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1. In tro duc tion
Com monly re ferred to as the New South due to its aban don ment of
old ar is to cratic ag ri cul ture—best em bod ied in King Cot ton and its
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cul ture—and its em brace of mod ern ity and in dustry (Ayers 2007� 3),
the U.S. South in the early twen ti eth cen tury is usu ally per ceived as a
strong hold of con ser vat ism, not as a place where the seeds of so cial
lib er al ism and ad vance ment grew. This art icle, un veil ing a dif fer ent
facet of com mon U.S. South ern women and of their con cerns,
achieve ments, and every day lives, shows how home makers’ clubs
helped them tran scend so cial con di tions and pat ri archal cus toms
that kept them se cluded at home, away from the sphere of pub lic af‐ 
fairs and polit ical mat ters (Drake 2001� 188). Des pite their re gion’s so‐ 
cial and polit ical con ser vat ism, some women of the New South found
ways to evolve and thrive. Eco nom ic ally and polit ic ally—as well as
psy cho lo gic ally and emo tion ally—these women were no pup pets
evolving under their fath ers’ and hus bands’ dom in ance and au thor ity
but rather par ti cipants in, and even ad voc ates of, their gender’s dig‐ 
nity and their com munit ies’ well being.

This art icle will ana lyze Ten nessee and Ken tucky women’s eman cip a‐ 
tion through the lens of home demon stra tion clubs and of the net‐ 
works of self- support and com munity ac tions that these or gan iz a‐ 
tions en abled women to es tab lish, dur ing the first half of the cen tury
and up to the 1970s. 1 Hail ing from working-  and middle- class en vir‐ 
on ments, these Black and white moth ers and daugh ters came from
rural en vir on ments, re mote from big towns and mod ern ity. What
makes those clubs par tic u larly worthy of in vest ig a tion is the fact that
they were launched and led by women, for the be ne fit of other
women, and that they took place in loc a tions often af fil i ated with
women’s so cial func tions: their houses, kit chens, and gar dens, or
their com munit ies’ schools. The in formal work shops and meet ing
times that these clubs offered, away from men’s su per vi sion and
man aged en tirely by their fe male mem bers, en abled women to de‐ 
velop net works of emo tional and ma ter ial sup port based on their
gender and sub or din ate con di tions. Even if a hand ful of those work‐ 
shop demon strat ors were men, home makers’ clubs were—through
their mem ber ship and staff—es sen tially a fe male in sti tu tion, led by
women, to serve other women. These clubs, as this art icle ar gues,
awakened in their ranks a sense of be long ing that tran scen ded their
so cial and eco nomic con di tions, cata lyz ing their en trance into the
world of mu ni cipal man age ment, polit ics, and eco nomic pro duc tion.
While women be nefited in dif fer ent ways from these clubs, and while
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geo graphic vari ations ac count for dif fer ences in the clubs’ achieve‐ 
ments and func tions, fe male mem bers’ testi mon ies show that they
truly profited from join ing other fel low home makers. Ad di tion ally,
these women’s own fam il ies and com munit ies also be nefited from
demon stra tion clubs.

The houses that hos ted these clubs be came pub lic places—with a
defi n ite polit ical di men sion—where com munity ac tion was con tem‐ 
plated and im ple men ted. The homes where women were re leg ated
be came places where they gathered, and pooled their en ergy and
force, to unite and turn con cerns and griev ances into ac tion. As this
art icle will demon strate, the range and nature of home makers’ clubs
work and suc cesses were di verse and served a vari ety of con stitu en‐ 
cies. Whether to serve their own needs, or their com munit ies’ and
fam il ies’, the ac tions and re form that these women un der took were
polit ical in the sense that they shaped pub lic policy, re framed cit izen‐ 
ship, and chal lenged so cial norms and hier arch ies. By ex er cising in‐ 
flu ence and power at local, County, and State levels, they en gaged in
the ma chinery of gov ernance, shaped polit ical cul ture, and con tested
the power dy nam ics that dic tated the so ci et ies they lived in.
Whereas, from the 1920s on ward, women could also be come polit ical
agents cast ing votes in the bal lot box—often con sidered the most dir‐ 
ect way to ex er cise polit ical power—, their homes and kit chens be‐ 
came spring boards that could take them straight to the stage of civic
life and city af fairs—the very es sence of the word “polit ics.” Ken tucky
and Ten nessee women turned their homes and kit chens into places
that en dowed them with eco nomic power and polit ical le git im acy, in
their close sur round ing com munit ies as well as on the na tional level.
Whether teach ing their fe male coun ter parts, per form ing mu ni cipal
im prove ment, mak ing money on their own, par ti cip at ing in the war
ef fort, or launch ing pub lic health and char it ies, these women be came
polit ical par ti cipants and ad voc ates, using their homes as spring‐ 
boards to be come—in the eyes of their de tract ors—use ful and worthy
Amer ican cit izens. They re shaped the socio- economic order and
norms of the com munit ies they lived in, took on new pub lic re spons‐ 
ib il it ies, and brought sig ni fic ant changes into the civic life of the loc‐ 
al it ies they in hab ited. Those clubs demon strate that in the U.S. South,
the walls between the pri vacy of one’s home and the pub lic world of
polit ics and af fairs could be quite por ous and per meable.
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While a few aca demic works have dealt with home demon stra tion
and women’s clubs in the first half of the twen ti eth cen tury, the ma‐ 
jor ity have not given an act ive voice to their par ti cipants. Even
though laud able re search on can ning club lead ers and those who
launched this phe nomenon at the turn of the twen ti eth cen tury have
been pub lished, these fig ures were ar gu ably not rep res ent at ive of all
reg u lar club mem bers. In deed, club or gan izers hailed from middle-  to
upper- class wealthy fam il ies (Evins 2013� 78; En gel hardt 2009� 79;
2011� 91; Perry 2009� 77), which, to some ex tent, val ued their daugh‐ 
ters’ edu ca tion and did not share the harshest and less pro gress ive
con cep tions of women’s roles in so ci ety. 2 Other schol ars have also
ded ic ated praise worthy works on the ra cial as pects of se greg ated
home makers’ clubs and the way they fostered—or pre ven ted—ra cial
co oper a tion, in clu sion, and em power ment, yet they did not sig ni fic‐ 
antly give an act ive voice to their reg u lar club mem bers, who rep res‐ 
en ted a vari ety of women com ing from dif fer ent socio- economic
back grounds (Walker 1996� 488; Har ris 2019� 477; Walker 2022� 666).

4

This art icle’s em phasis is on archival find ings deal ing with club mem‐ 
bers. Col lec ted in the Uni ver sity of Mary land’s Na tional Ex ten sion
Home makers Coun cil Voices of Amer ican Home makers re cords, their
dir ect testi mon ies and re cor ded oral his tor ies—des pite the lat ter’s
im per fect nature (Kirby 2008� 23-24)—en abled ten Black and white
farm ers, teach ers, so cial work ers, and house wives, all moth ers to
sev eral chil dren, to tell their stor ies, draw the pic ture of the South ern
so ci et ies they grew up and lived in, and con sequently, show how club
demon stra tion was syn onym ous with so cial, eco nomic, and polit ical
eman cip a tion and act iv ism. 3 These oral his tor ies were re cor ded by
former lead ers of the home demon stra tion move ment, in 1981 and
1982, in the homes of in ter viewees who had been club mem bers as
early as the 1920s. 4 The ap par ent be ne vol ence of these in ter view ers
—women and former club mem bers as well—seems es pe cially con du‐ 
cive to hon est testi mony and re min is cence of the past. 5

5

How ever, for a fair as sess ment of demon stra tion’s suc cesses, some
re ser va tions should be made re gard ing this archival col lec tion; in‐ 
deed, the white ness of the in ter viewees—and in ter view ers—should be
con sidered as only one African Amer ican club mem ber, Julia C. White,
who re counts her youth in 1920s rural Ap palachian Ten nessee, was
in ter viewed; 6 ad di tion ally, the Home makers re cords’ ten in ter‐
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viewees for Ten nessee and Ken tucky are a small num ber to fully por‐ 
tray the in sti tu tion in those states; lastly, some in ter views are vague
about ac tual de tails and dates when com munity ac tions and pro‐ 
grams took place.

