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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

For the past fifty-five years, members of Alcoholics Anonymous have gathered in
Akron, Ohio every June to celebrate the founding of their society. People from all over
the world descend on this former industrial town to reflect on the history of the
organization that they believe saved their lives from the disease of alcoholism. There are
lectures to attend about the early history of Alcoholics Anonymous and testimonials or
“leads” given by members throughout the weekend. Every hour bus tours leave the
campus of the University of Akron, where the pilgrims reside for the weekend, and take
them across the city visiting places significant to the story of AA and its founding. They
travel to Co-founder Dr. Bob Smith’s house on Ardmore Avenue where they can see the
first coffee pot used for an AA meeting and look at the rooms where the other Co-
founder, Bill Wilson, lived with the Smiths while he was traveling on business. After the
visitors have taken in all of the sites of the modest home, they can stop by the living room
that has been converted into a gift shop and buy a piece of memorabilia.

Further along the bus route the tourists see the gatehouse on the Seiberling estate
where Wilson and Smith first met, the Mayflower Hotel (now an assisted living center)
where Wilson anxiously paced, debating between getting a drink or reaching out for help

with his new found sobriety. As the tour winds back to campus the two hospitals in



which Dr. Smith worked can be seen as well as King School which housed quite
possibly the first AA meeting, at least in the format that is common to members today.

On Saturday night all the attendees gather in the University’s 15,000 seat arena,
and participate in a sobriety count down; each person stands up when the emcee
announces the amount of time he or she has been sober, until the final question of, “Is
this anyone’s first day of sobriety?” The person at his or her first meeting is greeted with
a thunderous applause, given a copy of Alcoholics Anonymous, and told that they are the
most important person in the arena. After all of that, the final activity of the night is a
keynote speaker, a member who has been sober for a considerable amount of time who
gives an hour long lead, reflecting what his drinking was like, what happened and what
his life is like now. It is a story rich with detail about how the program works and if
applied in a similar fashion, provides a guide how others can achieve the same kind of
success. After the speaker finishes the crowd joins hands and prays the Our Father,
chanting at the end, “Keep Coming Back, It Works If You Work It, SOBER!”

As a coda to the giant meeting the night before, the attendees organize a
procession to the cemetery where Dr. Smith and his wife, Anne, are laid to rest. Led by
the members with motorcycles, the caravan contains all manner of vehicles: SUVs, old
beaters, pick-up trucks, and luxury sedans. They bring flowers and tokens of
appreciation to the gravesite, but the most poignant display is the members who leave
their sobriety coins. Hundreds, if not thousands, of coins displaying the years of sobriety

earned are laid on the headstone of Dr. Bob and Anne Smith. The amount of sober time



is staggering to contemplate and the effect that Alcoholics Anonymous had on the
people gathered is palpable even to the most casual observer.

What is it about this program that draws people to the Midwest every summer?
How did this program designed and founded by two “rock-ribbed Vermont Yankees,”
spawn a worldwide phenomenon? ! What accounts for this undeniable success? Why
were the 1930s, the era of its founding, ripe for such an organization? Finally, what can
AA tell us about the mid-twentieth century? How can Alcoholics Anonymous inform us,
not only about its own past, but about the greater history of American culture? These are
the questions this dissertation will answer.

A second major concern is, how? What about AA sets it apart from other attempts
to reform the drinking habits of Americans? An oft-quoted story about a researcher who
asks a member how AA works, got the response, “quite well!” This anecdote illustrates
the difficulty scholars have had discovering how the group functions. What rituals,
practices, and policies help AA maintain its clarity of message and success? The key
answer to this is, in a sense, none. The loosely organized fellowship allows for each
autonomous group to establish its own rituals and local traditions. What is confounding
to the scholar is that people write about their personal experiences of sobriety as if they
were the standard for everyone. This is not the case. While many members like to state
that divine intervention is the reason for AA’s success, there is a humanistic element to
its message. The one unifying element to all groups is the 12 steps, and to a lesser extent

the 12 traditions, a set of suggestions designed to help local groups with their

! Passit On: The Story of Bill Wilson and how the AA Message Reached the World (New York: AA World
Services, 1984), 54.



organization. It is within the steps we see “How it Works” not only from a practical
standpoint, that of personal recovery, but from a cultural one as well.

First, why and how does the program succeed? | argue that Alcoholics
Anonymous survived and thrived, especially in its early years, because of the
commonality of its message to its members. The first members had a great deal in
common, demographically speaking, and these shared attributes helped sustain the
program in its early stages. Of much more importance, however, is the message of AA
and how it specifically addressed the cultural needs of the generation of its first members.
Ann Douglas, in Terrible Honesty, off handedly remarks that AA is a return to an earlier
cultural model, one dominated by the feminine and one that does not embrace the search
for honesty, an honesty that the likes of Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein and F. Scott
Fitzgerald were trying to capture during the 1920s.? Nothing could be farther from the
truth. Alcoholics Anonymous makes honesty, “rigorous honesty,” a cornerstone of its
program. While many authors write about AA as being a throwback to the Victorian Era,
it is in fact, acutely modern. This honesty was, first, honesty with one’s self about the
seriousness of one’s drinking problem. Second, it demanded that members be open to
one another about their weaknesses and faults. In addition to this modern search for
honesty, Alcoholics Anonymous embraced other aspects of modernism.

The early members of AA were convinced that they brought something new to the
greater culture of America. It was a new way of imagining the drunkard, from pitiable

lout of the Victorian era, to the modern alcoholic, a person afflicted with a disease.

2 Ann Douglas, Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920's (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1995), 474.



Closely related to the disease concept is another modernist aspect of AA. The
spiritual/religious aspect of AA is crucial to understanding the workings of the program,
but the respect for and alliance with science was crucial to the success of Wilson and
Smith’s work. This nod to the medical community allowed AA to appeal to both spiritual
and rational individuals, and gives the program a firm grounding in the modern era.

Next, closely related to this public form of honesty, Alcoholics Anonymous
embraced a Calvinist style of redemption for its members which also contributed to its
success. Members were expected to make a list of their sins, confess them at least to one
other person, and then publicly “upon our knees, humbly ask God to remove our
shortcomings.”® This process is reminiscent of the Oxford Group, but it is also closely
related the “sharing” tradition of many Protestant faiths. Some historians have
commented on the puritanical nature of AA, but I offer a much more in-depth
examination into the program. 1 will closely examine the texts of the fellowship,
especially its primary work, Alcoholics Anonymous and the later principal work, The
Twelve Seps and Twelve Traditions, to see how they fashioned a Christian neo-
orthodoxy for the Twentieth century United States.

