Santa Clara University

Scholar Commons

History College of Arts & Sciences

Spring 2016

The Unexpected Belle La Follette

Nancy Unger
Santa Clara University, nunger@scu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/history

6‘ Part of the Feminist, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Commons, Social Justice Commons, United States
History Commons, and the Women's History Commons

Recommended Citation
Unger, N. (2015). The Unexpected Belle La Follette. Wisconsin Magazine of History 99(3), 16-27.
http://content.wisconsinhistory.org/cdm/compoundobject/collection/wmh/id/52328/show/52286/rec/4

Copyright © 2016 Wisconsin Historical Society. Reprinted with permission.

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the College of Arts & Sciences at Scholar Commons. It
has been accepted for inclusion in History by an authorized administrator of Scholar Commons. For more
information, please contact rscroggin@scu.edu.


https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/history
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/cas
https://scholarcommons.scu.edu/history?utm_source=scholarcommons.scu.edu%2Fhistory%2F16&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/559?utm_source=scholarcommons.scu.edu%2Fhistory%2F16&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1432?utm_source=scholarcommons.scu.edu%2Fhistory%2F16&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/495?utm_source=scholarcommons.scu.edu%2Fhistory%2F16&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/495?utm_source=scholarcommons.scu.edu%2Fhistory%2F16&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/507?utm_source=scholarcommons.scu.edu%2Fhistory%2F16&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:rscroggin@scu.edu

Belle La Follette works in the office of La Fallete’s Magazine In 1925.



BY NANCY C. UNGER

A]thﬂugh the New York Times
eulogized Belle Case La Follette

in 1931 as perhaps “the most influ-
ential of all American women who
have had to do with public affairs in
this country,” she faded quickly from
popular memory.! And when she is
recalled, it’s usually in relation to her
husband and sons. This minimization
of her own accomplishments began
with progressive reform giant Robert
M. La Follette famously calling her
“my wisest and best counselor.” He
openly deferred to his wife’s judgment
throughout his storied professional
life: as a district attorney, three-term
congressman  (1885-1891), lawyer
(1891-1900), three-term governor of
Wisconsin (1900-1906), and, most
significantly, during his nineteen years
in the US Senate (1906-1925).
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According 1w thed a0n-im-lasw, [.1] 'i|;_-:']:1 Crenree

Middleron, “Excep John Adams swith s A wail, nooman
in public life was 10 have so cqual a mawe,”® Books, articles,

essavs, a short Gl and plays, incloding a full length musieal,
all hail Belle La Folletee as the Gile wonan bebund the great
mian, Cnly a few wo 5o far ps to recogmze her as an mmportant
reformer in he m :Ii:..__;hl." N ol reveals Lhe -.||j'1:-|!]1 and
ratge of Tier e . arnbi cand activism, and the cont:
huticms she made o meaningtul progressive 1

A Myth Is Born

Upon her death i 1931 MEWS[IE
Belle La Follerre for her sélflessmiess a4 willi ¢8R L0 Tentaim
ot ol the public eye, and her cotentment in eschewing a
carcer lor hersell in favor of carry ut a1 hig calling:
that of wile and mother, “She had a mascaline mind,” one
klianded 3 s . but quickly prased her
for hemir “essenaally fErminme, maternal.” Another tribuaee
--||L'1-:"|I.I-.]-:"|_i. '"H:'I'.li ig Al it!ll'a"r'l':-lil'lg UF 4 |::|| r.h-:_l'-i-:' WOETEET]

whio, of necessity, must teman n the backeround.” Famed

Balla Caze, ca, 1865, wearing a checked woolen have known beter E]'di'l ied La Iy
dress from fabric spumn, d}"’l!d'. WOMER, an dsawin b.},l WIdIIATL 'll‘.-'] W CODSCIONS I:!n- SUITY i i ambinons:

her grandmother, Lucetta Moore Case, “H[heconld act. bt she was content o beget acnoon and actors.
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The first woman to graduate from the

law school of the University of Wisconsin,

La Follette poses with her classmates in 1885,
She was already a wife and mother.
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She plaved, hersell, the wanian's part; she satvin the gallery in
the Congress or a1t home with the children and the advisors,
She could but she did not often make the speeches or do the
deeds,™ This vather tepid porian bears e relagon o the
Bele La Follete who was “shoved by a policeman and wld
tov move on’ during the Chicago garment wirkers’ strike in
19095 Yer La Fallette hersell conrributed o the nwth of her
passivity through a series of self-deprecanng remarks that were
nearly mandatory at a dme when modesty was considered a
cructal female virme,

