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ABSTRACT 

 Born on May 8, 1897 to Robert Marion and Belle Case La Follette, Philip Fox La 

Follette grew up in a Wisconsin household where politics was the family business.
1
  La 

Follette learned to idolize his father, learned the intricacies of politics, and became a 

confidante for his father.  After assisting his father‟s presidential run in 1924, La Follette 

would assume leadership of the Progressive faction of the Republican Party after his 

father‟s death.
2
 
3
  Making use of the La Follette name, his father‟s image, his father‟s 

friends and supporters, and planks from the Progressive Platform, Philip La Follette 

managed to be elected governor in 1930, 1934, and 1936.  This anecdote demonstrates 

that Philip La Follette sought to emulate Robert, shared his authenticity towards politics 

and that sons choose to mirror their father‟s behavior in general.   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
  Jonathan Kasparek, Fighting Son: A Biography of Philip F. La Follette (Madison, WI: Wisconsin 

Historical Society Press, 2006), 1. 
2
  Ibid., 24. 

3
  The dominant party at the time, the Republican factionalized at the convention in 1900.  The 

Progressive faction would be led by the La Follettes and the Stalwarts composed the more conservative 

branch of the party.  American National Biography, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), s.v. 

“Kohler, Walter Jodok.” 



 5 

 

 

 

Vote for Phil 

Vote for Phil and help us kill 

A feudal lord‟s ambition, 

Who won his fight to power and might 

With dollar ammunition.   

 

Vote for Phil and help us instill 

Us with the old traditions 

When big men fought but never bought 

Their jobs nor their positions. 

 

Vote for Phil if so you will 

Proclaim to all the nation 

That you are sick of stalwart tricks 

And stalwart legislation. 

 

Vote for Phil I‟m sure he will 

Demand some legislation 

So this good state wont [sic] be just bait 

For greedy corporations. 

 

Vote for Phil and work until  

We reach the culmination 

In the fight we make for right 

In state and in the nation. 

 

Vote for Phil and help fulfill 

The dreams and the ambitions 

Of fighting Bob, let‟s do the job 

Not bothered by contrition.
4
 

 

-Alex Wallace, 

Stevens Point 

1930 

 

 

                                                 
4
  Alex Wallace, “Vote for Phil,” Philip Fox La Follette Papers, State Historical Society, Madison, 

WI. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Fighting Bob 

 When he died in 1925, Robert Marion La Follette, Sr. would be remembered 

posthumously as one of the five greatest U.S. senators in 1957, and a testament to the 

ingenuity of the state of Wisconsin.
5
  Having served as a United States senator, a 

Wisconsin governor from 1901-1906, and a Progressive Party candidate for President in 

1924, La Follette inspired many with his progressive reforms in Wisconsin such as the 

direct primary.
6
   

 Birthed into humble circumstances, Robert La Follette came into this world on 

June 14, 1855 on his parents‟ farm in Primrose, Wisconsin.
7
  Despite the common setting, 

La Follette would develop uncommon qualities.  By the time he had left the University of 

Wisconsin – Madison, La Follette had demonstrated oratorical talent, the “willingness to 

work hard and attend to detail, to the point of complete exhaustion and illness,” and the 

power to inspire others.
8
   Beginning in 1880, La Follette would begin his career as Dane 

County District Attorney, serve in the U.S. House of Representatives from 1885 until 

1891, return to law until 1901, and finish his illustrious career as a governor of Wisconsin 

and a senator.  But as most great individuals do, he left a legacy and entrusted it to those 

in which he confided his political ambitions.   

 

                                                 
5
  United States Senate, “The „Famous Five,‟” United States Senate, 

http://www .senate.gov/artandhistory/history/minute/The_Famous_Five.htm (accessed September 29, 

2009). 
6
  David P. Thelen, Robert M. La Follette and the Insurgent Spirit (Boston: Little, Brown and 

Company, 1976), 39. 
7
  Robert S. Maxwell, La Follette (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall Inc., 1969), 1. 

8
  Herbert F. Margulies, The Decline of the Progressive Movement in Wisconsin: 1890-1920 

(Madison, WI: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1968), 19. 
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In the case of “Fighting Bob” La Follette, he bequeathed much more than the La 

Follette name to his sons Robert Marion, Jr. and Philip Fox.  Robert La Follette, Jr. 

would assume his father‟s senate seat after Robert Sr.‟s death and remain in it until 

Joseph McCarthy defeated him in the 1946 Republican primary.     

Philip on the other hand, would follow his father‟s footsteps through the 

Governor‟s Mansion in the state capital of Madison.  Elected to three terms in 1930, 1934, 

and 1936, La Follette implemented reforms in the same spirit as his father‟s own 

governorship and even founded the National Progressive Alliance in 1938 to bring 

Progressive politics to the national scene once more.   

Most striking is that Philip‟s campaign, political style, and terms as governor 

reflect Bob so completely that his success seems almost a testament to his father.  

Arguably this phenomenon of family politics is not machine-oriented (like a political 

machine) but rather family-oriented. This paper is meant to highlight the parallels 

between father and son to emphasize this.   

Although much research has been done on political dynasties such as the 

Kennedys and Bushs, little attention has been made to the La Follettes, perhaps because 

of their lesser prominence on the national scene and the time that has elapsed since the 

era of their political clout.   

Numerous authors such as Robert Maxwell, David Thelen, and Herbert Margulies 

have written work on Robert La Follette and a few authors such as John Miller and 

Jonathan Kasparek have written about Philip La Follette.  All have noted the uncanny 

similarities between father and son, but none have studied the subject of the dynasty 

closely or elaborated on how Philip followed his father‟s example.  
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Both La Follettes are depicted as heroes for the state, but Philip is remembered 

less frequently than his father Robert, Sr.  Authors Kasparek and Miller share viewpoints 

on Philip such as a master of Wisconsin‟s political system and an orator who could use 

rhetoric to appeal the masses.  Another common thread is to tell the story of Philip‟s 

innovations enacted through the Legislature.  Consider this quote from John Miller:  

From the outset he worked closely with academicians, including Gaus, Law 

School dean Lloyd Garrison, philosophy professor Max Otto, and economists 

John R. Commons, Harold Groves, Elizabeth Brandeis, and Paul A. 

