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INTRODUCTION
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Driving down Lancaster Avenue out of Main Line
 suburbia into the heart of West Philadelphia.  Starbucks and Jaguar dealerships morph into storage warehouses and corner convenience/beer stores.  As the downtown skyline comes into view the full-dentured smile of the shop-lined suburban street has become gap-toothed and blighted by vacant, trash-filled lots.  The shiny new Lexus on the road ahead is now an old dented Buick.  Turn right past a cemetery and a man selling carpets from the back of his van.  The street navigates a corridor of row homes and small, gated shops.  A concrete playground on the left; an abandoned industrial building to the right.  Stop.  Turn onto another street flanked by housing projects, barbed wire enclosures, and…lush green fields, a bright red barn, grazing animals, and a pond with ducks and cattails.  A pastoral mural painted on the side of a building pulls your gaze from the bleak surroundings and directs your attention to the garden that grows in the lot below.  




*
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Dispersed throughout the city of Philadelphia are over one thousand community gardens – 1,000 small pockets of green amidst the steel, glass, and concrete of the urban landscape.  Community gardening is perhaps the most familiar manifestation of urban agriculture, a phenomenon that encompasses activities ranging from rooftop and private household gardens to large commercial agribusinesses.  Community gardening, specifically, has a long history in the cities of America and has grown a positive and often idealized reputation as a tool for urban revitalization and social change.  But like a plant whose entire root system lies hidden beneath the ground, there is much more to these gardens than immediately meets the eye.  Urban gardens are not simply spaces for vegetable production; they are not only pockets of natural beauty existing within the bleak urban environment:  they are also spaces of social production – symbolic and moral landscapes in which individual and group values are generated, contested, and negotiated.  

It takes some digging to uncover the complexities of this phenomenon and anthropology provides useful tools for surveying and excavating these landscapes.  Fundamental to the discipline of anthropology is the ethnographic method, a research approach that is based upon participant-observation fieldwork.  Ethnography seeks to develop a nuanced understanding of an aspect of a culture or society by taking into account the narratives of human experience.  Frequently these narratives are considered and analyzed in relation to larger processes, discourses, and paradigms.  Thus, it is through a comparative, ethnographic examination of three gardens in a west Philadelphia neighborhood that this project investigates the dimensions and functions of urban gardening.  

The theoretical framework for this project is based in anthropological discourses of the social production of the built environment.  As Anthropologists Denise L. Lawrence and Setha M. Low write: theories of built form “focus on the social, political, and economic forces that produce the built environment, and conversely, the impact of the socially produced built environment on social action” (Lawrence and Low 1990: 482).  Gardens are constructed spaces that are embedded not only in a particular physical environment, but also in “the larger context of society’s institutions and its history” (ibid. 492).  This project thus seeks to examine the historical, political, and social processes that have cultivated these gardens, in addition to (and in conversation with) the specific goals, values, and ideologies that have nurtured their growth.  It investigates the ways in which the social and political context and spatial dimensions of the gardens affect social practices, understandings of place, and articulations of community, and ultimately explores how these dynamics imbue these constructed landscapes with values and layers of meaning.

Methodology 

Let us listen to the gardeners whose stories may hold more strategic 

and political power than the rigor of quantitative data. 

- Patricia Hynes


The seeds of this project were germinated at a summer camp in Vermont where I have been involved, for a number of years, in an educational farming program.  Not only did my interest in gardening develop through my experiences there, but it was a member of this camp community who connected me with the gardens in West Philadelphia.  At the end of last summer I learned that a former employee of this camp had just received a substantial amount of grant money to develop a garden on a vacant lot in Philadelphia.  I was already considering agriculture, specifically urban agriculture, as a potential basis for a thesis topic, so I decided to see where this lead would take me.  Having only had experience with gardening and agriculture in a rural setting, I was curious to observe the manifestation of this practice in an urban environment.


When I arrived back at Haverford in the fall I contacted my friend in the city to find out what her project was all about.  When I visited the site where the garden was being developed, I was excited to discover that another garden already existed in the adjacent plot.  And I soon learned that just around the corner was an even bigger community garden.  Not only was my friend’s garden easily accessible (for research purposes), but there were two other urban gardening sites within the same block.  I decided to base my research on these three gardens:  their close proximity yet apparent differences in form seemed to present a great opportunity for a comparative study.


Unfortunately the timing of my project did not coincide with prime gardening season.  During the winter months the gardens lie dormant and untended, thus only at the very beginning and end of my research process was I able to observe actual gardening activity.  But although the gardens were frequently empty, a few key informants were able to help me track down many of the garden members.  Thus the bulk of my fieldwork was conducted through individual interviews with people involved at all levels of these gardening projects – gardeners, garden leaders, NGO employees.  I did not speak with every member of each garden, but interviewed a substantial sampling from all three.  Some of these interviews were conducted over the phone, and others in person, depending on availability and proximity of the informant. 
To build an understanding of the gardens’ urban context, I looked at demographic information from the US Census and read about the historical (social, political, economic) processes that have shaped the city and Mill Creek Neighborhood (the location of my fieldwork).  Through books, articles, promotional literature, and interviews I gathered information about the history of community gardening in Philadelphia, and about the organizations that have promoted and supported these projects.  I also attended a Community Stewardship Conference sponsored by the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society where over 200 people gathered to discuss current issues of urban greening and gardening in the city.  

Through these various avenues of research I gathered the historical, political, and social narratives that have shaped these landscapes and, the human narratives that have been written through them.  The conversation that emerges from this investigation reveals the tensions, cohesions, and ultimately the moralities that characterize the phenomenon of urban gardening.  

CHAPTER 1
context:  Situating Urban Gardens in Their Historical and Discursive Landscape

History of Urban Community Gardens in America

Generation upon generation, people have retreated to farms in times of strife, figuratively if not literally, in order to heal, regroup, and set out anew.

