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Lyndon Johnson campaigning for Congress  in 1941 .1 

Introduction 

 

In 1937, while in the midst of his first campaign for a seat in the United States House 

of Representatives, a young Texan by the name of Lyndon Baynes Johnson stood in front of 

a gathering of voters at a rural schoolhouse. He promised something that, to those in 

attendance, seemed little more than demagogic pandering. Johnson vowed that, if elected, 

ÈÅ Ȱ×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÇÏÔ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ ÌÉÇÈÔÓȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÈÏÍÅÓ and farms. Upon hearing this, a 

ÌÏÃÁÌ ÍÁÎ ÁÄÍÉÔÔÅÄ ÔÏ ×ÏÎÄÅÒÉÎÇ ȰÊÕÓÔ ÈÏ× ÆÁÒ ×ÏÕÌÄ Á ÍÁÎ ÇÏ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ Á voteȢȱ (Å 

ȰÄÉÄÎȭÔȭ ÔÈÉÎË ÔÈÅÙȭÄ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÏÕÔ ρπ ÏÒ ρυ ÍÉÌÅÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÏÔÈÅÒ×ÉÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÈÏÔ 

                                                      
1 http://4.bp.blogspot.com/_p_QCXczy-ME/S-
2NBow8b2I/AAAAAAAAAWw/GqMd8VPwUCk/s1600/LBJ%20%20Campaiging%201941%20.jpg 
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air.2 Rural electrification, and the basic comforts that would accompany it, was so 

farfetched ÔÈÁÔ ,"*ȭÓ ÃÌÁÉÍÓ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÆ Á snake oil salesman. This disbelief 

permeated state and federal government, private industry, as well as rural Americans 

themselves. Only 10 percent of rural Americans had electricity in 1937. Contrasted with the 

near-uniformity of urban electrification, !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÌÌ ÂÕÔ ÅØÃÌÕÄÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

technological advancements of the 20th century. Within twenty -ÆÉÖÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÆ *ÏÈÎÓÏÎȭÓ 

promise, 96 percent of rural America was electrified. 

Rural America was electrified through a federal government program unafraid of 

taking bold steps ɀ the Rural Electrification Administration. Unfortunately, American 

historians and political scientists alike have largely ignored the REA, whose work was the 

most successful of an era popularly remembered for government market intervention 

Ȱ×ÏÒËÉÎÇȢȱ Emblematic of this era of social and economic revolution was the REA, and its 

accomplishments have never been paid the attention they deserve. While New Deal 

agencies like the Tennessee Valley Authority or the Civilian Conservation Corps are well 

documented in the minds of Americans, the Rural Electrification Administration is paid 

little mind. It was the REA whose work transformed much of rural America, and in the 

process commanded the attention of an American population grappling with the rise of a 

ÎÅ×ÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎÉÓÔ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȢ 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÐÏÐÕÌÁÒÉÔÙ hit such peaks, 

that after barely two years on the ground it could boast that rural Southerners were 

ÄÉÓÒÅÇÁÒÄÉÎÇ ȰÔÈÅ ÓÅÇÒÅÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÒÁÃÅÓȱ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÓÅÅ ÔÏ ÅÌÅctrification in their towns. 3 

)ÎÄÅÅÄȟ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÖÏÃÁÌ ÏÐÐÏÎÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ .Å× $ÅÁÌȟ ÌÉËÅ 3ÏÕÔÈ #ÁÒÏÌÉÎÁȭÓ %ÌÌÉÓÏÎ 

                                                      
2 Dallek, Robert. 1991. Lone star rising: Lyndon Johnson and his times, 1908-1960. New York: Oxford University Press. p. 178. 
3 REA, Annual Report, 1937 (Washington 1937), p. 13. 
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Ȱ#ÏÔÔÏÎ %Äȱ 3ÍÉÔÈȟ ×ÅÒÅ ÌÉÆÅÌÏÎÇ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2%! ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ×ÏÒËȢ4 This thesis will show 

how, by tirelessly and prudently working toward success on the ground, as well as 

relentlessly marketing its triumphs to all who would listen, the REA was able to build 

enough support to ensure its survival and ensuing success. Its success ought to serve as an 

ÉÎÓÐÉÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÍÁËÅÒÓȟ ÁÓ both its model and tactics should be seriously 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÓÏÌÖÉÎÇ ÍÁÎÙ ÏÆ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÃÙ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓȢ  

Formed in 1935, with the intent of producing economic stimulus nationally and 

social benefit locally, the REA created over one thousand rural electric member-owned 

cooperatives. The government financed cooperatives with self-liquidating loans for the 

construction of electric lines and for the wiring of rural houses. 5 REA cooperatives 

provided rural Americans with electricity at far lower rates than had ever been thought 

possible by the private utility industry.  That the majority of rural America could be 

electrified was considered to be an economic impossibility by private utility companies at 

the time ɀ that it could be done without significant government losses was thought to be 

ÁÌÍÏÓÔ ÆÁÒÃÉÃÁÌȢ 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÒÓ ËÎÅ× ÂÅÔÔÅÒȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÐÒÅÄÉÃÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÁÍÏÎÇ 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÓÉÇÎÓȟ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÉÎÃÏÍÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÕÐ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÍÅÎÔ 

for rural electrification. 6 They argued that they could correct a national market failure, 

achieve near-universal electrification, assist the ailing national economic environment, and 

get their money back with interest. Whether it was significant expenditures in the raw 

materials needed for electricity, appliances and efficiency for the newly electrified farmers, 

or the labor to do the job, rural electrification served as an economic boon to multiple 

                                                      
4 Brown, D. Clayton. 1980. Electricity for rural America: the fight for the REA. Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press. p. 97. 
5 The principal of self-liquidating, also known as amortized, loans is paid back over time with interest.  
6 "Cash Income of Farmer Higher." 1936.Los Angeles Times (1923-Current File), Sep 20, 21-21. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/164700330?accountid=10 267. 
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ÓÅÃÔÏÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÙȢ 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÒÓ ÆÕÒÔÈÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÇÏÏÄ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙ 

could provide made it imperative that the government do all it could to bring about its 

arrival in rural America. Electricity meant indoor plumbing, refrigeration, safety, and so 

much more to those who would receive it. It ended an era wherein the drudgery of farm life 

was at its most dichotomous with the convenience of urban life. In an era of Keynesianism, 

the REA was perhaps the most creative means of dealing with the ill-effects of the Great 

Depression. In an era of relative rural dilapidation, the REA stepped in to insure that nearly 

all Americans could benefit from the conveniences of the 20th century. 

4ÈÅ 2%! ÏÂÓÅÓÓÅÄ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃȭÓ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ×ÏÒËȢ -ÏÒÒÉÓ #ÏÏËÅȟ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ 

patriarch and first Administrator, originally envisioned an agency of modest means and 

temperament. A free-marketer through and through, Cooke mistakenly believed he could 

count on private utilities to work with the REA in its early days.  Despite believing that 

rural electrification was a losing proposition, the private utilities fought tooth and nail 

ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ɀ both on the ground and in the public square. Their early 

opposition made it clear to Cooke, and the rest of the REA, that the enormity of their task 

would require a determined spirit and an aggressive public disposition. Knowing that its 

good work would not be enough to assure its survival, the REA fought back against its 

adversaries with an unyielding barrage of positive marketing on its own behalf. Their 

efforts included ubiquitous branding, posters, radio and television advertisements, a 

feature-film, spoon-fed newspaper articles, traveling exhibits, and more. Its gratification 

did not just come from the results of its work, the REA wanted recognition for its good 

deeds as well.  
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 This thesis will first provide an overview of the work previously done on the REA, 

ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÉÎÇ ÈÏ× ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎȟ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÖÅÒÙ ÌÅÁÓÔȟ ÕÎÁÐÐÒÅÃÉÁÔÅÄȟ ÉÆ ÎÏÔ 

unexamined. After the historiography, a scientific framework for determining the 

popularity of various forms of government market intervention is provided. Through this 

ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒË ÍÕÃÈ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÅÄȢ &ÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓȟ Á ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

2%!ȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÏÖÅÒÖÉÅ× ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȟ ÁÒÅ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄȢ 4Ï ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÂÓÔÁÃÌÅÓ facing the 

REA in its first twenty-five years, a sampling of the many forms of REA opposition is then 

ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄȢ #ÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ȰÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÓÍȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÍȟȱ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÓÓÉÏÎÁÔÅÌÙ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȟ 

in the form of positive marketing done on its own behalf. This next section shows how, by 

strategically targeting the various populations affected by it, the REA was willing to fight 

for its own survival. The final section of this thesis will demonstrate the work done by the 

REA, provide evidence of its economic and social successes, and show how it was able to 

achieve its goals with a record of achievement almost nobody believed feasible.  

!ÔÔÅÎÄÅÅÓ ÏÆ ,"*ȭÓ ÓÐÅÅÃÈ ÈÁÄ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÒÅÁÓÏÎ ÔÏ ÄÏÕÂÔ ÈÉÓ ÐÒÏÍÉÓÅȢ 4ÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ 

ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȟ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙȭÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÐÏÔÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÐÕÒÖÅÙÏrs, had deemed them unworthy of it. Unlike 

their urban countrymen, they were too poor and too few in number to merit the 

investment. While the market had failed them, the federal government refused to socialize 

the rural electricity industry, and fought off calls for heavily subsidizing private action. 

)ÎÓÔÅÁÄȟ ÉÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ ÁÎ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÖÅ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÏ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌÌÙ ÃÏÒÒÅÃÔ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙȭÓ 

failure. Showing a healthy skepticism for the supremacy of the free market, the REA was 

able to accomplish its task. When we think back to the New Deal, as an era when 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ Ȱ×ÏÒËÅÄ,ȱ ÔÈÅ 2%! ÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÏÎ ÏÕÒ ÍÉÎÄÓȢ  
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Existing Historiography 

 

It has long been thought that there were two simple reasons as to why rural 

electrification was accomplished. The first was that the government simply decided to do it. 

The train of thought essentially goes that private industry was wary of spending the money 

necessary to expand their lines to rural communities, especially considering that even the 

best-case projections reflected that there was little  profit to be gained.7 The second reason 

is that farmers desperately desired electricity and once it was made available to them the 

electrification process was relatively straightforward . The farmers essentially ȰÄÉÄ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅÙ 

couÌÄ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ȬÈÏÏËÅÄ ÕÐȭȱ ÁÓ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÙ ÃÏÕÌÄȢ8 This is the basic line of thought 

one would establish based on a survey of the limited amount of work published on the REA. 

Ryan Stockwell, in his Ph.D. dissertation published in 2008, took a limited look at the REA 

and developed the very same two reasons ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ listed above. SÔÏÃË×ÅÌÌȭÓ 

account of the REA is not incorrect per se, but it does reflect the uncritical eye of those 

whose footsteps he followed.  

Much of the work  on the REA is informed by studies of its first two administrators 

whose personas and accomplishments gave them a legacy I can only assume prevented 

those who later studied them from accurately narrating their time at the REA. Morris Cooke 

ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎ #ÁÒÍÏÄÙȭÓ ÔÅÎÕÒÅÓ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 2%! ×ÅÒÅ ÍÁÒËÅÄ ÂÙ ÅÁÃÈ ÍÁÎȭÓ ÁÓÔÏÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ 

accomplish his goals. They both played significant roles in the New Deal, and their personal 

accomplishments drew a large focus on their tenures. However, Carmody aÎÄ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÔÉÍÅ 

at the REA only lasts until 1939, almost twenty years before near-universal rural 

                                                      
7 2ÙÁÎ 3ÔÏÃË×ÅÌÌȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÁÍÉÌÙ &ÁÒÍ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 0ÏÓÔ-7ÏÒÌÄ 7ÁÒ )) %ÒÁȡ )ÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ #ÏÌÄ 7ÁÒ ÁÎÄ 0ÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ 3ÙÍÂÏÌȱ ɉ0È$ ÄÉÓÓȢȟ 
University of Missouri-Columbia, 2008). p. 52. 
8 Ibid. 
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electrification was achieved. The REA under Carmody and Cooke was an independent 

agency with a large amount of latitude given to it. In 1939, the REA was made a part of the 

United States Department of Agriculture. Thus far, minimal examination has been done on 

ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅÎÅÓÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÏÁÄ ÂÕÒÅÁÕÃÒÁÔÉÃ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ 53$!Ȣ 

Another limitation of focusing on REA Administrators is that such examinations 

leave a tremendous amount concealed.  In broad strokes, the REA was partially 

consolidated in a national office, but it also controlled an army of financial experts, 

engineers, home economists, appliance salesmen, and other field representatives in rural 

communities across the country. Furthermore, one could equate the cooperatives the REA 

supported as part and parcel of the REA itself. The REA, as it existed, would not have been 

without her cooperatives, and the cooperatives would never have come to be without the 

REA. From early on, REA officers understood that actions taken on the part of their 

cooperatives would be attributed to the REA itself. By ignoring much of the history of 

individual cooperatives, ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÁÎÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌÌÙ restricted the breadth of its 

story they were able to tell.  

Furthermore, historical examinations of the REA display a large reliance on the 

agency reports as well as publications by the REA. Agency reports are quite useful for 

understanding what the REA was trying to communicate to Congress and REA publications 

tell us much about how the REA worked with the communities they operated in. However, 

the institutional obstacles highlighted in agency reports were only those that the REA 

wanted to share. Rather than the full reality, they paint a rosy picture of an REA whose 
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agenda was only minimally opposed by greedy private utilities and a handful of paranoid 

anti-communist politicians.  

