Ferment in Our Field: Viewing
Agricultural Communication Research
From a Social Science Perspective

Mark Tucker

About 10 years ago, the Journal of Communication
published a special edition titled “Ferment in the Field" in
which communication scholars discussed the discipline's
history and future in a changing intellectual atmosphere.
Philosophical uncertainties now gaining more attention in
the communication literature have roots in an emerging
paradigm crisis in the social sciences that has cast
doubts on the traditional methods and objectives of
social research. Over several decades, agricultural com-
munication research has been built almost exclusively on
theorelical approaches that have been recently critiqued
by scholars throughout the social sciences, This paper
argues that agricultural communication must confront
and rekindle its relationship with contemporary social
theory or recansider its description as a social science.

Introduction

In one of the final issues of The ACE Quarterly, Padgett (1987)
shared colorful and cften passionate accounts of the agricultural
research being conducted at the turn of the century. Written by
college administrators and scientists themselves, these early
bulletins “display the personalities of the writérs and the excitement
and frustration of developing the disciplines of the new agricultural
disciplines,” {p. 15), Padgett wrole,

The slow and uncertain beginning of the land-grant complex is
also described by the late Bryant Kear in his address commencing
the 1983 national ACE conference in Madison, Wisconsin.' The
challenges invalved building & research base as well as public
confidence in a fledgling institution. Evans and Salcedo (1974)
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write that "a new kind of faculty member™ (p. 17}, — information
specialists = became necessary in the first decade of the 1900z,
But, it would be at least a few yvears before land-grant administra-
tors and scientists would recognize the true value of university
agricultural communicators, despite the fact that a lively profession
had developed in the private sector by the tumn of the century (Lee,
1965}, It is informative Lo tum again to Professor Kearl's amusing
but accurate depiction of carly land-grant agriculture, He writes that
the creation of editorial offices in colleges of agriculture was based
an clerical necessity and thet the cardy agricultural communicators
made contributions as “scribes and secretaries, not translators,™ (p.
3).

These descriptions are Interesting because they lllustrate the
challenging, difficult circumstances from which land-grant agricul-
tural communication first developed. Althowgh agricultural commu-
nication remains very much an applied craft, we should recognize
that it was solely an aclivily in its carliest academic form, and not
a science-based discipline. This is because American communica-
tion theory and research were not yet an organized academic
endeaver when the first university positions in agricultural commu-
nication were created in the cary 1900s.

A3 a social science research base grew, however, agricultural
communicators began to draw from it to support their efforts in
disseminating research-based information. Today's research in
agricultural communication borrows largely from the methods and
theories developed in mainstream communications and social
science. In fact, it is our reliance on social-science theory that
defines and focuses agriculiural communication research in the
land-grant complex, But while the social sciences grapple with a
paradigrm crisis that has substantially altered their theory and
methods in recent years, agricultural communigation continues to
build its research base using the traditional theories and methods
that have recently been called into question,

This paper argues that agricultural communication must re-
establish its relationship with contemporary social theory or
reconsider its description as a social science. The paper starts with
a considerably condensed history of communication and social
theory, followed by a brief overview of agricultural communication
as a developing discipline. Some observations are then offered
regarding the current state of agricultural communication, followed
by a list of implications for the future of agricultural communication
as an academic enlerprise.
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Communication and Social Science: Their Origin

and Development

Communication theory and research had no clearcut academic
horme in the eary days of the land-grant university, Anderson
{1987) points out that the academic division of labor surrounding
communication was shared by departments of English, speech and
journalism, with the latter two eventually taking the lead. Speech
set itself apart from its communication counterparts by adopting
science as an epistemology. Joumalism created an academic niche
by building & strong professional component that continues today,
Despite the fact that researchers were beginning to specialize in
and prepare greduate students for this new academic field for ita
own sake, communication research rernained a truly
multidisciplinary activity throughout the early 1900s.

