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: Actually, Prohibition Was a Success

g By Mark H. Moore

CAMBRIDGE, Mass.
istory has valuable
e lessons to  teach
policy makers but it
- reveals its lessons
' only grudgingly.
! Close analyses of the
~facts and their relevance is required
“lest policy makers fall victim to the
- persuasive power of false analogies

and are misled into imprudent judg-
“ments. Just such a danger is posed by

those who casually invoke the “‘les-
“‘Sons of Prohibition”” to argue for the
. legalization of drugs.

- What everyone ‘‘knows’’ about Pro-
* hibition is that it was a failure. It did
not eliminate drinking; it did create a

black market. That in turn spawned
" eriminal syndicates and random vio-
“lence. Corruption and widespread dis-
"respect for law were incubated and,

most tellingly, Prohibition was re-
"pealed only 14 years after it was en-
‘shrined in the Constitution.

"+ The lesson drawn by commenta-
‘tors is that it is fruitless to allow
moralists to use criminal law to con-
‘trol intoxicating substances. Many

now say it is equally unwise to rely on
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the law to solve the nation’s drug
problem.

But the conventional view of Prohi-
bition is not supported by the facts.

First, the regime created in 1919 by
the 18th Amendment and the Vol-
stead Act, which charged the Treas-
ury Department with enforcement of
the new restrictions, was far from all-
embracing. The amendment prohib-
ited the commercial manufacture
and distribution of alcoholic bever-
ages; it did not prohibit use, nor pro-
duction for one’s own consumption.
Moreover, the provisions did not take

effect until a year after passage — .

plenty of time for people to stockpile
supplies.

Second, alcohol consumption de-
clined dramatically during Prohibi-
tion. Cirrhosis death rates for men
were 29.5 per 100,000 in 1911 and 10.7
in 1929. Admissions to state mental
hospitals for alcoholic psychosis de-
clined from 10.1 per 100,000 in 1919 to
4.7in 1928.

Arrests for public drunkennness
and disorderly conduct declined 50
percent between 1916 and 1922. For
the population as a whole, the best
estimates are that consumption of al-
cohol declined by 30 percent to 50 per-
cent.

Third, violent crime did not in-
crease dramatically during Prohibi-
tion. Homicide rates rose dramati-
cally from 1900 to 1910 but remained

Beware
false
analogies
tothe
drug war.

roughly constant during Prohibition’s
14 year rule. Organized crime may
have become more visible and lurid
during Prohibition, but it existed be-
fore and after.

Fourth, following the repeal of Pro-
hibition, alcohol consumption in-
creased. Today, alcohol is estimated
to be the cause of more than 23,000
motor vehicle deaths and is impli-
cated in more than half of the nation’s
20,000 homicides. In contrast, drugs
have not yet been persuasively linked
to highway fatalities and are believed
to account for 10 percent to 20 percent
of homicides.

Prohibition did not end alcohol use.
What is remarkable, however, is that
a relatively narrow political move-
ment, relying on a relatively weak set
of statutes, succeeded in reducing, by

one-third, the consumption of a drug
that had wide historical and popular
sanction.

This is not to say that society was
wrong to repeal Prohibition. A demo-
cratic society may decide that recre-
ational drinking is worth the price in
traffic fatalities and other conse-
quences. But the common claim that
laws backed by morally motivated
political movements cannot reduce
drug use is wrong. :

Not only are the facts of Prohibition
misunderstood, but the lessons are
misapplied to the current situation.

The U.S. is in the early to middle
stages of a potentially widespread co-
caine epidemic. If the line is held now,
we can prevent new users and in-
creasing casualties. So this is exactly
not the time to be considering a liber-
alization of our laws on cocaine. We
need a firm stand by society against
cocaine use to extend and reinforce
the messages that are being learned
through painful personal experience
and testimony.

The real lesson of Prohibition is
that the society can, indeed, make a
dent in the consumption of drugs
through laws. There is a price to be
paid for such restrictions, of course.
But for drugs such as heroin and co-
caine, which are dangerous but cur-
rently largely unpopular, that price is
small relative to the benefits. 0