 








- Eric Freyfogle 

In her book City Bountiful: A Century of Community Gardening in America, Laura J. Lawson defines a community garden as “a neighborhood garden in which individuals have their own plots yet share in the garden’s overall management” (Lawson 2005: 3).  Other types of urban gardens exist as well, including school gardens, job-training and demonstration gardens, therapy gardens, and relief gardens.  Lawson groups all of these forms under the category of urban garden programs, referring to the “cooperative enterprises that provide space and resources for urban dwellers to cultivate vegetables and flowers” (ibid.).  

Gardens have been a part of this country’s urban landscape for over a century, and although their specific functions have changed over time and according to different contexts, urban gardening has always been embedded in a history of social activism.  According to Lawson there are about 5 periods of historical importance in the evolution of urban community gardening in the United States.  The phenomenon emerged here in the 1890’s.  The first gardens were established as a means of social reform – to provide opportunities for unemployed workers, and to educate youth about proper work ethic and civic responsibility.  These initial programs were based in the popular theory of environmental determinism – the idea that a person’s environment directly influences his/her behavior.  By bringing nature into the industrial and crowded city, the reform-oriented gardens of the turn of the century were intended to act as a positive agent of change by “fill[ing] a perceived moral vacuum in the urban living experience” (Lawson 2005: 22).

The second surge of urban gardening coincided with the First World War.  In order to supply overseas troops with more food, the government advocated the cultivation of vegetable gardens as a means to boost the national food supply.  During these years millions of Americans engaged in their “patriotic duty” by planting private and communal gardens.  

The economic depression of the 1930’s provided another impetus for gardening.  In this era gardening became a means of subsistence for families who were suffering from the hardships of the times, and by 1934 about 23 million households were engaged in subsistence gardening programs (Lawson 2005: 2).  Although World War II lifted America out of this depression, it plunged the country into another period of national crisis that brought with it a fourth wave of gardening activity.  The community gardens of this era– often called Victory Gardens – were cultivated primarily for personal consumption and to serve as a means of recreation and morale boosting during a tenuous time.  

While the early garden programs were generally promoted as tools of economic support for specific groups of marginalized people, such as immigrants and the poor.  The gardening initiatives that grew out of the Depression and the two World War eras targeted a wider population and were focused more on the psychological and recreational benefits of such programs.  While these early gardens were often managed through systems of top-down leadership and organization, the modern era of community gardening – beginning in the 1970’s – shifted this initiative to the grass-roots level.  In a decade marked simultaneously by an energy crisis, inflation, urban deterioration, and an emerging environmental consciousness, community gardening became “an expression of grassroots activism” (Lawson 2005: 206) – an activity through which individuals could work to counteract the social and physical deterioration they were experiencing in their urban communities.  The rising nation-wide commitment to such programs during this era inspired the creation of the American Community Gardening Association in 1978.      

Today the bottom-up and top-down approaches to community gardening are frequently combined.  While urban gardens are often managed by local groups of volunteers, most programs also rely on support from larger organizations.  And as opposed to the earlier manifestations of gardening programs that often served a temporary or transitional role, contemporary garden projects are advocated for their long-term function in providing a range of lasting social and economic benefits to communities.  

Today community gardens are often discussed as agents in neighborhood revitalization efforts, as projects that have both social and economic benefits for struggling communities.  Proponents of and participants in these projects have written about the potential of community gardening to: improve the physical health, nutrition, and food-security of urban populations; to promote social equity, reduce poverty and crime, and create employment opportunities; to improve the aesthetics of the urban environment; to support the preservation of culture; to foster a human connection with the land; to contribute to individual and community empowerment and community solidarity; to promote “sustainable social ecology” (Wheeler 2003: 493).  In A Patch of Eden, Patricia Hynes writes that, “At its core, the community garden movement in the late twentieth century is about rebuilding neighborhood community and restoring ecology to the inner city” (Hynes 1996: x)
Discourses of Urban Gardening

In light of urban gardening’s historical role in this country, it is not surprising that the rhetoric of social activism permeates current discourses surrounding the phenomenon.  The United Nations Development Program speaks of urban farmers as “pioneers” in the agriculture industry (UNDP 1996: 71); in the book Fatal Harvest: The Tragedy of Industrial Agriculture, the urban agricultural movement is called a “quiet revolution” (Ableman 2002); another article refers to gardeners as “grassroots activists” (Baker & Huh 2003), and terms such as renewal, revitalization, and survival pervade the discussion of the benefits of urban agriculture.  These discussions of urban gardening are frequently embedded in discourses of environmentalism, agrarianism, and sustainability.  Whereas overpopulation, war, and financial crisis were once the impetus for gardening programs, the urban context, itself, is now considered to be the source of social ills and, thus, in need of repair.

To many, the term urban agriculture embodies inherent contradictions: agriculture is commonly understood as a rural activity, a phenomenon dissociated from the urban setting; the city is often conceptualized as the antithesis of nature, understood as a built rather than natural environment and a space of consumption, not production.  But in fact urban agriculture is a widespread and historically rooted phenomenon that is fundamental to the social and economic livelihoods of hundreds of millions of people worldwide (Devuyst 2001: 105).  And those who promote the development of agriculture and gardening within the urban environment advocate the deconstruction of the mythical opposition between nature and the city.  Dr. Anne Spirn – a professor of landscape architecture who has conducted much or her work in the Mill Creek Neighborhood of Philadelphia (also the field site for this project) – writes in her book The Granite Garden, that nature is “a whole that embraces the city” (Spirn 1984: 5).  She argues that the city must not be conceptualized as an “infernal machine,” but as an ecosystem in which natural processes operate as they do everywhere else (229).  The city can even be imagined as an organism or ecosystem with its own metabolism.  

