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SUMMARY  

 

This research examines relationships between people and place at three community 

gardens in Wales by studying processes of place making. Ethnographic methods 

explored gardenersô feelings, doings, and interactions with nonhumans to bring a 

critical perspective to the study of community gardens which better reflects their 

complexity and vitality. By expandi ng the range of gardens researched I show that 

urban and rural community gardens are not categorically distinct, challenging the 

narrative that city dwellers seek community gardens to reconnect with people and 

nature. The opportunity to feel good motivates  participation but achieving this 

depends on the degree of control available to gardeners which varies with how a 

garden is made.  

 

I contribute to relational theories of place an empirically grounded discussion which 

brings them into dialogue with notions  of community, arguing that places are not 

wholly unpredictable as spatial processes can be deliberately directed and interact 

with feelings. Where Massey suggests places thrown together (2005) I propose a 

theory of place making as bringing movements together, guided by skill and feelings 

as we work to achieve goals and pull towards those we have affinity with. I 

demonstrate how a more dynamic sense of place can be conceived through attention 

to qualities  of motion as the appreciation of a placeôs particular constellation of 

movements and feeling comfortable moving with these rhythms. The case studies 

show that people find comfort in feeling they belong somewhere but this is a 

dynamic sense of belonging as moving with others.  Garden communities are not 

determined in place but form through making place, sharing experiences through 

which gardeners feel at home together. Finally, I question whether new relationships 

formed through gardening extend across time and space, suggesting that 

participation in garden l ife will not necessarily cultivate an ethic of care for others. 

 

  



iii  
 

CONTENTS  

 

 

 

I Introduction .................................................................................................................. 1 

II Placing community gardens .................................................................................... 15 

III Methodology ............................................................................................................ 56 

IV Three Community Gardens ................................................................................. 76 

V How community gardens are made ..................................................................... 89 

VI The feelings of community gardens .................................................................. 145 

VII Relating to others ................................................................................................ 204 

VIII Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 243 

Appendix 1: Research into the benefits of community gardens ...................... 255 

Appendix 2: Garden characteristics ....................................................................... 260 

Appendix 3: Research participants ......................................................................... 263 

References ................................................................................................................... 266 

  



iv 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES  

Figure 1: Garden Jobs  .............................................................................................. 103 

Figure 2: The Nature of Relationships  ................................................................. 214 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



v 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Between my finger and my thumb  

The squat pen rests.  

Iõll dig with it. 
 

  Digging, Seamus Heaney



I INTRODUCTION  

 

A  CONTEXT OF GROWTH  

 

ñThereôs something in the airò 1 was how the chief executive of one environmental 

organisation described a boundless interest in ógrow your ownô during 2009. Her 

sense that more people than ever were growing food was confirmed when seed 

companies reported fruit and vegetable varieties outselling flowers (HTA 2010)  and 

allotment waiting lists reached unparalleled lengths (NSALG 2011). In a nation of 

gardeners growing plants has long been popular, but gardens and gardening were 

changing (Milbourne 2009: 945). An era of purchasing quick fixe s for beautiful 

gardens segued into one of digging in and getting dirty (Mintel 2007, 2010). This 

seemed distinct from the 1970s celebration of óthe good lifeô during a similar 

economic downturn as more people sought to garden together- the rise of grow our  

own. The city of London endeavoured to create 2,012 new community growing 

spaces by 2012 (Capital Growth 2013). The Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) saw 

25% more community groups participating in their programmes between 2007 and 

2008 (Milbourne 2011: 9 47).  The nascent Transition Towns movement encouraged 

community food growing to launch the mission of reducing reliance on fossil fuels 

(Clavin 2011: 946, Transition Network 2012).   

 

The footsteps of this march óback to the landô were heard across the UK (Clavin 2011: 

946, Firth et al. 2011: 555, Milbourne 2011: 947, Pearson and Firth 2012: 147) and 

echoed across other developed countries (Donati et al. 2010: 207-8, Draper and 

Freedman 2010: 458-9, Guitart et al. 2012: 364, Hou et al. 2009: 16, Kingsley et al. 

2009: 209, Turner et al. 2011). A particularly dramatic rise in participation in Wales 

prompted the government to publish the UKôs first national strategy for community 

growing (WAG 2010). The Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens 

(FCFCG) a charity established in 1980 to support community groups working with 

plants and animals experienced unprecedented demand. Facing remarkable 

increases in membership in Wales from eight in 2008 to more than 300 in 2013, the 

FCFCG received government funding for a programme to support the nationôs 

                                                        
1 Quoted in press article http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2009/feb/19/national -
trust -allotments (accessed 24/05/13). 
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activity (FCFCG 2013).  It was an exciting time to be interested in community 

gardening.  

 

Something was in the air, but where had it come from? Some suggested that by 

gathering together to garden people were finding a sense of óreconnectionô otherwise 

lacking from their lives 2. One FCFCG Wales leaflet said: ñCommunity growing spaces 

are projects that reconnect people with nature, food and each other.ò Another from 

BTCV (now called the Conservation Volunteers) suggested:  

Connecting to nature leads to an increase in environmental awareness and 

environmentally friendly lifestyles and helps bring communities together.  

Academics echoed this sentiment suggesting an urge to reconnect with other people 

and with nature drives interest in community gardening (see chapter II). Allied to 

this was the hope that the grow your own movement would bring a move to more 

sustainable living if those who enjoy a very local environment realise the connection 

with caring about the environment  more broadly3.  

 

This activity held plenty of interest for someone concerned with human 

relationships to the world, and it was amongst such buzz that I began this research. 

As I explored relevant literature two things became apparent. Firstly community 

garden scholarship centres on North America and describes a movement quite 

different from the one I knew in the UK where there have been far fewer intense 

political struggles over sites (see Chapter II). Secondly, whilst social scientists in the 

UK recognised the value of investigating gardens their work largely coincided with 

earlier gardening trends. Signified by the idea of óoutdoor roomsô gardeners in the 

late 1990s to early 2000s preferred a garden to look at than to work in, taking a 

more consumerist approach (Bhatti and Church 2001: 371, Bhatti and Church 2004: 

43, Hitchings 2007a, Hitchings 2007b: 366 -7). Although food growing on allotments 

endured as an alternative to more aesthetically driven home gardening (Crouch 

1989, Crouch and Ward 1997, McKay 2011) these were different spaces again. The 

rise of community gardens alongside continued interest in allotments suggested 

people seeking diverse ways to garden.  

                                                        
2 For example see a local press article http://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/local -
news/pride -blooming -thanks-inner -city-1809119 (accessed 24/05/13). 
 
3 For example, a Defra programme supporting sustainable behaviour initiatives funded the 
National Trust to run food themed activities intended to encourage broader environmental 
action http://sd.defra.gov.uk/2010/08/eat -into -green-living/ (accessed 24/05/13).  BTCV 
included a food growing campaign in their work to encourage people to reduce their 
contribution to the causes of climate change http://www2.tcv.org.uk/CA10_Report.pdf. 
(accessed 24/05/13). 
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Before discussing how these trends and other factors informed this research it is 

important to clarify what a community garden is, so the next section focuses on 

definitions. I will then outline how the design of my research evolved, and detail the 

research questions I arrived at. This chapter closes with an overview of the research 

and outline of the thesis content.  

 

W HAT IS A COMMUNITY G ARDEN ? 

 

As others have noted defining a community garden is far from straightforward as the 

term is used so variably (Firth et al. 2011: 556,  Holland 2004: 292, Pudup 2008: 

1231, Rosol 2010: 552) and often discussed without definition (Guitart et al. 2012: 

366). The term is perhaps more familiar in the USA which is often seen as its home, 

whilst it is relatively new to the UK 4. In this section I consider some of the 

definitions offered for the term, identify key  characteristics, and outline how I define 

a community garden for this research.  

 

A useful place to start is Troy Gloverôs (2003) definition which has been adopted by 

others (Beilin and Hunter 2011, Glover et al. 2005, Milbourne 2009 and 2011, 

Ohmer et al. 2009, Parry et al. 2005). He defines community gardens as:  

organised initiative(s) whereby sections of land are used to produce food or 

flowers in an urban environment for the personal or collective benefit of 

their members who, by virtue of their parti cipation, share certain resources 

such as space, tools and water (2003: 264).   

Following their own review of the literature Guitart et al. echo this, describing 

community gardens as open spaces managed and operated by members of local 

community, where flo wers or food are cultivated (2012: 364). Hou et al. suggest a 

broader definition, the key requirement being ótillable landô available for groups to 

garden (2009: 11). Amongst the variety of scales and initiatives this can include they 

highlight the central  characteristic of ña shared place for people to gardenò (ibid). 

This flexible definition reflects those offered by organisations supporting or 

representing such groups. The American Community Garden Association (ACGA) 

                                                        
4 According to a search on the media archive www.lexisnexis.com (completed 24/05/13) the 
term made its first appearance in a UK newspaper in 1985. For the next decade there were 
occasional press mentions, with a steady increase until 1998 (170 articles). Press coverage 
increased rapidly through the early 2000s, reachin g a peak of 1,987 mentions in 2011. For 
comparison, numbers of stories regarding allotments followed a similar trajectory but have 
consistently been more numerous. 
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defines community gardens as ñAny piece of land gardened by a group of peopleò 

(ACGA N.D). This has been adopted by academics (Milburn and Adams Vail 2010) 

whilst their UK counterparts look to an equivalent body, the FCFCG (Holland 2004, 

Pearson and Firth 2012). According to the FCFCG a community garden can be any 

scale or type of location which grows plants, is managed by a community and 

provides educational and volunteering opportunities  (FCFCG N.D.a). 

 

It is apparent that shared space is fundamental to community gardens; they are not 

for in dividuals but a collective so are more public than private. Such a distinction is 

never straight forward (Hou et al. 2009: 183, Lawson 2004, Longhurst 2006, 

Milbourne 2009: 150, Schmelzkopf 1996: 379) and always raises the question of who 

constitutes the public (Staeheli et al. 2002) however it does signal the involvement 

of multiple gardeners away from home. Unlike public sp aces such as parks it is not 

just access which is common as community gardens entail collective  ownership and 

direct control ( Pearson and Firth 2012: 149, Croucher et al. 2007: 24)  by citizens 

volunteering long -term commitment (Rosol 2011: 243) . This ópublicô is unlikely to be 

solely the state or a government institution  although they may be involved (Lawson 

2005, Rosol 2011, Schmelzkopf 2002) as community  support is required (Ferris et 

al. 2001: 562). The community may be local residents united by location or shared 

interest, acting through  good will , or brought together more formally by an NGO or 

state institution (Pudup 2008:  1231). The public nature of community gardens also 

refers to property ownership with the distinction from private gardens being that 

sites are not owned by the gardeners (Ferris et al. 2001: 560, Schukoske 2000: 355). 

As public spaces community gardens entail cooperation as effort and results are 

shared (Glover et al. 2005: 79), and they are driven by altruistic motives ( Ferris et 

al. 2001: 562) rather than legal duty or profit.  

 

These broad characteristics encompass a wide range of initiatives which some have 

sought to shape into typologies. Ferris et al. (2001) devised eight categories of 

community garden in one American city according to purpose -leisure, training, 

entrepreneurship, therapy, crime diversion - and organisational basis ïschool or 

neighbourhood. Stocker and Barnett (1998) differentiated gardens where benefits 

are only for those directly involved from those benefitting the wider community, and 

gardens with individual plots from collective arrangements. More recently Mary -

Beth Pudup identified  a distinct breed she terms óorganised garden projectsô (2008). 

These are likely to be backed by a third sector body or public institution with defined 

objectives for gardening often allied with state goals for citizenship. That she sees a 
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need for new terminology may reflect a shift from self -organised volunteers 

gathering near their homes (Lawson 2005: 243) to the increased involvement of 

established organisations (Pearson and Firth 2012).  

 

If their communities are highly varied so too are the gardens. Some assume 

community gardens entail food growing (Evers and Hodgson 2011, Holland 2004: 

291, Okvat and Zautra 2011: 374, Pearson and Firth 2012, Saldivar-Tanaka and 

Krasny 2004, Turner et al. 2011), folding them into the term urban agriculture 

(Beilin and Hunter 2011, Colasanti et al. 2012, Lekvoe 2006, McClintock 2010). 

Urban agriculture refers to various food provisioning activities in cities including 

commercial production, but tends not to be recreational (Sage 2012: 282). Whilst 

community gardens are a longstanding example of urban agriculture (Mougeot 

2006: xiv) they are not necessarily urban and not wholly represented by the term. As 

Gloverôs definition indicates they may grow ornamentals, as is usually the case in 

Germany (Rosol 2010, 2011). The scale, appearance and aims of community gardens 

includ e: 

anything from a shared greenhouse to a small -scale farm tending livestock; 

from a guerrilla -gardened floral roundabout to an education centre for  

socially excluded young people (Pinkerton & Hopkins 2009: 79). 

 

Community garden spaces may be gardened as individual plots within a communal 

environment (Kingsley et al. 2009: 209) typically recognised in the UK as allotment 

gardens. Whilst allotments and community gardens have been treated as co-

terminous  with the former taken as the British incarnation of the latter (Bell et al. 

2008 , Milligan et al. 2004: 1783), this can gloss differences between them. Whilst 

allotments can be quite collective enterprises where materials and skills are shared 

(Crouch 1989: 262), allotment gardeners may have minimal contact with each other 

(Crouch and Ward 1999, Howe and Wheeler 1999: 22).  They are distinguished from 

community gardens by the latterôs greater public ownership, access and democratic 

control (Fir th et al. 2011: 556), being less individualised and regimented places to 

garden (Milbourne 2011: 947). However, such distinctions are becoming blurred as 

allotment societies are encouraged to take control of sites (LGA 2010: 8), and 

community gardens establish on allotments (FCFCG N.D.b).  Community gardens 

include those comprising plots for individuals, plots worked collectively, and 

combinations of the two (Hou et al. 2009).  

 

In many regards the imprecise meaning of ócommunity gardenô reflects their nature, 
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for they vary according to local need and context (Ferris et al. 2001: 560, Firth et al. 

2011: 556, Holland 2004: 303, Hou et al. 2009, Milburn and Adams Vail 2010: 85 -

6). Heterogeneity is expected because:  

Community is a protean concept and can take many forms and serve 

diverse interests. We should expect community gardens to reflect this 

pluralism and diversity (Ferris et al. 2001: 561).  

A deliberately flexible definition is not universally celebrated as it may make it 

difficult to assess success and mire us in the uncertain meanings of community 

(Pudup 2008). Rather than avoid reference to community as Pudup proposes, the 

wordôs imprecision can be embraced as an opportunity to consider its continued pull 

on our lives by asking ówhy community?ô (Panelli and Welch 2005). The breadth of 

places being called community gardens indicates the termôs appeal; those who 

employ the term determine what it represents, and questioning how it is applied 

might say something about community today.  

 

I propose a flexible definition of community gardens reflecting the characteristics 

outlined above whilst resonating with those used by practitioners:  

A community garden is a  place where people work together to grow plants 

and share rewards .  

This definition differs from t hat of Glover and others (Irvine et al. 1999: 45, 

Holland 2004: 291 ) in one key regard: I do not specify urban locations. Research 

into community gardens is dominated by city examples with some treating them 

as urban phenomena (Bartlett 2005, Hynes 1996, Lawson 2005), a trend 

perpetuated as they are framed as urban agriculture. But they occur in rural 

areas, and suggesting that such examples are best considered separately 

(Holland 2004) risks overlooking commonalities with their urban counterparts.   

 

Altho ugh this definition could include sites divided for individual cultivation my 

interest is in collective activities of sharing and working together. This emphasis 

could differentiate community gardens from traditional municipal allotments 

with their lower e xpectation of cooperative effort. Allotments have received close 

attention from UK researchers so I chose to focus on the newer form of collective 

gardening where shared effort is more prominent. The definition could also 

include school gardens which are increasingly popular (Growing in Schools 

Taskforce 2012, WRO 2012) but they would introduce distinct issues making the 

scope too wide. Similarly whilst some of the literature I discuss considers urban 

agriculture I focus on work specifically addressing community gardening. The 
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recent increase in places being called community gardens in the UK ï including 

some which might have previously been named allotments 5- may itself be 

revealing. To interrogate this, and in line with an ethnographic approach my 

research includes places identified as community gardens by those involved.  

ARRIVING AT MY RESEAR CH  

 

My interest in community gardens arose from my enjoyment of food and gardening, 

and professional experience with environmental organisations striving to encourag e 

more sustainable behaviour. I worked on activities founded on the notion that 

involvement in gardening stimulates a shift towards pro -environmental attitudes, 

promoting community food growing and contributing to the Welsh governmentôs 

action plan for the  sector (WAG 2010). This gave me insight into the state of 

community gardening and a fascination with how it had become flavour of the day. 

It also fuelled an enduring interest in how people come to care so deeply for the 

environment which informed earlier  research (Pitt 2004).  

 

Given this background a PhD project proposed by Cardiff University on the topic 

óFighting social exclusion through community gardening: a comparison between 

urban and rural projects in the UKô appealed immediately. One of several projects 

on the theme of food and sustainable city regions with a focus on urban-rural links, 

this was the starting point for my research design. As I explored academic literature 

and community gardens in the UK, I soon identified a lack of research into the 

upsurge of interest in community gardening. Whilst research of home gardens 

offered nuanced discussion of the meaning of nature and relationships with 

nonhumans the treatment of community gardens lacked such accounts. This work 

failed to convey what it is like being a community gardener, or give a sense of why 

people are so committed to these places. The refrain that community gardens 

reconnect people with nature and with each other sang out, chiming with my 

intrigue about environmental sensibilities. This notion of reconnection was strongly 

associated with assumptions about urban life, yet I saw how many rural people were 

seeking community gardens. Could community gardens reconnect people to nature, 

and given my schooling in dissolving human -nature dualisms, what might this 

mean?  

 

                                                        
5 One research participant  suggested that local authorities are adopting the name community  
garden in hope of avoiding the liabilities of legislation protecting allotments.  



 

 
8 

The other significant influence on my research design was a belief in the value of 

ethnographic approaches for exploring phenomena without closing down what is of 

interest, and allowing part icipantsô meanings to shine. Research into community 

gardening lacked such contributions with no detailed case study descriptions from 

the UK. I wondered whether reliance on verbal reports from select representatives 

was hiding some community garden experiences, a concern which resonated with 

moves in cultural geography to expand the worlds studied to include nonhumans 

and óinbetweenô aspects of life such as feelings and doings. More-than- 

representational (Lorimer, H. 2005) and more -than-human geography (Whatmore 

2006) both encouraged me to take a broader perspective on what community 

gardens comprise and what it is like to be a community gardener. Having decided 

that an ethnographic approach focused on a small number of cases could enhance 

knowledge of community gardens I looked to Sarah Pinkôs methodology for 

researching sensory experience (2009).  This approach might turn up the volume on 

silences in previous work on community gardening and seemed suited to 

understanding the multisensory experience of gardening (see Chapter III).  

 

To theoretically position the research I draw on concepts of place and place making 

for several reasons. Those involved in community gardening and its advocates use 

the idea of place to communicate their benefits, arguing that gardens allow 

opportunities for place making and reconnection to place. As shall become apparent 

in the next chapter, although previous writing considers community gardens as 

examples of strong relationships between people and place it offers relatively thin 

descriptions of the kind of places they are.  We are told that these are special places 

conferring benefits on those who visit but little about their spatial qualities or how 

these arise. As Cameron Duff has pointed out this is a common tendency in the 

treatment of places which are claimed to be good for us with descriptions tending to 

focus on characteristics of people and lacking theories of place (2011). This leaves us 

ill informed about how to identify or make such places and neglects material agency 

and affects. Pink makes a related point noting that writing on community gardens 

emphasises social relations over those with materials and nonhumans (2012: 90). 

She suggests that to understand everyday life requires attention to what people do 

and the wider context in which they act, using theories of place to situate human 

activity amongst a wider ecology which considers the difference that things make 

(2012). These two authors point to the value of thinking about place in order to 

understand community gardenersô experiences and the wide range of forces which 

influence them. My attempt to give due recognition to nonhuman processes is also 
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well served by this approach as theories of place have at their core the relationship 

between humans and others in the world.  

 

There are methodological reasons for using place as a theoretical lens for 

understanding community gardens. A limitation of previous work on community 

gardens is that many studies sought to demonstrate particular benefits so had pre-

defined parameters for what might be discovered. Looking for evidence of enhanced 

social capital or more sustainable food choices for example means that research 

might have been blind to other impacts of community gardening. In contrast 

thinking about them as processes of place making is open to emergent issues and 

allows for the flexibility of ethnography as an exploratory method. Following Pink 

(2009, 2012) theories of place also frame the process of research and its 

presentation. She describes ethnography as the effort to know other peopleôs 

experience by being involved in making places similar to theirs in order to feel 

ñsimilarly emplacedò (2009: 40). The ethnographer becomes part of the 

entanglement of things and events presented as an ethnographic place ñcombining, 

connecting and interweaving [of] theory, experience, reflection, discourse, memory 

and imaginationò to allow others to imagine being somewhere similar (2009: 42).  

 

Relational geography brings questions of relationships to the fore (Jones 2009), 

suggesting they are the driving force of place and community. This led me to identify 

how issues of relationships run through work on community gardens: who is 

relating, who is excluded, how are relationships formed through gardening, are these 

relationships what is  meant by community? By opening up the concept of 

community to consider whether it is restricted to relationships between humans I 

extended the initial topic of social exclusion to broader questions of social relations: 

which others are relating, and how? In community gardens all manner of entities 

relate ï people to people, people to nonhumans ï thus offering an opportunity for 

research which treats different kinds of relationships as equally important. By 

framing the research in terms of place I could consider this complex of relations en 

masse, whilst speaking to debates which consider community gardens as examples 

of place making and attachment. Gardening has been called one of the most intense 

forms of place making (Crozier 2003: 81) suggesting it is suited to exploring 

concepts of human relationships to place.  I approached community gardens with 

place as a lens, and more-than-representational thinking as a background hum 

(Lorimer, H. 2008: 556). This was not a process of testing theories for validity, but 

holding theoretical principles in mind to aid understanding, developing them 
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abductively by playing back and forth between literature and case studies.  

