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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.

Valerie Wright 

(University of Glasgow)

As the title of this paper suggests, the Scottish Women’s Rural Institutes, or ‘Rurals’ as they became affectionately known by their members, were concerned with countrywomen’s responsibilities in two areas, the home and the nation.  Often the Rurals explicitly linked women’s perceived duties in the home to the fortunes of the nation, which established an intimate connection between these two spheres of activity.  This was especially evident in its efforts to increase ‘national efficiency’ in the interwar years through the production of agricultural produce and rural craft goods.  The Rurals’ activities in these fields had the aim of meeting the material and financial needs of local communities throughout Scotland, and also of raising the profile of the Scottish agricultural and craft industries.  The local ‘co-operative marketing’ of both types of produce was seen as essential in stimulating consumption of these goods.  Thus for the Rurals, and their members, the processes of production and consumption were intimately linked in their activities.  Imperialist discourses relating to women’s ‘duty to the nation’ were particularly influential in this work.

Duty to the Nation

Catherine Blair, a former suffragist, who is acknowledged as ‘the driving force’ behind the establishment of the Rurals, justified their formation by suggesting that such institutes would be ‘a help’ in food production and conservation.
  The nation was at war, food was rationed and submarine warfare had resulted in the destruction of shipping.  Consequently fruit, vegetables, and other foodstuffs could not be imported in sufficient quantities from overseas.  The necessity of home production ensured that the importance of women’s agricultural work increased as the war continued.  Blair was strategic in her emphasis of the benefits for the nation that the establishment of the Rurals would bring.  She suggested that if women chose to spend their leisure time within the Rurals, they would be taught how to grow their own fruit and vegetables, or do so more productively.  The Rurals would therefore be helping women to ‘do their bit’ for the war effort.  Lectures, classes and demonstrations in how the homegrown food supply could be increased, conserved and utilised to the best advantage, were a significant feature in the early syllabuses.  

As a result, Sir Robert Greig, of the Board of Agriculture for Scotland, was supportive of the Rurals stating that they would have a ‘great and important influence on the future life of agricultural districts, and on the prosperity and the happiness of those who dwelt in the country’.
  He argued that Scottish women had taken ‘a great and important part in the work of the development of agriculture’ and suggested that they were ‘capable of much more in ensuring the success of the agricultural industry’.
  Greig also highlighted the wider responsibilities of the Rurals, stating that their formation ‘offered a unique opportunity for the women in the home to render national service’ as ‘the strength of our Empire lies in the homes of our people’.
  A year later he reiterated these views and insisted that the Rurals were ‘a great army of women’, who were ‘united in one common bond of service to their country’.
  

Consequently, ‘there are duties we owe the race outside our dwelling place’ became one of the Rurals’ guiding mottos.  In this context the use of the word ‘race’ is arguably a reference to discourses relating to imperialism in the interwar years.  Burton suggests that while imperialism following the First World War was ‘not what it had been in the nineteenth century’, the ‘the break between 1918 and what came before is perhaps not as definitive as it once seemed’.
  She argues that discourses relating to empire, from its glories in the mid-Victorian period to the ‘pre-war crises of confidence’ must be taken into consideration as ‘among the shaping influences shaping feminist discourses’.
  Catherine Blair was an active suffragist in Scotland and as such may have been influenced by the feminist movement’s use of imperial rhetoric to justify their arguments for female emancipation. 
  Burton has argued that feminists of the late Victorian Britain ‘demonstrated their allegiances to the imperial nation state’ as ‘justification for their claims upon the state’.  In addition she suggests that British feminists in the Victorian and Edwardian era ‘worked consistently to identify themselves with the national interest and their cause with the future prosperity of the nation state’.
  Blair employed a similar strategy in aligning the aims of the Rurals to those of the nation.  Not only does this illustrate the continuity of fears relating to the efficiency of the nation and empire, but also highlights a continuity in the strategies employed by women’s organisations.  

