
Bryan on County Option
The following is from Mr. Bryan’s article appear-

ing in the Commoner of February 18, 1910, under the
caption, “The Liquor Question in Nebraska:”

“The right of the government to regulate the sale
of liquor can not be questioned, and the right to regu-
late includes the right to prohibit the open saloon.
Some deny the right of the government to close the
saloon; others insist that the government has no
moral right to license the sale of liquor, but with a
large majority it is a matter to be decided by condi-
tions. The people, acting through the instrumentality
of government, have, for their own protection, the
right to determine the conditions under which liquor
shall be sold in any community, county or state, and
it follows that the people of the nation have a right to
act upon the question whenever they, in their wisdom,
think it proper to do so, for whatever constitutional
objections may be urged to any proposed legislation,
it must be remembered that constitutions are in the
hands of the people, and can be altered whenever the
people see fit to alter them.

Be Fair to the Taxpayer.
“* * * The county is the unit for the enforcement

of the law, and as liquor drinking increases crime, it
is only fair that the people who pay the taxes should
have a voice in determining the system to be employed
for regulating the sale of liquor.

“At the international congress held in London in
July, 1909, in which twenty-five nations were repre-
sented, Lord Alverstone, chief justice of England,
stated that 90 per cent of the crime passing under his
observation was traceable to drink; and Judge Pol-
lard, of one of the public courts of St. Louis, and
Colonel McPlardy, of Edinburgh, Scotland, put the
proportion at eighty-five per cent in their respective
communities. Have the people who suffer from the
crimes committed, and who bear the burden of prose-
cuting the criminals, no right to be heard when the
matter of regulation is under consideration?

♦‘To favor county option it is not necessary that one
shall favor prohibition in his own or any other county.
One’s devotion to popular government ought not to
depend upon his approval of any particular policy of
government. Democrats, for instance, will not lose
interest in free institutions merely because the Re-
publicans obtain control of the government. The
people have a right to govern themselves, and their
right does not depend upon HOW they exercise that
right.

“No one doubts the town or city’s right to act upon
the liquor question, or the right of the precinct, or the
right of the state. Why question the right of the
county?

The Larger Unit Controls the Smaller.

“It is sometimes objected that Prohibition by the
act of the county suspends the right of the precinct or
city to decide the question for itself. But this is not a
valid objection. Every restraining statute suspends
the right of the individual to do the thing prohibited.
The larger group controls the smaller. The city being
larger than the individual decides what the individual

may or may not do, subject to the right of the state to
decide what the city may or may not regulate; and
the state in turn is subject to the provisions of the
federal constitution. The people of the state acting as
a whole, fix the limitations upon the smaller groups,
whether those groups be towns, cities, precincts or
counties, and by the same logic the people of the
county ought to be permitted to fix the limitations
upon groups within the county, except as the county’s
power to limit is restrained by the state’s superior
authority.

A Confession of Weakness.
It is also objected that county option is only a steptoward state Prohibition. This would not be a valid

objection, even if the fact were admitted. If the people
of a state have a right to prohibit the sale of liquor
over the entire state they have a right to authorize the
counties to prohibit within their borders. If the coun-
ties can justly claim the right to regulate the liquor
traffic, in the absence of state Prohibition, it is not
just to deny them this right merely out of fear that
the exercise of the right may lead to the adoption of
state Prohibition. A man must be very anxious to
continue the open saloon to deny to the people of a
county the right to act on the subject merely because
he is afraid that the exercise of that right may lead the
people of the state to ask for state Prohibition. And,
it may be added, it looks like a confession of weakness
on the part of the liquor interests. If, as they contend,
Prohibition is a failure, the attempt to enforce Prohibi-
tion by counties ought to make that fact apparent and
thus lessen the chance of state Prohibition. And then,
too, the liquor dealers ought to Recognize that they
can not logically oppose state Prohibition if they op-
pose county option. If those interested in the sale of
liquor insist that liquor should be sold in a county
although a majority of the voters of the county object
to it, how can they complain if their own logic is
turned against them, and the people of the state insist
that no liquor shall be sold in any county, even when a
majority of the people of the county ask for it?

A Struggle With Great Corporations.
“* * * Whenever a community attempts to deal with

the saloon question, instead of having to deal with one
of its own citizens, it finds itself in a struggle with
great corporations which operate over a large area,
and have a pecuniary interest in cultivating the appe-
tite for drink; instead of settling the question by con-
sulting its own voters it must engage in a war with a
foreign power.

“The saloon—not every one, but as a rule—is in
alliance with vice. It is constantly urged to debauch
politics, and to prevent the intelligent consideration of
public questions. The liquor interests interfere in all
matters that may even remotely affect their interests.

“The Democratic party can not afford to act as the
mouthpiece of the liquor interests. It can have noth-
ing in common with the selfish, mercenary and con-
scienceless crusade that the liquor interests have or-
ganized against the home and the state—against pri-
vate virtue and public morals.”