Re gard less of the very lim ited sample at hand, life ex pect ancy took its
toll on those who grew up in the 1920s and 1930s, so very few—if any
—voices are still able to re veal the stakes of century- old home
demon stra tion clubs. His tor i ans and in vest ig at ors of the past often
grapple with the lack of sources and the archival si lence of many or‐ 
din ary Amer ic ans when try ing to re trieve their voices (Hardy 2001�
243). Even if those ten Ken tucky and Ten nessee voices may not fully
rep res ent the ex per i ences of all club mem bers, they still de serve to
be heard, their stor ies being in spir ing tales of per sonal de term in a tion
and col lect ive ac tion. Rather than fo cus ing on one com munity mem‐ 
ber at a time, their re spect ive in ter views will be woven to gether into
one nar rat ive, al low ing to draw gen eral con clu sions on club work, its
be ne fits, and its lim its. 7

7

2. The His tory of Home Demon ‐
stra tion
The early twen ti eth cen tury wit nessed the ap pear ance of a series of
pro gress ive re formers whose goal was to purify the cor rup tion
rampant in the United States and help those who had been left be‐ 
hind by dec ades of un reg u lated in dus trial laissez- faire cap it al ism.
They cam paigned for re form in polit ics, eco nomy, edu ca tion, cul ture,
and sci ence (Grantham 1983� xvi). Home demon stra tion and its teach‐ 
ing of home eco nom ics are two of the many mani fest a tions of the
pro gress ive spirit that swept across the South at the dawn of the
twen ti eth cen tury. Ap pear ing in Amer ican schools dur ing the nine‐ 
teenth cen tury, home eco nom ics was a sci ence whose pur pose was
to teach young women to be come fu ture re spons ible house hold
man agers, who could take care of their fam il ies in the best pos sible—
and most ef fi cient—way (Hoff schwelle 1998� 93). In such classes, stu‐ 
dents learned to cook bal anced and healthy dishes, as well as take
care of in fant chil dren and new borns. Be sides the care of fam ily
mem bers, there was also an eco nomic side to this sub ject: stu dents
would learn to pre pare a budget and keep track of their spend ings as
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well as garden and sew, for the sake of their fam il ies’ fin ances (Stade
et al 1997� 79-81). Al though women were not sup posed to be bread‐ 
win ners per se, home eco nom ics ac know ledged their con tri bu tions
to the house holds and en dowed them with a mon et ary role and re‐ 
spons ib il ity that they would per form at home. Fe male stu dents were
taught to be come per fect eco nom ic ally alert do mestic man agers.

Home demon stra tion began in the early twen ti eth cen tury as an in‐ 
nov at ive ex ten sion of South ern ag ri cul tural clubs for chil dren, gradu‐ 
ally de vel op ing into home makers’ clubs for women (Har ris 2019� 478-
79). Ori gin ally tar get ing boys, it is thanks to Marie Samuella Cromer, a
teacher based in South Car o lina, that demon stra tion ef forts ex pan‐ 
ded to in clude young girls, in 1910, and quite quickly, their older sis‐ 
ters and moth ers as well (Lievin 2023� 40, 47). 8 At first loosely or gan‐ 
ized groups formed by vo lun teers and ded ic ated teach ers who
wanted to bring a wind of change into the lives of South ern women
and girls, home makers’ clubs be came state agen cies staffed with pro‐ 
fes sional teach ers and bur eau crats, and gov erned by an in sti tu tional
hier archy. 9 A home demon stra tion club was set up by a leader who
would visit loc al it ies and neigh bor hoods, and upon agree ment with
local house wives, would or gan ize work shops to preach the be ne fits
of home eco nom ics and the gos pels of do mest icity done right. In ad‐ 
di tion to reg u lar home eco nom ics top ics, stu dents learned about
pro gress ive ag ri cul ture, can ning, garden ing and home beau ti fic a tion
(Walker 1996� 490-91; Hoff schwelle 1998� 133, 135). Since many rural
areas did not es pe cially have pub lic fa cil it ies that could host those
demon stra tion work shops, many of those local fe male stu dents—
adults as well as younger girls—would open their doors to their
neigh bors and host them in their own houses, hence the name “home
demon stra tion” (McKin ney 2011� 58-59).

9

In Ken tucky a few tem por ary home demon stra tion agents were
teach ing garden ing and can ning to groups of little girls as early as
1912. It was only a year later that Helen B. Wolcott, once ap poin ted
state leader, or gan ized ex ten sion work in home eco nom ics and made
home demon stra tion a more formal and of fi cial in sti tu tion that would
then wel come women of all ages. In the spring of 1914, 17 fe male
county agents were em ployed in the State. 10 Ten nessee’s his tory of
home demon stra tion for little girls is rather sim ilar to Ken tucky’s,
though with a bit more fame—the Vo lun teer State’s demon stra tion
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dir ector and or gan izer, Vir ginia Moore, being cred ited as one of the
very first five people in the world to enter this new edu ca tional en‐ 
ter prise (Evins 2013� 77). As early as Feb ru ary 1912, the media re por ted
that clubs were boom ing in Ten nessee (Lievin 2023� 47). For home
demon stra tion agents in both of those States, and es pe cially in the
moun tain ous and quite rugged areas of their east ern lands, the con‐ 
di tions faced were par tic u larly tough. There were no good roads, no
ad equate of fice fa cil it ies, no means of trans port a tion, no or gan iz a tion
nor es tab lished pro ced ures, and no funds for sup plies and equip‐ 
ment. On horse back or on foot, those agents who re ceived mea ger
salar ies were wan der ing the coun tryside, vis it ing the homes of their
stu dents and teach ing them skills and par tic u lar tech niques to al le vi‐ 
ate their every day eco nomic and san it ary hard ships. 11 Spread ing the
be ne fits of home demon stra tion in re mote and quite isol ated com‐ 
munit ies, agents acted as vec tors of change, in tro du cing mod ern ity
and new trends from cit ies. Home demon stra tion agents quickly star‐ 
ted wel com ing moth ers and house wives into their edu ca tional en ter‐ 
prise (Hoff schwelle 1998� 109).

3. “The Women […] Never Got to
Go Any place”: The So cial and Psy ‐
cho lo gical Be ne fits of Home
Demon stra tion
For the in ter viewees, be long ing to a club con ferred so cial be ne fits of
the ut most sig ni fic ance. Ethel Jury, a former Ken tucky club mem ber
who was par tic u larly en thu si astic about her home mak ing days in
1950s rural Ap palachian Breath itt County, re called that “the women
[…] in this par tic u lar area at that time never got to go any place. Never
had any activ it ies out side the home. In fact, many of the hus bands
con sidered the women as some thing that should stay in the home […]
They were so thrilled to be able to come and learn many things.” 12

While the Upper South re gion 13 had already op er ated a shift from an
overtly rural to an in creas ingly urban pop u la tion at that time (Larsen
1990� 130), the re gion’s rural areas still con sisted of nu mer ous ham lets
and vil lages scattered all across the coun tryside, to some ex tent isol‐ 
at ing its com munit ies from the mod ern ity and so cial ad vances of

11



“The Dinner Table Was the Center of Social Life”: Home Demonstration Clubs and Women’s
Emancipation in Tennessee and Kentucky, 1910s-1970s

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

more in dus trial and pop u lated areas. So cial con ser vat ism and old- 
fashioned gender con cep tions, det ri mental to women's entry into the
pub lic sphere and par ti cip a tion in pub lic life, in deed per meated some
South ern house holds, keep ing women ex cluded from so cial iz a tion
(Drake 2001� 188). Work shops thus be came a way to kill bore dom and
es cape so cial ex clu sion. Ethel Jury fur ther added that “so many
people in this area […] just sit day after day and they have noth ing to
look for ward to in their life. I feel that if they would join the home‐ 
makers’ club they would get into these things.” 14 Since stay ing home
to ful fill their do mestic du ties was the fate of nu mer ous South ern
women, club demon stra tion and the so cial gath er ings they pro moted
must have re lieved a sig ni fic ant num ber of house wives from the
mono tony of the role that pat ri archy as signed to them. Ethel Jury,
par tic u larly em powered by those years along side club mem bers, de‐ 
clared that:

I find that you can do any thing you want to do. I found I could take
care of my hus band and my chil dren and still at tend home makers’
meet ings and learn and go on and do each day what needed to be
done […] if you really want to do some thing, you’ll do it […] you can
make every hour count. 15

Echo ing the ethos of in dus trial ef fi ciency preached by Fre d er ick
Taylor and sci entific man agers such as Lilian and Franck Gil breth,
club work taught these women how to be come more or gan ized and
more ef fi cient at a vari ety of do mestic or per sonal en deavors (Elias
2008� 11). Like Jury, club mem bers learned to be come decision- 
makers and initiative- takers, and to chan nel these activ it ies to ward
per sonal and com munal be ne fits and pur poses. In deed, demon stra‐ 
tion club work was not form ally a top- down in sti tu tion—in spite of its
hier archy, which had or gan iz a tional pur poses—but a rather demo‐ 
cratic en ter prise in which local pop u la tions, and not ably working- 
class women, had agency and a say in the run ning of demon stra tion
work. De pend ing on counties and avail able staff, there was gen er ally
a club leader re ferred to a su per visor, who then re por ted to the State
board. In ter est ingly, it was em phas ized al most every year in the
state’s of fi cial re ports that decision- making had to con sider and in‐ 
clude local pop u la tions’ sug ges tions and griev ances, so as to make
home demon stra tion use ful and ef fi cient:
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Every woman is given ample op por tun ity to give sug ges tions [and is]
ex pec ted to par ti cip ate in the com munity dis cus sion […] the club
mem bers and com mit tee wo men really plan and make the pro gram
while the agent and su per visor are ‘means to an end’ in that they
present facts and try to show a lar ger pic ture to local groups. 16

Home makers were wel come—and even en cour aged—to take part in
their local clubs’ decision- making. As those re ports em phas ized, “if
the adage ‘lead ers are born, not made’ holds for other lines of work,
Ex ten sion cer tainly breaks the rule.” 17