While scholars from such fields as socislogy, psychology and
political science were particularly important in establishing the
carly directions for communication rescarch,® MoGuall {1985} and
others (Holz & Wright, 1979) have argued that seciology, among
all the soclalscience disciplines, has made the most contributions
to recent work in mass communication. Mot surprisingly, the
development of communication as a socialscientific enterprise
reflects the growth and maturation of seciology during the mid-
19003, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Hinkle and Hinkbe {19534) indicate that the period between 1905
and 1918 was one of building an academic foundation for the study
of sociology in the United States. They identify the peried of 1918
to 1935 as an era in which the primary concem was with making
sociclegy scienliffic. Homans (1986) characterizes the 19303 era
of sociology as a time of great hopes and oplimism, where new
statistical techniques were developed and legical positivism
flaurished. This was a period when scientisis began to replace
clergy as working sociclogists.

Lantz (1984) points out that funding opporiunities for social
science research increased significantly after World War [1, stimulat-
ing a host of studies on social change and transformation. Span-
ning the decades of the 1940s and 19503, sociology flourished not
only as an academic enterprise, but as a recognizable, even
fashicnable, topic in consumer magazines and newspapers.
Gouldner {1970} discusses the period of the 1940s to the 19605 as
an era in which sociclogy, and the social scicnces, were accepted
into popular culture,
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The 19405 to the 1960s constituted a critical period of develop-
ment for communication research. In the late 19402, a number of
influential communication models were developed and diffused
throughout the scholarly literature, For example, in 1948, Lasswell
framed the study of communication in & single, classic question:
"Who says what, in which channel, to whom and with what effect?”
(Lasswell 1971, p. 84). This seminal question is credited with
helping spawn several traditions of communication research,
including gatekeeping, content analysis, audience analysis and
diffusion studies [Severin & Tankard, 1979}, Another notewarthy
development occurred in 1949, when Shannon and Weaver pub-
lished their groundbreaking mathematical model of communica-
T

Beginning in the late 19508 and continuing to the 1970s,
departmients of speech and schools of journalism began to adopt
labels such as “communication” and “mass communication,”
During this peried, communication research began o meve from
departments of sociology, psychology and political science to the
first new departments dedicated primarily to the study and teaching
of communication (Rogers & Chaffes, 1983).

[t was also during this period that a theoretical approach known
as structural functionalism enjoyed status as the dominant para-
digm in social theory. One of the major tenets of structural fune-
tionalism is a view of the world as a system of interconnected parts,
each serving a necessary function to society, as tissues and onrgans
do to the human boedy. As a theoretical approach, structural
functionalist sociology is concerned with maintaining social order,
or keeping the social system running smeoothly. Structural function:
alism had its origins in the works of such classic writers as Comite,
Spencer and Durkheim, each of whom made analogies between
social and blological structures and processes (Tumer et al.,, 1989).

In the post-\WWIl years, structural functionalism flourished as the
major theoretical paradigm in the secial sciences. A number of
communication research models and traditions emerged during
this period, all of them influenced by structural-functionalist
thouwght. According to Hardt (1992), the trademark of theoretical
communication models developed during this period was a preoc-
cupation with functional aspects of communication and the avaid-
ance of questions about the self-serving motives of commerce and
gavermments,
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Despite the entrenchment of structural functionalism in the
social sciences during this peried, the literature indicates that a
number of competing theoretical approaches did enjoy some
popularity and growth among rival factions. A number of “radical”
groups’ emerged in response to academic sociology's widespread
adoption of structural functionalism, although the MeCarthy
atmosphere present in higher education generally did not encour-
age criticism of American society of its institutions (Lantz, 1984).

A group of critical theorists, who collectively comprise what has
become known as the Frankfunt School, are of special interest to
students and scholars of sociology and communication. Theador
Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse were the founding
members of the Frankfurt School, and their objections to the aims
and methods of social science in the 19303 and 19408 provided the
foundation on which modern-day critical theory has been built.

Hellmer (1989) points out that critical theorists recognized this
period as the bithplace of a truly "mass” media, which included
the emergence and popularity of cinema, cheap fiction, comic
books, and Roosevell's effective use of radio for political persua-
sion, Critical theorists viewed culture as an imposed form of
ideological domination and referred to & “culture industry™ fre-
quently in their early works, referring to the control exerted by
mass media, government agencies and big business (Ritzer, 1996).
Marcuse, in particular, viewed mass media as “dominant agents of
socialization which were displacing the primacy of the family ....”
{Kellner 1989, p. 137). Marcuse's classic 1964 work titled One-
Dimensional Man conveys a dark side of progress, where
society’s domination over the individual was greater than ever
before. Where structural functionalists would celebrate social order
and integration, critical theory would seek to expose deception and
maripulation (Kellner, 1989).