With more than half of the world’s population now living in urban areas, however, there are growing concerns about the sustainability of the urban ecosystems – both biologically and socially.   Many efforts are being made to assess the current plight of cities and to design programs and development plans that promote livable and sustainable cities for the future (Devuyst 2001; Pinderhughes 2004; Satterthwaite 1999; Levitan 1986; White 2001).  Spirn argues that it is the responsibility of humans to manipulate the hostile urban environment into a life-sustaining environment (Spirn 1984: 229), and according to her and others, agriculture is a valuable tool with which to encourage this process of amelioration.        

On one hand, urban agriculture is understood and promoted as an important approach to stimulating the metabolism of a city, enhancing its natural environment and ecosystems.  Environmental activist and author Wendell Berry, who has written a number of books about the importance of respecting the natural world and working towards more environmentally healthy living, writes in one essay: “I can think of no better form of personal involvement in the cure of the environment than that of gardening” (Berry 1970: 82).  But as proponents of sustainable urbanism illustrate, the health and vitality of natural ecosystems and human (social) ecosystems are essential for a sustainable future.  Whereas environmentalism and sustainable development were originally concerned primarily with the technologies of nature conservation and the protection of natural resources, or the health of the natural environment, human economic and social needs are now recognized as equally vital components in the project of sustainability:  “sustainable urban development should be closely linked to sustainable community development” (Devuyst 2001: 22).  Society, the human ecosystem, must also be kept healthy (White 2001: 47).  In A Place to Grow Catherine Sneed writes: 

“More and more we lack connection to the earth and community.  The degradation of the environment is not new; the statistics are by now familiar, the need only more urgent.  The other need, the human need for community, is just as urgent.” (Hassler & Gregor 1998: x)

This call for a revitalization of the relationship between humans and the land, present in much of the discourse of sustainability and environmentalism, is also central to the rhetoric of agrarian ideology.  Eric Freyfogle presents a definition of agrarianism:   

“Agrarianism, broadly conceived, reaches beyond food production and rural living to include a wide constellation of ideas, loyalties, sentiments, and hopes.  It is a temperament and a moral orientation as well as a suite of economic practices, all arising out of the insistent truth that people everywhere are part of the land community.” (Freyfogle 2001: xiii)

Agrarianism has deep historical and cultural roots in this country.  Its ideology originally centered around the values of the rural agricultural lifestyle and contemporary agrarian philosophy (New Agrarianism) continues to stress the importance of farming as a valuable method of strengthening families and communities (Freyfogle 2001; Wirzba 2003).  New Agrarianism is not “an attempt to restore a fictive golden age” (Freyfogle 2001: xxxv), but is engaged in the current discourses of environmentalism and sustainability, framed as efforts towards a more viable future.  It is also no longer concerned only with rural lifestyles but has begun to acknowledge its importance in the urban environment – its ability to “offer remedies to urban alienation” and other “public/private ills” (Freyfogle 2001: xiv).  Urban agrarianism broadens the ideological vision to include a concern for the preservation and “care of all living spaces” of “all the places that maintain life” – both natural and built environments (neighborhoods, schools, parks, gardens, etc.) (Wirzba 2003: 6).

Cultural geographer David Harvey writes about the lack of a sense of belonging experienced by residents of “soulless” urban environments (Harvey 2000).  William E. Rees similarly acknowledges the distancing effect of urbanization on the connection between people and the land.  He argues that living in an urban environment can decrease one’s sense of dependence on the land and the natural environment.  William Vitek acknowledges that, “much of the contemporary resurgence in community thinking has originated in the practice of agriculture, by those who have a working relationship with the land” (Vitek 1996: 3).  Stephen Wheeler argues that, “In both real and symbolic ways, urban gardening helps reconnect city dwellers with the earth” (2003: 492).  Establishing a connection to a place through the working of the land can help to create community, and agriculture can function as the impetus of this process.  

In his book To Dwell is to Garden, Sam Bass Warner also describes the practice of gardening as “a way to maintain some cultural distinction within the homogenizing forces of the city” (Warner 1987: 99).  This cultural significance of agriculture and gardening is often conveyed through the personal narratives of urban gardeners, in which gardens become representative of personal histories and current negotiations of culture and identity.  Authors Lauren Baker and Jin Huh explain how some gardeners from Toronto were able to “keep strong ties to their personal histories and sense of identity” through the practice of growing foods from their own cultural backgrounds (Baker & Huh 2003).  In this sense, agricultural biodiversity can be linked to cultural diversity; the space of a community garden can provide an arena for people to share their cultures.  “Urban agriculture represents an opportunity for greater social and cultural integration across differing experiences, perspectives, and demands” (CAST 2002: 7), it can be a “valuable contributor to the solution of current and future problems occurring in urbanizing communities” (ibid: 25). 

Community Gardening in Philadelphia    

These discourses become more salient when we begin to look more closely at the functioning of urban gardening within a specific urban environment, in this case Philadelphia.  Community gardening in Philadelphia has followed the national trends discussed in the previous section.  In 1897 the Vacant Lot Cultivation Association started the first gardens in West Philadelphia.  For about 20 years this organization promoted the development of for-profit gardens throughout the city.  In the following decades Philadelphians joined millions of other Americans in cultivating “patriotic,” subsistence, and Victory Gardens, and from 1953 to 1977 the Neighborhood Gardens Association of Philadelphia worked with low-income communities to establish garden projects in their neighborhoods.

Like other cities in America, Philadelphia experienced a period of significant decline in the 1970’s.  Deindustrialization lead to the breakdown of major economic sectors and the loss of manufacturing jobs.  Many people who had the financial means left the city, and those who stayed inhabited an increasingly neglected urban environment.  During this time the Pennsylvania Horticulture Society (PHS – established in 1827) extended its programs to include community outreach projects.  The organization helped to establish neighborhood vegetable gardens and to fund other garden programs that had lost financial support from the city.  Inspired by these efforts, PHS launched its Philadelphia Green program in 1974.  According to the organization’s promotional literature, Philadelphia Green has since become “the nation’s pre-eminent model for urban greening” (Making the City Green).  Philadelphia Green works with communities, the government, and public and private businesses and organizations to promote gardening, land maintenance, tree planting, and other environmental programs throughout the city.  Through its programs the organization strives to uphold the PHS mission: “to motivate people to improve the quality of life and create a sense of community through horticulture” (ibid.).