Althoueh
ment came o dominate the historical record, in reality, Belle

this  “helpimare-behind-the-scenes™  assess
La Folletre exhilyted consideralle imﬁli:'.‘i] ]l".—u|[']':-'.hi|j. She and
hesr hsband worked together w promote the many progres-
sivie goals they shared, but she was far from heing merely his
assistant. She held no elected office and could not even cast
a ballor undl she was sixvy-one years old, yer she overcame
her nameal shyness 1o wield tremencdons influence as a jonir-

riakist and E)Il],:]'tr' Hihl':lh’ﬂ. activities shie ook on nol I.I_I||':|' ol oF

idealisny, but becanse her Binnily needed money, All those who
jrined Lincoln Steflens inidentfying her primanly as whac he
called “The Victorious Mother™ did her a grave disservice. In
uth she did make the speeches and do dhe deeds—and e

Matinn i!t!F?rI'll\-'F'(] because of her eflorts.

An Early Commitment to Feminism

Born Belle Case in 1859, she grew up in a farmimg commurmty
where her copumimment o feminist principles was cemenied
at o voung age, Even though men and women carried our
difteremt (although frequently overlapping! tasks and respon-
sibilities, both were so indispensable to thie suceess of farm lile
that couples did not quibble sver whose work was more inpor-
tant. As she put it laer: “While traditions and laws foang the
legal disablities and the inferior status of women prevailec,
their grear practical uselulness, |[and] highly developed judg
ment placed them for all practical purposes on an equal botng
with men. ™ Such a Ej-."'l'\'ij]l'IZE:-l'.'l.' was congistent with her fami-
Iy's rehigions views, When her mother, Mary Case. heard Anna
Howard Shaw lecoure at the family’s Free Congregatinnalist
church coneerning woinen's sulfrage, she was captivated by
the words of this pioneering minister and physician, She lyer
told her danghrer that she felt “very mdignane™ thar women
did not have the same ti.ujt[rf- a5 !]'||'t].? Belles Liporhier ',!Hrl"l':l.],
stating matter-of-factly, 1 doonee see any reason why T should
vote 1l Belle does noe™

Belle Case refused wooaccept the delerendal; meek role
assiened o mrls. She proodly nowed thar her mother “was
strongly ‘comianced that grls should be prepared to eam a
li""i”H s 1hat 1|'|r.~:" conld e 3[']|'-¢|||ji'u||ti||g in case 1]:|‘::a.-' dicl
tot marey orin casé they were theown on thar own resources
after marriage.™ A friend recalled thar as a girl Belle Case
“frequently discombieed her eachers and fellow pupils by ques-
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Belle and Bob La Follette, shown here in a candid, undatad photo,
wera partners in their maraoe and in their shared commitment to
prograssive refarm,

tioning and challenging things that were taught and aceepted,”
and “was feardess in insisting on things being anderstood and
being worthwhile before aceepting thene™ Accepanes into
the University of Wiseonsin fueled her learlessness. As one
EJ!'ui‘l_'.t;.-:-:_-l recalled, “Miss Case, with her EAPETTIESS for knowl-
edge and her readiness to pay the price m hard work, prohted
iy the full by its opportunities,™

Her University of Wisconsin classinate Bob La Folletie
pursued Belle Case avidby, 1t was ar her msistence thiat then
engagement remain a secret, and Bob grew imcreasingly fros-
wated when Belle seemaed Tar more interested in putsuing her
career than planning alife with i, Ouly after Belle completed
two vears of teaching did she marey Bob on New Year's Eve
in 1681 ina ceremony attended ooly by the nwo families and a
Unitarian mingster: who honorved the bride’s reguest duar the
wisrd “obey” be omitted from the marriage vows. 1

An Unconventional Wife and Mother

Eight months and ten days later, Belle gave birth 1o the firse
of their our children, a danghier, Flora Dodee, called Fola,