 

As ethnography the research evolved through an iterative process of reading, writing 

and doing, moving between theory and practice (Crang and Cook 2007). Research 

questions were drafted and revised according to experiences in the field; 

investigations at case study gardens responded to what I was reading and writing. 

During fieldwork and analysis it be came apparent that distinctions between the 

gardens are less a result of their location on the rural-urban continuum than their 

differing objectives and approaches. The rural-urban comparison faded as the 

research progressed and is less prominent in this thesis than the proposers of the 

initial topic might have intended.  

 

To capitalise on my understanding of community gardening in Wales I located my 

research there, drawing on my networks to introduce me to projects and issues. This 

seemed worthwhile given the extraordinary increase in participation in community 

gardening the country has experienced compared with other parts of the UK (FCFCG 

personal communication). Getting to know these projects two distinct types 

emerged. The first centre on individuals coming together around an interest in the 

alternative food movement, often linked to Transition Town groups focused on 

environmental sustainability.  The second are led by more formal organisations such 

as housing associations, community development and regeneration bodies, with 

many funded through government programmes to tackle deprivation. The former 

are often in small towns or rural communities neglected by studies of community 

gardening, whilst the latter dominate in towns, cities, and the many in -between 

communities of the south Wales valleys. This diversity and blurring of the rural -

urban divide makes the nation a fertile ground for investigating community 

gardening in various guises. 

 

As the Welsh governmentôs strategy for community growing identifies the sector 

speaks to a range of policy areas and might contribute to numerous strategic goals 

(WAG 2010). Community gardens have been presented as solutions to problems 

ranging from poor diets to social isolation as I discuss in the next chapter. My focus 

positions them in relation to questions of human wellbeing ï collective and 

individual - by considering ways in which people can be assisted to enjoy positive 

experiences and develop new relationships. Taking a more critical perspective on 

their impacts I i dentify limits to their potential which have been neglected in 

previous studies, and suggest issues to be addressed for the benefits of community 
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gardening to be maximised (chapter VIII). The case studies provide insight into 

whether and how people can be encouraged to care more for others including 

nonhumans. This speaks to debates about ecological citizenship and promotion of 

behaviour conducive to environmental sustainability.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

 

As indicated above the research questions evolved over time with the final versions 

addressing gaps in existing research on community gardens which will be 

highlighted in chapter II. They draw on issues which emerged from the case studies 

although it would be impossible to address all of these comprehensively in the space 

available.  

 

The overarching aim of this research is:  

To examine relat ionships between people and place experienced at 

community garden s.  

Community gardens have been considered as places where people seek to reconnect 

with each other and with nature, benefiting individual s and collectives. I consider 

whether and how this happens by developing a rich understanding of experiences of 

community gardening and what these places mean. The research explores reasons 

for  the recent upsurge in participati on in community garden ing in the UK, and 

contributes perspectives from beyond urban locations. It offer s an empirical basis 

for relational theories of  place and community, including relationships with 

nonhumans. This thesis presents how community gardens are made to evoke their 

character and the experience of being there, and considers the ethical implications of 

this. The research aim is addressed through four research questions.  

 

1. Why do people make community gardens? 

The proliferation of community garden s in rural locations challenges the assumption 

that these are sought as places to heal a rift between modern urban life and rural 

nature. To understand what motivates involvement I start from gardenersô 

perspectives on the aims and ideals they strive for. What motivates individuals and 

organisations, does this vary between locations, and how does this affect the kind of 

place which results? 

 

2. How are community gardens made?  

To understand how these places are made requires attention to the movements and 

actions of various human and nonhuman presences which shape forms and plans. 
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Conversely, actions which undo place making lead to questions about control over 

these processes: who decides what kind of place will be made, can everyone deliver 

their preferences?  

 

3. How do people feel about community gardens?  

What kind of places are community gardeners making? Understanding this means 

evoking their sense of place:  how it feels to be in  a garden, and how people feel 

about  the garden. I examine what it is like to be there and how gardeners are 

affected by this as individuals and collectively, positively and negatively.  

 

4. What kinds of communities result from community gardening?  

Community gardens offer a specific context in which to consider what community 

means and whether new collectives form through making a place together. Who and 

what is included or excluded, on what basis? To evaluate whether new connections 

are made requires attention to the kinds of relationships whi ch develop, and how 

gardeners feel about others. Considering whether these relationships extend beyond 

the garden or embrace nonhumans questions whether community gardening 

cultivates care for others.  

 

W HERE HAVE I ARRIVED ? 

 

I take it that it is a task for cultural geography to engage with the everyday 

practices of animal, plant and geophysical natures, with all their 

geographical complexity, in order to recover what those resources are and 

how they might be instructive of other possibilities. Without, o f course, 

seeking to have the final word (Hinchcliffe 2003: 222).  

 

This research is an ethnography of three community gardens in Wales; it centres on 

the experiences of community gardeners and what they find important about these 

places, portraying their f eelings and doings. I endeavour to convey something about 

the role of nonhumans in these places and the relationships people develop with 

them through community gardening. I draw on my experiences of working alongside 

gardeners to understand aspects which are more difficult to put into words, also 

using visual materials to evoke these. Bringing these together with theoretical ideas 

produces an óethnographic placeô (Pink 2009) evoking experiences of community 

gardens to show these places to others. Having examined the relationships central to 

community gardens I consider the extent of their benefits, questioning their ability 
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to spill across time and space to places and communities elsewhere. This approach 

brings a fresh perspective to the study of community gardens which draws out their 

complexity and vitality, without expecting them to always be beneficial.  

 

Through the course of this research my assumptions were challenged as each garden 

surprised me. I revisited the question of whether community gardening  can 

encourage more people to care about the world and am more sceptical about this 

than I was at the outset. Although I have endeavoured to treat human and 

nonhuman gardeners with parity it is too easy for peopleôs voices to shout loudest, 

and to relate the experiences of those more like me. However, I hope that I offer 

something to the growing body of more-than-human geography, helping to redress 

its neglect of plants (Head and Atchison 2009). I offer the social science of gardens 

(Hondagneu-Sotelo 2010) a picture of gardening away from home, with other 

people. This is a different perspective for community garden research, reaching 

beyond its focus on deprived urban communities in the USA, and paying greater 

attention to action, processes and feelings. My research disrupts the notion that 

community gardens reconnect people with nature, showing gardeners to have 

diverse motivations and multiple relationships to nature. It reveals constraints to the 

connections gardens make between people and limits to the new communities which 

develop.  

 

Treating community gardening as place making shows how spatial processes are 

sometimes deliberately directed and interact with feelings. This empirically rooted 

exploration contributes to relational theories of place, place m aking and sense of 

place, and brings them into dialogue with notions of community. I propose new 

conceptualisations of how places are made and sense of place centred on qualities of 

motion and rhythm. The case studies will show that people find comfort in feeling 

they belong to a particular place but this is a dynamic sense of belonging which 

requires a refreshed understanding of rootedness. From a focus on three quite small 

places I speak to questions of ethical responsibility for others which reverberate 

through relationships across every scale. That said, there are unlikely to be definite 

answers (Thrift 2008: 29) and I do not seek to have the final word ï there is always 

more.  

 

Thesis outline 

 

The thesis has a further six chapters. In Chapter II, I review relevant literature to 
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analyse what has and has not been said about community gardens and how this 

relates to geographic debates. I outline the theoretical perspective to be followed, 

drawing on the work of Doreen Massey and Tim Ingold to understand places and 

place making, and how these relate to community. Chapter III focuses on 

methodology, detailing the approach for the empirical research, how this was 

decided and reflections on the process. This is where I explain how the three case 

studies were selected, before introducing them in Chapter IV which also includes 

profiles of research participants.  

 

Chapters V, VI and VII answer the research questions through detailed description 

and analysis of what I encountered at the three community gardens, reflecting back 

to relevant literature. I consider what motivates participation in community 

gardening in Chapter V to begin answering the first research question. This chapter 

also responds to the second research question by detailing processes of making 

community gardens. Chapter VI focuses on the affective dimensions of community 

gardening to show how people feel about them (research question three), discussion 

which embellishes understanding of gardenersô motivations (research question one). 

Chapter VII addr esses the final research question by focusing on the nature of 

garden communities, considering the quality and extent of relationships formed 

through gardening. The conclusion draws out themes emerging from the empirical 

content and suggests some broader implications for understanding relationships 

between people and place. It suggests practical lessons for policy makers and 

practitioners interested in community gardening, and identifies issues for further 

consideration.  

 

The written text is accompanied by visual materials gathered during fieldwork. 

Where these are associated with particular sections of text they are captioned and 

referenced accordingly or accompanied by quotations. As explained in Chapter III, 

other images are intended to stand independent of text so are offered without 

captions, sometimes grouped in montages.  
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II PLACING COMMUNITY  GARDENS  

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

There is now a considerable academic literature on community gardens with 

contributions from specialists in health, community development, identity politics, 

education, planning and more. There is substantial writing on related topics such as 

urban agriculture and school gardens but my discussion is limited to studies of 

community gardens as defined above. By far the majority of this work centres on the 

USA with the recent proliferation of community gardens elsewhere reflected in studies 

from Australia and Europe. Most students of community gardens are not geographers, 

resulting in a body of work which neglects the spatial complexity of these places and 

fails to consider how place making proceeds. I will argue that making appropriate links 

to geographical thinking on place and community can greatly enrich our understanding 

of community gardens, whilst they present an opportunity to develop theories for 

relational geography through empirical application.   

 

A majority of work on community gardens has sought to demonstrate how individuals 

and communities can benefit from these places, arguing that they are special sites 

worthy of support. This fails to critically analyse their impacts whilst offering weak 

explanations of how and why they are special. Across the 40 year history of community 

garden studies there are common issues and perspectives; I shall present an overview 

of these identifying four key themes allied to geographic debates to highlight limits to 

how community gardens have been understood. The question driving this research is 

the nature of relationships between people and environment in the context of  

community gardens which I frame with theories of place for the reasons detailed above. 

Drawing on relational concepts of place sets community gardens within the context of 

processes stretching across scales, encompassing actors of all kinds. This approach 

challenges some assumptions about the benefits of community gardens which draw on 

the idea that they offer a fuller relationship to place than people otherwise experience 

in contemporary life.  

 

Community gardens have been promoted as special places where good things happen 

but too little has been said about the kind of places they are or how they become so. 

Social processes have been interrogated more than peopleôs interactions with the 
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material and nonhuman world. Where their spatial nature is considered  community 

gardens are presented as local places for nature in the city counter-posed to 

mainstream spaces subject to urban decline. I propose an alternative conceptualisation 

of place as gathered movements including nonhumans, developing this to understand 

the collective feeling of being in place. This reinvigorates how geographers can envisage 

the relationship between place, community and ethics whilst allowing space for 

difference and dynamism. The next section reviews the literature on community 

gardens and draws out the limits to how they have been understood as places. I then 

summarise questions this leaves unanswered before introducing the theories of place to 

be employed here.  

 

READING COMMUNITY GAR DENS 

 

The differences in the way these gardens serve as urban green spaces and 

arenas for community -building tends to be subsumed within a generalised 

advocacy for community gardening (Kurtz 2001: 659).  

 

Writing about community gardens has drawn links to various policy issues and debates 

demonstrating the potential for them to flex their objectives and framing to suit 

contemporary issues (Lawson 2005, see Desilvey 2003 for a comparable discussion of 

allotments). Until recently t he literature was overwhelmingly dominated by research 

into gardens run by and for a neighbourhood with  the range studied geographically 

narrow and dominated by those in the urban USA (Guitart et al. 2012: 365, Milbourne 

2011). Studies evidence the benefits of involvement  reporting numerous positive 

outcomes for individuals and communities (Draper and Freedman 2010,  Evers and 

Hodgson 2011: 585, Firth et al. 2011: 555, Hodagneu-Sotelo 2010: 499, Pearson and 

Firth 2012: 147) with a small minority mentioning negative outcomes  (Guitart et al. 

2012: 368). The literature suggests numerous contributions community gardens might  

make to society (see Appendix 1). Having reviewed literature from the USA Draper and 

Freedman conclude ñcommunity gardens have the potential to simultaneously alleviate 

multiple societal illsò (2010: 488).   

 

It is suggested that community gardeners are likely to be healthier (Armstrong 2000, 

Clavin 2011, Hale et al. 2011, Teig et al. 2009, Twiss et al. 2003, Wakefield et al. 2007), 

eat more nutritional diets  (Alaimo et al. 2008, Lautenschlager and Smith 2006, Litt et 

al. 2011, Wakefield et al. 2007, Wills et al. 2010), feel better about their neighbourhood 

(Alaimo et al. 2010, Comstock et al. 2010, Tan and Neo 2009) know more of their 



17 

 

neighbours (Glover 2004,  Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004) or have more social 

interaction (Alaimo et al. 2010, Firth et al. 2011, Milligan et al. 2004, Teig et al. 2009). 

They are claimed more likely to be active in the community (Ohmer et al. 2009) and in 

political activity (Glo ver et al. 2005, Henderson and Hartsfield 2009), particularly in 

relation to the food system (Baker 2004, Corrigan 2011, Evers and Hodgson 2011, 

Lekvoe 2006). It is argued that the area around a community garden benefits from 

stability and positive attitud es (Tranel and Handlin 2006). As well as direct 

environmental benefits (Barthel et al. 2010, Holland 2004, Howe and Wheeler 1999, 

Irvine et al. 1999, Stocker and Barnett 1998) authors suggest indirect impacts as those 

involved are encouraged to demonstrate attitudes and behaviour more conducive to 

sustainability (Barthel et al. 2010, Macias 2008). A comprehensive survey in Wales 

found garden projects reporting wide ranging achievements including enhanced 

environmental awareness and social inclusion (WRO 2012: 33). If this long list of 

positive impacts for individuals and communities is not impressive enough it is argued 

that the efficiency of delivering multiple benefits through one garden represents 

impeccable value for money (Draper and Freedman 2010, Pearson and Firth 2012: 151, 

Quale N.D.: 79). The implication is that replication will spread the benefits to more 

individuals and neighbourhoods (Colosanti et al. 2012: 350) - more community 

gardens, more good.  

 

Over time there have been shifts in the how these positive impacts are framed and the 

basis on which community gardens are promoted. The earliest work on American cities 

considered their emergence at a time of urban deterioration (Lawson 2005: 163) when 

residents motivated by the will to improve decli ning neighbourhoods made vacant plots 

into gardens (Kurtz 2001: 658). Researchers sought to demonstrate gardensô role in 

community development, presenting them as solutions to the negative effects of 

urbanisation and subsequent urban decay (Irvine et al. 1999). During this period 

gardens lacked recognition as a legitimate urban land-use and were vulnerable to 

eviction or resistance from authorities (Lawson 2004). In response advocates sought to 

demonstrate the value of retaining urban community gardens (ACGA 1992), taking up 

Patricia Hynesô challenge: ñLet us study them, with the eye and the heart as well as the 

calculator, primarily to protect and promote themò (1996: 160). Given the number of 

high profile efforts to protect community gardens from developme nt (see for example 

Schmelzkopf 1995 and 2002) academic advocacy for their preservation is perhaps 

understandable (Donati et al. 2010: 207-8).  

 

A potential saviour arrived with government efforts to deliver local sustainability 

through LA21 initiatives as  community gardens might deliver social, environmental and 
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economic benefits (Holland 2004, Howe and Wheeler 1999, Stocker and Barnett 1998). 

These policy programmes gave fresh impetus to community gardening (Ferris et al. 

2001: 562, Irvine et al. 1999: 41, Martin and Marsden 1999, Stocker and Barnett 1998) 

with authorities encouraged to support them as ña model of sustainability in actionò 

(Holland 2004: 304) 6.  More recently the emphasis has shifted to their role in 

alternative food movements (Baker 2004,  Colasanti et al., 2012, McClintock 2010, 

Pearson and Firth 2012, Turner et al. 2011, Von Hassell 2005: 100). Cities are 

recognised as crucial to a more sustainable food supply system (Pothukuchi and 

Kaufman 1999, Sonnino 2009) bringing attention to the potential for increased urban 

food production. Community gardens have been presented as a way to enhance food 

security for the economically disadvantaged (Corrigan 2011, Evers and Hodgson 2011, 

Metcalf et al. 2012, Wills et al. 2009) and encourage engagement with food issues 

(Baker 2004, Lekvoe 2006). One author suggests that the term urban agriculture is 

replacing ócommunity gardenô as concern with food surpasses leisure provision 

(McClintock 2010: 192).  Urban agriculture includes various systems of production 

(Mougeot 2005) including more commercial ventures so is not coterminous with 

community gardening, especially as this happens beyond urban locations.  

 

Across these phases community gardens are presented as a minority interest striving 

for endorsement and perhaps power. Gardeners are seen to be ñasserting their identity 

to reclaim space and engage in projects of citizenshipò (Baker 2004), resisting 

mainstream food politics and wider inequalities through place bas ed movements. 

Efforts to defend urban gardens from land -use change in US cities in the 1990s to 

2000s have been interpreted as defending public space from privatization (Francis and 

Hester 1995, Schmelzkopf 2002, Staeheli et al. 2002) and reclaiming common s from 

hegemonic powers (Eizenberg 2011). The benefits long championed by researchers 

become use values disregarded by mainstream politics (Schmelzkopf 2002); gardeners 

become politically charged publics staking claims to the city by ñcarving out contested 

spaces in the large structures of economic and political powerò (Schmelzkopf 1995: 

380). Groups form and mobilise around their marginal position as economically 

disadvantaged (Severson 1995) or ethnic minorities (Irazábal and Punja 2009) and use 

their gardens to practice their identity (Lynch and Brusi 2005). But the intense political 

arguments over community gardens seen in USA cities have not been replicated in the 

UK raising questions about international comparability.  

 

                                                        
6 Domene and Sauri 2007 give an interesting account of some challenges around this and the 
interpretation of urban sustainability in Barcelona, Spain.  
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Whether because of their sustainability, their political radicalism or their potential to 

develop communities it is clear that community gardens are claimed to be special 

places where lives are made better and all manner of ills are cured. Although 

championed with different terminology as  policy agendas shift there are commonalities 

in how community gardens have been presented as places. This work pays relatively 

little attention to the spatial qualities of community gardens as it focuses on their social 

features more than material forms and how they are made. Across the literature the 

grounds on which community gardens are claimed to be special has four related themes 

which demonstrate limits to their treatment as places. I critique these in turn before 

highlighting some unanswered questions. 

 

1. The narrative of urban decline 

 

At its core, the community garden movement in the late twentieth century is 

about rebuilding neighbourhood community and restoring ecology to the 

inner city (Hynes 1996: x).  

 

A common claim is that community gardens are made at times of crisis to solve citiesô 

social and economic troubles (Lawson 2005, Pudup 2008, Schmelzkopf 1995 and 

2002, Turner et al. 2011). Their late-20 th century proliferation in the USA is associated 

with urban decline when inner -cities experienced depopulation and reduced public 

investment resulting in crime, poverty and disorder (Hynes 1996, Kurtz 2001: 656, 

Smith and Kurtz 2004: 193, Martinez 2009: 327, Staeheli et al. 2002: 198), with more 

recent urban decay prompting similar initiatives (Colas anti et al. 2012). This 

phenomenon is described in emotive terms which portray community gardens as 

unique spaces striving against contemporary problems. Troubled city life is described 

as blight (Kurtz 2001: 656, Smith and Kurtz 2004: 193) decay and decline (Colasanti et 

al. 2012: 351), even death (Hynes 1996: vii) with the effected neighbourhoods seen to 

be damaged (Ferris et al. 2001: 567). Community gardens are ñstemming declineò 

(Staeheli et al. 2002: 198) and stimulating revitalization (Hynes 1996: vi i, Irazábal and 

Punja 2009: 9, Smith and Kurtz 2004: 193, Lawson 2005: 219, Staeheli et al. 2002: 

198, Tranel and Handlin 2006: 151) or an urban renaissance (Hynes 1996: viii).  So 

gardeners attempt to ñrescue the neighbourhood from deteriorationò (Martinez 2009: 

327) and become ñsanctuaries away from the dangers, stresses, and temptations of the 

streetò (Schmelzkopf 1995: 379) providing ñsafe havens in the cityò (Kurtz 2001: 658).  

 

As well as physically enhancing blighted cityscapes community gardens are said to 

enhance social life by countering negative impacts of urbanisation (Irvine et al. 1999: 
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38). Cities are associated with isolation (Beilin and Hunter 2011: 524) and 

individualism (Hynes 1996: 114, Sennett 1994: 23) being where social relations of 

community break down (Day 2006: 95, Marsden and Hines 2008: 22) and different 

groups fail to integrate (Colding and Barthel 2013: 157). Such dystopic visions of city 

life are pervasive (Amin and Thrift 2002: 32, Thrift 2008: 198, Wolch 2007) with a 

history at least as long as urbanisation (Williams 1973) and Marxôs critique of capitalist 

alienation (Bell and Newby 1971: 25, Day 2006: 4, McClintock 2010). This narrative of 

decline centres on the belief that urbanisation dissolves close-knit community with 

local interaction replaced by relations at a distance (Amin and Thrift 2002: 37, Day 

2006: 10). It is rooted in concern regarding what TŖnnies termed the shift from village 

style gemeinschaft  community modelled on kin relations to more formalised, remote 

social networks of gesellschaft ([1887] 2001). Strong harmonious community is 

associated with rural life, urban meaning the very opposite (Day 2006: 8 and 41, 

Williams 1973). Recently the yearning to restore broken community links has taken the 

form of communit arianism (Etzioni 1993, 2004) and championing of social capital 

(Putnam 2000), ideas which have influen ced UK and USA policy (Amin 2005, Bond 

2011: 780, Charles and Davies 2005: 674, Defilippis et al. 2006, Mayo 2006, Middleton 

et al. 2005: 1711, Smith 1999).   The expectation is that greater interaction between 

neighbours is required to foster moral responsibility as community members care for 

each other and help themselves advance (Middleton et al. 2005: 1712, Smith 1999: 22) 

with proximity a prerequisite  for ethical relationships (Massey 2004, Smith 1999: 32). 