Raushenbush.
9
 

 

In typical biography style, Philip La Follette is celebrated throughout the pages of both of 

these sources. 

To fully explore the La Follette connection between father and son, this paper will 

utilize Philip La Follette‟s memoirs, his political and personal correspondences from 

1930, the major secondary sources on La Follette‟s life, and sociological work on the 

father-son relationship.  

 

CHAPTER I: 

GROWING UP 

We children must have felt the stress and strain of public life and the intense 

feeling pro and con about our father and the program that he was fighting for in the five 

years he was governor.  But because we lived in that atmosphere from birth, perhaps we 

accepted it as normal.  

                                                                                 – Philip La Follette, memoirs 
10

 

 

 The second son of Robert Marion and Belle Case La Follette, Philip Fox La 

Follette was “[b]orn into a political family, which…gave the boys „more political 

                                                 
9
  John E. Miller, Governor Philip F. La Follette, The Wisconsin Progressives, and the New Deal 

(Coloumbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1982), 14. 
10

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics: The Memoirs of Philip La Follette, edited by Donald 

Young (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1970), 11. 
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experience in politics than any boys since the days of the Roman Senators.‟”
11

  Already 

an influential politician, Robert “Fighting Bob” La Follette would be elected governor of 

Wisconsin in 1900, just three years after Phil‟s birth.
12

  Thus, Philip was thrust into the 

executive mansion before he could even pronounce these words.  Biographer Jonathan 

Kasparek shares an amusing anecdote: 

Because of his father‟s importance as a politician, it [childhood] was steeped in 

politics, and even at an early age his father‟s importance strongly influenced his 

life; one of his earliest recollections was his grandmother telling him that he could 

no longer suck his thumb now that his father was governor.
13

 

 

Humor aside, this quote shows that political dynasties are from the cradle to the grave, as 

was the case of Philip La Follette.   

 Obviously, Philip and his brother Robert, Jr. were surrounded by constant bustle 

and excitement living in the Executive Mansion in Madison while their father served as 

governor.  With the strain, came numerous boy‟s adventures that humorously played with 

the formal events of the house to make a jumble of formative and political experiences.   

 One such example is when the boys decided to open a heat register in the floor of 

their bedroom, which was situated above the dining room.  That particular night Bob, Sr. 

and Belle were hosting important guests from the University of Wisconsin.  Robert, Jr. 

and Philip figured that they could enjoy heat from the register and would be able to watch 

the events unfurl below.  Unfortunately for them, the register, which had not been used in 

years, dumped great amounts of dirt and dust right onto the center of the crisp, white 

                                                 
11

  John E. Miller, Governor Philip F. La Follette and the New Deal, 6. 
12

  Jonathan Kasparek, Fighting Son, 3. 
13

  Ibid., 1. 
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tablecloth on the dining room table.  But “Mother and Father treated it as a joke, and 

[they] went scot-free for that one.”
14

 

 Even though he did not have “any understanding of all that was going on in the 

political world,” both Robert (Bob), Jr. and Philip (Phil) were included “in the most 

intimate political discussions.”
15

 
16

  Born in this “intoxicating brew,” the boys were 

endeared to “Daddy” and developed an interest in politics.
17

 

 “Daddy” would serve as governor until 1906, when he would resign to become a 

U.S. senator.
18

  Until 1910 however, the family would stay in Spring Green, Wisconsin 

while Robert, Sr. lived and worked in Washington, D.C.  Family strain, however, caused 

the family to move to Washington and Phil‟s political apprenticeship continued.  During 

this time, the father would confide in his two sons about his political decisions; the La 

Follette family always was tight-knit.  Phil writes from his memoirs:  

…Dad took Bob and me – we were then thirteen and eleven – into his complete 

confidence.  In politics and in public affairs he had no secrets from us.
19

 

 

 In fact politics was such a family affair that Bob, Sr.‟s Senate colleagues became 

an extended part of the family.  Phil recalls his father‟s friends: 

We came to intimately know men like George Norris of Nebraska (Uncle 

George); William Borah of Idaho; Moses Clapp of Minnesota (Uncle Mose); 

Albert Cummins of Iowa; Jonathan Bourne, Jr., of Oregon; A.J. Granna of North 

Dakota; Joseph Bristow of Kansas; Jonathan Dolliver of Iowa; and others in the 

Senate and House.
20

 

 

Although in the early days, Phil did not have first place in line as political heir.  

As second son, Phil had a similar position to John F. Kennedy within his own family; he 

                                                 
14

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 9-10. 
15

  Ibid., 9. 
16

  Jonathan Kasparek, Fighting Son, 2. 
17

  Stephen Hess, America’s Political Dynasties, 7. 
18

  Jonathan Kasparek, Fighting Son, 4. 
19

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 21. 
20

  Ibid., 22. 
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was not expected to pursue politics in favor of an older brother.  In fact, Jonathan 

Kasparek writes that the older La Follette wanted his son Bob, Jr. to become governor.
21

  

Thankfully, for Phil and Bob, Jr. alike, the former would not have to rely on the latter‟s 

death to gain the seat of power.  Ultimately, it seems that personality differences 

accounted for this shift; Phil notes that “my brother Bob was like Mother, while I was 

more like Dad.”
22

   

Despite this, Phil still felt the need to fight for his father‟s attention and affection.  

Young Phil was desperate “to demonstrate his fitness as a progressive citizen and as a La 

Follette” and this probably is the best explanation for why the list of similarities between 

Phil and the older La Follette is so prodigious. Phil also thought that his father 

disapproved of him.  Phil writes: 

As a child in my youth, my father did not dislike me, but I worried him.  He was 

often irritated with me – and in spite of himself he could not help showing it.
23

 

 

But despite the negative affect, Phil continued to idolize his father, writing “He was more 

than my father; he was my triumphant leader.”
24

 

 Phil learned many great political lessons from his father while under the same 

roof.  Beginning in 1906, Phil and Bob, Jr. would compare incoming voting statistics to 

the previous election‟s data, precinct by precinct, for the next forty years.  When his 

father‟s favored candidate, Irvine Lenroot lost the Republican primary of 1906, Phil 

wrote that “[i]t began to teach me that politics is hazardous and should rarely be 

undertaken by those who do not recognize it as such, and who do not have the toughness 

                                                 
21

  Jonathan Kasparek, Fighting Son, 7.   
22

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 6. 
23

  Ibid., 6. 
24

  Ibid., 76. 