Finally, the main component to AA’s success is how it breaks from past models
of recovery. In contrast to previous attempts to aid alcoholics, AA did not issue a
challenge to the United States on the issue of temperance. It did not, nor has it since,
demanded a public oath from its members to stay sober. The great success of the
organization came from its secrecy. Unlike the temperance movements of the previous

century, movements both Wilson and Smith experienced, they did not ask for pledges nor

® Alcoholics Anonymous (New York: AA World Services, 1939 [2003]), 59.



did they tell society what to do about drinking. AA focused on the individual and his
own recovery within the confines of a supportive group. Also, AA’s cofounders
experienced the failure of prohibition, the greatest challenge to American drinking, and
they did not want to be seen in the same light. Alcoholics Anonymous was a reaction to
the failure of prohibition. Many of the first members experienced their worst drinking
during a time when alcohol was illegal. The designers of the program knew that personal
recovery from alcoholism could not be a matter of public policy, but a private affair
within a secret organization; an organization which held personal anonymity as one of its
highest principles.

It is within this concept of not taking a public stance on alcoholism, of not issuing
a public challenge to society or its members, that we can see how AA reflects the culture
of the 1930s. What resonated with the early members and later generations of adherents
is that Alcoholics Anonymous did not criticize the status quo of Depression Era America,
or later eras. It was not interested in engineering public policy like much of the New
Deal. It was an anti-movement. It had no leaders, no recognized members, and in the
beginning very little dogma. It was one of the strongest groups to emerge from the
1930s, largely because of its “soft sell” approach. The Eighteenth Amendment
challenged the American way of life in a way that these self-described “rock ribbed
Yankee conservatives” thought far too radical an assault on the United States
Constitution. What made AA effective in the 1930°s was that it allowed belief in the
American dream to flourish by providing a personal model which then could be carried

over into other aspects of member’s lives. As a person got sober, his chances for success



;
became greater. The message was that the American system that many doubted was not

broken, but the individual was.

By maintaining sobriety, members corrected the problems created by the
Depression. People joined and dealt with their shame in private, unlike earlier
temperance movements. They were not asked to go public with their sober success rather
they were expected, later compelled through “traditions,” to remain anonymous.
Alcoholics Anonymous was successful in the so-called political decade, because it was so
apolitical. The early members did not want to change the nation’s ideas about drinking,
but they did want to change one another. It is here that we see an interesting shift, that
being the strength of the collective being used to benefit the individual. The group was
not being used within public culture to cure society’s ills, but it was an intimate approach
toward each new member to change their lives individually.

In his essay “Culture and Commitment,” Warren Susman stated that the middle-
class American was striving to find a “commitment or system of commitments that would
enable him to continue, which would provide him with a mechanism to overcome his
fears and his profound sense of shame™ (italics added). Susman further stated that the
Thirties can be seen as the age of Jung, alluding to the power of symbols and belief in
cultural archetypes as a way of coping with one’s life situation. Significantly, Wilson
called Jung one of the founders of AA, based on Jung’s advice to a suffering alcoholic

that he must undergo a spiritual conversion.> While Susman discussed culture and

* Warren Susman, Culture as History: The Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth Century
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 198.

% 1bid, 203.
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commitment on a grand scale, Alcoholics Anonymous provides an excellent case study

of his ideas on a much more personal level. By examining the background of Wilson and
Smith, and analyzing the program they created, in the context of other temperance efforts
and approaches, we can see the nature of AA and the nature of the Thirties, especially in
regards to the middle-class. The fellowship grew by leaps and bounds in the following
decades, giving us, along with a look at the culture of the thirties, a window into
American culture until the present day.

The starting point for investigating the program is the 1938 book Alcoholics
Anonymous. Unlike many social movements, AA and its membership are loath to change
even a word of the original text. We have, as if in amber, the program as it was originally
written. This “design for living,” demonstrates the vision of the cofounders not only for
their new fellowship, but for the entire nation as well. This idyllic republican vision,
represented in the meeting format and group structure which resembles town hall
meetings, was based on the New England upbringing of Smith and Wilson. By
examining the cultural underpinnings of AA, this dissertation investigates 1930s culture
and its explorations of traditional aspects of society, such as the search for the “American
Way of Life,” and its quest to affirm the social structure that appeared to be failing during
the Depression. ® AA’s longevity is proof that these elements of 1930s culture had a
more lasting impact on the history of the United States than the more radical elements
that have been examined more frequently by scholars such as the Popular Front and the

Communist Party in general. AA’s success demonstrates that American culture is

® 1bid, 154.



9
responsive to its traditional past, and in times of crisis, turns toward what is familiar and

comfortable.

Historians of AA do not discuss the impact of World War Two at very great
length. Like so many groups of the era, AA had to deal with a wealth of changes literally
overnight. A significant number of members were sent overseas and many others served
in the armed services throughout the nation or moved for employment in war industries.
With all of this dislocation, the program went from a few major metropolitan areas in the
Midwest and Northeast to reach across the country and gain tow-holds in various
countries around the globe. The lasting legacy of this time period was the founding of
the society’s monthly magazine, The Grapevine. This dissertation addresses this
shortcoming of the historical record and thoroughly investigates the war years.

The history of AA offers a different look at postwar culture than what many
recent historians have offered. Both Lizbeth Cohen and Elaine Tyler-May offer excellent
insight in the changes from 1930s culture to the culture of the 1950s.” In both cases,
though looking at different aspects of middle-class suburban culture, the authors describe
how postwar culture breaks from the culture of the 1930s. It would not be until the 1960s
that some of the radical impulses of the 1930s were revived. In contrast, the history of
Alcoholics Anonymous demonstrates a continuation of 1930s culture. 1 believe that the
strength of AA, what draws people to it, is the traditional American values that it

upholds. As the United States took a more conservative turn in the years following

" Lizbeth Cohen, Consumer Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York:
Vintage Books, 2003); Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Familiesin the Cold War (New
York: Basic Books, 1988.)
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World War Two, the message of AA had an even greater appeal to people searching

for a solution to their drinking problems. The message of AA, which does not challenge
the status quo of society, found fertile ground in the 1950s. Much of the postwar era was
about fitting in, which, in a sense, is what Alcoholics Anonymous embodied. The
program rehabilitated the individual alcoholic, the person with a problem, and made him
or her a respectable part of American society once again. Even more significant, one of
the great tensions of AA was (and still is) between the individual and the group, the
collective. If the 1930s was an era of commitment, thereby giving AA members
something to belong to, to feel a part of something while restoring the individual to
health, in the post-war era, AA gave its members a place not to feel alone. As the
middle-class moved from the city to the suburb, AA did as well. In the isolation of
suburban life, the lonely individual found comfort in the AA atmosphere. The ability of
AA to address this need for belonging, but not in a political way, allowed people of the
post war era to join a group, to be a part of something in an time when joining and being
a part of a group was being called into question. The tension in AA between the
individual and the group is fully explored in the postwar era.® It is no great mystery then,
that in an era that was rather conservative, especially for the middle class, a conservative
group from the 1930s thrived. As other organizations from the 1930s faltered and
disappeared during the years after the war, AA continued to grow. AA maintained its

primary message, but adjusted it to fit the changing times, most significantly in the

8 David Riseman, The Lonely Crowd: A Study of the Changing American Character (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1961.)
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kinder, gentler interpretation of the steps contained in the Twelve Seps and Twelve

Traditions.