It is important to note that meore recent schools of critical theory
maintain that it is neither possible nor desirable to produce invari-
e laws of human behavior, as believed by the founding scholars
of the social sciences. At the same time, these later writings In
critical theory are less guarded on the potent dangers of mass
communication in society, arguing in fact that media might play a
potentially emancipalory role by furthering public participation in
social and political issues (Braaten, 1991).

Gouldmer {1970) argued that in the late 1960s seciclogy was
facing an intellectual erisis due primarily to social-sclence theory's
failure to cope with the complex international and domestic issues
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of the 20th century. The “crisis” referred to perceived social
changes that were proceeding rapidly and threatening to bring
sharp conflict and tension to the academic community studying
them, Structural-functionalist approaches to conceptualizing
sociely no longer seemed capable of providing new insights inte a
host of emerging problems, such as increasing rates of violent
crime, deepening cycles of economic depression, and domestic
tensions aggravated by the civil rights movement and the Yietnam
war. Meanwhile, increasing numbers of social scientists began to
question the premises on which structural functionalism was based,
The most common, and ultimately damaging, criticisms of strue
tural functionalism involved its maintenance of the status quo and
its lack of a framework to conceptualize social change. The theory
has also been criticized for falling o recognize divergent groups,
mingrities, and others whose views may clash with more powerful
interests,

Despite the proliferation of alternative social theories during this
peried, none seemed capable of providing the level of confidence
and consensus in social thought that had existed in prior decades.
Robertson (1987) indicates that social theory of the 19705 and
19805 was not dominated by any single viewpoint or perspective,

Additional philosophical appreaches have begun to take root in
the last 20 years or 50, gaining more visibility in peer-reviewed
journals and, in some cases, giving rise to new outlets of scholarly
activity. These new theores question the normative assumptions
associated with positivism, such as conducting science in the
absence of the individual researcher’s presuppositions, Critical
theory, mentioned earlier, along with such theoretical schools as
femninism, poststructuralism, and postmodernism, would signifi-
cantly reframe the content and methods of social science, For
example, pestmodern sociology is marked by a view of the world
as incurably pluralistic, with a multitude of sovereign units possess-
ing ne vertical or horizontal erder (Bauman, 1992). For these
writers, society is not in erisis, but in a new historical epach. They
argue that this new period requires a new social science, one not
indicted in the errors of structural functionalism (Agger, 1991).

While the alternative theores spawned in the past 25 yvears vary
greatly in many regards, many share the view that social science
theory and methods developed in the eary and mid-20th century
are based on flawed reasoning and in need of signficant revision.
The new theoretical approaches would significantly reframe social
thought and recast the concepts and constructs that comprise our
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theories of communication and society. In addition, they waould
question the valldity of years of research based on structural
functionalism and other theores. Finally, they would challenge the
merits of positivist science, including both quantitative and qualita-
tive methods,

Theory in Agricultural Communication

The most commaon theoretical orfentations in agricultural
cornmunication generally have mirrored those of mainstream
communication and sociology, retaining & heavy emphasis on
structural functionalist thought, Agricultural communicators” heavy
rellance on structurakfunctionalist theory is not surprising given our
role within the land-grant complex. In its defense, we should note
that such research has served us well in providing useful, practical
data to evaluate the performance of our print and electronic
communications products and programs.

One of the strongest points of evidence for the value of early
agricultural and mainstream communication research was the
establishment and success of the National Project in Agricultural
Communications (NPAC, 1960). described recently by Miller {1955,
p- ii): HPAC's purpose was “to study, stimulate and apply commu-
nication research and knowledge te the field of agricultural commuw-
nication." Tao this end, a series of practical publications was
published fram 1955 to 1961 highlighting various research findings
of interest to agriculiural communicators and suggesting additicnal
areas of inguiry. A number of communication clinics, workshops
and short courses were sponsored around the country.

MPAC also funded the work of graduate students and research-
ers who were among the first to contribute to a systematic, schal
arly literature in agricultural communication. For instance, the now-
famous diffusion research tradition was glven early attention by
NPAC. This literature grew rapidly in the 1960s and 1970s and
constitutes some of the moat widely adapted socialscience theory
af this century (Fliegel, 1993; Rogers, 1983}, s principles continue
ta be used broadly in agricultural communication.

