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The temperance movement was active in the United States for almost a century before the 18
th

 

amendment to the Constitution prohibited alcohol manufacture, sale and distribution. Various reasons 

for the “evils of alcohol” were used by temperance advocates, countered by arguments from anti-

prohibitionists. Both groups used a variety of methods to support their positions and protest the other 

side. 

Temperance and Prohibition instruction can begin during discussions of antebellum America, continue 

through the Gilded Age, and finish in the era of World War I. Temperance as a social reform movement, 

particularly as a movement involving women, reflects and is impacted by several other events, including 

industrialization, suffrage and war. Prohibition, the “failed experiment,” remains one of the most 

fascinating subjects in early 20
th

 century American history. 

When students enter high school, they might have a beginning understanding of Prohibition, in particular 

the people who broke the law during those years. But to understand the impact of Prohibition, students 

must first understand the context of the long temperance movement, the reasons behind a struggle for a 

national Prohibition amendment, and the ways in which the “wets” and the “drys” advocated for their 

positions. The 14 years of Prohibition have very deep roots. 

 

Library of Congress Resources 

The Library of Congress has an interesting collection of temperance and Prohibition sources, dating back 

to the early 19
th

 century. The best place to find such documents are in the following locations: 

• Temperance images in Prints and Photographs Online: 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/search/?q=temperance&sg=true.  

• Prohibition images in Prints and Photographs Online: 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/search/?q=prohibition&sp=2  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Temperance and Prohibition Primary-Source Set:  

Sources and Activities  

 

This primary-source set identifies Library of Congress sources and supporting sources from the Minnesota 

Historical Society to create three in-class activities for high school students to teach about three 

particular elements of the temperance and prohibition movements:  

• The Long Road of Temperance Activism 

• Vote Yes v. Vote No: Ratification of the 18
th

 Amendment 

• The “Wets” Fight Back 

The sources and activities here provide teachers with activity suggestions that can occupy one class 

period or less. The inclusion of Minnesota sources helps to make the connection between state and 

national history, illustrating that events on the national stage also played out in Minnesota. Library of 

Congress sources include: 

• Drunkard’s Progress. 1846.  

• Tree of Intemperance. 1855.  

• Tree of Temperance. 1855.  

• Woman’s Holy War. Grand charge on the enemy works. 1874.  

• Illustration of the dangers of alcoholic beverages. 1884.  

• Evading the liquor law in Colorado Springs. 1877.  

• Anti Prohibition. 1888.  

• Said Prohibition Maine to Prohibition Georgia. 1907.  

• The Mahoning Dispatch, 1 November 1918. “Will You Back Me, or Will You Back Booze?”  

• The Warren Sheaf (Minnesota). 10 July 1918. “Minnesota Dry Federation Plans Big Open-Air Campaign.”  

• The Hayti Herald (Missouri). 24 October 1918. Page 3. “Hold the Line for Democracy and Sane Legislation.”  

• The Stars and Stripes. 17 January 1919. Page 4. “How About Us?”  

• The Sun (New York). 18 May 1919. Page 10. “Soldiers! Sailors! Marines!”  

• The Mahoning Dispatch (Ohio). 31 October 1919. “How to Keep Ohio Dry.”  

• One of the rum runners at night. 1924.  

• Prohibition Unit Cow Shoes. 1924.  

• Latest thing in flasks. 1926.  

• Two men standing outside with small still. Ca. 1920-1932.  

Minnesota sources (from the Minnesota Historical Society) include: 

• “Patriotism versus Prohibition.” No date. 

• Anti-prohibition card. No date.  

• March for the Real Issue. 1910.  

• Bread not Beer button. 1918.  

•  “Vote Yes, Make Minnesota Dry.” Photo.  1918.  

• Root cellar still. 1921.  

• People with bumper stickers. 1932.  



New York City Deputy Police Commissioner John A. Leach, right, 

watching agents pour liquor into sewer following a raid during 

the height of prohibition. 1921. Library of Congress. 

 

Temperance and Prohibition: Context 

 The organized temperance movement in the 

United States began to gather steam in the early 

decades of the 19
th

 century. Temperance groups 

advocated for moderation and sometimes 

abstinence from alcoholic beverages. Alcohol was 

blamed for many of society’s ills, including crime, 

abuse, poor health and poverty. Women filled the 

ranks of temperance societies, as many of them 

had been subjected to fathers and husbands 

whose use of alcohol led to abuse of body, mind 

and finances.  

The Women’s Christian Temperance Union was 

founded in 1874 and the Anti-Saloon League in 

1895. Powerful leaders such as WCTU president 

Frances Willard and hatchet-carrying Carry Nation 

brought the issue of temperance to national 

attention. They advocated for government 

regulation and instruction about temperance in 

schools.  

During World War I, temperance advocacy grew in response to anti-German sentiment in the United States; many 

of the country’s brewers were of German origins. Support for the temperance movement also included many in the 

United States Congress. In January 1919, the required number of states ratified the 18
th

 amendment, which 

prohibited the sale, transport and manufacture of intoxicating beverages. The Volstead Act, sponsored by 

Minnesota Representative Andrew Volstead, was passed as the Prohibition Enforcement Act, which defined the 

nature of intoxicating beverages. The laws took effect in January 1920. 