 12 

to accept it and take with a smile the often unjustified criticism and even personal abuse 

that go with it.”
25

   

 In 1922, Phil would step up, proving in his father‟s senate campaign that he was a 

man of the same mold.  Despite the discovered challenges that politics presents, Phil 

demonstrated that he was strong enough to surmount them.  

CHAPTER II: 

IN HIS FOOTSTEPS 

The fortune of birth does not justly entitle any candidate to the support of a single voter.  

It does impose upon me a special obligation to uphold the noblest traditions of a great 

public office and to render to all the people of Wisconsin the best that is in me in faithful 

service to the state…  

                                    -Philip La Follette, gubernatorial candidacy announcement, 1930 
26

  

 

 Using his acquired oratorical skills, Phil La Follette championed his father‟s cause 

across the country, keeping his father in high esteem.  Phil remembered that “with [his] 

name [he] could draw crowds…good-sized audiences of hundreds in the daytime and a 

thousand or more at night at the county seat.”
27

  As can be seen, Phil had become an 

intern, not just an apprentice.   

In 1924, Phil filled a similar role in his father‟s presidential campaign while 

running for Dane County District Attorney.  Campaigning tirelessly for his father, Phil 

learned how tiring running for major political office was and how desperately politicians 

need political organization.  Because Bob, Sr. could only count on supporters in 

Wisconsin, the election was lost.  The young intern noted that “[w]ithout it [political 

organization] your forces disintegrate.  Keeping his loyalties consistent, Phil put his 

father‟s campaign ahead of his own.  Phil wrote about this:  

                                                 
25

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics , 16. 
26

  Ibid., 140. 
27

  Ibid., 71. 



 13 

 In the excitement, stress, and strain of Dad‟s campaign, I had almost forgotten  

 that I had just been elected district attorney of Dane County – the job Dad had  

 won in 1880, forty-four years before.
28

 

 

But the internship ended the next year: Robert Marion La Follette, Sr. died, leaving Philip 

La Follette, aged 28, as the primary dynast.   

Inheritance 

 In the wake of Fighting Bob‟s death, a new era was born for the La Follettes and 

the Progressive Republicans.  Phil was considered to assume his father‟s vacant Senate 

seat, but Governor John Blaine appointed Phil‟s brother Bob instead.  Spending the years 

1925-1930 as District Attorney and as a law professor at the University of Wisconsin in 

Madison, Phil was a political journeyman, but an active participant in state politics 

nonetheless.   

 One of the highlights of this interim period, was the state‟s lawsuit against Walter 

Kohler in which Phil represented the state.  In the case State of Wisconsin, ex rel. La 

Follette vs. Kohler, the state charged Stalwart Republican candidate Walter Kohler of 

receiving above the $3,000 limit from his personal funds on his 1928 gubernatorial 

campaign.
29

 
30

  Allegations specifically stated that omissions including meal costs for 

visitors to Kohler and the bus fee for the Kohler band put the candidate over the limit and 

that he should be removed from the November ballot.
31

  Although Kohler ultimately won 

election in November 1928 and was acquitted of the allegations, Phil showed support of 

                                                 
28

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 99. 
29

  Jonathan Kasparek, Fighting Son, 92.   
30

  Walter Kohler was a renowned industrialist that founded the Kohler Company, which made 

bathroom fixtures in the company town of Kohler, Wisconsin, just outside of Sheboygan.  Ibid., 86. 
31

  Thomas C. Reeves, Distinguished Service: The Life of Wisconsin Governor Walter J. Kohler, Jr. 

(Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 2006), 73. 
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his deceased father‟s anti-corruption plank.
32

  Ultimately Phil accepted the outcome of 

the case, writing his wife Isabel (Isen): 

 The Kohler Case was an important decision.  I am satisfied that in the long time 

view it will be view [sic] as a great contribution to the law and politics of the State.  

However, there are likely to be short-time effects from it which it is difficult to 

prognosticate.
33

 

 

 Having failed to elect a Progressive as governor in 1928, Phil decided to run for 

the office in 1930.  Being the son of Robert La Follette, Phil had certain advantages as he 

campaigned for governor.  As discussed later, family names can be an advantage, which 

Phil had already noticed during his father‟s 1922 Senate campaign.  Phil specifically used 

strategies to utilize the name.  Bob La Follette, Jr. wrote Phil in 1929, 

 When we come to circulate ballots we have always thought it helped in getting  

 votes and in identifying candidates to designate them as LaFollette [sic]  

 Progressive Republican.
34

   

 

Besides the name, Phil also had inherited his father‟s magazine, LaFollette’s Weekly, an 

important resource to propagandize Phil‟s campaign for the paper‟s readers.  The 

periodical was first published in 1909 so that Bob, Sr. could have positive press which he 

so sorely needed.
35

  Serving this political purpose, the magazine was never successful, 

and was actually personally funded by the La Follettes to stay afloat.  These readers 

might vote for Phil simply because of the connection to his father.   

 Furthermore, having been his father‟s political confidante and apprentice, the 

younger La Follette had the advantage of political connections and acquaintances due to 

                                                 
32

  Belle Case La Follette to Philip La Follette, August 19, 1929, Philip Fox La Follette Papers, State 

Historical Society, Madison, WI. 
33

  Philip La Follette to Isabel Bacon La Follette, February 7, 1930, Philip Fox La Follette Papers, 

State Historical Society, Madison, WI.   
34

  Robert La Follette, Jr. to Philip La Follette, August 22, 1929, Philip Fox La Follette Papers, State 

Historical Society, Madison, WI. 
35

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 18. 
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his father.  Various colleagues of his father including Solomon Levitan, Herman Ekern, 

and Joseph Beck would be appointed to offices in Phil‟s governorship.
36

   

Herman Ekern was a competent, trusted Progressive who both La Follettes 

encouraged politically.  He ran successfully for attorney general in 1922, but a bid for 

governor in 1926 failed because he had not “concentrated his energies on that 

campaign.”
37

  Eager to try again in 1928, Phil La Follette questioned his commitment and 

pledged his support for Joseph Beck. 