13

Launched in the early 1910s, home demon stra tion meant lead er ship,
agency, and em power ment. The first stage of decision- making
happened between local women and their club lead ers; they met at to
draw a list of en hance ments from which the com munity could truly
be ne fit. Lead ers would bring for ward a re port to their su per visor,
who would study the pro ject list and have it con sul ted by the State
board mem bers, who would then ap prove and make the pro gram of fi‐ 
cial. 18 Anna Evans, a teacher who fol lowed home demon stra tion
classes in the 1930s, em phas ized the lead er ship skills she gained from
mo bil iz ing politi cians, uni ver sity rep res ent at ives, and other in flu en‐ 
tial people, for the sake of her fel low club mem bers’ up lift. 19 Mary Jo
Depew, a so cial worker whose club vis ited and col lab or ated with low- 
income fam il ies in Ken tucky’s Laurel County, noted that her in volve‐ 
ment in home mak ing had strengthened her self- confidence—which
she would not have de veloped had she not been a mem ber, ac cord ing
to her. 20 Get ting up and lec tur ing a group of 1,400 people? “It does
not bother me in the least,” she boldly stated. 21

14

Giv ing lec tures and teach ing groups of fel low mem bers were an es‐ 
sen tial part of club work. In deed, edu ca tion was one of the most es‐ 
sen tial fea tures of home makers’ groups. While sources can not at test
to pre cise num bers, it is also in ter est ing to note that along side pro‐ 
fes sional agents hired and trained by of fi cial au thor it ies, club stu‐ 
dents could be come work shop teach ers them selves, passing on the
know ledge and skills that they had once learned, all con trib ut ing to
the eman cip a tion of their fel lows. 22 Geo graphy, non ethe less, did in‐ 
flu ence the sub jects that home makers learned about, with no cent ral
con sol id a tion dic tat ing the con tents and the way clubs were to op er‐ 
ate. States, and even loc al it ies and counties, all offered classes on a
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vari ety of top ics. Ken tucky and Ten nessee club mem bers at ten ded
train ings on polit ical and eco nomic mat ters. Home maker Mary Fouts
stated that in Ken tucky’s Laurel County in the 1950s, she and her col‐ 
leagues re ceived “les sons in prop erty rights, and wills, and deeds,”
and that they even had an at tor ney with them. She fur ther added that
they had vis its from a fu neral dir ector to “help [them] to know what
to do at the time when things are hard.” 23 Fouts was not the only in‐ 
ter viewee to learn about real es tate and legal af fairs. 24 Ad di tion ally,
to pre pare women for the pos sib il ity of ag gres sion and harm, some
clubs col lab or ated with State and County law en force ment to offer
their mem bers train ing in self- defense and road safety. 25 Through
these work shops, these South ern women could gain more autonomy
and be come decision- makers upon whom oth ers could rely. Archives
do not provide much de tail over these train ings, their in tents, and the
way they evolved over time. Most fe male club mem bers were likely to
im ple ment those teach ings along side their hus bands. Of fer ing them
courses on such top ics ac know ledged their abil it ies to make wise and
reas on able de cisions, and thus to as sume the re spons ib il it ies that
fam ily life en tailed. Club work gave these women ac cess to know‐ 
ledge, and con sequently power and au thor ity. 26

When train ing to be come club lead ers, stu dents fol lowed classes on
demo cracy and gov ern ment and had to take part in de bates over the
ac tual mean ing of polit ics and cit izen ship. Even if the archives of
Ken tucky’s Home Ex ten sion Agency do not provide much in form a tion
on the ac tual con tent of those classes and de bates lis ted in a 1940 re‐ 
port, the of fi cial pro grams are quite un equi vocal on the im port ance
of such top ics. At a time of in creas ing fe male par ti cip a tion in polit ics
(Corder et al 2016� 226) and ra cial vot ing re stric tions (Wal len stein
2012� 548), club lead ers in cluded teach ings on cit izen ship and demo‐ 
cracy in their home vis its and their work shops, such as “Women in
Demo cracy” and “The Needs of the Coun try,” to en cour age their stu‐ 
dents to ex press them selves through the bal lot box, and in crease
their un der stand ing of the tense world dip lomacy. 27 As the Ken tucky
lead ers had stated in 1935, “votes speak loudly.” 28

16

Of fi cial re ports of the Ken tucky home demon stra tion of fice are firm
on this fact: in the 1940s, club mem bers and stu dents had to know
about formal polit ics and the role they had to play as cit izens in the
U.S. so ci ety. Pan els at home demon stra tion con fer ences were given
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on “The Home maker as a Voter and a World Cit izen,” ur ging women
to re gister and vote, as well as get ac quain ted with pub lic of fi cials,
na tional polit ical is sues, and in ter na tional af fairs. 29 Even as reg u lar
stu dents who did not es pe cially as pire to move up in the club’s hier‐ 
archy, home makers at ten ded classes and par ti cip ated in dis cus sions
about the mean ings of polit ics and gov ern ments. Ethel Jury thus re‐ 
called that classes on demo cracy and cit izen ship re mained part of
reg u lar home demon stra tion pro grams even after World War II, dur‐ 
ing the Cold War era. 30 Away from school build ings and tra di tional
edu ca tional in sti tu tions, home makers’ clubs offered their mem bers
ways to see them selves as parts of a com munity, as well as use ful en‐ 
tit ies who had roles and re spons ib il it ies on the na tional level.

4. To Be come “In dis pens able to
their Com munit ies”: Mu ni cipal
En hance ment and Com munity
Up lift
Clubs mem bers soon real ized that they could try to achieve more and
un der take ac tion well out side of the bound ar ies of the houses where
they hos ted their work shops and train ings. As heir esses to the
South’s cus tom of mu tual aid (Re hder 2004� 151) and the U.S. tra di tion
of Re pub lican Moth er hood and be ne vol ent act iv ism ini ti ated by their
fore moth ers of the Re volu tion ary era (Ker ber 1980� 111), club mem bers
grew into the moth ers of Amer ican cit izens who wanted to be come
“in dis pens able to their com munit ies.” 31 Em powered by an in creased
self- confidence, these women be came mu ni cipal ar bit ers and com‐ 
munity me di at ors whose re spect ive en vir on ments be came their
ground for ac tion, turn ing whole com munit ies into the re cip i ents of
their be ne vol ence and ex pert ise. Home demon stra tion could thus
also be come a spring board to civic activ it ies, in vit ing women to re‐ 
form and up lift their neigh bors in an act ive and dir ect way.

18

Club mem bers be came al lies when it came to pro mot ing fed eral pro‐ 
jects such as the elec tri fic a tion of the coun tryside in the 1930s. Vis it‐ 
ing homes and prais ing the be ne fits of elec trical home con veni ences,
club mem bers served as middle- women between politi cians, com ‐
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pan ies, and local pop u la tions, who were not al ways keen on fed eral
and state in tru sion in their every day lives—even if many must have
warmly wel comed the elec tri fic a tion of their houses. 32 While the his‐ 
tori ography on home con veni ences and the emer gence of mod ern
tech no lo gical devices of fers nu anced ar gu ments on their sup posedly
lib er at ing vir tues, these in ter viewed club mem bers did ac know ledge
the be ne fits of mod ern ity in their every day lives. 33 Born in 1897 and
raised in rural Ten nessee, Tressa Wa ters, who joined demon stra tion
work in 1922, re membered the pride and “big step up” that ac cess to
elec tri city and—con sequently—mod ern ap pli ances offered. 34 While
her col league Oma Lewis, who joined in 1932, de scribed “won der ful”
new tech no logy such as re fri ger at ors and freez ers, home maker Julia
C. White was quite hes it ant on “whether if it’s to ad vant age or no,”
non ethe less adding that “[she doesn’t] feel like we can live without it
now.” 35 In spite of the mani fest flaws that mod ern ap pli ances could
present, club mem bers non ethe less seemed to ac know ledge their
qual it ies. In ad di tion to the im prove ment of the elec trical net work,
club women also raised funds to re fur bish mu ni cipal in fra struc tures,
such as schools, lib rar ies, high ways, as well as san it ary fa cil it ies,
whenever state ap pro pri ations could not do much in this re gard. 36

They even col lab or ated with and su per vised W.P.A. and N.Y.A. New
Deal re lief dur ing the De pres sion years. 37

As agents of mu ni cipal im prove ment, club women be came sym bolic
moth ers who nur tured and took care of the less well- off mem bers of
their im me di ate com munit ies. Home makers ex ten ded the func tions
that con tem por ary so ci ety as signed them. They act ively came to the
help of those that health and eco nomic con di tions had di min ished,
for in stance or gan iz ing Christ mas funds for chil dren in need and
help ing drought vic tims. 38 In the late 1920s, Alton Cole, a Ten nessean
house wife, re membered how she and her col leagues auc tioned quilts
and hand- crafted items for fam il ies that had lost their homes by
fire. 39 While U.S. women—and not ably those hail ing from higher
socio- economic classes—had a long tra di tion of be ne vol ent and char‐ 
it able work (Gin zberg 1990� 50), demon stra tion com munity work en‐ 
dowed working- class and poor women with much re spons ib il ity and
pro activ ity.