Finally, the question may be asked, “Why stop at 1960?” There are a number of
reasons for this cutoff date. First, Bill Wilson took a less active role in Alcoholics
Anonymous after this time, making it a natural breaking point in the examination of the
group. Second, moving past the 1950s brings the emergence of the youth and drug culture
of the 1960s. The effect that these cultures had upon AA is significant, requiring a closer
examination of its own. Finally, throughout the 1960s, Wilson and his fellow early
members were either dying or declining in influence. How AA dealt with that change in
leadership is a very interesting story, but beyond the scope of what this dissertation is
trying to accomplish.

Survey of Existing Literature

The history of Alcoholics Anonymous is the subject of many books, but few of
them are of much use to scholars. The one work that is useful is also the best to date,
Not-God: A History of Alcoholics Anonymous by Ernest Kurtz, published in 1979.°
Kurtz discusses the groundbreaking methods of the AA program and fellowship, using
the concept of “Not God” and “not-God.” By not being the center, the infinite, not being
God, an alcoholic is able to begin recovery. The second side of Kurtz’s definition is that
the alcoholic, after coming to the realization that he or she is not the center of the
universe, is a limited human being, therefore in need of other people, especially other

alcoholics. This relationship of alcoholics needing one another, becoming agents of

° Ernest Kurtz, Not-God: A History of Alcoholics Anonymous (Center City, MN: Hazelden Educational
Materials, 1979 [1991].)
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sobriety for the still suffering alcoholic while acting to maintain their own sobriety, is a

generic representation of limitation that Kurtz labels “not-god.'®” Kurtz does an
admirable job of placing Alcoholics Anonymous into the history of ideas and within the
religious history of the United States, but fails to discuss the culture of the 1930s. Kurtz
does not take into account any of the more recent publications about the 1930s and its
culture, failing to engage Warren Susman, Michael Denning, Richard Pells, among
others.*

Since there are very few useful histories of Alcoholics Anonymous, the next
reliable source for studying the program comes from biographies. The “official”
biographies of the cofounders, Dr. Bob and the Good Oldtimers, and Pass It On, both
offer very light, yet useful information about Robert Smith and Bill Wilson,
respectively.’> The majority of the biographies, however, focus on Wilson. Robert
Thomsen wrote the first biography of Bill Wilson Bill W, in 1975, four years after
Wilson’s death. Thomsen’s volume presents one of the major problems with many of the

publications written about Wilson and Alcoholics Anonymous. Wilson employed

% 1bid, 6. Admittedly, why Kurtz chose to title his two concepts so similarly is quite confusing. He speaks
of the hyphen in the second title being symbolic of connectedness for the alcoholic. All the same, a
different turn of phrase would help the reader immensely.

! Lizabeth Cohen, Making a New Deal: Industrial Workersin Chicago, 1919-1939 (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1990); Michael Denning, Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the
Twentieth Century (New York: Verso, 1996); Lewis Erenberg, Snvingin’ the Dream: Big Band Jazz and the
Rebirth of American Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Lawrence Levine, The
Unpredictable Past (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); Lary May, The Big Tomorrow:

Hollywood and the Palitics of the American Way (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000); Richard
Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams. Culture and Social Thought in the Depression Year. (New
York: Harper & Row, 1973.)

12 Dr. Bob and the Good Oldtimers, A biography with recollections of early AA in the Midwest (New York:
Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, Inc., 1980.)
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Thomsen for about fifteen years prior to his death. While the unlimited access to

Wilson gave the biography an intimate look at AA’s cofounder, it also painted an overly
positive picture. ** Many other authors suffer from the same bias as Thomsen, that of
being too close to the subject.'* The great pitfall that all of these authors share is that
they try to describe for the general audience what the “typical” AA environment is.
Unfortunately, in an organization as loosely organized as AA, there is no such thing as
typical.

The best insights into the life of Bill Wilson have arrived in this century. The
first, published in 2000 by Matthew St. Raphael (a pseudonym) is entitled Bill W. and
Mr. Wilson: The Legend and Life of AA’s Co-Founder.®® Raphael attempts to discover
the “real” Bill Wilson, the private citizen who was not the famed Bill W., cofounder of
AA. Raphael attempted to paint Bill Wilson as a non-religious, modern philosopher who
only uses religion as a first step. In reading other accounts of Wilson’s life, however, it is
apparent that Wilson had a deep appreciation for and curiosity about religion during his
entire life. Like Raphael, Susan Cheever, in My Name is Bill, tried to take out some of
the more religious aspects of Bill Wilson’s character and of Alcoholics Anonymous, at

points comparing him to a modern day Thoreau, and like Raphael, her ideas appear to be

3 Robert Thomsen, Bill W. (New York, Harper’s and Row, 1975.)

Y Bill W.: My First Forty Years (Central City, MN: Hazelden Information and Educational Services,
2000); Nell Wing, Grateful to Have Been There: My 42 Years with Bill and Lois and the Evolution of
Alcoholics Anonymous (Park Ridge, IL, Parkside Publishing Corp, 1992); Nan Robertson, Getting Better:
Inside Alcoholics Anonymous (New York: William Morrow and Co., 1988); John Sutherland, AAto LA
(Last Drink to LA) (London: Short Books, 2001.)

15 Matthew J. Raphael, Bill W. and Mr. Wilson: The Legend and Life of AA’s Co-founder (Amherst, MA,
University of Massachusetts Press, 2000.)
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more wishful thinking than actual fact. Better than any other biographer, however,

Cheever provides an interesting look at the “Vermont Spirit” that had a great impact upon
Wilson’s life.'®

Alcoholics Anonymous and Bill Wilson are the subject of many works, ranging
from the very good (Kurtz, Cheever) to the very bad (Hartigan), but none of these do an
adequate job of placing AA within the historical context of the 1930s. That is one of the
tasks accomplished by this dissertation, a two-way discussion in effect. First, why did
AA come into being within this decade? Second, what did this program tell us about the
1930’s, especially the middle class? What does it add to the historiographical discussion?

What is also important to include in this survey is material on temperance and
prohibition. This dissertation investigates how AA was influenced by the temperance
and prohibition movements that preceded its founding in 1935. Although the temperance
movement has a history almost as long as the United States itself, the main focus of this
dissertation is on the movement after the Civil War through national prohibition.

