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This photograph of Francis McGovern was taken in September 1910,
just two months before he was elected governor of Wisconsin.
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ampaign finance reform, teacher pay, state highway
funding, natural resource protection, tax fairness, the
University of Wisconsin budget, vocational education,
worker protection—all issues at the top of the state’s political
agenda. The year? 1911. A twenty-first-century reader could be
forgiven for doing a double take, for the list sounds remarkably
contemporary. Yet more than a century ago these issues—and
others—were the subjects of one of the most notable speeches
ever delivered by a Wisconsin governor.
In 1911, the new state capitol building in Madison was still
under construction. The east and west wings were done, but the
impressive rotunda and dome, as well as two other wings, were
yet to be completed. At 10:50 a.m. on January 12, 1911, both
houses of the legislature convened in the assembly chamber.
Lieutenant Governor Thomas Morris of La Crosse called the
joint session to order and introduced Francis McGovern, who
became the first governor to deliver an inaugural message in
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person in the new building.1 Wisconsin’s Constitution required
the governor to “communicate to the legislature, at every
session, the condition of the state, and recommend such matters
to them for their consideration as he may deem expedient.”
Today, we call this message the state of the state address, but
there is no requirement that it be delivered in person. McGovern’s immediate predecessor, James O. Davidson, had delivered
his messages of 1907 and 1909 in writing.2
McGovern opened his remarks by appealing to state pride,
noting, “From the first our state has been a leader in the Progressive movement.”3 Wisconsin had become nationally known as
an innovator in a movement that had arisen in response to the
impact of industrialization and to the excesses of the Gilded Age.
Progressives sought, in the words of historian John Buenker, to
“ensure every citizen’s economic security and enhance every
citizen’s quality of life without destroying the fundamentals of
democracy and capitalism.”4 Wisconsin had become known as
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The Wisconsin State Capitol was under construction around the time McGovern delivered his inaugural message.

an innovator and a leader, and the governor’s audience knew
Wisconsin’s progressive reputation for innovations such as the
direct primary. Over the last century, many Wisconsinites have
revered the word “progressive,” so much so that both Democrats and Republicans have used it. David Obey, longtime
liberal Democratic congressman, subtitled his memoir “The
Washington Battles of a Heartland Progressive” and used the
word “progressive” or “progressivism” more than fifty times in
his book. Republican Governor Tommy Thompson claimed the
progressive mantle for a conservative agenda, writing in 1996
that he was successful in Wisconsin “not by abandoning my
state’s tradition of progressive government, but by building on
it.” The meaning and nuances of the word have changed over
the past century, but it still resonates in Wisconsin.5
In the eyes of many, Robert M. La Follette Sr. symbolizes
Wisconsin progressivism, but Governor Francis E. McGovern,
who served from 1911 to 1915, is a better model. Although less
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known than La Follette, McGovern achieved greater success
in getting his reform agenda passed, advocating for and implementing programs such as worker’s compensation and the
“Wisconsin Idea” that are now remembered as key elements
of twentieth-century progressivism. McGovern’s 1911 address,
according to John Buenker, “remains even today one of the
most remarkable inaugural messages ever delivered to an American legislature.”6 His speech, which ran to forty-seven pages
of single-spaced type, called on the legislature to enact wideranging reforms that encapsulate much of what we think of as
progressivism today. He articulated a philosophy of government
that was more developed than La Follette’s, and many of the
issues McGovern raised are still being debated.7
Born on a farm in Elkhart Lake in 1866, Francis McGovern
taught school, studied law, and became the Milwaukee assistant
district attorney before he turned thirty-five. Elected Milwaukee’s district attorney in 1904 and again in 1906, McGovern
47
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To be successful, McGovern had to thread the
needle, finding the right balance between traditional political reforms and ways to address the new
issues of an industrial era. In doing so, he held what
political scientist James Conant calls a commonwealth view of society. Conant argues that the most
important historical element explaining the high
quality of life in Wisconsin has been the positive role
played by state government in society. A belief that
“government’s proper role is to protect its citizens
and to advance the interests of the community as a
whole rather than the interests of a few” has largely
shaped the state’s public policy.10
La Follette’s accomplishments were undoubtedly substantial: revamping the tax structure,
creating the direct primary, establishing the civil
service, and passing anti-lobbying legislation. Nonetheless, as Buenker writes, “The achievements of the
La Follette administration were not nearly so innovative, positive, or monumental as ‘Old Bob’ widely
proclaimed.” Historian Robert Nesbit concurred:
“It is manifestly unfair to label the accomplishments
under McGovern’s leadership as simply the fruition of reforms advanced by La Follette. They went
well beyond La Follette’s basic concern with the
machinery of democracy.”11
McGovern’s inaugural message laid out his
assumptions. He denied that Wisconsin’s problems could be fixed merely by political reforms,
but rather that the “concentration of power in
the hands of the few in both business and politics” was destroying “a fair chance for all in every
walk of life.” McGovern asserted that the virtues
Governor Francis McGovern (wearing a suit and hat) at a Moquah cattle show, ca. 1914
of industry, thrift, and enterprise needed to be
made a name for himself by successfully prosecuting corrupt
cultivated “in such a way as to afford to the weak, the unselfish
government officials. A leader of the reform faction of the
and the defenseless, as well as to the man of average ability and
Republican Party in Milwaukee, McGovern had ambitions for
means a fair start and an equal chance in the race of life.” In his
higher office. Failing to win a seat in the US Senate in 1908,
most direct departure from La Follette’s approach, McGovern
McGovern, with support from progressive Republicans, won
argued that “people cannot live on the framework of govern8
election as governor in 1910.