In 1976 the federal government created the Urban Garden Program.  This initiative, sponsored by the Department of Agriculture, provided money for educational gardening projects in a few designated cities throughout the country.  In Philadelphia this money was funneled through the Penn State Extension Service and was originally designated to help people from low-income neighborhoods become more self-sufficient by growing some of their own food.  About 500 vegetable gardens were established throughout the city.  While Penn State provided the educational component for these demonstration garden projects, PHS provided financial and material support.  The program was only expected to last about a year, but the initiative was sustained and developed for over two decades.  The Penn State program has since changed its mission and target demographic, however, and it no longer works with community gardens in low-income neighborhoods.  The organization now focuses on general horticulture programs aimed specifically at youth.

In 1986 a new organization adopted the name of the previous NGA group becoming the Neighborhood Gardens Association / A Philadelphia Land Trust.  This nonprofit corporation works to preserve existing gardens within the city – projects and spaces that are frequently threatened by other development projects.  NGA now officially owns plots supporting twenty-two gardens; it pays the taxes and insurance on these properties so that the gardeners themselves do not have to shoulder this legal and financial burden.

Today Philadelphia ranks third in terms of cities with the most urban gardens (total and per capita), and supports one of the strongest gardening and greening initiatives in the nation.  The director of Philadelphia Green affirms Philadelphia’s “dynamic dialogue” concerning issues of open spaces and greening in the city.  In 2001 the mayor of Philadelphia launched a “Green City Strategy” as part of a larger neighborhood revitalization effort called the Neighborhood Transformation Initiative (NTI).   Through this program PHS has received over 6 million dollars to carry out greening projects.  Other strategies have also been launched to confront the issue of Philadelphia’s 40,000 vacant and blighted properties (more than 900 acres) (Neighborhood Transformation Initiative 2004) .  PHS, through The Community-Based Vacant Land Maintenance Program, contracts community groups and organizations to clean and maintain vacant spaces in their neighborhoods.  In May of 2005, Philadelphia LANDVisions (a project established through the partnership of the City Parks Association, the Pennsylvania Environmental Council, the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, and The Reinvestment Fund) launched an international competition to develop proposals for the management of the city’s vacant land.  

When William Penn founded Philadelphia in 1681 he envisioned the city as a Green Countrie Towne – filled with trees, open spaces, fields, and gardens.  Although his plan was never fully actualized, Penn’s vision seems to live on in the city’s current greening dialogue.  The voices present in this conversation come from individuals, neighborhood groups, nonprofit organizations, the city, and even the international community.  But while there seems to be much support for greening and gardening programs within the city, community gardens continue to be destroyed as their property is reclaimed for other development projects.  This paradox forms the background and context for this project’s investigation.  Historically urban garden programs have been developed during times of national crisis and hardship to address social and economic problems and serve as tools to alleviate societal stresses.  Today it is considered to be the urban context itself that is the source of these social ills and is in need of revitalization, thus as part of the urban landscape, the gardens themselves are thus inherently sites of contestation and struggle.  

But before launching into a discussion of the three garden projects in this study, it is necessary to refocus the contextual lens once more to get a picture of the specific neighborhood in which the gardens exist. 

The Mill Creek Neighborhood

The three garden projects examined in this study are located in the he Mill Creek neighborhood of West Philadelphia.  This neighborhood is delineated by Haverford and Girard Avenues to the north and south and 44th and 52nd streets to the east and west.  Much of West Philadelphia has suffered severely from the city’s 50 year long period of urban decline and the area is generally considered to be one of the more economically depressed sections of the city.  West Philadelphia was developed primarily as a residential section of the city, serving as the bedroom communities for the people who worked in the industrial centers of the city.  But when these industries declined, much of the middle class population left the area and migrated to the suburbs.   This significant population loss left parts of West Philadelphia, including the Mill Creek neighborhood, to deteriorate.  These parts of the city are now blighted with dilapidated and abandoned housing, vacant lots, and uncared for public spaces.  The 2000 census figures reported high vacancy and unemployment rates for the neighborhood:  in that year, 43% of the Mill Creek’s 9,000 residents – 96% of whom are African American – were living in poverty, 40 % of homes were renter occupied, and 20% of the housing lay vacant. 

Recently, however, this area has been a focus of revitalization and development efforts initiate at the local, organizational, and city level.  Community members have reclaimed vacant spaces to plant gardens.  One hundred gardens were established in west Philly through the Penn State Urban Garden program.  And through the City of Philadelphia’s Neighborhood Transformation Initiative, projects including public housing improvements, education programs, greening projects, ecological management programs, and community gardens, have been pursued in this area.

The Gardens

Aspen Farms


Thirty years ago, the property on the corner of 49th and Aspen Street was a vacant lot.  The homes and businesses that once stood there had been torn down and the land lay neglected.  But in 1974, a few local residents, who were tired of looking at this blighted space in their neighborhood, went to the city government to get permission to use the land for a garden.  The city agreed to clear off the property and with support from the Philadelphia Horticulture Society a handful of people began to grow vegetables in the corner of the plot.  The garden rapidly expanded to fill the whole 28,000 square foot lot and in1988 the University of Pennsylvania’s Department of Landscape Architecture worked with the gardeners to give the space a major over-hall, installing wider pathways, benches, a gazebo, and even a fish pond.  Aspen Farms (AF) has since become one of Philadelphia’s most successful and well-known community gardening projects and is currently one of PHS’s high-profile Keystone Gardens.  The project has won multiple awards, and has been featured on television, public radio, and in National Geographic.  And just two years ago the land title was transferred to the NGA/A Philadelphia Land Trust, easing the financial burden upon the members and securing the property from future development. 