As background for the earlier temperance movement, the best works act as
complements for one another. W.J. Rorabaugh’s Alcoholic Republic and lan Tyrell’s
Sobering Up focus primarily on the antebellum period.'” Rorbaugh investigated the
importance of alcohol to the early republic, not just as a beverage choice, but also as a

means of currency. As industrialization began during the Jacksonian Era, the importance

16 Susan Cheever, My Name is Bill. Bill Wilson: His Life and the Creation of Alcoholics Anonymous (New
York: Washington Square Press, 2004.)

7 W.J. Rorbaugh, Alcoholic Republic (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979); lan Tyrell, Sobering
Up: from Temperance to Prohibition in Antebellum America, 1800-1860 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
1979.)
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of alcohol as an economic staple faded and an increase in involvement in temperance

causes resulted. Tyrell examined the growth of the temperance movement from 1800-
1860, establishing the time period as the most important era for the movement. He, like
Rorbaugh, saw the shift in the economy as the key factor in the rise of temperance
concerns. A monograph that predates both Tyrell and Rorbaugh and examined the
temperance movement especially in the post bellum era through prohibition is Joseph
Gusfield’s Symbolic Crusade.*® Gusfield argued that after the Civil War, the temperance
movement changed from an effort to change the nation’s drinking habits through moral
suasion into a movement dedicated to moral and legal coercion. Gusfield contended that
the middle class of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries felt threatened by the
“more urban, more secular, more Catholic, and more ethnic” America and needed to
bolster their flagging higher status. In effect, Gusfield stated that the temperance
movement was more of a symbolic cause, an attempt to demonstrate the supposed
superiority of the native and often nativist, middle class.

The temptation from the above narratives is to see the temperance movement as a
sustained movement from the early republic until the twentieth century, but Jack
Blocker’s, American Temperance Movements. Cycles of Reform, makes a strong case for
the various periods of the movement having their own unique origins. *° He did not try to
make them appear unrelated, but demonstrated convincingly that the temperance

movement occurred, and still occurs, in cycles. As each generation realized an alcohol

18 Joseph Gusfield, Symbolic Crusade: status politics and the American temperance movement (Urbana, IL:
University of Illinois Press, 1973 [1986].)

19 Jack Blocker, American Temperance Movements: Cycles of Reform (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1989.)
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(and later drug) problem in society, it began by trying to persuade society into proper

living, only realizing later that it must coerce, like previous movements, society into
proper behavior. Blocker acts as an excellent bridge from studies of temperance to
studies of prohibition. Many of the sources on prohibition reflect the historian’s penchant
for finding origins. Both Richard Hamm’s Shaping the Eighteenth Amendment and Ann
Marie Szysmanski’s Pathways to Prohibition, examined the era of greatest concern to
this dissertation, that being the late nineteenth century through national prohibition.?
Both authors focused on the change within the temperance movement from an “all or
nothing” approach to a more gradualist “local” approach to achieve the ultimate goal of
national prohibition, highlighting the advent of the Anti-Saloon League as the turning
point of the movement.

The histories of the Prohibition Era can be classified in two ways. The first
category is popular history. Edward Behr’s Prohibition: 13 Years That Changed
America and John Kobler’s Ardent Spirits are examples of this set.”> Both books offer
interesting narratives about Prohibition, but offer little in the way of cultural analysis.
The second category focuses on the legal history of the Eighteenth Amendment, and
specifically its repeal in 1932. Norman Clark’s The Dry Years and David Kyvig’s
Repealing National Prohibition are typical examples of this second grouping. There is

not much scholarly work on the cultural impact of prohibition, specifically. There is a
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great deal of study on the culture of the 1920’s, but much of it only makes passing

reference to the impact of prohibition. Prohibition is an accepted fact of the era, and
authors do not engage in its consequences to a great extent. Inquiries like Kathleen
Drowne’s Spirits of Defiance, however, are filling that void.?* In Spirits, Drowne
examines the influence of national prohibition on American Literature. A narrowly
focused piece, Spirits does open the door to the possibilities of other studies examining
the specific role prohibition had on American culture. Michael Lerner’s work, Dry
Manhattan, is the most recent work on prohibition and provides a great deal of insight
and perspective that was lacking from the accounts written earlier in the century.?
Lerner spent less time on the more well known aspects of the era and focused on the class
divisions, cultural differences and political failings of the legislation.

In all of the works mentioned above, the question of where the drunkard (later the
alcoholic) fits goes unanswered. The focus is on drinking by all members of society, not
just those who overindulge. More specifically, historians of Alcoholics Anonymous
ignore the impact that these earlier movements had on Alcoholics Anonymous. Some
historians of AA have looked at the influence of the Washingtonian Movement on the
fellowship, but no one has examined how temperance and prohibition impacted the
founding of AA. How earlier perceptions of the drunkard affected member’s self image
is a question that this dissertation explores. Also, what effect temperance and prohibition

had on the shape that the program took is examined. Finally, how Alcoholics

22 Kathleen Drowne, Spirits of Defiance: National Prohibition and Jazz Age Literature, 1920-1933
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Anonymous was a continuation and, more importantly, a break with earlier

conceptions of drunkards and their rehabilitation is of paramount concern of this project.
In order to best investigate the history of Alcoholics Anonymous a chronological
approach will be utilized in the following chapters. Chapter two explores the history of
temperance in the United States, from its beginnings in the nineteenth century until its
final defeat at the end of prohibition. Particular attention is paid to the popular image of
the drunkard during this time, especially presented by the middle-class dominated
temperance movement. It is important to look at this period when discussing AA because
the influence of the temperance movement was quite significant during this era, and
undoubtedly affected the early members of the program. Also, very few, if any, works
currently examine the influence of the earlier movements on the society and it is a void
that needs to be filled. Chapter three takes an in-depth look at the cultural backgrounds
of Smith and Wilson as well as their first recruits. The common ties between these men
were key to the new society having any chance of surviving outside one of its greatest
influences, the Oxford Group. Chapters four and five examine the growth of AA and
what methods, especially the writing of Alcoholics Anonymous, were employed to spread
their message across the nation. Chapter six details how the group met the challenge of
World War Two and how, like so much of society, the war radically changed the
organization, making it a truly global organization. Finally, Chapter seven looks at how
the group altered its message to stay current and remain relevant in the post-war culture
of abundance. As important, however, chapter seven also examines how AA remained

true to its initial message, its connection to traditional values that had been its key to



success during the Depression. It is this ability to change with cultural trends, yet
connect to deep-seated American ideas that is the most important theme of this

dissertation.
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CHAPTER TWO
“AFTER MORE OF THE ACCURSED POISON THAT HAS RUINED YOU?”
THE INFLUENCE OF THE TEMPERANCE AND PROHIBITION MOVEMENTS ON

ALCOHOLICS ANONYMOUS, 1840-1930

On October 28, 1928, Bill Wilson had had enough. He swore to his wife, Lois,
that he was through with drinking. To prove his seriousness, Wilson wrote the following
pledge in the family Bible: “To my beloved wife that has endured so much, let this stand
as evidence of my pledge to you that | have finished with drink forever.!” Unfortunately
for Wilson and his wife, he did not live up to his solemn oath. It was another seven years
before he got sober. This scene from autumn 1928 is significant for two reasons. First, it
shows Wilson’s history, prior to 1935, of unsuccessful attempts to curb his drinking.
Second, this scene would have been familiar to many members of the earlier temperance
and prohibition movements. The swearing of an oath, the signing of a family Bible, and
the promise to a long suffering spouse all bear a striking similarity to the pledges and
religious overtones of earlier movements.

