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In 1931 Belle Case La Follette was hailed by the New York Times as 
“perhaps the least known, yet the most influential of all the American 
women who have had to do with public affairs in this country.”1 More 
than seventy years later, her legacy remains under-appreciated. Once a 
powerful force in progressive politics, both in Wisconsin and on the na-
tional scene, she merits much closer scrutiny—and greater recognition 
than she has heretofore received.

	 Belle Case La Follette was first of all a major political influence 
on her husband, who was a congressman from 1885 to 1891, Wisconsin 
governor from 1901 to 1906, and U.S. senator from 1906 until his death 
in 1925. “Fighting Bob” La Follette sought to bring the “Wisconsin 
Idea” of a truer democracy to the entire nation. He embraced a broad 
spectrum of reforms, including state regulatory commissions, the di-
rect election of senators, the conservation of natural resources, and the 
concept of a university working in tandem with the legislature to create 
a modern service state. He was a major player on the national scene 
for decades. Unlike many other men of his time, Bob La Follette de-
pended enormously on his wife’s advice and counsel, seeking it eagerly 
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and often, openly acknowledging to fellow politicians that he would not 
make key decisions without consulting his wife. The La Follettes could 
and did differ publicly over political issues, but even at such times Bob 
would listen to Belle’s clear and measured thinking. She had a first-rate 
mind and a keen instinct for public policy. Among other achievements, 
she was the first woman to graduate from the University of Wiscon-
sin Law School.2 Despite their occasional differences over political 
strategy and tactics, Bob La Follette called his wife “my wisest and best  
counselor.”

	 While Belle La Follette’s influence on her spouse is undeni-
able, this was not the only sphere in which she made her mark. She also 
had a talent for reaching the public and influencing public opinion— 
frequently through speeches, but most often through the hundreds of 
articles she wrote over a period of more than fifty years, primarily for  
La Follette’s Magazine, which premiered in 1909 and continues to this 
day as The Progressive. Of exceptional importance is her skillful use of the 
written word, especially in the years prior to the attainment of woman 
suffrage. In particular, her columns attacking the racist practices of 
President Woodrow Wilson’s administration during the period when 
women were still denied the vote demonstrated her ability to galvanize 
one disenfranchised and oppressed group (women) to take up the cause 
of another (African Americans), with empowering results.

	 Bob La Follette intended the weekly (later monthly), sixteen-
page magazine to be “the vigilant champion of True Representative 
Government” and of course a vehicle for his own political views. Its 
pages provided “an uncensored forum in which to justify and rational-
ize, defend and attack, criticize and promote” any and all issues the La 
Follettes found worthy of discussion.3 Just as Eleanor Roosevelt later 
utilized the forum of her regular column “My Day” to promote vari-
ous causes, Belle La Follette made use of her own featured department 
within the magazine. While La Follette’s readership never matched 
Roosevelt’s in numbers, the reactions evoked by her department are ev-
idence that through her printed words she created a powerful relation-
ship with her readers nationwide. Her words in response to the racist 
policies of the Wilson administration inspired her readers not merely to 
critical thought but to protest and to action.

	 Belle Case La Follette passionately, tenaciously, and publicly 
promoted not just women’s suffrage but feminism, world peace, public 
service, and other movements contributing to sweeping, liberal, even 
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radical change. She shrewdly used her husband’s political influence to 
publicize and promote her own reform agenda, forging powerful rela-
tionships and contributing materially to social change. Her life story, 
though less well known than those of various First Ladies, has hardly 
been ignored. It is the subject of a full length biography, a dissertation, 
scholarly articles, websites and a documentary film.4 Each details to 
varying degrees the depth of her commitment to political reform; yet 
the woman who emerges too often appears to be “merely” the staunch 
supporter and helpmeet to her husband, a woman who championed 
idealistic causes, but from a safe distance. In fact she was as actively 
involved in reform efforts as any progressive of her day—a woman who 
managed to be both complex and reserved emotionally, while at the 
same time politically passionate. Her commitment to various reforms 
earned her much scorn and derision, involving her in ugly public and 
private debates and disputes that she endured at great personal cost. 
Her opposition to America’s entry into World War I, and the vilifica-
tion which she and her husband endured as a result, caused her, in 1919, 
to suffer a nervous breakdown whose symptoms included amnesia.5