SPRING 26
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HIIRACE BD 50800

Belle La Follette, with her oldest daughter
Fola in 1686,

Although Belle Lo Follette believed taze “the supreme experi
ence in lile s motherhood,” she renmamed convineed thar there
was “no mherent conflict in a mother's 1aking good care of
héer children, developing her talenes, and continuing to work
along lines adapted to condinons of motherhood and home-
making. "™ As g new mother, La Folletie refused o waste her
tirme on the actvities thar most people assumed should ke up
the day of a micldie-classwite, La Follette believed in “simpliciry
and ease™ i dress, upnishings, and even [ood, asking, "What
custom could be more babacous thaneoa en comse dinner?”
She advocated “less kands [of Tood], fewer courses, less work,™
Belle La Follewe rejected the expectation that women
would cling to onumoded comvenoons at the same dime thae
men focked o new conveniences that mads their lives easier
and more efficient. As the wlephone came inw popular use,
for example, she found 1 absurd that women were crinicized as
hoth lazy and extravagant for phomng in their grocery orders,
while men were praised [or their eliclency in ransaciing busi-
ness over the plione, *Why 18107 she asked sardonically, “thae
those wha are most deeply convinead that “woman’s place is
in the home’ are most concerned when wormen stay at home
and telephone for supplies nstead of going o the marke"?
Following the advent of the tvpewriter, she complained, women
“apologized for a type-writen personal leoer as thowgh i were
any oftense even when the decipliering of their handwrinng s
a most nerveswracking process.” She believed that women
should embrace any innovations thar might spare (e
from unnecessary labor To those who bemoaned che loss of
women's personal touch, she responded in favor of preserving
women's dme, healih, and energy: “Many precioos associa-
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This formal portrait was taken around 19051906, near the end of
the period Bolbx La Follerte described as "when we were governor” in
racagnition of his wife's contributions.™

tions with the homemacde and the handmade have necessarily
been sacrificed w the greaver gan,™"

Belle Ta Fallette farther defied convention by abandoning
srays and corsets for more comfortable, looser firing garments,
and she wrged other women to do the same, She noted wath
some disgust, *The man who said women ought not 1o vote as
long as they vannot fasten their own gowns made the best ani-
sulfrage argument [ have heard: Ieis cermnly hombiatng thar
wie submmit to tyranmies of dress as we do. " La Follette reserved
special seorn fonr the Hme women were éncouraged 10 whste
lamenting their inability to live up to unrealisie bodily sdeals,
Although she struggled o keep her own weight in check, she
strove not o obsess aboor i focusing instead on remaining G,
o P2 she sall condnely pan thee miles betore breakdase, and
in 1914, at the age of fifty-five, the Washington Post eelehrated
her scaling of Mount Irasu, a 12,0000t volcand in Gosta Rica,

La Folletee’s always passionate belief in “the growing
desire ofwomen of leisure t employ themselves worthily, and
i share i the work of the world™ was reinforeed in 1901 by e

200
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La Follette campaions for women's suffrage in 1912 at a fair in Fox Rivar, Wisconsin.

publication of Mive Schreiner’s feminist treatse Woman a@nd
Laboor. La Follette heralded 1t as being “like an cpic poom,
majestic, powerful, and thrilling.” Schreiner deseribed women
whe Hved empiy lives and were wholly dependent upon their

hushands” incomes as “parasine.” a term La Follette would
LIRE I':'l'n,'.;srrl]]}' inn her demiands hat women be allowed ::-:'1I|.’||
opportunities and wsehl ceoopatons.”

Indeed, Belle La Follene did pursue opportumtes that
other women—particubary mothers—did net, Early in thei
marriage Belle so enjoved helping Bob with his legal siadies
that she: ook up the law course as well, becoming; i 1885,
the [ral woman o gl';u[ul..!h* froam the l-lﬁx'-.'rw'ir}' of Wiscongin
Law School, And though she did not enjoy all of the trap
pings that came with being a politician’s wife (she paracalark,
hated Washingion small walk), she saw great valoe in women
becoming polideally aware. She urged all women w recognize
that the problems they thought of as personal were in fact
JJu|i.Ii-'.|| and therefore I':'riuir'-'-:| WOTTTEI'S |5!I|ili."'<J] Aclivism!
“How much we pay for coal, [oed, and clothing is very largely
determined by the control of natral resources, the tanlll the
chstrilranon of tax, and by the regulanon of the grean privae