Brown Street Gardens

A block away on the corner of 49th and Brown streets, flanked by skeletons of row homes and surrounded by a chain link fence, is a plot of land that is now the home of two gardens.  The Mill Creek flows beneath this property making it unsuitable for construction, and the buildings that once stood there were eventually demolished.  For years the lot lay abandoned, trash-filled, and blight-infested.  In the early 90’s, with the support of the Pennsylvania State Cooperative Extension Program, half of this space was transformed into a community garden called Brown Street Gardens (BSG).  Community members were involved in the designing of the garden, which became a very productive vegetable plot. Although the urban gardening component of the Penn State program has since ended, the Brown Street Farm is still functioning and is currently tended by about ten people.  Unlike Aspen Farms, however, this garden does not currently have any affiliation with supporting organizations like the PHS, and the land is still owned by the city rather than NGA. 

Mill Creek Farm

Directly adjacent to Brown Street Gardens is Mill Creek Farm (MCF), a project that was started just last year and is still in its developing stages.  The City Water Department, which owns this plot of land, received a Growing Greener grant from the State Department of Environmental Protection to improve storm water protection efforts throughout Philadelphia.  The Water Department, in partnership with the Philadelphia Horticulture Society, submitted an official Request For Proposal (RFP) to gather ideas for potential usages of the plot of land at the corner of 49th and Brown.  Employees of Urban Nutrition Initiative (a Philadelphia NGO that works with children to improve community nutrition and wellness) learned of this opportunity and two women from the organization developed a plan for a garden project.  Of the two proposals received, their Mill Creek Farm project was chosen.  With substantial grant money and support from PHS these women and others from UNI have been working over the past year to prepare the land for farming: the lot was cleared, a drainage system was installed, mulch and soil have been put down in long mounded rows, and even a few bulbs have been planted – the garden now awaits its first growing season.  

UNI has already developed a number of other urban agriculture projects in Philadelphia, primarily school-based gardens.  In connection to these gardens, the organization runs a mobile food distribution project called ALTO (A Little Taste of Everything), which sells the organically grown produce (at affordable prices) to people in low-income neighborhoods in the city.  Thus the vision for MCF is to turn the space into another production garden for ALTOE.  But the garden will also serve as an educational space where children and community members can learn about food production, nutrition, natural resource protection, and techniques for cultivation in their own yard spaces. 

The Gardeners
In the past Aspen Farms has had up to 40 gardeners at a time, however there are currently only about 20 members at this garden.  About 40% of these gardeners are from the Mill Creek neighborhood.  While the majority of the other members live somewhere in West Philadelphia, a few come from other areas in the city, and one family even comes from the suburbs.  A few of the members have been involved in the garden since its beginning, however most have been there for between 3 and 5 years.  New members join every year, most of them having learned about the garden by word of mouth.      

Brown Street Gardens currently has about nine members.  All of the gardeners are from West Philadelphia and 5 of them are from the immediate neighborhood.  The original founder/coordinator of this garden is now deceased, but the current coordinator has been working at the garden for over 9 years.  Like Aspen Farms, the duration of membership at BSG varies among the gardeners.  

Although the majority of the gardeners at both Aspen Farms and Brown Street Gardens are African American, Aspen Farms hosts a more ethnically diverse membership, including a Puerto Rican couple, a Cambodian woman, an Indian man, and a couple of white families.  There are an equal number of male and female gardeners at Aspen Farms, however the majority of the gardeners at Brown Street Gardens (seven out of nine) are men.  And although there is some age diversity within the gardens, most of the members at both gardens are elderly, and many are retired.  The two garden coordinators at Mill Creek Farm are young, white women, and although they do not live in the Mill Creek Neighborhood, they both live in West Philadelphia.          

These people garden for various reasons, however most say that they enjoy growing and eating their own produce, and that they appreciate the opportunity to spend time outside in a peaceful, relaxing, beautiful place.  For some, (and especially those who are retired and have ample time on their hands) gardening has become their primary from of recreation.  During the gardening season they spend most of their days tending their plots or just relaxing in the gardens.  As one gardener said, “I like to sit in the garden in the sun with my big straw hat, pretending I’m a farmer.”  Another gardener said that going to the garden had become a daily ritual for him, like drinking a cup of coffee in the morning.  Even if the weather is bad, he will get in his car and go drive around the block a few times, just get his fix.  But gardening does not assume such a central role in the lives of all the gardeners, and some only come once or a few times a week to work on their plots.

Most of the gardeners have had experience with agriculture prior to their involvement with the community gardens.  Many grew up in families where gardening or farming was a common activity.  A number of the gardeners grew up on farms in the south and moved to Philadelphia later in their lives.  Some were born in Philadelphia, but have parents or grandparents who grew up on southern farms.  The coordinator of Brown Street Gardens, for example, told me about his childhood on a farm in rural North Carolina, where he would cultivate large fields with a mule drawn plow.  He moved to Philadelphia in 1953 and has been the coordinator at Brown Street Gardens for about nine years.   He now plows his small, urban plot with a motorized rototiller, but he frequently plants seeds that he brings back from his visits to NC.  These seeds serve as a very tangible connection to his home and childhood, and for gardeners like him, the activity of gardening serves as a connection to their past and their cultural heritage.  Although many of the gardeners admit that they did not really enjoy gardening when they were growing up, as one woman stated, “After a while it’s just in your nature.”  “You don’t go far from your upbringing,” said another.   


Having provided some background at the national, local, and personal levels of the urban gardening phenomenon, we can now dig into the details of these specific projects to investigate how discourse, context, and human experience interact to generate meaning within these gardens. 