	 Belle Case La Follette often campaigned in support of world 
disarmament and civil rights, especially for African Americans but al-
ways most avidly for women’s rights.6 She is probably best known for 
her dedication to attaining the woman’s vote (for which she spoke, 
wrote, and marched), but all three of the causes she held most dear 
were, she believed, inextricably bound together: “This business of being 
a woman is in many ways, like being a member of a despised race.”7 As 
a woman—that is, a member of a group that had suffered from gen-
erations of discrimination—La Follette was well aware of the toll that 
bigotry had taken on the pride, dignity, and incentive of its various tar-
gets. Yet she remained unshaken in her faith in the unsung, often even 
untapped, courage, integrity, and ability of victims of discrimination. It 
was her fervent belief, for example, that despite the limitations imposed 
on women by the prescribed gender roles of the day, “if women had a 
larger voice in the counseling of nations, there would be no war slogans, 
no dreams of empire which could lead to the great sacrifice of life, which 
woman alone knows the real value.”8

	 Following World War I, La Follette became a prominent 
member of the national board of the U.S. section of the Women’s In-
ternational League for Peace and Freedom. She had long believed 
that women could, and should, change the world. In her “Home and 
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Education” department in La Follette’s Magazine, she offered her read-
ers advice and encouragement to do just that. In describing the goal of 
her department (whose column frequently spilled onto two, even three 
pages) she stated that, contrary to the advice of others, “I have writ-
ten upon the supposition that no subject is too broad, too dignified, too 
advanced for women readers.”9 Clearly, she and others viewed her col-
umn as an agency for social change. Consequently she was hailed by 
the Cincinnati Inquirer as “a pioneer in the establishment of a new sort of 
women’s page.”10 As the editor of “one of the cleverest and most read-
able women’s pages in the country,” she garnered praise for providing 
women with “stronger intellectual food” than the usual fare of “vaseline 
and cold cream.”11 Rejecting the notion that women’s inability to vote 
rendered them politically powerless, La Follette believed fervently in 
the importance of even traditional perceptions of women’s proper role 
in the political well-being of the nation.12 Women’s contributions could 
not be made in the form of a completed ballot, but through the printed 
word their political wisdom could be made known. For the first several 
years of La Follette’s Magazine’s publication, the motto under her “Home 
and Education” title read: “The Home is the real seat of government 
and the Wise men of all nations bring their gifts to the cradle.” She ex-
plored a vast variety of topics, from advice on nutrition, housekeeping, 
and child raising to such decidedly undomestic subjects as race rela-
tions, party politics, and foreign affairs. Although the desire for wom-
en’s rights remained the closest to her heart, La Follette’s columns on 
race published during the second decade of the twentieth century are 
deserving of special attention. It was there that Belle La Follette truly 
demonstrated her ability to use the printed word to inspire women to 
action while showcasing the depth and breadth of her commitment to 
civil rights during a particularly trying time in the nation’s history.

	 In the 5 August 1911 issue of La Follette’s, a story titled “Colored 
Folk of Washington” takes up nearly two pages of the “Home and Edu-
cation” section. It is illustrated by six photographs, mostly of smiling Af-
rican American faces. Ostensibly, the story offers a simple comparison 
between La Follette’s impressions of Washington’s African American 
population during her husband’s tenure in Congress during the 1880s 
and her observations of their status some thirty years later. La Follette 
details the changes she has observed in both the white and black popu-
lations. Washington’s African Americans in the 1880s, she recalls, were 
but one generation removed from slavery. She praises the “old types” 
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for their wholesome manners, habits, and traditions, but presents the 
new generation of that postwar era as inexperienced, ill-educated, and 
undisciplined, “foolishly imitative” of white folks because “they did not 
realize that abolishing slavery had not removed the barriers of race and 
color; nor had they awakened to the possibilities of separate racial de-
velopment.” Whites in Washington in the 1880s were much involved 
with the “race question,” their positions clearly distinguished by their 
choice of the term “nigger” or “negro.” But whatever their viewpoint, 
notes La Follette, whites assumed it was up to them, as the nominally 
superior race, to solve the “Negro Problem”: “[N]ot even their strongest 
champions considered the possibility of black folks settling it for them-
selves.” To be sure, La Follette’s language reflects the casual racism of 
that earlier day. She describes the children of the cook at the boarding-
house where she and Congressman La Follette resided as “happy little 
coons,” and the describes the mother of a faithful nurse as “a typical 
mammy.”13