A Congressman from western Wisconsin, Joseph Beck was described as “off the 

farm.”  Beck, however, could not compete against Walter Kohler‟s “lavish” campaign 

spending in the primaries and lost.
38

     

Moreover, Herman Ekern and Joseph Beck spoke on Phil‟s behalf during his 

campaign.
39

  Author Jonathan Kasparek remarks:  

 In Sheboygan, he was introduced by Oscar Huhn, an old friend of his father, as if  

 an old-timer could legitimize his presence in the governor‟s [Walter Kohler‟s]  

 hometown.
40

   

 

His brother Bob also played a role, campaigning for him and editing his written 

platform.
41

 

 The 1930 platform planks themselves do not reflect any of his father‟s campaigns 

verbatim, but they definitely do embody the same Progressive spirit.  Kasparek writes, 

“Phil‟s platform offered a few new planks, but it was firmly rooted in the progressive 

traditions of the elder La Follette.”
42

  In the platform, Phil calls for ending corrupt 

                                                 
36

  Jonathan Kasparek, Fighting Son, 7.   
37

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 125. 
38

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 126-127. 
39

  Ibid., 106. 
40

  Ibid., 107. 
41

  Ibid., 106. 
42

  Ibid., 103. 



 16 

primary practices, income tax equity, responsible spending fund use by localities, 

highway maintenance, publicly-owned power plants among other items, and he decries 

“chain banks.”
43

   

 Robert La Follette, Sr. had proposed a direct primary to replace the corrupt 

convention voting that he had personally experienced.  La Follette had been defeated in 

his bid for the Republican gubernatorial nomination in both 1896 and 1898, which he 

attributed to “bribes.”
44

  As governor, he fought for a direct primary bill, which was 

approved by the Wisconsin Legislature in 1904.  In order to combat the perceived forces 

of corruption the La Follette team had also published a “Voter‟s Handbook” for the 1902 

election to inform the voting populace of the issues and facts.  This sort of popular 

politics was typical of Fighting Bob‟s campaign strategy.   

 Philip was strongly against corruption as well, criticizing Walter Kohler‟s 

campaign for governor in 1928 and serving as the prosecuting attorney for the litigation.  

In a similar vein to his father‟s efforts, Philip proposed additional measures to be added 

to the Corrupt Practices Act as well as an amendment for initiatives and referendums.  

Like his father, Philip‟s personal experiences colored his political ambitions.  Echoing 

Fighting Bob, Philip‟s brother Bob, Jr. suggested a voter‟s handbook: 

Mother and I have been discussing since the verdict of the Kohler case the 

advisability of getting out a document which would be comparable to the Voters‟ 

Handbook which was issued in the 1902 campaign.  It seems to us that this would 

be the only practical way at getting the facts with regard to the Kohler case over 

to the people.
45

 

 

                                                 
43

  Philip La Follette, Campaign Platform, July 10, 1930, Philip Fox La Follette Papers, State 

Historical Society, Madison, WI. 
44

  Herbert F. Margulies, The Decline of the Progressive Movement, 32; 43. 
45

  Robert La Follette, Jr. to Philip La Follette and A.T. Rogers, May 24, 1930, Philip Fox La Follette 

Papers, State Historical Society, Madison, WI. 
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This is an excellent example of how the La Follette family shared strategy for shared 

goals.   

 Perhaps the greatest set of strategies that Phil inherited from Fighting Bob was his 

masterful analysis of voting demographics and his ability to appeal to them.  As alluded 

to before, Phil learned how to compare previous election data to incoming tallies precinct 

by precinct.  This type of study led to intimate knowledge of voting trends and complex 

strategy to attain the needed votes precinct by precinct.  Both La Follettes also 

understood which issues the variety of ethnic and religious groups in Wisconsin cared 

about.  It is clear that many of the same groups and individuals voted for each La Follette: 

“[t]he 1934 Progressive votes for Phil…correlate[s] at .664 with the senior La Follette‟s 

1924 Presidential vote.” 
46

    

As it seems, Philip La Follette had a great deal to owe to the legacy of his father, 

including his election to governor in 1930 which existed in a complicated political 

environment.   

 

CHAPTER III: 

THE POLITICAL NEIGHBORHOOD 

The Wisconsin Progressive party was born out of the necessities of the depression 

and the rise of the Democratic party to a position of power in the 1932 election.  

                                                                                                      – David L. Brye 
47

 

 

The political climate of Wisconsin in the 1920s was one that seems utterly 

reversed from the contemporary one which the reader may be accustomed.  Prior to the 

                                                 
46

  David L. Brye, Wisconsin Voting Patterns in the Twentieth Century, 1900 to 1950 (New York: 

Garland Publishing Inc., 1979), 321. 
47

  David L. Brye, Wisconsin Voting Patterns in the Twentieth Century, 1900 to 1950 (New York: 

Garland Publishing, Inc., 1979), 321. 
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political realignment beginning in the 1930s, the Republican Party was the dominant 

party in Wisconsin and spanned a greater portion of the political spectrum than it does 

today.  Having factionalized in 1900, the GOP (Grand Old Party) was constituted of 

relatively liberal Progressives and relatively conservative Stalwarts.   

