcohol consumption.

Further Reading

Temperance Movement (History.com)

Temperance Movement (Encyclopædia Britannica)

Alcoholism and the American Temperance Movement (Library of
Congress)
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