There have been two historians, Ronald Kline and Mark Stauter, whose work on the 

REA dove deep into its ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙȢ +ÌÉÎÅȭÓ ÂÏÏË Consumers in the Countryside spends significant 

ÔÉÍÅ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÕÎ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÅÐÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÄÅÓÉÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÍ ÔÏ ÑÕÉÃËÌÙ 

eÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÙȟ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÉÌÕÒÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ 5ÔÉÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ $ÉÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÁÃÔ ×ÉÔÈ 

rural Americans. Kline also takes a look at the work performed by the REA Information 

3ÅÒÖÉÃÅȭÓ ÕÎÉÔȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×Ás responsible for disseminating advertisements and informational 

materials on the REA and its cooperatives. The Information Services unit has gone all but 

ignored by nearly every other researcher of the REA. While Kline did bring light to the 

work done by the Information Division, his work was by no means focused on it. The 

)ÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ $ÉÖÉÓÉÏÎȭÓ ×ÏÒË ×ÁÓ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÄÏÎÅ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 2%!Ȣ )ÔÓ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ 

ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇȭÓ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÓÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÈÁÓ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÂÅÅÎ ÆÕÌÌÙ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅÄȢ 

3ÔÁÕÔÅÒȭÓ Masters thesis focused largely on the national REA after its incorporation into the 

53$!ȟ ÓÐÅÃÉÆÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÏÎ (ÁÒÒÙ 3ÌÁÔÔÅÒÙȭÓ ÔÅÎÕÒÅ ÁÓ the third  2%! !ÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒȢ 3ÌÁÔÔÅÒÙȭÓ 

tenure was marked with significant turmoil, yet had never been significantly studied until 

3ÔÁÕÔÅÒȭÓ ÔÈÅÓÉÓ ×ÁÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÉÎ ρωχσȢ StÁÕÔÅÒȭÓ 0ÈȢ$Ȣ ÄÉÓÓÅÒÔÁÔÉÏÎ further  looks at the 

2%!ȭÓ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÉÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÉÎÄÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ organizational structure was not 

immune from ÉÎÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÅØÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÓÔÒÉÆÅȟ ÂÅÙÏÎÄ ÅÖÅÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÈÅ ÄÉÓÃÕÓÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÈÉÓ -ÁÓÔÅÒȭÓ 

thesis. 3ÔÁÕÔÅÒȭÓ ×ÏÒËÓ ÇÏ Á ÌÏÎÇ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÄÅÍÏÎÓÔÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÓÙ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

REA painted for itself was quite a bit more complicated than it ever let on. Studies of these 

two authors reveal that significant portions ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÐÁÓÔ is yet to be explored.  
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The REA was fundamentally different from much of the work done by the 

government during the New Deal. Instead of ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÅÎÔÉÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ 

founders chose to invest almost exclusively in capital, instead of labor. Their attempt was 

to not engage the government in direct control of the rural utility market, but to facilitate 

the creation of cooperative enterprises, and facilitate them with the tools necessary to do 

the job. By choosing this path, the REA was able to closely oversee the development of the 

cooperatives, without needing to manage every bit of the work on the ground. Had the REA 

chosen to simply fund the existing private utilities, rural electrification would have likely 

proven a far costlier enterprise. Government ownership of the lines, too, would likely  have 

proven untenable. The organizational structure needed to compensate for the work done 

by over 1,000 cooperatives could have easily bogged down the REA and prevented it from 

achieving its task as efficiently as it did.  

Theoretical Apparatus 
 

It has long been a preoccupation of progressives about why Americans, who stand 

to gain from government administered economic and social benefit programs, oppose them 

on principal. Popular works like 4ÈÏÍÁÓ &ÒÁÎËȭÓ 7ÈÁÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ -ÁÔÔÅÒ 7ÉÔÈ +ÁÎÓÁÓ fixate on 

why Americans vote against their best economic interests. Oftentimes it has been thought 

that this was due to cultural preferences and resentments, which is certainly part of the 

story. Political scientists have also spent considerable time establishing the importance of 

policy minutia ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÅÒÁ ÏÆ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÓÔ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȢ9 Considering that the vast majority 

                                                      
9 Hacker, Jacob S., and Paul Pierson. 2010. Winner-Take-All Politics: How Washington Made the Rich Richer-and Turned its Back on the 
Middle Class. New York: Simon & Schuster. 44. 
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of Americans will never be able to fully inform themselves of the finer details of policy, 

easy-to-digest marketing is invaluable in the public debate over government programs. 

Failure to successfully communicate the true nature and benefits of its programs can stall 

ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ agenda before it even begins. 

 Susan Mettler, whose work recently culminated in the book The Submerged State, 

has written extensively about popular awareness of government economic and social 

benefit programs and how it impacts political support for them as well as future initiatives. 

-ÅÔÔÌÅÒȭÓ research has found ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎȭÓ ability to recognize the government as the 

provider of the benefits she receives will play a strong role in determining how positively 

she will feel about the ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍÓ. Those who 

recognize the government as the force behind the programs are far more likely to support 

the ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ efforts to do so broadly. Of course, this is all be predicated on the ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ 

ability to do an effective job accomplishing its task. Otherwise, any promotional efforts 

would be nothing more than lipstick on a pig. Using this theoretical apparatus, this thesis 

will prove that ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÍÐÌÉÓÈ universal rural electrification was based in 

large part on its ability to make its work known to all Americans, rural or not.  

)Î ÈÅÒ ÐÁÐÅÒȟ  Ȱ7ÈÏ 3ÁÙÓ 4ÈÅÙ (ÁÖÅ %ÖÅÒ 5ÓÅÄ ! 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍȩ 4ÈÅ 

2ÏÌÅ ÏÆ 0ÏÌÉÃÙ 6ÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȟȱ Mettler describes how, when a random sampling of American 

citizens was asked ÉÆ ÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÄ ÅÖÅÒ ȰÕÓÅÄ Á ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȟȱ ÏÎÌÙ τσ ÐÅÒÃÅÎÔ ÏÆ 

respondents answered in the affirmative, with 57 percent of respondents responding that 

ȰÔÈÅÙ ÈÁÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÄÏÎÅ ÓÏȢȱ10 The people who responded that they had never used 

                                                      
10 3ÕÚÁÎÎÅ -ÅÔÔÌÅÒȟ Ȱ7ÈÏ 3ÁÙÓ 4ÈÅÙ (ÁÖÅ %ÖÅÒ 5ÓÅÄ ! 'ÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍȩ 4ÈÅ 2ÏÌÅ ÏÆ 0ÏÌÉÃÙ 6ÉÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȢȱ #ÏÒÎÅÌÌ 5ÎÉversity. 
(2008), p. 2. 
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government social programs had significantly more conservative beliefs regarding the 

provision and raising of funds for government programs. Unsurprisingly, those who 

claimed to have never used a government program were far less likely to support 

government programs and the requisite tax increases used to fund them. It should go 

without saying but without public support for government benefit programs, it will be 

exceedingly difficult to construct them. 

After giving their ÆÉÒÓÔ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓ ×ÅÒÅ Ȱasked about usage of each of 

21 specific social policies, ranging from Social Security rÅÔÉÒÅÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÒÖÉÖÏÒÓȬ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓ 

to Pell Grants to the Earned Income Tax CreditȢȱ !ÆÔÅÒ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÓked about these policies, it 

turned out that 96 percent of respondents admitted to having used at least one government 

social program, 53 percent more than had originally believed they had benefited from state 

action.11 Examining those who thought they had never used a government program, when 

in fact they had, Metter found that those individuals had largely been the beneficiaries of 

Ȱsubmergedȱ social programs. Ȱ3ÕÂÍÅÒÇÅÄȱ social programs are ÃÈÁÎÎÅÌÅÄ Ȱthrough 

indirect means, including the tax code and subsidies to private actors and organizations, 

rather than through the more traditional form of direct payments or provision of 

ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓȢȱ12 -ÅÔÔÌÅÒȭÓ ×ÏÒË concluded that the opinions of whether an individual has 

ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ȰÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȬÓ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÖÉÓÉÏÎÓȱ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ ÆÉÒÍÌÙ Á ÒÅÓÕÌÔ of whether that 

person has actually received them. Instead, ÔÈÏÓÅ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱvisibility of 

ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȬÓ ÒÏÌe in the ÐÏÌÉÃÙȢȱ13 While tax cuts are no different than governmentally 

                                                      
11 Ibid., 3 
12 Ibid., 5 
13 Ibid., 23 
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administered programs as far as the budget is concerned, they allow the government to 

blend ȰȭÐÈÉÌÏÓÏÐÈÉÃÁÌ ÃÏÎÓÅÒÖÁÔÉÓÍȭ ×ÉÔÈ ȬÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÌÉÂÅÒÁÌÉÓÍ.ȭȱ14  

The REAȭÓ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅÓ were immense, and its opponents numerous. At nearly every 

turn its activities were publically derided by the private utility industry and its allies. In the 

face of all this opposition, it survived. It obviously, and quite rightly , would have not 

survived had its work been inadequate. But it also would have likely not survived had it not 

worked tirelessly to market itself. .Ï ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÁÎ ÈÁÓ ÔÁËÅÎ Á ÓÉÇÎÉÆÉÃÁÎÔ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ 

work done to counter the opposition it faced. This argument, ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÅÄ 

existence is largely due to its fighting spirit, is a new one and an important one. Those who 

designed the REA, whether they intended to or not, worked tirelessly to ensure that all 

those whose opinion of the REA could effect its ability to do its job had the best possible 

impression of it. Their  preoccupation with public approval ought to serve as a reminder as 

to the necessity of government not just performing beneficial work, but also 

communicating its good work. Through this communication, the REA was able to convey its 

existence and avoid being lost ÉÎ -ÅÔÔÌÅÒȭÓ ÓÕÂÍÅÒÇÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÅȢ It was also able to promote 

itself in the public battle for hearts and minds.  

 -ÅÔÔÌÅÒȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÏÆÔÅÎ ÄÒÁ×Ó ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÍÕÓÔ ÅÎÇÁÇÅ ÉÎ 

direct action in order to avoid the pitfalls of the submerged state. This conclusion would 

seemingly warrant  government programs that look similar to the Civilian Conservation 

Corps or Works Progress Administration, wherein the state takes particularly  direct action 

in the market. ThÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅ proves that policy makers need not choose between 

                                                      
14 Ibid., 23 
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indirect and direct action. Creative capital-focused efforts, empowering socially-beneficial 

market actors, allows the government to avoid submerging itself while concurrently 

bypassing the kind of direct intervention  that ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÏÄÁÙȭÓ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ 

constraints. 

The Incomplete National Power Environment Before 1935 

 

 There were several early proponents of rural electrification, but none were larger or 

more important  than Morris Cooke. Cooke, an engineer by trade who practiced for much of 

his life, was a steadfast believer in scientific management. He believed that by focusing on 

each stage of production, and making it as efficient as possible,  An expert in administration, 

Cooke spent years working with various companies on improving the efficiency of their 

operations.15 In 1911 he was appointed the Director of Public Works in Philadelphia and 

during World War I worked on negotiating power contracts for government munitions 

factories.16 The Governor of Pennsylvania, Gifford Pinchot, later tasked Cooke with 

conducting a statewide survey of power. Cooke, interest sparked, produced a power report 

×ÉÔÈ Á ȰÇÒÅÁÔ ÄÅÁÌ ÉÎ ÉÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ17   

Beginning to make a name for himself, Cooke found himself appointed by Governor 

Franklin Roosevelt to be a member of the power authority of New York State in 1930.18 

#ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÔÉÍe on the power authority yielded little in the way of action, but it established 

CookeȭÓ place at the table when it came to discussions of public power in the Roosevelt 

                                                      
15 U.S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, 74th Congress, 2nd Sess., Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for other 
Purposes, pp. 1-2. 
16 Ibid., 2-4 
17 Ibid.,  4. 
18 Ibid., 5. 



 16 

White House. Roosevelt himself was forced to deal with the difficulties of rural 

electrification when he received his first electricity bill for his resort in Warm Springs, 

Georgia and found that it was four times higher than the bill for his house in Hyde Park.19 

Cooke, the lifelong Republican, endorsed Roosevelt for President after working with him in 

New York State. 

Once Roosevelt was elected, Cooke began a ferocious lobbying campaign for the 

establishment of a federal program for solving rural electrification. Cooke was, by every 

account, a free-market adherent when he began studying the rural electrification problem. 

(Å ÈÁÄ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÄÅÂÁÔÅÄ .ÏÒÍÁÎ 4ÈÏÍÁÓȟ ÔÈÅ 3ÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÔ 0ÁÒÔÙ ÏÆ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÎÏÍÉÎÅÅ ÆÏÒ 

President and a great advocator of cooperatives, disagreeing vehemently with the 

ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÔȭÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ ÁÇÅÎÄÁ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÙȢ20  Ironi cally, it was Cooke who, not long after 

the debate, would instigate a decades-long war with private industry.  

In 1935, at the annual meeting of the American Society of Mechanical Engineers, 

Cooke gave a presentation arguing simply that cost accounting by utility companies was 

ȰÆÁÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÄÅÑÕÁÔÅȱ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÉÓÔÅÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÄÏÐÔ ȰÁ ÓÙÓÔÅÍ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅȱ ÔÏ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÉÅÓȭȟ 

thereby allowing for cheaper electricity rates.21 It was a relatively minor charge, a far cry 

from radical socialism. Cooke was simply using his expertise to find and correct 

inefficiencies. Nonetheless, sÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÁÔÔÅÎÄÅÅÓ ÁÃÃÕÓÅÄ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ 

more than anti-industry  propaganda. One such attendee was R.T. Livingston, a Professor of 

Mechanical Engineering at Columbia UniÖÅÒÓÉÔÙȢ ,ÉÖÉÎÇÓÔÏÎ ÁÃÃÕÓÅÄ #ÏÏËÅ ÏÆ ȰɍÃÏÎÖÅÙÉÎÇɎ 

                                                      
19 Brown, Electricity for Rural America, 32. 
20U. S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, 74th Congress, 2nd Sess., Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for other 
Purposes, pp. 9. 
21 "Engineers Clash Over Power Costs." 1935.New York Times (1923-Current File), Dec 06, 6. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/101285941?accountid=10267.  
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an erroneous impression.ȱ He ÃÏÎÃÌÕÄÅÄȟ Ȱ)Ô ÉÓ ÐÒÏÐÁÇÁÎÄÁȣ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÐÅÒ ÉÔÓÅÌÆ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ 

×ÁÒÒÁÎÔ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȣ )Ô ÉÓ ÈÁÒÄÌÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÎÙ ÍÉÓÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔÓ 

ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÐÅÒȢȱ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ Íade no mention of cooperatives; he simply argued that 

private companies could do better on rates.  This simple proposition was met with a 

furious response awaiting the REA. It was a response that was only going to become more 

ÍÁÎÉÃ ÁÓ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ 2%! ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÍÏre and more of a reality. 