CHAPTER 2  

CONSTRUCTED & CONTESTED SPACE

Cities are built environments.  They contain buildings, structures, and spaces 

that are all the product of human construction or a “physical alteration of the natural environment” (Lawrence & Low 1990: 454).  Anthropologists have long been interested in the form of the city, not simply in terms of its physicality, but regarding the processes that have structured the urban environment and the dynamics of human interaction within its spaces.  In Theorizing the City: The New Urban Anthropology Reader, Setha M. Low writes:  “The city as a site of everyday practice provides valuable insights into the linkages of macroprocesses with the texture and fabric of human experience” (Low 1999: 2).  Urban gardens are components of this environment, and although they contain natural elements they, too, are constructed spaces. 

Space, in the anthropological sense, is understood as both an arena for social interaction and as a social construction.  Anthropologist Mathew Cooper writes: “Discourses of space and the ideologies they manifest help constitute social reality, including the human environment, and shape cultural change and the experience of place” (Cooper 1999: 377). Ali Madanipiur adds that space is “a manifestation of social relationships while affecting and shaping the geometries of these relationships” (Madanipour 1996: 185).  Anthropologists, thus, sometimes choose to analyze a social or cultural system by looking at the physical and metaphorical relationships between spaces and social practices. 

In The Urban Experience, David Harvey outlines specific dimensions of urban spatial practices, based on Henri Lefebvre’s theories in The Production of Space.  These dimensions include: “material spatial practices,” “representations of space,” and “spaces of representation,” referring, respectively, to the material “flows” and “interactions,” the “codes of knowledge,” and the symbolic references or “social inventions” that define or characterize a space.  More succinctly, he describes these three dimensions as the experienced, perceived, and imagined (Harvey 1989: 261).   As a Marxist theorist, Harvey’s primary concern is with the influence of class and power on urban spatial practice, thus he adds three qualifying dimensions to this theory to address the function of power dynamics in the social construction of space:  accessibility and distanciation, appropriation and use, and domination and control of space.  In line with Harvey’s concern for the political and class-based aspects of space, are spatial theories addressing the concept of social inclusion and exclusion.  While cities are frequently thought of as places of diversity and integration, urban environments also contain spaces that promote segregation.  As Ali Madanipour writes, space plays “a major role in the integration and segregation of urban society,” an issue that “largely revolves around access” (Madanipour 1996: 185).  This access is determined by the combination of experienced, perceived, and imagined – or material, ideological, and symbolic – factors that define a space.    

These theories offer useful frameworks through which to examine the spatial dimensions of urban gardens.  Although the title “community garden” connotes a sense of harmony and cooperation, and seems to portray the gardens as public spaces, these gardens can also be discussed as contested spaces, in terms of who has control over them, how they are used, and how they are understood.  The physical designs of the gardens studied in this project are indicative of the types of social practices and organization they support as well as the dialectics they generate.  

Brown Street Farm and Aspen Farms are both sub-divided into individual, equally sized plots, each of which is demarcated by some sort of border.  Each garden member has control over one or more of these plots, in which they are free to grow whatever they choose.  With the help of students and faculty from the University of Pennsylvania’s Landscape Architecture department, Aspen Farms was re-landscaped in 1988 to incorporate more communal spaces into the garden.  A wide path now leads through the center of the garden and is lined with benches and flowerbeds.  To one side of the path is a little fishpond, traversed by a small wooden bridge.  A tool shed stands at one edge of the garden and a gazebo containing a table and benches sits in the middle of the space.  The wall of the building that flanks one edge of the garden is covered with a bright mural depicting a pastoral scene, and at the base of this wall are more communal flowerbeds.  Brown Street Gardens also has a central tool shed but otherwise this smaller garden does not contain any communal spaces.  Narrow paths divide the plots, and a few large blue barrels – used to hold water – are dispersed throughout the garden.  Mill Creek Farm is not structured to support individual plots, but is instead landscaped into a furrowed pattern of long earthen rows, designed for efficient and optimal production.

Each of the three gardens in this study is bordered by a 6-foot high chain-link fence.  In fact, there is one continuous fence that surrounds the entire plot on which both BSG and MCF exist (there is currently no fence that divides the two gardens).  These material barriers not only physically demarcate the space of each garden from its surroundings, but they also impose conditions of access upon these spaces.  Only garden members have a key that will unlock the gate in the fence.  Although the fences were erected primarily to deter vandals from the gardens, the boundaries deny free access to anyone who is not a member, regardless of their intentions – they delineate the gardens as private spaces.    

Control of the actual land on which gardens exist has become a significant issue in the politics of the urban gardening phenomenon.  Today most urban gardens are built on vacant, neglected properties.  Frequently a group of people will decide to utilize a space for a garden and will occupy the land illegally.  Because many of these plots are unofficially occupied by the gardeners, there is always a possibility that the land will be reclaimed by the legal owner.  In many cases the owner of the land is the City, and even if the City has not been maintaining these sites, it retains the authority to reclaim a plot of land on which a garden exists in order to develop the land in other ways.  A few of the current members at AF and BSG joined these projects after their previous gardens were destroyed to make room for housing developments.  This has happened on numerous occasions throughout the city, and because the gardeners are frequently squatters on the land, they have little power to resist such decisions.  

The Neighborhood Gardens Association / A Philadelphia Land Trust has been working to counter this trend by securing the land on which urban gardens exist.  When a group of gardeners approaches the organization for assistance, NGA first does some investigation to determine who owns the land.  If the plot is privately owned the organization will typically purchase the plot using funds it has accumulated mostly from private sources and donors.  If it is City-owned, NGA tries to get the City to gift the property to the organization.  Once NGA has control of the property, the security of the garden is insured and there is no risk that the land will be reclaimed.  