monopolies and fretehe rates™ She foand a rich avenue for

polineal expression in writing,
Innovative Journalist

Belle strenuously opposed Bob's plans 1o begin a magazine in
P90, anticipaning [correctly) that it wonld overtax nor only e

hushand’s tme, energy, and health, but the Gomly's budget,
‘_ hll e |f||.' IH"' Wials CAasl ||I'i"|.'r"'||"'|.., "||I (ll"l."ﬂ'_'.'i,l I‘H'r"".'H.H" IIHlLLi“;-_":
La Follerie's Magazine (published wday as The Progressive) a
meaningtol vodcs of progressivisie, lnan ardele endded ©Fool
ishness.” she railed against the narrow range ol superficial
iy s others deemed suitalide [ wornen readers, L-:-]]-c‘||u|i||.ul.
“Let's fool these menpublishers and put our time on the world's
events,”™ In countless columns m the magazine’s “Home
and Fducation” pages. Belle La Follene moroduced, defined,
expanded: celebrated, and promored progressive reforms.

Women readers responded with grattude, and other jour-
nalists celebrated her innovanve AP wch. Belerne Armast ALY
Harmon of the Gincinnat Engeirer noted, “One of the clev-
erest and most readable woman's pages in the country is edited
by Belle Case La Folletie. .« She was probably the first edioo
of & wonnan's deparonent w g on g stike against the comven
tional tormulas for hair dye and accepred recipes for beanty.”
La Follerre, marveled Harmon, was “.I:".l.';!,':.:-i itu]-:'] enndent and
feardess in her expression of opinon,™ T 1911, the North
American Press Syndicate engaged La Follette o provide bricl
articles for syndication six days a week. Her series, “Thougln
for the Dhav,” covered wopics including suffvage, coonomics;
iress, children, women's work, and health, Tt appeared 1o hifty-
SEVEDN NEWspapers i e Lhan ta CTIA SEalics,

Belle La Follette used the pages of La Follete’s Magaztae
i promote @ wide range of reforms, In addigon o the standard
slate of progressive goals, including labor protecoon, natural

SPRING 26
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"
The Color Line
N OUR fmmis of August & 1911 T werote what
might bt ealled an spprovistion of e preg-
Mnrmnm%leu the Thistrict of
Colnanbin from the slandpoind of & eamial ob-
wirver qver & peried af tewexty or more pers
That artise anet un sabscritem ad albad forth
Inttern of Didder drmlunmn;. dﬂihnle:.di. :m:-:
purpose meedlesly 1o oflind &ny ot i
:Tm o e Lhe W :;punm af editorind olsligs-
tinm €0 stand frmly for well groended soevictons
on Anporianl goeatiom, sspeeinlly when bumam
“rightn irw imwokved
- lataide of Washingion [ elsim e perscsal
leunwieslips of the “‘rone question;"" norodo |
profes to sprak of i liere ot e cagital with
e suthority of en expert iovestigator. Hat |
do freed warrunied is smyping that sonsdering thelr
e the megroem o himgton dmve

et ImEaEd {5 tonk ne hinld mpsn the poblie
themghi. 11 was inlya theery  Quite difecint
by the offort of wpesches of Ees Hke Henator
Varduman and . Representnsive Hedlln odvoead-
g with Bouthern vehemence the soppresiiog af
sl opportanity far growth ol advencenens
of ihe coloeed eitizens of ihe Unbisd States
Sarh - an sineueerment e Telows, pspemlly
when it is without provoontion, in a proelangtben
of bate and sk oreer W the beorts of the
oolsred raco

SHALL THE NEGRO RULE?
ALL BTICEL JUENTINNE 4NN MINISHED U SR0EH THE
S A 0P
Bocii. Egracrr Awp Prormarsice Foa Bp-o
i
B TICR EMELOY OF TIE GIRTERSMENT {F TIEE
UEITED TS

SEMATOR JAMES K. VARDAMANY

Conducted by BELLE CASE LA FOLLETTE

AndE T e agrions b ke what wonkd hoeroemes
of mthern agrienltore. With Xorlh Dukids
wfering raifronid fare. sxorbllant wages, short
buurs, muving pletapes, danes nhd gihor wnse-
mitrrks to indiaen laborems (6 come ind horvest Lhe
whesd crogi, can yoo bigiee what would beeome
ef the eottan ad 1 corn 5 the eclored pw:rlr
of tha sath were transpocisd from their netive
lsnd T the jomgleT  Thry might suffer greakor
mental anpwsl, buy ke white Tolks would be
fimst 1 fioel the eenpomae tregedy