The pre-REA National power environment was a story of two distinct worlds. While 

urban residents had almost universally forgotten the nuisance of the kerosene lamp, rural 

residents knew little else. Rural children were forced to do their homework by lamplight, 

which glowed an inconsistent orange. Reading by these lamps meant straining your eyes 

against the pages and often meant fighting over the one or two available lamps.22 Flush 

toilets, a fixture of urban America, were impossible to install without electricity to allow for 

water pressure. Without indoor plumbing, families bathed once a week, sharing the same 

water as they took turns bathing from oldest to youngest. Typhoid and other diseases ran 

rampant as the outhouse reigned supreme.23 Furthermore, the inability to access electricity 

deprived farmers of not just indoor fixtures, but of appliances that would significantly 

reduce working hours. Making matters worse, the Depression hit American farmers 

especially hard. Farmers simply could not afford the upfront installation costs, let along the 

high rates many companies charged. Finally, farmers by and large could not afford to 

purchase the appliances necessary to make electrification worthwhile. Meanwhile, 

urbanized areas of America benefitted from near ubiquitous electrification and all the good 

that came from it. 
                                                      
22 Brown, Clayton D., Smith, Ephraim K., and Walter Cronkite. 2008. Power for the Parkinsons. Fresno, CA: Heritage Productions, Inc. 
23 Ibid. 
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 A handful of successful cases of rural electrification were found across the country 

in the form of member owned cooperatives. The Alcorn County Electricity Co-Op was one 

such example. Based in Mississippi, a state where only 1.5 percent of farmers had 

electricity and poverty ran rampant, the Alcorn Co-Op received loans from the Tennessee 

Valley Authority to begin offering services.24 The farmers it served were not forced to pay 

ÔÈÅ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ ÓÕÒÃÈÁÒÇÅ ÉÍÐÏÓÅÄ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÍ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÉÎÇ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ 

electricity needs were greater than those of urban consumers. Farms required lighting for 

multiple buildings and electricity to power heavy machinery. Alcorn County saw an influx 

of spending on appliances once the co-op started operating. Cooperative proponents were 

buoyed by the fact that solvency was not an issue, as 37 percent of the co-ÏÐȭÓ ÒÅÖÅÎÕÅ ×ÁÓ 

income. Early estimates were that it would take 12-14 years to ÐÁÙ ÂÁÃË ÔÈÅ 46!ȭÓ ÌÏÁÎÓȠ 

they were paid back in just over four years.25 There were a handful of other successful co-

ops nationally, but they were by and large poorly designed and suffered from 

organizational chaos.26  

Still, progressives saw these cooperatives as the solution to the rural electrification 

question. Prominent rural liberals, like Senator George Norris of Nebraska, had a distinct 

interest in rural electri fication for their constituents. Norris had long been a proponent of 

public power, long ago giving up hope that private utilities would come through for rural 

Nebraskans. In 1925, Norris toured the Hydro-Electric Commission of Ontario, which had 

in 1908 created a vast network of locally owned power utilities . Norris proclaimed that 

Ontario was the most wonderful demonstration of the possibilities for the generation and 

                                                      
24 Brown, Electricity for Rural America, 36. 
25 Ibid., 37. 
26 Ibid., 15. 
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distribution of electric current [tÈÁÔɎ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÇÉÖÅÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÉÖÉÌÉÚÅÄ ×ÏÒÌÄȢȱ27 American 

private utilities, in response to the positive attention the Ontario project received, 

distributed a ÎÅ×ÓÌÅÔÔÅÒȟ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ Ȱ7ÙÅÒ ÐÁÍÐÈÌÅÔȱ in an attempt to undermine it. But it 

was too late; liberals had found their model. 

 

Anticipatio n for rural electrification was w idespread.28  

The Birth of the REA  

 

The REA was created on May 11, 1935 when President Roosevelt issued Executive 

Order 7037. The order authorized $100 million of the $5 billion appropriated by Congress 

in the Emergency Relief Appropriation Act to go to rural electrification, administered by a 

Rural Electrification Administration. 2ÏÏÓÅÖÅÌÔȭÓ order also authorized the Administrator of 

ÔÈÅ 2%! ÔÏ Ȱinitiate, formulate, administer, and supervise a program of approved projects 

                                                      
27 Brown, Electricity for Rural America, 17. 
28 http://newdeal.feri.org/images/s34.gif  
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with respect to the generation, transmission, and distribution of electric energy in rural 

ÁÒÅÁÓȢȱ29 The order gave no specifics on what terms the money was to be given on, nor did 

it  proscribe what the structure of the REA was to be, aside from the Administrator who 

would lead the agency. Roosevelt quickly, and unsurprisingly, appointed Morris Cooke to 

ÂÅ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ !ÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒȢ Cooke was essentially handed a $100 million check, with 

little to no plan to speak of. He was flying by the seat of his pants, and everybody knew it. 

 Cooke knew a tremendous amount was at stakeɂrural eÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÈÉÓ ÌÉÆÅȭÓ 

work and this was his shot to do it right. On one hand, Cooke had the public power 

advocates who saw this as their opportunity to achieve their electrification agenda. On the 

other, he had private utilities that were concerned that they would be cheated out of any 

potential profit for rural electricity . The private utilities also worried that the public 

electrification push, if successful, might continue into the urban energy sector.30 Cooke 

believed that rural electrification would be relatively easy to get off the ground. His belief 

in the principals of scientific management led him expect a supreme prudence from private 

utilities.  He did not immediately agree with public power advocates about the supremacy 

of the cooperative model. He also did not agree that the money should simply be turned 

over to the private utilities. If anything, Cooke was a pragmatist. While industry opponents 

like Senator Norris mistrusted the private utilities, Cooke was cautiously optimistic about 

the rationality of the private utilities . He Ȱassumed that the low cost construction loans 

offered by the REA would be readily snapped up by the private power companiesȢȱ31 Cooke 

believed that the Federal Government needed to have an active leadership role in 
                                                      
29 "Franklin D. Roosevelt: Executive Order 7037 Establishing the Rural Electrification Administration.." The American Presidency Project. 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=15057 (accessed April 10, 2013). 
30 Brown, Electricity for Rural America, 49. 
31  7 3ÔÁÕÔÅÒȟ -ÁÒË #ÏÒÄÅÌÌȢ ȰThe Rural Electrification Administration, 1935-1945 a New Deal case study.ȱ (PhD diss., Duke University, 1973), 
7. 
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administering the funds and was unwilling to just turn the funds over, but did not foresee 

the private utilities objecting to reasonable oversight.32 CÏÏËÅȭÓ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇÎÅÓÓ ÔÏ entertain 

private industry worried liberals that their dream of public power would die in #ÏÏËÅȭÓ 

Hands.33  

Cooperative advocates, sensing their dream of public power slipping away, began a 

public campaign in opposition to the private utilities working with the REA. Judson King, 

the director of the National Popular Government League, a group of little impact outside of 

advocating for rural electrification, wrote a well-circulated newsletter titled, Ȱ7ÈÏ 7ÉÌÌ 'ÅÔ 

the $100,000,000 for Farm %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȩȱ )Î ÉÔ, he worried that the money appropriated 

to the REA might just go straight into the pockets of the private utilities.  King wrote that if 

the money was to Ȱbe siphoned off into channels which can only serve to step up the 

revenues of private power utilitiesȱ ÔÈÅÎ Ȱthe program of rural electrification probably will 

not be of very much value to the farmersȱ whom the REA was created to help.34 He 

cautioned his liberal readers that the private utilities are ȰÏÎ ÈÁÎÄ ÉÎ WashiÎÇÔÏÎȱ ÁÎÄ 

trying their best to get the money. King believed that cooperatives, being in but not of 

capitalism, would be able to employ the self-reliance of Americans farmers in place of the 

unquenchable thirst for profits that plagued private industry.  

 )Î +ÉÎÇȭÓ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇȟ ÈÅ ÉÄÅÎÔÉÆÉÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ Ȱrugged individualism and the pioneer 

spiritȱ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÉÌÉÔÁÔÉÎÇ rural electrification , highlighting the belief that there was something 

ÓÐÅÃÉÁÌ ÁÂÏÕÔ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÂÁÎÄ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔȢ At the time of 

                                                      
32 Brown, Electricity for Rural America, 49-50 
33 Ibid., 49 
34 Judson King, Ȱ7ÈÏ 7ÉÌÌ 'ÅÔ ÔÈÅ Αρππȟπππȟπππ ÆÏÒ &ÁÒÍ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȩȱ National Popular Government League Bulletin no. 171(April 25, 
1935). P. 10.  
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ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÆÏÕÎÄÉÎÇȟ ÕÒÂÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÄ ÂÅÅÎ ÇÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÓÔÅÁÍ ÆÏÒ ÎÅÁÒÌÙ Á ÃÅÎÔÕÒÙȟ ÁÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔ 

the rise of factory labor and the reduction of work to the widget and the man-hour. 

Supporters of co-ops believed that by empowering farmers through cooperation they were 

not simply improving the agrarian lot, but also striking a blow for the old way of doing 

things. Echoing the yeomen farmer republican ideals of Thomas Jefferson, an REA agency 

report once noted that, Ȱ3ÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÌÏÓÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÎÏ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ Á cog in 

ÓÏÃÉÅÔÙȭÓ ÇÒÅÁÔ ×ÈÅÅÌȢȱ35  

 +ÉÎÇȭÓ note also sought to preempt the criticism he knew would swiftly come from 

any sort of public power push. King warned farmers to anticipate politicians and utility 

spokesmen deriding any move toward cooperatives as ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ȰÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÓÍȣ 

destÒÕÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÒÍÅÒȭÓ ȬÌÉÂÅÒÔÙȢȭȱ King predicted that if the money was given to private 

utilities it would be  Ȱpraised as proper encouragement to business in helping recovery.ȱ 

King dismisses these categorizations offhand as nothing more than Ȱancient twaddleȱ ÔÈÁÔ 

Ȱneed disturb no intelligent person.ȱ 4Ï King this was a simple equation: Ȱthe farmers need 

electricity and this is ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ×ÁÙ ÔÈÏÕÓÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ÃÁÎ ÇÅÔ ÉÔ ÁÔ ÁÌÌȢȱ36 Embodied ÉÎ +ÉÎÇȭÓ 

writings was the primary rationale for the use of cooperatives in rural electrification. There 

had been a market failure on the part of the private utilities, and cooperatives were the 

most prudent means of solving it. If private utilities  had failed, King argued, why should the 

American people entrust them with the responsibility to right their own wrong? Public 

power advocates like King, who would later become a senior advisor to the REA, believed 

that electricity could only be brought to rural America through government-managed 

                                                      
35 REA, Annual Report, 1947 (Washington 1947), 32. 
36 +ÉÎÇȟ Ȱ7ÈÏ 7ÉÌÌ 'ÅÔ ÔÈÅ Αρππȟπππȟπππȩȟȱ ρπ 
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electricity cooperatives. King knew that his plan was not socialism, it was socially 

responsible capitalism, and he was prepared to defend it against any who argued otherwise. 

Morri s Cooke still needed to be convinced, he was not ready to abandon the private 

utilities . He had his $100 million, but he needed a plan. Cooke, during his nomination 

hearings in May of 1935 before the Senate Appropriations Committee, outright dismissed 

the prospect of nationalization but remained skeptical of private utilities. He told the 

senators that the only people who wanted the Federal Government to do all the work itself 

were nothing more than a handful of Ȱ%ØÔÒÅÍÉÓÔÓ ÈÅÒÅ ÉÎ 7ÁÓÈÉÎÇÔÏÎȢȱ37 Cooke dismissed 

charges that he was an advocate for cooperatives and instead told the committee Ȱ×Å ÏÕÇÈÔ 

ÔÏ ÇÉÖÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÏÐÐÏÒÔÕÎÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅÍÓÅÌÖÅÓȢȱ38 Cooke emphasized 

time and again that he would pursue the most economically sensible path. Cooke was not 

swayed by arguments of Jeffersonian democratic ideals, he was a rationalist through and 

through.  

 As Cooke saw it, there were five options on the table to achieve rural electrification , 

each with  an element of support behind it in Washington. The first was to simply turn the 

Αρππ ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ȰÏÖÅÒ ÔÏ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȢȱ The second was to do business through the state-

owned municipal utility districts and have them extend their lines out to the countryside. 

#ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÔÈÉÒÄ ÏÐÔÉÏÎ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÈÅ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ the least amount of detail, doing 

ȰÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÆÏÕÒÔÈ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÖÏÒÉÔÅ ÏÆ Ôhe aforementioned 

ȰÅØÔÒÅÍÉÓÔÓȱ who wanted to facilitate rural electrification exclusively through government-

owned lines. This was the only option that Cooke dismissed offhand, saying, Ȱ)Ô ÉÓ ÓÏ ÆÁÒ 

                                                      
37 U.S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, 74th Congress, 2nd Sess., Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for other 
Purposes, 13. 
38 Ibid. 
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ÒÅÍÏÖÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÍÙ Ï×Î ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔÓȟ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÈÁÖÅ ÎÏÔ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÕÔ ÈÏ× ÉÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅȢȱ39 #ÏÏËÅȭÓ 

preferred option was loans to private companies that would simply correct the market 

failure electricity executives had themselves created. He explained that since power 

companies supplied the overwhelming majority of power, and had the most expertise, we 

ought to aiÄ ÔÈÅÍ ȰÉÎ ÅÖÅÒÙ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ×ÁÙȢȱ40 However, he did not subscribe to the idea that 

simply turning over the $100 million to the utilities would yield success. The private 

utilities  needed to earn the money by offering rates and construction estimates that would 

prove economically feasible enough for both farmers to be served and profits to be had.  

 In front of the appropriati ons committee, Cooke introduced a metaphor for the 

current state of private rural electrification  activity , ȰÓËÉÍÍÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÅÁÍȢȱ !Ó #ÏÏËÅ ÓÁ× ÉÔȟ 

the private utilities had been greedy, extending lines to the handful of farms that could 

afford their steep entry costs. In doing so they largely shunned the farmers whose accounts 

would not prove profitable immediately. Cooke saw this as akin to the process of skimming 

milk to sift out the richer cream. Cooke told the committee that he believes that the private 

utilities are ready to admit that they Ȱhave taken too much of the cream and not enough of 

the skimmed milkȢȱ #ÏÏËÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÔÌÙ ÐÒÅÄÉÃÔÅÄȟ ȰÔÈÅÙ ÁÒÅ ready to go on out to distances 

that they have not been ready to go in the past.ȱ41 After addressing a few more 

organizational stumbling blocks, Cooke wrapped up his testimony by expressing his 

anticipation for a meeting the following week with representatives from the private 

electricity industry. Cooke fully expected that meetings to yield an economically viable 

offer from the utilities, which would then begin an amenable period of rapid rural 

                                                      
39 U.S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, 74th Congress, 2nd Sess., Hearings, A Bill to Provide for Rural Electrification and for other 
Purposes, 12. 
40 Ibid., 13. 
41 Ibid., 30. 
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electrification. For the task he envisioned, Cooke testified that he would need about 100 to 

150 people employed at the REA.42  

#ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÄÒÅÁÍÓ almost immediately proved ill fated. The private utilities refused to 

offer a viable plan for rural electrification. Instead, they insisted on costs that would be 

untenable to the vast majority farmers. Building lines in the country required large 

amounts of work to be done in advance. Instead of preparing just a few city blocks of line, 

rural electrification required substantial investments in wire for even a few houses. To 

keep it cost effective, the work needed to be done in stages, with poles being set and then 

long spools of wire strung to connect them.  Private utilities planned on doing the work 

piecemeal, as if they were connecting city blocks. Furthermore, private utilities were wary 

of how much poor farmers could spend on electricity. Private utilities estimated their 

building cost per mile would be $1,356.43 In comparisonȟ 2%! ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓȭ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ 

expenditures ended up costing around half of that.44 Prior to the REA, private utilities 

required substantial down payments from the farmers, something few could afford, as a 

means of ensuring early profits. Cooke was wrong, the private utilities were perfectly 

content to continue skimming cream. 