MPAC alsa helped fund research that explared the characteris-
ties and development of undergraduate coursework in agricultural
journalism, The master's theses of William Mitchell, University of
Florida, and Clyde Duncan, University of Missouri, both examined
the academic and extracurricular experences required for success
in agricultural communication work, Jim Evans and his colleagues
from the University of linois made significant contributions to this
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literature in the 19705 and 1980s, while Ann Reisner from the
Unlversity of lllinois and Curt Paulson and his colleagues from CQhia
State University have made more recent contributions,*

MPAC devoted a considerable amount of attention to such
eritical tapics as readability and comprehension of various styles of
writing. Various agricultural joumnalism feculty fram the University
of Wisconsin were cited widely for their important work in this ares
{Powers £ Kearl, 1968; Bostian & Byrne, 1984; Bostian & Thering,
1987).

The variety of methods and substantive areas examined by
agricultural communication researchers over several decades
appears to reflect the diversity of eommunication research that
developed in the structural functionalist era. Agricultural communi-
catlon, like mainstream communication and the social sciences in
general, built extensively on structural funetienalist thought in the
mid-20th century. But, whereas the social sciences began to
grapple with deeper questions as to the means and ends of social
theory and research beginning in the mid- to late 1960s — with
questicns that placed structural funetionalism in an increasingly
untenable pesition — agricultural communication has continued to
bulld its research literature within this paradigm.

A visual representation of the major paradigms In the social
sciences has been fermulated by organizational sociologists Burrell
and Morgan {1979). Resengren (1983) adapted this typology for
use in evaluating malnstream communication research. Shown in
Figure 2, the typelogy provides a rough map of the theoretical
arientations used in medem sodal science research.

Subjective theoretical approaches shown on the lefi-hand side of
the figure emphasize the individual as the primary focus of analy-
sis, while the objective approaches shown on the right-hand slde
emphasize the primary rele played by scciety in influencing the
individual. Glddens (1987) suggests that the tension between
sublective and chjective approaches is one of the central controver-
sies In modern social theory. Meanwhile, the contrasting ap-
proaches in the upper and lower panels of the figure vary in their
perceptions of the mission of social science, such as to foster
social change or to maintain the status qua. The gray divisions
between the paradigms imply the lack of clearcut boundaries
delineating the four approaches.

As Rosengren (1983) concluded with communication research
more than 12 years age, we may alse ebserve that agricultural
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Fig. 2. Burrell and Morgan's Typology lor Behools of Seclology,
Adnpted from Rosengren
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communication has built extensively in the lower-right-hand
quadrant of social theory, to the exclusion of alternative ap-
proaches. While there are limitaticns to Rosengren's analysis,” the
ty pology helps ilustrate the heavy concentration of agricultural
communication research effort within a single theoretical dimen-
slon and suggests possible areas of growth for future theoretical
work.

Discussion

Although not ameng the earliest active contributors to social
science, agricultural communicators accomplished a great deal
during their first half-century of existence for both the success of
the land-grant university and for their own profession. For instance,
they successfully argued that govemmaent positions in agricultural
communication required trained professionals with appropriate
credentials, and that these positions should not be open to just any
applicant (Kearl, 1983). This period saw the rapid development of
agriculture as we know [t today, with the birth of ACE (then the
AAACE) in 1913; the passage of the Smith-Lever Act in 1914; and
the Smith-Hughes Act in 1917, to name just a few of the mile-
stones,
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Like all social-science disciplines ® ours faces the challenge of
staying relevant in the coming century. Yet, agricultural communi-
cation has not experienced the intellectual turmoll faced by sociolk
ogy and communication starting in the late 19605 and 1970s. This
relative tranguility in our field is somewhat surpriging given the
traditional insistence that agricultural communication is in fact a
social science.