On the fringes of this scene were other parties, namely the Democrats and 

Socialists.  (See Table 1: Party Strength in Congress, page 22)  The Socialists held 

greatest strength in Milwaukee and had not enjoyed significant success since the disputed 

election of Victor Berger to the United States Congress in 1918.  Traditionally, the 

Socialists focused on urban issues such as housing and labor.  As the second party, the 

Democrats were the main competition for the Republicans, but counted more so on rural 

farmers and the main election day was almost considered an afterthought to the primaries 

in September.  Electoral analyst Robert Booth Fowler writes:  

Already seriously damaged in the years after the 1893 depression, it suffered far 

worse from the reaction – above all from German Americans – to World War I 

and Wilson.  Every Democratic gubernatorial candidate in the five races in the 

1920s was decisively defeated.
48

  

 

 However, the Progressive wing of the Republican Party could only boast of mild 

success.  Stalwart presidents like Harding, Coolidge, and Hoover ran the White House in 

the 1920s and Stalwarts won numerous gubernatorial races.  In 1928 Stalwart Walter 

Kohler seized the governor‟s office amid allegations that Kohler‟s campaign had spent 

over the limit.
49

  Philip La Follette litigated this point in the Supreme Court on behalf of 

                                                 
48

  Robert Booth Fowler, Wisconsin Votes: An Electoral History (Madison, WI: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 2008), 126. 
49

  Thomas C. Reeves, Distinguished Service, 73. 
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the Progressive candidate, but the Supreme Court ruled that Kohler had not violated the 

Corrupt Practices Act.
50

  Philip La Follette wrote to his wife Isabel about this: 

There is the element of sympathy and etc. that always goes with a defendant of 

any case, plus the factor in this one that practically every newspaper in the state is 

misleading its readers with colored stories of the entire case, making Kohler a 

victim of cheap politics, etc.
51

 

 

Following the death of Robert La Follette in June 1925, the Progressive Party collapsed, 

and the Progressive wing of the Republican Party was as historian Robert Nesbit 

describes “„a tired, middle-aged movement which supported in office a number of spent 

political volcanoes.‟”
52

  Nesbit illustrates that the leaders of the Progressive faction had 

once been quite active in politics, but their age was such a factor that now they were 

practically dormant.   

 Although always his father‟s political apprentice, Philip La Follette was 

constantly in the political mix, supporting Progressive faction candidates, including the 

election of Fred Zimmerman in 1926.
53

  The Stalwart Republicans would argue that the 

Progressives ran a political machine, but an apparent, organized machine was less the 

case than careful manipulation of certain dependable demographics.
54

  In 1930, Philip La 

Follette would finally run, making a successful bout against incumbent Walter Kohler in 

the September primaries and defeating the Democrat Charles Hammersley in November.   

 However, the influence of Franklin Delano Roosevelt proved to be a game-

changer for the Democratic Party on the national scene, which translated to Wisconsin 

politics.  The Democratic Party proved itself in 1932 when Albert Schmedemann 

                                                 
50

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 128. 
51

  Philip La Follette to Isabel La Follette, February 7, 1930, Philip Fox La Follette Papers, State 

Historical Society, Madison, WI. 
52

  Robert Booth Fowler, Wisconsin Votes, 129. 
53

  Philip La Follette, Adventure in Politics, 124. 
54

  Robert Booth Fowler, Wisconsin Votes, 129. 
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defeated Philip La Follette, the first time a Democratic candidate had won in over 30 

years.   

 With this defeat in mind, La Follette realized that “he and his values and allies 

were just not in line with the Republican Party.”  Thus in 1934, Philip La Follette and 

Robert La Follette, Jr. created the Progressive Party to better fulfill their liberal agenda.
55

 

 Purposefully using a name that had two previous incarnations, the Progressive 

Party of Philip La Follette “had no direct or immediate historical lineage” with the faction 

created by his father or the party created by Theodore Roosevelt in 1912.   But despite 

this, La Follette and the other founders considered their new party to fall into the “spirit 

of this history, one they embraced with enthusiasm.”
56

 

 The Progressive faction of the Republican Party essentially took voters from the 

Democrats who could appeal to left-leaning voters.  This portion of the vote was 

organized by the Farmer-Labor Political Federation whose “elements were the 

Milwaukee based Socialists, the Wisconsin labor union movement including the 

American Federation of Labor and the Railroad Brotherhoods, and farm groups such as 

the Farm Holiday Association and Farmers Equity Union.”
57

 

 The real inspiration for the creation of the new Progressive Party was twofold: 

first Bob, Sr.‟s run for President in 1924 as a Progressive and Bob, Jr.‟s need for 

reelection in 1934.  Having their ideals compromised long enough within the structure of 

the Republican Party, Progressive Republicans “felt the need for a realignment in 

American politics” and Bob, Sr.‟s presidential run had raised hopes that a national 

                                                 
55

  Robert Booth Fowler, Wisconsin Votes, 144. 
56

  Ibid., 143. 
57

  David L. Brye, Wisconsin Voting Patterns, 323. 
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Progressive Party might form.
58

  With political need in 1934, the Progressive leadership 

felt that the ideals of the Progressive Movement would be lost if Bob, Jr. ran as a 

Republican.  Running as a Democrat was also out of the question because “the hard core 

of the Democratic party in Wisconsin was just as conservative as the Stalwart 

Republicans.”
59

  Out of reasons both ideological and political, the Progressive Party was 

born. 

 Gaining reelection in 1934 and 1936 as a Progressive, Philip La Follette made one 

of the last major decisions of his political career when he created the National 

Progressives of America (NPA) in 1938.  The goal of this party was to expand to the 

national scene; a goal that was marginally successful: seeing the number of third party 

candidates increase in Congress until after World War II.  By this time, third party 

politics had greatly diminished both in Wisconsin and nationally and the major party 

platforms much more closely resembled their current forms.  Phil was part of a 

movement to make political parties ideologically pure writing that “uppermost in my 

mind was the question of how I could help promote an honest realignment of political 

parties in America, one that would unify all the Progressive forces.” Robert Fowler writes, 

“The Democratic Party became a party supportive of economic and social liberalism, 

while the Republican Party became united on conservatism.”
60

  Clearly a new era had 

begun, but not one without strong political families. 
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Table 1: Party Strength in Congress 

Part A: House of Representatives
61

 

Congress Term Majority Number Minority Number Others 

69
th
 

1925-
1927 Republican 247 Democrat 183 4 

70
th
 

1927-
1929 Republican 237 Democrat 195 3 

71
st
 

1929-
1931 Republican 267 Democrat 167 1 

72
nd

 
1931-
1933 Democrat 220 Republican 214 1 

73
rd

 
1933-
1934 Democrat 310 Republican 117 5 

74
th
 

1935-
1936 Democrat 319 Republican 103 10 

75
th
 

1937-
1938 Democrat 331 Republican 89 13 

Source: Historical Statistics of the United States 

 

Part B: Senate 

Congress Term Majority Number Minority Number Others 

69
th
 

1925-
1927 Republican 56 Democrat 39 1 

70
th
 

1927-
1929 Republican 49 Democrat 46 1 

71
st
 

1929-
1931 Republican 56 Democrat 39 1 

72
nd

 
1931-
1933 Republican 48 Democrat 47 1 

73
rd

 
1933-
1934 Democrat 60 Republican 35 1 

74
th
 

1935-
1936 Democrat 69 Republican 25 2 

75
th
 

1937-
1938 Democrat 76 Republican 16 4 

Source: Historical Statistics of the United States 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
61

  The 73
rd

 Congress was the first to take office in January because of the Twentieth (Lame Duck) 

Amendment. Thus its term is listed as 1933-1934 because the 74
th

 Congress took office in January 1935.   