 After several months of negotiations Ȱit became apparent [to Cooke] that the utility 

industry would not borrow any substantial portion of the funds available for rural 

ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ45 Cooke had wrongly ÁÓÓÕÍÅÄ ȰÔÈÁÔ the low cost construction loans offered 

by the REA would be readily snapped up by the private power companies, which already 

                                                      
42 Ibid., 28.  
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44 REA, Annual Report, 1947 (Washington 1947), 20.  
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held franchise in manÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÁÒÅÁÓȢȱ46 In the end, only four percent of REA 

loans went to private utilities in their first year of operation.47 #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ȰÐÁÔÉÅÎÔ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓȱ 

with the private utilities were ultimately fruitless.48 Private utilities were perfectly content 

to ignore the fact that the average farmerȭÓ income was rising and that, even in areas with 

ȰÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÌÏ×ÅÓÔ ÌÅÖÅÌÓ ÏÆ ÆÁÒÍ ÉÎÃÏÍÅ,ȱ rural electrification was already proving 

tenable.49 As far as they were concerned, their profits would not be high enough. Rural 

electrification just was not worth it. 

Next Cooke turned to municipalities, with the hopes that they might be willing to 

extend their lines to rural communities. Again, he was left wanting. REA negotiators found 

ÔÈÁÔȟ ÂÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÁÒÇÅȟ ȰÍÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌÉÔÉÅÓȣ ÌÁÃËÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÅØÔÅnd power lines into rural 

areÁÓȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÉÓÓÕÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ Ȱfew States had enacted legislation to make possible the 

distribution of electric energy to farm people through the operation of public bodiesȢȱ50 It 

was clear to Cooke that the municipalities had little interest in extending their lines into 

rural communities. After all, they had little to no profit motive and felt no obligation to the 

farming communities left untouched by electricity. For those reasons, municipalities can 

largely be excused for their unwillingness to extend their lines. There never appeared to be 

any real expectation on the part of the REA that municipalities would be willing to handle 

ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÌÏÁÄȟ ÂÕÔ ÒÁÔÈÅÒ Á ÈÏÐÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ×ÏÕÌÄȢ 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ now knew that 

there was no hope of them of building on an existing ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÏÒ ÍÕÎÉÃÉÐÁÌÉÔÙȭÓ organizational 

                                                      
46 3ÔÁÕÔÅÒȟ ȰThe Rural Electrification AdministrationȢȱ χȢ 
47 McCraw, Thomas K. 1971. TVA and the Power Fight, 1933-1939. Philadelphia: Lippincott. 87. 
48 Ibid., 86. 
49 2%!ȟ Ȱ-ÅÍÏÒÁÎÄÕÍ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3ÅÃÒÅÔÁÒÙȟȱ ɉ-ÁÙ ςπȟ ρωτρɊȢ &ÏÌÄÅÒ Ȱ0Ï×ÅÒ ρ-ρ 2ÕÒÁÌ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ *ÁÎȢ ρ ÔÏ *ÕÎÅ ςφ ɉρ ÏÆ ςɊȟȱ "ÏØ σφρȟ 2' 
16 Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture. Gen. Corr., 1906-75. NARA. 
50 REA, Annual Report, 1947 (Washington 1947), 12. 
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infrastructure. If they were going to get the job done, they were going to need to do it 

themselves. 

 

McCraw, Thomas K. 1971. TVA and the Power Fight, 1933-1939. Philadelphia: Lippincott. 87.51  

 

 

A worker adjusting e lectric meters before they are shipped to REA farms.52  

                                                      
51 http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/owi2002050903/PP/  
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Cooperatives are the Answer 
 

Whether the REA would have ever considered socializing rural electricity is a 

question we will never know the answer to, but what is clear is that cooperatives were not 

ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ first choice. Cooke, the free-marketer, would have been happy to work with the 

private utility industry.  However, in late 1935 it became clear to Cooke that funding 

cooperatives, the plan public power advocates had been pushing for years, was the only 

tenable one forward for the REA to pursue.53 The selection of cooperatives for the task of 

rural electrification was not due to their inherent superiority to other utility providers. The 

REA would eventually use the rich history of farming cooperatives as well as the 

Jeffersonian agrarian ethic to justify the superiority of its rural cooperatives. But the fact 

remains that cooperatives were only selected after all other suitable options were 

ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄȢ (ÁÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÂÅÅÎ ×ÉÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÅÐÔ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÔÅÒÍÓȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ 

would likely have been no attempt by the REA to facilitate the creation of electricity 

cooperatives. Once it selected cooperatives as the means by which it would complete its 

task, the REA was more than willing to evoke the rich tradition of democratic economic 

ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙ ÁÍÏÎÇ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȢ 7ÈÉÌÅ ÌÉÂÅÒÁÌÓ ÌÉËÅ Judson King and George Norris 

argued this from the beginning, the architects of the REA only adopted this line of thinking 

after determining it was the most efficient path toward near-universal rural electrification. 

As early as 1937, Cooke was publically stating that cooperatives were always the 

best answer to the rural electrification problem. He called member-owned cooperatives the 

                                                                                                                                                                            
52 http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/owi2002050903/PP/  
53 Brown, Electricity for Rural America, 47. 
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ȰÏÌÄÅÓÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÅÓÔ ×ÁÙ ÏÆ ÄÏÉÎÇ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȟȱ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÍÏÄÅÌÓ ÈÁÖÅ 

become overly complicated with ȰÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÍÅÎ ÁÎÄ ÁÇÅÎÔÓȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÈÁÖÅ ÁÄÄÅÄ ÈÏÌÄÉÎÇ 

companies, and then more layers of holding companies piled on to phase, until in a number 

ÏÆ ÃÁÓÅÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÌÌ ÔÕÍÂÌÅÄ ÄÏ×Î ×ÉÔÈ ÄÉÓÁÓÔÒÏÕÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓȢȱ54 Cooke, at least in his writings, had 

fully joined the ranks of George Norris and Judson King.  

 The REA established a preliminary plan for the establishment of rural cooperatives. 

In order to address concerns about ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȭ finances, twenty-year loans would be given out 

at a 2.88 percent interest rate, for the entire cost of building electric distribution lines. The 

ÉÎÔÅÒÅÓÔ ÒÁÔÅ ×ÁÓ ÓÅÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÃÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÂÏÒÒÏ×ÉÎÇȢ Additionally, five-year loans 

×ÅÒÅ ÍÁÄÅ ÁÖÁÉÌÁÂÌÅ ȰÔÏ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÒÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÒÍÓÔÅÁÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÓÔÁÌÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

ÐÌÕÍÂÉÎÇ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓȢȱ55 The REA accepted applications from proposed cooperatives and 

ÅØÁÍÉÎÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÁÌÓ ÆÏÒ ȰÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÉÎÇ ÆÅÁÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȢȱ Upon approval, REA 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÈÅÎ ÁÉÄ ȰÉÎ ÐÅÒÆÅÃÔÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÁÄÅÑÕÁÔÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÂÏÔÈ ÆÏÒ ÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ 

ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ The REA connected its borrowers  with engineers, contractors, and sources of 

power.ȱ The REA would then Ȱreview cÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÌÁÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÃÔÓȟȱ and as work got off 

the ground help ÔÈÅ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓ Ȱwith their problems of management ÁÎÄ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎȢȱ56 

Every ÓÔÅÐ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ×ÁÓ ÏÖÅÒÓÅÅÎ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ 2%!Ȣ Among other 

responsibilities, the REA had to approve any management appointments the cooperatives 

made, audit their  books, and facilitate the ordering of their supplies.57  

                                                      
54 Rural Electrification News, 1 (January ɀ February 1936): 8. 
55 REA, Annual Report, 1937 (Washington 1937), 5. 
56 Ibid. 
57 REA, Annual Report, 1937 (Washington 1937), 12. 
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In order to establish the REA as an independent agency, Congress passed the Norris-

Rayburn Act in 1936. In 1944, the Pace Act was passed, extending the amortization period 

to 35 years and fixing the interest rate at two percent.58 This loosing of the borrowing 

terms was prompted by the good health of the REAȭÓ ÅÁÒÌÙ cooperatives. #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ 

vision of a federal loan-granting agency that only needed between 100-200 employees 

disappeared before his own eyes.  

 By 1937, the REA was up and running. It had accomplished very little until then, as it 

took considerable time to establish its strategy and begin distributing resources. 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ 

ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ×ÁÓ ÃÏÍÐÏÓÅÄ ÏÆ Ȱ&ÁÒÍÅÒÓ ×ÈÏ ÉÎ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÈÁÄ ÎÏ ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ 

cooperative experience excepÔ ÉÎ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÍÉÌË ÏÒ ÅÇÇÓȢȱ59 The average cooperative 

required 250 miles of power lines, at a cost of $230,000. It was composed of 800 member-

customers, 600 of them farmers, taking up a space of over 300 square miles. The REA 

estimated that the average customer would buy $1,000 worth of electricity at a rate 

averaging 1 cent to 1.25 cents per kilowatt-hour, per year. The ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȭÓ leadership 

consisted of one superintendent or manager, a bookkeeper, and a board of directors of 

seven to fifteen members, drawn from the membership.  

 The REA insisted on maintaining a substantial presence in its cooperatives. The REA 

ÌÉËÅÄ ÔÏ ÃÌÁÉÍ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ Ȱ[did]  not directly manage projects. It only counseled in the 

management of projects as they get under way and work toward a self-sustaining basis.ȱ60 

In its 1947 Agency Report to Congress, the REA downplayed its responsibilities. REA 

                                                      
58 Garwood, John D., and W. C. Tuthill. 1963. The Rural Electrification Administration: an Evaluation. Washington: Published and 
distr ibuted by the American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research.71. 
59 REA, Annual Report, 1937 (Washington 1937), 12. 
60 Ibid., 9. 
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cooperatives, according to the 2ÅÐÏÒÔȟ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÉÎÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÔȟ ÌÏÃÁÌÌÙ Ï×ÎÅÄ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ 

ÅÎÔÅÒÐÒÉÓÅÓȱ and as they matured ÔÈÅÙ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÁÓËÅÄ ÔÏ ×Ïrk out independently a 

ÐÒÏÐÏÒÔÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ï×Î ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȢȱ61 In reality, the national REA played 

enough of a role in their operations to merit qualifying the REA cooperatives as at the very 

least quasi-public. The REA may have believed that ÅÁÃÈ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȭÓ ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐ ÈÁÄ ÔÈÅ 

ȰÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÆÏÒ ÉÔÓ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓȱ, but they also knew that the failure of any 

cooperative would jeopardize the existence of their agency. REA readily admitted to taking 

certain responsibilities when it came to assisting cooperatives.  

The REA bragged about being able to approve the appointment of superintendents, 

managers, and bookkeepers.62 Controlling the appointments served a dual purpose for the 

REA. First, it allowed them to vet the potential candidates for competence. Second, it 

fostered a relationship between the national REA office and the leadership of the 

cooperatives they were responsible for. The eventual amount of ȰÇÕÉÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÓÉÓÔÁÎÃÅȱ 

ÔÈÅ 2%! ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÄ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ȰscarcÅÌÙȣ be overeÍÐÈÁÓÉÚÅÄȢȱ63  The REA 

established a management-training  ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ȰÁÓÓÉÓÔ ÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÒÓ ÉÎ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ Á 

sound concept of how their organizations can operate efficiently in providing high quality 

electric service.ȱ 64 4ÈÅ 2%! ËÎÅ× ÔÈÁÔ ȰÉn the majority of cases, the people who are 

responsible for the development of policy and the management of rural electric 

cooperatives have not had previous experience in the operation of electric systemsȱ65 and 

it did not want to risk their eventual success on a handful of untested executives. To this 

end, tÈÅ 2%! ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÅÄ Á ÃÏÒÒÅÓÐÏÎÄÅÎÃÅ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔÉÎÇ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ȰÔÏ ÂÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÔÒÁÉÎÉÎÇ 
                                                      
61 REA, Annual Report, 1947 (Washington 1947), 13. 
62 REA, Annual Report, 1937 (Washington 1937), 9. 
63 Ibid., 7. 
64 Ibid. 
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ÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÒÓȭ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÎÅÌ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ ÁÓ 2%! ÐÅÒÓÏÎÎÅÌȢȱ66 )Î .ÏÒÔÈ $ÁËÏÔÁȟ Ȱ2%! ÐÅÒÓÏÎÎÅÌ 

provided instruction in a 3-×ÅÅËÓȭ ÓÕÍÍÅÒ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÉÎ ÈÏÕÓÅÈold electrical equipment at the 

.ÏÒÔÈ $ÁËÏÔÁ 3ÔÁÔÅ #ÏÌÌÅÇÅ ÏÆ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÅȢȱ67 REA representatives were always present at 

cooperative meetings and other official events. The REA might have been enthusiastic 

about the potential of its cooperatives, but it expended considerable effort making sure 

their leaders, and their cooperatives by extension, were as capable as possible. 