This chapter is concerned with how the temperance movements of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century affected the design of Alcoholics Anonymous. By
examining such movements we see how they influenced AA and the perception of the

drunkard for all of society. The literary and pictorial sources of the temperance

'Passit On: The Story of Bill Wilson and how the AA Message Reached the World. (New York: AA World
Services, 1984), 81.
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movement give us insight into how AA changed that image, and how it used similar

themes to maintain a connection with the past, giving new AA members in the 1930s and
1940s a familiar cultural form to embrace and make the pursuit of sobriety easier to
undertake.

In order to understand the history of Alcoholics Anonymous, the cultural
influences that acted upon its founders need to be discussed. Both Wilson and Smith
came of age when the push for national prohibition was at its zenith. It is important to
see how this massive social movement influenced what became the largest attempt at a
total abstinence society in the world. The political and social history of the movement is
covered elsewhere. This chapter is not a history of the temperance movement or
prohibition, but a look at the image of alcohol and those who drank it, produced it and
sold it.

The drive to eradicate alcohol also demonstrated the cultural shift that occurred
from the late nineteenth century into the early twentieth, from “island communities” to a
national state, or as John Higham described the era as “congenial to the new search for
order.”? This was a shift from a culture focused on the individual and local concerns to a
national culture that included all parts of the nation and different parts of society. Many
of the efforts to curb the nation’s drinking habits started as local and state concerns, such
as the Massachusetts Temperance Society. Some rose to national prominence, like the

Washingtonians, and quickly faded out. It was not until the Progressives and groups like
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the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and the Anti-Saloon League that a national

organizational effort developed. To understand this cultural shift and its effect on
Alcoholics Anonymous the image of the drunkard and the change of focus by the
temperance movement over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth century needs to
be examined.
T.S Arthur and the Changes in the Temperance Movement

There were scores of temperance speeches, but to reach a wider audience
temperance advocates used a variety of other methods to share their message about drink
and drinkers. W.J. Rorabaugh briefly discussed the use of propaganda by early
temperance organizations (prior to 1860) demonstrating the impression these materials
made on society and its legacy to later temperance crusades. While Rorabaugh examined
songs, poems and stories, he did not discuss the most popular method of disseminating
the temperance message, the temperance novels. * Not only do they give a fascinating
window into the mind of temperance workers and how they viewed drunkards, they also
offer the best demonstration of how the movement changed during the century. Shifts
within the philosophy of the movement reflected shifts within American culture. The
temperance crusade began largely concerned with the plight of the individual drunkard
and how to protect other individuals in society from a similar fate. By the end of the
century the temperance workers were much more concerned with how alcohol and
drunkenness affected the entire country, not only the physical well-being of its citizens,

but on the moral health of the nation as a whole as well. A number of temperance novels

®W. J. Rorabaugh, The Alcoholic Republic: An American Tradition (Oxford [New York] Oxford
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taken from the time period (1840-1890) demonstrate this shift, but few temperance

authors experienced the changes and wrote during the entire period as did T. S. Arthur,
author of the best selling temperance novel of all time.

A devoted teetotaler until his death in 1885, T. S. Arthur was a key voice in the
temperance movement throughout the nineteenth century. Much of his early life came to
populate the stories he later wrote. He was born in upstate New York in 1809, where he
was regaled with stories from his mother about his grandfather who was a veteran of the
Revolutionary War.* Like so many people during the century, Arthur’s family moved to
an urban center for better economic prospects. He became intimately aware of the local
household artisan economy in Baltimore by first watching his father, a miller, and later
by serving as a tailor’s apprentice. Trade work was not in Arthur’s future however, and
he began to write short stories for literary magazines and newspapers, through which he
became acquainted with Edgar Allan Poe. Even his earliest writings were dominated by
the social and moral issues of the day. His first major work was a collection of articles
about the Washingtonians, a Baltimore temperance society that began in 1842 and
quickly declined after 1845. A member of the group discussed how previous temperance
workers ridiculed and denounced drunkards who wandered into their meetings and were
often turned away.> This rebuff by temperance reformers led to the founding of the

Washingtonians. It was a working-class abstinence society that relied on the idea that no

*T.S. Arthur, Ten Nightsin a Bar-Room, And What | Saw There (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1964 [1854]), Introduction by Donald A. Koch, xiii.
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one understood the drunkard like another drunk. Their goal was to change their

fellows from “loathsome beast to brother.”® This egalitarian approach was also a reaction
to the more religious elements within various temperance societies.” As the movement
grew, other temperance organizations saw the Washingtonians as allies, and invited them
to speak on a number of occasions.®

Arthur’s Sx Nights with the Washingtonians (1843) does not offer much in the
way of history for the popular temperance movement. It does mention that it was a
society based on the principle of former drunkards helping their fellows overcome
drunkenness and Arthur described the meetings, but his description does not match what
other commentators observed. The Washingtonian gatherings were raucous affairs that to
outsiders appeared just like a tavern or saloon without the alcohol.® Instead of raucous,
spirited affairs, Arthur recounts quite somber meetings that end with the president of the
group imploring new arrivals to sign an abstinence pledge. Arthur’s attempt to tone
down the class differences between the actual Washingtonians and his vision of them is
similar to the societal split observed by Elliott Gorn in his work, The Manly Art in which

he observed the professional class taking a harsh view of the working class and their
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amusements, boxing in particular.’® Arthur admired the Washingtonians and their

goals, but he wanted his audience to respond to their message and he needed them to
more closely resemble the higher classes of society.