	 But there was more to Belle La Follette’s column than mere 
reminiscence. The remaining, and much longer, portion of her story 
is in fact a spirited defense of Washington’s African Americans. She 
emphasizes the popular movement away from assuming whites to be 
the sole providers of any potential solution to the “race problem,” not-
ing instead the self-reliance of Washington’s African Americans. “Col-
ored,” La Follette notes, is the nearly universal adjective indicating 
Washington’s African American population, and said “quite uncon-
sciously,” reflecting much less division among whites as to black status. 
“Very little thought seems to be given to the race question, either pub-
lic or personally,” La Follette asserts, because “Colored folk are pre-
sumed to settle their own problems and carry their own burden,” and 
were doing so with a good deal of success. No longer a burden on the 
white population, African Americans were, according to La Follette, an 
important asset. They constituted about one-third of the population of 
Washington and performed nearly all the city’s manual labor. (With a 
population of 94,446 in 1910, Washington, D.C., had the largest Afri-
can American population of any city in the United States, a population 
that enjoyed an elevated social status when compared to those of their 
race in other southern cities). La Follette wonders “what Washington 
would do without the colored help.” African Americans are wage earn-
ers and, she notes quite pointedly, wage spenders, with great purchasing 
power. There is, she reminds her readers, “a class of very wealthy and  



UWP: Danky & Wiegand: Women in Print� page286

286
 

	 unger 

prosperous negroes,” and observes that even many of those in domestic 
service are saving toward buying a home.14

	 After reminding her readers that African Americans were vital 
players in the Washington economy, La Follette then refutes, in some 
detail, the negative stereotypes middle-class white women in Wash-
ington perpetuate about African American domestic servants. “When 
women decry the whole race,—as women are wont to do,—because of 
their hard experience with servants,” La Follette urges white women 
in Washington to consider their good fortune to live in area where do-
mestic servants are plentiful. In fact, much of the readily available help 
was “very good,” in La Follette’s opinion. She urges her readers not to 
be “thoughtlessly uncharitable,” but instead to make allowances for the 
“disadvantages in opportunity and environment” of the “colored help.” 
In this portion of her column, young African Americans are no longer 
“happy little coons,” but rather “children who are interesting, and often 
beautiful,” neatly and tastefully dressed, with “bright attractive faces,” 
and “good manners,” qualities La Follette credits to their mothers’ care 
and attention. African American women living in their “little homes,” 
she observes, take in washing and sewing when they are not serving in 
the homes of white women. They also raise flowers, vegetables, and 
eggs for sale. Indeed they “reflect the spirit of the pioneer home-makers 
of this country—the sacrifices, the varied occupations, the industry, and 
the love of the land,” and she wonders if, “considering all the circum-
stances, there is a class of people more deserving of a word of apprecia-
tion than the colored folk of Washington.”15