Steve Mount, “Amendment 20 – Presidential, Congressional Terms” U.S. Constitution Online 

http://www.usconstitution.net/const.html#Am20 (accessed September 30, 2009). 



 23 

Table 2: Governors of Wisconsin 

Robert M. La Follette  Republican (Progressive) Jan. 1901-Jan. 1906 

James O. Davidson                 Republican (Progressive)        Jan. 1906-Jan. 1911 

Francis E. McGovern              Republican (Progressive)        Jan. 1911-Jan. 1915 

Emanuel L. Philipp                 Republican (Stalwart)              Jan. 1915-Jan. 1921 

John J. Blaine                          Republican (Progressive)        Jan. 1921-Jan. 1927 

Fred R. Zimmerman                Republican                              Jan. 1927-Jan. 1929 

Walter J. Kohler                      Republican (Stalwart)             Jan. 1929-Jan. 1931 

Philip F. La Follette                Republican (Progressive)        Jan. 1931-Jan. 1933 

Albert G. Schmedemann         Democrat                                 Jan. 1933-Jan. 1935 

Philip F. La Follette                Progressive                              Jan. 1935-Jan. 1939 
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CHAPTER IV: 

THE FAMILY BUSINESS 

It is as if a native ethos – ‘all men are created equal’ – prohibits calling attention 

to the fact that there are some families who have more talents or more appeal to the 

voters; who, in short, are far more equal than others at the political starting gate. 

-Stephen Hess 
62

 

Again close to the national consciousness with names like Bush, Clinton, and 

Kennedy circulating through dialogue and dailies, political dynasticism is a real and 

prevalent concept in American politics.  Families have a way of transferring political 

assets to their descendants that are highly advantageous including wealth, power, 

connections, and even the family name.   

Historian Stephen Hess provides an example: 

Senator Albert Gore [Sr.] polled the citizens of Washington, D.C., in February 

1960 on their preference for a Democratic presidential nominee.  His list included 

all the leading candidates plus the names of John Eisenhower and Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, Jr. – sons of presidents, but hardly presidential contenders.  More than 

twenty-five percent chose Eisenhower or Roosevelt.
63

 

 

Thus, certain names are remembered with honor, despite the bearer.   

 However, family dynasties do not last forever.  Political dynasties are often 

founded or “greatly reinforced by one dominant personality.”
64

  Essentially, a 

“paterfamilias” (the dominant male of the family) founds a dynasty and the dynasty lives 

as long as his legacy.  Economists Ernesto Dal Bó, Pedro Dal Bó, and Jason Snyder 

found through a study of hereditary transmission of occupations that a Congressman who 
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  Stephen Hess, America’s Political Dynasties: from Adams to Kennedy (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday & Company, 1966), 1. 
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  Ibid., 7. 
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serves in office for one term increases the likelihood of one of his relatives entering the 

same office by 70%.
65

   

But maintaining a political dynasty can be complicated because constituencies 

may reject dynasties as “corruption.”  “The dynasties at least have usually lived by the 

Christian concept of „stewardship,‟ a sense of obligation to use their wealth and position 

to improve society according to their convictions.”
66

   

 Another problem dynasts struggle with is geographic concentration.  High 

geographical concentration makes the family dynasty much more visible, facilitating the 

perception of “corruption.”  Stephen Hess writes: 

Since these families have been well to do and well connected, it might be 

assumed that the sons would choose to remain in their well-preserved compounds.  

But greener pastures do not only beckon to those whose grass is burned out.
67

 

 

So sometimes, mobility is more a factor of adventurism rather than fleeing from 

reputation.  But what could have caused the motivation for this phenomenon?   

 

CHAPTER V: 

TRUE TO HIS NAME 

The founder of the Progressive movement in Wisconsin gave life to the principle that a 

platform is a contract between the people and their representatives, and that the violation 

of a platform pledge is a betrayal of the fundamental principle of representative 

government. 

                                                              - Philip La Follette, 1930 gubernatorial platform 
68

 

 

                                                 
65

  Ernesto Dal Bó, Pedro Dal Bó, Jason Synder, Cambridge, MA, National Bureau of Economic 

Research, 2007.   
66

  Ibid., 8. 
67

  Stephen Hess, America’s Political Dynasties, 5. 
68
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Arguably in the case of the La Follettes, political dominance and dynasticism 

were not intentional.  Phil La Follette demonstrates that perpetuation of La Follette 

family politics was dedication to political ideals: namely honesty, strong work ethic, and 

institutional reform.  La Follette family politics stood for authenticity, meaning integrity 

to follow promises with action.  Primarily this argument of authenticity is based on the 

pledges Phil La Follette made in his 1930 platform for governor. 

