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‘For Home and Country’:  The Scottish Women’s Rural Institutes and the production and consumption of agricultural produce and ‘rural’ crafts

The Scottish Women’s Rural Institute (SWRI) was founded in June 1917.  It soon became affectionately known as the ‘Rurals’ by its members.  Catherine Blair, a former suffragist, is acknowledged as ‘the driving force’ behind the establishment of the movement, and was strategic in gaining support.  She urged the formation of Rurals as ‘a help’ in food production and conservation.  The necessity of the Rurals for the war effort and later in ‘improving the nation’ was emphasised.  The Rurals remained fiercely patriotic throughout the interwar years with its motto being ‘For Home and Country’.  As a result it gained the support of the Board of Agriculture for Scotland, with its chairman Sir Robert Greig arguing that Scottish women were ‘capable of much more in ensuring the success of the agricultural industry’.  

Indeed the Rurals embarked upon its own attempts to improve ‘national efficiency’.  Members were encouraged to become actively involved in increasing the production and consumption of local agricultural produce in rural areas of Scotland.  This was largely channelled through the establishment of what it termed ‘rural industries’ and ‘cooperative enterprises’.  Under these schemes it was suggested that members form community based cooperatives for growing crops and vegetables, which would serve the needs of its members with surpluses to be sold on ‘wayside’ market stalls.  Such activities were also extended to the production and sale of ‘rural crafts’ such as leather craft, basket making, embroidery, and rug making.  These products were exhibited and sold at national agricultural shows, with the dual objective of raising the profile of Scottish crafts and earning additional income for their producers.  In addition the Rurals continued to work closely with the Board of Agriculture, which encouraged it to become involved in the ‘local cooperative marketing’ of agricultural and dairy produce such as poultry, eggs, butter and cheese.  It was felt that as countrywomen had expertise in the production of such goods their cooperation would stimulate consumption.  Consequently it was argued that the involvement of the Rurals would be beneficial for Scottish agriculture.  

Therefore, for the ‘Rurals’ the processes of production and consumption were intimately linked in their work.  This paper will consider the way in which the Rurals and its members engaged in the production of agricultural produce, both to serve the needs of the community, and also to raise the profile of Scottish agriculture.  Consequently, its involvement in local cooperative marketing of such produce, which in turn stimulated consumption of these goods, will also be considered.  Similarly the production and sale of rural craft goods was both functional, in that it earned money for members of the Rurals, and was also a marketing tool for Scottish crafts.  It follows that the dual function of the Rurals craftwork will also be discussed.  Throughout this paper I will also explore the notion that patriotism and attempts to increase ‘national efficiency’ were a guiding influence in the Rurals work in these fields.