	 La Follette’s Magazine had a circulation between 30,000 and 
40,000, with about half its subscribers in Wisconsin. Presumably most 
subscribers were sympathetic to the family’s progressive views on most 
issues, creating what print culture scholar Elizabeth Long calls a “social 
infrastructure,” making the reading of La Follette’s a communal activity 
grounded on shared interpretative frameworks and practiced in shared 
institutions.16 But many of the magazine’s readers vehemently disagreed 
with Belle La Follette’s “casual observations” on the “Colored Folk of 
Washington.” Rather than eliciting only appreciation for Washington’s 
African American community, as she had intended, her words brought 
angry reactions from readers who brought their racist orientation to her 
text.17 The article cost the magazine subscribers and “called forth let-
ters of bitter denunciation.” So chastened and upset was she that she 
waited two full years before mentioning in print the storm of criticism 
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and protest that erupted after publication of her column. In her follow-
up article (23 August 1913), La Follette states that it was not her purpose 
to offend her readers and acknowledges that she is no expert investi-
gator. However, she also expresses that she finds it “the very essence 
of editorial obligation to stand firmly for well grounded convictions on 
important matters, especially where human rights are involved.” She 
then makes plain her real agenda in revisiting the 1911 column: since 
the inauguration of the Wilson administration, southerners were deter-
mined to have the citizens of the nation’s capital be officially segregated 
by race. The existing policy of no official discrimination on the streets of 
Washington was under attack in the form of bills mandating segregated 
street cars introduced by members of Congress from Florida, Missis-
sippi, and Oklahoma. Belle Case La Follette printed in full the adver-
tisement for a public meeting held two weeks earlier at which Sena-
tor James K. Vardaman of Mississippi and other “prominent speakers” 
addressed the question “Shall the Negro Rule?” and discussed “fully 
and freely” “the policy of appointing Negroes to government positions.” 
The senator and his fellow speakers appeared under the auspices of the 
National Democratic Fair Play Association, a nongovernmental group 
advocating “the segregation of the races in government employment, 
and the ‘reorganization of the civil service’ as declared in the National 
Democratic Platform of 1912.” La Follette describes this unprovoked 
announcement as “a proclamation of hate [that] strikes terror to the 
hearts of the colored race,” causing “fear and suffering.”

	 Although Belle La Follette had been more indirect in defend-
ing African Americans from white women in Washington who did not 
sufficiently appreciate their value, once politicians—and demagogues—
became involved, she took off the gloves. While La Follette’s class and 
race granted her a certain level of privilege in society, her disenfran-
chisement and other political and social constraints based on her gen-
der placed her on the periphery of power. Undaunted, she skillfully and 
aggressively used one of the few powerful means of expression available 
to her. Within the “women’s section” of her family’s magazine, La Fol-
lette, clearly seeking her readers’ support, used the printed word in an 
effort to shape race relations in America. With her column of 23 August 
1913, she officially launched her very public attack on the Wilson ad-
ministration’s efforts to racially segregate all government agencies and 
eliminate African Americans from federal service.18
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	 The column, frankly titled “The Color Line,” makes a two-
pronged attack on the racism suddenly pervading Washington. The first, 
a more pointed effort than she had attempted in her column previously, 
emphasizes the contributions of African Americans to the nation’s capi-
tal. La Follette invites her readers to imagine the scenario resulting from 
the fulfillment of Nevada Senator Francis Newland’s desire for all blacks 
to be resettled outside the United States, possibly even shipped back to 
Africa. Whites would be the first to feel what she terms the “economic 
tragedy.” Far more dramatic is her second attack: a detailed account of 
her personal efforts to discover and combat the impact of the govern-
ment’s as yet unofficial but pending efforts to segregate the federal civil 
service. The new requirement that all applicants submit a photograph 
was evidence of the effort to make race a criterion in what had been a 
color-blind hiring process. La Follette’s involvement was motivated by 
a desire to bring attention to actions that the government clearly in-
tended to be kept quiet. She was inspired by a letter she had received 
from Nannie Burroughs, president of the National Training School for 
Women and Girls, protesting the racial segregation being instituted 
in the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. La Follette wrote directly to 
 J. E. Ralph, director of the bureau, and published the parts of his reply 
pertaining to women employees. Ralph noted that about 10 percent of 
the employees in his bureau were African American and declared that 
no general order to segregate had been issued. He did acknowledge, 
however, that when three “colored girls” persisted in disregarding the 
“kindly suggestion” that “it would be best for them to occupy [lunch] 
tables with girls of their own race,” he found it “necessary” to give them 
“positive directions” to restrict themselves to those tables assigned to 
“the colored assistants.” At La Follette’s request, the bureau provided 
her the names of the three African Americans, each of whom agreed to 
be interviewed by Belle La Follette.