20

Pub lic health, a topic par tic u larly cher ished by num bers of pro gress‐ 
ive re formers in the first part of the twen ti eth cen tury, was un sur ‐
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pris ingly a key stone in demon stra tion clubs’ agenda (Link 1992� 151).
Ten nessean mem ber Alton Cole re membered that she and her col‐ 
leagues vis ited nurs ing homes and were “glad to help with the old
people there and take them little gifts and things […] it is a de light for
them.” 40 Clubs also or gan ized read ing pro grams to im prove the eld‐ 
erly’s memor ies and neur o lo gical abil it ies. 41 The range and nature of
san it ary club work’s ac tions were par tic u larly di verse, and far- 
reaching. Home demon strat ors launched heart funds and can cer
drives, and act ively col lab or ated with their local Red Cross of fices,
craft ing items such as ditty bags for vet eran’s hos pit als. 42 They also
pro moted the use of first aid kits in schools, tested drink ing water,
or gan ized fire pre ven tion cam paigns, and raised aware ness on san it‐ 
a tion and san it ary toi let fa cil it ies. 43 As a trib ute to a fel low club
mem ber who had lost her battle against ovarian can cer, Ken tucki ans
cam paigned to raise aware ness on the dis ease. 44 A Ten nessee club
also launched a “blood mobile.” 45

Home makers’ fun draisers, in ad di tion to going to those that mis for‐ 
tune had not spared, also con trib uted to keep ing the memory of the
de ceased alive. Club mem bers con trib uted to the res tor a tion and up‐ 
keep of cemeter ies. Helped by men of the com munity who took care
of much of the struc tural work, home makers planned and man aged
these op er a tions that gave a second youth to the final rest ing places
of many of their com munit ies’ de ceased fam ily mem bers and an cest‐ 
ors. 46 Women of the U.S. South had already had a long his tory with
cemeter ies’ es tab lish ment and up keep that dated back to the post- 
Civil War and the Re con struc tion eras, with groups such as the
Ladies’ Me morial As so ci ations (Jan ney 2005� 4). In a South in flu enced
by ro man ti cized memor ies of the ante bel lum period, as well as the
ideo logy of the Lost Cause that emerged from the polit ical and eco‐ 
nomic re con fig ur a tion of the re gion, tak ing care of the fallen was
highly sym bolic, and charged with a defi n ite polit ical di men sion. 47

While other as so ci ations that un der took sim ilar ac tions had more
polit ical and ideo lo gical as pects, the oral his tor ies of those club
women do not per mit to draw par al lels with the groups that pro‐ 
moted Lost Cause nos tal gia (Cox 2003� 2-3). Al though white su prem‐ 
acy per meated in a sig ni fic ant way much of South ern white women’s
me morial as so ci ations, the in ter viewed former home makers never
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slightly al luded to ra cist and dis crim in at ory the or ies: in ter viewees
de scribed their cemetery work as a reg u lar com munity pro ject. 48

Ten nessee and Ken tucky club mem bers, many of whom came from
re mote places in the coun tryside, col lab or ated with for eign home‐ 
makers, thereby be com ing part of an in ter na tional club move ment.
While the in ter views do not re veal much on the nature of those ex‐ 
changes—other than they were pro fes sional net works—club mem ber‐ 
ship had the po ten tial to cross na tional bound ar ies and put women
from all over the world in re la tion with one an other. In ad di tion to
giv ing some of its mem bers the op por tun ity to travel for meet ings to
places such as Pu erto Rico and the United King dom, clubs en abled
these South ern women to forge friend ships and pro fes sional re la‐ 
tion ships with for eign women in clud ing Pakistani, In dian, and Aus‐ 
tralian col leagues. 49 Vir ginia Moore, the or gan izer of the Ten nessee
chapter of demon stra tion work, had a writ ten cor res pond ence with
European col leagues and at ten ded con fer ences in France, Po land,
and Ger many (Lievin 2023� 58). Con tem por ary doc u ments clearly at‐ 
test to the pres ence of demon stra tion clubs and home mak ing activ it‐ 
ies over seas (Red mond 1937� 604-10). Club work em powered these
women to be come, in a meta phor ical way, fe male cit izens of the
world.

23

Ra cial pre ju dice, how ever, pre ven ted many women from em bra cing
the ad vant ages of demon stra tion clubs. In deed, the tense ra cial cli‐ 
mate es tab lished by ra cism and se greg a tion ten ded to limit the ex‐
tent of home demon stra tion clubs’ pro gressiv ism. Up to the 1960s
and the ad vent of the Civil Rights era, African Amer ic ans faced sig ni‐ 
fic ant deni als of their rights (Wal len stein 2012� 548). Even if demon‐ 
strat ors wel comed for eign vis it ors as well as dis abled people, they
had lim ited and un equal re la tion ships with their Black State col‐ 
leagues (Hoff schwelle 2001� 63). While clubs showed some signs of in‐ 
clu sion and pro gressiv ism by ad mit ting cer tain mar gin al ized groups,
such as the blind who learned to cook, per form house chores, and
even sew, home makers’ clubs did not wel come all women equally in
their ranks—par tic u larly in the case of African Amer ican mem bers. 50

White and Black club mem bers op er ated sep ar ately. Al though some
white club lead ers—such as Ten nessee’s Vir ginia Moore—did col lab‐ 
or ate for lim ited peri ods of time with African Amer ican demon stra‐ 
tion lead ers to train agents, the clubs ul ti mately de veloped sep ar ‐
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ately. Black mem bers were most defi n itely mar gin al ized. Ten nessee’s
demon stra tion groups for “negroes” were es tab lished in the fall of
1915—four years after clubs for whites—, Ken tucky Home Demon stra‐ 
tion Work’s archives, how ever, re veal that only in 1936 did the State
con sider of fer ing home demon stra tion to its African Amer ican pop u‐ 
la tion. 51 Oma Lewis re minds us that, in spite of prais ing her Black
club mates and stu dents for how “awful well” they per formed and de‐ 
clar ing that she truly “enjoy[ed] work ing with them as well as with
any one else,” club work was defi n itely se greg ated, thereby cir cum‐ 
scrib ing the po ten tial im pact that gendered ra cial co oper a tion could
have ex er ted. 52 While State laws and de jure se greg a tion cer tainly ac‐ 
coun ted for much of the lim ited in ter ac tion between Black and white
mem bers (Hale 1999� 8-9), with the ex cep tion of Oma Lewis, archives
do not re veal much on the will of the eight other white in ter viewees
to mingle with their Black coun ter parts—which could have chal‐ 
lenged the pre vail ing status quo of the time. While some ac counts of
African Amer ican home demon stra tion clubs in other States present
in spir ing nar rat ives of ra cial up lift and com munity ad vance ment, the
Ken tucky and Ten nessee in ter viewees seem to ig nore their Black
coun ter parts (Am brose et al 2017� 173). Even Julia C. White, the in ter‐ 
viewed African Amer ican home maker, does not men tion the chal‐ 
lenges that her skin color posed dur ing her younger days.

World Wars sig ni fic antly ex ten ded the geo graph ical scope of clubs’
ac tions and be ne vol ence. Women’s polit ical role be came cru cial in
times of eco nomic scarcity and world polit ical in stabil ity. When the
First World War hit the in ter na tional scene, home makers shone
through their con tri bu tion to the war ef fort fin ances. In ad di tion to
can ning food, home makers star ted selling war bonds in their re spect‐ 
ive com munit ies. 53 The U.S. sup por ted the war ef fort through a mix
of taxes and fun drais ing. In 1917, the coun try in tro duced the Liberty
Loan Plan to sell bonds and fin ance the war but also to edu cate the
pub lic on the causes of the con flict and ap peal to their pat ri ot ism.
Bonds, thrift stamps, and Liberty Loan drives raised $17 bil lion, to
which were added $8.8 bil lion com ing from taxes (Hilt et al 2016� 90-
91). Selling bonds and pro mot ing their be ne fits to their re spect ive
com munit ies, home makers did con trib ute—more sym bol ic ally than
sig ni fic antly, ad mit tedly—to the mil it ary and eco nomic might of the
U.S., as well as its in ter na tional prestige. 54
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World War II in par tic u lar be came a stage on which U.S. club women
stood out for their pat ri otic de vo tion. Alton Cole and her club, for in‐ 
stance, were par tic u larly proud of their vic tory garden ing. 55 Amer‐ 
ican women and fe male farm ers be came the in cred ible food pro‐ 
viders that turned the U.S. into the meta phor ical pantry of the
troubled world of the early 1940s. The press ing need for food led the
Fed eral Gov ern ment to cre ate the War Food Ad min is tra tion within
the U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, a stra tegic ini ti at ive aimed at en‐ 
light en ing cit izens on the crit ical im port ance of food as a vital force
in se cur ing vic tory (Gowdy- Wygant 2013� 133). Even thou sands of
miles away from the bat tle fields, Amer ican house wives and young
girls sig ni fic antly con trib uted to the war ef fort (Wright- Peterson
2020� 109-11). Grow ing fruits and ve get ables, as well as killing and
pro cessing beef and pork, home makers pro duced cans of healthy
food that would dir ectly con trib ute to the well being of their fel lows,
thus en han cing the phys ical force of those work ing in the de fense in‐ 
dustry as well as the sol diers’ en dur ing tenu ous hard ships on the bat‐ 
tle fields. While pro cessing and can ning food had ori gin ally served as
a means to save money and en sure ac cess to nu tri tious food—es pe‐
cially im port ant dur ing peri ods of eco nomic scarcity and food short‐ 
age—it be came, in times of global armed con flicts, an act of pat ri ot‐ 
ism in fused with an agro- industrial di men sion: for their coun try and
world peace, home makers were ex pec ted to pro duce as much as pos‐ 
sible. 56 Some of this can ning was even shipped to war- torn coun tries
that had been dev ast ated by Nazi Ger many and their Fas cist al lies
(Weeks 2010� 122-23). “Make Amer ica Strong by Mak ing Amer ic ans
Stronger” 57: more than ever, for the farm ing women whose slo gan
this was, grow ing and can ning food be came a selfl ess act of de vo tion
to their coun try, and a trib ute to their moth er hood.