For the next 13 years of Prohibition, many Americans followed the law: saloons closed, breweries shut down, 

people stopped consuming alcohol. But many more broke the law. Speakeasies, which were saloons operating in 

secrecy, operated across the country. Americans made wine and beer and spirits at their homes. Rum-runners made 

a lot of money bringing alcohol into the country from places like Canada. Organized crime flourished. 

In the early 1930s, political and social movements in opposition to Prohibition grew. In December 1933, the states 

ratified the 21
st

 amendment, which repealed the 18
th

 amendment. Prohibition officially came to an end, but 

temperance movements have continued and some states chose to remain dry for decades following the 21
st

 

amendment. 

Minnesota During Temperance and Prohibtion 

Minnesota was active on both sides of the alcohol debate. The WCTU was active in the state, and Rep. Andrew 

Volstead sponsored prohibition legislation. The state’s proximity to Canada, however, allowed for alcohol to be 

shipped in by rum-runners. Minnesotans frequented speakeasies and built stills, and many of the era’s notorious 

gangsters (particularly John Dillinger) spent time in Minnesota, due to an agreement reached between the criminals 

and St. Paul’s chief of police, John O’Connor.  

 



The Long Road of Temperance Activism 

Library of Congress documents for this activity: 

Drunkard’s Progress. 1846. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/91796265/ 

Tree of Intemperance. 1855. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003689279/ 

Tree of Temperance. 1855. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003689278/ 

Woman’s Holy War. Grand charge on the enemy works. 1874. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003656595/ 

Illustration of the dangers of alcoholic beverages. 1884. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2006690212/ 

The Mahoning Dispatch, 1 November 1918. “Will You Back Me, or Will You Back Booze?” 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84028473/1918-11-01/ed-1/seq-12/ 

Minnesota documents for this activity: 

March for the Real Issue. 1910. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10143707 

Bread not Beer button. 1918. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10158852 

Activity Procedure: 

Movements for temperance have been active in the United States since the country came into 

being. Temperance advocates gained momentum in the later part of the 19
th

 century, using a 

variety of methods and reasoning, until their eventual success led to the 18
th

 amendment.  

1. Begin with a discussion for the motivation of temperance. Ask students why they think 

people have been advocating temperance for so many years; what are the arguments 

against alcohol and for abstinence? (Possible answers: alcohol is destructive to health, 

morals and family; it harms people’s priorities; it causes financial and resource strain). 

2. Project each source individually. Determine the motivation for each piece of 

propaganda: what was the general message, what were the temperance advocates 

trying to accomplish, and who was their intended audience? How are they effective or 

ineffective? 

3. Each student will craft a written response to one of the sources, using the RAFT 

method of writing (Role, Audience, Format, Topic). Each student will choose a source to 

respond to, but not from their personal point of view. Students will choose a particular 

role for their response’s point of view (are they a fellow temperance advocate, a 

saloon-keeper, an alcoholic’s wife, a social drinker, etc.), an audience for their response 

(are they writing a response for a newspaper-reading audience, for their mother, for 

schoolchildren, for brewers, etc.), a format for the response (is the response in the 

form of a newspaper editorial criticizing/supporting the source, a letter to a family 

member, a homily in a church, a propaganda poster), and the topic (responding to the 

particular piece of temperance propaganda they have chosen). 



 

Drunkard's Progress, 1846. Library of Congress. 

 



 

Tree of Intemperance. 1855. Library of Congress.  



 

Tree of Temperance. 1855. Library of Congress. 



 

Woman's Holy War. Grand charge on the enemy works. 1874. Library of Congress. 



 

Illustration of the dangers of alcoholic beverages. 1884. Library of Congress. 

 



 

The Mahoning Dispatch (Ohio), 1 November 1918. “Will You Back Me, or Will You Back Booze?” Library of Congress. 



 

March for the Real Issue. 1910. Minnesota Historical Society Collections.  



 

Bread not Beer Button. 1918. Minnesota Historical Society Collections.  



 

Vote Yes vs. Vote No: Ratification of the 18
th

 Amendment 

Library of Congress documents for this activity: 

The Warren Sheaf (Minnesota). 10 July 1918. “Minnesota Dry Federation Plans Big Open-Air Campaign.” 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn90059228/1918-07-10/ed-1/seq-8/ 

The Hayti Herald (Missouri). 24 October 1918. Page 3. “Hold the Line for Democracy and Sane 

Legislation.” http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn89066651/1918-10-24/ed-1/seq-3/ 

The Stars and Stripes. 17 January 1919. Page 4. “How About Us?” 

http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/sgphtml/sashtml/sashome.html  

The Sun (New York). 18 May 1919. Page 10. “Soldiers! Sailors! Marines!” 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030431/1919-05-18/ed-1/seq-10/ 

The Mahoning Dispatch (Ohio). 31 October 1919. “How to Keep Ohio Dry.” 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84028473/1919-10-31/ed-1/seq-4/ 

Minnesota document for this activity: 

“Patriotism versus Prohibition.” http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10419221 

“Vote Yes, Make Minnesota Dry.” Photo.  1918. 

http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10844423 

Activity Procedure: 

The push to ratify the 18
th

 amendment to the Constitution was a heated battle across the United 

States, as “wet” and “dry” communities and “wet” and “dry” legislators fought for their sides. 

