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Finland’s Prohibition Act took effect on June 1, 1919. As a result, the production, import, sale,
transport, and warehousing of alcohol was allowed only for medical, technical, or scientific purposes.
Temperance activists celebrated, but they had concerns, as well: what to do with the prisons and
inebriate homes that would empty out as the population went dry and crime disappeared? In principle,
alcohol could not be obtained for casual consumption anywhere, neither from shops nor from
restaurants.

But that was only in principle. The absolute nature of the Prohibition Act led to a massive black market
for alcohol. The Prohibition Act, called “Kieltolaki” in Finnish, quickly acquired the nickname
“kiertolaki,” meaning “circumvention act.” In truth, hardly anyone obeyed the Prohibition Act: the
cities were full of speakeasies, doctor’s offices issued liquor prescriptions, and many earned a living
bootlegging alcohol. The police responsible for enforcing the law were corrupt, and the lawmakers
themselves were no better: confiscated alcohol was brought into government cabinet meetings by the
wheelbarrowful. Temperance activists’ concerns about the reuse of prison buildings were quickly
forgotten.

Finland’s Prohibition Act was ultimately repealed as the result of an unprecedented advisory
referendum, after which a state monopoly was established to control the production and sale of alcohol.
The effects of the Prohibition Act have been visible in Finnish alcohol policy ever since — no matter
how hard the determined Finnish people have tried to prove they know how to use alcohol wisely.

Finland 5 Prohibition: The History of Forbidden Liquor in Finland delves into the origins,
implementation, and consequences of Finland’s Prohibition Act, which was in effect from 1919 to
1932.
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