But there are problems with this expectation as I will show.  

 

Proponents of community gardens suggest cities as seas of social isolation and broken 

community amongst which gardens rebuild links and  foster inclusion (Beilin and 

Hunter 211: 524, Colding and Barthel 2013: 157, Hynes 1996, Irvine et al. 1999: 38). 

Declining social interaction is associated with the loss or privatisation of urban public 

space reducing contact between strangers (Putnam 2000: 408, Sennett 2010) whilst 

community gardens offer new urban commons which forge social relations (Beilin and 

Hunter 2011: 524, Eizenberg 2011, Francis and Hester 1995: 5-6, Hou et al. 2009: 189). 

Community gardens are presented as places able to (re)build social relations by 

providing a space where strangers can gather and become familiar (Colding and Barthel 

2013, Hou et al. 2009: 25, Shinew et al. 2004, Staeheli et al. 2002: 204) producing new 

forms of sociality (Milbourne 2009: 15). So authors emphasise the community aspect of 

the phenomena, even suggesting that this is more fundamental than the garden 

element (Glover 2004: 143).   
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The notion of social capital has been used to argue the value of urban community 

gardens which are found to increase its stocks (Alaimo et al. 2010, Firth et al. 2011, 

Glover 2004, Kingsley and Townsend 2006, Macias 2008). Community gardening is 

said to increase social interaction and cooperation forming support networks which 

benefit wellbeing. It is suggested that place plays a part in allowing these relations to 

develop (Firth et al. 2011: 565, Glover 2004: 150, Kingsley and Townsend 2006: 534) 

but no explanation is offered for how this occurs or whether spatial form is influential. 

The notion of social capital is more descriptive than explanatory and its utility is 

contested; it might help to identify the presence or emergence of social networks but 

the quality of these relations is also significant and not so easily counted (Middleton et 

al. 2005). There are questions about the durability and extent of relationships forged 

through community gardening (Kingsley and Townsend 2006) and we should not 

assume that increased connections equate expanded moral responsibility towards 

others. Strengthened ties within a group bring the risk of exclusivity (Kingsley and 

Townsend 2006, Middleton et al. 2005: 1715) and the benefits of increased social 

capital may only extend to those already in a more privileged position (Glover 2004). 

As I shall outline below gardensô social impact is not straightforward as community can 

mask difference (Panelli and Welch 2005: 1591, Staeheli 2008), so assessing benefits at 

the collective level conceals variations between individuals. If some gardeners do 

develop new social relations discussion to date does not account for the difference place 

makes.  

 

The appeal to lost community has been criticised for romantic nostalgia (Amin and 

Thrift 2002, Brunt 2001: 82, Day 2006: 6, Defilippis et al. 2006: 676, Smith 1999: 25-

6) which conjures a ñphantasmò of ideal community life (Nancy 1991: 12). It is seen to 

result in totalising impulses as desiring unity extinguishes differences and masks power 

relations (Young 2010 [1986]). Arguing that community has been lost assumes a single 

version of it centred on direct personal interactions incapable of changing form wh en 

social conditions alter the basis for relationships (Day 2006: 20). But  humans still  

harken back to idealised notions of harmonious communing  (Amit 2000: 17, Bond 

2011, Charles and Davies 2005: 681, Day 2006: 28, Rapport 1996: 116, Revill 1993: 129) 

wit h the need to rebuild local community commonly invoked by proponents of 

sustainability (Crane et al. 2013: 73, Marsden and Hines 2008). Community gardens 

demonstrate this aspiration to bring people together and form relations of depth and 

moral responsibil ity, for example Irvine et al. claim they ñcreate a sense of stewardship 

among neighbours, through a sense of belonging and ownershipò (1999: 42). In 

contrast to urban landscapes of distrust and fear they are perceived to represent 

relationships of care, mutual trust and responsibility which lead people to feel they 
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belong together (Eizenberg 2011: 15, Glover et al. 2005, Tan and Neo 2009, Teig et al. 

2009).  

 

The narrative of urban decline which community garden advocates have capitalised on 

is a rocky conceptual foundation for their promotion. The miserabilist notion of urban 

life to which community gardens are presented as counter-place may not represent 

most peopleôs daily experience of city life which includes many hopeful elements (Thrift 

2008: 198-9, Wolch 2007). The association between urbanisation and the decline of 

community is troublesome as rural life has been shown to be equally fractious 

(Milbourne 1997) whilst examples of strong urban communities persist (Amit 2000: 4, 

Charles and Davies 2005, Day 2006: 63). There can be no assumed correlation between 

location on the rural -urban continuum and the strength of community (Bell and Newby 

1971: 51, Brint 2001: 5, Pahl 1966) particularly as the separation between town and 

country seems more permeable than ever (Woods 2009). Urban life does not 

necessarily require initiatives to encourage gemeinschaft relationships whilst rural 

dwellers are just as likely to be weakly tied together. Assuming that disadvantaged 

urban neighbourhoods need to develop social capital risks rehearsing highly normative 

notions of community and neglecting structural causes of disadvantage (Amin 2005, 

Defilippis 2006, Mayo 2006). Whilst the notion of community was once strongly 

related to place the links between the two have been loosened so location does not 

necessarily determine the existence of strong community and is not the only focus 

around which it can form (Brint 2001, Brunt 2001, Silk 1999: 29 ). The relationship 

between community and place is not as straightforward as literature on community 

gardens suggests, however the two are not wholly divorced (Amit 2000: 15, Brunt 2001: 

83, Charles and Davies 2005: 683, Harvey 1996: 310, Panelli and Welch 2005: 1593) 

hence the need to interrogate more closely how a particular place shapes communities. 

Urban decline should not be assumed to motivate community gardening, but if 

gardeners say they seek antidotes to the loss of community the challenge is to 

understand what they mean. The lost community they long for may be phantasm but 

expressing desires in these terms reveals the ideals gardeners hold and how they 

imagine better places. Dreams of past idyllic communities are not idle nostalgia but 

how people construct what they would like communal life to be like today and in future 

(Charles and Davies 2005: 681).   

 

Community gardensô association with urban decline has limited our understanding. 

The emphasis on initiatives in low income urban areas (Guitart et al. 2012: 368) leaves 
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experiences in other locations ï suburban, rural, affluent  - unexamined7. Community 

gardeners motivated by goals other than community development have not been 

studied, for example their association with the Transition Towns movement (Clavin 

2011: 946, Pinkerton and Hopkins 2009). It is too often assumed that community 

gardens are everywhere the same (Kurtz 2001: 659) although more recent scholarship 

highlights their diversity (Clavin 2011: 945, Firth et al. 2011, Pearson and Firth 2012). 

What drives people to become and stay involved has received little attention (Turner 

2011: 509) and surprisingly few studies spoke with gardeners about their experiences 

(Wakefield et al. 2007: 93).  Where broader ranging motivations are suggested this is 

based on organisersô assumptions about participants rather than asking them directly 

(e.g. WRO 2012: 27).  Attention to different kinds of gardens and how they are shaped 

by their context is necessary to offer a rounded perspective.  In particular their recent 

proliferation in rural parts of the UK (FCFCG personal communication, Pe arson and 

Firth 2012, WRO 2012) challenges the premise that community gardens are a response 

to urban crises. Starting from a narrative of decline tends to place community gardens 

as a counter to urban ills so the emphasis is on benefits to the neglect of challenges. 

Correlations between community gardens and positive outcomes have been identified 

with little explanation of causality or processes so we do not know how benefits are 

achieved. The argument that community gardens are ñpotential sites for community 

buildingò (Glover 2004: 144) treats place as a stage for social action without 

considering how it is shaped. Spatial influences require greater consideration as it is 

likely that the location and layout of a garden will limit participation and the dept h of 

relationships (Kurtz 2001, Wills et al. 2009).   

 

2. The power of nature 

 

Community gardens [é] bring the soothing yet enlivening power of nature to 

the neighbourhoods where people live (Hynes 1996: xvi).  

 

Closely related to the narrative of urban decline is the notion that gardens reduce a 

literal and metaphoric distance urbanisation puts between city dwellers and nature 

which relies on a similarly flawed dualistic presentation of city life. This stems from the 

deeply rooted belief (Wolch 2007) that people are óout of jointô with nature (Hinchcliffe 

2003: 207). Urbanisation is taken to mean separation from nature and its 

disappearance from daily life (Bartlett 2005: 3 -6, Brook 2010, Holland 2004: 289, 

                                                        
7 In reviewing literature on community gardening Guitart et al. 2012 excluded rural cases, whilst 
Hollandôs 2004 survey of those in the UK also discounted rural cases on the grounds they would 
be better studied separately.  
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Irvine et al. 1999, McClintock 2010, Pretty and Bartl ett 2005: 300, Tan and Neo 2009: 

530).  Community gardens are championed for countering this (Colding and Barthel 

2013, Hynes 1996: x, Kurtz 2001: 658, Lawson 2005, Tan and Neo 2009: 530, 

Schmelzkopf 1995: 373) healing severed connections between people and nature (Irvine 

et al. 1999: 38, McClintock 2010, Turner 2011: 511). Their potential as a bridge to 

nature is cited across the history of urban community gardens and appeals to a 

supposedly better rural past (Lawson 2005: 289-91). It is assumed that the desire for 

such a connection drives interest in community gardening (Bartlett 2005: 6, Firth et al. 

2011: 555, Guitart et al. 2012: 357, Hou et al. 2009: 24, Kurtz 2001: 658, Lynch and 

Brusi 2005, McClintock 2010: 191, Martinez 2009: 327, Schmelzkopf 1995, Stuart 

2005: 62, Turner  et al. 2011: 490, Von Hassell 2005: 91) particularly for those with 

rural heritage (Baker 2004, Lynch and Brusi 2005, Metcalf et al. 2012: 879, 

Schmelzkopf 1995, Tan and Neo 2009: 534, Wills et al. 2009).  

 

The recent rise in interest in urban gardening is credited to peoplesô will to heal their 

rift from nature (Firth et al. 2011: 555, McClintock 2010: 202, Turner 2011: 511).  The 

role of community gardens is therefore to introduce nature to the urban environment 

(Beilin and Hunter 2011: 524, Hynes 1996: 156, Kurtz 2001: 658, Martinez 2009: 327, 

Schmelzkopf 1995: 373) to ñrestore the severed connections between the urban and 

natural environmentò (Irvine et al. 1999: 34). This should allow residents to directly 

experience nature (Barthel et al. 2010, Colding and Barthel 2013, Hou et al. 2009: 24, 

Howe and Wheeler 1999: 13, Irvine et al. 1999: 38, Kingsley et al. 2009, Lynch and 

Brusi 2005, Martinez 2009, Tan and Neo 2009: 530, Von Hassell 2005: 91), to gain ña 

sense of natureò (Schmelzkopf 1995: 364) and learn about it (Macias 2008: 1098, 

Schmelzkopf 1995: 379). Although bringing ecological benefits (Barthel et al. 2010, 

Okvat and Zautra 2011: 38-1) greater emphasis is given to gardeningôs ability to 

(re)connect people with nature.  

 

For community garden advocates their importance as places for nature in the city is 

argued on two fronts: its importance for human health and for the health of the planet. 

Contact with nature enabled by community gardens is perceived as good for human 

wellbeing (Bartlett 2005, Bro ok 2010, Hale et al. 2011, Kaplan and Kaplan 2005, 

Kingsley et al. 2009, Okvat and Zautra 2011, Quayle N.D.: 32, Wakefield et al. 2007: 

97). Although it is not always clear on what grounds this is claimed some argue that 

humans have an innate need to connect with nature (Krasny and Tidball 2012: 269, 

Wills et al. 2009: 38) popularly known as biophilia (Kellert and Wilson 1993). 

Advocates draw on the long-standing idea that nature has power to do good and 

transform people (Parr 2007, Pudup 2008: 1230). At ti mes when all else seems 
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uncertain nature provides stability and comfort (Lawson 2005: 290 -1, Ulrich 1999) so 

gardens offer ontological security. The most developed attempt to explain how 

engaging with nature relieves stress and improves health is Attention Restoration 

Theory which argues there is something inherently calming about natural 

environments so they place less pressure on our exhausted cognitive capacities; 

gardens are naturally fascinating so induce relaxation (Kaplan and Kaplan 1995 and 

2005).  

 

The second reason for emphasising community gardensô capacity to connect city 

dwellers with nature is that this is thought to encourage pro -environmental behaviour  

(Bartlett 2005, Brook 2010: 309, Colding and Barthel 2013: 160, Milburn and Adams 

Vail 2010: 72, Okvat and Zautra 2011, Quayle N.D.: 62-69, Turner 2011: 513). The 

argument is that cities lack opportunities to experience nature so people do not 

understand it or the importance of caring for it, a tendency countered by opportunities 

for ñmeaningful interaction with natureò in gardens (Colding and Barthel 2013: 163, see 

also Barthel et al. 2010: 263). Engagement with nature is expected to result in the 

realisation that humans depend on it so inclining people to value it (Brooks 2010: 308, 

Hynes 1996, Macias 2008: 1090) making community gardens the basis for an urban 

environmental ethic (Hynes 1996). In particular, connecting with natural processes of 

food production is predicted to lead people to make more sustainable food choices 

(Lekvoe 2006, Turner  2011: 511). Community gardens are counted as cases of ónearby 

natureô in cities with sustainability potential as feeling connected to nature is correlated 

with pro -environmental attitudes (Bartlett 2005, Brook 2010, Dutcher et al. 2007, 

Matsuoka and Kaplan 2008, Mayer and Frantz 2004).  The processes by which this 

happens are not elaborated but it is assumed that active relationship with nonhumans 

lead gardeners to learn about and value ónatureô. It is not uncommon to expect contact 

with nature to have thi s effect (Harvey 1996: 429) with environmentalists reporting 

formative experiences of enjoying nature (Milton 2002). As proximity to people has 

been assumed to be the foundation of ethical relationships in community, getting closer 

to nonhumans is thought to result in care for them. In both cases a causal relationship 

between place and care is assumed.  

 

The first problem with claiming community gardeners to harness the power of nature 

in the city is the lack of empirical grounding. The wish to reconnect wi th nature is cited 

as motivating todayôs community gardeners without reference to evidence (Firth et al. 

2011: 555, McClintock 2010: 202, Turner 2011: 511). But this is not necessarily a 

universal desire as some urban residents resist attempts to make cities more natural 

(Colasanti et al. 2012, Domene and Sauri 2007). The benefits of engaging with nature 
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reported by garden organisers (Quayle N.D.) might be exaggerated or fail to convey 

what gardeners feel. Where gardeners do report enhanced wellbeing this may be due to 

influences other than nature such as the joy of socialising (Milligan et al. 2004: 1782). 

The claim that gardening makes people more environmentally minded has not been 

demonstrated empirically and it is not clear that sustainable garden pract ices effect 

behaviour elsewhere (Donati et al. 2010: 220, Turner 2011: 518). Those who garden 

may be inclined to environmental attitudes and sustainable behaviour but it is not clear 

which comes first (Schupp and Sharp 20012). Similarly those with positive  

environmental values may be more likely to find nature restorative (Pretty and Bartlett 

2005: 308).  

 

A related problem is the lack of clarity around what is meant by nature and failure to 

define ónearby natureô (see Brook 2010, Matsuoka and Kaplan 2008). Reports of 

gardenersô experiences do not make clear whether they themselves spoke of connecting 

with nature or this interpretation comes from the author (for an exception see Kingsley 

et al. 2009: 212). A gardener talking about enjoying plants or touching  the soil is 

described as enjoying ñnatural connectionò (Martinez 2009: 328) which may not be 

what s/he meant; someone who likes plants should not be assumed to be connecting 

with nature for their understanding of what this means may be quite different or non-

existent. What we mean by nature is so contextual and variable (Braun and Castree 

1998, Macnaghten and Urry 1998) it is too big and complex a word to put into the 

mouths of others. Nor can it be assumed to always have positive connotations as Hester 

Parr demonstrates in her account of how ónature workô like gardening has been used to 

control people with mental health issues, with nature masking the role of power (2007). 

The work of political ecologists demonstrates that the construction of nature is riv en 

with power as it is presented to suit certain purposes so we must always be aware of the 

interplay between social and natural processes (Swyngedouw and Heynen 20038). 

 

The narrative of reconnection fails to recognise the complexity of relations between 

people and nature demonstrated in studies of home gardens. Research in the domestic 

context shows there is no single gardener understanding of nature (Bhatti and Church 

2001 and 2004, Franklin 2002: 162, Freeman et al. 2012, Head and Muir 2007) and 

that gardens are not necessarily perceived as natural (Clayton 2007, Longhurst 2006). 

Bhatti and Church show that although some gardeners find important opportunities to 

engage with nature in their garden this is not true for everyone or without its 

ambiguities, they conclude that there is no simple association between gardening and 

environmental concern (2004: 49). Elizabeth Power (2005) and Russell Hitchings 
                                                        
8 See Milbourne 2011 for a discussion in relation to community gardens 



27 

 

(2006) both show how gardeners are equally rewarded and frustrated by what nature 

does having different relationships with its various components.  Work on domestic 

gardens challenges some of the accepted wisdoms community garden advocates have 

adopted and shows how the nature of community gardens needs to be recognised as 

much more variegated through closer reading of gardenersô meanings.  

 

The study of their domestic counterparts disrupts the spatial treatment of community 

gardens as where nature comes to the city by showing gardens to be hybrid spaces 

which trouble dualisms of nature -culture, rural -urban (Franklin 2002: 134, Head and 

Muir 2007, Longhurst 2006, Power 2005). If cities have falsely been equated with 

absence of community they have similarly been misconstrued as lacking nature, 

belonging to the social domain (Harvey 1996: 435, Murdoch 2006: 122, Sheppard and 

Lynn 2004: 54). The urban is seen to extinguish the rural as the social tames the 

natural (Braun and Castree 1998: 13, Keil and Graham 1998: 100) so cities become the 

antithesis of nature with no space for it (Longhurst 2006: 583 -4). Once banished by 

urbanisation the return of nature is sought by city dwellers making places like gardens 

(Dolittle 2004: 398 -9, Keil and Graham 1998: 101). This trajectory assumes humans 

are a different kind of animal located outside nature, our products unnatural,  hence 

people need to reconnect to nature. These dualisms have long been dissolved by 

geographers and others (Harrison et al. 2004, Harvey 1996, Ingold 2000, Latour 

2004a, Thrift 2008, Whatmore 2002) who would agree that there is nothing unnatural 

about a city (Harvey 1996: 186).   

 

Arguing the need to bring nature back to the city (Hynes 1996) treats it as a spatially 

defined entity located in rural space or islands of urban greenspace. Natural processes 

become reified as óNatureô, their diversity smoothed out (Jones and Cloke 2002, Harvey 

1996: 183, Hinchcliffe 2003: 207). Nature as óthingô can be plotted on maps (Franklin 

2002: 52), located in places which are always better than their unnatural counter -

places (Duff 2011: 151). But ecological processes do not respect spatial boundaries such 

as city borders (Heynen et al. 2006) and urban places are a ñgiant socioenvironmental 

processò (Swyngedouw 2006: 37). Nature is not limited to specific locations 

(Hinchcliffe et al. 2005, Hinchcliffe 2007) and nonhumans are lively urban dwellers 

both shaping and shaped by city life (Hinchcliffe and Whatmore 2006). Throughout 

history city dwellers had contact with nature as they engaged in various pursuits -not 

least gardening- to enjoy wildlife and countryside (Franklin 2002, Gandy 2006). 

Whether starting from urban nonhumans or humans we see all kinds of lives always 

intertwined and influencing each other, the boundary between humans and nature a 

product of our imagination, albeit a powerful one.   
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The disjuncture between unnatural urban life and na tural rural life should be 

dismantled for all these reasons, and yet community gardens are commonly presented 

as oases of nature in the urban. This raises the obvious question of what rural 

community gardeners are seeking; if community gardens are not just urban in nature 

can they be nature in the urban? If closer engagement with community gardeners 

shows that the narrative of reconnection to nature is important to them then we should 

seek to understand what it means in their terms. Where interaction with t hings like 

plants is found to be a beneficial aspect of community gardening attributing this to the 

power of nature does not explain what happens and perpetuates human-nature 

dualism.  Rather than assuming community gardens are natural places we should 

int errogate the kind of places they are to uncover the natural and social processes 

shaping them. This requires recognition of nonhuman nature as active everywhere yet 

not everywhere the same (Hinchcliffe 2007). All rural and urban lives are then treated 

as more-than-human meetings which mingle in all manner of ways (Hinchcliffe et al. 

2005, Hinchcliffe and Whatmore 2006).  

 

 

3. Gardens reconnect people and place 

 

Community gardens may have a significant role in facilitating the 

development of embodied and embedded relationships to place, the food 

system and, consequently, in promoting sustainable urban living practices 

(Turner 2011: 513). 

 

The place focus of community gardens is central to their far -reaching benefits 

(Kaplan and Kaplan 2005: 289).  

 

The potential for community gardens to forge new communities and relationships to 

nature combine in the expectation that they connect people to place; these are a better 

kind of place countering trends detrimental to urban spaces and their occupants. Urban 

life is popularly conceived as highly mobile and too fast to allow deep engagement with 

others (Sennett 1994: 18). Speedy lives of constant motion are taken to mean 

rootlessness, with everywhere the same particular places no longer matter (Relph 1976, 

Seamon 1985). If city life is hyper -mobile leaving urban residents floating free 

community gardens root them in place (Hynes 1996: 156, Schmelzkopf 1995: 364). 