Sometimes vulnerable cooperatives were seen as pray by private utilities hungry to 

ÕÎÄÏ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȢ 7ÈÅÎ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÆÁÉÌÅÄ to prevent the formation of a 

cooperative, in some cases, they would simply attempt to buy them out.68 The REA knew it 

could not cede any of its hard-won turf. This was not just a matter of pride. If private 

companies were able to administer the lines, they would be able to undo the reductions in 

rates that cooperatives achieved for their members. The Craig-Botetourt Electric 

#ÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÉÎ 6ÉÒÇÉÎÉÁȟ ÆÏÕÎÄÅÄ ÉÎ ρωσφȟ ÈÁÄ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÂÌÅÍÓȢ Ȱ)Î 

1940, the REA cited its bylaws for violating eleven principals of a good cooperative. The 

ÁÔÔÅÎÄÁÎÃÅ ÁÔ ÉÔÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇÓ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅÄ ÆÅ×ÅÒ ÔÈÁÎ ÔÈÉÒÔÙ ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓȣ [and] it had poor 

relations wÉÔÈ ÁÐÐÌÉÁÎÃÅ ÄÅÁÌÅÒÓȢȱ ! ÆÅ× ÙÅÁÒÓ ÌÁÔÅÒ Ȱa nearby power company offered to 

buy the co-op for a half-ÍÉÌÌÉÏÎ ÄÏÌÌÁÒÓȢȱ !ÌÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅÌÙ ȰREA field representatives got 

into the act and mobilized a publicity campaign against taking the offerȢȱ 4ÈÅÉÒ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ 

ÐÒÏÖÅÄ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ ×ÈÅÎ ȰÁ record crowd of seventeen hundredȱ ÓÈÏ×ÅÄ ÕÐ ÔÏ defeat the 
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takeover. 69 There were multiple occasions where the REA was forced to fight the 

ÁÃÑÕÉÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓ ȰÂÙ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔÉÎÇȣ extensive educational campaignsȢȱ70 

REA engineers were tasked with supervising the construction work on scores of 

projects and activities. REA engineering advancements reduced rural line costs to less than 

$1,000 a mile. Before 1935, ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȭ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ costs ranged from $1,500 

to $2,000 a mile. As early as 1937, the REA oversaw a series of projects where construction 

costs averaged to only $850 a mile. In 1947 line costs fell further to around $750 per mile.71 

Engineers were able bring these costs down through a series of technological 

advancements and workflow improvements.72 Construction of materials ×ÁÓ ȰÐÕÔ ÏÎ Á 

construÃÔÉÏÎ ÂÁÓÉÓ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÃÅÎÔÒÁÌÉÚÅÄȟȱ ÉÎ ×ÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 2%! ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȰÂattleship 

construction,ȱ presumably because much of the line was constructed before being laid. The 

REAȭÓ construction processes created design materials that were far more consistent than 

had ever been used before. 4ÈÅ ÐÏÌÅÓ 2%! ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÓ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÓÌÉÍȟȱ ȰÓÔÒÏÎÇȟȱ ÁÎÄ 

ȰÕÎÃÌÕÔÔÅÒÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ [the] ÕÓÅÌÅÓÓ ȬÈÁÒÄ×ÁÒÅȭ ÁÎÄ ÇÁÄÇÅÔÓȟȱ typically affixed to private lines.73 

Span lengths were doubled, as conductors were given Ȱsteel reinforcementȱ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

Ȱconventional copper and aluminumȱ utilized by private utilities. 74 Engineers were sent 

into the field to monitor the construction of the lines making sure best practices were 

constantly utilized. Much of the work done to improve construction costs was simple; it did 

not take any considerable technoÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÂÒÅÁËÔÈÒÏÕÇÈȢ 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÎÅÁÒ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ 

bring the cost of lines down was not the result of any sort of miracle, just a wiliness to 
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innovate that had never been displayed prior. When the private utilities told Morris Cooke 

it would cost $1,356 per mile to extend their lines to rural America, he rejected their 

proposal believing this to be way too high. The REA quickly proved that he had been right  

to do so. 

REA engineers even developed their own appliances in an attempt to make 

electricity as beneficial to rural Americans as possible. In 1938, the REA announced the 

development of an electric cranberry bouncer. The engineers determined that a ȰÇÏÏÄ 

ÃÒÁÎÂÅÒÒÙȱ ÂÏÕÎÃÅÓ ÓÅÖÅÒÁÌ ÉÎÃÈÅÓȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ Á ȰÓÐÏÉÌÅÄ ÏÎÅȣ ×ÉÌÌ ÎÏÔ ÂÏÕÎÃÅȢȱ75 The 

introduction of the bouncer allowed farmers to sift out bad cranberries quickly and 

efficiently, passing on savings to consumers. In 1939ȟ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅÎÇÉÎÅÅÒÓ worked with the 

Ontario Hydro-Electric Cooperative, the very same one Senator George Norris was so fond 

of, to develop a ȰÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÁÎÄ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃÁÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ ÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÍÅÔÅÒȱ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÉÎÓÔÁÌÌÅÄȣ ÁÔ 

half the cost of the meter heretofore in useȢȱ76 The meter was considered such a 

breakthrough that President Roosevelt insisted on displaying it for reporters himself, 

making front -page news in the process. These meters were easy to read which, in addition 

to being cheaper, allowed for farmers to read their own meters. These new meters meant 

fewer in-person inspections by cooperative representatives, reducing the cost of meter 

reading from about 15 cents to 3 centers a month per meter.77 In a further attempt to 

reduce costs, a low-cost transformer was developed specifically for farmers with very low 

incomes. !Ô ÔÈÅ ÃÏÓÔ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÄÏÌÌÁÒ ÐÅÒ ÍÏÎÔÈȟ ÔÈÅÓÅ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÅÎÊÏÙ ȰÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ ÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÁÎÄ 
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ÓÍÁÌÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÁÌ ÁÐÐÌÉÁÎÃÅÓȢȱ78 In cases where it appeared that it would take a longer 

amount of time than expected ÔÏ ÅØÔÅÎÄ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÉÎ ÓÏÍÅ ÁÒÅÁÓȟ 2%! ÐÌÁÎÎÅÒÓ ȰÂÏÒÒÏ×ÅÄ ÁÎ 

ÉÄÅÁ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÉÒÃÕÓȢȱ So as to not disappoint their customers, they brought in wheeled electric 

ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÏÒÓȟ ÔÙÐÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÕÓÅÄ ȰÆÏÒ ÅÎÅÒÇÉÚÉÎÇ ÆÅÒÒis wheels [and] merry-go-rounds.ȱ79  Any idea 

that could help facilitate cheaper electricity was pursued; yielding technological advances 

that reverberated nationwide. 

As ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓȭ applications poured in, the private utility  companies entered a two-

year ȰÐÒÅÏÃÃÕÐÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÁÔÅÓȟȱ which, according to the historian of Detroit Edison, 

ȰÒÅÓÕÌÔÅÄ ÉÎ ÐÁÒÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÏÆ ȣ ɍÔÈÅɎ 2%! ×ÈÉÃÈ ȬÓÔÁÒÔÌÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÄÕÓÔÒÙ ÁÓ Á whole 

ÉÎÔÏ ÓÅÌÆ ÅØÁÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎȢȭȱ80 While very few REA projects were on the ground, private utilities 

had to begin lowering rates in an attempt to reach out to rural customers. This effort 

yielded the first positive uptick in rural electrification in nearly half a decade. However, the 

positive market response of the private utilities belied the vicious hostility to the REA and 

her cooperatives, already rearing its head.  

The Relentless Opposition to the REA 

 

 From its first days, there was political opposition to the REA. The earliest resistance 

ÃÁÍÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ Ȱconstant attacks from the private power companiesȱ facilitated by 

Ȱtheir Washington lobbiesȢȱ81  The political opposition to the REA was centered in Ȱthe 
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industrial Northeast and Middle WestȢȱ82 This made sense considering that the rural areas 

of the country that had already been electrified were almost exclusively in the Northeast 

and Middle West. Rural congressmen in these two areas did not feel the same level of 

constituent pressure as their peers whose districts were still illuminated by the kerosene 

lamp. The pressure was not solely at the national level. Private ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ Ȱspent a great deal 

of effort in urging state legislation restricting the new cooperatives, mostly through 

prohibitive taxation.ȱ83 Many private utility executives no doubt were skeptical of the 

feasibility of the cooperative plan. ȰWhy not sit back and wait for the co-ops to crash and 

burnȩȱ ÔÈÅÙ ÓÕÒÅÌÙ ÔÈÏÕÇÈÔȢ (Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÏÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÂÅÇÁÎ ÂÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÆÒÕÉÔȟ private 

utilities began a well-orchestrated national plan to inhibit its growth. The publicity 

campaign against the REA was relentless, and continued into the late 1950s. For most of 

the first twenty -ÆÉÖÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȟ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÆÁÃÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÉÎÄustry that 

had ȰÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÅÆÆÏÒÔ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÎÅÙȱ and was ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎȱ 

against ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ×ÏÒËȢ 4ÈÅ ÖÁÓÔ ÍÁÊÏÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ 2%! ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓ Ȱwere attacked by a 

determined publicity campaign[s]ȱ and were forced to fight for hearts and minds both 

locally and nationally.84  

  Ȱ#rème skimming,ȱ the strategic extension of lines only to the wealthiest rural 

farms, was adopted as the primary tactic private utilities  used against any fledgling 

cooperative. Since REA regulations prevented cooperatives from establishing themselves in 

any area where a private utility was already operating, the private companies, upon 

hearing that a cooperative was forming, would extend their lines into the wealthiest parts 
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of the proposed cooperative. Without the initial financial strength of those farms, the 

establishment of the co-ÏÐ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ÆÁÒ ÍÏÒÅ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÂÅÃÁÍÅ ËÎÏ×Î ÁÓ ȰÓÐÉÔÅ ÌÉÎÅÓȱ 

and were effective at hampering the early efforts of the REA and in some cases even 

destroyed prospective co-ops.85 The REAȭÓ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ Administrator , John Carmody attested 

that, in 1937, spite lines had Ȱseriously ÈÁÎÄÉÃÁÐÐÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅÖÅÎ ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÄȣ Á ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆȣ 

ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔÓȢȱ )Î ÓÏÍÅ ÃÁÓÅÓ, after learning that a cooperative planned to establish itself in an 

area, private utilities erected spite lines under the cover of darkness, so as to avoid 

detection by the local residents.86  Even after 7ÏÒÌÄ 7ÁÒ )) ÅÎÄÅÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȭ ×ÁÒ 

against the REA continued, with spite line building and crème skimming picking up right 

where it left off.87 4ÈÅ ÓÐÉÔÅ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÒÅÐÒÅÓÅÎÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ Ȱfruitful maneuverȱ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ 

utilities, but they were by no means the only means at their disposal.  

In Texas, private utility salesmen went door to door telling potential cooperative 

ÍÅÍÂÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÅÄ ÌÉÎÅÓ Ȱ×ÅÒÅ ÁÌÌ Á ÄÒÅÁÍ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÂÅ ÂÕÉÌÔȢȱ 

They also warned if they were built the government would be able to seize their farms if 

the lines proved untenable, in exchange for the public investment.88 These agents of the 

Texas Power and Light company ÁÌÓÏ ÔÏÌÄ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÒÓ ÈÁÄ ȰÓÉÇÎÅÄ 

ÆÏÒ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅȱ ×ÈÅÎ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔ ȰÆÅ× ÏÒ ÎÏÎÅȱ ÈÁÄȢ 4ÈÅÉÒ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÃÏÎÖÉÎÃÅÄ ÓÏÍÅ 

prospective members to cancel their contracts with their cooperatives. T.P.&L. also went 

about erecting spite lines. T.P.&L. crews worked all night erecting lines neck and neck with 
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completed REA lines. In some places their lines were as close as two feet from each other. 

In total, five counties worth of projects were hampered by these efforts.89  

The private utilities did not like the idea of reducing their profits by offering 

competitive service, preferring instead to wage wars of attrition against the REA and her 

cooperatives.90 Groups like the National Tax Equality Association (NTEA) popped up in 

opposition to the national cooperative movement. The leadership of the NTEA was made 

up of executives Ȱfacing competition from co-ÏÐÓȱ ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÒÏ-business advocates.91  The 

NTEA was created in response to the competition that the cooperatives brought to private 

companies. Their primary aim was to reduce the federal tax benefits cooperatives received. 

The NTEA lobbied ferociously ȰÔÏ ÃÒÅÁÔÅ ÆÅÄÅÒÁÌ ÐÏÌÉÃÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÐÕÎÉÓÈÅÄ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȱ for acting 

cooperatively.92  

The NTEA lobbied congress to alter the federal tax code in order ÔÏ Ȱeliminate any 

economic advantage farmers experienced through coopsȢȱ93 Surpluses run by a cooperative 

were not taxed as profits, and could therefore be returned to their members in the form of 

lower costs. The NTEA was successful in changing the tax code with  the passage of the 

Revenue Act of 1951, which required farmers to report cooperative returns as taxable 

income. However, the war on cooperatives continued. The NTEA even commissioned a film 

ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ#ÉÔÉÚÅÎ $ÁÖÅ $ÏÕÇÌÁÓȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÁÎ ÁÖÅÒÁÇÅ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÃÉÔÉÚÅÎ ×ÈÏ ȰÊÕÓÔ ÐÁÉÄ ÈÉÓ 
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ÉÎÃÏÍÅ ÔÁØÅÓȱ ÏÎÌÙ ÔÏ become enraged when he found ÏÕÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓ ȰÄÏ ÎÏÔ ÐÁÙ 

taxes.ȱ94  

Private utility sponsored opposition to the REA popped up in communities almost as 

quickly as REA employees arrived in them. Newspaper advertisements deriding the REA 

were published in South Carolina after an REA loan was approved for a transmission 

facility.95 These advertisements were part of a rich tradition of private utilities attempting 

to undermine any public power efforts. In 1930, The Middle West Utilities Company 

published an advertisement in the Wall Street Journal that tried to explain that the lack of 

ÒÕÒÁÌ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ×ÁÓ ÄÕÅ ÔÏ ȰÔhe limitations of farm electrificationȟȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ ÓÁ× ÁÓ ȰÐÈÙÓÉÃÁÌ 

ÆÁÃÔÓ ÅÁÓÉÌÙ ÅØÐÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÉÎ ÓÉÍÐÌÅ ÁÒÉÔÈÍÅÔÉÃȢȱ96 The company even touted its willingness to 

send Á ÂÏÏËÌÅÔ ÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȱ(ÁÒÖÅÓÔÓ ÁÎÄ (ÉÇÈÌÉÎÅÓȱ ÔÏ ÁÎÙ ÆÁÒÍÅÒ ×ÈÏȭÄ ÌÉËÅ to read it (by the 

dim light of a kerosene lamp, of course). )Î 6ÉÒÇÉÎÉÁȟ ȰÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ 

ÐÒÅÓÓ ÊÕÓÔ ÐÒÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3ÔÁÔÅ ÃÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇÓȢȱ97 Letters were also mailed to the 

potential membership of rural cooperatives, oftentimes containing little more than private-

power propaganda. College professors, on the dime of various private power companies, 

×ÅÒÅ ÄÉÓÐÁÔÃÈÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÉÎÆÏÒÍȱ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÍÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÁÌÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÁÎÙ ÓÏÒÔ ÏÆ 2%! ÅÆÆÏÒÔȢ 

Professors went door-to-door, speaking to any who would listen to them. One such 

ÐÒÏÆÅÓÓÏÒ ÔÒÁÖÅÌÅÄ ÁÒÏÕÎÄ 6ÉÒÇÉÎÉÁ ȰÁÄÖÉÓÉÎÇ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÁÇÁÉÎÓÔ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ advising 
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ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅÙ ÁÓÓÉÓÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȱ ÉÎÓÔÅÁÄ ÏÆ ×ÏÒËÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 2%!Ȣ98 As the years went 

on, the regularity of these anti-REA tactics increased.99 

The political opposition to the REA came largely from conservative elected officials 

who did not have a rural constituency to respond to. Congressmen like Michigan 

Republican Paul Shafer ÁÃÔÅÄ ÁÓ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÏÆ Ȱbusiness interests opposed to coops by charging 

coops with Communist association.ȱ 3ÈÁÆÅÒ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰIt [could]  hardly be denied that 

this movement (cooperatives), carried to its logical conclusions, would play right into the 

ÈÁÎÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÓÔÓȣ There are known Communists who hold important positions in 

natÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎÓȢȱ100 3ÃÈÁÆÅÒ ÁÌÓÏ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰTax-exempt cooperatives 

today represent a threat to the solvency of our government, to our system of free 

enterprise, and, indeed, to our whole future as a representative repubÌÉÃȢȱ101 Thomas D. 