The central council of the Rurals continued to employ imperialist discourses following the First World War, arguing that its members would play a fundamental role in the reconstruction of the nation.  As it had during the war, the central council largely related women’s role in reconstruction to their roles in the home and family.  It suggested that the ‘importance to the nation of home making and of those branches of rural economy in which women are especially concerned’ should be emphasised.
  The central council insisted that ‘if men produce the food, it falls to the women to use it to the best advantage in dairy, poultry yard, and kitchen’. 
  In addition it was argued that ‘the type of brain and manual labour available in any country depends on the knowledge and care displayed by the previous generation of housewives’. 
  Thus the central council positioned women’s work as essential, and deserving of recognition, as ‘a prosperous rural economy depends on the work of both men and of women’. 
  The essential role of women in reconstruction justified the Rurals’ provision of educational classes for its members, as well as its demands for educational grants from local councils. 

The members of the Rurals embraced such imperialist discourses relating to women’s duty to the nation, with several institutes organising addresses on the ‘British Empire and women’s part in reconstruction’.
  At the first annual conference Blair also outlined the ways in which the Rurals had helped in the government’s general economy campaign.  She described how many Rurals had collected waste paper, which was sold and the proceeds donated to the Scottish Women’s Hospitals, an appropriate charity considering the Rurals’ commitment to the nation and thus war work.
  

Production and Marketing of ‘Food’ and ‘Handicrafts’

Assisting in the government’s economy campaign encouraged the Rurals patriotic sense of women’s duty in ensuring national efficiency.  Consequently, the central council began promoting ‘agricultural domestic economy’ such as the keeping of goats and bees, and the co-operative tending of school gardens.
  In 1931 it formed the Co-operative Production and Marketing Committee to oversee the Rurals involvement in such activities, the remit of which evolved to include the production and sale of agricultural produce and craft goods.
  This was further divided in 1932 into two ‘sectional sub-committees’ for food and handicrafts.
   It was hoped that this committee would stimulate and increase rural, and thus British, trade and would in turn make the nation more self-reliant and efficient.  The central council argued that ‘the present national emergency’ meant that the increase in British trade was an ‘urgent matter’ that should be ‘dealt with’ immediately.
  Its scheme gained the ‘warm approval’ of Sir Robert Greig, who stated that ‘he knew of no body of people in the country who would be more likely to make a success’ than the Rurals.
  The Scottish Agricultural Organisation Society also offered its help, with a prominent member, T. G. Henderson, stating that it was ‘most encouraging’ to know that the Rurals had decided to assist in forming the necessary organisation, and he welcomed ‘their interest and co-operation’.
  

The central council stated that this committee was a ‘great opportunity’ for the Rurals to ‘organise work of great value to the nation’.
  Indeed its convenor Mrs Douglas suggested that as ‘the only really neutral and independent body in the whole of rural Scotland’ the Rurals were in the unique position, if they ‘had the grit to take advantage of it’, for ‘serving our country and really producing betterment in Scottish rural life’.
  Lady Elgin of the Food Production Sub Committee agreed, suggesting that each federation should ‘encourage individual effort to help the country in its hour of need’. 
  She also insisted that each federation call a joint meeting of all people and organisations that would be interested in the scheme, such as the Education Committee, Agricultural Colleges, Agricultural Organisation Society, Farmers’ Union, Farm Servants’ Union, large producers of foodstuffs, and Co-operative societies.

The aims of the Co-operative Production and Marketing Committee were in line with the Rurals’ overall objectives with regard to the promotion of national efficiency.  Its formation would provide an opportunity for the co-operative marketing of both agricultural produce and handicrafts, which it was envisaged would result in a ‘reduction of wastage’, and would also provide additional income for those participating in the local committees.
  The Rurals would be contributing to rural life by providing individuals with a platform for marketing and selling their goods.  It was envisaged that this would be a co-operative endeavour in rural villages, with individuals, organisations and the Rurals coming together to improve productivity.  