The book is considered a temperance novel, but it is really a collection of six
individual cautionary tales regarding the evils of alcohol and drunkenness. Five of the
six chapters revolve around the descent of one man into chronic drunkenness. Unlike the
real Washingtonians who were largely tradesmen and predominantly working class,
Arthur’s characters are from the middle and professional class. A tavern keeper and a
mechanic are also chronicled, but the others are a merchant, a physician, a lawyer and a
grocer. All are very well off when their drinking begins and not surprisingly all are
destitute by the end of their respective tales when they find redemption by signing the
Washingtonians pledge. The decline of the middle class was one of the key concerns of
most nineteenth century reform movements and temperance was no exception. The view
that most temperance advocates held is best summed up by this observation from Mary
Ryan in her work about the creation of the middle class, “intemperance, on the one hand,
was conceived of as the classic precipitant of downward mobility; abstinence, on the
other, was the highway to wealth.” ** Their view of those who drank too much was that
they were already lost and to spend too much time with them was a waste. They had

little faith that a drunkard would remain sober.
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The counterpart to each male drunkard is the person most harmed by his

drinking. In all of the stories that person is a woman, specifically a daughter, a wife or
mother (widowed for good effect). In the last chapter, “The Moderate Drinker,” it is the
drunkard’s entire family that suffers from his drunkenness. All of these relationships
demonstrated familiar characters to anyone reading temperance works. In all of these
cases, the women of the family suffered the most at the hands of the irresponsible

drunkard. The women are described as “frail,” “slender,” “like a child.”** Adding to the

113

melodrama the women are also regarded as “guardian angels’, “saints” and “martyrs.
This language firmly establishes the image of the weak woman suffering at the hands of
the drunkard, who was described as lowly and a failure.** Arthur told his audience that to
drink was to destroy the women whom one cared for most deeply. Not only was one’s
place in society in jeopardy but one’s family as well, reflecting another concern of
reformers of the era, the sanctity of the family as the cradle of the middle class.

These two themes carried on well into the twentieth century, but what makes The
Washingtonians a significant reflection of the temperance movement was its lack of
concern for the rest of society. There was little mention of the price the drunkard costs
the rest of society or the burden he was placing on his community. Drunkenness in the
1840s was an individual affair, according to Arthur. His appeal was precisely aimed at
those who drink by forcefully demonstrating the effects of alcohol on the drinker (loss of

status) and the effect on the drinker’s family. They were surely to be pitied, but Arthur
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made no mention of aiding the suffering family or of the greater society aiding the

hopeless drunkard. What’s more, Arthur did not advocate for any laws governing the use
or sale of alcohol. This stance was in keeping with the earlier generations of the
temperance movement. Most groups from this time supported the tactic of “moral
suasion” which Arthur sees within the Washingtonian meetings. The narrator of all of
these stories represented the moral, caring community that took pity on drunkards and
their families, but offered little else. This focus changed with the Civil War and the
issues surrounding it, a change reflected in Arthur’s philosophy presented in his next
major and most influential work.

Ten Nightsin a Bar Room and What | Saw There (1854) is often called the “Uncle
Tom’s Cabin” of the temperance movement.”*® The book achieved huge literary
success, going through multiple editions and thousands of copies sold, and eventually
became a play that continued production throughout prohibition. Similar to Uncle Tom,
Ten Nights was an overly sentimental work of reform literature, befitting the period. The
story recounted the ten-year history of the Sickle and Sheaf, a barroom and inn in the
fictional town of Cedarville. Arthur offered vivid images of those that sell alcohol, those
that allowed it to thrive, and those that imbibed. Further, he recounted the effects of
alcohol on the town and its inhabitants. To put it bluntly, there were no redeeming
qualities to the Sickle and Sheaf, the owner of the bar, or the town of Cedarville as long
as it allowed alcohol within its limits. Like The Washingtonians the novel had a number
of characters battling alcohol addiction, but Ten Nights demonstrated a change in the

thinking of the temperance movement. The focus shifted from strict attention to the

15 Arthur. Ten Nights, vii.
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individual drunkard. In Ten Nights Arthur was much more concerned with the local

community, reflecting a broadening of the goals of the temperance movement as a whole.
While still not a national movement, the temperance movement in the period before the
Civil War, similar to the country as a whole, was moving in more national direction.

The novel closely followed those who frequented the bar. Each character
presented an aspect of what the temperance movement feared most from alcohol and its
surrounding culture of drink. The narrator was a man of high moral character who
witnessed the damages brought on by alcohol, but did nothing about the problems of
Cedarville. This attitude was a reflection of two major strands of political thought of the
time period. Arthur wrote the novel during the era of local-option laws, a period when
the temperance movement advocated that each county or town should decide whether or
not to become dry. Second, the story takes place before the Civil War and the supremacy
of the Federal government was still an open issue. The local option was the main means
to tackle municipal and county issues, similar to the segmented system detailed by Robin
Einhorn in Property Rules.*® While the push for statewide prohibition, or Maine Laws as
the statutes were called, occurred at this time in many states, Arthur did not approve of
their use.*” The narrator’s refusal to take action in a community not his own was in
complete accord with the political and social thinking of the time. While he commented

on and discussed with various characters the problems of taverns, their difficulties with
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drink and the moral flaw of having a tavern in ones community, he always stopped

short of telling them what to do as individuals or as a community.

The main character, Sam Slade represented the damage done by alcohol on those
who sold it. According to temperance workers, the tavern trade was not honest work.
Slade agreed:; “I got tired of hard work, and determined to lead an easier life.”'® Even
more, the person who deals in alcohol was not just lazy, but greedy. Again in Slade’s
own words, “Every man desires to make as much money as possible, and with the least
labour.”*® 1t was because of this greed and laziness that Slade destroyed his former
employee, Joe Morgan. Morgan was once Slade’s assistant, a journeyman miller, but
because of the sale of Slade’s mill and construction of the bar, Morgan fell to the
temptations of alcohol. Not only was alcohol destroying Morgan, but the betrayal of his
master on two counts also brought him to ruin.?’ The moral for the working class was
clear, rely on self-control or face certain peril.