A few years ago NGA purchased the title to the property of Aspen Farms.  The other two plots have not been secured in this way.  The City Water Department has given MCF a 99-year lease on the property, however the group is still trying to get the land trusted to them by the city.  And even though MCF has a lease on the property, there are restrictions on how they are allowed to use the land.  Due to zoning regulations, for example, they are currently prohibited from building a farm stand on the plot.  The property of BSG is also still owned by the city and has not been trusted to any organization like NGA.  But fortunately, because the Mill Creek flows beneath the property, the land unsuitable for substantial construction, thus it is unlikely that the lot will be reclaimed for redevelopment.  

The struggle for control over the use of these vacant properties does not only occur between the gardeners and organizations or city agencies; there are also disagreements among the community members themselves about how to best utilize these spaces.  When the Philadelphia City Planning Commission opened an Official Request for Proposal pertaining to the lot on the corner of 49th and Brown, they brought the submitted proposals to a community meeting to be discussed by the local neighborhood residents.  In addition to the Mill Creek Farm proposal, only one other official project proposal was received.  This proposal was for a tree farm.  The plan called for the use of the entire plot at this location, and would have displaced the existing garden (BSG).  Many community members were concerned about the preservation of BSG and thus rejected the proposal for the tree farm.  The Mill Creek Farm proposal was eventually accepted, however there were some residents who advocated for other uses of the space, such as a golf course, a flower/wedding garden, or a war memorial garden.

These gardens are not only contested in terms of who has control over the use of the physical space, but also in terms of how these spaces and their functions are understood or perceived.  Not everyone sees an urban garden as an oasis.  While many of the garden members speak of the gardens as peaceful, safe spaces/havens where they can go to escape from their normal surroundings, some neighborhood residents perceive the gardens as potentially hazardous spaces that will attract drug activity and other dubious behaviors.  They express concern about having benches and lighting in the gardens that will encourage people to gather and hang out after dark.  Some of these concerns are voiced by the gardeners, too.  At the Aspen Farms community meeting in April, the members were discussing the logistics of a lighting system they had recently installed in the garden.  They were trying to decide when to time the light to go off at night.  Some wanted it to stay on until 12 or 1 o’clock in the morning, while others argued that the light should go off by nine or ten when people should be going to sleep.  

A gardener from BSG told me about how during the winter people dump trash over the fence into the garden.  In the past, people have broken through the fences at both BSG and AF and stolen substantial quantities of vegetables.  Although I could not get the perspective of the vandals, it is clear that they do not attach the same meaning to these spaces as those who actually tend and care for the gardens.  Many of the gardeners themselves suggest that those who vandalize the gardens lack an understanding of what the spaces are used for. 

Even among those who do share an understanding of what the gardens are, not everyone agrees upon their aesthetic value.  In the winter when nothing is growing in the gardens, they can look shabby and unkempt.  There is one woman who lives across the street from BSG and MCF who spoke out against the MCF proposal for this reason.  She feels that BSG is already an embarrassment to the neighborhood because of its appearance, and she does not want to look at another garden that is not well kept.  She was also concerned that if berries were grown around the perimeter by the fence, berry juice would get smeared all over the sidewalk.  But others appreciate the gardens for their beauty, and for the touch of green they add to the urban landscape.     

The back edge of the Brown Street Gardens lot is bordered by a row of deteriorating homes.  “Most of these houses are renter occupied,” said one gardener, pointing to the buildings with missing walls, crumbling bricks, and collapsing roofs, “so they don’t care about maintaining them.”  The gardens, in contrast, are spaces where people have invested time, energy, and care, and where people do feel a sense of ownership and responsibility.  All three gardens were built on vacant lots, constructing place out of neglected space and imbuing meaning into the landscape.  But although cultivated and cared-for, the spaces of these gardens remain contested.  The fences and locks may be understood as signs of social exclusion, however the gardens also function as spaces of social integration, bringing together people who may not interact under other circumstances.  While materially the gardens are spaces of vegetable production, they also foster social production, thus it is to the concept of community that the next chapter turns.

CHAPTER 3 

Cultivating and Articulating Community

Brett Williams argues that the term ‘community’ has become “hopelessly diluted” in “popular and academic usage”(2002: 348).  The concept, she writes, “is used everyday to describe entities at many scales and levels of meaning” (ibid).  “Community” is not only a component of the title of many urban gardening projects, but is a defining element of the body of discourse surrounding the activity of urban gardening.  The term appears as a catchword in much of the organizational literature supporting urban greening:  Gardening is lauded as “a tool for community revitalization” (The Effects of Neighborhood Greening 2001); an activity that has a restorative and empowering effect on struggling and blighted urban neighborhoods.  The most recent pamphlet promoting Philadelphia Green contains lines such as:  “greening is a powerful tool that strengthens communities,” and, “Rebuilding communities through greening involves everyone in the neighborhood” (Making the City Green).  The primary stated mission of the Philadelphia Horticulture Society is to “motivate people to improve the quality of life and create a sense of community through horticulture.”  

There are a couple of different connotations and ideological and ontological claims embodied in the usage of the term community within this literature.  In one case, “community” is implied to be an existing entity that can be changed and improved via the mechanism of gardening.  Another usage connotes community as an intangible feeling or experience that can be generated or brought into existence through gardening.  Williams concedes that the term “community” can be used effectively if modified in its application, however the literature promoting community gardening does not attach any explicit frame of reference to its usage.  Who or what defines the community that is being “revitalized?”  Where is community located?  And how do the people involved in these gardens actually experience a sense of community?  