HEHRE wre tver eleven {howssnd oivil somine

wingilad v wirklng  fne e povernmenl
More thau holl of them are in ke varbous di-
partmsnts. bere i Woshlugten,  Thes:  ome
phivees bave vampilsl with whites far ihsle
L.Ju:x-s. faking ihe ssme »-1.---.|I-.;-I (ST
hare tho knforseabion direel Drom Lhe Seares
tary of itk Unkisd Siaies Chedl Bervioe Lo
misEog that except n positions wifiro the physd.
end ganlifentions ure L importee ouoskdemlinn,

On August 23, 1913; La Fellette used La Follette’s Magdzine to launch her attack on efforts by the Woodrow Wilson

administration to racially segregate federal officas as well as streetcars in Washington, DC.

resource comservation, and arifl and tax
reform, she advocated less: comventional
innovadons, such as appeinting women
toy nmiversity boards of regents, She ealled
tor criminalizing not only the pasleading
labelng of drugs, but their Else adver
tising as well, She supported the vight of
A woran o not take her oasband's maoe
uponmarriage: She promoted the Montes-
sor system ol education, opposed corporal
punishment for childeen, and supportéd
sex education, She saved special e for
capital punishment, which she ermed,
“a survival of barbarism | . [whoese| exis-
tenice 18 conmary we the best thonghr and
practice of modern civilization, "

“The Most Consistent
Supporter of Equal Rights of
All the Women of Her Time”

I 18960, the Nadonal League of Women

Viters honored  seventy-one  women,

including La Follente, for ther sérvice 1o the league and o
the American Woman Suffrage Associntion, Her name was
inseribed oo a bronze tablet housed in the national headouar-
ters in Washington, DO La Folleee protested thar she, did no
deserve such anhonor, vet her comemporary, Alice Paul. called
La Follerte “the most consistent supporter of equal rights of all
the women of her time, ™ Andin a 1912 story on suffrage, one
New York Taimes headline declared simply “Mos. La Follenie is
Leader,”® Looking back on the banle she waged for suffrage
in Wisconsin tat year, La Folleewe admited, 1 spoke seven

LIBRATY CF DOTMIRE Sa. | CAap s P

Civil rights activist Mannie Helen
Burraughs, founder of the National
Trade and Professional School for
Wormen and Girls, introduced La Follatta
toan audience in 1914 as™the succassor
of Hamiet Beacher Stowe.”

. o - the audience hung upon her words.”

Eatly m the first term of Woodrow Wilon's admin-
istratiom, Belle La Follette was a member of the contingent
of suftrage advocares thar mer with the president. Although

elavs a week insnccession, usnally three o
four rimes a day, sometimes six or eight.”
During  ome twelve=day  tour she  gave
thirty-one speeches i fourteen differem
counaes, She concluded her remprks ai
the Rusk County fairgronnds in Broce,
Wiscousiin, with the direce appeal, “Cha,
men of Wisconsin, don't vou go back on
mie! IF you should, 1 should be so disap-
pointed. and so humiliated for our stawed”

5

The authence, according o0 a witness,
responded  enthusiastically: "How  they
listened! How they applanded!™*

Belle La Folleme marched in the
grizat suffrage parade in New York Ciry
on May 4, 1912, Less than o year later,
the US Senate Committee on Women's
Suffrage heard estimony from the publie,
According o the Washingron Post, “the
suffragists brought along some of their
hieaviest artillery.”s One weapon in that
arsenial was Belle La Follene, She resti-

freel that women’s suffrage was %z ample nater of commeon
g P

senses” before concluding, “You know how Lincoln defined

governient at Gettwvsburg, “Ous s a government of e

prople, by the people, and for the people.” And are not women

peaple? ™ Aceording o e Nasonal Magazine, “Mrs. Rohert

M. La Follette wuade a remarkable and orable address, and

30
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Wormen filled the balconies at the 1921 Washington Naval Canference in support of International arms limitaticns,