The characters of Slade and Morgan, specifically their past relationship of master
and employee, highlighted the great fear of many reformers during this era. The
breakdown of the traditional household economy caused great anxiety not only for those
who were actively involved in it, but for those who saw it as a key to the social order, a
social order that they dominated. As the traditional economy broke down, reformers of
all stripes looked for issues that they felt led to the ruin of society. The abuse of alcohol

was seen as one of the greatest contributors to this trend.
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The danger of drink that Arthur emphasized the most was the harm that it did to

the next generation. The children in Ten Nights came to horrible ends; Slade’s children
died or went insane, Morgan’s daughter died, and Wily the son of a town father, Judge
Hammond, was killed in a barroom brawl.?* These misfortunes show that even the
slightest use of alcohol was a great danger. The destruction of youth by the saloon
culture, as symbolized by the death of Morgan’s daughter, showed that just having a
saloon in the community was harmful to young people. If children imbibed, they were
beyond redemption. Wily Hammond in particular represented the fall from middle-class
respectability that was the greatest fear of mid-century reform movements. By spending
his leisure time drinking, gambling and consorting with the wrong crowd, Wily fell from
his place in society and was presented here as a warning to similar young men. The other
young man, Slade’s son, further depicted the decline of society overall. Since his father
was no longer in a “respectable” trade, which he could teach to his son and hand it over
to him eventually, the only possibility for him was tragedy. This concern for the younger
generation was also a key to temperance reform that Mary Ryan observed when she noted
that not only were the reformers interested in social change, but in maintaining a good
reputation for their offspring.?* Arthur used the ruinous stories of the younger generation
of Cedarville as a message to his audience that if they do not take up the cause, their

children could be next.
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Because of the corrupting influence of the saloon on voters, men like Judge

Lyman, a corrupt Democratic politician, gained office by securing votes through drinks.
Timothy Gilfoyle describes how reformers tried to expose the ties between government
and prostitution and a similar concern was in the temperance movement.?® The corrupting
influence of the saloon, like that of the brothel needed to be checked for the safety of
society. It should be noted, however, that Arthur does not make this a national issue,
demonstrating again the localized “island” mentality prevalent before the Civil War. It
was up to the townspeople to save their community, their homes and to “restore the old
order of things.”®* This old order was disappearing in a number of ways at the century’s
midpoint and for many, like Arthur and other temperance crusaders, drinking was a key
contributor to the decline. In order to keep the society in which they held a prominent
place, they had to defeat the threats that they saw aligned against them.

The patrons of the Sickle and Sheaf gave readers of Ten Nightsa very precise
picture of those who drink and saloon culture. Beyond just drinking, the customers
engaged in a whole host of unsavory activities (at least in the eyes of reformers) namely
gambling and politics. The first characterization of customers was unseemly, especially
the character Harvey Green. Upon meeting him, the narrator immediately saw that,
“unscrupulous selfishness was written all over his sinister countenance; and | wondered

that it did not strike every one, as it did me, with instant repulsion.”? Later Green is
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compared to the devil and the narrator literally sees the word “TEMPTER written upon

his face.”?® These descriptions all reinforced the idea that to drink alcohol, and in Green’s
case, to gamble as well, was to be in league with the devil. Lowell Edmunds makes a
similar observation about temperance culture in his history of the martini, The Slver
Bullet, that to drink was to be “willfully evil; a diabolical expression”.?" Further, anyone
partaking in such activities was not just a danger to themselves, but to all of society,
especially the young. In Green’s case, his influence not only led to the ruin of young
Wily Hammond, but to the financial ruin of his father, Judge Hammond, as well as to the
unsalvageable drunkenness of Judge Lyman and his untimely death. This melodramatic
descent into ruin was also seen in the concern about prostitution as outlined in Gilfoyle’s
City of Eros. Just as the prostitute was a symbol of downward mobility and loss of status,
the drunkard was as well.®

The other major image of those within the saloon was that of excessive sensuality,
that they were base men unworthy of the love of a good and noble woman. Over the
course of a year, for example, the bar owner’s son became “rounder, and had a gross,

sensual expression, especially around the mouth.”?® Further, among the other patrons

there was, “scarcely one of them whose face did not show marks of sensuality,” the latter
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quote, an allusion to syphilis that left pockmarks upon those afflicted. ¥ According to

Arthur, even a citizen of good standing could not resist the dehumanizing effects of
alcohol. Five years after the opening of the Sickle and Sheaf, Judge Lyman appeared
“twice his former size; and all bright expression gone...The swollen lips and cheeks gave
to his countenance a look of all-predominating sensuality. True manliness had bowed
itself in debasing submission to the bestial.”*! All of these descriptions enforced the
notion that to drink was to demean one’s self to the lowest possible aspects of humanity
and it was degrading to manhood itself. Drinking made one less of a man, one who did
not fulfilling one’s true purpose for society. It caused men to lose the virtue of self-
control and restraint which were keys to success according to the mores of the period.
Consuming alcohol also encouraged dangerous sexual behavior such as solicitation, and
caused people to become grossly unattractive. There were no women patrons to speak of,
except the wife of Slade, who ultimately went insane because of the breakdown of her
family. The Victorian ideal of self-denial was completely lost turning those that drank
into oversexed animals. To drink was to revert to a kind of barbarism that a true man
would not allow to happen to himself.

T.S. Arthur never matched the success of Ten Nightsin a Bar Room, but he
continued to write temperance novels. One of his later works, Women to the Rescue,
detailed how the temperance movement changed its views, becoming more concerned
with alcohol as a national concern. This national, broader focus is consistent with other

social movements in the Post Civil War era. Arthur wrote Women to the Rescue in 1874
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at the height of one of the most dramatic moments of the nineteenth century

temperance movement, the Woman’s Crusade. This populist uprising, which led to the
formation of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Movement (WCTU), occurred from
1874 until 1876 in locations across the country, but centered mostly in Ohio and the
Midwest.*> The comet-like movement concentrated in small towns where the
townswomen banded together to remove saloons by marching, meetings and mass prayer.
Arthur’s novel chronicled a fictional crusade in the town of Delphi that drew inspiration
from and followed the pattern of the real crusades.*

As the two novels demonstrate, the role of women changed considerably over the
intervening twenty years. In Ten Nights and The Washingtonians the female characters
were passive victims of alcohol and those that drink. In Women to the Rescue, the
women, while still suffering from the drinking of their sons and husbands, took direct
action against the saloons. In effect, as Donald Meyer argued in Sex and Power, women
were in the process of expanding their role of moral guardian outward into society.** An
example of the change in the role of women is in the characterization of the saloon-
keeper’s wife. In Ten Nights, Slade’s wife began as an unwilling partner in the tavern
business, showing a nervous disposition toward her husband’s new venture.*® By the end

of the novel, as mentioned, she was driven insane by the behavior of her husband and her
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son, Frank. The saloonkeeper’s wife in Women was quite different. She was a willing

participant in the saloon business, becoming more and more unattractive as the novel
progressed. She took on a Lady Macbeth persona, spurring her husband to foreclose on
his former employer’s house, the grandest in town, and takes up residence there. Further,
where the wife in Ten Nights was pitied, the wife in WWomen was despised, described as,
“coarse, ignorant, vulgar” and not welcome in the better circles of society.*® This
characterization of her as supporter of the saloon, illustrated a shift in the perception of
women from 1854 to 1874. It represents a feminization of the temperance movement and
of the growing role of women in society.*” Arthur was an advocate of women’s activism
so long as it remained within the proscribed roles of women in society. WWomen can
agitate for change by praying and marching, but not by any other means.