Winter, a Republican Congressman from +ÁÎÓÁÓȟ ÁÃÃÕÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ 2%! ÏÆ ÔÒÙÉÎÇ ÔÏ Ȱseize control 

ÏÆ Á ÌÁÒÇÅ ÓÅÇÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÕÒȟ ÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃ ÁÎÄ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȢȱ 4Ï 7ÉÎÔÅÒȟ ÔÈÅ 2%! ×ÁÓ Ȱteeming 

with Communists, fellow-travelers and bureaucrats who put political theory aboveȣ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȢȱ102  

The public relations campaign against REA became especially prevalent after World 

7ÁÒ )) ȰÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÒÁÉÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÅÃÔÅÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÁÔ ÖÅÎÅÒÁÂÌÅ ÂÏÇÅÙÍÁÎȟ ÓÏÃÉÁÌÉÓÍȟ 

during the anticommunist fervor of the early cold war to combat the growth of the REA and 
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ÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÏÆ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÐÏ×ÅÒȢȱ103 The REA acknowledged the attacks it faced in its 1947 

!ÇÅÎÃÙ 2ÅÐÏÒÔ ÂÙ ÑÕÏÔÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÁÎ ÕÎÎÁÍÅÄ ȰÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÍÅÎȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÄ ÁÒÇÕÅÄ 

ÔÈÁÔȟ Ȱ#ÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÌÄÅÓÔ Æorm of socialismȢȱ104 As late as 1950, REA cooperatives 

were forced to combat rampant smears by private utilities.  

Carl Wild, the manager of a cooperative project in North Dakota, told a group of 

cooperative leaders that the private utilities attack on his ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ×ÅÒÅ ȰÃÏÎÔÉÎÕÏÕÓÌÙ 

being spread through utility advertising in the press and over the radio,ȱ fifteen years after 

the creation of the REA. The opposition claimed that co-ops were ÎÏÔ Ȱbusiness-managed, 

tax-paying electric companies,ȱ they were simply massive government subsidies.105 Wild 

ÔÏÌÄ ÈÏ× ȰÕtilities label rural electric co-ops as socialistic and un-American in an attempt to 

ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙ ÐÕÂÌÉÃ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 2%! ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȢȱ 5ÎÄÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÎÎÅÒ ÏÆ 

Ȱ-ÉÓÉÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ &ÒÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ (ÅÁÒÄ,ȱ cooperatives leaders recounted the numerous 

challenges made to their organizations. They recalled being labeled as Ȱa slick way to put 

the Government in business,ȱ ÔÈÅ ȰÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÔÅÐȱ toward Communism, the product of a Ȱforeign 

idea brought over here a few years ago by a crowd of left-wingers,ȱ operating ȰÁÔ ÔÈÅ 

ÅØÐÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÁØÐÁÙÅÒÓȟȱ nothing more than a ȰGovernment subsidyȱȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎ ÖÉÏÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȱthe 

American tradition of business-ÍÁÎÁÇÅÄ ÅÎÔÅÒÐÒÉÓÅȢȱ106 These fighting words were 

endemic of the mercilessness with which private utilities treated their adversaries ɀ either 

real or imagined. If a national audience accepted the anti-REA narrative as correct, the 

2%!ȭÓ ÏÐÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÎÏÕÇÈ ÐÏÌÉÔÉÃÁÌ ÆÉÒÅÐÏ×ÅÒ ÔÏ bring it to its knees. The 

REA simply could not let the smears levied against it go unchecked. 
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,ÅÓÔÅÒ "ÅÁÌÌȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÄÅÓÉÇÎ ÐÏÓÔÅÒÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 2%! ×ÏÎ ÉÍÍÅÄÉÁÔÅ ÁÃÃÌÁÉÍ.107 

Taking the Public Fight to Their Opposition  

 

During the first twenty-five years of its existence, the REA engaged in a non-stop 

campaign of publicity and self-promotion . The majority of its efforts was geared toward its 

direct customers, rural Americans. Informational brochures, displays, radio broadcasts and 

commercials, television advertisement, filmstrips, and more were produced to disseminate 

the REA to Rural Americans. The REA also made a significant effort to ensure that all 

Americans were aware of its activities. In order to gain national popularity, the REA crafted 
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promotional campaigns to market itself to the rest of the population and show how the 

program positively affects them as well.  

4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅØÈÁÕÓÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÒËÅÔÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÁÎ ÁÔÔÅÍÐÔ ÔÏ ÎÏÔ ÏÎÌÙ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ 

attacks levied at it, but spread awareness of its potential for positive impact. By broadly 

marketing itself, the REA was able to operate in the same arena as the private utility 

companies it was forced to combat. While currently there is a broad stigma against 

government propaganda, when government agencies are legislatively required to compete 

with private industry  they are put at a competitive disadvantage by their  inability to vie in 

the battle for hearts and minds. The REA understood that it was in competition with 

private util ity companies and that advertising, being the primary means by which private 

companies compete, was a necessity. The REA also labored vigorously to show its presence 

in the cooperatives it birthed. Its campaigns were not always successful and the REA did 

experience a good deal of rural backlash and apathy ɀ far more than it  ever let on. Yet, 

unlike many of its New Deal brethren, it endured long enough to accomplish the task for 

which it was set out.108 It is unlikely the REA would have been able to do so without its 

broad marketing strategy.  

There were two audiences that the REA needed to satisfy: potential rural customers 

of REA co-ops as well as Americans in general.  The public image of the REA, as it related to 

both audiences, was put in the hands of its Information Services unit. Its first director, 

Marion L. Ramsay, came into his position having just published a ÂÏÏË ÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȱ0ÙÒÁÍÉÄÓ ÏÆ 

Power.ȱ  The book was an account of the battle over the Public Utility Holding Company Act 
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of 1935, also known as the Wheeler-Rayburn Act.109 The act restricted the ability of utility 

holding companies to operate in more than one state. In many ways, Wheeler-Rayburn 

served as the precursor to the fight over rural electrification.  

From its inception, the REA maintained a relatively consistent messaging 

ÆÒÁÍÅ×ÏÒËȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÒÅÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÐÏÉÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÃÁÔÅȢ /ÎÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅÎÔÉÒÅ 

existence owed to the failure of private utilities. The second, that improving national 

economic conditions is that the primary aim of the REA. The third is an emphasis on the 

moral fortitude of farmers participating in cooperatives and by extension the correctness of 

ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ×ÏÒË.110 111 112 These were by no means the only arguments promulgated by the 

REA, but they were by far the most consistent ones.113  

 

 

 

                                                      
109 Ramsay, M. L. 1937. Pyramids of Power; the Story of Roosevelt, Insull and the Utility Wars. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co. 
110 Rural Electrification News, 1 (December 1935), 1-2; Rural Electrification News, 1 (May 1936), 3. 
111 3ÔÁÕÔÅÒȟ ȰThe Rural Electrification AdministrationȢȱ φȢ 
112 3ÔÏÃË×ÅÌÌȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ &ÁÍÉÌÙ &ÁÒÍȟȱ ρρȢ 
113 At different points in timeȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÕÎÉÑÕÅ ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÍÁÄÅȢ &ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ 7ÏÒÌÄ 7ÁÒ ))ȟ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÄÅÔÒÁÃÔÏÒÓ 
fruitlessly claimed that the REA was hoarding metal necessary for the war effort. See: Brown, Electricity for Rural America, 83. 
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Additional graphic posters designed by Lester Beall.114 

 

Marketing to a Rural Audience 
 

In order to spread its message to farmers, convince them to sign up for cooperatives, 

and combat member apathy the REA blanketed the countryside with advertisements, 

informational brochures, radio broadcasts and interviews by top REA officials, REA 

presentations at farmer or agricultural meetings, and REA traveling exhibits. 115 116 117 118 

Very simply, the REA refused to rest until every rural American knew who they were, what 

they did, and how they can help them improve their lives. One could easily fill a lengthy 

book chronicling the output of the REA messaging apparatus. REA funded materials ran the 

gamut from simple newsletters in the mid 1930s, to posters encouraging victory gardens in 

the 1940s, to television advertisements promoting their various cooperatives in the 

1950s.119 120 There exist a few especially notable examples of REA advertising worth paying 

                                                      
114 http://www.moma.org /explore/inside_out/inside_out/wp -content/uploads/2012/03/combo3.jpg  
115 Rural Electrification News, 1 (September 1936). 
116 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 224. 
117 3ÔÁÕÔÅÒȟ ȰThe Rural Electrification Administrationȟȱ τσȠ Rural Electrification News, 1 (November 1936), 3. 
118 Rural Electrification News, 1 (August 1936), 23. 
119 http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/99400959/  
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ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÒÇÕÁÂÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÂÉÔ ÏÆ ÁÄÖÅÒÔÉÓÉÎÇ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ ÔÏ 

ensure that its name was included in the resources owned and produced by its various 

cooperatives. Cooperative building projects featured roadside ÓÉÇÎÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÓÉÍÐÌÙ ÒÅÁÄ Ȱ2%! 

#ÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȟȱ ÓÏ ÁÌÌ ÐÁÓÓÅÒÓÂÙ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ Á×ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ×ÈÏ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÎÅ×ÌÙ-

employed men working on the lines.121 Created by the REA in 1937 in Hayti, Missouri, the 

Pemiscot-$ÕÎËÌÉÎ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ #ÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȭÓ ÈÅÁÄÑÕÁÒÔÅÒÓ ÆÅÁÔured the REA logo above, and in 

even larger font then, its own name. The Callaway Electric Cooperative, founded by the REA 

in 1936 in Callaway County, Missouri, plastered a large REA decal on the sides of all of their 

trucks.122 The Highline Electric Association of Holyoke, Colorado, created in 1938, featured 

a rather bland black letterhead on its official stationary, save for the bright red REA logo at 

the center of the page.123 This policy of blanket visibility by the REA ensured that those 

who benefitted from its cooperatives knew who the ultimate authority was. Its presence on 

the ground extended far beyond storefronts and trucks. REA home economists, lawyers, 

engineers, management experts, and others were constantly in the field working with 

various cooperaÔÉÖÅÓȢ 9ÅÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÐÒÅÓÅÎÃÅ ×ÁÓ ÆÁÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÌÙ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÔ 

marketed itself to both rural and urban Americans.  

The REA also published a number of informational pamphlets with titles like 

Ȱ7ÉÒÉÎÇ ÙÏÕÒ &ÁÒÍ ÁÎÄ (ÏÍÅȱ ÁÎÄ Ȱ2ÕÒÁÌ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ -ÁÒÃÈȢȱ124 125 The former 

was a basic 11-page booklet, detailing simple instructions and guidelines for electrical 

wiring, ending with a list of over 200 uses for electricity. It also explained to farmers that 

                                                                                                                                                                            
120 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 249. 
121 Smith, Ephraim K., and Walter Cronkite. 2008. Power for the Parkinsons. Fresno, CA: Heritage Productions, Inc. 
122 Your Cooperative | callawayelectric.com." callawayelectric.com. http://www.callawayelectric.com/content/your-meter-0 
123 Highline Electric AssocÉÁÔÉÏÎȟ Ȱ,ÅÔÔÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ !ÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÏÒȟȱ ɉρωττɊȢ &ÏÌÄÅÒ Ȱ/ÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ρ !ÇÒÉÃÕÌÔÕÒÁÌ $ÅÐÁÒÔÍÅÎÔ ɉ2%!Ɋȟȱ "ÏØ ωψςȟ 
RG 16 Records of the Office of the Secretary of Agriculture, General Correspondence, 1906-75, NARA. 
124 United States. n.d. Wiring Your Farm and Home. N.p: U.S. Govt. Print. Off.]. 
125 United States. 1938. Rural Electrification on the March. Washington, D.C.: Rural Electrification Administration. 
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the REA would provide them with loans of up to 80 percent of the cost of the job for wiring 

an entire area.126 Ȱ7ÉÒÉÎÇ ÙÏÕÒ &ÁÒÍ ÁÎÄ (ÏÍÅȟȱ along with other purely educational 

publications, allowed the REA to spread important information regarding electrification 

while continuing to spread awareness of its supreme roll in the existence of any local rural 

electrification goings on. 

The primary REA publication geared toward Rural America was Rural Electrification 

News, a monthly magazine purporting to accurately detail the actions and progress of the 

REA. In reality, Rural Electrification News was something of a cross between an appliance 

catalog and blatant propaganda for the REA. The first edition of the Rural Electrification 

News was published in September 1935 and reflected the relative infancy of the REA. The 

pictures and graphics that were staples of future issues of Rural Electrification News were 

nowhere to be seen. Instead the magazine featured a simple banner. The Electric Home and 

Farm Authority  was given a great deal of attention in the first few issues. The EHFA was 

another government lending program, whose board of directors happened to be chaired by 

none other than Morris Cooke. Working alongside with the REA, the EHFA provided 

individual loans for farmers to purchase electrical appliances. Farmers would then repay 

the loans through their electricity bills. Rural Electrification News readers were told how 

ÔÈÅ %(&!ȭÓ ÐÕÒÖÉÅ× ×ÁÓ ÅØÐÁÎÄÅÄ ÂÙ ÅØÅÃÕÔÉÖÅ ÏÒÄÅÒ Én order to work with the REA 

Nationally to promote the use of appliances in rural areas.127 In later issues, Rural 

Electrification News included articles written by EHFA personnel. George D. Munger, the 

#ÏÍÍÅÒÃÉÁÌ -ÁÎÁÇÅÒ ÏÆ %(&!ȟ ÐÅÎÎÅÄ ÁÎ ÁÒÔÉÃÌÅ ÅÎÔÉÔÌÅÄ Ȱ%(&!ȡ !ÎÄ (Ï× ÉÔ (ÅÌÐÓ "ÕÙÅÒÓ 

ÏÆ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÁÌ 'ÏÏÄÓȱ which explained to readers how the self-supporting loans provided 

                                                      
126 United States. n.d. Wiring Your Farm and Home. N.p: U.S. Govt. print. off. 12. 
127 Rural Electrification News, 1 (September 1935), 4-5. 
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×ÏÕÌÄ ÈÅÌÐ ȰÁÌÌ ÇÒÏÕÐÓ ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÅÄȱ ×ÉÔÈ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ɀ especially manufacturers. 