People might feel a sense of belonging through gardens where they feel connected to 

somewhere in particular (Bart lett 2005, Hynes 1996: x, Kingsley 2009: 215), their 

ñlittle territoryò (Lynch and Brusi 2005: 196). Unlike supposedly characterless, 
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interchangeable urban landscapes, community gardens are seen as locally specific 

óspaces of dependenceô gardeners have personally invested in (Smith and Kurtz 2004: 

200). Community gardeners gain ña heightened sense of attachment to place via a 

tactile relationship to the land and natureò (Martinez 2009: 327) so regain a sense of 

place (Bartlett 2005, Crozier 2003, Stocker and Barnett 1998: 183, Turner et al. 2011: 

490). The resulting emotional bonds ïneighbourhood or place attachment - are seen to 

enhance individual and community wellbeing (Comstock et al. 2010). Gardeners make 

these places so become attached to them and embedded in place (Bendt et al. 2012: 28, 

Domene and Sauri 2007, Eizenberg 2012: 107-9, Stocker and Barnett 1998, Turner 

2011: 516), a form of vernacular creativity (Milbourne 2009). This hands on approach is 

said to result in better understanding of how natur e works and how food is grown, 

hence reconnection to place is a vital step in promoting ecological citizenship (Baker 

2004, Corrigan 2011, Howe and Wheeler 1999, Jones et al. 2012, Lekvoe 2006, Turner 

2011). 

 

Here we see another narrative of loss: lost connections between people and place 

through the rise of óplacelessnessô (Relph 1976). There are two aspects to this argument, 

the first being that óplacelessô people lack ties which nurture human life. Geographers 

such as Relph (1976) and Tuan (1977) popularised the idea that humans need to feel 

rooted somewhere familiar, and worried that contemporary life loosens connections to 

particular places. Emotional bonds or place attachment are seen to beneficially counter 

the detachment of urban life. Community gard ening as a way to reconnect to place is 

therefore seen to benefit human wealth and wellbeing (Bartlett 2005, Comstock et al. 

2010), especially for city dwellers because:  

Who and what we are has historically been constructed through relationships 

with both  people and nature. Thus, if we lack these relationships and 

connections in contemporary urban settings, we may lose a potential part of 

our sense of personal identity and self esteem (Pretty and Bartlett 2005: 312).  

Such reconnection to place is not defined and this argument lacks a well developed 

theory of place on which to ground its claims. It assumes an opposition between 

mobility and belonging when the two are not mutually exclusive (Gustafson 2001). The 

processes through which gardeners develop emotional attachments are not explained 

and the spatial qualities which make particular places conducive to such positive affects 

are not detailed.  

 

Cameron Duff (2011) has identified these tendencies in work on óhealthy placesô which 

treats them as ready-made rather than in production and focuses more on qualities of 

person than space. Despite their spatial complexity (Milbourne 2011) different 
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experiences of community gardens are treated as homogenous (Kurtz 2001, Pearson 

and Firth 2012), whilst lack of atte ntion to how individuals experience them (Donati et 

al. 2010, Turner 2011) means their multiplicity (Hinchcliffe 2010) has been overlooked. 

As a result we do not understand how community gardens are made, what it means to 

make a place and how this leads people to feel connected to others. There is a lack of 

research on how community gardeners garden (Guitart et al. 2012: 370). Accounts of 

gardening in the community context are relatively silent on the nature of its bodily 

practices, relying on verbal accounts which will struggle to convey the full sensory 

experience of the feeling of doing (Crouch 2001). As Donati et al. suggest (2010) the 

liveliness, pleasures and pains of doing community gardening deserve exploration.  

 

The second element of the narrative of lost connection is that place is taken to 

determine collective identity so li ves stretched across great distances are blamed for the 

decline of community (Charles and Davies 2005, Day 2006: 189). Ideas of place and 

territory are strongly associated with  community hence more mobile lifestyles are taken 

to challenge its foundations (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). Following this logic 

strengthening ties to somewhere in particular is expected to (re)build community as 

people develop common emotional bonds to a place which binds them together, so 

ólocal actionô can rebuild community (Crane et al. 2013: 73, Marsden and Hines 2008). 

But as I have shown there is no definite relationship between place and strong 

community: ñóplaceô and ócommunityô have rarely been coterminousò (Massey 1994: 

147). There are non-spatial identities around which communities form (Anderson 

2006) whilst those who live near each other do not necessarily equal a community 

(Massey 1994, Panelli and Welch 2005, Staeheli 2008). Feeling emotionally connected 

to a particular place is not a wholly individual affair but it cannot be assumed that those 

attached to the same place constitute a community. Relationships between place and 

community are fluid (Silk 1999: 10) and the processes through which they form need 

re-examination.  

 

By failing to explicate what they mean when appealing to sense of place community 

garden advocates risk being allied with its reactionary connotations of stasis, nostalgia 

and exclusion which falsely assume mobility is always threatening (Massey 1994). This 

second narrative of loss neglects how even the most mobile lives do not preclude place 

attachment as people find belonging in various ways (Anderson and Erskine 2012, 

Cheshire et al. 2013, Fallov et al. 2013, Gustafson 2001) and some modern lives are not 

very speedy (Amin and Thrift 2002: 36, Cresswell 2012). It relies on the notion that 

some places are inherently better able to support human flourishing, distinguishing 

authentic and inauthentic places (Relph 1976) in a manner which does not hold 
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empirically or theoretically (Jones and Cloke 2002: 133-4, Harvey 1996, Massey 2005). 

This construction of community gardens calls on problematic dualisms of mobility 

versus belonging, local versus global, place versus placelessness. Places with the power 

to do good become fetishized obscuring the processes they comprise which are always 

in flux (Harvey 1996: 320). But it does seem that people might find comfort through 

associating with somewhere in particular. Community gardeners express the 

importance of emotional bonds to their place, so we require a way to describe these 

attachments without shutting down change or seeing them as the antithesis of motion 

(Butz and Eyles 2010, Cloke and Jones 2001: 652, Massey 2011). Nor should we forget 

issues of power: sense of place should always imply the questions whose sense, and who 

might have alternative identifications with that place (Harvey 1996: 309)? Again we see 

that community gardens need to be understood by beginning from a different pl ace, 

seeking to understand how they become identified as special without fixing one form of 

how to identify with them.  

 

4. The ripple effect 

 

The final theme across previous studies of community gardens is the expectation that 

although centred on a particular site their effects touch the surrounding area and wider 

population. There are three ways this is seen to happen, firstly that those who live near 

to a community garden will feel its benefit without directly participating. It is claimed 

that a neighbourhood enjoys improved community relationships as the garden 

stimulates broader engagement (Glover et al. 2005: 80, Saldivar -Tanaka and Krasny 

2004: 408, Wakefield et al. 2007). Patricia Hynes sees them as the nexus of a 

movement of urban renewal stimulating w ider actions (1996) through what Teig et al. 

call ñthe ripple effect of collective efficacy from the garden outwardò (2009: 1121). 

However, these claims are based on reports lacking perspectives from non-gardeners so 

we cannot be confident that such impacts are felt. Feelings of place attachment do not 

necessarily lead to wider social engagement in a neighbourhood (Lewicka 2011). GIS 

analysis identified a correlation between neighbourhood resilience and the location of 

community gardens but it cannot be confirmed that gardens determine this 9 (Tranel 

and Handlin 2006). Community gardens may have limited impact on an areaôs 

cohesion as they reinforce pre-existing social divisions and create new cliques (Glover 

2004, Kurtz 2001). Community development approache s have been criticised for 

                                                        
9  The authors analysed community gardens supported by an organisation who will only work 
with groups in locations where there is seen to be a good chance of revitalisation hence positive 
trends cannot necessarily be attributed to the presence of a  garden, a factor the authors fail to 
consider.   
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masking differences within communities and ignoring those who do not engage in the 

process (Mayo 2006). Gains in social capital may remain garden-focused with outsiders 

having limited opportunities to engage in new relationships (Kingsley and Townsend 

2006, see also Bendt et al. 2012: 27).  A garden might stimulate new social interactions 

but these are facets of individuals which only spread by drawing others into 

participation (Alaimo et al. 2010) which can take considerable effort (Stocker and 

Barnett 1998: 187) and may not be an objective (Eizenberg 2012: 116). Public spaces 

like community gardens might allow people to mingle but there is no guarantee such 

contact nourishes deeper relationships of care or citizenship (Amin and Thrift 2002: 

137, Valentine 2008). Whilst gardens might increase social contact it is not clear that 

these are community relationships of care and responsibility rather than superficial 

interactions.  

 

The second predicted ripple effect is that garden participation changes people in ways 

which spread across their lives. Community gardeners might develop a more holistic 

understanding of health so make healthier choices (Hale et al. 2011, Litt et al. 2011) or 

become more inclined to be active in other communit y initiatives (Ohmer et al. 2009). 

Participants who learn about food issues through gardening are expected to become 

food citizens making more engaged interventions in the food system (Baker 2004: 

308). A related spread effect is the idea discussed above that gardeners become more 

ecologically aware so tend towards more sustainable choices in non-garden behaviour. 

Again we see claims being made on behalf of community gardeners which they may not 

themselves experience or identify with, and an assumption that each gardener is 

broadly the same.  These ripples will only be effective if individuals act consistently 

across their lives so they rely on actions óhereô in the garden influencing those óthereô in 

the shop or home. But individuals do not hold discrete pr o-environmental values 

independent of context (Macnaghten and Urry 1998); habits in different realms can be 

driven by quite different forces (Barr and Gilg 2006, McKenzie -Mohr 2011) so we 

cannot assume that transfers between garden and elsewhere are inevitable (Turner 

2011: 518).  

 

The third ripple is that from place centred politics at community gardens out to the 

status quo. Transforming vacant lots into gardens is interpreted as marginal groupsô 

claims to power (Martinez 2009, Schmelzkopf 1995, Severson 1995) as they resist 

dominant expectations of public space and who shapes it (Schmelzkopf 2002, Staeheli 

et al. 2002). Community gardens are presented as opportunities for ethnic minorities 

to assert their identity making ñan immigrant landscape of resistance to discriminatory 

governance institutionsò (Iraz§bal and Punja 2009). High profile cases of impassioned 
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resistance to eviction have been interpreted as examples of Lefebvreôs notion of the 

disempowered claiming their right to the city (1996) as small patches of land allow 

marginalised groups to assert their right to be a public (Eizenberg 2011, Irazábal and 

Punja 2009, Martinez 2009, Schmelzkopf 2002, Staeheli et al. 2002). Although centred 

on quite small spaces gardenersô actions are taken to be more widely significant with 

potential to effect broader change (Pearson and Firth 2012, Turner 2011) empowering 

gardeners to ñchallenge dominant structures of powerò (Martinez 2009: 327), 

particularly the mainstream food system (Baker 2004, Lekvoe 2006: 93).  

 

It is not always clear how effective this is or whether political significance is felt by 

gardeners themselves. We must trust claims that people have been transformed into 

food citizens through gardening without hearing from them directly (Lekvoe 2006), or 

accept that even if they do not understand gardening as political mobilisation it can still 

be interpreted as such (Baker 2005: 305). But a garden alone cannot solve a problem 

like food security (Corrigan 2011, Evers and Hodgson 2011: 599, Lawson 2005: 294); 

locally focused activity can not reach structural causes of societal problems and is at 

best a stop-gap (Lawson 2005: 292). The heavy expectation on community food 

activities reflects a wider belief in the power of community centred solutions to social 

problems. This neglects processes of global political economy which have caused 

neighbourhoods to decline (Defilippis et al. 2006) so falsely situates the cause of and 

solution to problems at the local level whilst failing to address the role of state and 

capitalism (Amin 2005, Defilippis et al. 2006). Presenting community gardens as a 

source of regeneration assumes that economic power increases with enhanced social 

capital when it is more likely that the causality is the reverse as the affluent tend to 

acquire more social capital (Middleton et al. 2005). Critical analysis of community 

development activities demonstrates that they have limited impact on problems not 

caused by community-level processes; as Defilippis et al. (2006) argue the effect of 

local actions has to be considered in the context of wider forces which constrain them 

(see also Mayo 2006, for a community garden example Tan and Neo 2009). 

Community centred solutions risk forcing normative notions of community and state 

co-option (Amin 2005, Day 2006) whilst falsely imagining a pre -existing ócommunityô 

to work with (Hinchcliffe 2007: 166). Community gardens may o ffer marginal groups 

space but the scale of site based struggles are far from the radical seizures of power and 

fundamental shift in socio -spatial relations Lefebvre envisaged (Harvey 2003, Purcell 

2002, see also Marcuse 2009). It is not clear that community gardeners gain enduring 

empowerment (Lawson 2005: 294) and there are certainly limits to how far their 

ripples spread.  
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There are examples of community gardens seeking an alternative to mainstream 

politics and economy (Rosol and Schweizer 2012) but they are often not radical social 

movements and enjoy considerable state support (Lawson 2005: 3). Examples in the 

USA (Pudup 2008) and Germany (Rosol 2010, 2011) show they are used to deliver 

government objectives, whilst local and national authorities in th e UK support 

community gardening (Capital Growth 2013, WAG 2010). Mary -Beth Pudup (2008) 

argues that the radical potential of community gardens is compromised by their 

enrolment in neoliberal roll -out through which state norms of citizenship are 

promulgated. Her claim does not seem to fit all examples (Milbourne 2011: 955) and 

may over-state governmentôs success in directing voluntary activity (Rosol 2011) but it 

is clear that community gardeners do not always oppose the state. The relationship is 

complex with their potential to empower always limited by political -economic context. 

What Pudup rightly points to is the need for a more critical edge to studies of 

community garden which questions limits to their potential to deliver change and does 

not assume gardeners to have radical political motives (see also Lawson 2005).  

 

Failure to recognise barriers to the ripples emanating from community gardens is 

further evidence of flaws in how they have been spatially conceived. The emphasis is on 

local relations to the neglect of wider processes, dividing local and global without 

recognising the inevitable interactions between them (Massey 2005). Making a 

community garden requires good relations between gardeners and links out to others 

such as funders (Hinchcliffe 2007: 169). Rethinking these as places comprising social 

processes would better reflect their condition and acknowledge how they interact with 

forces across various scales. Treating community gardens as local places with an 

emphasis on what happens inside expects individuals to be similarly bound and stable. 

For the effects of a community garden to stretch across participantsô lives practices and 

feelings tied to one place must apply elsewhere. The narratives community gardens 

draw on assume that how humans have been through history lives on; whilst places 

have changed humanity has not hence the new kinds of ï or lack of ï places are ill-

suited to meet their needs.  Failure to consider community gardens in their wider 

spatial context is confounded by the tendency to neglect differences between gardens 

and between people, and disregarding that identity and place are contingent. 

Geographers have highlighted that communities are complex and varied reminding us 

to attend to differences underlying an outward appearance of unity (Panelli and Welch 

2005: 1591, Staeheli 2008). One community member may be quite different from the 

next; there is no typical community gardener or single version of the community 

garden place (Hinchcliffe 2010).  
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We need to know more about who gardens and why, as much as how they 

garden (Guitart et al. 2012: 370). 

 

Across these four themes we see a lack of critical reflection on what community gardens 

can achieve and whether they truly represent a better kind of place. Their champions 

rely on assumptions about city life which rehearse problematic dualisms between 

urban-rural, local -global, mobile-fixed and natural -social and simplify their spatial 

characteristics. Knowledge of community gardens is dominated by examples from 

deprived urban communities in the USA to the neglect of those in other countries and 

rural areas. Differences between gardens and gardeners are too often smoothed out, 

and there has been a lack of opportunities for those involved to describe their 

experiences in their own terms. As a result we have a poor understanding of what is 

important about community gardens in the opinions of those directly involved, what 

motivates them and how the benefits they note are achieved - that is what they do and 

how it feels. Their broader impact has been lauded without considering the perspective 

of people not directly involved or acknowledging limits to what can be achieved, and 

their potential to forge environmentalist sensibilities has not been empirically 

demonstrated.  

 

Existing literat ure tells more about the people involved than the qualities of the places 

they enjoy with the gardens treated as sites for social interaction. At best we have a list 

of conditions associated with involvement in community gardening - wellbeing, sense 

of community, environmental stewardship - but no clear picture of how such impacts 

arise, or how community gardens are made. Many authors note that place contributes 

to these effects without suggesting the process or considering different garden spaces. 

More negatives aspects of these experiences have not been detailed so we do not know 

how to mitigate against them, or the difficulties of seeking to deliver multiple, possibly 

conflicting outcomes (Pearson and Firth 2012: 154). This suggests a need for greater 

attention to processes and practices in order to understand what happens in 

community gardens. Any such understanding of experience has to be situated in the 

context of its places (Pink 2012). Plus these processes and practices involve lively 

nonhuman actors whose contribution has been little celebrated to date.  

 

I have criticised flawed spatial conceptions of community gardens and suggested a need 

to consider them through a more nuanced understanding of place and place making. 

Most authors entered a garden already formed to consider what happens, treating it as 

a finished site which people tend and attend. This is place considered as ñsimply 

location. It is where people do thingsò (Rodman 2003: 204); fetishized places with 
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power to make people feel good and build community. I have begun to show that there 

are problems with this treatment of the relationship between community and place, 

and that an individualôs feelings about both are likely to be complex. It is difficult to 

sustain the dualisms required to conceive community gardens as places of local 

connection in contrast with placelessness. The logic of authentic-inauthentic places 

assumes that community gardens are inherently good so someone arrives and receives 

benefits; this does not explain how benefits arise or account for varying experiences of 

the same place. Where geographers discuss community gardens as places they show 

them to be more complex than advocates suggest, finding that spatiality makes a 

difference (Milbourne 2011, Parr 2007). As Hilda Kur tz demonstrates a gardenôs 

physicality, particularly its boundaries, influences relationships (2001) indicating the 

importance of considering the interplay between people and environment. A focus on 

place brings these processes and variations into relief without pre -empting the kind of 

relationships which might emerge.  

 

To critically evaluate the potential of community gardens also requires greater 

attention to the experiences of individuals involved, setting them in context to 

recognise how processes beyond the local push and pull a garden. This opens the way 

for a more fully developed concept of community garden as place founded on a 

relational rather than dualistic understanding. Place is not expected to determine the 

existence or form of community but m ay initiate new relationships which might have 

the depth and quality of caring communities. Next I introduce this perspective and 

demonstrate how it offers a more rounded understanding of the experience of 

community gardening. In turn this will indicate ho w community gardens might 

elucidate theories of place through empirical application.  

 

RE-PLACING COMMUNITY GA RDENS  

 

Local-global, rural -urban, individual -community, humans -nature, social-natural, 

rooted-placelessé.discussion so far has shown that such dualisms are rehearsed in 

analysis of places like community gardens, yet they fail to account for lifeôs complexity 

and hybridity. In contrast post -structuralist geography allows for multiplicity and 

change, emphasising connection over rupture (Murdoch 2006) . This goes beyond the 

narrative of reconnection which courses through what people say about community 

gardens to a point where disconnection between humans and nature never existed 

(Ingold 2000, Latour 2004a, Whatmore 2002). In this relational ontology co nnection 
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is all, nothing precedes relationships, nothing can be disconnected; community gardens 

might still be special places but this requires an explanation which avoids identifying 

certain spaces as ómore naturalô. Accounts of nature in general are replaced by more 

vitalist notions of place and its nonhuman components (Harvey 1996, Hinchcliffe 2007, 

Jones and Cloke 2002). This resonates with the call from Donati et al. (2010) to reveal 

the liveliness of community gardens with their bugs and dirt and sweat. A more-than-

human account means recognising the dynamic potential of nonhumans in ñawareness 

of the complexity and interconnectivity of lifeò (Panelli 2010: 79). More-than-human 

geography pays attention to nonhuman presences and how they make a garden, whilst 

also listening to what nonhumans mean to humans (Panelli 2010: 80). It endeavours to 

ñwork beyond nature/culture binariesò (Panelli 2010: 85) to see the world as an 

ongoing complex of relations and flows both ecological and social (Harvey 1996, Ingold 

2000).  

 

Sweeping nonhumans into understanding place requires that cognitive thought is 

removed from its central position as the generator of meaning. If thinking is thoroughly 

bodily and representation is not the sole transmitter of significance (Ingold  2000, 

Thrift 1996) nonhumans can be meaningful social actors. For geographers this 

approach is characterised as more-than-representational (Lorimer , H. 2005) drawing 

in particular on the work of Nigel Thrift (1996, 2008) and Tim Ingoldôs understanding 

of bodily immersion  in the world  (2000) . Looking beyond representation means 

considering unspoken often hidden aspects of life such as ñshared experiences, 

everyday routines, fleeting encounters, embodied movements, precognitive triggers, 

practical skills, affective intensitiesò and more (Lorimer, H. 2005: 84). Meaning is not 

the product  of bodies receiving sensory information to be sorted into categories 

according to cultural norms (Ingold 2000: 163), instead a whole person is active in an 

environment. Person and place emerge together with meaning immanent in their 

interactions (Anderson and Harrison 2010: 7, Ingold 2000), so processes matter more 

than final forms (Ingold 2011, Lorimer, H. 2005: 85). Places are not the context in 

which actions occur but practi ced interactive events ï they take place (Anderson and 

Harrison 2010 , Thrift 1996). Meaning is not a product of the internal but courses 

through the external (Thrift 1996, Dewsbury 2003) so ñthought is placed in action and 

action is placed in the worldò (Anderson and Harrison 2010: 11). The whole body is 

capable of generating significance whilst much of what we do is unreflexive (Anderson 

and Harrison 2010: 9), making attention to moving bodies and all sensory faculties 

crucial to knowing what is going on (Harrison 2000, Thrift 1996, 2008). Recognising 

these nonverbal experiences brings actors without words a fresh significance for 

meaning does not rely on cognitive powers located in a human mind. A raft of 
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community garden experiences and actors matter and help to understand why they are 

special.  

 

So what is place and how can it aid our understanding of community gardens? It is 

difficult to find a way in to such a complex topic so I shall start from the perspective 

which reverberates loudest through litera ture on community gardens before outlining 

its flaws. As an alternative I take Doreen Masseyôs spatial theory as a basis for a 

relational understanding of place and embellish its account of place making with 

assistance from Tim Ingold. I then suggest how sense of place can be interpreted within 

this framework. As community gardeners are never alone I suggest how this is shared 

between individuals, then consider where this leaves the relationship between place 

and community. Relational geography often lacks empirical grounding (Jones 2009: 

296) so I endeavour to develop some of the more abstract theories of place for 

application on the ground.  

 

What is place? 