Wilsom listenied] respectfully, they were hurried out ol the Whire
House atter ten minutes. Having failed 10 pevsuade the US
Setate o the president, La Folletie ook her case direotly o the
American people. She spoke for sixty-three conscoutive days in
July and Avgust of 1994 0 a wor that included Pennsylvania,
Ohio, Indianea: and Michigan, The Senare fmally approved
the sulfrage amendmeaint on June 4, 1919, with Belle La Follewe
observing from the visitors’ gallery, *We . elied a few tears,”
La Follette recorded, notng wath pride that Wisconsin was
the first stare to radfy the Nineteenth Amendment,™ Bob
La Folletie confided w their ehildren thar Wisconsin ““beat
ern o i o the suffrage amendmemn”™ because of “vour smare
mother” Belle La Fallette, worried that linais wonld "oy 1o
steal first loners,” wired vepresentatives in hey home state fo
be sare that Wisconsin acted first, As soon as a telegram of
confirmation arrived, reported Bob, “1went on the Hoor and
had it vead inmg the [Congressional] Record. | . . Mamma and
all of us feel good, vou bee™™

A Passionate Voice for Racial Equality
Belle La Follette was wadely acknowledged within the African
American community nauonwide, but especially in Wash-
ington, DO, as a dedicated and fearless leader in the Oghi fo

racial equality. Beginning in 1913, she wrote a series of searing
articles decrying the efforts of the Wilson admindstration o
racially segregate federal services. As La Follette denounced
the injustice and vinladom of demoeratc principles imposed
by segregation, she skewered the hypoceisy of whites who
suppocted it Ul seems srange” she observed  caustcally,
“that thevery ones who consider it a hardship to sit next [1o] a
colored person ina strectear, enmust their children o colared
riurses, and eat food prepared by colored hands."

On January 4, 1914, Belle La Follene spoke ar the
“eolored” YMCAon 12ith Steetin Washingion, T, Iwasan
elecwifving event. Wild cheering by e one thowsand people
present, most al whom were African American, miterrupted
her speech several times, According to the Washington Fost,
it a front page story headlined “She Defends Negroes—Wife
of Senator La Follette Denounces Segregation—Says LS
Government Eres.” La Follette “achised negroes o keep up
thedr fight and said there would be no ‘constmbon of peace’
until the guestion 15 sertled and “settled in the right way, ™ An
ervation of several minotes followed her remarks. An Afiican
American woman noted the “wremendons effect upon all who
heard™ La Follewe's stirrmg sperch. 1t was, she reported, “the
iopic which owershadows all others™ m the African Amcerican
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5, My Godd
na, mmay He

conlnne o h-!' g6 yon, tay He continue w e

o do and o dare,

The nex I.Ia.} La Follete oaveled o New York Ciry o

deliver essentially: the same speech at the annual banguer of

Assoniation for the Advancement of C

oIS, nol just ol

the MNatorial
Pilll:ii u|l-l
] r_jnm'ﬁﬂn il

ipmhlﬂu rihuirhll

% i.|

-.1

be freely and seri

lege. Itis @ matter of civil nght.
[n La Follete's Magazine, La Follewe
frown a few of the mmlanede of letrers

'i:l'l_l;"".-i anidd 5 seeches o eace. Cne gn YIRS writer warned her

In 1924, La Follette, shown
here in Mount Lake Park,
Maryland, became the first
woimahn to take the stump for
her husband ina presidential
bid. Belle made a series of
speeches and even a radio
address highlighting Bob's
achievements in Progresave
reform. IJPspiI;e ru'nnl'!"l'g as
an independent, he received

nearly five million votes.

HISTOREY

Audlienice is ot of
stitia-

that lady 1o address =
|3Ll i eloes ot rad

o o dece n.l 1.-.il.ur prop

ot very tnch i the
S A correspondent from Tennessee
Il.hl.ll ic demands,” Chber crivics exhib-
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indicated o me that my race soll has
gonod, strong, and eminendy fair white
friends in this day ol threatened segie-
garion, just as we had in the dark days of
subjugation beforé our emancipation,”
He conchuded, *1 thank you for yvour
article, and know L bur voige 1he sent-
ment of my race in so doing.™ In 1914,
La Folletie spoke w0 a predominantly
black audience at the National Trade
anel Professional School or Women
and Girls in Washington, 120G, When
she was introduced by African Amer-
ican dctivist Nannie Helen Burroughs
as “the successor of Harriet Beecher
Stowe.” lawyer James H. Hayes bowed
his head and said, “Amen.” Speaking
for his vace, Haves told La Follette, *We
thank God lor such a whire woman as
you, We thank God for sending you
to us and we thank you for comimg, A
few more like vou would awaken the
sleeping conscience of the nation.™

LA AE Y OF COMGRESS, 1O Do LB - THBER

Peace and Disarmament the banner.

