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Imagining America creates democratic spaces to foster 
and advance publicly engaged scholarship that draws on 
arts, humanities, and design. We catalyze change in 
campus practices, structures, and policies that enables 
artists and scholars to thrive and contribute to 
community action and revitalization. 







 Past 
 Who and what we were. 
 

 Present 
 Who and what we are. 
 

 Future 
 Who and what we can and should be. 



 What we do: 
 Provide information 
 Deliver “evidence-based” programs 
 Apply research 
 Solve problems 
 Transfer technology 
 Induce the adoption of innovations 
 

 What we don’t do: 
 “Social” work?  Service provision?  Advocacy?  

Organizing?  Arts and humanities? 



 The “so what” question 
 What is the meaning and significance of who 

we are and what we do? 
 

 And the “what for” question 
 What are our purposes and ends? 

 Providing information, applying research, 
delivering programs, etc., are not ends 



What is our story? 
(Setting/scene, characters, plot, actions) 

 
Origins: How and why we came to be 

 
 Record: How we got to where we are, what we’ve 

done and encountered along the way 
 

 Present Scene: ????? 



“I can only answer the question 
‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer 
the prior question ‘Of what story or 
stories do I find myself a part?’” 

 
-Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981/1984),   p. 216. 

 



 
"Narratives remain our chief moral 
compass in the world. Because we 
use them to motivate and explain 
our actions, the stories we tell 
change the way we act in the world.” 
  
 -William Cronon, “A Place for Stories” (1992, p. 1375) 











“Extension workers need to have faith in spiritual 
values and to recognize the human relationships 
that contribute to what the ancient Greeks called 
‘the good life.’  They should believe that in the 
kind of homes, farms, and industries which are 
the goals of extension service ‘man cannot live by 
bread alone’; that it is not enough for people to 
have food, shelter, and clothing—that they aspire 
also to find appreciation, respect for individuality 
and human dignity, affection, ideals, and 
opportunities.  These are the satisfactions that 
belong to democratic living.” 
  
 -Ruby Green Smith, The People’s Colleges, p. 544 



“The fundamental function of Smith-Lever 
extension education is the development of rural 
people themselves. This is accomplished by 
fostering attitudes of mind and capacities that will 
enable them better to meet the individual and 
civic problems with which they are confronted.  
Unless economic attainment and independence 
are regarded chiefly as means for advancing the 
social and cultural life of those living in the open 
country, the most important purpose of extension 
education will not be achieved.” 
  
 -Survey of Land-Grant Colleges and Universities, 1930, p. 442 



“For what is the object of Extension work?  More 
bushels of corn?  More bales of cotton?  More pounds 
of butter fat in the dairy cow's annual record?  More 
quarts of fruit and vegetables canned for winter use?  
No, these are but means to an end.  The end, the 
object of Extension work, is to aid the farmer and his 
family to improve living conditions on the farm, to 
provide a more satisfying rural life. . . . Better crops, 
better livestock, better food, better clothes, these are 
among the objects of Extension work.  But back of it 
all, the ultimate purpose is to create better homes, 
better citizens, better communities, better rural 
living.” 
  
 -Clyde William Warburton, “Six Million Farms As a School,” 1930 



Ruby Green Smith 

There is vigorous 
reciprocity in the 
Extension Service 
because it is with the 
people, as well as “of 
the people, by the 
people, and for the 
people.” 



The Extension Service is an educational organization.  It 
is a cooperative organization.  The stockholders in the 
“co-operative” are the United States Department of 
Agriculture, the New York State College of Home 
Economics and Agriculture, the men, women, and 
children of New York State.  The cooperators exchange 
knowledge, information, and skills; study problems 
relating to homemaking and agriculture throughout the 
state; and report the results of their findings for all to 
share. 
 -Ruby Green Smith, 1946 



The program of extension work in agriculture and home 
economics for 20 years has been based on the policy of 
personal participation on the part of farm people in the 
analysis of economic, social, and other problems, and in 
the carrying out of the solutions of them.  Through these 
experiences they have discovered and developed their own 
capacities for learning and leadership.  Studying, thinking 
and acting together has stimulated growth, nourished 
initiative and inspired self-dependence.  Out of their 
achievements in farm, home, community, State, and 
national programs have come much confidence, courage, 
and understanding. . . . This development of people 
themselves, through their own efforts, I believe is the 
Extension Service’s most valuable contribution to society. 
 -R.J. Baldwin 1934, pp. 89, 95 



“Probably the biggest thing that adult Agricultural 
Extension and 4-H club work are doing for individuals and 
the Nation is not so much the growing of better crops or 
the rearing of better livestock or the making of better 
kitchens, but rather the giving of actual experience in the 
practice of democracy. . . . And it has done so not by 
telling people about democracy or preaching about it, but 
by actually practicing democracy in all phases of its work 
and developing its Extension program down to the 
smallest community and individual farm through 
democratic processes. And this practice of democracy in 
Extension since 1914 has come about because democratic 
processes from the outset were in the minds and hearts of 
those State and Federal officers administering the law and 
native to them.” 
 -C.B. Smith, 1939, p. 2 











 

 Job Loss 
 
 Declining Tax Base 

 
 Crumbling Infrastructure 

 
 Home Foreclosures 

 
 Crime 

 
 



 

 Citizens aren’t engaged: they’re on the sidelines. 
 

 Issues are approached and discussed in ways that 
promote polarization. 
 

 People may get involved yet make poor decisions about 
what they should do, or which policies are in their best 
interest. 



 

 People think they can’t make a difference. 
 

 People may act, yet their efforts go in so many different 
directions that they are ineffective. 
 The standard remedy for this lack of coherence can be 

equally debilitating: a central agency is put in charge of 
coordinating civic efforts and then creates burdensome 
rules and regulations that drain the energy out of 
citizens’ initiatives. 



 

 People don’t take time for shared learning from 
experience. 
 

 Mutual distrust burdens the relationship between 
citizens and most major institutions, governmental as 
well as nongovernmental. 
 Institutions doubt that citizens are responsible and 

capable. And citizens see institutions as unresponsive 
and ineffective. 





What is our story? 
 

What are—and what should be—our larger 
purposes and ends in the 21st century? 
 

What roles do—and what roles should—
Extension play in addressing the problems 
of democracy? 
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