ment however well organized.” Citizens wanted “control over
In contrast to La Follette, McGovern’s political coming of
the economic conditions under which they earn their living.”12
age in urban Milwaukee led him to see progressivism through
To seize back that control, McGovern called on the legislaa different lens. In 1911 Milwaukee had a strong Socialist Party
ture to build on the reforms of his predecessors, beginning with
that controlled the mayor’s office, the common council, the
the corrupting influence of money in politics. He asserted, “The
county board, a congressional seat, twelve members of the state
excessive use of money in political campaigns has long been an
assembly, and two state senators.9 To be successful, McGovern
unmitigated evil.” He added that the “lavish expenditure of
had to watch constantly over his left shoulder and emphasized
money through political channels for the purpose of influencing
economic fairness. La Follette competed for votes in a rural
elections is a debauching and corrupting influence,” and that
political setting in which he was always looking over his right
it was largely “employed to mislead the voters and befog the
shoulder at his conservative stalwart opponents. He focused
issues pending before them.” McGovern compared campaign
on changing political structures, assuming that once political
spending to an arms race, in which one country’s efforts to
systems were reformed, the people would triumph.
build armaments leads its rivals to build even more. Similarly,
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This political cartoon, published in the Milwaukee Journal in June 1911, commented on the length and
accomplishments of the 1911 legislature.

in politics, “all aspirants to public office are driven, as an alternative, to submitting to certain defeat, to participate more or
less in perpetuating and extending the present vicious system.”
Thus, “the great task of the time is how to make and keep the
government really representative of the people. Powerful forces
are constantly at work to pervert it.”13
McGovern asked for government funding to provide information on candidates, enact limits on the amount of money
spent by candidates, and ensure transparency in campaign
spending. He called for “a strict system of public accounting
of all money disbursed in political campaigns in order to avoid
evasion, and to the end that every dollar spent may readily be
traced from the original contributor to the ultimate recipient.”
He also urged that cities be given more control over their own
affairs (called home rule) and that citizens be allowed to introduce legislation by petition (initiative), vote on legislation (referendum), and remove officeholders (recall).14
The remainder of McGovern’s inaugural message dealt
with economic and quality-of-life issues. McGovern advocated
for a program to protect workers who were injured on the job,
which led to the nation’s first worker’s compensation program.
McGovern recognized that the recently invented and popular
automobile required investment in good roads. By licensing
vehicles based on weight and horsepower, new revenues could
be used for the maintenance of state highways. McGovern
asserted that “the conservation of the natural resources of the
state is a question of vital public interest” and called for water,
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forest, and soil protection legislation. He argued that Wisconsin’s
tax system was inequitable with its reliance on property taxes
rather than income taxes. Unlike property taxes, the income
tax was “the most just and equitable of all taxes. It adjusts the
contribution of each citizen to the support of government in
proportion to his ability to pay. It is based on the idea that one
should give in proportion as he has received.” Under the old
system, McGovern argued, workers with modest homes and
farmers had to pay more than a person whose income came
entirely from stocks and bonds.15
McGovern believed that education was key to building
Wisconsin’s future. He warned against pitting primary education against higher education in the pursuit for government
funding, noting, “The common schools cannot be built up by
tearing the university down any more than the university can be
built up by tearing the common schools down.” To save money,
he called for school consolidation. He expressed concern over
low teacher pay, calling for a minimum salary law for teachers
“which will place the teaching profession upon a proper financial basis and assure to all who engage in it living wages. The
country school is no exception to the rule that you cannot get
more out of an institution than you put into it.”16
He proposed programs for vocational training, night school,
and the university extension. McGovern relied on academic
experts to assist in solving state problems, noting that the university, “as some one has picturesquely said, has enlarged the
boundaries of its campus so as to include the entire state”—a nod
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Milwaukee apprentices at work in their continuation school class, 1913. Under McGovern, the legislature
passed a law in 1911 that laid the basis for the state’s technical and vocational educational program, aimed
at young people who had stopped their formal education to enter the workforce. Apprentices trained in
subjects ranging from shop mathematics and drawing to English and citizenship.