 

The simplest construction of place defines it as space plus meaning (Tuan 1977), 

assuming a physical substrate onto which human ideas are overlain to make 

somewhere meaningful (Cresswell 2004: 10).  There is a site, then there is human 

activity, the former  is a location for the latter but the two are somehow separate. This 

thinking is implicit and sometimes explicit (Stocker and Barnett 1998: 183) in 

narratives on community gardens: space is vacant lots onto which gardeners apply 

effort and care to make a place which means something. To humanist geographers such 

processes meet innate human needs; we cannot function in space for it is too open and 

blank (Casey 1993, Relph 1976 and 1977, Seamon 1985, Tuan 1977). From their 

perspective place is a necessity providing security and comfort as a fundamental aspect 

of identity and something people can attach to. Relph saw the world becoming 

increasingly óplacelessô as homogenisation through globalised mass production erases 

óauthenticô places which reflect local identities (1976). Together with increased mobility 

he felt this loosened attachment to place leaving people without rootedness (Relph 

1976), or displaced (Casey 1993). When space takes over people seek comfort and 

belonging by making a place (Casey 1993: 109, Friedman 2010). These ideas inform 

community garden advocates who see them as anchors in chaotic cities re-attaching 

people to their locality (Hynes 1996, Pretty and Bartlett 2005, Schmelzkopf 1995).  

 

To humanist geographers place offers fulfilment which  space cannot as it is comes only 

at the tangible local scale. This argument has been criticised for: 
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a notion of place which some see as essentialist and exclusionary, based on 

notions of rooted authenticity that are increasingly unsustainable in the 

(post)modern world (Cresswell 2004: 26).  

This is David Harveyôs view as he criticises celebration of the ópower of placeô for 

fetishizing processes and spatial relations (1996: 301, 320).  He proposes that places 

are no more than temporary ópermanencesô in the ongoing flow of spatial processes, 

always subject to flying apart (p261). These elusive, intangible places have no agency as 

a mere sub-category of the socio-ecological processes comprising space, not a counter 

to them. Like Harvey, Doreen Massey rejects the idea that authenticity distinguishes 

place from space; local places do not need protecting from globalisation and have no 

singular authentic identity closed to the outside or better than the global (2005: 66 -7). 

Rather place and space are always interrelated and influencing each other (2005: 102). 

Massey argues ñthere cannot be a dichotomy between meaningful place and a space 

which is abstract because space is meaningful tooò (2004: 8). Spaces also comprise 

practice and relations which must be grounded in the everyday and local, they are 

nowhere abstract but somewhere real (Massey 2004: 7-8). As noted above even 

apparently empty landscapes are riddled with liveliness, there is no truly blank space 

because things have meaning too (Anderson and Harrison 2010: 5). In relation to 

community gardens Paul Milbourne argues that óemptyô sites were still meaningful ñas 

sites of neglect, waste, crime and anti-social behaviour and as powerful symbols of 

urban disadvantageò (2011: 946). These were places before they were gardens then 

became different  places.  

 

Place as a bound space, sites containing meaning or action does not fit a world where 

things constantly come and go, connections abound and each locality is under the 

influence of places afar. It has been flung apart by relational conceptions (Casey 1997, 

Cresswell 2004: 40) which now dominate geography (Jones 2009, Murdoch 1998, 

2006). If absolute space as mappable, saleable locations suited the projects of capitalist 

empires (Harvey 1996: 238, Lefebvre 1991) then more fluid, processual notions are 

required for a networked world (Cresswell and Merriman 2011, Sheller and Urry 2006).  

A contingent version of spatiality suits lives which feel mobile and connected, where 

scale seems irrelevant (Jones 2009: 493) for everyone is virtually around the corner 

from each other. Having highlighted some of the failings which relational ideas replace 

I shall present Doreen Masseyôs theory of place in some detail as it has been 

particularly influential and demonstrates the core fe atures of a relational perspective 

(Murdoch 2006: 25). But I suggest that in seeking to over -turn humanistic geography 

she fails to account for the continued power of place in peopleôs experiences and 

feelings.  
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Massey starts from the now pervasive idea that space is made through interaction, not a 

surface upon which relations play out but comprising interrelations which are always 

ongoing and open to change (2005). The space she describes is ña heterogeneity of 

practices and processesò which criss-cross, connect, disconnect (p107). If space is the 

simultaneity of these óstories-so-farô places are where spatial narratives meet:  

Their character will be a product of these intersections within that wider 

setting, and of what is made of them. And, too, of the non-meetings-up, the 

disconnections and the relations not established, the exclusions. All this 

contributes to the specificity of place. To travel between places is to move 

between collections of trajectories and to reinsert yourself into the ones to 

which  you relate (p130).  

Everything is moving, óhereô is where particular stories meet but these places are only 

temporary gatherings which go on dispersing (p141). Places are always on the move so 

cannot have a singular unchanging identity, but they can be differentiated because each 

constellation is a unique óthrowntogethernessô, not necessarily coherent or uniform but 

a specific event (p140). Masseyôs spatiality draws nonhumans into the mix for they also 

move; hills have trajectories, just much slower than our own (p133). This has two 

implications for my presentation of community gardens: it offers a route for 

nonhumans to be place makers for all which moves make places. Secondly, Massey 

argues that if nature is moving there is no option of going óback to natureô for we would 

find it had moved on (p137). By acknowledging the temporality of nature, that it always 

changes, Massey further troubles the narrative of reconnection for there is no 

permanent nature, no historic version to rediscover as a foundation for  human place 

attachment (ibid).  

 

This is place as more fluid and unsettled than envisaged by Relph or Tuan who saw it 

offering respite from chaos whilst Massey finds it inherently disorganised and 

haphazard. As suggested by her term óthrowntogethernessô Massey sees place as rather 

chaotic for there is no telling who/what may be thrown into ñthe unavoidable challenge 

of negotiating a here-and-howò (p140). Place as happenstance indicates three limits to 

Masseyôs argument which can seem too abstract from lived experience. Firstly, Massey 

emphasises political spatial forces which shape place and fails to appreciate the role 

individuals play in actively shaping their environment (Manzo 2003: 56). Whilst there 

may be a degree of chance in how a place comes together there is some selection and 

deliberation as people endeavour to make the kind of place they prefer. As I shall 

illustrate in the case of community gardens some places are a óbringingtogethernessô as 

actors shape movements, pull trajectories together and direct them towards imagined 
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outcomes. Relational geography often lacks an account of how places comprising social 

processes are formed (Cresswell 2004: 32, Pierce et al. 2010: 58) so requires suitable 

theories of place making. Pierce et al. (2010) develop Masseyôs idea to suggest that 

individuals óbundleô, making places by selecting and bringing together materials and 

processes. But they fail to describe how bundling occurs and focus on framing and 

representation in conflicts over place identities rather than more mundane material 

place shaping.  

 

Besides the force of human will places are not as chaotic as Massey suggests because 

chance is narrowed in a second way. Whilst things are always in motion these 

movements are not wholly haphazard, there are routines and rhythms such as life-

cycles and seasons which mean many journeys follow regular patterns (Edensor 2010: 

3). Acknowledging these rhythms mediates between the dynamism of movement and 

certainty of stasis for their regularity offers a sense of consistency without fixity, 

repetition with difference (Lefebvre 2004, Edensor 2010). As Edensor describes, 

moving along familiar routes people encounter views or scenes in a certain sequence so 

they develop a sense of mobile place (p6). Emphasising the eventful nature of place 

(Anderson and Harrison 2010, Massey 2005, Thrift 2008) should not mean everything 

is a surprise as some things endure or are fairly predictable; although a place is always 

changing it has a degree of obduracy and repetition (Cresswell 2012; 103, Merriman et 

al. 2008: 195). As we shall see community gardens constantly change whilst remaining 

somehow the same, and rhythm helps understand this ñapparent immobility that 

contains one thousand and one movementsò (Lefebvre 2004: 17). 

 

The third way in which haphazard places of throwntogetherness need refining is that in 

rejecting any fetishism of place Massey fails to address their emotional potency. She 

offers no account how places are experienced (Pink 2009: 31), leaving an abstract 

vision which may not resemble how people feel (Cresswell 2004: 74, Jones 2009: 494). 

We see in the example of community gardens that certain places are so profoundly 

important that people endure embittered battles in the effort to hold onto them. For 

Massey the question of whether people feel they belong somewhere is not as important 

as to whom land belongs (2011) hence she does not consider how people feel attached 

to places. The journeys comprising places are treated as of a kind when they may have 

very different qual ities and affects; as people return again and again to favourite spots 

or retrace familiar routes because they feel a pull to be somewhere in particular some 

trajectories become much deeper. It must be possible to acknowledge this emotional 

power without f orgetting that it is exerted by a constellation of processes, a mobile 

sense of place. The problem with humanistic defence of place was not the argument 



42 

 

that they are important to people but taking certain kinds of places to be more 

authentic  and requiring  protection from globalisation . We can leave aside questions of 

authenticity or localism and allow place ï in all its fluidity - an affective role; people feel 

affinities with certain places without essentialism.  

 

Masseyôs work is a useful counter to phenomenological accounts of place drawing 

attention to the political context which shapes everyday spatial experience (Pink 2009: 

31-2). But to make sense of empirical examples requires a middle way which rejects the 

essentialism of authentic place whilst allowing for the will to shape places and belong 

somewhere. The work of Ingold is a useful mediator (Pink 2009: 32-33) and he notes 

the spatial ground he shares with Massey (2011: 141). His work has been embraced by 

geographers looking beyond representation (Anderson and Harrison 2010, Thrift 

2008) as he sees meaning as ñimmanent in the relational contexts of peopleôs practical 

engagement with their lived -in environmentsò (Ingold 2000:168). Like Massey he 

treats place as a constellation of movements, knots of journeys which weave together 

and trail off to elsewhere (2011: 148-9). Despite the suggestion that he risks ña rather 

óearthlyô romanticismò (Hinchcliffe 2003: 220) this is not a return to ideas of being 

locally rooted and bound for his emphasis is ñcomings and goingsò which make place 

(Ingold 2008: 2806, see also Cloke and Jones 2001: 139).  Ingold uses rhythm to 

explain what gives places their particular character (2000: 197) so can contribute to a 

dynamic sense of place. Unlike much recent spatial thought he also suggests how places 

are made so I look to Ingoldôs description of taskscapes made by skilled actors (2000) 

as developed by Jones and Cloke (2002).  

 

How are places made? 

 

I have suggested that whilst places are always in flux we need to account for a degree of 

coherence and continuity which allows people to develop particular feelings about 

being in a place they have shaped. This requires a theory of how places are made by 

bringing movements together, a process I argue is guided by skill and feelings as people 

seek certain goals and affects. Although community gardens have been reported as 

instances of place making (Bendt et al. 2012: 28, Domene and Sauri 2007, Eizenberg 

2012, Milbourne 2009, Stocker and Barnett 1998) we have been told little of how 

community gardens are made. Stephen Hinchcliffe offers an account of these processes 

highlighting the diverse practices involving everything from forms to weather which 

must be combined in productive ways (2007 Chapter 10, for a comparable approach see 

Pink 2012). His account of things coming from all over echoes Masseyôs idea of 

throwntogetherness but suggests some determination as things are deliberately 
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brought through hard work. This work does not apply meaning to a space, rather ñthe 

practice of gardening creates trajectories, movements, constellations and 

entanglementsò (Pink 2012: 96). The moving body of a labouring gardener is one form 

of motion and it shapes other movements, bringing them together as a place.  

 

Ingoldôs description of taskscapes (2000) offers a framework for understanding how 

movements are shaped into material forms10.  He begins from a critique of production 

understood as the imposition of human will onto nature, the modernist notion that a 

culturally informed mind works at a remo ve from the world to conjure orderings which 

are laid onto it to shape and control nature (2000, 2011). He terms this a building 

perspective for it conceives making as productive work which ñserves merely to 

transcribe pre-existent, ideal forms onto an initially formless material substrateò (2011: 

10). In this construction thought occurs in a mind separate from body which is the 

human point of entry to the world, and as the only beings capable of cognition humans 

are a privileged kind of animal. In contrast  Ingold follows Heidegger (1971) to begin 

with humans always amongst the world, not building but dwelling as a ñrich ongoing 

togetherness of beings and thingsò (Jones and Cloke 2002: 81). Humans do not make 

things by ódoing toô nature, as dwellers they work with  materials to bring forms into 

being (2011: 10); worldly processes are ongoing as flows which people participate in, 

sometimes bending them to a certain purpose (2011: 211). Ingold uses the analogy of 

weaving to suggest things are made:  

not so much by imposing form on matter as bringing together diverse 

materials and combining or redirecting their flow in the anticipation of what 

might emerge (2011: 213).  

Life means continual change, a world always transforming itself which humans do not 

make rather they ñplay their part from within the worldôs transformation of itselfò 

(2011: 6). Humans are not wholly in control as nonhumans are equally active 

participants in the socio -natural world, emerging together from a field of relationships 

(Ingold 2000: 87).   

 

If human life is dwelling then places arise as familiar patterns and traces of its 

processes (Jones and Cloke 2002: 83); tasks are practical operations which beings 

perform so a taskscape is an ensemble of these activities (Ingold 2000: 195). These are 

places performed by people and things engaging in activities of dwelling (Cloke and 

                                                        
10 Ingold often uses the words place and landscape interchangeably; for the sake of consistency I 
refer only to place. His notion of taskscape is intended to replace representationalist versions of 
landscape (2000: 192-3) which echo the space+meaning construction of place so can be taken as 
a useful critique of this. Paul Cloke and Owain Jones offer a precedent for applying Ingoldôs 
ideas about landscape to place (2001, 2002).  
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Jones 2001: 653, Ingold 2000: 197). But there is solidity because movements leave 

durable traces (Anderson, J. 2010) as ócollapsed actsô congealed in a placeôs features 

(Ingold 2000: 198). Humans do not inscribe meanings onto the landôs surface for one 

does not precede the other, rather life weaves into the environment as each shapes the 

other in a never-ending entanglement (2000: 198 -9). Ingold offers an example: the 

shape of a hill is realised through the exertion of climbing whilst the upward bodily 

motion shapes muscles so the incline is incorporated into the body (2000: 203). It is 

paths which make such daily movements visible as ñthe accumulated imprint of 

countless journeysò (p204). Motion congeals both in muscle memory and a network of 

paths which people tend to follow so journeys are ordered, habits form. It is not just 

people who are moving: fauna leave tracks, trees become points of gathering and 

reminders of the past (ibid, see also Jones and Cloke 2002).  

 

There are two significant features of task movements, firstly they are the achievement 

of skilled  agents (Ingold 2000: 195). Skill is a quality of movement, the ability to follow 

the worldôs lines of motion ï becoming or emergence ï and bend them to a particular 

purpose (Ingold 2011: 211). A simple example would be positioning a rock in a stream 

to direct the flow into a pool, something human or animal might attempt. To achieve 

this agents must attend to change in the environment and respond accordingly, so 

perception and motion are closely attuned (2011: 94). The skill of making is to gather 

and move others into fruitful arrangements - placing seed in soil for example - which 

establish the conditions for desired changes to occur (Ingold 2000: 86). By moving 

things into place one shapes the environment in such a way that the speed and course 

of further movements are altered - roots will grow through that soil. The skill of making 

is to lay down paths to channel desired movements or to place obstacles to block 

unproductive motion.  

 

Such skill is not reserved for humans as any organism perceives its environment and 

moves in response (Ingold 2011:94). A plant óknowsô there is light above and shapes its 

movements to grow towards it (Chamovitz 2012), roots snake towards water (Fogg 

1963: 77). Automated repetition of the same motion will not succeed as the 

environment changes: water may have moved, the root must sense where it is ï 

perceive its environment- and move accordingly. Skill is not repetition but the ability to 

improvise (Ingold 2011: 60 -62). Such abilities develop through practice and may 

become so heightened they can dramatically shape the environment by directing many 

forms of movement across great distance. But the foundation is always attentive 

engagement with others (2000: 353) to perceive the environment and act accordingly, a 

practical mode of knowing Ingold terms óknowledge howô (2000: 316). Although not 
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limited to the craftsmanship popularly associated wi th skill Ingold uses examples such 

as carpentry and weaving to describe how skill is learnt, practised, and enrols tools 

(2000, 2011). The characteristics he identifies can be seen in the work of making 

community gardens as I show in chapter IV, whilst the  bodily experience of practising 

skill contributes to the special feelings of being in a garden (chapter V). These examples 

should not imply that skill means traditional artistry as highly contemporary 

movements of machine technology and practices of marketing ïmoving ideas- 

contribute to place making (Jones and Cloke 2001: 658-9). The point to emphasise is 

that movements which form places are skilled as human and nonhuman actors follow 

the worldsô flows, perceive motion, move in response and in anticipation of the results. 

Skill is the ability to shape movements according to a purpose.  

 

The second characteristic of movements making taskscapes is that they are sociable so 

places are social environments. The actions of many people make a taskscape, more 

than this, places are inherently social ñbecause people, in the performance of their 

tasks, also attend to one anotherò (Ingold 2000: 196). These others include past and 

future actors whose traces are apparent: the man whose chisel marks pock an old 

building o r the child expected to pluck the apple once ripe. Traces influence present 

activity (Anderson, J. 2010: 38) as with the example of well trodden paths which guide 

future journeys; going about our business we ñfeel each otherôs presenceò and adjust 

our movements in response (Ingold 2000: 196). The material forms which are left offer 

cues to what behaviour is expected so shape future movements (Richardson 2003) and 

prompt spatial habits which tend to be reproduced (Cresswell 1996). Ingold draws 

analogy with an orchestra seeking to play in harmony, arguing that in everyday practice 

people resonate with each otherôs rhythms through ñmutually attentive engagementò 

(ibid .) People sense the tempo of others -not just human - moving around them, fall into 

step and synchronise movements (Ingold 2000: 199 -201). This echoes Lefebvreôs 

argument that synchrony is the healthy mode of life as rhythms unite into eurhythmia 

whilst discord tends to result in suffering (2004: 16). But rhythm is not precise 

repetition as each beat is slightly different, so each inhabitant of a taskscape interprets 

the movement of others and improvises along the way. It is this variety which prevents 

a taskscape implying community sharing an óauthenticô identity rooted in their locality, 

for there are many ways to move (Jones and Cloke 2002: 139); each journey varies 

according to the mood of the walker or the purpose of her trip even if along the same 

path.   

 

Beyond the often unconscious synchronisation of bodies sharing places there are more 

explicitly social aspects to place making. A novice is taught how to complete skilled 
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tasks by more experienced practitioners (Ingold 2000: 37, 415) and guided to attend to 

useful features of the environment (2000: 21 -2). Sociality is inescapable hence the 

making and experiencing of place is amongst relations with others.  The flat ontology of 

the dwelling perspective means that fellow humans and their actions form one 

component of an individualôs environment, social relations cannot be separated from 

ecological ones (Ingold 2000: 4). Platial experience is social, so we might expect there 

to be shared or collective meanings associated with particular places, and it is this to 

which I now turn: how do people come to agree that community gardens are special 

places? 

 

Sense of place: character and feelings 

 

Ingoldôs taskscapes reveal place making as the active practice of skilled movement by 

humans and nonhumans seeking to bend lifeôs flows towards particular goals. I have 

suggested the need to account for some continuity and coherence amongst so much 

motion:  how is a taskscape identified, how might I know this place from another? 

Ingold does not devote attention to how places feel, what is often referred to as sense of 

place. By this I do not mean an innate human capacity to recognise our situatedness 

(Relph 2008) but the meaning particular places have for people (Mayhew 2009). Some 

geographers have shied from the idea of sense of place for being reactionary (Massey 

1994) implying static, closed places of exclusion (Cresswell 2004: 26, Harvey 1996: 

301-9). More progressive notions of place have not been applied to empiric contexts 

whilst Massey and Harvey do not address personal relationships to place (Long 2013: 

52-3). To address the challenge of reconciling emotional ties to specific places with a 

fluid, mobile world (Lewicka 2011: 226) it is helpful to clearly differentiate sense of 

place from concepts with which it is often conflated such as place attachment (DeMiglio 

and Williams 2008, Lewicka 2011: 208). To be clear what I mean by sense of place and 

strip out problematic associations I want to emphasise two related aspects.  

 

The first is the character or identity of a place derived from a unique combination of 

physical features, activities and meanings (Relph 1977: 61), which determines ñwhat it 

means to be here rather than there, now rather than thenò (Geertz 1996: 262). This is 

what Massey means by character as a placeôs particular constellation of relations 

(1994). We know places have distinct characters because a community garden is 

perceived to be different from the rest of a city. Ingold indicates what this comprises:  

A place owes its character to the experiences it affords to those who spend time 

there ï to the sights, sounds and indeed smells that constitute its specific 

ambience. And these, in turn, depend on the kind of activities in which its 
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inhabitants engage. It is from this relational context of peopleôs engagement 

with the world, in the business of dwelling, that each place draws its unique 

significanc e (2000: 192).  

A place has its specific ambience because it comprises a certain constellation of 

movements which are unique. This is local distinctiveness, the many contrasts between 

here and there which together give somewhere a degree of coherence over time (Jones 

and Cloke 2002: 9). Things are added or taken away so the place is dynamic but 

recognisably itself (ibid. p134), like a personality which is not constant across 

someoneôs lifetime but hangs together sufficiently for us to know who they are.  

 

Again the notion of rhythm is instructive: the movements making a place have 

particular tempos and speeds which weave into a unique composition of interrelated 

rhythms (Ingold 2000: 197). Rocks move slowly, insects rapidly and erratically, the sun 

steadily and predictably, patterns and tempos which are steady yet encompass change:  

rhythms are essentially dynamic, part of the multiplicity of flows that emanate 

from, pass through, and centre upon place, and contribute to its situated 

dynamics (Edensor 2010: 3 ).  

Geographers have drawn on rhythm to convey the nature of mobile places but have 

focused on regular journeys such as commuting (Edensor 2011, Jiron 2010, Spinney 

2001). In contrast I will use the concept of rhythm to understand humans and others 

moving in  place, and constant change encountered when repeatedly visiting 

somewhere. By sensing these rhythms bodies feel the sense of a place (Edensor 2010: 

4) then move according to them, synchronising with environment and others (Ingold 

2000: 207, Lefebvre 200 4: 75) so sense of place reaches beyond individuals. Although 

sense of place has been identified as a collective experience (Altman and Low 1992, 

Basso 1996, Butz and Eyles 2010, Dixon and Durrheim 2000, Relph 2008, Stokowski 

2002) its inter -subjective dimensions are often neglected (Dixon and Durrheim 2000). 