26

In ad di tion to provid ing food, club mem bers also played a cru cial role
in pro mot ing and fund ing the World War II ef fort. Be sides hand ing
out fly ers and posters, they de livered talks in their com munit ies. Re‐ 
ports greatly em phas ized the im port ance of home vis its and pub lic
demon stra tions, whose num bers skyrock eted in the early 1940s. 58

Hav ing weekly radio broad casts at the Uni ver sity of Ken tucky, they
likely used the air waves to con vert their listen ers to the war ef fort, as
well. 59
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The polit ical di men sion of home maker’s clubs was also mani fest with
the or gan iz a tion’s hier arch ies and ad min is trat ive struc tures. Join ing a
home makers’ club could serve as a spring board for the most ded ic‐ 
ated and mo tiv ated mem bers to reach polit ical levels, through demo‐ 
cratic elec tions and per sonal nom in a tions and ap point ments. Thanks
to her ex per i ence and suc cesses in home demon stra tion, club mem‐ 
ber Anna Evans served in a few county po s i tions to end up State
board mem ber of the Wil der ness Trail Area com mit tee, as well as its
State In ter na tional chair wo man. 60 Club mem ber ship offered a few
polit ical op por tun it ies, un pre ced en ted to most of those working-  and
middle- class house wives. Tressa Wa ters, who had the priv ilege to
serve as county Pres id ent, man aged a whole net work of clubs and
col lab or ated with of fi cial State in sti tu tions—such as pen it en tiar ies—
to un der take big ger in fra struc ture pro jects. 61 Na tional and in ter na‐ 
tional pro jects could take these South ern women abroad, as far as Sri
Lanka, to at tend the As so ci ated Coun try Women of the World’s Con‐ 
gress. 62 Along the same line, prior to be com ing an au thor ity in her
state 4-H clubs, Mar gie Brook shire served as South ern Re gional Dir‐ 
ector of the Na tional Ex ten sion Home makers Coun cil. After years of
im port ant re spons ib il it ies, she or gan ized the South ern re gion’s Ex‐ 
ten sion Ad vis ory Coun cil, and later rep res en ted Ken tucky on the Na‐ 
tional Ex ten sion Ad vis ory Leader’s Coun cil. 63 Anna Evans, a farmer
for years, was even in vited by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt at the
White House, and had the op por tun ity to fur ther their col lab or a tion
when the former gave a talk at the Women’s Ac tion Com mit tee in
Louis ville in April 1946. 64

28

5. “A Girl Don’t Have to Marry if
She Can Make Money Her self”:
The Eco nomic Be ne fits of Home ‐
makers’ Clubs
The eco nomic be ne fits it offered to its club mem bers were un‐ 
doubtedly an other im port ant fea ture that con trib uted to demon stra‐ 
tion’s suc cess. Agents who so li cited new mem bers were ordered by
the Head of the Ken tucky Ex ten sion branch to em phas ize first and
fore most the money that—for the most part—poorer women could
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make. 65 While the big ger cit ies had their shares of fact ory work ers
and poor working- class fam il ies, the rural South was no land of
prosper ity (Wright 1982� 175-76). As of 1930, about 70% of Ken tucki ans
still lived in the coun tryside, and less than 18% of the state's adult
pop u la tion was em ployed in the in dus trial sec tor (Blakey 1986� 6).
While the re gion’s Ap palachian Moun tains be came bas tions of in dus‐ 
trial coal min ing, coal mines did not of fi cially wel come women prior
to the 1970s (Kahle 2016� 41; Tal lichet 2006� 5-6). Given these lim ited
eco nomic op por tun it ies, home makers’ clubs and their teach ings
proved to be in ter est ing eco nomic al tern at ives for women. Fur ther‐ 
more, the eco nomic un cer tain ties that preyed upon these club mem‐ 
bers’ fam il ies—such as the Great De pres sion in 1929 and the fin an cial
re ces sion it sparked—could give a whole other di men sion and mean‐ 
ing to their mem ber ship in home mak ing as so ci ations (Blakey 1986� 11,
29; Biles 1986� 18).

In ad di tion to learn ing to eat and cook bet ter—thus sav ing con sid er‐ 
able amounts of money on food and med ical bills—women could reap
sig ni fic ant profits out of their in volve ment in demon stra tion clubs, be
it with poultry, dairy, can ning, or sew ing and mak ing clothes (Jones
2002� 51-52, 63-64). The ex ample of can ning clubs is es pe cially re‐ 
veal ing: young girls and their moth ers, through demon stra tion work‐ 
shops, learned to grow and can ve get ables in their gar dens and kit‐ 
chens, for con sump tion and sale. Can ning club mem bers learned to
ne go ti ate trade con tracts with mer chants and in dus tri al ists in order
to reap mon et ary be ne fits from these in ter ac tions. Their club mem‐ 
bers’ eco nomic cit izen ship was can ning club lead ers’ ul ti mate goal. 66

Little girls and their moth ers were taught to im prove their well- being
and sur vive in the United States’ cap it al ist re gime. Club lead ers
taught stu dents how to hand write let ters to order to mato seeds and
to write tele grams to pur chase fer til izers. Stu dents learned to get
dir ectly in touch with mer chants for the sake of their crops, without
going through middle men they would have to pay. When teach ing
arith metic, lead ers re lated everything to the mon et ary max im iz a tion
of the ten- acre plots they were work ing with. Demon stra tion clubs
in cul cated profit- seeking val ues in their club mem bers, teach ing
them book- keeping and to be come business- oriented. 67 Ten nessee
home maker Tressa Wa ters re membered that she and her col leagues
were en cour aged to take over club busi ness re spons ib il it ies. 68 Long
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on the mar gins of the coun tryside’s eco nomy, home makers entered
the pub lic sphere of eco nomy and cap it al ism through their kit chens
and their do mestic pro duc tion in the early 1910s. Ten nessee club
mem ber Hauntie Nel son, who stated that can ning work shops came
right after the found a tional teach ings on food, sew ing, and health, re‐ 
membered that she and her fel low club stu dents were sold and “all
bought can ners very shortly,” fol low ing their in tro duc tion to this
device. 69

Provid ing all the ma ter i als the club mem bers needed, com pan ies
were the pre cious al lies of demon stra tion agents in their quest for
the eco nomic up lift of the South. 70 By first using Vas el ine and ink
bottles to con serve their fruits and ve get ables, club lead ers en cour‐ 
aged their stu dents to re in vest the money they had won in con tests
and earned from their sales into buy ing ac tual jars, whose look would
be more ap peal ing to the cus tomer (Moore 2001� 111). Mar ket ing was a
whole part of home demon stra tion. In ad di tion to learn ing from club
lead ers, mem bers learned about sales and mar ket ing from ex per i‐ 
enced pro fes sion als. Busi ness men, who were ac com pa ny ing club
mem bers dur ing ag ri cul tural con tests and fairs where the lat ter could
win sig ni fic ant sums of money as prizes, prob ably helped the girls
pro mote their products and taught them how to se cure the best
deals. 71 Rail road own ers even offered schol ar ships as con test
prizes. 72 Through their home food pro duc tion, young girls could be‐ 
come eco nom ic ally in de pend ent and have am bi tions, such as col lege
edu ca tion. 73

31

As a solu tion to un fair and cap it al istic farm ing, some Ken tucky farm‐ 
ing women even cre ated a co oper at ive move ment to elim in ate in dus‐ 
trial com pet i tion and raise the eco nomic value of their ag ri cul tural
pro duc tions. 74 Ac cord ing to Vir ginia Moore—an unwed woman who
spent her whole life trav el ling and teach ing—thanks to home demon‐ 
stra tion and can ning, “a girl don’t have to marry if she can make
money her self.” 75 This min im izes the eco nomic con ser vat ism and so‐ 
cial real it ies of the time, but the life story of Moore demon strates
that club work could be a bless ing. While most home makers likely
sold their home pro duc tion merely to sup ple ment their hus bands’ or
fath ers’ in comes, a small num ber man aged to amass sig ni fic ant earn‐ 
ings. One of them, whose par ents were on the brink of home less ness,
paid the mort gage they could no longer af ford. 76 In the middle of the
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re ces sion that fol lowed the Great De pres sion, in 1933, sale rev enue
from Ken tucky home products amoun ted to $525,000. 77 Their kit‐ 
chens al lowed these poorer women to enter the world of eco nom ics
and cap it al ism, and claim the eco nomic cit izen ship that they had
been too long denied.