	 These interviews, conducted on 9 August 1913, revealed that 
two of the women had been employed at the bureau for eleven years, 
and the third, Rosebud Murraye, for nine years. During those years the 
quality of their work had earned them several promotions. They had 
eaten where they liked within the lunch room, with no white opposition. 
When a white woman suddenly objected to their presence in the lunch 
room, they replied that they heeded orders only from the director. Dur-
ing the subsequent meeting with the director, strong suggestions rather 
than direct orders were issued, prompting La Follette to ask if they were 
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still eating in the lunch room. “No,” came the reply, “it was no use try-
ing. Our food choked us.” Two days after these interviews, Rosebud 
Murraye brought La Follette a copy of a memorandum from her imme-
diate supervisor calling for her dismissal for “insubordination and dis-
respectful behavior, “ which La Follette duly appended to her column. 
La Follette’s own concluding remarks rather dramatically informed her 
readers that the fate of Murraye had yet to be resolved.19

	 La Follette’s column of 13 September 1913 includes a letter she 
deemed typical of the many she received criticizing “The Color Line.” 
Dr. Leon Peek of West Palm Beach, Florida, justifies forwarding to her 
his critical reaction by noting that because La Follette had presented her 
views in a public forum, she invited responses. Peek chided La Follette 
for her ignorance about racial differences, noting that “Negroes, at least 
many of them, like to push themselves into company where they are not 
wanted,” and he urged her to respect the opinions of “normal” white 
people who opposed racial equality, especially northerners who express 
racist sentiments after visiting the South. In response, La Follette freely 
acknowledged the limitations of her experiences but pointedly rejoined, 
“I believe my views in this field are entitled to consideration at least 
equal to that according the views of Northerners who go South, and 
speak with authority of the whole colored race.” She wrote that “the 
policy of drawing the color line in the United States Civil Service was 
the occasion of my writing the article” and concluded that “the South 
should not try to set up its Standards for the North or for the District 
of Columbia,” because “merit, not sympathy, demands that [Negroes] 
should not be discriminated against and should be accorded the justice 
due them as citizens of a democracy.”20

	 A month later La Follette summarized in La Follette’s Magazine 
a report on segregation in the civil service in the District of Columbia 
instigated by the New York chapter of the NAACP. The report noted 
that, despite a lack of official orders, systematic enforcement of segre-
gation was being carried out under the Wilson administration. Federal 
administrators denied any racial motivation for the creation of segre-
gated facilities, instead attributing the “changes” to a desire to “increase 
efficiency.”21

	 The impact of La Follette’s “Color Line” columns, especially 
upon the higher levels of government is impossible to gauge with any 
real accuracy. Robert La Follette had copies of each issue delivered free 
of charge to each of his colleagues in the House and the Senate, but 
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distribution does not guarantee readership. However, in January 1914, 
Belle La Follette received a letter from a writer she termed as “a refined, 
intelligent colored woman” in Paris, where the news had reached of the 
“splendid articles appearing in La Follette’s regarding segregation.”22 The 
woman decried the persecution of her race within the United States and 
warned of the legacy of bitter hatred and even bloodshed that would 
be the inevitable result. La Follette printed her letter in “Home and 
Education” alongside to an article by Margaret Woodrow Wilson on 
an unrelated matter.23 Since President Wilson’s attention was likely to 
be drawn to this issue of La Follette’s Magazine featuring his daughter’s 
words—which were introduced in extremely flattering terms by Belle 
La Follette—it is probable that the juxtaposition of her article with the 
letter from the African American woman in France was not entirely  
coincidental.

	 Whether the impact was lost on Woodrow Wilson remains un-
known, but Belle La Follette did not hesitate to confront the president 
directly. Two weeks later, in “The Color Line to Date,” she noted the 
criticism resulting from her speeches (one before an African American 
audience at the Washington YMCA, the other at the annual banquet 
of the New York NAACP), before providing an update on the status of 
Rosebud Murraye. Murraye’s employment at the Bureau of Engraving 
and Printing was terminated 21 August 1913, nine years after she began 
work and just twelve days after she openly discussed the new racial re-
strictions with La Follette. La Follette printed in full Murraye’s letter of 
protest to President Wilson, together with portions of her own letter that 
she attached to Murraye’s appeal. She also printed in full the response 
from Wilson’s secretary, who directed La Follette to an attachment by 
the president’s son-in-law, William McAdoo, Secretary of the Treasury. 
McAdoo’s terse note that “the Department . . . sees no ground for re-
opening the case” is likewise reprinted in La Follette’s Magazine.24