Community garden advocates exhibit a common tendency to suggest sense of place is 

shared without explaining how this develops. Those who suggest processes behind 

collective sense of place emphasise discourse and communication (Dixon and 

Durrheim 2000, Larsen and Johnson 2012, Long 2013) to the neglect of physical 

activity or interaction with materials. Following Ingold there is no need for a coherent 

group to form an agreed meaning for a place, rather those who move through the same 

place are likely to sense similar rhythms, so agree to a degree on a placeôs character. But 

rhythm is simultaneously individual and social as each person enacts his/her version of 

common routines (Lefebvre 2004: 75). People agree how a place feels because human 

bodies tend to react similarly to the same stimuli (Damasio 1999: 56, Lewicka 2011: 

223) and individuals imitate otherôs reactions (Thrift 2008: 237). People step in time, 
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walk the paths so an individualôs experience of a place is shaped by others who 

accompany or precede them on those routes, they are moved in similar ways and mimic 

habits.  

 

So far I have shown how places comprising movements have a sense of place as in 

distinctiveness or character which can extend beyond an individual without becoming 

fixed or monolithic. The second dimension of sense of place is affective potential or 

emotional impact. A wealth of studies suggest certain places are visited in order to 

enhance wellbeing (see Atkinson et al. 2012, Williams 2007) a phenomena which relies 

on placeôs ability to affect people.  Whilst some authors continue to associate sense of 

place with rootedness and yearning for local attachments (Bartlett 2005, Friedman 

2010, Relph 2008) this creates untenable dualisms between authentic-inauthentic, 

local-global places, and suggests a deterministic relationship between people and place. 

Conversely to reject any notion that places exert a pull on people, to deny them any 

agency (Harvey 1996: 320, Massey 2004: 17), does not fit evidence of peopleôs 

continued tendency to identify with particular places (Cresswell 2004: 79, Jones 2009: 

494). The middle ground lies in recognising how people identify with places in all their 

fluidity (Cloke and Jones 2001: 652), that places have an emotional affect because the 

relations they comprise shape feelings (Conradson 2005). Here the body comes into 

focus, for it is through the body that we sense and make sense of places (Carolan 2008, 

Casey 1997, Crouch 2001, Edensor 2000, Merleau-Ponty 2006, Pink 2009). Sense of 

place is how it feels to the bodies moving through and in place (Spinney 2006).   

 

Bodies are moved by places in both senses of moving so motion is crucial to sense of 

place (Seamon 1985, Spinney 2006, Stokowski 2002). If places are made through 

skilled movement then understanding their affect requires a focus on qualities  of 

motion: places feel a certain way because of how  they move bodies and how  bodies 

move through them. In the continuous interaction between body and place each shapes 

the other:  

people mark and map it [place] through their bodies, through their repeated 

experiences ï such as the feel of the pull or push of the hill as they walk back 

and forth from work to home ï (re)making all the while, the path itself (Cloke 

and Jones 2001: 653). 

There is porosity to the interface between person and place (Anderson and Harrison 

2010: 7), exchanges both material and affective shape muscles and feelings (Conradson 

2005: 106-7). As Conradson shows people go to certain places for their emotional 

impact, some places ï a community garden for instance- feel good so people develop 

affinities for them and are  pulled back there. Understanding this need not rekindle the 
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humanist notion that certain places meet a need for authentic belonging, instead we 

look to how people move.  Moving through a familiar landscape exerts fewer demands 

on our attention so we feel more at ease (Edensor 2010: 6 and 2011, Quayle et al. 1997, 

Tuan 1977: 184). Habits and paths choreograph movements so it feels comfortable 

(Crang 2000: 305, Edensor 2010: 8, Ingold 2000: 204) and routines make the place 

meaningful (Lewicka 2011). Routines reduce the need to process information as the 

body acts unreflexively through habits which offer consistency (Harrison 2000) and 

allow cognitive faculties to rest (Bissell 2011). As habits take over things feel right, the 

comfort we associate with belonging (Edensor 2010: 8, Lewicka 2011: 226). It seems 

that each place inclines bodies to move in certain ways which sometimes feel right as I 

shall demonstrate through considering how people move through community gardens. 

But habits are not constrictive and can be disrupted or changed (Edensor 2000: 101, 

Harrison 2000) and dominant spatial rhythms are accompanied by counter -rhythms 

with different emphases (Conlon 2010) so individuals might still have unique spatial 

experiences. A dynamic sense of place means appreciating somewhere for its particular 

constellation of movements and feeling comfortable moving with these rhythms.  

 

There is a further factor to the emotional potential of places. Ingold suggests that we 

most often move through places already built for us on pavements where we leave no 

footprints (2007: 102) so we ñskim the surfaceò (2004: 329). Much of the world does 

not feel our own which causes angst so we endeavour to lay down claims (Rose 2012). 

Whilst rejecting the argument that we make places to counter the chaos of globalised 

space (Casey 1993, Friedman 2010, Relph 1976) we should not overlook the 

significance of wanting to leave an impression. Shaping oneôs environment is a source 

of security and comfort because it offers a sense of control which is important for 

wellbeing (Csikszentmihalyi 2002: 60, Kaplan and Kaplan 2005: 278, Matsuoka and 

Kaplan 2008, Relph 2008, Ulrich 1996: 38). The opportunity to make places is 

significant not for its authenticity but its creativity, the satisfaction of ma king 

something tangible (Sennett 2008). Leaving traces makes memories which link us to a 

place so it becomes ours (Anderson, J. 2010: 41). The wish to identify with somewhere 

in particular does not seem to have faded (Cresswell 2004: 74-9) and may benefit 

wellbeing (Lewicka 2011, Manzo 2008, Eyles and Williams 2008). This need not be 

attachment to one bounded site or restricted to the local as people can develop complex 

attachments to many places across different scales (Cheshire et al. 2013, Larsen and 

Johnson 2012, Lewicka 2011, Williams and Patterson 2008). But the processes by 

which attachment to place(s) develops have received little attention (Lewicka 2011: 

224) with shared meanings particularly neglected (Dixon and Durrheim 2000, 

Stokowski 2002). Studies suggest that community gardens lead people to feel more 
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attached to an area (Comstock et al. 2010) but the process through which this develops 

is not explained. The experience of community gardeners is a useful opportunity to 

investigate feelings of belonging and how these develop whilst also addressing the gap 

in understanding emotional ties to places other than the home (Manzo 2003).      

 

Trajectories of motion have varying qualities so places feel different, and affects 

influence how places are made as people seek to feel a certain way or are drawn back to 

places they experienced positively. Rather than reject the notion of rootedness (Massey 

2005: 154) I suggest a dynamic concept of belonging is possible through revisiting what 

it means to put down roots. Rootedness has been interpreted as fixed connection to a 

single location to the exclusion of others (Gustafson 2001), but this metaphor falsely 

conceives the characteristics of roots. Plants are rooted but they move as they grow and 

reproduce (Chamovitz 2012, Hall 2011, Head et al. 2012, Jones and Cloke 2002). Roots 

also move, groping through the soil (Fogg 1963: 77, Ingold 2011: 162). Root formations 

vary between plants, each has many roots and they evolve by extending branches or 

sprouting fresh sections; they mingle with their surroundings, disintegrating into the 

soil, gas and water molecules constantly crossing cell walls (Fogg 1963: 228). So to be 

rooted is not to be inflexible or bound to the spot, and can mean being dynamically but 

significant ly related to place. This is rootedness not as fixity but as a dynamic belonging 

of reaching towards others and moving together in a continual exchange. 

 

Does making place make community? 

 

To conclude this discussion we need to consider the relationship between place and 

community and whether place forms communities. Advocates assume an increase in 

social contacts generated by a garden demonstrates that communities have formed but 

they do not question the quality of these relationships or how sharing a place generates 

community. I have shown how people might share sense of place by moving together 

and Ingold suggests the very social practice of making place could be the foundation of 

sociality (2000: 196). This is not a community of óonenessô with those who live in the 

same place sharing a single coherent identity as there is space for multiplicity (Cloke 

and Jones 2001: 137). Even without a deterministic relationship between place and 

community the two are linked because experiences of place are never solitary hence 

common meanings and identifications develop (Altman and Low 1992, Basso 1996, 

Casey 1993: 31, Pierce et al. 2010, Relph 1976: 34). Places are made collectively and 

collectives tend to form around particular places (Gray 2000, Harvey 1996: 310) or 

mobilise to represent them (Larsen and Johnson 2012, Long 2013). It is not through 

being contained in place that Ingold sees potential for community to form, but through 
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sharing experiences of living together. This emphasis on doing suggests a taskscape 

community formed through practice.  

 

Communities of practice are described by Etienne Wenger (1998) as those which 

develop coherence and feelings of belonging through mutual engagement, by doing 

things together and negotiating the meaning of these actions. A group engages in a joint 

enterprise, learns together and develops common practices which distinguish how they 

do things. This shared history of learning is reified in tools and symbols which 

contribute coherence, as do repertoires of routines and jargon. Signs that community 

has developed include membersô ability to quickly exchange information and slot into 

conversations which might include familiar stories or jokes, knowing the capabilities of 

other members and the appropriate way to engage, and agreement over who belongs to 

the community (p125-6).  The foundation of these communities is engaging in practice 

together; activity not location is the driving force but place is an influence for proximity 

makes mutual engagement easier. One can see how a group engaged in place making 

might form a community of practice, a notion applied to community gardens by Bendt 

et al. (2012). They suggest gardeners demonstrate the core components of a community 

of practice as they collaborate to manage a garden and exchange learning in doing so.  

 

Place making as described here is a collective experience of doing things together which 

demonstrates the mutual engagement Wenger sees as a foundation for community, 

however some argue that co-practitioners do not necessarily hold an agreed vision of 

good so do not constitute communities (Lewis 2006). Practice might foster interaction 

and form communities of interest but communities also have an affective power which 

contributes to its continued appeal. Vered Amit highlights the felt  and embodied nature 

of community, the pulls people feel towards each other as ñthe capacity for empathy 

and affinityò (2000: 18). People seem to pull together to counter feelings of isolation 

(Panelli and Welch 2005, Welch and Panelli 2007) suggesting sense of community is 

visceral. Practice is only one aspect of experiencing community for it might include 

relationships with other foundations, and what is significant is how people feel towards 

others as a result. Community relationships are expected to entail respect and 

responsibility (Bauman 2001, Brint 2001, Day 2006, Etzioni 1995, Smith 1999,  Tuan 

2002). Community is perceived as a source of values and moral education (Smith 1999) 

hence its popular and political appeal as an ideal way to live; their moral quality 

distinguishes community relationships from those of other groups (Bauman 2001). 

Whilst studies of community gardens show that new social relations form as a result 

there are different modes of relating, and connections may only constitute commun ity 

if they offer a depth of feeling and responsibility. Attending to the way community 



52 

 

gardeners relate, how relationships form and the qualities of these relationships can 

show something about processes of communing and the grounds on which people 

unite.   

 

As discussed above community garden advocates suggest participation does lead to a 

sense of responsibility towards others, echoing the expectation that place attachment 

brings ethical regard (Heidegger 1971, Relph 1976, 2008, Seamon 1985). But place 

attachment may not result in a particular ethical outlook (Harvey 1996: 303, Lewicka 

2011: 219). Community gardensô ability to generate social capital is expected to bring 

democratic dividends by making more engaged citizens who respect difference (Glover 

2004, Glover et al. 2005, Shinew et al. 2004). But Gill Valentine questions the 

expectation that bringing people together cultivates more caring relationships as 

prejudices and disrespect seem to endure even when contact increases (2008).  She 

suggests deeper encounters of purposeful engagement might  foster care ï giving 

community gardens as an example (p331) ï but the question remains how to scale this 

sensibility out from the encounter across time, space and other influences (p332-3). 

Through increased mixing people are required to negotiate as those thrown together 

are forced to get along, but the resulting relationships will not always be positive with 

conflict as possible as care (Amin 2004, Massey 2005).  

 

The power of the encounter or dialogue with difference (Popke 2007: 510) has also 

been considered as a route leading nonhumans into the community of care. It has been 

suggested that the embrace of community now encompasses nonhumans (Whitehead 

and Bullen 2005, Wolch 2007), as óweô become a heterogeneous collective (Whatmore 

2002: 166). Although Wenger excludes nonhumans from communities of practice it is 

unlikely Ingold would agree as dwelling with others implies stewardship (Cloke and 

Jones 2001: 653). This may not reflect how people imagine community today so 

community gardens offer grounds to examine whether it includes nonhumans. As 

discussed above community gardens are presented as places where humans learn to 

care for nonhumans with proximity assumed to be the basis of this moral community. 

No mechanism is suggested for this transformation whilst experiences betraying this 

trajectory have not been examined.  

 

Several authors suggest that ethical regard for a wide range of others can start from 

encounters or gatherings which encourage awareness of difference (Bennett 2010, 

Cloke and Jones 2001, Hinchcliffe 2007, Latour 2004a, Whatmore 2002, Wolch 2007).  

If this is the case then community gardens as places gathering humans and nonhumans 

could foster attitudes of care. Latourôs (2004b) idea of learning to be affected as an 
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outlook of openness to others developed by tuning oneôs body to register more and 

more difference is taken as a basis for this process11. The hope is that attentiveness to 

the needs of others is a step in the direction of careful relationships which allow others 

to flourish (Bingham 2006, Gibson Graham and Roelvnik 2009, Hinchcliffe 2007, 

Lorimer, J. 2008a). Rather than a schema of moral rules this employs the skill of a 

generous sensibility to make judgements in each situation (Thrift 1996: 36, 2004: 93). 

Cloke and Jones suggest that the firmest foundation for ethical regard for nonhuman 

others is engagements which lead us to realise ñhuman embeddedness in co-

constructive relations with the non -human worldò (2003: 200). This echoes Masseyôs 

argument that connectedness is the optimal grounds for responsibility as care follows 

links to multiple others across great distances (1994, 2004). Such communities are 

founded not on place but connectedness, what Nancy calls the inescapable fact of our 

being in common (2000). By realising our immersion amongst relations with others, 

including nonhumans we might be more likely to see the value in protecting them 

(Anderson, J. 2009).  

 

However, the link between ontology and ethics is not necessarily direct; recognising 

connectedness is not an unequivocal moral compass pointing towards nonhumans 

(Lulka 2012). A generous sensibility of openness to others is a mercurial foundation for 

ethics at the collective scale and requires a vision to adjudicate between alternatives 

(Popke 2009, Rose 2010). Bringing things into relation might have many outcomes 

because things can relate in different ways and relationships are complex (Anderson 

and Harrison 2010: 16, Hinchcliffe 2010: 314-5). If Valentine is right about th e limited 

capacity of the encounter to shift attitudes between people, human meetings with 

nonhuman others might face similar barriers to fostering care (see Collard 2012). Jon 

Murdoch suggests that in addition to realising connectedness humans require 

separation to reflect on their moral choices and a degree of critical distance in respect 

of their unique ethical responsibility (2006). His argument suggests community 

gardeners might require some deliberate consideration of the nature of their gatherings 

with nonhumans if they are to have an ethical dividend. There are many unanswered 

questions regarding the connections between place, community and ethics; addressing 

these requires attention to the qualities of relationships between others to note 

who/what r elates and whether these are caring interactions. So far we can say 

communities are where we learn how to live together because we live together. 

                                                        
11 Cameron 2011 considers learning to be affected in the context of community gardens but 
focuses on appreciating differences between gardens rather than becoming open to different 
kinds of others.  
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Community gardens where many different lives intersect provide fruitful ground for 

interrogating the kind of r elationships which develop when others coexist.  

 

CHAPTER SUMMARY  

 

A considerable body of literature shows that community gardens are felt to be a special 

kind of place, but understanding is limited by a tendency to neglect the variety of 

experience of gardens and gardeners. In part these limits can be overcome by 

expanding the type of gardens studied beyond urban locations, and considering a wider 

range of personal experiences. In particular there is a need for greater attention to 

processes as correlations between participation and benefits have been suggested 

without proposing mechanisms of change. Whilst place is said to have a role in the 

impacts of community gardens it is not clear what characteristics are significant or how 

places should be made for benefits to be replicated. This can be redressed through 

greater attention to the spatiality of community gardens and how such places are made, 

treating a garden not as a site for social interaction but emerging through relationships. 

Making places includes the representation of meanings in political battles like those 

some community gardeners have been part of but it is more than this as community 

gardens include more material meanings. Informed by more -than-representational 

thought places are processes of spatial experience understood through more-than-

words so we should attend to doings and feelings. A more explorative methodology 

which embraces a wider range of experiences should improve our understanding of 

community gardens. 

 

I have argued the need to re-place community gardens by moving beyond problematic 

dualisms to understand them as entangled socio-ecological processes. Taking place as a 

lens through which to examine community gardens allows various kinds of 

relationships under the microscope. In line with turns to a more -than-human 

geography I have presented an understanding of place which treats nonhuman and 

human agency as of a kind, and argued the need to recognise nature as a complex of 

processes without borders. Encompassing humans in nature in this way is not unusual 

for social scientists, but others may believe that we have ever been modern (cf. Latour 

2004a). A careful balance must be sought between recognising the actions of 

nonhuman community gardeners, and considering how humans regard their 

nonhuman accomplices.    
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Drawing on the work of Massey and Ingold I suggest movement is central to 

understanding places and how they are made. Rather than reject notions of sense of 

place and belonging which have been taken as antithetical to motion I have presented 

ways to reformulate them through a focus on qualities of movement and how these feel. 

In contrast to Masseyôs haphazard óthrowntogethernessô I suggest places are made by 

bringing movements together, a process guided by skill and feelings as people work 

towards certain goals and seek certain affects. To elaborate the affective context of 

Ingold and Masseyôs spatial theories I propose a mobile or dynamic sense of place 

means appreciating somewhere for its particular constellation of movements and 

feeling comfortable moving with these rhythms.  

 

Through this chapter the nature of the relationship between place and community has 

been a question seeking resolution. Studies of community gardens might demonstrate 

that they are places which increase social interaction but the processes are not 

interrogated so it is not clear how space influences community. The speculative answer 

I offer is that those who make a place together might be inclined to become a 

community as they move together and synchronise with spatial rhythms. But the 

qualities of garden encounters have not been interrogated to demonstrate they equal 

relationships of a caring community. It is not certain that shared spatial experience 

results in care, hence the need to evaluate the relationships which emerge through 

place making in empirical examples such as community gardens. Understanding the 

collective experience of place requires attention to the qualities of relationships 

between others, their diversity and limits.  As a very tangible form of place making at a 

scale which is relatively easy to grasp community gardens present a useful context for 

developing these theories through empirical application. In subsequent chapters I use 

these ideas to understand how community gardens are made and experienced to 

improve understanding of what people seek through community gardening and how a 

garden makes a difference to them.
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III METHODOLOGY  

 

INTRODUCTION  

As outlined in Chapter II previous research of community gardens has offered a narrow 

perspective by seeking to demonstrate their benefits and relying on methods which do 

not actively involve community gardeners. Where researchers have engaged with 

gardeners a reliance on interviews excludes non-verbal communication and insights 

which might only emerge through a researcherôs extended presence. Nonhumans are 

notably silent in this research, for although their presence has been noted they are 

rarely treated as active agents in garden life12. I sought a more holistic, exploratory 

approach which would allow significant meaning s to emerge rather than be selected at 

the outset.  The need to reach beyond talk to the activities and experiences of garden 

life including those of nonhumans pointed towards ethnographic methods.  

 

Ethnography is suited to studying óhows and whysô withou t pre-empting the end result 

for it  ñemphasises discovery, it does not assume answersò (Schensul and Le Compte 

1999: 33). Ethnography is emergent (Lofland and Lofland 1995), and exploratory 

(Schensul and Le Compte 1999), so the researcher is not sure at the outset exactly what 

s/he is investigating and uses the method to discover significant questions (Schensul 

and Le Compte 1999: xiii , Spradley 1980: 39). Mike Crang and Ian Cook (2007) 

challenge the norm of reading then doing then writing, suggesting we always combine 

the three, refining questions through playing them out in field. This resonates with 

grounded theory (Charmaz and Mitchell 2001) which constantly retests ideas against 

observations (Schensul et al. 1999) and sits between inductive and deductive reasoning, 

looking for the ósurpriseô (Willis and Trondman 2000). Following Crang and Cookôs 

advice I spent time in community gardens relatively early in my research  to understand 

what questions may be usefully asked.  

 

It is never possible to fully know events (Law 2004) and no method can grasp the 

complexity of life (Denzin and Lincoln 2005: 21) particularly as so much of what people 

know about places is unconscious (Latham 2003). Ethnographyôs strength is seeking to 

understand from the inside (Grills 1998, Schensul and Le Compte 1999: 12) using 

various routes to tacit and explicit knowledge (Herbert 2000: 552, Spradley 1980: 8).  

To understand what it is like to be a community gardener requires participant 

                                                        
12 For an exception in the context of domestic gardens see Hitchings 2003. 
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observation, studying life in its usual setting in some depth (Dowler 2001: 158, Herbert 

2000). I could volunteer at community gardens to experience them from within, do 

what community gardeners do and learn through this. Participation places the 

researcherôs body alongside others to understand how they know and experience the 

world (Pink 2009: 25). This is particularly important for understanding feelings people 

struggle to convey in words (Hayes Conroy 2010, Macpherson 2010, Wait and Cook 

2007). Gardening is often done without cognitive reflection and whilst the ófeeling of 

doingô (Crouch 2001) such practice can be explained through talk (Hitchings 2012, 

Latham 2003)  this is not always possible (Pink 2012: 41). By moving my body like a 

gardener and reflecting on the full range of sensory experiences I might come close to 

feeling like them (Pink 2009: 40). So I should do what gardeners do, and think about 

how my body was changed by the garden (Coffey 1999, Dewsbury and Naylor 2002) 

and what can be known through a researcherôs bodily feelings (Crang 2003 and 2005, 

Hayes Conroy 2010, Longhurst et al. 2008, Paterson 2009) .  The goal as Sarah Pink 

describes is ñto seek to know places in other peopleôs worlds that are similar to the 

places and ways of knowing of those othersò in order to ñcome closer to understanding 

how those other people experience, remember and imagineò (Pink 2009: 23).  