Future editions of Rural Electrification News would further highlight the danger of fire to 

ÆÁÒÍÓ ÌÁÃËÉÎÇ ×ÁÔÅÒ ÐÒÅÓÓÕÒÅ ÓÙÓÔÅÍÓȟ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÈÉÇÈ×ÁÙ ÓÔÒÅÅÔÌÉÇÈÔÓ ȰÃÏÕÌÄ 

prevent half of night-ÄÒÉÖÉÎÇ ÁÃÃÉÄÅÎÔÓȟȱ ÔÅÌÌ ÏÆ ÎÅ×ÌÙ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÅÄ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÓÃÈÏÏÌÈÏÕÓÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ 

ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÁÄÅÒ ×ÉÔÈ ÌÉÓÔÓ ÏÆ ȰÆÁÃÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÆÁÌÌÁÃÉÅÓȱ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 2%!Ȣ 128 129 130 131 There were 

frequently offers for the reader to request filmstrips from the REA to explain the benefits 

and specifics of the program.132 An early edition of the Rural Electrification News even 

featured a complaint card that was pre-addressed to Morris Cooke. The Administrator 

pledged to personally go over each and every complaint card. The card implied a level of 

accessibility one does not typically associate with government bureaucracy. Yet, it was 

apropos of an agency trying to market itself as more empathetic to the concerns of farmers 

than the villainous private utility companies, as well as directly responsible for the welfare 

of each cooperative member.  

                                                      
128 Rural Electrification News, 2 (April 1937), 32; Rural Electrification News, 1 (January ɀ February 1936). 
129 Rural Electrification News, 1 (March 1936). 
130 Rural Electrification News, 2 (April 1937), 16-17. 
131 Rural Electrification News, 1 (November 1936), 20. 
132 Rural Electrification News, 1 (November 1936), back cover. 
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EHFA price tags were affixed to appliances that qualified for government loans. 133 

 

 

A pamphlet distributed in advance of showings of Power and the Land .134  

                                                      
133 EHFAȟ Ȱ%(&! 0ÒÉÃÅ 4ÁÇȟȱ ɍρωσχ-ρωσψɎȢ &ÏÌÄÅÒ ȰπφχȢρρȟȱ "ÏØ ρυȟ 2' ςστ 2ÅÃÏÒÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2ÅÃÏÎÓÔÒÕÃÔÉÏÎ &ÉÎÁÎÃÅ #ÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÏÎȢ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ 
Hone and Farm Authority, 1934-42. NARA. 
134 REAȟ Ȱ0Ï×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÎÄȟȱ ɉ'0/ȟ $#ȟ ɍρωτπɎɊȢ &ÏÌÄÅÒ Ȱ2ÕÒÁÌ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ !ÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ "ÏØ ρφψψȟ 2' ςπψ /ÆÆÉÃÅ ÏÆ 7ÁÒ 
Information, NARA. 
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Marketing to a National Audience  
 

In May of 1937, residents of New York City were treated to an exhibit set up by the 

Rural Electrification Administration in Rockefeller Center. Behind glass display cases were 

models of an electrified farm, with its modern conveniences. Also on display were facts and 

figures regarding ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȟ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÅÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÆÕÔÕÒÅ ÇÏÁÌÓȢ135 There was little to no 

REA activity in New York, including rural upstate New York. This was not Washington D.C.; 

there were no politicians whose votes needed swaying. The presence of the REA, so far 

from any of the direct actors relevant to its existence, made little sense. Yet, there was a 

purpose to the REA exhibit ɀ to present the best possible image of the REA to all Americans. 

From its earliest days, the REA spent considerable energy not only ensuring that it was 

performing its duties as efficiently and effectively as possible, but also attempting to make 

sure every American was informed about its efficiency and effectiveness.   

While the majority of REA marketing was directed toward rural America, its most 

spectacular production was most certainly not. Power and the Land was a feature film 

purporting to be a documentary. 4ÈÅ 2%! ÃÏÍÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÅÄ 0ÁÒÅ ,ÏÒÅÎÔÚȭÓ 5Ȣ3Ȣ &ÉÌÍ 3ÅÒÖÉÃÅ to  

tell  ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÏÎÅ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÆÁÍÉÌÙȭÓ ÐÒÏÃÕÒÅÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÌÍ ×ÁÓ shown all over 

the country. The script was designed for a national audience who knew little of ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ 

painstaking efforts to persuade farmers to join its cause. Power and the Land spoon-fed the 

2%!ȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÖÅ about why it came to be, and how wildly successful it was, to the public. 

4ÈÅ ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÂÒÏÃÈÕÒÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÆÅÁÔÕÒÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÌÏÇÁÎ Ȱ-ÁÄÅ ÂÙ 2ÅÁÌ &ÁÒÍ 0ÅÏÐÌÅȱ ÏÎ 

its cover, and everything about the presentation of the film was designed to make it feel 

                                                      
135 Rural Electrification News, 2 (April 1937), 32. 
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that just that way.136 To the national audience, the farmers in the film were marketed as 

symbolic of our national identity, industrious and self-reliant. Any connection the audience 

might draw between private utilities  failing the farmers, and private industry failing 

America as a whole on the road to the Great Depression was just fine by the REA. Instead of 

addressing rural electrification in representative terms, the REA devised a strikingly simple 

storyline to sell itself to the American people. 

The film follows two days in the ÌÉÆÅ ÏÆ "ÉÌÌ ÁÎÄ (ÁÚÅÌ 0ÁÒËÉÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ and their 

interactions with other local farmers. The first day depicts life on the Parkinson farm 

before electricity, and the second shows life with electricity.  The Parkinsons lived in rural  

Ohio and were served by the Belmont Electric Cooperative. The official brochure, which 

was distributed to communities wherein the film was scheduled to play, described the 

0ÁÒËÉÎÓÏÎÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÎÅÉÇÈÂÏÒÓ ÁÓ ÁÐÐÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÌÍ ÂÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÔÈÅÙ ÆÅÌÔ ÉÔ Ȱ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÔÏ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎÓ ȰÁÂÏÕÔ ÒÕÒÁÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓ ÉÔ ÈÁÄ 

ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅÍȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÂÒÏÃÈÕÒÅ ÆÉÎÉÓÈÅÓ ÉÔÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÂÙ ÃÁÌling Power and the Land 

ȰÈÏÎÅÓÔȱ ÁÎÄ ȰÁ ÖÅÒÙ ÒÅÁÌ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÓÔÕÒÄÙ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁÎ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓȣ ÂÅÈÁÖÅɍÉÎÇɎ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ 

ÃÁÍÅÒÁ ÊÕÓÔ ÁÓ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÏ ÉÎ ÒÅÁÌ ÌÉÆÅȢȱ 137 

In reality, Bill Parkinson was reluctant to participate in the filming. His first concern 

was that the five dollars per day offered to him was far too low. His neighbors, the ones the 

ÂÒÏÃÈÕÒÅ ÔÅÌÌÓ ÕÓ ÆÅÌÔ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÔÈÅÉÒ ȰÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÙȱ ÔÏ ÁÐÐÅÁÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÖÉÅȟ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ 

Parkinson a fool for agreeing to such a low fee. However, the director of the film, Joris Ivens 

convinced Parkinson that five dollars a day was the best he could do. After all, it was an 

REA job, and cheap distribution, not profits, was paramount. The second problem was that 
                                                      
136 2%!ȟ Ȱ0Ï×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ,ÁÎÄȟȱ ɉ'0/ȟ $#ȟ ɍρωτπɎɊȢ &ÏÌÄÅÒ Ȱ2ÕÒÁÌ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎ !ÄÍÉÎÉÓÔÒÁÔÉÏÎȟȱ "ÏØ ρφψψȟ 2' ςπψ /ÆÆÉÃÅ ÏÆ 7ÁÒ 
Information, NARA.  
137 Ibid.  
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the Parkinsons had only received electricity a few months prior to fil ming, and like most 

recent recipients of power, only had a few appliances and no indoor plumbing. In order to 

show the full potential of electrification, the REA arranged for numerous appliances, 

including indoor plumbing, to be installed. Indoor plumbing was especially expensive and 

required an additional bathroom built onto the house, as builders of pre-electrification 

farmhouses assumed that outhouses would bare that particular load. Bill Parkinson 

arranged for his family to keep many of the appliances once filming finished. 

7ÈÉÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÌÍ ×ÁÓ ÍÁÒËÅÔÅÄ ÁÓ Á ȰÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔÁÒÙȟȱ ÉÔ ÎÅÖÅÒ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ×ÁÓȢ )ÎÓÔÅÁÄ, Power 

and the Land ÁÌÌÏ×ÅÄ )ÖÅÎÓ ÔÏ ÓÈÏ× ȰÔÈÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔÓ ÏÆ Á ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȢȱ138 For 

his part, Lorentz, the director of the U.S. Film Service agreed to make the film partly 

because the REA Ȱwas developing a reputation as one of the best New Deal programsȱ and 

he wanted to see it succeed.139 Ivens preferred to direct the subjects of his films in dramatic 

reenactments in lieu of filming their lives as they actually happened. This allowed him to 

ȰÆÉÌÍ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÕÔÈ ÁÓ ÈÅ ÓÁ× ÉÔȢȱ140 This approach meshed well with the Information Services 

unit who wanted to display the positives of rural electrification, while glossing over 

unfavorable realities like the typical two-ÙÅÁÒ ×ÁÉÔ ÉÔ ÔÏÏË ȰÔÏ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÅ Á ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅȟ ÇÅÔ 

ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÌÏÁÎȟ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÔÁÌÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ ×ÉÒÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ ÌÉÎÅÓȢȱ141  

4ÈÅ ÆÉÌÍȭÓ ÎÁÒÒÁÔÉÏÎȟ ×ÒÉÔÔÅÎ ÂÙ 0ÕÌÉÔÚÅÒ 0ÒÉÚÅ ×ÉÎÎÅÒ 3ÔÅÐÈÁÎ 6ÉÎÃÅÎÔ "ÅÎïÔ ɉ×ho 

the REA chose over John Steinbeck to write the script), was more than willing to 

editorialize at certain points as well. As the Parkinsons sit down to dinner at the end of the 

first day, we are told that even though their non-electrified lives are hard, ȰÔÈÅ ÔÈÉÎÇÓ ×Å 

                                                      
138 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 192.  
139 Snyder, Robert L.. Smith, Ephraim K., and Walter Cronkite. 2008. Power for the Parkinsons. Fresno, CA: Heritage Productions, Inc. 
140 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 192. 
141 Ibid., 194. 
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ÃÈÅÒÉÓÈ ÍÏÓÔ ÁÂÏÕÔ !ÍÅÒÉÃÁ ÁÒÅ ÈÅÒÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÁÂÌÅȢȱ142 This one specific glorification of the 

Parkinson family was emblematic of Power and the Land as a whole ɀ a full-throated 

exclamation of the moral superiority of the American farmer. Another scene depicts Bill 

Parkinson and his neighbors in his field cutting stalks of corn. In a poetic cadence, the 

ÎÁÒÒÁÔÏÒ ÓÉÎÇÓ Ȱ)ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ ÓÁÍÅ ÊÏÂ ÔÈÁÔ ×Å ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ÄÏȾȾ ×Å ÂÕÉÌÔ ÔÈÅ τψ ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ×ÁÙȾȾ 

7ÈÅÎ ×Å ÇÅÔ ÔÏÇÅÔÈÅÒ ×ÅȭÒÅ ÈÁÒÄ ÔÏ ÓÔÏÐȾȾ we can raise the crop and harvest the crop// 

×Å ÃÁÎ ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÇÅÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÇÈÔȢȱ +ÅÅÐ ÉÎ mind; this was supposed to take place 

before any discussion of forming an electric cooperative had taken place, yet the narration 

ÉÓ ÁÌÒÅÁÄÙ ÅÑÕÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ×ÏÒË ÁÓ ÁÎ ÅØÔension of sacred American principles. The 

message was loud and clear: this is not socialism, this government-enabled democratic 

capitalism in its most American form.  

 

Farmers working together to make their lives better was a constant theme in Power and t he Land.143  

                                                      
142 Ivens, Joris, Edwin Locke, William P. Adams, Fritz Mahler, and Doulgas Moore. 1992. Power and the Land. Burbank, Calif: Discount 
Video Tape. 
143 Ibid. 
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Power and the Land went to great lengths to highlight the failings of the private 

ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȢ %ÁÒÌÙ ÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÌÍȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÄÅÐÉÃÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÈÁÒÄÓÈÉÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 0ÁÒËÉÎÓÏÎÓȭ ÎÏÎ-

electrically assisted farm labor, the narrator made a point of telling the audience that the 

reason there was no electricity available to them was ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ȰÐÏ×ÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ×ÁÎÔ Á 

ÐÒÏÆÉÔȢȱ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÇÒÅÅÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙȟ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÁÃÒÏÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙ were ȰÌÅÆÔ ÉÎ 

the dark,ȱ pun certainly intended. !ÆÔÅÒ Á ÂÅÁÔȟ ÔÈÅ ÖÉÅ×ÅÒ ÉÓ ÔÏÌÄ "ÅÎïÔȭÓ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎ ÏÎ Ôhe 

ÓÔÁÔÕÓ ÑÕÏȟ ȰÓÅÅÍÓ ×ÒÏÎÇ ÓÏÍÅÈÏ×ȱ he tells us. Later on in the film, after the farmers have 

finished working together to cut the corn, they sit and discuss how much easier life would 

be with electricity. One farmer points out that their local private utÉÌÉÔÙ Ȱ×ÏÎȭÔ ÄÏ ÉÔȟȱ ÂÕÔ 

ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅȭÓ ÈÅÁÒÄ ÏÆ Á ÎÅ× ÓÏÕÒÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒȡ ȰÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȢȱ (Å ÔÅÌÌÓ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÎÅ× 

ÁÇÅÎÃÙ ÆÏÒ ȰÒÕÒÁÌ ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÆÉÃÁÔÉÏÎȱ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÒÅÁÔÅÄȟ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÙ ÄÅÃÉÄÅ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÔÏ×Î ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇ 

ÔÏ ÆÉÎÄ ÏÕÔ ÍÏÒÅ ÁÂÏÕÔ ȰÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔ ÐÏ×ÅÒȟ ÆÏÒ ÏÕÒ ÆÁÒÍÓȢȱ !Ô ÔÈÅ ÔÏ×Î ÍÅÅÔÉÎÇȟ ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓ 

from all around gather to hear from an REA representative about the program. The 

ÒÅÓÉÄÅÎÔÓ ÈÅÁÒ Á ÓÈÏÒÔ ÓÙÎÁÐÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅÓ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔÌÙ 

ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓȟ ÎÏ ÐÒÏÆÉÔ ÍÁËÉÎÇȢȱ After no real discussion, the 

townspeople decide to form the Belmont Electric Cooperative. The message is clear, private 

industry has failed these farmers and the government has come to their rescue. 