‘Co-operative enterprises’ and ‘rural industries’

The central council also aimed to increase national efficiency by encouraging members of the Rurals to establish home and rural industries.  As discussed it placed a particular emphasis on co-operative enterprises, through which members of the community could work together to grow vegetables or produce craft goods that could be sold for a profit.
  In its report in 1919 the Committee on Women in Agriculture suggested that the development of rural industries and co-operative organisation was ‘of great importance’, with ‘women’s future prospects in agriculture largely depending on these two interrelated projects’.
  Like the central council of the Rurals, it also suggested that fruit and poultry farming, and market gardening should be focused upon.  These activities were identified as suitable work for women, which also ‘lent themselves easily to co-operative organisation’. 
  

It was suggested that such schemes would also involve the co-operative buying of materials and also co-operative marketing and selling of the final product.  Macmerrry Women’s Rural Institute established the first co-operative trading effort during the First World War as part of its economy campaign.  The members involved took shares at 2s. 6d. each, which supplied the capital to start the enterprise.  Jams and bottled fruits, bearing the name ‘Mak’ Merry’, were produced and sold for a slight profit at the end of each meeting, with funds being raised for the war effort.  Blair’s expansion of the ‘Mak’ Merry’ brand, through the establishment of a pottery studio in a shed on her farm, was a good example of how the central council envisaged ‘co-operative rural industries’ in relation to the production of craft goods.  Members were able to visit and paint pottery with their own designs, which often incorporated the ‘Mak’ Merry’ name.  The pottery shed had two aims, to enable women to express their artistic abilities, and ultimately to provide those members working in the studio with an additional income.  

The central council was hopeful that such efforts would be established throughout Scotland in the interwar years.  The Scottish sub-committee of the Rural Industries Bureau, established in 1921, defined ‘rural industries’ as industries, trades and any crafts carried out in rural areas either in the home or in small factories and workshops.  This was a definition that the central council of the Rurals adopted.  The Board of Agriculture also encouraged the revival or establishment of such rural industries.  Mr M J Ramsay, of the Board stated that ‘the only really hopeful channel’ for the revival of old home crafts and rural industries, or the establishment of new ones, was the Women’s Rural Institutes’.
  He argued that the future of the rural industries and home craft ‘lay in the hands of the Rurals’.  


To facilitate the formation of such co-operative ‘rural industries’ a wide range of classes and demonstrations was provided for members.  Practical classes that focused on the production of items of utility, which could be sold, were prominent on the programmes of the Rurals.  Leather craft, basket making, embroidery, and rug making were all popular with members.  Education in handicrafts was also further formalised by the central council in 1926 with the formation of the Handicrafts Guild.  This provided specialist classes that were available to all members and introduced a grading system.  Members gained certificates of competence in a given discipline on completion of a course, which also recorded the quality of their work and thereby determined their level of skill.  The central council envisaged that such certification would improve the overall standard of work produced by members of the Rurals in a range of crafts through a process of quality control.  This would provide standardisation throughout the Rurals in Scotland.  This process would also enable items that met the standards to be sold at a uniform price throughout Scotland.  As an article in Scottish Home and Country argued 

The various handicrafts are now mostly practiced as artistic hobbies, and can seldom be made a financial success.  If, however, a good standard can be established, handwork may again find an economic place in the industrial market.

Thus the Handicrafts Guild introduced professionalism, which it was argued would enable members to increase sales.  Andrews argues that the economic power women gained through such activity provided validation within the capitalist system through the marketplace, and gave women’s work a value.
  Through the formation of the Handicrafts Guild the central council acknowledged many members need for additional finance and also provided validation of their skills.  

The central council was of the opinion that co-operative methods could also be ‘usefully applied’ to the marketing of agricultural produce.  The council therefore encouraged members to attend the practical agricultural classes organised by Federation Committees, often in co-operation with local agricultural colleges.  Classes included butter and cheese making, and poultry trussing, which reflected women’s perceived expertise in areas of agriculture associated with dairy produce and poultry management.  ‘Agricultural domestic science’ classes in bee keeping, pig feeding, bacon curing, fruit growing, and gardening were also provided.  It was argued that the skills acquired through such education would not only assist women with their work on the farm, thereby ‘increasing the productivity of the nation’, but should be employed in the formation of co-operative enterprises.  Rurals embarked upon such schemes within their communities.  Spean Bridge Women’s Rural Institute bought three thousand plants and 50lbs of shallots co-operatively.  Its president stated that while its members ‘ambitions had never soared higher than a cabbage patch’ they were ‘now becoming proficient growers of shallots and other vegetables’.
  Spean Bridge also ‘supported the idea of co-operation in the supply of dairy produce, eggs and garden stuffs’.  