 

Although I arrived at the gardens with ideas about what techniques I would use some 

methods proved less fruitful than the lite rature led me to expect whilst others were 

called on when unexpected opportunities emerged. At the heart of this experimentation 

was being in community gardens, doing what gardeners do, the ódeep hanging outô 

fundamental to ethnography. By being there I had space to play a little (see Latham 

2003)  and might chance on serendipitous learning (Pink 2009: 65) . In this context I 

shall outline how research proceeded, justify the choices I made and reflect on the 

process. I begin by explaining the selection of three case study community gardens, 

then detail how I addressed my ethical responsibilities. Next I describe the fieldwork 

which entailed five ways of being shown the gardens, and efforts to include people 

around each site. The final sections offer reflections on fieldwork, explanations of my 

analytic process and presentation of the research.  

 

LOCATING THE GARDENS  

 

Ethnography requires sustained regular contact with a group in its usual setting 

(Atkinson et al. 2001) to gain familiarity and a rich understanding of lives over time 

(Grills 1998: 3-4, Lofland and Lofland 1995: 18). This has been challenged for offering a 

limited view which is only revealing about the example studied (Herbert 2000: 559). 
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Such criticism assumes that general lessons are desirable and require representative 

examples (Gobo 2004) neglecting the value of contextualised knowledge (Flyvbjerg 

2004: 423). Studying the particular allows questioning of theories and generalisation  

(Flyvbjerg 2004, Gobo 2004) and reveals how the micro and macro mingle (Herbert 

2000 : 564). Cases are always multiple as they include numerous individuals (Stake 

2005: 451) and a small number of cases considered in context offer insight to wider 

issues by comparison with theory or other investigations  (Stake 2005: 454, Yin 2003: 

32). Selecting suitable case studies is not an attempt to identify representative 

examples as representativeness is virtually impossible when studying people (Gobo 

2004: 440). Choices are guided by the need to gain meaningful information about  the 

issues (Mason 2002: 121) so cases should offer the opportunity to learn about oneôs 

foreshadowed problems (Stake 2005: 448).  

 

The need to understand a broader range of community gardens and whether they are 

sought for city dwellers to reconnect with nature suggested selecting urban and rural 

case studies. Having decided to focus on Wales introduces many places which straddle 

the rural -urban divide (Statistics for Wales 2008). To encompass this variety and 

understand the recent upsurge in rural community gardening I decided to study three 

community gardens, one each in rural, urban and semi-urban locations. By studying 

multiple sit es I could address gaps in the literature such as the neglect of non-urban 

examples. It also increased the opportunity to gather sufficient knowledge as I was 

conscious that some community gardens involve few people. The need to study each 

case in sufficient depth without the research becoming unmanageably large (Mason 

2002: 136) suggests three cases as appropriate. My intention was not a formal 

comparison of case studies and their variables (Stake 2005: 457) but to treat them 

collectively in order to incre ase understanding (Stake 2005: 446). Studying three 

gardens allows me to consider reasons for variation and what their similarities suggest 

about community gardens more generally.  

 

I located my study in Wales for reasons noted in chapter II. The recent and significant 

proliferation of community gardens in the UK was most dramatic in Wales where there 

was a notable increase in numbers in rural areas. The Welsh Government introduced 

the UKôs first policy for community food growing in 2010 adding a unique political 

context. These factors offered potential to address gaps in understanding community 

gardens; also the most comprehensive study of community gardens in the UK to date 

focuses on Wales (WRO 2012) providing useful context. I also had an established 

network in Wales to help identify and access suitable case studies. Finally, the need for 
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repeat contact at multiple sites over a sustained period made accessibility influential  

(Rice 2010: 239).   

 

I began ócasting the netô for case studies (Crang and Cook 2007) at an early stage by 

meeting key contacts, visiting projects and attending events around the UK. I 

encountered a variety of community gardens which I summarised on a matrix of key 

characteristics (e.g. land tenure, gardening system, funding, target groups) to help 

identify variables and commonalities. This showed a number of environmentally 

motivated gardens had recently emerged from the Transition Towns movement, with 

many others created by more established organisations with regeneration and 

community development objectives. I felt it important to try and understand both 

types, particularly as participation in the latter is not always voluntary, an issue 

neglected by previous research.  

 

From th e gardens in suitable locations I selected three:  

¶ defined as a community garden by those involved; 

¶ fitting the definition outlined above;  

¶ allowing study of people gardening collectively;  

¶ offering opportunities for  regular contact all year; 

¶ varied in ori gin, operation, management and funding; and 

¶ happy to engage with the research.  

The Maes was chosen as the rural case as an example emerging from the Transition 

Town movement with environmental ideals. The Cwm offered an opportunity to engage 

with community gardeners other than volunteers at a garden with a formalised 

management structure and organisation in a semi-urban location. The Oasis is a 

contrasting example of a garden associated with community development in an inner-

city neighbourhood.  

 

Whilst scoping I occasionally volunteered at two of the selected gardens, having 

informed  people that I may ask them to become more involved in my research13 . To 

initiate fieldwork I identified gate -keepers to discuss participation and potential 

implications; each contact agreed or invited conversation with others. With the 

agreement of each group I began volunteering between one day per month and once a 

week. Although the focus of my interest was those actively involved in gardening I 

                                                        
13 Jacqueline Watts discusses some difficulties of a similar approach and potential ethical 
implications (2011). My situation was less complex as I sought to understand the experience of 
being a volunteer whilst she volunteered to access patient experiences so had more difficult 
issues of confidentiality and working with vulnerable groups.  
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wanted to hear from others so asked gate-keepers and gardeners to suggest who I 

should contact such as past volunteers, stakeholders or partner organisations. This 

allowed me to understand the wider context from the particular outwards, a ósnowflake 

samplingô of networks radiating out from the  garden. 

 

During fieldwork I combined volunteering with research activit ies, using a range of 

techniques I discuss below. At times I felt pre -dominantly volunteer, sometimes more 

researcher, juggling ethnographic roles (Coffey 1999: 24). Regular contact and co-

operating on physical work helped build rapport so people might show a ónormalô 

version of themselves (Schensul et al. 1999: 74, 281). I interviewed 32 people involved 

in the gardens in various capacities (Cwm 13, Oasis 12, Maes 7), with second interviews 

in nine cases (Cwm 4, Oasis 4, Maes 1). I visited each garden at various times of day 

and week to encounter a range of people and activities, and was involved for more than 

a year to experience seasonal change. After each visit I made detailed fieldnotes 

including events, conversations, things I had observed or learnt and personal 

reflections.  

 

MY RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

Prior to fieldwork I secured ethical approval from Cardiff University by outlining how I 

would prepare for and address potential issues. Although this provided a framework 

there are no rules for ethical fieldwork (DeLaine 2000: 17) as what is right depends on 

context (Crang and Cook 2007: 32, Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 279, Hay 2010: 

36) and cannot be predicted (Lofland and Lofland 1995: 30). The best guidance is to 

seek to do no harm (Hay 2010: 38, Murphy and Dingwall 2005) by developing caring 

relationships of trust, empathy and respect (DeLaine 2000). With ethnographic 

research over a sustained period it is questionable whether informed consent is 

possible (Schensul and Le Compte 1999: 193, Murphy and Dingwall 2005: 342) 

especially in public places (Watts 2011: 305) placing extra responsibility on the 

researcher to act with integrity. To remind myself of this I kept note of any ethical 

concerns and how I had responded to encourage reflexivity, questioning whether I was 

treating people fairly. I used informed consent procedures to alert people to their 

choice to participate but am aware that once others had agreed some may have felt 

awkward about objecting, and it was not practical to inform everyone visiting  the 

gardens. Anyone regularly at each garden was given an information sheet explaining 

my research and implications for them which we discussed. Most were happy to 

participate, the small number who declined were not included in field records, and are 
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not mentioned here. Prior to interviews I highlighted potential issues and asked for 

written consent to use interviewees words, and to share copyright of photographs they 

had taken (BSA 2006: 2). Interviewees were given the opportunity to amend transcripts 

and participants were advised to inform me of any events from garden life which they 

would prefer I not write about.  

 

All participants were told at the outset that information would be treated as 

confidential, with gardens and individuals referred to by pseudonyms, and whilst I 

would seek to ensure no one could be identified in published materials this is never 

guaranteed. Some participants replied that they would be happy to be named as they 

were telling the truth, others said they trusted me to treat th em appropriately, but some 

were reassured that they would not be identifiable. My concern was repercussions if 

participants identified each other so I have not attributed potentially harmful 

comments. I have also considered potential harm to the gardens and written 

accordingly. All place, organisation and personal names are pseudonyms. 

 

As each garden relies on charitable, voluntary efforts I was conscious of placing 

additional burdens on people and that I was benefiting most from our interactions. 

Helping as a volunteer allowed me to offer something in return (Watts 2004: 308) and 

I asked if I could assist otherwise. Two gardens asked for summaries of local peopleôs 

opinions so they might encourage others to become involved and one asked for 

practical advice. This raises the issue of impartiality and whether I became advocate for 

the groups rather than researcher (Grills 1998: 13), a difficulty of the ethnographerôs 

inside-outsider position (Crang and Cook 2007: 38). I was aware that by becoming 

close to participants I may become partial, so used reflexivity to balance the risks of 

immersion (Crang and Cook 2007: 48). When negotiating access I discussed the 

possibility that my findings may not be positive which people received as an 

opportunity for constructi ve criticism. Each group was already aware of and discussed 

their flaws and failings which created an environment where I need not feel compelled 

to advocate success.  

 

An ethical responsibility not often noted by researchers is to nonhumans (Franklin and 

Blyton 2012: 8). I was particularly conscious of the environmental impacts of my 

activities as I was working with people concerned with these issues so it felt 

disrespectful to disregard them. When gardening I followed their practices for 

environmental con servation, and to reduce my impact I travelled by public transport, 

walking or cycling when possible.  
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GETTING TO KNOW THE G ARDENS  

 

Ethnography is the endeavour to understand as others do by observing, asking 

questions and participating; I wanted to know what is important about community 

gardens for those involved. As a novice being inducted into the world of a community 

garden I sought to learn as others learn (Pink 2009: 34), an apprenticeship similar to 

that through which child or novice is taught (Ingo ld 2000 and 2011). I was inducted to 

these places by following paths, listening to stories and finding my own way with the 

help of experienced guides who showed me the community garden:    

to show something to somebody is to cause it to be seen or otherwise 

experienced ï whether by touch, taste, smell or hearing ï by that other person. 

It is, as it were, to lift a veil off some aspect or component of the environment 

so that it can be apprehended directly (Ingold 2000: 21 -2).   

I was shown things others thought important which guided my attention so I became 

more expert in exploring and discovering the environment myself (Ingold 2000: 20 -

22). I invited others to óshow me the gardenô through words, images, actions and more 

using processes I shall now describe.  

 

The risk of using a variety of methods is shallow research in which each method tells 

different things (Crang and Cook 2007: 128). But diverse methods have always been 

integral to ethnographyôs endeavour to account for the multiplicity of social life 

(Atkinson et al. 2008). I would argue that the strength of combining various techniques 

is that individuals responded to each differently, favouring certain methods of showing 

the garden. Offering several ways to communicate increased the likelihood of finding a 

way for everyone to express themselves.  

 

Show me the garden 1: learning by doing 

 

To understand community gardens I followed the tradition of ethnographer adopting a 

pre-defined role (Crang and Cook 2007: 38) and became a volunteer. Working with and 

like others helped me develop relationships with gardeners by easing conversation and 

providing common ground. The value of this became apparent at the Cwm when I was 

the only female on site, and where physical work had always been done by men. At first 

I was treated as a special case, not given the worst jobs or expected to be strong, but by 

showing I was willing and capable of doing what they did they accepted me as ñone of 

the ladsò. Through work I was able to relate to them as colleagues, and reflecting on this 

offered insight into how they perceive physical labour.  
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Volunteering allowed me to ódoô community gardening hence learn beyond what I could 

observe (Pink 2009: 64)  by imitating the bodily practices of others (Pink 2009: 40) . I 

completed tasks such as weeding, reflected on how I had done it, what it felt like, what I 

had learnt.  This auto-ethnography allowed óbodily empathyô (Hayes Conroy 2010: 739) 

with things which people find difficult to describe such as skills, actions an d feelings. As 

a novice I asked people to show me how to do things or observed and imitated what 

they did, so I learnt from the ways they learn (Pink 2009: 34).  Asking for instructions 

and explanations prompted people to show me how they know the garden so I could 

mimic theirs movements to emulate experiencing their place (Pink 2009: 40). For 

practices which have become routinized so awkward to speak of (Hitchings 2012) it 

helped to film people talking whilst doing to encourage them to describe actions as if 

making an instructional film, making a record I could watch for additional insights.  

 

Show me the garden 2: walking 

 

As outlined in Chapter II  a community garden is made through movement so it might 

be understood by following movements which make places (Anderson and Moles 2008, 

Hall 2009, Pink 2009, 2011, 2012). Moving by walking was to experience community 

gardens as others do ï taking the dog, gathering equipment, moving between tasks- so 

walks were participation. Walking to each garden I experienced how people move to 

and around it and encountered daily motion. Walking about and through the gardens 

encouraged me to observe for motion stimulates perception (Ingold 2000: 166). óGoing 

for a look aroundô I mimicked and joined the common garden practice of moving to 

note changes or jobs to do; people often led me on such tours, showing me things along 

the way.  

 

Moving with others is useful for interrogating  relationships to place (Anderson, J. 

2004, Hall 2009, Kusenbach 2003) , my most contrived use of this being ówalk and 

talksô. I used interviews whilst walking to elicit talk about place in a relatively 

unstructured manner (Evans and Jones 2011) to understand how people engage with 

their environment (Kusenbach 2003) and how biography entwines with  place (Hall 

2009). Talking in place allows things such as plants to provide prompt s (Hitchings and 

Jones 2004) and encourages discussion of a placeôs features (Evans and Jones 2011: 

856) which may be associated with certain memories (Anderson, J. 2004: 258). 

Walki ng together harnesses the empathetic sociability of stepping in rhythm  and 

sharing a route (Pink 2009: 76) with lack of eye contact easing the encounter 

(Anderson, J. 2004: 258). I am sceptical about the claim this is more naturalistic than 
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other methods (Kusenbach 2003) for it remains affected by the researcherôs presence 

and explication of what s/he wants. I t is never wholly directed by the participant or free 

of power imbalance as has been suggested (Carpiano 2009: 267) for the researcher 

initiates, interprets  and presents the encounter. But it can be more collaborative as 

place, researcher and researched guide what and where is said (Anderson, J. 2004, Hall 

2009). So people took me on a tour of a familiar place (Carpiano 2009), invited to 

óshow me the gardenô. The result is a performance with interviewee as guide (Latham 

2003) choosing to show a place in certain ways. This is also part of community garden 

routines as visit ors are given tours of a garden through which it is displayed and the 

host shows what s/he is proud of.  

 

Show me the garden 3: telling 

 

Once people were familiar with me I invited regular gardeners and those often present 

in other capacities to be interviewed. This allowed me to probe their thoughts in a 

focused discussion and understand things I cannot observe (Pink 2009: 87, Stake 

2005: 453) by hearing how they interpret their experiences (Heyl 2001: 370).   I t is 

logical to discuss relationships to a place in that  place so the environment can more 

directly show the knowledge it holds (Anderson, J. 2004, Anderson et al. 2010) so my 

preference was to interview people whilst walking in the garden. I prepared questions 

to guide a seated discussion as a warm-up which elicited background information; I 

then asked to be shown around the garden, going anywhere, talking about any features. 

In most  cases this was readily understood and people enjoyed the opportunity to act as 

guide; if people struggled to know what to talk about I suggested they might show 

favourite spots or areas with particular memories. Contacts who do not usually spend 

time at the garden ï funders, partners- were interviewed at a location of their choice; 

one former volunteer (Kate, Oasis) answered questions by email. Em (Oasis) and Derek 

(Cwm) chose to be interviewed in their offices so I took printed plans of their gardens 

to show me around. This allowed a virtual tour as we imagined being in places 

corresponding to those on paper. 

 

In all interviews I used open questions to encourage discussion of what the garden is 

like and how it feels: ñhow would you describe it to someone who had never been 

there?ò and ñimagine if the garden was no longer there, what would you miss?ò. These 

gave people space to mention what is important to them, and encouraged them to 

verbalise the experience of being there. Walking interviews focused more on the garden 

than personal experience so I added questions like ñcan you describe what it is like 

being here?ò, ñdoes it feel different here from elsewhere?ò. Discussions were digitally 
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recorded with a hand-held device with range sufficient to avoid microp hones which 

might restrict movement. They lasted between 45 minutes and two hours. All were fully 

transcribed, appended with a description of the route and notes of significant non -

verbal aspects such as areas not visited and possible reasons. In addition to providing a 

rich seam of conversation about the garden I mapped the routes to overlay them and 

seek patterns.  

 

Gardeners involved throughout the year were invited to participate in a second 

interview, whilst Maggie and Toni (Cwm) were interviewed at be ginning and end of 

their welfare -to-work placements. These allowed me to revisit issues and discuss 

emerging themes using impartial prompts: ñsome people say that gardens benefit 

communities, what do you think?ò. Second interviews focused on personal reflection so 

I used photo elicitation, showing people images I had taken of their garden over 

previous months. Elicitation  uses images to trigger reminiscences or new perspectives 

as interviewee, interviewer and image cooperate to discover new meanings (Banks 

2008: 70, Harper 2002: 23, Guillemin and Drew 2010, Pink 2006: 69). Photographs 

encourage the viewer to remember or imagine what it was like to be when/where the 

photograph was taken (Pink 2009: 112). Participants were invited to bring their own 

photographs, but only those who had completed photo diaries did so (see below). I 

chose pictures of typical garden presences and activities or to raise certain issues, for 

example, a group of men shown working at the Maes to prompt discussion about 

gender.  I invited  people to look at the pictures and talk about anything that came to 

mind, or to say nothing. Photographs prompted some incredibly rich discussion and 

raised points that may not have emerged otherwise, but some people spoke freely with 

or without  photographs, and others found elicitation vaguely ridiculous. Letting 

someone talk through their photographs is desirable for sharing control of discussion 

(Guillemin and Drew 2010: 177) but was sometimes reminiscent of being shown 

holiday snaps with litt le depth to the accompanying account as we sped through.  
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John:  Dôyou know what no.14, this is weird and itôs 
nothing to do with the garden essentially but 
purely related to recent circumstances. But 
looking at 14, the first thing I thought - that 
actually made me feel really sad and looking 
at no.14 really made me think about how itôs 
been four weeks since I last went to the 
garden. And looking at no.14 really makes me 
miss it. 

Hannah : Why that one particularly ? 
John:  Dôyou know why? And I suppose 

subconsciously without even realizing it, I 
think Iôve said this all along, thatôs probably 
made me realise that the biggest element of it 
for me is the social aspect. And the picture is 
of you know, our tea and biscuits and 
cigarette butts. So the picture in a way erm is 
a symbol of the social side of the garden club 
(volunte er, Oasis). 

 

Sally: Ah and snacks. 
Dôyou know one of the 
things Iôd like to do with 
the snacks and things is ï 
Iôd love to be able to make 
sure that there was 
enough like, always 
enough milk and always 
enough snacks for every 
group (volunteer, Oasis).  
 

Discussing photograph no.14 

John:  Dôyou know what no.14, this is weird and itôs 
nothing to do with the garden essentially but 
purely related to recent circumstances. But 
looking at 14, the first thing I thought - that 
actual ly made me feel really sad and looking 
at no.14 really made me think about how itôs 
been four weeks since I last went to the 
garden. And looking at no.14 really makes me 
miss it. 

Hannah : Why that one particularly ? 
John:  Dôyou know why? And I suppose 

subconsciously without even realizing it, I 
think Iôve said this all along, thatôs probably 
made me realise that the biggest element of it 
for me is the social aspect. And the picture is 
of you know, our tea and biscuits and 
cigarette butts. So the picture in a way erm is 
a symbol of the social side of the garden club 
(volunteer, Oasis).  

 

Sally: Ah and snacks. 
Dôyou know one of the 
things Iôd like to do with 
the snacks and things is ï 
Iôd love to be able to make 
sure that there was 
enough like, always 
enough milk and always 
enough snacks for every 
group (volunteer, Oasis).  
 

Discussing photograph no.14 

 

 

I had not planned to invite participant writing so found photo diaries a pleasant 

surprise; Toni enjoyed contributing in this way and recorded thoughts I would not 

otherwise have encountered. Inspired by this I experimented, asking people at the 
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Oasis one afternoon to write down how they were experiencing the garden through 

different senses. I was surprised how seriously they took what I conceived as a playful 

exercise and found they words beautifully evocative so would consider expanding this 

approach in future research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Show me the garden 4: picturing 

 

Visual methods are exploratory so might take the researcher down unexpected routes 

(Banks 2008: 10, Knigge and Cope 2006, Pink 2006: 35). As the investigation of ñwhat 

the eye can seeò including objects, physical traces, images, bodies and their gestures 

(Emmison and Smith 2000) visual research assists with the search for more-than-

representational meanings and non-verbal ways of knowing (Banks 2008: 31,75, Crang 

2003).  Images might prompt  insight to memories (Hurdley 2007) , affective 

experiences (Lorimer, J. 2008 b) or non-cognitive aspects of life (Garrett 2011, 

Guilleman and Drew 2010, Harper 2002)  providing they are accompanied by suitable 

reflection (Simpson 2011).  Senses are connected (Ingold 2000, Pink 2009, Rodway 

1994) so looking  can evoke multisensory experiences of place (Pink 2009) .  A camera 

can heighten attention to what can be seen, help catch snippets of events which might 

be missed (Garrett 2011) and can be present where/when the researcher is not (Allen 

2011: 492). Photography features in garden life as people take pictures for mementos 

and share them online, pictures are displayed on site and in written materials . This 

imagery showed me how people want to present and remember the garden, and what is 

believed worthy of display. 