6. Con clu sion
The in ter viewed club mem bers did not seem to have out raged pub lic
opin ion by trans gress ing the so cial ex pect a tion that women and
polit ics were two dif fer ent, sep ar ate worlds. While other more mil it‐ 
ant groups have sparked con tro versy for their rad ic al ism—as was the
case in the quest for women’s suf frage and ac cess to birth con trol—
the in ter viewed home makers em braced a form of polit ical act iv ism
that was de cidedly ma ter nal ist. Whether pro mot ing pub lic health
pro grams, mu ni cipal re form and in fra struc ture up keep and beau ti fic‐ 
a tion, sup port ing the war ef fort, im prov ing lit er acy and ad van cing
edu ca tion, su per vising New Deal pro grams, aid ing vic tims of en vir on‐ 
mental dis asters, and chair ing groups and com mit tees within
women’s re form or gan iz a tions, club mem bers un der took pro jects and
as sumed func tions typ ic ally as so ci ated with a welfare- oriented gov‐ 
ern ing body, as was FDR’s ad min is tra tion in the 1930s. Clubs and the
houses that hos ted them em powered women to bet ter the world and
the com munit ies they lived in, broadened their eco nomic and so cial
ho ri zons, and en cour aged them to fully ex er cise their cit izen ship
rights and their polit ical agency.
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For all the lib er at ing value of clubs, so cially and eco nom ic ally, home
demon stra tion did ex hibit some flaws, arous ing doubts about the ex‐ 
tent of the ad vance ments it pro moted. While one white mem ber did
openly ex press sym pathy for her African Amer ican col leagues, the
oth ers re mained si lent, leav ing their thoughts on ra cial mat ters open
to in ter pret a tion. In the same re gard, the Ten nessee home maker who
con duc ted Julia C. White’s in ter view did not es pe cially ask her about
her race and her ex per i ence as a Black home maker: was the in ter‐ 
viewer col orblind, or in con sid er ate of the plight of her Black col‐ 
leagues? The mat ter of gender equal ity also arouses doubts on home‐ 
makers’ clubs lib er at ing vir tues. In deed, just like other con tem por ary
con ser vat ive women from the Upper South (Baker 2015� 477), Tressa
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Wa ters, for in stance, par tic u larly frowned upon the Equal Rights
Amend ment of 1972, claim ing that “I’ve been op posed to ERA and all it
stands for—not against women hav ing equal op por tun ity, but that
isn’t really what ERA has been work ing to ward. I just think we have al‐ 
lowed so many in de cen cies and crim inal things into our so ci ety.” 78

An other club mem ber, Mary Jo Depew, claimed that no mat ter how
she ap pre ci ated her hus band’s pro gressiv ism on do mestic mat ters—
such as shar ing chores and cook ing—, he should be the one to have
the last word in the fam ily’s busi nesses and run ning. 79 Des pite their
ap par ent open ness on women’s so cial, eco nomic, and polit ical in‐ 
volve ment, some of these home makers may have been more con ser‐ 
vat ive than oth ers, which raises ques tions about the suc cess of club
work on so cial is sues.

Al beit it would have been par tic u larly il lu min at ing to de term ine
whether the con tent of work shops re flec ted the broader evol u tion of
U.S. so ci ety—such as women’s en fran chise ment, the New Deal, the
War on Poverty—and whether they at temp ted to tackle some of the
chal lenges the coun try faced, the avail able archival evid ence does not
allow for defin it ive con clu sions in this re gard. While some local
chapters may have em phas ized cer tain con tem por ary socio- 
economic and/or polit ical is sues in their teach ings, of fi cial re ports
and oral his tor ies do not re veal much on the mat ter. Only in the 1930s
and 1940s—times of eco nomic tur moil and world polit ical in stabil ity
and wars—did the clubs and their State ad min is tra tion of fi cially en‐ 
cour age their mem bers to exert their vot ing rights and learn about
the con cepts of cit izen ship and demo cracy. Archives do not men tion
any re la tion ship between demon stra tion clubs and women’s vote
prior to the 1930s.
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Prop erly as sess ing the ex tent of home demon stra tion’s suc cess in lib‐ 
er at ing women from pat ri archy is an ar du ous task. Most of the in ter‐ 
viewed club mem bers, ac cord ing to the re cords, re mained house‐ 
wives and home makers all their lives—a role they em braced without
ap par ent am bi val ence, often ex press ing a sense of ful fill ment in their
do mestic re spons ib il it ies and show ing no in clin a tion to ward em ploy‐ 
ment out side the home. 80 Nev er the less, their oc cu pa tional his tor ies
should not down play the be ne fits of club mem ber ship for pro fes‐ 
sional and eco nomic suc cess. As this art icle ar gues, the emo tional
and psy cho lo gical di men sions of home demon stra tion sig ni fic antly
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it was through con trib ut ing to their house holds’ fin ances, im prov ing
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home land dur ing times of in ter na tional up heaval, or—most im port‐ 
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1  Note on ter min o logy: in the archives, “home makers’ clubs” and “home
demon stra tion clubs” are used in ter change ably. To avoid re pe ti tion and for
styl istic pur poses, this art icle will also use both.

ca tion for Young Women in the Pro gres‐ 
sive Era, Lon don: Rout ledge.

Reh der, John B. (2004). Ap pa la chian
Folk ways, Bal ti more: Johns Hop kins
Uni ver si ty Press.

Skoc pol, Theda (1992).  Pro tec ting Sol‐ 
diers and Mo thers: The Po li ti cal Ori gins
of So cial Po li cy in the Uni ted States,
Cam bridge: Belk nap Press of Har vard
Uni ver si ty Press.

Skoc pol, Theda / Abend- Wein, M. /
Ho ward, C. / Leh mann, S. G. (1993).
“Women’s As so cia tions and the En act‐ 
ment of Mo thers’ Pen sions in the Uni‐ 
ted States,” in: The Ame ri can Po li ti cal
Science Re view, 87, 686–701.

Stade, Sarah / Vin cen ti, Vir gi nia
Bramble, Eds. (1997). Re thin king Home
Eco no mics: Women and the His to ry of a
Pro fes sion, Itha ca: Cor nell Uni ver si ty
Press.

Stod dart, Jess / Stone, May / Ka the‐ 
rine Pet tit, Eds. (1997).  The Quare
Women’s Jour nal: May Stone  & Ka the‐ 
rine Pet tit’s Sum mers in the Ken tu cky
Moun tains and the Foun ding of the
Hind man Set tle ment School, Ash land,
KY: J. Stuart Foun da tion.

Tal li chet, Su zanne E. (2006). Daugh ters
of the Moun tain: Women Coal Mi ners in
Cen tral Ap pa la chia, Uni ver si ty Park:
Penn syl va nia State Uni ver si ty Press.

Wal ker, Jes si ca K. (2022). “Scenes of
Do mes tic Ci ti zen ship in Negro Home

De mons tra tion Work 1921–1938,” in:
Gen der & His to ry, 34, 664–672.

Wal ker, Me lis sa (1996). “Home Ex ten‐ 
sion Work among Afri can Ame ri can
Farm Women in East Ten nes see, 1920-
1939,” in: Agri cul tu ral His to ry, 70, 487–
502.

Wal len stein, Peter (2012). “Pio neer
Black Le gis la tors from Ken tu cky, 1860s-
1960s,” in: The Re gis ter of the Ken tu cky
His to ri cal So cie ty, 110, 533–557.

Weeks, Al bert Loren (2010). Rus sia’s
Life- Saver: Lend- Lease Aid to the
U.S.S.R. in World War II, Lan ham:
Lexing ton Books.

Weise, Ro bert S. (2001). Gras ping at In‐ 
de pen dence: Debt, Male Au tho ri ty, and
Mi ne ral Rights in Ap pa la chian Ken tu cky,
1850-1915, Knox ville: Uni ver si ty of Ten‐ 
nes see Press.

Whee ler, Mar jo rie Spruill (1993). New
Women of the New South: The Lea ders of
the Woman Suf frage Mo ve ment in the
Sou thern States, New York: Ox ford Uni‐ 
ver si ty Press.

Wright, Gavin (1982). “The Strange Ca‐ 
reer of the New Sou thern Eco no mic
His to ry,” in: Re views in Ame ri can His to‐ 
ry, 10, 164–180.

Wright- Peterson, Vir gi nia M. (2020). A
Wo man's War, too: Women at Work Du‐ 
ring World War II, Saint Paul: Min ne so ta
His to ri cal So cie ty Press.



“The Dinner Table Was the Center of Social Life”: Home Demonstration Clubs and Women’s
Emancipation in Tennessee and Kentucky, 1910s-1970s

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

2  Other works have also stud ied more elit ist and higher- class women’s so‐ 
cial clubs in the re gion, such as Joan Marie John son and her study of South
Car o lina clubs, which were un re lated to home demon stra tion and its ped‐ 
ago gical be ne fits, but more polit ical and anchored in the tense ra cial cli‐ 
mate of the re gion she fo cuses on (John son 2004). It is also worth not ing
that while home eco nom ics was most defi n itely taught dur ing the demon‐ 
stra tion work shops that the in ter viewees men tion, they do not dis cuss the
con tent of the home eco nom ics know ledge they gathered, but rather re‐ 
min isce about their over all re spect ive ex per i ences through out their years as
home makers’ club mem bers.