Stimulating consumption of rural crafts and agricultural produce

The central council developed and exploited a range of opportunities for its members to sell the products of these co-operative enterprises and rural industries, both as groups and individuals.  In the late 1920s it actively drew attention to the work of the Rural Industries Bureau.  The most important function of this organisation was putting craftsmen and women in touch with prospective buyers, thereby developing a market for their products.  The Scottish sub-committee compiled a register of rural skilled craftsmen and women in Scotland, which could be consulted by department stores and other outlets.  The contact details of this organisation were printed in the Rurals’ Journal, Scottish Home and Country, in order that members could register.
  

In 1932 the central council organised its first trade show in Edinburgh, which had a similar objective.
  The work of members, in a variety of crafts, was exhibited to the buyers of ‘commercial houses’, with each exhibit being clearly marked with the name and address of the producer.  Each item was also labelled with the wholesale price, the number of similar items that could be supplied quickly, and the minimum time required if an order was received.  In an article in The Scotsman it was stated that that the response to this venture would be ‘eagerly awaited in many rural homes, where its success might make all the difference during a difficult winter’.
  It was acknowledged that the sale of such goods could have a significant impact on family incomes, which illustrates the importance of women’s skills and ability to earn extra money.  

In 1936 a scheme of ‘wayside market stalls’ was also adopted in parts of Scotland.  Mrs Young of Berwickshire outlined the financial help provided by such stalls to ‘women of small means’ who were able to sell their produce at current market prices. 
  Young argued that the wayside market stall was ‘doing splendid community service’ by preventing waste in the cottage garden and making the ‘good things of the countryside’ more accessible to the town dweller.
  

In addition members entered their goods in competitive handicraft exhibitions or local and national shows of Agricultural and Horticultural Societies.
  Such exhibitions, both for crafts and agricultural produce, celebrated the skills involved in women’s work within the home and on the farm and were therefore a validating experience for many individuals. 
  These agricultural shows and handicraft exhibitions also provided members of the Rurals with another arena in which to sell their produce.  The Mak’ Merry pottery studio often sold pieces in this way with Catherine Blair eventually organising a thriving export trade.  

From its formation the central council of the Rurals encouraged its members to fulfil their ‘duty to the nation’ and become actively involved in increasing the production and consumption of local agricultural produce and handicrafts in Scotland.  As discussed, this involved the establishment of ‘rural industries’ and ‘co-operative enterprises’ within local communities, with members of the Rurals taking the lead.  The central council argued that these ventures would not only meet the material and financial needs of the community but would also elevate the status, and stimulate consumption, of Scottish agricultural produce and rural handicrafts.  A range of opportunities were also created for the marketing and sale of these goods, such as the organisation of ‘trade shows’, entering products in national and local exhibitions and agricultural shows, and the establishment of ‘wayside’ market stalls.  As stated the Board of Agriculture, and Sir Robert Greig in particular, were supportive of the Rurals’ activities, suggesting that its efforts would contribute to attempts to improve national efficiency.  Thus in the interwar years the Rurals played an important role in the production, marketing and consumption of agricultural produce and rural craft goods in Scotland.

� Blair was never personally involved with the radical branch of the suffrage movement citing her family commitments as preventing her from taking part in physical demonstrations, although she did support the Women’s Social and Political Union, who pioneered more militant action.  Leneman argues that she was one of Scotland’s strongest advocates of militancy.  See J. W. R. Scott, The story of the Women’s Institute Movement in England and Wales and Scotland, Idbury, Kingham, Oxon., 1925, p. 214, J. E. Courtney, Countrywomen in council.  The English and Scottish Women’s Institutes, London, 1935, p. 122 and also � HYPERLINK "http://www.swri.org.uk/ruraljourney.html" ��http://www.swri.org.uk/ruraljourney.html� for the SWRI’s contemporary opinion of Blair.  Also see L. Leneman, The Scottish Suffragettes, NMS Publishing Ltd, Edinburgh, 2000, p. 55.  