At the same time she was raising four
chaldren, writng for the family maga-
zine, hghing racism, and campaigning fbr women’s suffrage.
Belle La Follette wok up a new canse, ulimately becoming
one of the most recogmzed leaders in the crusade for world
peace, Her ability to argcolate that mevement’s values and
aims made her parienlardy effectve in inspining people 1o
think critically about war, its causes, its futility, and s preven-
tion, She became a pacifist in her lace swentes apon reading
Dies Waffen Nieder (Lay Down Your-Arms) by Austrian peace
activist Baroness Bertha von Suttner,

La Follere was profoundly persuaded by von Sutitner's
assertion that “we must strengthen and develop existing orga-
nizations, such as the Iier-parliamentary Union, the Hague
Trikumal, erc., and creae an inernational parbamencary poli-
1wl system thar will give a legal basis to Universal Peace "™
La Follette wadely promoted this view of war’s futility—which
and
the praciical possibilities of world peace through binding
arbitration. Her impassioned advocacy would bring a rain
of denunciation, inclading guestons of ber paniogsm during
Werld War T, b she steadiastly relused o modify or soli-
pedal her behefs,

La Folleite’s argument was not that nations did not

came to be koown as the “outlawry of war”™ movement

lave reasoms 1o disagree or to compete, but, rather, that
in the “struggle for balance of power, this idea that war
is the only way ol senling differences among nadens is a

{Abowve) In their shiared efforts to promote peace,
La Follette worked closely with Jane Addams, who (s
shown harg with other American delegates an their way
to the International Congress of Wormen held at The
Hague im 1915, Addams is second fram left just behind

(Right) A pin from the WPP, ca. 1915

e |
AR

survival |ste] of the dark ages.™ On Jamuary 19, 1915, Belle
La Follette was one of three thousand women whorgathered in
Washington, DC, at 4 meetng that culminated in the forma-
ion of the Woman's Peace Party (WPP), winch four years later
became the Women's International League for Peace and
Frecdom. La Follette called the WPE *a permanent organiza:
tion for building public opinien for the future.” She urged that
“every woman's club should become a center of activity for the
cause of peace,” for it & the changing of individuals® opinions
“that finally makes public opinion, ™

Theodore Roosevelt was outraged. On April 16, 1915, the
Chicage Herald published a scathing assessment of the WP
in which the still enormously popular former president called
the party’s pladform "silly:and base,” “influenced by physical
cowardice,” "vague and hystereal,” “loolish and nosions,”™ an
Fignoble abandonment of nagonal duty,” contaiming “not one
particle of good,” and which “exposes our people 1o measure-
less contempt.”” Belle La Follewe fred back in La Follene’s
Magazine that Roosevelr asswmed “theat War 15 the ordy means
of setthng mternational differences and moreover thar War
12 bound o settle them rrghin,” She argeed, "Hiziory demon-
strates that [even

mnperfect and temporary plans of media-
Hot, conciliaton, and arbiraton have been more effectve
than war in securing justice, that therefore the enlightened and
progressive: thonghe of the age should be organized to eradi-
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Cabe |]||: E'|'r;u[:|h':-}5. eul'w;i:l." |{ut:-.\-_:~.-1‘|!15.
charge that the WPP was cowardly
and fholsh particularly rankled. “Was
Cilirist
“How long did the agitadon against
human slavery last before it was abol-

WHI IAGE 0 F

cowardly?”  she  counterec,

ighed? s

The sabificatnon encdured by her
endre family for the peace activism of
herselfand her hnsband during the wai
yeears did nor curhy Belle La Folleme's
military
prepavedness, which she denounced as

postwar eflorts 1o reject
“the awful olly of wasting the hilhons
i clollars that should a0 for education
and human betterment!” As chair of the
advisory comunes wote Wisconsin
Women's  Progressive  Association,
Belle La Follette toured fonrieen cities
i 1921 ucgming wolers to reject any
candidate not comupmeed 1o the reduc
ton of preparediuess and arms, She
called the weeklong speaking wur one
ol the greatest experiences ol her life,
When criticized e etfors publicly denownced as fatile, if not
ni-American, La Follette ook the long view to counsel other
prace activists against discouragement: “Every effort of this
kind is stow inacmal resulis—Democracy, slavery, suffrage, ™™