The changes in the image of the saloonkeeper also shed light on the changing
attitude of the temperance movement. In Ten Nights Sam Slade was, by all accounts, a
native born American. No mention was made of his ethnicity, and there are no other
saloons in Cedarville besides the Sickle and Sheaf. In Women to the Rescue, however,
Arthur specified that there are thirty saloons in Delphi, the majority owned by
foreigners.® The main saloonkeeper’s ethnicity was not explicitly mentioned, but his
name, Jimmy Hanlan, easily reads as Irish. This nativist fear was new for Arthur. In

Women to the Rescue, he set the scene of Delphi as one overrun by the immigrant
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element. The town was “being held hostage” by the saloonkeepers who were rigging

elections.® What is more, the people who suffered the most from drinking were the best
citizens of Delphi.

Arthur commented on the disruption of the social order in Women to the Rescue,
much as he did in Ten Nights. The great fear now evident was not simply the changes
brought upon society from the shift from the household to the market economy, but the
place of the immigrant in society. Jimmy Hanlan was a usurper, according to Arthur. He
began by working for Luke Sterling and later owned a saloon, Hanlan House. He slowly
took over Sterling’s place in society, by encouraging Sterling’s drinking habit. He
stopped showing any deference to Sterling, his former employer. The person he once
called “mister” or “your honor” was now referred to by his first name, if that.** This was
the final evidence according to Arthur that Hanlan was an “evil beast.”** Hanlan rose
above his place and this was a great danger to the town of Delphi, and by extension the
rest of the country. Not only did he displace his former master Sterling, but he was
instrumental in his downfall. Finally, and most egregious to Arthur, he no longer showed
the proper respect to Sterling. This was the society that Arthur feared most, where the
foreign-born lower-class took over, reducing the middle class to broken second-class
citizens.

According to Arthur, alcohol was the main weapon in the reordering of society.

This idea was consistent with the motivations of the Progressive movement which was
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just beginning. As Richard Hofstadter noted, “Progressivism, in short, was to a very

considerable extent led by men who suffered from the events of their time into through
shrinkage in their means but through the changed pattern in the distribution of deference
and power.”* Similar to Gilfoyle’s assessment about the danger of prostitution leading to
“the emergence of an independent, popular culture, cut off from and uncontrolled by
those religious and educational institutions previously responsible for disseminating
culture,” Arthur was also concerned with this issue.** Drinking and the influence of the
saloon needed to be checked to maintain the proper order of society that the relationship
between Hanlan and Sterling represented. Further the anti-immigrant aspect of this
relationship continued throughout the temperance and prohibition period until the
eventual repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment in 1933.

By 1874, Arthur’s attitude toward political coercion changed as well. Instead of
taking more of a localized approach to the question of alcohol, Arthur advocated
prohibition. He was even willing to violate the Constitution to achieve this goal. By
refusing saloonkeepers the right to operate their businesses and suspending the freedom
of town residents for their own good, Arthur believed that he was violating the
constitutional rights of the populace. His inspiration for this was one of the most
enduring heroes of the late nineteenth century temperance movement, Abraham Lincoln.

Arthur did not quote the temperance speeches of Lincoln, but invoked Lincoln’s Civil
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War politics namely violating the Constitution in order to preserve the Union.** Arthur

saw the need for a stronger stance against drink in much the same way. The battle
against alcohol was a battle for the Union, just as imperative as the battle against the
Confederacy.

This attachment of a political cause to a moral one was a key shift in the attitude
of the temperance movement. By comparing the movement to the greatest event of the
generation, Arthur made the temperance cause the duty of all those who supported the
Union. According to Arthur, abstinence was a patriotic decision. Now the battle was not
against a rebellion of states, but to preserve a cultural and societal order that many felt
was disappearing between the corrupting influences of the foreign born lower classes and
the dominant elite. The progressive movement in general used this same strategy for a
number of issues. Making a moral and societal issue into not only a political issue, but a
measure of one’s patriotism gave the progressive causes, including temperance, an
evangelical zeal that inspired the middle class into action throughout the later part of the
nineteenth century and into the twentieth.

Songs, Poems and Images from the Temperance Movement

Temperance novels were the most popular means to advance the message of the
movement and its image of the drunkard, but other methods were also used. One such
method was songs used by temperance societies as a way to convert drunkards to their
cause. Unlike the novels, the songs were directed toward the drunkard. For example,
“Sign To-Night” (to be sung earnestly), repeated the title three times before each verse

and then told the drunkard of the relief he would feel when he signed a pledge to stop
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drinking. The second verse repeated many of the same themes as other temperance

works except that it asks the drunkard specifically if he saw the “work of sorrow, a
million homes are desolate, o wait not for the morrow.”* In the song, “Sign the Pledge”
(to be sung spirited), the singers pled with the drunkard to “seize the rope we throw” and
“now leave your evil ways we pray! And sign! Sign! Today!”*® In both the temperance
workers believed strongly that a solemn pledge of sobriety was enough to keep a
drunkard sober. They believed that by taking an oath, the drunkard could cast off
“Satan’s chains.”*’ This illustrated that many within the temperance movement believed
drunkards were not only morally weak, but evil as well. By singing to the drunkard about
all of the pain caused by alcohol and drinking, they attempted to pressure him with
feelings of guilt. Those within the temperance movement felt morally superior to those
that drank and some took pity on them.

The song, “Poor Child of the Drunkard” (to be sung tenderly), illustrated this last
point, and reinforced other aspects of drunkenness and the harm caused by drinking. The
first verse was about the abandoned child of the drunkard. The next two verses were
about the women he hurt the most, his wife and mother. Both are deceased, broken
hearted by his drinking. The final verse was a mirror of first, except that it was about the

drunkard himself. He was described as thoughtless and fallen. Like the child, he asked,
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“where canst | go?”*® The answer for child and drunkard were the same: come dwell

with those in the temperance movement.

The image of the drunkard presented in this last song was quite patronizing. The
drunkard was seen as a child. He was treated as someone not fully capable of making his
own decisions and a person who society pitied. Also it echoed other temperance themes
of the drunken man being a weak and irresponsible person. Not only has he abandoned
his wife and child, but his drunkenness also caused his mother untold heartache. Itis
implicit that it was because of his drinking that both wife and mother, the two great icons
of Victorian womanhood, met an early grave. The imagery of the “fallen” man paints the
drunkard as a sinner who needed redemption. As Mary Ryan noted from literary sources
in her study of Oneida County, drunken husbands were “disgraceful, stupid, and a
trouble.”*® Finally, the song illustrated that the temperance crusaders viewed themselves
as morally superior, making those who used alcohol morally deficient. The only place
that the drunkard was accepted was within the temperance movement. Not only did he
have to stop drinking as the song’s final line