to the Wisconsin Idea as articulated by University of Wisconsin
president Charles Van Hise.17 He argued that support for higher
education “should be regarded as investments, which in the past
has been returned to the state many fold.”18 McGovern’s speech
touched on a variety of other subjects including public health,
aid for handicapped children, consumer protection laws, and
the regulation of the sale of securities.19
In his conclusion, McGovern outlined the principles behind
his program. His agenda was based on “an increasingly enlightened appreciation of the rights of the average man. It is a call
for a return to the ideal of equality before the law in both business and politics.” McGovern explicitly articulated two goals:
democracy and economic justice. Laws and constitutional
amendments dealing with corrupt practices, home rule, recall,
and initiative sought “to give prompt and efficient expression to
the will of the people.” These, however, were means to a larger
goal. The structural changes he sought would secure “justice
among men in the material activities of life.” Worker’s compensation, income tax, highway improvements, natural resource
protection, highways, and investment in education would all
contribute to that end.20
McGovern argued that social changes meant that government likewise needed to change. He noted, “Time was when the
chief business of government was conceived to be the protection
of property rights against invasion by the passions and violence
of man.” But in the twentieth century, “the greatest concern
of society is the protection of the rights of man against invasion by the arrogance of wealth.” In McGovern’s view, “this
is not extreme doctrine. The true extremist is the one who,
oblivious of the changes wrought by time, lacks the initiative to
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make legislation keep pace with rapidly developing social and
commercial conditions, thus ignoring the requirement that as
business progresses legislation must advance.”21
While McGovern did not get everything that he asked for in
the 1911 session, nonetheless, he ranks among the most effective
governors in the state’s history in seeing his agenda enacted into
law. Key legislation included a corrupt practices law, vocational
and technical training programs, the hiring of county agriculture
agents, a worker’s compensation program, factory safety laws,
revision of the state’s tax policy, establishment of industrial and
highway commissions, a waterpower conservation law, a state life
insurance fund, farm cooperatives, and a board of public affairs.22
Some of his rejected proposals were later enacted. The recall was
established in the 1920s, and school district consolidation took
place in the second half of the twentieth century.23
The 1911 session of the legislature was the high-water mark
of McGovern’s career. La Follette and McGovern, both ambitious men, grudgingly tolerated each other but eventually split
at the 1912 Republican National Convention when McGovern
allied himself with delegates supporting Theodore Roosevelt’s
presidential campaign rather than La Follette’s own pursuit of
the Republican nomination. Although reelected governor in
1912, McGovern accomplished less in subsequent legislative
sessions due to opposition from La Follette progressives who
were still angry over McGovern’s backing of Roosevelt. Some
of La Follette’s allies blocked McGovern proposals because of
a desire to retaliate against his support of Roosevelt, and even
La Follette blasted McGovern in a signed editorial.24 McGovern’s eye long had been on national office, and in 1914 he chose
not to run for a third term. Instead, he ran for and won the
wisconsinhistory.org

Republican primary for the US Senate, only to lose an achingly
close general election by a margin of 956 votes. McGovern
returned to Milwaukee, where he practiced law and never held
political office again. He unsuccessfully sought the governorship in 1916 and 1940 and a Senate seat in 1925 and 1934.25
Despite these failures, in four short years McGovern created
a legacy that most governors would find enviable. Most of his
plans were enacted into law, and he created institutions, practices, and laws that we take for granted today. With his rhetoric
he also helped create a progressive vocabulary—a concern for
the common good—that resonated with Wisconsin voters, best
stated in his 1913 state of the state address when he called for
“political freedom and social justice.”26
Does Wisconsin political history matter? Political history is
not lists of governors and legislators or election statistics. When
done right, it demonstrates how a community—a village, a
city, a state, or a nation—makes decisions about a way of life.
Wisconsin’s colorful political history is full of dramatic changes.
Yet there is also continuity in the issues that we debate. Sometimes, the most surprising of events are those that illustrate how
things remain the same.
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