The Southern Living solution: How the Download Here

progressive farmer launched a magazine and

a legacy.

m NO INSTITUTIONAL AFFILIATION LOG IN ‘

D — -

O The Southern Living Solution: How The Progressive Farmer
Launched a Magazine and a Legacy

Tracy Lauder

Alabama Review

The University of Alabama Press

Volume 60, Number 3, July 2007

pp. 186-221

10.1353/ala.2007.0015

ARTICLE

View Citation

In lieu of an abstract, hereis a brief excerpt of the content:

The SouthernLiving Solution: How The Progressive FarmerLaunched a Magazine and a Legacy AZALEAS AND
BEACHES, FRONTPORCHES AND FRIED CHICKEN—these are afew ofthe calmand leisurelyicons depicting life
inthe South that have always filled the pages ofone ofthe country’s most popularand prosperous
magazines, Southern Living. Some have questioned howsucha publicationcould be borninBirmingham,
Alabama, during the 1960s, a time when life was anything but tranquilinthe world, the United States, or the

region. It was atime whenwomen were turning awayfromdomestic lives and exploring new options for work
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and self,and a time when minorities, predominantly blacks, were seeking equalityand respectfrom the
white majority. How, the n—and why— was a magazine such as Southern Living conceived, a publication that
so obviouslydepicted the regionas aserene and happyplace, where women ke ptthe home and family, and
blacks were rarelyseen? One obvious answer, more thanfortyyears since the magazine’s launchin 1966, is
that SouthernLiving’s founders soughtto comfort and reassure the region’s white, upper-class elite while
reinforcing segregationist attitudes. Business correspondence fromthe companyarchives, however,
reveals that the conceptforthe magazine was secondaryto the innovative business ideas imple mented
regarding advertising and circulationissues. Ultimately, the creation of Southern Living saved the
Progressive Farmerdespite adeclining agricultural population, produced growth for the publishing
company with little additionalrisk, and rode the industrytrend toward specialized magazines . The ultimate
keyto success proved to be capitalizing on an afflue nt, white audience that was desperatelytrying to hold
onto its TRACYLAUDER Tracy Lauderis anassistantprofessorofmass communications at Emory & Henry
College insouthwestVirginia. This article is based onherdissertation,completed at the Universityof
Alabamain2004.JULY20 0 7 187 southern traditions and fearfulofhow social change would disrupt their
way of life. By the early1960s, the Progressive Farmer held the largestcirculationofanyfarmpublicationin
the South and lead inthe amountofpaid advertising space forall the nation’s farm magazines. Since it was
founded in 1886, this revered publication had beenserving the various needs and interests ofthe South’s
farmers and their families. But as the countryshifted froman agriculturalto anindustrial economy, and as the
southernpopulationbecame more urbanand suburban, the magazine beganto encounterdeclining
advertising and readership figures. Eagerto remainarobustpublishing company, manage ment at the
Progressive Farmer Companysought ways to adaptto these changes. The publishers saw “sound and
profitable” diversification as keyto the company’s future growth—but not “to the point that the magazine
[Progressive Farmer] would suffer.”1As early as the mid-fifties, the publishers began experimenting with
additionalsources ofrevenue that meshed with the needs ofloyal,successful Progressive Farmerreaders,
including anaccidentinsurance programto serve theirruralreaders and the purchase ofa printing company
neartheirheadquarters indowntown Birmingham. By the early 196 0s, the company’s Diversification
Committee explored new projects suchas books,specialized magazines (in particularanoutdoor
publicationfocusing onsouthern pastimes such as hunting and fishing), anexpansion ofthe already
lucrative Birmingham Printing Division (one ofthe company’s first diversification projects) to othercities, a
supplementservice forsuburbannewspapers, and the acquisition ofother publishing companies. As the
publishers and editors ofthe Progressive Farmer Companyconsidered options forexpanding their
publishing empire, three keyissues were forefrontintheir minds: attracting readers, luring advertisers, and
overcoming anincreasingly negative perceptionofthe South.2 The first majorissue, circulation,became a
problemforthe Progressive Farmerbythe end ofthe 1950s. The numberofsouthernfarms 1SamG. Riley,
Magazines ofthe American South (New York, 1986),176; “The Progressive FarmerAnnual Report1961,” from
the holdings ofthe Library Archives, Southern Progress Corporation, Birmingham (hereaftercited as
SouthernProgress Archives...
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