3  Some of the in ter viewees re min is cing on their lives fifty years later, their
per sonal stor ies and in ter pret a tions—which could po ten tially be tain ted
with nos tal gia and the de sire to em phas ize some as pects of their life suc‐ 
cesses—should ob vi ously be con sidered through a crit ical per spect ive.
These sources are thus par tial, and other archives will be used to ex plain or
cor rob or ate them. Some ad min is trat ive files of the Ken tucky Home Demon‐ 
stra tion and Ex ten sion Ser vice of fices, hos ted at the Uni ver sity of Ken tucky,
as well as the per sonal re cords of Ten nessee’s can ning club or gan izer,
archived at the Uni ver sity of Ten nessee, will sporad ic ally be used to ex pand
club mem bers’ testi mon ies. Yet, a greater em phasis will be put on club
mem bers’ per spect ives on their ex per i ences in home makers’ clubs.

4  Ex cept for the fact that in ter view ers were vis it ing the in ter viewees at
home to re cord their re sponses on a tape re corder, there is a sig ni fic ant
lack of in form a tion about the in ter view pro cess. One may won der why
these par tic u lar women were se lec ted—and why such a small num ber was
in ter viewed out of all the cur rent and former mem bers. Judging from the
in ter views, there was no set list of pre- established ques tions and in ter view‐ 
ers seemed free to go with the flow and ques tion home makers on top ics
that aroused their curi os ity. There is thus no chro no lo gical thread in the
stor ies told, and some un cer tainty about the dates and peri ods when those
ex per i ences and life events took place.

5  Not much is known about the in ter view ers: ac cord ing to the Na tional
Ex ten sion Home makers Coun cil Voices of Amer ican Home makers re cords,
Marion B. Mar iner was a fam ily life spe cial ist with the Uni ver sity of Ten‐ 
nessee’s Ag ri cul tural Ex ten sion Ser vice, and Mable Ber tram was the former
Ken tucky State Pres id ent of home makers’ clubs, as well as a mem ber of the
As so ci ated Coun try Women of the World. Ac cord ing to an ob it u ary, Alpha R.
Wor rell, who con duc ted one Ten nessee in ter view, was an Ex ten sion and
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Fam ily and Con sumer Sci ences leader. Alpha Ruth Worell 1933-2018. Avail‐ 
able via: https://www.leg acy.com/us/ob it u ar ies/jack son sun/name/alpha- 
worrell-obituary?id=37349804. Con sul ted 17 Oc to ber, 2024.

6  His tor ian John W. Blassingame warns about the lim its of oral his tory and
tak ing at face value the stor ies of Freed men and eth nic minor it ies who lived
under white su prem acy and slavery. He ar gues that, for in stance, hav ing to
re count their past ex per i ences to un known white per sons may com pel the
in ter viewees to down play some tra gic events, and only tell parts of their
lives, out of in tim id a tion and feel ings of in sec ur ity (Blassingame 1975� 481).

7  To be as au then tic as pos sible and show these women re spect—some of
whom did not get formal edu ca tion—this art icle will not cor rect the gram‐ 
mat ical mis takes that they made.

8  At the end of the nine teenth cen tury, vari ous re formers had also already
in tro duced some of the moun tains and most re mote areas to pro gress ive
teach ings that often took the form of demon stra tion work shops (Stod dart
et al 1997� 63, 71-72).

9  Ten nessee’s can ning club demon stra tion work star ted under the USDA
Farm ers’ Co oper at ive Demon stra tion Work in 1911, and was later cata lyzed
by the 1914 Smith- Lever Act that provided fed eral fund ing to hire agents and
pro fes sional work ers; prior to this Act, in Ken tucky, the uni ver sity had es‐ 
tab lished in 1913 an ex ten sion cen ter that had already pro fes sion al ized—to
some ex tent—demon stra tion work (Lievin 2023� 40, 42).

10  His tory of the Ken tucky Home Eco nom ics As so ci ation, 1922-1965, The
Uni ver sity of Ken tucky, Ken tucky Home Demon stra tion and Ex ten sion Ser‐ 
vice re cords, box 3, Ag ri cul tural Ex ten sion 1920-1949 series (here after Ag ri‐ 
cul ture re cords).

11  Moore’s per sonal pa pers are par tic u larly re veal ing about the chal lenges
that the Ap palachian and rural to po graphy rep res en ted: to visit her stu‐
dents, the re former got off the train and walked miles of nar row dirt roads
on the hill sides and in the val ley hol lows; Moore, un titled note pad, un dated,
The Uni ver sity of Ten nessee, Vir ginia Moore’s pa pers, p. 2-4, box 1, series 1,
folder 2 (here after Moore’s pa pers).

12  Ethel Jury, The Uni ver sity of Mary land, Na tional Ex ten sion Home makers
Coun cil Voices of Amer ican Home makers re cords, p. 1 (here after HR). At the
time of the in ter view, in 1981, Mrs. Jury was a house wife, mother of two,
who had been a club mem ber for over 28 years; she lived in Noc tor, Breath‐ 
itt County, in east ern Ken tucky’s Ap palachian Moun tains.

https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/jacksonsun/name/alpha-worrell-obituary?id=37349804
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13  The Upper South con sists of Ten nessee, Ken tucky, North Car o lina, and
the Vir ginias.

14  Ethel Jury, HR, p. 9.

15  Ethel Jury, HR, p. 8.

16  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1940- November 1941, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 15.

17  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1940- November 1941, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 19.

18  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1934- November 1935, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 5.

19  Anna Evans, HR, p.  3. Mrs. Evans was a wid owed home maker who had
been a farmer, in ad di tion to being a teacher, in Bar ren County, Ken tucky.

20  Mary Jo Depew, HR, p. 10. Mrs. Depew was a mother of four and a so cial
worker for the Laurel County Child De vel op ment Cen ter. She joined a
home makers’ club in 1960, at the age of twenty.

21  Mary Jo Depew, HR, p. 10.

22  Anna Evans, HR, p. 17.

23  Mary Fouts, HR, p. 2. Mrs. Fouts—who hap pens to be Mary Jo Depew’s
mother—, was a mother of nine who joined clubs in the early 1950s; her re‐ 
cords do not list any other oc cu pa tion than house wife and mother.

24  Anna Evans, HR, p. 7, 14.

25  Ethel Jury, HR, p. 11; Mary Fouts, HR, p. 2.

26  These new roles and powers gran ted to women truly echo the concept
of Re pub lican Moth er hood, which Linda Ker ber de scribes as the pro cess of
women’s polit ical so cial iz a tion and par ti cip a tion in the civic cul ture in the
late 18  cen tury, from which they could—to lim ited yet mean ing ful ex tent—
in flu ence the polit ical sys tem. (Ker ber 1980� 11-12, 284-85).

27  Mrs. P. W. Adkins, 1940 Re port of State Cit izen ship Chair man, Ag ri cul ture
re cords, box 3, Ag ri cul tural Ex ten sion 1920-1949 series, p.  1-2. It should be
noted that even though Ken tucky and Ten nessee rat i fied the Nine teenth
Amend ment that en fran chised women in Janu ary and Au gust 1920 re spect‐ 
ively (Wheeler 1993� 172, 176), dis crim in at ory policies—such as poll taxes and
re gis tra tion re quire ments—severely re stric ted many of their African Amer‐ 
ican coun ter parts’ rights, in clud ing vot ing, until the Civil Rights Act of 1965

th
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(Corder et al 2016� 17). While archival doc u ments re lat ing to home mak ing
and clubs do em phas ize the roles and sig ni fic ance of cit izen ship and vot ing,
they non ethe less do not ad dress the issue of se greg a tion and ap pear to turn
a blind eye to color- based vot ing re stric tions.

28  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1935- November 1936, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 9.

29  Mrs. P. W. Adkins, 1940 Re port of State Cit izen ship Chair man, Ag ri cul‐ 
ture re cords, box 3, Ag ri cul tural Ex ten sion 1920-1949 series, p. 2.

30  Ethel Jury, HR, p. 6.

31  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1940- November 1941, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 22.

32  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1936- November 1937, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 8.

33  Ruth Schwartz Cowan, for in stance, shows that no mat ter how time- 
saving new home devices have been sup posed to be, women are still spend‐ 
ing the same amount of time doing chores and do mestic du ties. New tech‐ 
no lo gies have es tab lished news stand ards in clean li ness and do mestic
etiquette that still—to some de gree—en slave women and have not re lieved
them of long and te di ous house work routines (Cowan 1989� 211-13).

34  Tressa Wa ters, HR, p. 7; Mrs. Wa ters was a home maker, mother of four,
from Le banon, Wilson County, Ten nessee, who joined her first club in 1922.

35  Oma Lewis, HR, p. 8; Julia C. White, HR, p. 7. Mrs. Lewis was a mother of
thir teen whose only oc cu pa tion is lis ted as home maker. Mrs. White, the
only African Amer ican in ter viewee, was a college- educated house wife
mother of four; born in 1922, her in ter view only men tions that she gradu‐ 
ated high school and then went two years to col lege.