Phil‟s 1930 platform contains fourteen main issues, or “planks” on which he 

elaborates to compel the voter to join his side of the ideological debate.  To enumerate 

some of them: publicly run plants, legislation against chain banking, assistance to 

Wisconsin‟s dairy industry, income tax equity, unemployment, and management of state 

parks.
69

  (See the full list in Table 3 on page 29)  During his 1930 campaign, Phil 

evidence suggests that he believed in the ideals he preached.  Before the Republican 

primaries, the candidate spoke an exorbitant number of times, beginning weeks before his 

main challenger, Walter Kohler.  “In the 61 days from July 15 when PFL [Philip Fox La 

Follette] began his active campaign through Sat, Sept 13, he had set record of 250 

speeches…”
70

 (See Table 4 for the full itinerary on page 30)  

During his time in office, Phil‟s words would ring true as many of his campaign 

commitments would be fulfilled.  Although he went “back on previous statements about 

the menace of chain stores,” the new governor claimed that attacking these institutions 

would be detrimental to the already crippled Depression economy.
71

  Similarly, Phil 

changed his mind on chain banks, stating that “[t]he crucial problem…was to restore 

                                                 
69

  Philip La Follette, gubernatorial platform. 
70

  Philip La Follette, campaign itinerary, July-September, 1930, Philip Fox La Follette Papers, State 

Historical Society, Madison, WI. 
71

  John E. Miller, Governor Philip F. La Follette and the New Deal, 18. 
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public confidence in the banks and to preserve the stability of the banking system.”
72

  

Ultimately, these actions should not be considered “flip-flopping” or moves for political 

gain, but redirections of thought upon entry into a new office.  Phil believed that these 

decisions best served the people of Wisconsin. 

But despite this glaring blemish on his platform promises, Phil accomplished 

many of the other planks with the help of the Legislature.  In the first session of his term, 

the Legislature approved a referendum on a state power program, introduced a tax on 

margarine to protect dairy farmers, adopted a new labor code, expanded old-age pension 

coverage, and passed a bill to employ youths to work in the state forests.
73

  As can be 

seen, these legislative actions reflect platform planks that cover public power, the dairy 

industry, unemployment, and management of state forests.   

The rest of Phil‟s first term consisted of honest efforts to solve the financial crisis, 

relieve unemployment, and to cut expenditures.  Notably, the governor ordered Glenn 

Frank, the University of Wisconsin president to cut unneeded spending.  He also called a 

special session of the Legislature in November 1931 to obtain $16 million for relief and 

public works.  Only receiving eight million, Phil‟s program was funded by “a surtax on 

incomes, a dividends tax, and a chain-store tax.”
74

   

True to the La Follette legacy, Phil proved to be an authentic politician that 

modeled honesty and hard work.  These virtues did not go unnoticed.  Bob and Roxy 

Bremner wrote Phil‟s wife Isen in 1930, “Our faith in the ultimate justice and for 

mindfulness of Wisconsin people is restored.  Money does not speak as loudly and as 
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strongly as we feared.”
75

  Son like father, Phil believed in authenticity and Progressive 

values.  With all of the similarities apparent, it seems that the father-son relationship is 

what fueled this reincarnation initially.   
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Table 3: Philip La Follette‟s 1930 Platform Planks 

-Publicly run power plants 

-Censure of chain banking and chain stores 

-Amendments for the end of corrupt primary practices, initiatives, and referendums 

-Put Prohibition to a vote 

-Assist the dairy industry 

-Repeal the Hawley-Smoot Tariff Act 

-Income tax equity 

-Address unemployment 

 -planned public works 

 -accurate statistics on unemployment 

 -old age pensions 

 -an investigation of unemployment insurance 

 -state employment exchange 

-Management of state parks 

-De-emphasis on wasteful education spending 

-Highway maintenance 

-More humane prison conditions 

-Responsible use of funds at the local level 

-Promotion of a St. Lawrence Seaway 
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Table 4: Philip La Follette‟s Campaign Itinerary, 1930
76

 

July 3  Oregon 

July 4  Ida and Elroy 

July 15  Sauk City 10:30 

                        Plain    8:00 

July 16  Adams  11:00 

                        Necedah   1:30 

                        New Lisbon       3:30 

                        Mauston             8:00 

July 17  Rudolph Forenoon 

                        Nekoosa    5:00 

                        Wisconsin Rapids 8:00 

July 18  Almond    9:00 

                        Amherst            11:00 

                        Rosholt     3:30 

                        Stevens Pt.           9:00 

July 19  Loyal                   8:30 

  Colby                 10:30 

                        Thorpe                 2:00 

                        Neillsville            8:00 

July 20  Centuria 

July 21  Gleason                8:30 

                        Irma                    11:00 

                        Tomahawk            3:00 

                        Merrill                   6:00 

July 22  Ladysmith             8:00 

July 23  Medford                8:00 

July 24  Chippewa Falls     8:00 

July 25  Edgard                  1:30 

                        Mosinee                5:00 

                        Wausau                 8:00 

July 26  Coleman              10:00 

                        Crivitz                 12:30 

                        Wausakee              3:00 

                        Marinette               8:00 

July 27             Deerfield 

July 28  Menominie and Northern Wisconsin 

July 29  Hudson 

July 30  9 speeches in Barron County, including Rice Lake 

July 31  Sawyer County, including a meeting in Hayward 

Aug 1  Douglas County, including a meeting in Superior 

Aug 2  Iron River and Mason 

Aug 3  New Glarus and Darlington 

 

                                                 
76
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Aug 4  Fairchild       9:30 

                        Fall Creek            11:00 

                        Eau Claire              8:00 

Aug 5  Osseo                     9:00 

                        Blair                     11:00 

                        Arcadia                  1:45 

                        Alma                      4:00 

                        Mondovi                8:00 

Aug 6  Northfield            10:00  

                        Taylor                    1:00 

                        Alma Center          4:00 

                        Black River Falls   8:00 

Aug 7  La Farge                 9:00 

                        Wilton                  11:00 

                        Norwalk                 1:30 

                        Sparta                     4:00 

                        Tomah                    7:00 

Aug 8  Hillsboro        9:30 

                        Ontario                 11:30 

                        Viola                      1:30 

                        Cazenovia              3:30 

                        Richland Center     8:15 

Aug 9  N. Clayton            11:30 

  Seneca                    3:00 

  Prairie du Chien     8:00 

Aug 10  Vernon County Sons of Norway Picnic 

Aug 11  Janesville                8:00 

Aug 12  Blanchardville        9:30 

                        Argyle                   11:00 

                        Belmont                  2:00 

                        Benton                    3:30 

                        Darlington              8:00 

Aug 13  Boscobel                9:00 

                        Fennimore            11:00 

                        Cassville                 1:30 

                        Lancaster                3:30 

                        Platteville               7:15 

                        Cuba City               9:00 

Aug 14  Highland               10:00 

  Hollandale             12:00 

                        Dodgeville               7:15 

                        Mineral Pt.               8:00 

Aug 15  Black Earth            11:00 

  Watertown               8:00 

Aug 16  Milwaukee 
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Aug 17            Tigerton and Shawano 