When La Follewe learned thar Secrery of St Clharles
Evans Hughes opened the Washington Naval Conlerence on

November 12, 1921, by proposing a iy percent reduction of

the three greal navies of the world, it took ber breath away.
She was also thrilled when Senator William Borah (R-ldaha)
credited the: public opinion that she had been so ceneral in
generating as the movating facwor behind Hughes's proposal.

Eng‘im’.ﬁring a Famil}r D}-'naﬁty

Following the death of Robert La Follette e 1925, a pettion
circulated among members of the Wisconsm lemslature asking
Belle La Foltette 1o become a candidate o Ol her husband's
unexpired term, She could easily bave become the frstwoman
serator, b she chose not o run, Many women of Wisconsin
were not merely disappointed but dismayved when she declined
to meet with a large contingent of Wisconsiniles intent on
changing her mind, A petition signed by hundreds of women
asked, “Dear Mrs. La Follete, will you, can you, tarm away
fromeyvour heritage, your people, your shepherdless fock?™"

Thise whe knew her best thought her refusal o in
favor of her son was a 1‘.“1”"3”3‘: shirewl |j:a||ﬁ[i;-;‘;q] miove, Fona
Grale observed tat “Belle Case La Follette wall seand as one
who, ambidous for her husbhand and sons, was ambigous Qrse
of all that their ideals of social justice, whicl were also her

La Foliette attends har husband's funeral in 1925, flanked by ber sons Robert Je (left) and Phil,

ick=als, should 1'|t'F'x-'.’.ii].“"" .-1'|.-:"-:'f.:|"|'|'p|'|g to Phil La Folletre, hig
mather recogrzed that her term would be gramed more as
a tribmee o her late hushand than as a serious political nvest-
ment Therefore; “the Qeld would be wide open for one and

Jrowonld be far more likely than his mother 16 be repeatedly

re-elecred and could therefore ledd thie La Folletie PrOgres-
sive movernent for years to come, farther cementing 1s legacy,
With his mother serving as his campaign manager, Robert
La Follete Jr. was indeed elected w the Senate seat, which lie
woatld ocenpy for the next twenty-one years.

Folliwing her hushand's death, La Follette kept the family
magazine alive while also serving as chief adviser 1o hoth
Rabert Jr and her son Plal (elected in 1930 10 che hrst of theee
trrmis s Wisconsin's governor, Although she claimcd that
writing her husband's biography was her iop prioriy, as the
nation sank deeper imo the Great Depression. she conld not
resist continming to campaign, primarily through the pages of
The f’nrg’]'('.t‘.ttr"t'r_i-. fn JELREH EagivE slunons to ]}r‘||| Aemis old and
new. She denonnced President Herbert Hoover for doang oo
litcde 1o alleviate growing unemployment, criticizing him for
being a “friend of the Power Trust,™™ She found the teamment
of Native Americans “an appalling reflection on our govern-
ment and oor cwvilizaiaon,” adding, “Anv svstemn that FErETes
them 6y adopt the habits of the wlinte race . ., tends 10 under-
mnne the health of the Indians frightfully and o make them
unhappy, just as we would be iF conditions were reversed,™
She championed abseotee voring and campaigned w “Save

20
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In 1929, twoyears before har death, La Follette poses with her
oldest grandchild, Rebert La Follette Sucher, the son of her youngest
daughter, Mary,

the Children’s Burean,” Only her death in 1921 brought an
end to hér actvism,
Belle Case La Follette deserves recogmiton for contrib-

uting significantly wo the polideal achievements of her husband
and sons, Bur the dewroimanon by her peers and by hisw
riars o provide that recofminon has obseured the contribuo-
tions she made in her own mght 10 canses oFher own choosing,
blocking recogrition of her full legacy, A closer look reveals an
unexpected Belle La Follete: a passionate feminist dedicated
to peace, civil rights, and making her naton a better place
through avaricty of wnovative reforms;
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