36  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky,
Decem ber 1938- Novermber 1939, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 41.

37  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1938- Novermber 1939, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 43; and An nual Re‐ 
port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem ber 1935- 
Novermber 1936, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 38-39.

38  Oma Lewis, HR, p. 12.

39  Alton Cole, HR, p.  1. Alton Cole was a house wife, mother of nine, from
Winchester County, Ten nessee, who joined her first club in 1928.
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40  Alton Cole, HR, p. 12.

41  Hauntie Nel son, HR, p.  4; Mrs. Nel son was a house wife, high- school
gradu ate, and mother of four, from Fruit vale, Ten nessee.

42  Oma Lewis, HR, p. 12.

43  Mrs. P. W. Adkins, 1940 Re port of State Cit izen ship Chair man, Ag ri cul ture
re cords, box 3, p. 2.

44  Anna Evans, HR, p. 10.

45  Alton Cole, HR, p. 7.

46  Ibid, p. 2.

47  The Lost Cause nar rat ive, es sen tially ra cist and against African Amer ic‐ 
ans’ in teg ra tion into the U.S. so ci ety, emerged after the Civil War as many
white South ern ers sought to por tray the Con fed er acy in a pos it ive light.
They ro man ti cized the “Old South” and the Con fed er ate war ef fort, dis tort‐ 
ing his tory and down play ing slavery (Galla gher et al 2010� 12-14).

48  Oma Lewis, HR, p. 11.

49  Anna Evans, HR, p.  2, 5; Mar gie Brook shire, HR, p.  3. Mrs. Brook shire,
who first ven tured into demon stra tion club work dur ing the 1940s in Ken‐ 
tucky’s Breck in ridge County, was the daugh ter of a Home makers’ club
mem ber.

50  Anna Evans, HR, p. 5.

51  Moore, “Ten nessee’s Early To mato Club and Home Demon stra tion Work
from 1911-1919,” un dated, Moore’s pa pers, box 2, p.  15; An nual Re port of
Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem ber 1935- November
1936, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 3.

52  Oma Lewis, HR, p. 11.

53  Anna Evans, HR, p. 10.

54  Eric Hilt and Wendy M. Rahn argue that com pared to Boy Scouts,
women’s clubs did not sig ni fic antly con trib ute to the mar ket ing and sales of
war bonds (Hilt et al 2016� 99).

55  Alton Cole, HR, p. 3.

56  Moore, “Good Home Man age ment, Yes ter day and Today,” un dated (es‐ 
tim ated 1930s), Moore’s pa pers, box 2, p. 6.
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57  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1940- November 1941, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 7.

58  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky, Decem‐ 
ber 1941- November 1942, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 1-2.

59  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky,
Decem ber 1938- Novermber 1939, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 32.

60  Anna Evans, HR, p. 3.

61  Tressa Wa ters, HR, p.3.

62  Anna Evans, HR, p. 6. The As so ci ated Coun try Women of the World pro‐ 
moted causes such as lit er acy, health edu ca tion, nu tri tion, home eco nom‐ 
ics, ag ri cul tural train ing, eco nomic cit izen ship, as well as com munity in‐ 
volve ment (Am brose 2015).

63  Mar gie Brook shire, HR, p. 17.

64  Anna Evans, HR, p. 7.

65  An nual Re port of Home Demon stra tion Work, State of Ken tucky,
Decem ber 1932- November 1933, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 2.

66  His tor ian Alice Kessler- Harris ar gues that eco nomic cit izen ship refers to
the in de pend ent and largely self- sufficient status that en ables full par ti cip a‐ 
tion in the power dy nam ics and decision- making pro cesses of a demo cratic
so ci ety. Gain ing eco nomic cit izen ship im plies the abil ity to sup port one self
—typ ic ally through the free dom to work in a chosen pro fes sion—, rights to
fair treat ment, op por tun it ies for train ing, equit able ac cess to re sources, and
par ti cip a tion in the mar ket place (Kessler- Harris 2001� 12-13).

67  Moore, Can ning Club Work, no. 1 (State Dpt. Of Edu ca tion, un dated),
Moore’s pa pers, box 2, p. 18-9.

68  Tressa Wa ters, HR, p. 8.

69  Hauntie Nel son, HR, p. 3.

70  Moore’s per sonal note pad, un dated, box 1, series 1, folder 1, Moore’s pa‐ 
pers.

71  Moore, “Ten nessee’s Early To mato Club and Home Demon stra tion Work
from 1911 to 1919,” un dated, pp.10, box 1, series 3, folder 17, Moore’s pa pers.

72  Moore, “Ten nessee’s Early To mato Club and Home Demon stra tion Work
from 1911 to 1919,” un dated, pp.12, box 1, series 3, folder 17, Moore’s pa pers.
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73  Home Demon stra tion Work, es tim ated 1936, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3,
p. 4.

74  An nual Re port of the Sec tion of Mar kets for the Cal en dar Year 1922, Ag‐ 
ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p. 1-4.

75  Moore, “Ten nessee’s Early To mato Club and Home Demon stra tion Work
from 1911-1919,” un dated, Moore’s pa pers, box 1, p. 10-11.

76  Mag gie H. Land sen, un titled let ter, un dated, Moore’s pa pers, box 2.

77  Home Demon stra tion Work, 1933, Ag ri cul ture re cords, box 3, p.  8. The
fig ure equates to 12 mil lion dol lars today.

78  Tressa Wa ters, HR, p. 9.

79  Marie Jo Depew, HR, p. 8.

80  While mar gin al ized women—such as African Amer ic ans and im mig rants
—often worked out side of their homes in ad di tion to man aging do mestic re‐ 
spons ib il it ies, it was less com mon for white women to en gage in paid labor
while rais ing young chil dren. The in ter viewees seemed par tic u larly con tent
with their roles as home makers dur ing the years their chil dren lived at
home. They did not ne ces sar ily re gard this ar range ment as a priv ilege—
though to some ex tent it was—but rather as a nat ural and proper way to ful‐ 
fill the du ties of moth er hood.

81  Some in ter viewees note that the younger gen er a tions have turned to
activ it ies such as 4-H, an ag ri cul tural demon stra tion en ter prise re min is cent
of home mak ing clubs. While women and teen agers grow ing up and liv ing in
the lat ter half of the twen ti eth cen tury must not have re lied on club mem‐ 
ber ship as much as the older gen er a tion for so cial and eco nomic em power‐ 
ment, the in ter viewees non ethe less at test to the con tin ued suc cess of
demon stra tion clubs, even into the early 1980s.

English
This art icle ex plores the polit ical, eco nomic and so cial di men sions of home
demon stra tion work shops and home makers’ clubs in two U.S. South ern
states, Ten nessee and Ken tucky, at the be gin ning of the 20  cen tury. Held
in the pri vacy of house wives’ homes, these work shops offered train ing in
cook ing, sew ing and can ning, al low ing these women to ac quire eco nomic
skills as well as so cial and polit ical aware ness. By re ly ing on a sup port ive
com munity and under the guid ance of club dir ect ors and demon stra tion
agents, these club mem bers tran scen ded their socio- economic status, not ‐
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ably en ter ing eco nomic mar kets. These work shops also en abled some of
them to take on local and na tional polit ical re spons ib il it ies and even to ac‐ 
cess in flu en tial po s i tions. Based on oral in ter views con duc ted in the early
1980s, this art icle of fers a new vis ion of working-  and middle- class South‐ 
ern women: edu cated and act ive in the local com munit ies, they were able to
mix private and pub lic spheres to im pose them selves in a land scape often
un fa vor able to them.

Français
Cet ar ticle ex plore la di men sion po li tique, éco no mique et so ciale des ate‐ 
liers de dé mons tra tion do mes tique dans deux États du Sud états- unien, le
Ten nes see et le Ken tu cky, au début du XX  siècle. Or ga ni sés dans l’in ti mi té
des do mi ciles de femmes au foyer, ces ate liers of fraient des cours de cui‐ 
sine, de cou ture et de mise en conserve, per met tant à ces femmes d’ac qué‐ 
rir des com pé tences éco no miques et une conscience so ciale et po li tique. En
s’ap puyant sur une com mu nau té d’en traide et sous la su per vi sion de di rec‐ 
trices de clubs, elles trans cen dèrent leur sta tut socio- économique, no tam‐ 
ment en s’in sé rant dans des mar chés éco no miques. Ces ate liers per mirent
aussi à cer taines d’entre elles de prendre des res pon sa bi li tés po li tiques lo‐ 
cales et na tio nales et d’ac cé der même à des postes in fluents. Basé sur des
en tre tiens oraux du début des an nées 1980, cet ar ticle offre une vi sion nou‐ 
velle des femmes des classes moyenne et ou vrière du Sud : ins truites et ac‐ 
tives dans l’éco no mie lo cale, elles ont su mêler sphère pri vée et pu blique
pour s'im po ser dans un contexte sou vent dé fa vo rable.

Mots-clés
démonstration domestique, économie domestique, mouvement progressiste,
réforme municipale, histoire orale, Sud des États-Unis
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