	 Having used the Murraye debacle to personalize the injus-
tice wreaked by the government’s efforts to segregate the civil service, 
La Follette repeated in her column what she had said in her public 
speeches; namely, that African Americans had for too long been forced 
to submit to discrimination in travel, in hotels, at public entertain-
ments, in schools, and in churches. Her outrage that public service was 
being added to the list is plain: “But to have the United States Govern-
ment take a backward step, to have the color line drawn in places they 
have won their merit, to be humiliated, repressed and degraded at the 
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capital of the nation by their own government, which has no right to  
discriminate among its citizens, is a body blow to hope and pride and 
incentive.”25

	 As Belle La Follette noted, it was not only the immediately op-
pressed who would suffer if such practices were perpetuated: “Con-
tinued violations of fundamental principles of human rights touching 
a race that constitutes one-tenth of our citizenship must ultimately de-
grade our standards, corrupt our ideals, and destroy our sense of democ-
racy.”26 And time proved her prophecy correct. The systematic effort to 
oust African Americans from positions of any power continued. As the 
more influential African Americans were purged from government po-
sitions, those blacks on rungs much farther down the civil service ladder 
who managed to retain their positions were racially segregated. These 
and a variety of other oppressive actions moved Booker T. Washington 
to observe in 1913, “I have recently spent several days in Washington 
and have never seen the colored people so discouraged and so bitter 
as they are at the present time.”27 Calling whites to consider what such 
unjust discrimination against civil service employees meant to national 
life, Belle Case La Follette wrote that the issue is “in no way a matter of 
social privilege. It is a matter of civil right.”28 Nonetheless, by 1916 only 
one African American maintained a federal appointment—municipal 
judge Robert Terrell, husband of the noted educator and social activist 
Mary Church Terrell of the District of Columbia.

	 La Follette concluded “The Color Line to Date” by reprinting 
excerpts from a few of the multitude of letters generated by her writ-
ings and speeches on race. Many of the critical letters came attached 
to accounts of La Follette’s speeches and articles clipped from southern 
newspapers such as the Roanoke Times; supportive letters were accompa-
nied by clippings from the New York Evening Post, the Washington Evening 
Post, and similar papers in the North. One anonymous writer warned 
her that “for a white lady to address a Negro Audience is out of place,” 
noting that while such behavior might garner Senator La Follette some 
black votes, “it does not raise you very much in the estimation of decent 
white people.” (Wisconsin then had fewer than 5,000 African Ameri-
can voters, constituting less than 0.2 percent of the state’s total.) Other 
critics were far less restrained. One reader, so determined to have the 
prevailing racial values confirmed, termed Belle La Follette a disgrace 
to the white race and suggested that the only true reason she might have 
written such a column was that she was herself black—but only “a little 
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light in color.” It was signed, “[A] real white person with no black stripes 
down the back like you.”29

	 Two months later, La Follette offered readers of La Follette’s 
Magazine another sampling of reader response in “The Color Line: Var-
ious Points of View.” One correspondent from Tennessee denounced 
the “idiotic demands” for social equality of the races being popularized 
by La Follette. But the printed and spoken words of Belle La Follette 
also generated support, demonstrating the power of her words as agents 
of meaningful change. A white southern woman expressed her admi-
ration for La Follette and her sympathy for the racially oppressed. An 
unidentified brigadier general of the U.S. Army who had served as an 
officer in a “colored regiment” was inspired by La Follette’s coverage 
to publicly declare racial segregation of America’s armed forces a clear 
violation of the Constitution. And an African American woman tried 
to describe the “tremendous effect upon all who heard” La Follette’s 
stirring speech concerning race relations delivered to an audience of 
color at the Washington YMCA. It was, she reported, “the topic which 
overshadows all others” in the African American community. A white 
employee of the Government Printing Office (and a Civil War veteran) 
concluded his lengthy tribute to his black colleagues by addressing  
La Follette directly: “Again I thank you. The black race needs such as 
you to aid them. The white race needs you to bring it to its senses.”30

