The Literary Digest Polls
by Steve Patrick
The illustrated cover is from my small collection of
temperance covers that help define the rise and fall of
Prohibition in the United States. Literary Digest was a
popular magazine from the 1890s to about 1936. They
would mail out millions of post cards to conduct “national”
polls by secret ballot. I believe that this cover with a nice
green meter permit was from a 1922 poll to assess attitudes
about how the Volstead Act worked. (The National
Prohibition Act was officially named the Volstead Act after
Andrew Volstead, Chairman of the House Judiciary
Committee, who managed the legislation.)
The 18th amendment to the constitution was passed in 1918
prohibiting the manufacture and sale of liquor. The Literary
Digest asked the question:
Are you in favor of
enforcement, modification, or revocation of the Volstead
Act that was the law that enforced Prohibition. The
nationwide poll was 236,329 for continuance and strict
enforcement, 253,009 for modification to permit light wines
and beer, and 128,500 in favor of repeal.
The poll seemed to indicate that, a majority of Americans
wanted to drink -- however it would be another 11 years
before the 21st amendment would kill prohibition. The
cover was probably sent unsealed or with a special one cent
rate and included a mail back penny post card. If the
investment
was two cents postage plus printing and handling costs etc. for each vote, then this was a serious financial
investment.
Some polling included ballots passed
out to Campbell Soup workers and
Edison plant workers who voted
overwhelmingly for wine and beer.
Thomas Edison himself stated,
“Evidently the large foreign group
among the workers who voted are not
well informed as to their best
interests.”
The Literary Digest went out of
business after the 1936 presidential
election when they predicted that Alf
Landon would overwhelmingly defeat
FDR for re-election. The problem was
their polling sample that came from
readers, car owners, and telephone owners who had higher incomes and were more likely to vote Republican.
The polls for the Presidential election years of 1924, 1928 and 1932 had all been correct. In September, 1936,
Maine voted early and the results were for Landon. But in the end Landon won only the eight electoral votes of
Maine and Vermont, with FDR taking 523 – for a landslide win. The phrase “As Maine goes, so goes the
nation” which had much popular use at the time, was temporarily changed to “As Maine goes, so goes
Vermont!” as the Presidential election of 1936 unfolded.
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