The rest of the film shows a day in the Parkinsonȭs newly electrified life. They 

perform many of the same tasks they did the day before, only this time they are completed 

with great ease. The second day serves as somewhat of a video catalog for a bevy of 

ÁÐÐÌÉÁÎÃÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÌÍ ÅÎÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅȟ Ȱ4Èe long day ends, things will be easier now,ȱ 

conveying to the viewer that the era of farm drudgery is being ushered out by the arrival of 

the REA and rural electrificationɂthat a new era of rural life is beginning. 
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Power and the Land opened on August 31, 1940, in St. Clairsville, Ohio, in the theater 

ÎÅÁÒÅÓÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 0ÁÒËÉÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÆÁÒÍȢ144 Never missing an opportunity to brand itself, a large 

banner reading ȰPower and the Land: an REA Productionȱ hung outside the theater. In 

December, the film opened in New York and Washington, D.C.145 It  was a hit. Movie critics 

ÁÐÐÌÁÕÄÅÄ )ÖÅÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅ ȰÁ ÑÕÉÅÔÌÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÄÏÃÕÍÅÎÔÁÒÙȢȱ146 The National 

Board of Review of Motion Pictures awarded Power and the Land honorable mention as the 

second best documentary released in 1940.147 The New York Times announced its New 

York premiere as the top event of its local events write up.148 It received wide distribution 

thanks to a deal the REA signed with RKO Radio Pictures, one of the Big Five movie studios 

at the time. The deal stipulated that movie theaters did not have to pay RKO the fee 

typically charged in order to show a movie. Within a month of its release more than a 

thousand theaters booked Power and the Land.149  

There is no way of knowing the full impact of Power and the Land. What is known is 

that it was a wildly popular film designed to advertise the REA to not just rural audiences 

but a national audience as well.150 The film was highly engineered to communicate to its 

audience the three main messages of the REA: its existence is due to the market failure 

ÂÒÏÕÇÈÔ ÏÎ ÂÙ ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÕÔÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȭ indolence, the REA was making the nation as a whole better, 

the actions of the farmers behind the fledgling cooperatives was not government 

overreaching, its was simply an extension of the time honored, self-supportive tradition of 

                                                      
144 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 195. 
145 Ibid., 193. 
146 Ibid., 195 
147 "'Grapes of Wrath' is Deemed Best Picture of Year." 1940.The Washington Post (1923-1954), Dec 23, 2-2. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/151253367?accountid=10267.  
148 "Of Local Origin." 1940.New York Times (1923-Current File), Dec 10, 33. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/105311260?accoun tid=10267. 
 
149 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 195. 
150 U. "U.S. Film Unit Gives 3 'Hits,' but Loses Out." 1940.The Washington Post (1923-1954), Mar 26, 21. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/151220135?accountid=10267.  
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!ÍÅÒÉÃÁȭÓ ÆÒÏÎÔÉÅÒÓÍÅÎȢ 4×ÅÎÔÙ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅÄȟ Power and the Land Ȱ×ÁÓ ÓÔÉÌÌ 

ÏÃÃÁÓÉÏÎÁÌÌÙ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÓÈÏ×Îȱ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÁÔÅÒÓȢ151  

Power and the Land ÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÍÏÓÔ ÐÒÏÌÉÆÉÃ display of national outreach, 

but it wÁÓ ÂÙ ÎÏ ÍÅÁÎÓ ÉÔÓ ÏÎÌÙ ÅÆÆÏÒÔȢ 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ )ÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÕÎÉÔ ÍÁÄÅ ÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ ËÅÅÐ ÔÈÅ 

nationȭs attention on rural electrification by making a point of highlighting various 

humorous or outlandish stories that came across its desks. One such example appeared on 

the front page of the Chicago Daily Tribune in August 1938. The REA reported to the media 

ÔÈÁÔ Á ÒÕÒÁÌ ×ÏÍÁÎ ÃÏÍÐÌÁÉÎÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÙ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅÒ ÎÅ× ÅÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ ÒÅÆÒÉÇÅÒÁÔÏÒ Ȱ×ÁÓ 

ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÉÃÅ ÃÕÂÅÓ ÔÏÏ ÆÁÓÔȢȱ .ÏÔ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ice would stay frozen, she would 

take the trays of ice out and try to make use of them and then replaced the trays with fresh 

water.152  

Perhaps the most bizarre story publicized by the REA was on the lengths that J.D. 

Murphree, a farmer in New Port, Arkansas, went to secure electrical service for his house in 

ρωτχȢ (ÉÓ ÌÏÃÁÌ ÃÏÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÖÅ ÈÁÄ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÅÄÌÙ ÔÏÌÄ -ÕÒÐÈÒÅÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÉÓ ÈÏÕÓÅ ×ÁÓ ȰÔÏÏ ÆÁÒ ÆÒÏÍ 

ÔÈÅ ÌÉÎÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÅÒÖÅÄȢȱ 5ÐÏÎ ÈÅÁÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÂÁÄ ÎÅ×Óȟ -ÕÒÐÈÒÅÅ ȰÒÅÔÕÒÎÅÄ ÈÏÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÕÔ ÓËÉÄÓ 

under his house, ÈÉÔÃÈÅÄ Á ÔÒÁÃÔÏÒ ÔÏ ÉÔȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÏÖÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ÈÁÌÆ Á ÍÉÌÅȟȱ ÊÕÓÔ ÃÌÏÓÅ 

enough to receive service.153 The story was published in newspapers across the country, 

and served as a powerful account of the rural desire for electrification.154 The idea of a 

farmer would move his house, which one would imagine was built deliberately near his 

cattle or crops, half a mile away ought to draw the veracity of this story into question. As 

                                                      
151 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 248. 
152 "Housewife Registers Kick; Refrigerator Too Speedy." 1938.Chicago Daily Tribune (1923-1963), Aug 28, 1-1. 
http://search.proquest.com/docview/181932414?a ccountid=10267. 
153 REA, Annual Report, 1947 (Washington 1947), 7.  
154 Ȱ5ÎÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ 'ÅÔ %ÌÅÃÔÒÉÃ 7ÉÒÅÓ 3ÔÒÕÎÇ ÔÏ (ÏÍÅȟ -ÏÖÅÓ (ÏÕÓÅ ÔÏ ,ÉÎÅÓȟȱ ρωτχȢ Niagara Falls Gazette; June 5, 10. 
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we know, the REA was particularly good at crafting stories in order to create positive press 

for itself ɀ whether or not the Murphree tale is true, it certainly made for a good story. 

The REAȭÓ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÁÄÖÅÒÔÉÓÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÅÖÅÎ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÄ ÔÏ ÍÁËÅ Á ÓÐÌÁÓÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔ 

world. In 1937 and 1939, the REA commissioned avant-garde graphic designer Lester Beall 

to produce two ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ Ȱmodern-art social-ÒÅÁÌÉÓÍ ÐÏÓÔÅÒÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅÎÃÙȢȱ155 "ÅÁÌÌȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ 

posters were shown at the New York Museum of Modern Art, almost immediately after 

their release in November 1937.156 The ÍÕÓÅÕÍȭÓ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÏÒȟ !ÌÆÒÅÄ (Ȣ "ÁÒÒ Jr., hailed them 

ÁÓ ȰÆÁÒ ÍÏÒÅ ×ÏÒÔÈÙ ÏÆ ÓÅÒÉÏÕÓ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ×ÏÒËÓ ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÔÈÁÎ ÃÁÎ ÕÓÕÁÌÌÙ ÂÅ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÅÄ 

ÏÆÆÉÃÉÁÌ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȟȱ and went on to ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔ ÔÈÅ ȰÂÏÌÄÎÅÓÓ ÏÆ ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÓÍȱ ÁÓ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ 

distinguishing features of the posters.157 The commissioning ÏÆ "ÅÁÌÌȭÓ ÁÖÁÎÔ-garde artwork 

was true to form for an agency that wanted to be on the very cusp of the national zeitgeist.  

Since there were no national opinion polls measuring ÔÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ÅÆÆÏÒÔÓ ÔÏ ÍÁÒËÅÔ 

itself to as wide an audience as possible, we can only rely on hints as to the success it 

garnered in the process. Reports of Power and the Land being popular nationwide, or of 

,ÅÓÔÅÒ "ÅÁÌÌȭÓ ÐÏÓÔÅÒÓ ÇÁÉÎÉÎÇ ×ÉÄÅ ÒÅÃÏÇÎÉÔÉÏÎȟ seem to corroborate the proposition that 

the REA enjoyed a great deal of publicity outside of just rural America. It is highly unlikely 

that it would have been able to achieve this popularity without a promotional campaign. 

Furthermore, absent its positive marketing the REA would have likely succumbed to the 

attacks made against it by its opponents. The constant negative messaging utilized against 

the REA could have easily convinced voters who had no experience with it , and knew 

                                                      
155 Kline, Consumers in the Country, 189.  
156 %ØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ "ÅÁÌÌȭÓ ÐÏÓÔÅÒÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ found on pages 43 and 46. 
157 "Lester Beall and the Rural Electrification Administration." MoMA. www.moma.org/explore/inside_out/2012/03/22/lester -beall-
and-the-rural -electrification-administration  



 58 

nothing of its work. Through the work of its Information Services division, the REA never 

allowed it to come to that.  

 

Below are images displaying the branding arranged by the REA at several of its cooperatives: 

 

A truck belonging to the Callaway Electricity Cooperative in Fulton, M issouri  
features an REA logo on its door.158 

                                                      
158 "Your Cooperative | callawayelectric.com." callawayelectric.com. http://www.callawayelectric.com/content/your -meter-0 
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The office of the Vernon Electric Cooperative in Westby, Wisconsin featured an REA  
sign over its front door .159 

 

A truck belonging to the Southern Maryland Electricity Cooperative .160  

                                                      
159 The office of the Vernon Electric Cooperative in Westby, Wisconsin; Empowered by the Past: Red State Co-ops Go Green by Brooke 
Jarvis ɂ YES! Magazine." YES! Magazine ɂ Powerful Ideas, Practical Actions ɂ YES! Magazine. 
160 http ://www.smeco.coop/images/truck.jpg  
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The office of the Howard  Electric Cooperative in Fayette, Missouri  featured an REA  
banner  on the side of its building. 161 

 

 

The office of the Pemiscot-Dunklin Electric Cooperative  in Hayti, Missouri  displayed its REA affiliation in larger  
letters  than its own name .162 

                                                      
161 http://howardelectric.coopwebbuilder.com/sites/howardelectric.coopwebbuilder.com/files/page -images/oldoffice.jpg 
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A Pemiscot-Dunklin Electric Cooperative  truck, complete with REA door decal, erecting REA lines in Missouri.163 

REA as Socially Beneficial Economic Stimulus  

 

 On a bitterly cold *ÁÎÕÁÒÙ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇ ÉÎ ,ÅÂÁÎÏÎȟ )ÎÄÉÁÎÁȟ ×ÉÔÈ ȰÉÃÙ ×ÉÎÄÓ ÂÌÏ×ÉÎÇ 

across the Boone County flatlands,ȱ 500 farmers gathered around a narrow hole dug five-

feet deep into the frozen ground. Six months earlier, the Rural Electrification 

Administration had granted a $567,926 loan to the Boone County Rural Electric 

Membership Cooperative (REMC). The REMC had spent the next six months ȰÈÉÒÉÎÇ 

employees, setting up an office, purchasing materials, and signing up meÍÂÅÒÓȢȱ 4ÈÅ 

                                                                                                                                                                            
162 Hayti, Missouri. Member of the U.S. Rural Electrification Administration (REA) cooperative at the annual meeting. Rothstein, Arthur, 
1915- photographer. Created/published: 1942 July. Library of Congress reproduction number: LC-USW3-006592-D DLC (b&w film 
neg.)Digital ID: (intermediary roll film) fsa 8d07508 
163 http://l cweb2.loc.gov/service/pnp/fsa/8d07000/8d07400/8d07473v.jpg  
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2%-#ȭÓ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÇÏÁÌ of energizing a modest 60 miles of line was starting that day. Morris 

Cooke dug the first shovelful of dirt and watched as workers placed the first ȰÃÒÅÏÓÏÔÅÄ 

ÕÔÉÌÉÔÙ ÐÏÌÅȱ ÉÎ ÉÔ. 4ÈÅ ÅÖÅÎÔȭÓ observers moved into the Lebanon High School auditorium to 

watch a short play depicting the future benefits of electricity.164 Following the play, Cooke 

ÒÏÓÅ ÔÏ ÓÐÅÁËȢ #ÏÏËÅȭÓ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓ attempted to explain the mission of the REA as socially 

beneficial economic stimulus.  4ÈÅ 2%! ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ÉÔÓ ×ÏÒË ÁÓ ÇÅÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄ ÂÏÔÈ ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÁÎÄ 

economic advance.ȱ 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ !ÎÎÕÁÌ 2ÅÐÏÒÔ ÆÏÒ ρωσψ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÄȟ ȰThe social 

ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÇÒÁÍȣ ÁÌÏÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÎÅÅÄ ÆÏÒ ȬÃÏÍÐÒÅÈÅÎÓÉÖÅ ɍÅÃÏÎÏÍÉÃɎ 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȢȭȱ165 4ÈÅ 2%!ȭÓ ρωσψ ÁÇÅÎÃÙ ÒÅÐÏÒÔ ÓÔÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÍÁÎÄ ÆÏÒ ȰÃÏÍÐÒÅÈÅÎÓÉÖÅ 

ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȱ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÌÏÎÇÓÉÄÅ ÔÈÅ ȰÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȱ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÒÕÒÁÌ 

electrification process.166 The REA, in this sense, always considered itself as a facilitator  of 

socially beneficial capitalism. 

In his speech, Cooke first addressed the local economic gains that will come from the 

REMCȟ ÔÅÌÌÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÓÅÍÂÌÅÄ ÆÁÒÍÅÒÓ ÔÈÁÔ ȰÔÈÉÓ ÃÏ-op will mean employment for local 

artisans, laborers and clerks, increase in the business of local merchants; a market for the 

ÏÕÔÐÕÔ ÏÆ ÌÉÎÅ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÅÒÓ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȢȱ167 He continued to explain the 

local economic benefits by emphasizing the increase in business local contractors will see, 

ÁÎÄ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ȰÍÁËÅÒÓ ÏÆ ×ÉÒÉÎÇ ÓÕÐÐÌÉÅÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÐÁÙ ÍÏÒÅ ×ÁÇÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÕÙ ÍÏÒÅ ÍÁÔÅÒÉÁÌȢȱ168 

Furthermore, through the work done by EHFA, the purchase of appliances and equipment 

for the newly wireÄ ÆÁÒÍÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ȰÈÁÒÄ×ÁÒÅ ÓÔÏÒÅÓȟ ÐÌÕÍÂÅÒÓȟ ÆÁÒÍ ÅÑÕÉÐÍÅÎÔ ÄÅÁÌÅÒÓȟ 
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