The prohibition battle also took place during World War I, when women were pushing for the 

right to vote and thousands of men were in Europe.  

1. Read the text of section 1 of the 18
th

 amendment as a class: “After one year from the ratification 

of this article the manufacture, sale or transportation of intoxicating liquors within, the 

importation thereof into, or the exportation thereof from the United States and all territory 

subject to the jurisdiction thereof for beverage purposes is hereby prohibited.” Break down the 

language and determine what this amendment means.  

2. What was the benefit to the “drys” of having Prohibition written into national constitutional law? 

What was the problem for “wets” of having it in the Constitution? 

3. Talk about the process of ratification. (In 1917, the House intended to make Prohibition the 18
th

 

amendment, but three-fourths of the states needed to ratify in order for it to become law. The 

amendment allowed for seven years to ratify, but three-fourths of the states ratified within 13 

months, and it became law on January 16, 1919.) View the primary sources above and discuss 

how each source is advocating for a “wet” or “dry” stance. 

4. Divide the students into two groups: “drys” and “wets.” Each group is responsible for creating an 

ad campaign for their side of the argument. Students can produce posters, commercials, 

advertisements, or editorials, among other things. 



 

The Warren Sheaf (Minnesota). 10 July 1918. “Minnesota Dry Federation Plans Big Open-Air 

Campaign.” Library of Congress. 



 

The Hayti Herald (Missouri). 24 October 1918. Page 2. “Hold the Line for Democracy and Sane Legislation.” Library 

of Congress. 



 

The Stars and Stripes. 17 January 1919. Page 4. “How About Us?” Library of Congress. 

(Note: A.E.F. stands for American Expeditionary Forces) 



 

The Sun (New York). 18 May 1919. Page 10. “Soldiers! Sailors! Marines!” Library of Congress. 

 



 

The Mahoning Dispatch (Ohio). 31 October 1919. “How to Keep Ohio Dry.” Library of Congress.  



 

“Patriotism versus Prohibition.” Minnesota Historical Society Collection. 



 

 

“Vote Yes, Make Minnesota Dry.” 1918. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 



The “Wets” Fight Back 

Library of Congress documents for this activity: 

Evading the liquor law in Colorado Springs. 1877. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97519109/ 

Anti Prohibition. 1888. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2003656544/ 

Said Prohibition Maine to Prohibition Georgia. 1907. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2011647232/ 

One of the rum runners at night. 1924. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2006679172/ 

Prohibition Unit Cow Shoes. 1924. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/npc2008006377/ 

Latest thing in flasks. 1926. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/90709355/ 

Two men standing outside with small still. Ca. 1920-1932. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/88715935/ 

Minnesota documents for this activity: 

Anti-prohibition card. No date. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10234578 

Root cellar still. 1921. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10599243 

People with bumper stickers. 1932. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10672505 

Activity Procedure: 

1. Identify the different types of rules or laws that people break (curfews, speed limits, 

civil disobedience, stealing, etc). Once you have a list, discuss these questions: 

a. Why do people break laws? 

b.  Is it ever okay to break a law? If so, under what circumstances? 

c. When does law-breaking become a crime? 

 

2. Examine the anti-Prohibition documents and discuss the different ways that “wets” 

protested Prohibition and broke the law. Discuss these questions:  

a. Were the “wets” justified in breaking the law or not? Or is this law like any law: 

you shouldn’t break it, no matter what your opinion? 

b. Were they criminals or harmless trouble-makers? 

c. Based on this case, do you think that the “wets” thought it was necessary to 

break the law in order to change it? Or do you think they were just being 

defiant? Was there a larger motivation than just the desire for alcohol? 

 

3. Extension activity: Each student chooses a modern issue where people deliberately 

break the law, and identify the law-breakers’ reasoning and methods. Write a position 

statement explaining why the law-breakers are/are not criminals or why/why not their 

actions are justified. 

 

 



 

 

 



Evading the liquor law in Colorado Springs. 1877. Library of Congress. 

 



 

Anti-Prohibition. 1888. Library of Congress. 



 

Said Prohibition Maine to Prohibition Georgia. 1907. Library of Congress. 



 

One of the rum runners at night. 1924. Library of Congress.  



 

Prohibition Unit Cow Shoes. 1924. Library of Congress.  



 

Latest thing in flasks. 1926. Library of Congress. 



 

Two men standing outside with small still. Ca. 1920 – 1932. Library of Congress.  



 

Anti-Prohibition card. No date. Minnesota Historical Society Collections. 



 

Root cellar still. 1921. Minnesota Historical Society Collections.  



 

People with bumper stickers advocating the repeal of the 18
th

 amendment (prohibition). 1932. Minnesota 

Historical Society Collections.  