 

Selecting a photograph indicates what someone believe is worth recording (Crang and 

Cook 2007: 109) so at the end of each interview I asked how I should photograph the 

garden as another way of showing. I did  invite  participants to take photographs for me 

but volunteers and staff chose not to or forgot . The group of welfare-to-work 

placements at the Cwm were on site regularly for a limited period so I offered 
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disposable cameras and photo-diaries, inviting them  to show their experiences of the 

garden. Several agreed although only two completed diaries and follow -up interviews; I 

then offered this to all  volunteers and one at the Cwm accepted. Although  photography 

is claimed to empower research participants (Garrett 2011, Guillemin and Drew 2010: 

177, Pink 2006) I would argue that the researcher retains control of the process. 

However it can prompt reflection and may reveal óunknown unknownsô (Allen 2011: 

492) so usefully complements talk and observation.  

 

With o ther research participants I had been able to establish rapport prior to interviews 

but the limited duration of the welfare to work placements at the Cwm did not allow for 

this. Offering the trainees a photo diary was a useful way to overcome this by providing 

them a relatively unobtrusive way to share their thoughts.  Photo diaries offered an 

opportunity to gain insight into experiences of those who were at the Cwm for a short, 

fixed period, and had the advantage of capturing information from occasions when I 

was not present. For those who completed a photo diary the pictures they took formed 

the basis of photo elicitation during second interviews; in other cases these interviews 

included photo elicitation based on images I had selected from my own records. I chose 

pictures illustrating themes emerging from the first round of interviews and to probe 

further issues which had arisen in previous discussions.  

 

I also used cameras to make memos of things not easily written about such as motion 

and aesthetics. I filmed people doing and talking about tasks to make multisensory 

records, using filming to encour age people to talk me through mundane practice. 

Carrying a camera helped draw attention to my role as researcher (Crang and Cook 

2007: 107, Garrett 2011: 526, Pink 2006: 65) to maintain informed consent . It signalled 

to me I was researching so I felt more comfortable loiter ing and observing. The 

resulting i magery evokes memories which take me back to what it was like (see Pink 

2009: 101). As outlined below photographs are knowledge sources in their own right 

which can stand independent of any text; for this reason they are presented here 

without captions or accompanying descriptions. Allowing the image to stand alone is 

intended to stimulate active engagement with them and to encourage interpretations 

other than those which I envisaged when selecting the photographs to be included.    
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Taking and showing photographs 

Toni: Thatôs somebody on the scheme trying to 
mend the wheelbarrows because nobody else umm 
mends any thing so weôve got people wheeling 
wheelbarrows with -some with disabilities - that 
technically shouldnôt be used. So he used his own 
pump - I think it was his own pump - to pump 
them up and mend it coz nobody else could be 
bothered (staff/volunteer, Cwm).  

Taking and showing photographs 

Toni: Thatôs somebody on the scheme trying to 
mend the wheelbarrows because nobody else umm 
mends any thing so weôve got people wheeling 
wheelbarrows with -some with disabilities - that 
technically shouldnôt be used. So he used his own 
pump - I think it was his own pump - to pump 
them up and mend it coz nobody else could be 
bothered (staff/volun teer, Cwm).  
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Show me the garden 5: attending 

 

To understand ñthe livingness of the worldò (Whatmore 2006: 603) more-than-human 

geographers must broadly define what counts as a research participant (p. 606-7). 

There is no specific method beyond ñcultivated patient sensory attentiveness to 

nonhuman forc esò (Bennett 2010: xiv).  As Bennett and Whatmore indicate, shifting 

and expanding attention is a skill for researching nonhumans so I looked to guides 

other than people to show me the garden. Learning about nonhumans requires a fine 

tuning of perception, feeling the environment b y engaging with it (Ingold 2000: 416) . I 

tuned in to nonhuman agency with assistance from knowledgeable colleagues who 

showed me what flora and fauna do in gardens. In fieldnotes I recorded the activities of 

nonhumans, guided by a list of prompts directing  attention to processes such as 

weather and decay.  

 

To shift focus towards and turn up the volume on nonhuman presences I used 

photography, filming and sound -recording: walking around, looking,  listening, noting 

or recording sensory experiences, seeing what had changed, looking for traces of recent 

activity. Cameras help show nonhumans who cannot speak (Hitchings and Jones 2004, 

Lorimer , J. 2008 b) but I was conscious that aesthetic norms might shape selection so 

deliberately included the ugly, repellent, and rainy. Sometimes I took photographs or 

recordings with no purpose in mind, part of the experimental approach facilitated by 

visual methods (Banks 2008: 10). At each site I selected one vista to photograph on 

each visit to see what might become interesting, and did not realise what they showed 

until I included these images in photo elicitation and found they presented change and 

continuity (see chapter VI).  

 

MEETING THE NEIGHBOUR S 

 

Previous research has focused within community gardens so I sought to include a wider 

range of people by endeavouring to speak to all staff and volunteers who are regularly 

at the gardens, also visitors, customers, and passers-by. Observing daily life gave me an 

impression of who uses the gardens which I embellished by occasional conversations 

with garden-users. I put posters about my research at each site and delivered leaflets 

along neighbouring streets inviting people to tell me what they think of the co mmunity 

garden. This prompted two phone conversations about the Cwm; although a 

disappointing response those with strong opinions had been given an opportunity to 

contribute.  



71 

 

 

To meet more neighbours I canvassed those living closest to each garden assuming they 

would be most aware of it. I called door-to-door along neighbouring streets, checking to 

include variations such as homes without gardens, social housing, and private homes. 

Those answering were invited to ñhelp with university research about gardensò and 

some extended conversations resulted during which people were surprisingly frank. I 

asked where people spend free time, whether they have a garden, their opinion of local 

open spaces, then about the community garden: were they aware of it, what did they 

think about it, had they considered getting involved. In Johnstown volunteers from the 

community project assisted as they wanted more dialogue with local people. I spoke to 

a small sample of people in each locality (Cwm 10, Oasis 24, Maes 15) to gain a flavour 

of local opinions. The views expressed soon became repetitive giving some confidence 

that further responses would not have brought additional insights.  

 

REFLECTIONS  

 

I was not sure how to be ethnographer and adapted as I went, becoming more skilled 

and confident at being ónoseyô about awkward things like feelings. Over time I moved 

further inside each garden to be accepted as ï and told I was- óone of themô. This form 

of relationship has been criticised for skewing research findings (Dowler 2001:  158, 

Mason 2002: 85) but there is no reason to assume detachment offers greater truth 

(Coffey 1999: 22). Personal attachments are probably inevitable during field work and 

providing the ethnographer retains reflexivity the benefits of closeness (Coffey 1999: 

39, Grills 1998: 4) outweigh the risks. As ópersonalô work ethnography always entails 

emotions and requires us to negotiate our identity in relation to others (Coffey 1999) so 

alongside garden labour I had to work at relationships and consider my impact on 

others. This was most awkward where there were conflicts between others so I made 

particular efforts to engage with everyone to avoid being associated with one faction. I 

listened to criticisms without offering my own, being sympathetic without collud ing; I 

cannot be sure I succeeded but everyone continued talking to me and about each other. 

As a researcher who had offered confidentiality I may have become confidante, 

heightening my responsibility to treat others with respect.  

 

Over the year numbers at the Maes declined which left few people to engage with; I had 

come to this garden last and worried that by waiting to build rapport I had missed the 

chance to interview gardeners who had now disappeared. However, dwindling numbers 
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is a common community garden experience I can learn from. The opposite challenge 

was deciding the boundary of inclusion: how much attention should I give other 

activities run by Johnstown and Abercwm associations, how far up their management 

chains should I go? Practical constraints of time and lack of response excluded some, 

otherwise I focused on those engaged in practical gardening or regularly using the 

space.  

 

A continuing challenge is giving due attention to nonhumans as there is little 

methodological guidance on this, and I had no prior experience of researching these 

actors. The techniques I outlined above have helped bring nonhumans into the frame 

but as a relatively new area of study there is a need to develop methods for more-than-

human geography. When trying to combine study of humans and nonhumans it is too 

often those who shout loudest who are heard.  

 

FINDING THE PATTERNS  

 

 

From fieldwork I had a collection of notes, interview transcripts, photographs, film, 

sound recordings and printed materials. The aim was to analyse this interpretatively to 

consider what is meaningful about community gardens and how it becomes so (Mason 

2002: 149).  I did not set out to test particular theories but held some in mind which 

may or may not resonate with my experience, developed through abductive reasoning 

Taking  down the bean canes:  I 
picked at knots looking for a free 
end, tried ways to manoeuvr e the 
cane to release it from  the ties, 
working out which was most 
effective. I ended up with a 
bundle of string to sort. I pulled 
at pieces and wound them into 
loops as they eased out of the 
mess. Sometimes I tugged a piece 
and started coiling  it only to find 
it stopped after a few inches, not 
worth pu rsuing. Longer lengths 
worth persevering with made 
fairly neat coils which I fixed 
with a knot. I found a flower pot 
to gather them but the coils kept 
springing out, spilling onto the 
floor. There was no w ay to get it 
all to stay in (fieldnotes, Cwm).   
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(Coffey and Atkinson 1996: 156). Analysis continues throughout ethnography (Coffey 

and Atkinson 1996: 6, Crang and Cook 2007: 133, Pink 2009: 95) and I had been 

revisiting materials throughout fieldwork in order to refine my attention. But I needed 

a dedicated phase to become familiar with and reflect on fieldwork using an ordered, 

systematic process whilst allowing for surprise and creativity (Coffey and Atkinson 

1996: 10, Crang and Cook 2007: 132). I progressively decontextualized then 

recontextualised information to identify ñthemes and patternsò (Crang and Cook 2007: 

137) seeking links to the world beyond the sites studied (Pink 2009: 120), a process of 

getting to know the material, looking for connections within it, and out to elsewhere.  

 

First I sorted materials to gain familiarity and organise them whilst  noting ideas to 

revisit; I logg ed all photos and recordings so I could consult them alongside other texts. 

I entered all materials into NVIVO which provided an ñelectronic filing cabinetò to aid 

efficiency (Fielding 2007: 466) and allow me to move between types of material. I 

created an annotated index of all field notes to allow me to include them in data 

analysis, and this was entered into NVIVO along with interview transcripts and visual 

materials. I  used NVIVOôs coding functions to link images and text to nodes identifying 

significant concepts. I began with a list of concepts from my research interests and 

added others to reflect the content being coded. This open coding (Punch 2005: 208) 

combining emic and etic codes (Crang and Cook 2007: 140) allowed participant 

meanings to speak and kept concepts rooted in field materials. 

 

Once all materials were coded I refined the concepts by considering links between them 

to sort them into families and using the codes as tools to think with (Coffey and 

Atkinson: 32). To further familiarise myself with and think about this information I 

retrieved material tagged with each node (Fielding 2007: 458) and looked for patterns 

or irregularities, counting recurrent phenomena, listing and ranking occurrences. I 

reflected on coherence across cases and variation between them (Yin 2003: 135), 

questioning what those expressing similar ideas might have in common. I reflected on 

how I may have affected events in the field and what external ideas I was bringing to 

materials. I considered possible silences and absences: what had not been spoken 

about, what was I not shown? The volume of material was occasionally over-whelming 

but having a systematic process guided by NVIVO helped. I risked relying on more 

familiar text based analysis so pushed myself to consider all forms of knowledge, 

including nonhuman. As  I developed more coherent conceptual ideas and theories I 

revisited materials to check for inconsistency or resonance. I played with these ideas by 

drawing diagrams, writing memos and thinking them over, seeking patterns and 
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connections (Crang and Cook 2007: 143). Some led nowhere, others led me back to 

particular texts and theories, some remained as puzzles or inconsistencies.  

 

Analysis proceeded through interplay between data and initial research questions as I 

considered what was of interest in the coded material and revised the questions 

accordingly. Codes were grouped into families according to links between them (e.g. 

sub-categories, causal pathways) and these suggested themes by which to organise the 

analytic chapters. The structure for thesis chapters emerged through bringing these 

themes together with the research questions, by matching themes from the data to 

appropriate questions and dividing them into logical sections. The rigour of this 

process was enhanced by checking the draft text against the list of codes to ensure that 

no codes had been omitted from the data presented.   

 

PRESENTING THE GARDEN S 

 

Hannah:  So thatôs [touching photos] kind of a summary of a year in the  

garden. Is there any thing missing from what makes it what it is?  

Sean:   I donôt think thereôs ï if you were to look at it as an outsider youôre 

always gonna miss something because itôs the experience of being 

there [é] You know thereôs a lot of things that I donôt think you can 

really represent  very well in a photograph that you would have to 

come to the garden to kind of experience (volunteer, Oasis). 

 

This combination of methods showed me various aspects of each garden with 

discussion helping me understand gardenersô motivations and participant observation 

and giving insight in to community garden experiences and feelings. Emplaced methods 

meant that relationships with place and spatial processes were always apparent, 

generating a range of materials relevant to the research aim. The product is an 

ethnographic place, a text to ñcreate routes to and bring together selected sensations, 

emotions, meanings, emotions, reflexivity, descriptions, arguments and theoriesò (Pink 

2009: 134). I am now showing the gardens to others to initiate the next generation of 

novices. Materials communicate in different ways (Banks 2008: 40, Pink 2009: 137, 

Rose 2007: 10) so combining forms of ótextô reflects ethnography as bricolage (Crang 

and Cook 2007: 177-8) and life as fragmented and ruffled (Banks 2008: 119, Crang and 

Cook 2007: 184). Garden experiences are multisensory so I reach beyond words for felt 

embodied knowledge (Crang 2003) and use images to evoke multisensory experiences 

(Pink 2006, 2009, 2012: 35) . I realised how images can evoke other senses during 
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photo elicitation at the Oasis: a pictur e of a snail reminded me of the sound of shells 

hitting the wall when Melissa threw them against it. The image prompted this memory 

for other volunteers, and when I suggested to John that it needed a sound effect he 

knew immediately which noise I meant. Bu t no presentation takes you back to the same 

place (Pink 2011: 8); as Sean said photographs are not the same as being there.  

 

As I try to write sentences which óread wellô I show images which are pleasing to look at 

(Crang and Cook 2007: 108). Photographs can do more than illustrate text (Hurdley 

2007, Pink 2009: 137) and are equally valid sources of knowledge (Guillemin and Drew 

2010: 183, Pink 2006). I use deliberately sparse captioning or separate photograph 

from text to encourage engagement with the image and retain some of its ambiguity 

(Pink 2006: 126). I hope this invites active engagement of viewer with image (Harper 

2003) perhaps prompting the question ówhat am I being shown?ô. 

 

My presentation of community gardens can never be a comprehensive or true account 

(Crang and Cook 2007: 149); multiplicity, partiality and mess are part of the story 

(Latham 2003, Law 2004) which is a product of my experiences and relationships 

(Coffey 1999: 127, Coffey and Atkinson 1996: 15, Law 2004, Pink 2009). Certain 

perspectives are missing so these versions of the Cwm, Maes and Oasis are from a point 

of view at a point in time. Bringing them into the frame of academic work I create new 

places which might be evocative for those who were not there (Pink 2009, 2012). I can 

show how they resonate with theories (Law 2004: 111) combining particular 

experiences with those from elsewhere to make something interesting and meaningful 

which conveys the kind of places these are, what they mean to people and how they 

might relate to other places.
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IV THREE COMMUNITY G ARDENS  

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

To show some of the multiplicity and fluxes of the three case study community gardens 

I offer montages of information from and about each, indicating the bricolage of 

knowledge through which social worlds are understood (Crang and Cook 2007: 179). A 

comprehensive account of each gardenôs characteristics is in Appendix 2. Some 

research participants are introduced here as a cross-section of people encountered at 

each garden; the focus is on those actively involved in gardening and prominent 

characters in garden-life during fieldwork. A list of all interviewees is in Appendix 3; all 

names are pseudonyms.  

 

THE CWM  

 

Cwm means valley for this garden sits on a valley floor in post -industrial South Wales, 

looked over by steep hillsides of terraced housing crowned by rough mountain tops. 

Although one of countryôs most populous regions (Jones et al. 2009: 28) open 

countryside, forest and agricultural land mix amongst rib bons of urban development 

(Statistics for Wales 2008 ). Abercwm town is one of the countryôs most deprived (WAG 

2011) with high unemployment persist ent since the decline of mining. In 2008 

Abercwm Association, a community development charity, began converting a patch of 

wasteland to a garden as a horticultural social-enterprise. It is managed by paid 

employees with staff and volunteers on a range of work placement and training 

schemes. 

 

ñAbercwm Associationôs prestigious community greenspace project [that] has 

developed from a derelict overgrown wilderness i nto a thriving community 

gardenò (Abercwm Association website, 2012).  
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 ñAs a local community greenspace there are a host of things to see and 

activities are available to local people and visitors.  Whatever your interests 

thereôs something here for you!ò (Information board, The Cwm 2012) . 

 

Abercwm Association focuses on regenerating the local area through a holistic 

approach including efforts to improve the local environment. A community garden 

contributes by creating ñvibrant local greenspaceò and bringing ñsocial, and economic 

benefits to a very deprived wardò (Association website). The Cwm is described as a 

resource for  the community where they can gain skills or engage with the environment, 

with the site acquired ñon behalf of the communityò (leaflet) . The Cwm should provide 

learning and conservation, be a social enterprise ñproviding locally grown vegetables to 

the local community at affordable pricesò (Association website and leaflets), and offer 

access for walking or fishing . 

 

An immaculate minibus picked us up for the tour, driven by Derek the 

manager. A huge sign just the other side of the rather ugly 6ft metal fence 

made it a bit more welcoming, and display ed numerous fundersô logos. The 

place seemed huge. So many r aised beds, big polytunnels of cucumbers, 

intricate woven string trellis for the pea plants, little picket fence s. Bits looked 

messy or unfinished, like the empty pond. Derek pointed out the latest 

vandalism with a resigned shrug  (fieldnotes 24.06.11). 

 

Emailed Derek to ask about volunteering, h e phoned immediately and 

virtually  bit my hand off . He wasnôt there on my first day but the other staff 

were friendly, bit awkward waiting whilst they chatted to th e young people. 

Soil 

Black, gritty and coarse, loam 
with some clay, in places rich in 
green waste, pH7.The soil tells the 
siteôs history, spiky wit h coal, the 
waste of past industries as a hard 
darkness and glistening in a 
turned forkful . Digging down 
might reveal china and bottles 
dumped on the allotments which 
followed, or rubble fly -tipped 
when they closed and it became a 
waste ground. To support  todayôs 
industry ï horticulture - the soil 
needs enlivening with compost 
delivered by the truck-load. 
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Will took me off to dig over a bed w here the broccoli had finished. I felt bad 

pulling the plants up as they didnôt look finished. Wasnôt sure whether to collect 

up the litter as Will wasnôt bothering. No toilets on site, no tea breaks. At lunch 

time the others discussed what theyôd spend their Lottery winnings on: ñIôd 

bulldoze this place and make a go-kart trackò (fieldnotes 21.07.11). 

 

People 

On a typical day between one and four staff work on site, helped by a handful of 

trainees or volunteers. There are never enough regular volunteers so occasionally 

groups on working holidays or from local businesses are brought in to complete major 

tasks. Sunny days see a steady stream of local people walking through the Cwm, mostly 

dog-walkers or parents with pushchairs and grandparents with toddlers.  In peak 

season a few local people call in weekly to see what produce is available to buy.  

 

The Staff  set-up changed several times over eighteen months, usually with little 

warning. In summer 2011 four full -time staff were employed at the garden, and a youth 

worker supervised groups on an alternative curriculum project. Doug was the 

horticultural specialist, Derek the manager, Will and Jonesy the labourers. Through the 

winter difficulties and tensions developed, not helped by uncertainties about funding 

and the prospect of redundancies.  

 

By spring 2012 Will and Doug had moved on to other jobs. Jonesy stayed a little longer, 

taking charge whilst Derek was away, before being made redundant. Maggie, Arthur, 

Toni, Michael and others did the bulk of the work on  three-month welfare -to-work 

placements. The garden became quite lively but tensions between staff persisted, as did 

the lack of plans for the future.  

 

Late spring saw Dougôs replacement Rhys gardening full time, assisted by a handful of 

new volunteers. Things settled down a little, but there were worrying rumours about 

the Association and funding.  

 

Toni  came to the garden for her welfare-to-work placement which was ideal as she 

loves gardening and was looking to ease back into work after illness. Straight away 

Derek realised how useful she was and put her in charge of planning the crops, so the 

polytunnels became her domain. It was a challenge to grow on such a scale for the first 

time, especially when things seemed so disorganised and she felt un-supported. Seeing 

all those crops she had grown for the first time felt good, but she was frustrated that 

things were messy and that nothing was being done to encourage wildlife. After her 
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placement ended Toni decided to come back to volunteer once a week, which meant she 

could do the gardening she enjoyed without having to tell others what to do, leaving the 

decisions to Rhys. 

 

Graham  happened upon the garden, then started volunteering and i t was easy to pop 

down most days as his flat is so close. Having been unemployed for a couple of years he 

enjoyed getting out and being helpful, conscious that at his age ï in his fifties - his 

chances of a job are not good. At first he wondered what on earth he would be able to 

do in a garden, knowing nothing about plants, but he was willing to try and soon took 

over watering and strimming . Grahamôs mission is to make the place look pretty so 

more people will come and enjoy it. He makes an effort to chat to people passing so 

they feel welcome. When his health deteriorated  he still visit ed, preferring to sit in the 

garden amongst others to being stuck at home.  

 

A favourite view of the Cwm 

ñItôs nice down here, I like it hereò Will.  
 

ñItôs nice and calm down here, it donôt need nothing down hereò Jonesy. 
 

ñWe spent three hours sitting here the other day. We call it our hideawayò dog 
walkers.  