Aug 18  Monticello                10:00 

                        Albany                      11:30 

                        Broadhead                   1:30 

                        Juda                             3:00 

                        Monroe                        8:00 

Aug 20  Edgerton                    10:30 

                        Maple Beach              noon 

                        Evansville                    3:30 

                        Orfordville                   4:30 

                        Beloit                           8:00 

Aug 21  Sharon                        10:00 

                        Mukwonago                 1:30 

                        Lake Geneva                5:00 

                        Elkhorn                        8:00 

Aug 22  Palmyra                      10:00 

  Waterloo                      2:00 

  Jefferson                      4:00 

                        Ft. Atkinson                 8:00 

Aug 23  Columbus                   10:30 

                        Cambria                        1:30 

                        Rio                                3:30 

                        Portage                          8:00 

Aug 25  Reesville                      10:00 

                        Mayville                         2:00 

                        Horicon                          6:45 

                        Beaver Dam                   8:15 

Aug 26             Cedar Grove                 10:00 

                        Howards Grove              1:30 

  Plymouth                        4:00 

                        Sheboygan                      8:00 

Aug 27  Manitowoc, radio         12:15-45 

                        Two Rivers                     4:00 

  Manitowoc                      8:00 

Aug 28  Luxemberg                    10:00 

  Kewaunee                      12:30 

  Algoma                            3:30 

  Sturgeon Bay                   8:00 

Aug 29  Nichols                          10:00 

  Little Chute                      3:00 

                        Kaukauna                         5:00 

                        Appleton                          8:00 

Aug 30  Wrightstown                    9:30 

  Denmark                        11:15 

  DePere                           Afternoon 

                        New London                    8:00 
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Sept 1  Red Granite                     11:00 

  Oshkosh                             2:00 

                        Green Bay                          7:30 

                        Pulaski                                9:15 

Sept 2  Mt. Calvary                      10:00 

  Campbellsport                     1:00 

                        Brandon                               5:00 

                        Fond du Lac                         8:00 

Sept 3  Hartford                             10:00 

  West Bend                           2:00 

  Cedarburg                            4:00 

  Port Washington                  8:00 

Sept 4  Racine                                  8:00 

Sept 5  Milwaukee, radio WTMS    9:45-10:00 pm 

Sept 6  Kenosha                               8:00 

Sept 7  Milwaukee 

Sept 8  Chicago, radio WGN           7-7:15 pm 

Sept 9  Milwaukee, radio WTMJ     7-7:15 pm 

                        Waukesha                             8:00 

Sept 10 Union Grove                         2:00 

  Milwaukee 

Sept 11 Milwaukee, radio WISN       8-8:30 pm 

Sept 12 Milwaukee, radio WTMJ      9:45-10:00 
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CHAPTER VI: 

ON FATHERHOOD 

You stand on his shoulders, but the task looks almost as tremendous as it did then.  My 

constant thought is how he would glory in the way you and Bob are carrying on his work 

each in your own way. 

                                                           - Belle La Follette writing to Philip La Follette, 

1930
77

 

 

 “Politics becomes the home environment,” one which the child learns to 

emulate.
78

  Because politics is a male-dominated field, much of this influence is from the 

son‟s father.  Research shows that men‟s first model of masculinity is their father, which 

society encourages them to imitate.   

 Socio-psychological theory states that young boys first attach to their mothers as 

primary caretakers, but eventually are socialized to emulate masculine behavior, 

emphasis shifts from caring and compassion to competition and competence.  Sociologist 

Samuel Osherson writes: “Little boys begin to segregate by sex, to focus on rules rather 

than relationships, and to emphasize games of power, strength, and achievement.”
79

  As 

the first male role model, boys seek the approval of their fathers whose image they seek 

to make their own.  Consequently, it makes sense that “every class displays the tendency 

to become hereditary, in fact if not in law.”
80

   

 Paradoxically, men seek the approval of their fathers even though fathers do not 

provide nurturing support like mothers.
81

  Boys often grow up idolizing their fathers, yet 
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fathers are perceived as distant or absent.  The constant need for approval is almost 

debilitating, so much so that boys naturally feel that their fathers disapprove of them.  

With these considerations in mind, it is important to note that boys‟ views of their father 

are seen through a lens that is not completely clear.  Osherson writes:  

There is a cartoon quality to father images, suggesting a view of father built up by 

watching this person from a distance.  What is striking is that often the fathers in 

these cartoons are angry or disappointed with us.
82

 

 

Therefore, a father‟s example compels the boy to rise to the challenge of meeting it. 

 As boys develop into men, these images are held subconsciously in their heads as 

they engage the world.  Trying to find their own identity, young men commonly “strive 

to be different from our fathers while also unconsciously trying to live up to their 

image.”
83

  Paternal veneration becomes more complex as life becomes more challenging 

so that boys and young men misidentify with their father‟s shortcomings.
84

   

 When the son becomes a father himself, there are some important developmental 

changes.  Continuing with the trend of complexity, the new fathers begin to see their own 

fathers more realistically, but desire the authority in their new family that their own father 

seemed to enjoy.  Osherson remarks, “The grown son may feel that he can never live up 

to the heroic father unless he is also idolized – seen as the hero – within his own 

family.”
85

 
86

 

 Given this framework, it seems easy how a young boy could become enchanted 

with his father‟s world of politics and how he could gain the skills and ambitions to 
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create it for himself.  This theoretical model seems to fit Bob, Sr. and Phil almost 

perfectly.  Phil felt that Bob, Sr. disapproved of him and was not a nurturing father.  

Nonetheless, Phil constantly sought his approval and sought to imitate his behavior.  

Thus Phil learned his father‟s trade and adopted his philosophy.  Perhaps this may seem 

like a remarkable story, but it is more ordinary than the reader may believe.  For as in the 

case of the La Follettes beliefs and family were the cause of fame and power, not the lust 

for the same.   
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