While agricultural communication has, for the time being,
sidestepped many of the current tensions within the social sci-
ences, this paper argues that the discipline cannot indefinitely
avoid a difficult period of self-examination that could transform the
way we frame research questions and define our academic mission.
Chwer several decades, agricultural communication has advanced
almost exclusively through middle-range theory and a sociak
paychological orentation” toward structural functionalism, This is
an unlikely course of development for a discipline that has in the
past drawn 5o heavily from the social sclences and, indeed, defines
itself as a social science. Although seciolegy and anthropolegy also
shared a preoccupation with structural functionalism for many
decades, there is strong evidence in the literature that its position
as the prominent socialkscience paradigm was seriously in question
by the late 1960s and carly 19703,

This paper argues that agricultural communication should
explore new theoretical approaches that will broaden its research
base and stimulate new areas of study within the discipline. Such
approaches can be used, for instance, to challenge the validity of
traditional methods used to study an issue, to question the results
or recammendations drawn from that research,® or to use findings
from a given research project as baseline data from which to
launch a critical examination of a problem,

An example of how a critical theoretical approach might be
applied to existing descriptive data regards the administration of
undergraduate agricultural communication teaching programs. A
recurring question in this area is the ideal administrative home for
such programs. Specifically, what are the implications or conse-
quences of agricultural communication program: being housed in
colleges of agriculture as opposed to schools or departments of
journalism? |5 it possible that students whose degrees are conferred
by colleges of agriculture are more likely to seck or gain employ-
ment in agribusiness as opposed Lo joumnalism? s the role of
agricultural communication programs to serve agribusiness as well
as public interests, and are these two roles compatible? Does one

Journal of Applied Communications, Vel 80, Mo 4, 1996 / 35



administrative arrangement lend itself more to the enhancement of
public education than the other? All of these are guestions that
lend themselves to research. The questions also lend themselves to
controversy because of the competing interests within academia
and the private sector.

The objective of alternative theoretical approaches in the social
sciences is the same as that for all research: to discover the true
state of affairs for a given phenomenon, Great potential exists for
their application in agricultural communication. However, alterna-
tive theoretical approaches often require researchers to question
people’s motives as well as their methods. Because of their poten-
tial to challenge the status quo, they may bring repercussions from
university administrators, alums and industry leaders, Clearly, thelr
use presents dilemmas as well as opportunities. Possible barriers to
their adoption are provided in the following section.

Prospects for a New Agricultural Communication

Research Agenda

Although agricultural communication emerged as a discipline
largely through colleges of agriculture, its research base has been
developed using the concepts, theories and metheds of the social
sciences. Agricultural communication must continue to participate
in the broad philosophical issues facing the social sciences if it is to
advance as an acadernic discipline. However, departments of
agricultural communication will have to overcome at least two
barriers if they are to take full advantage of the new research

opportunities.

The first barrier concerns the fact that little of our research
extends beyvond descriptive work. Indeed, most of us are more
camfortable to describe our research in terms of methedslogy,
such as a “content analysis® or “readership survey,” than to
address equally important issues of our theoretical erientation
(Churchill, 1987). However, use of social-scientific techniques does
not constitute secial-scientific research. While some might argue
that descriptive research helps us fulfill our traditional service
function, it does not follow that the research base In agrculiural
communication should be composed solely of such work. It is
possibie that the current administrative trend in designating
agricullural communication departments as non-academic units
and reducing the number of tenure-track positions has also func-
tioned to narrow the boundaries of our research (Montgomery et
al., 19496),
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The second barrier that could hinder prospects for a new
rescarch agenda is the lack of doctoral programs in agricultural
communication. While young scholars may bring to the discipline
new perspectives from other social and natural sciences, agricul-
tural communication graduate students often must study our
profession through the supervision of other academic departments.
Far example, a number of master's-level agricultural communica-
tion degree programs are actuslly administered through depart-
ments of agricultural education or other academic units, At the
seme time, agricultural communicaters with terminal degrees are
much mare likely to enter administrative positions than to function
primartly as researchers or mentors. Qur few mentors and re-
search scholars may view agricultural communication more as a
gathering place than an area of scientific investigation.

Conclusions

Since the early 1900s, agricultural communicators have indeed
shown thelr value to land-grant research and extension, We have
inspired public confidence in agricultural research and personal
confidence in ourselves as responsible, efficient communicators. it
is clear that much more work will be needed to forge the future of
agricultural communication as an academic enterprise, and
significant challenges lie ahead.

