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Abstract

The concept of multifunctional agriculture rises out of the problematization of the role of agriculture in society and, in particular, in relation to rural development. Multifunctional agriculture is primarily used as a notion on the relationship between agriculture and society concerning the range of commodity and non-commodity goods that farms provide for society. But aspects such as legitimacy, identity, and culture, are not captured by this distinction, and therefore necessarily involve more approaches. This paper investigates the notions of multifunctionality from a semiotic point of view and outlines some possibilities for a research framework on multifunctional agriculture that supports dialogue and interactions between the involved approaches. Each research perspective has its own construction of the object of “agriculture” and the “environment” of agriculture; and thereby also its own perception of the functions and problems of agriculture. It is therefore no surprise that there are problems of communication between different perspectives, and that confusion on shared notions can cause frustrations and difficulties with communication in multidisciplinary studies of multifunctionality. The semiotic framework introduces the observer into the notion of multifunctionality, which enables the explicit handling of different perspectives by way of a distinction between the immediate object, as it appears to the observer, and the dynamic object, which represents the potentiality of the object in itself.  From a semiotic point of view, the notion of multifunctionality is a true multidisciplinary concept that cannot be reduced and included in one perspective. Multifunctionality can only be observed as a second order observation that involves reflexive communication between different perspectives and disciplines. 