	 During the first four months of 1914 Belle La Follette contin-
ued to print letters expressing a variety of viewpoints concerning her 
views on the color line. Her correspondents ranged from an “absolute 
segregationist” in Topeka, Kansas, to a grateful Wisconsinite thanking 
La Follette for the “never-forgotten steps you have taken to protect a 
downtrodden race.”31 She also reprinted in her column the speeches 
and columns of others who shared her views on civil rights. In “Fair 
Chance for the Negro,” retired Brigadier General Richard H. Pratt 
demonstrated the illogic of a variety of prevailing racist stereotypes and 
practices, concluding, “The Negro is entitled to a full, fair, and equal 
chance to develop all his best powers to the highest extent. Until he has 
that full chance and proves by that alone what is he capable of, all asser-
tion of lower order or incompetence is baseless.”32

	 In the end, the Wilson administration failed in its attempt to 
impose racial segregation throughout the federal civil service. Black 
and white advocates of civil rights refused to acquiesce in the giant 
step backward, swelling the ranks of the Washington NAACP from the  
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original 143 (of which Belle Case La Follette was one) to 700 dues-paying  
members.33 The president personally received letters of protest from 
every state, written by both blacks and whites, some doubtlessly inspired 
by La Follette’s outspoken columns.34 La Follette urged her Washington 
female readers in particular to consider how an “absence of purpose 
that characterizes the social life of the national Capital reacts unfavor-
ably on the country,” reminding them that they are “not supposed to 
belong to the butterfly and parasitic class,” but “should represent the 
earnest, intelligent womanhood of the nation.”35 Mass meetings were 
held and petitions circulated. By early 1914 the “rain of complaints” that 
activists had brought down on segregationists forced an official end to 
the federal segregation efforts, prompting many victory celebrations 
within the offices of the NAACP, their joy shared by all proponents of 
civil rights, black and white.36

	 But Belle La Follette did not relax in her vigilance. Her final 
direct assault on Wilson’s racial policies appeared in La Follette’s in De-
cember 1914, decrying the President’s ongoing defense of “unofficial” 
segregation in certain federal departments, which he continued to de-
clare necessary to prevent friction resulting from the racial prejudice 
that already existed.37 Even as Wilson’s segregation plan foundered,  
La Follette remained alert to violations of African American rights. 
Until her death in 1931, her “Home and Education” department of  
La Follette’s Magazine carried articles decrying segregation and lynching 
while promoting racial harmony and cooperation.

	 Leaders of the African American community nationwide never 
forgot Belle La Follette’s public stance on their behalf during what was 
called at the time “the most serious blow to Negro rights since the days 
of slavery.”38 Even in the midst of a disagreement with La Follette over 
troop removal from Russia following World War I, Mary Church Ter-
rell noted La Follette’s total lack of race prejudice and praised her for 
always having the courage of her convictions. “[B]y word and by deed,” 
she wrote, Belle La Follette strove to “place herself on record as being in 
favor of any legislation or any effort designed to give colored people all 
the rights and privileges which other people enjoy.”39

	 The “new kind of women’s page” she created within her fami-
ly’s magazine allowed Belle Case La Follette to establish a unique rela-
tionship with her readers. Through her skillful use of the printed word, 
she challenged thousands of Americans, most of them women, to think 
deeply on the political, social, and economic ramifications of racism. 



UWP: Danky & Wiegand: Women in Print� page294

294
 

	 unger 

She encouraged and enabled them to see an attack on one race as an  
attack on all. By publicly exposing the segregationist activities of the Wil-
son administration, she also showed by example how women, without 
the benefit of the vote or economic power, could use their own printed 
words to battle injustice—and win. As they strove to empower African 
Americans, American women of all races who heeded La Follette’s call 
empowered themselves. Belle La Follette was undeniably a politically 
influential spouse of the highest caliber—and a remarkable American in 
her own right who used to fullest advantage one of the most important 
tools available to her and to oppressed others: the printed word.
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