The major presumption quiding this paper is that agricultural
communication cannot only survive but benefit from & thorough
critique of its methods and objectives. No doubt, our greatest
strides will result from introspection and dislegue ameng land-grant
communicators, sociakscience researchers and private industny,
Let us make ACE our forum to discuss and debate these issues,

Endnotes
'Professor Kearl discusses the profession’s modest beginnings
with some observations worth noting:

v U b the staet of the 20th century [land-grant universiies] had
made almost no original contributions to Amercan agriculiure. ...
Keep in mind that before 1900, Eurcope already had a very lively
community of agriculiural scientists, ...

There was nothing anywhene near that level geing on in this
country. ... [5]low as we were to get started, the land-grant colleges
took off Fke reckets between 1900 and 1930, They generated a
wealth of information, they established confidence in themselves,
and they began to move this country toward sclentific agriculture.
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*Although this decentralized study of communication attracted
scholars from a variety of social sciences, some wellknown
communication scholars began to express serious doubts as to the
field"s future in the late 19505, It is in this regard that Regers and
Chalfee (1983) cite the comments of both Bernard Berelson and
Wilbur Schramm, whose articles in a 1959 issue of Public Opinion
Quarterly convey grave doubts and disappointment in the future
of communication theory and research. The anticles express
concemns that the feld of communication was losing its innovative
scholars, and no promising idess were emerging to help the field
develop further. Seibald (1979) provides & more recent critical
assessment of communication research, pointing out that the
Mational Science Foundation hes resisted defining communication
a5 a primary discipline,

arious theoretical approaches associated with Mandsm
became more popular among social scientists of this era, partly in
response to the structural-functisnalist backlash. But the internal
disputes among the various sects of Marxism, as well as a deep
distrust of Marxism from many quarters in higher education, served
o weaken its ascendance as a viable replacement for structural
functionalism, Although Marxist approaches have shown more
resilience than structural functionalism in gaining new adherents
(Homans, 15986), they have done so only by “rewriting” various
major prepositions in Marx's origingl fermulation.

“For instance, see Evans (1972); Kroupa & Evans (1973);
Kroupa & Evans (1976); Evans & Bolick (1982); Reisner (1990A);
Reisner (1990B); Wilson et al, (1991); and Boone et al. (1993).

*Rosengren’s deseription of these four approaches is insightful,
but tends to oversimplify the differences between the subjective
and objective approaches,

If intelligently applied, the versichen approach may result in
brilliant verbal descriptions and analyses that strike the reader as
having an Inherent quality of ebwvious truth. However, it does not
allorw for precision, falaification, and replication. ... While falsffcas
ticn and replication are possible for multivariate analyses under-
taken within the traditional paradigm, including mare than just a
few variables in the analysis has been difficult. The less fermalized
versfiehen approach does not encounter this difficulty, Each of the
two approaches, then, s¢ems to have itz own advanlages and
drawbacks, more or less balancing cach other, During the last
decade, however this situation has changed. A dramatic break-
threugh has Increased the power of multivariate statistical analysis.
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*Soclalsclence disciplines in colleges of agriculiure are no
exceplion. In a recent professorial inaugural address published by
the The Chio State University, Barrick [1989) laments other
academicians’ lack of understanding of the term agriculiural
educalion and the external pressures that have shaped that
discipline, Flinn (1982) and Friedland (1982) have discussed the
opportunities and dilemmas facing rural seciology. In discussing
rural sociology’s relationship to mainstream socielagy, Flinn writes,
“Rural sociology has mirrored the failings and limitations of sociol-
ogy for several decades — albeit at & distance — and the parent
discipline is a5 much of a problem as a solution™ (p. 9).

‘Social-psychological models include the early “hypodermic
needle” theary and Berla's SMCR model of communication.
Psychology-based models have long been acknowledged as
inedequate in themselves to frame the spectrum of critical issues
comprising mass communication research [ Thompson, 1988; Haolz
& Wright, 1979).

*mn example of this can be found in the diffusion research
literature, which has been widely criticized by researchers working
from various conflict perspectives. A number of criticisms have
been leveled against the land-grant university complex and exten-
sion services for their role in developing and diffusing certain
agricultural innovations. These criticisms have addressed not only
the role of the land-grant university in supporting private-sector
research, but alse the negative social consequences of innovations
developed at publicly supported universities (Rogers, 1983),
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