� Ibid, 28 June 1917, p. 3 and 29 June 1918, p. 7.  Sir Robert Wright, of the Board of Agriculture for Scotland, was also impressed by the Rurals remarkable progress, and hoped that the Highland and Agricultural Society, the Scottish Chamber of Agriculture, and other agricultural societies would ‘interest themselves actively by giving moral and financial support to the work of the institutes’.


� Ibid, 29 June 1918, p. 7.


� Ibid, 28 June 1917, p. 3.


� Ibid, 29 June 1918, p. 7.


� A. Burton, Burdens of History, British Feminists, Indian Women, and Imperial Culture, 1865-1915, Chapel Hill, London, 1994, p. 4.


� Ibid.


� Ibid, p. 5.  


� Ibid.


� SWRI, Handbook and Report of the year ended 31 October 1919, ‘Notes on the History of the Women’s Institute’, uncatelogued archives held at SWRI headquarters, 42 Heriot Row, Edinburgh, p. 8.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Ibid, p. 21.  Notably Burton argues that in Victorian culture ‘nation and empire were effectively one in the same’, arguably this was also true in the interwar period.  Burton, Burdens of History, p. 6.


� The Scottish Women’s Hospitals was a charity organisation in which women volunteered as doctors and nurses on the front line in Serbia during the First World War. 


� The Scotsman, 23 November 1917, p. 3.


� SWRI, Yearly Central Council Meetings, uncatelogued archives held at SWRI headquarters, 42 Heriot Row, Edinburgh, 18 November 1931.


� Ibid, 30 November 1932.


� Scottish Home and Country, January 1932.  The details of the ‘national emergency’ were not specified but it is likely that this reference is to the worsening economic depression of the late 1920s and early 1930s.  


� Ibid, March 1932.  The Rurals had receive the support of the Department of Agriculture for Scotland from 1929 when it had approached the central council for information and figures concerning its work in the co-operative production and marketing of agricultural produce.  SWRI, Yearly Central Council Meetings, 13 November 1929.


� Scottish Home and Country, February 1932.


� Ibid, January 1932.


� Ibid, March 1932.  


� Ibid.


� Ibid.


� Notably the marketing of surpluses from agriculture for ‘important cash income’ was traditionally a women’s role on the farm.  D. Simonton, ‘Work, Trade and Commerce’, in L. Abrams, E. Gordon, D. Simonton and E. J Yeo (eds.) Gender and Scottish History since 1700, EUP, Edinburgh, 2006, p. 201. 


� As discussed its interest in this area later culminated in the formation of the Co-operative Production and Marketing Committee.


� The Scotsman, 15 September 1920, p. 8.


� Ibid.


� The Scotsman, 19 July 1926, p. 4.


� Ibid.


� M. Andrews, The Acceptable Face of Feminism:  The Women’s Institute as a Social Movement, Lawrence and Wishart, London, 1997, p. 70.


� J. E. Courtney, Countrywomen in council.  The English and Scottish Women’s Institutes, London, 1935, p. 28.


� Home and Country, September 1928.


� SWRI, Yearly Central Council Meetings, 30 November 1932.  


� The Scotsman, 29 November 1932, p. 6. Members were also encouraged by articles in Scottish Home and Country to establish their own home industries, for example an article which featured in 1930 entitled ‘How I made Hobbies Pay’, gave an account of how a member turned her hobby into additional earnings for her family.


� Scottish Home and Country, November 1936.


� Ibid.


� The Rurals had its own special classes with in the industrial section at many of these agricultural shows.  SWRI, Handbook, 1928, Records of the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust, Rural Development Committee:  Scottish Women’s Rural Institutes, 1928-1929, File 3, GD281/82/219.  


� Andrews, The Acceptable Face of Feminism, p. 71.





