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Young Bob: A Biography of Robert M. La Follette Jr.

Robert M. La Follette Jr., often affectionately referred to as "Young Bob," was an influential
American politician, lawyer, and public servant whose life and career left a significant imprint on the
political landscape of the early 20th century. The son of the famous Progressive Era leader Robert
M. La Follette Sr., Young Bob inherited a legacy of reform and activism that shaped his own views
and endeavors. This biography explores the life of Robert M. La Follette Jr., his contributions to
American politics, and the enduring impact of his family’s commitment to progressive ideals.

Early Life and Education

Robert Marion La Follette Jr. was born on July 24, 1895, in Madison, Wisconsin. He grew up in a
politically charged environment, as his father was a prominent figure in the Progressive movement,
serving as the Governor of Wisconsin and later as a U.S. Senator. Young Bob's upbringing was
steeped in discussions about social justice, labor rights, and the need for governmental reform,
which greatly influenced his perspectives.

Following his father’s footsteps, La Follette Jr. attended the University of Wisconsin-Madison, where
he honed his skills and passion for politics. He later pursued a law degree at Harvard Law School,
graduating in 1919. His educational background provided him with a solid foundation in both legal
principles and the workings of government, preparing him for a career in public service.

Political Career

Robert M. La Follette Jr.'s political career began in earnest when he was elected to the U.S. House
of Representatives in 1925. His tenure in Congress was marked by a commitment to the progressive
ideals championed by his father. La Follette Jr. was known for advocating for various reforms that
aimed to improve the lives of ordinary Americans, including:

Labor rights, including support for unions and workers’ protections

Social welfare programs to aid the less fortunate

Campaign finance reform to reduce the influence of money in politics



Advocacy for Civil Rights

One of the hallmarks of La Follette Jr.'s political career was his commitment to civil rights. He was a
vocal advocate for racial equality and worked tirelessly to combat discrimination. He was influenced
by the progressive movements of the time, which sought to address systemic injustices in American
society.

During his time in Congress, La Follette Jr. supported legislation aimed at:

Ending racial segregation in schools and public facilities1.

Strengthening anti-lynching laws2.

Promoting voting rights for African Americans3.

His advocacy for civil rights was not without challenges, as he faced significant opposition from
more conservative factions within Congress. Nevertheless, La Follette Jr. remained steadfast in his
belief that government should play a proactive role in promoting social justice.

La Follette Jr. and the Progressive Movement

Robert M. La Follette Jr. was more than just a politician; he was a key figure in the broader
Progressive movement that sought to address the ills of industrialization, urbanization, and political
corruption. His work in Congress was characterized by a commitment to the principles of
progressivism, including:

Government accountability and transparency

Regulation of big business to protect consumers and workers

Environmental conservation and sustainable practices

Legacy of Reform

The legacy of Robert M. La Follette Jr. is closely tied to his father’s accomplishments. While he may
not have achieved the same level of fame as Robert M. La Follette Sr., Young Bob’s contributions to
the Progressive movement were significant. His efforts to push for reform and advocate for the
rights of marginalized groups helped lay the groundwork for future generations of activists and
politicians.

La Follette Jr. often collaborated with other progressive leaders of his time, forging alliances with



labor unions, civil rights organizations, and environmental advocates. His ability to build coalitions
was instrumental in advancing key legislation during his tenure in office.

Personal Life

Outside of his public service, Robert M. La Follette Jr. led a fulfilling personal life. He married Ruth
R. A. La Follette, and together they had three children. Family played a significant role in his life,
and he often emphasized the importance of education and civic engagement to his children.

Despite the demands of his political career, La Follette Jr. was known to enjoy outdoor activities,
particularly hunting and fishing. These hobbies allowed him to connect with nature and reflect on
the pressing issues facing society.

Challenges and Setbacks

La Follette Jr.'s career was not without challenges. He faced political opposition from conservatives
who resisted his progressive agenda. Additionally, the rise of more conservative ideologies in the
later years of his career made it increasingly difficult to push for reforms.

The Great Depression also posed challenges for La Follette Jr. and his progressive colleagues. As
economic turmoil swept the nation, the need for social welfare programs became more pressing, yet
political divisions complicated efforts to address the crisis.

Later Years and Death

As the political landscape began to shift in the late 1930s and early 1940s, Robert M. La Follette Jr.
continued to advocate for progressive ideals. However, he faced increasing challenges in a Congress
that was becoming more polarized and resistant to reform.

La Follette Jr. ultimately decided to retire from politics in 1946. He remained engaged in public
discourse, writing articles and giving speeches on issues he was passionate about. His insights and
experiences contributed to ongoing discussions regarding social justice, civil rights, and the role of
government in society.

Robert M. La Follette Jr. passed away on July 18, 1953. His death marked the end of an era for the
La Follette family and the progressive movement in America. However, his legacy lived on through
the policies he championed and the ideals he represented.

Conclusion

Robert M. La Follette Jr. was a man deeply influenced by his father’s legacy yet determined to carve
out his own path in the realm of politics. His commitment to progressive ideals, advocacy for civil



rights, and relentless pursuit of social justice resonated throughout his career. As a public servant,
he sought to improve the lives of ordinary Americans and challenge the status quo.

The life of Young Bob serves as a reminder of the importance of civic engagement and the impact
one individual can have on the course of history. His contributions to American politics and the
progressive movement continue to inspire generations of activists and leaders who strive for a fairer
and more equitable society.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Robert M. La Follette Jr. and why is he significant?
Robert M. La Follette Jr. was an American politician, lawyer, and progressive reformer known for his
influential role in the early 20th century as a leader of the Progressive Movement in the United
States. He played a crucial role in advocating for social justice, labor rights, and government reform.

What are the main themes explored in 'Young Bob: A
Biography of Robert M. La Follette Jr.'?
'Young Bob: A Biography of Robert M. La Follette Jr.' explores themes of political reform, personal
integrity, and the impact of family legacy on public service. It highlights La Follette Jr.'s early life,
his education, and the influences that shaped his progressive beliefs.

How does the biography portray La Follette Jr.'s relationship
with his father?
The biography portrays La Follette Jr.'s relationship with his father, Robert M. La Follette Sr., as one
of both admiration and pressure. His father's legacy as a reformist politician deeply influenced La
Follette Jr.'s own political ambitions and ideals.

What impact did Robert M. La Follette Jr. have on American
politics?
Robert M. La Follette Jr. had a significant impact on American politics by advocating for progressive
reforms such as the direct primary, worker's rights, and the regulation of monopolies. His work
contributed to the broader Progressive Movement that sought to address the challenges of
industrialization.

What challenges did La Follette Jr. face during his political
career?
La Follette Jr. faced numerous challenges during his political career, including opposition from
established political figures, resistance to his reformist agenda, and the complexities of navigating
the political landscape of his time, particularly during the Great Depression.



Why is 'Young Bob' considered a relevant read today?
'Young Bob' is considered a relevant read today as it offers insights into the struggles for social
justice and governmental accountability that resonate with current political movements. It serves as
a reminder of the importance of integrity and reform in politics.
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