Thus, what follows is an exploration and elucidation of the various “levels of meaning” of “community” embodied within and articulated through the three garden projects.  Drawing upon theoretical discourses of community and from my own etic perspective as the researcher, I offer some frameworks or “modifications” with which to analyze the concept of community in the context of these garden projects:  community can be examined in terms of its spatial and material components, its organizational qualities, its ideologies, and its social dynamics and functions.  I also analyze the gardeners’ emic understandings and experiences of community, ultimately looking at where these various discourses overlap and where tensions exist between different understandings and applications of the concept.
Many theorists who address the concept of community write about the importance of place in defining/understanding this notion.  In his essay titled In Search of Community, Philip Selznick acknowledges the common sociological idea that “community presumes locality” (Selznick 1996: 194).  John A. Livingston similarly writes, “A sense of community is most simply put as an awareness of simultaneous belonging to both a society and a place.  And also an awareness of self-identity as that society or place” (Livingston 1996:132).  As mentioned earlier, each of the gardens in this study is surrounded by a fence.  While on a very physical level these fences demarcate the space of each garden, they also physically, and symbolically, delineate a group of people.  Those who have access to the garden are connected by this shared space.  At this level it is easy to locate and place boundaries around the concept of community – this group of people forms the community of gardeners, or the group I will call the internal community.  But placing such parameters or boundaries on the definition of a community also implies the separation of this community from an “other.”  Thus, parallel to the idea of the internal community is the external community – the group broadly defined by the lack of access to the garden space.  While the scope of the external community could extend infinitely, in the context of these gardens it is the people of the Mill Creek Neighborhood that constitute the most immediate and relevant sense of external community.  Other than defining the external community in reference to a geographic/demographic area, however, the scope of this project does not attempt to develop a nuanced description of this “community.”   Rather, the external community serves as a foil to the internal community and is understood as the general social-spatial context in which the gardens exist.  But while this distinction between internal and external community is useful here for certain analytical purposes, as Brett Williams writes, “The boundaries of community and identity are blurred, shifting, and constantly changing” (Williams 2002: 346).  Thus an examination of the relationship between these entities reveals their varying degrees and instances of fluidity and permeability.  

Organizational Aspects of Community 

In the book Spaces of Hope, David Harvey writes about the structuring principles of a community:

“Distinctive communities are […] built by social practices including the exercise of authoritarian powers and conformist restrictions.  They are not just imagined (however important the imaginary of them may be).  It is useful, therefore, to view an achieved ‘community’ as an enclosed space (irrespective of scale or even frontier definitions) within which a certain well-defined system of rules prevails.  To enter into that space is to enter into a space of rules which one acknowledges, respects, and obeys (either voluntarily or through some sort of compulsion).” (Harvey 2000: 239)

Harvey suggests that communities cohere around systems of rules and are characterized by certain power dynamics.  These defining political components of community are useful concepts with which to examine the structures of the internal gardening communities addressed in this project. 

Aspen Farms has a very explicit and formal system of internal organization.  “This garden is like a little town,” says the current and long-standing president of the garden.  This group of gardeners adheres to a set of by-laws (adopted in 1988 and revised in 1995) that stipulate the guidelines for membership, leadership, and garden maintenance.  Anyone can become a member of Aspen Farms – there are no criteria other than general “willingness” to participate and “love of gardening.” An individual becomes an official member when he or she pays the fee, signs an application agreeing to adhere to the by-laws, acquires a plot, and is given a copy of the gate key.  The bureaucratic system of Aspen Farms is based upon a board of annually elected officers: the President, Vice President, Recording Secretary, Corresponding Secretary, Treasurer, and Chaplain.  Community meetings are held monthly and five committees are responsible for specific activities and realms of garden upkeep: Maintenance, Education, Fall Festival, Hospitality, and Fun-Raising.  Aside from the elections, decisions are made by informal consensus.  Each member is expected to regularly attend the meetings, participate in garden activities, and follow the rules and regulations stipulated in the by-laws.  These rules include keeping the gates locked, maintaining cleanliness of personal plots and common areas, guidelines for trash removal, tool storage, water usage, plot dimensions and fencing limits.  

The Brown Street Farm community has a less formal system of organization.  Although the original group of gardeners also established a set of by-laws, these terms of use have become more implicitly than explicitly enforced among the gardeners.  There is no fee required to acquire a plot, and instead of an extensive bureaucratic system of committees and elected/appointed officials, there is one person who functions as the garden coordinator.  The same man has been serving this function for nine years, acting as a general liaison between the internal and external communities, organizing any communal projects in the garden, and calling group meetings when needed. 

The Mill Creek Farm project is being set up according to a very different system of organization than the other two gardens.  In fact, its design more aptly fits Lawson’s definition of an urban garden program than an urban community garden.  While there are two women from UNI who are functioning as the general project coordinators, there are no official garden members.  Various people from the organizations supporting the project are responsible for different organizational components and pieces of bureaucracy.  While the internal community of this garden could be defined as the network of individuals involved in the project’s function, it is the project’s relationship to the external community that merits the closest investigation, and will be discussed later in more detail.

The by-laws of Aspen Farms and Brown Street Gardens not only outline the bureaucratic system and membership guidelines for the internal communities, but they also engender a type of social contract or code of conduct that the gardeners are expected to follow.  This code is grounded in the principles of responsibility and respect.  As John Cobb writes, “Within a community there is mutual responsibility” (Cobb 1996: 187), “to be a member of a community is to participate in its life, and to some degree in its decisions” (188).  In these communities the gardeners are expected to carry out certain responsibilities in terms of garden maintenance and group participation.  There is a sense of obligation to the group that your individual plot be well kept and that you contribute your share of the work to the communal projects and spaces.  Respecting the individual spaces is also important, for example the gardeners are expected not to grow plants that will overshadow their neighbor’s.  It is also understood that the gardeners will not take anything from another person’s plot without asking.       

But although this social code does exist and does provide a type of cohesion among the gardeners, as is true of most communities, the individual members of these gardens exhibit varying degrees of autonomy and commitment to the group.  Philip Selznick writes that, “A natural community […] cannot be completely homogeneous” (1996: 201), “A community must recognize the legitimacy of egoism as a basic aspect of humanity and therefore a necessary starting point for group life” (202).  As discussed previously, this individualism is expressed explicitly and fundamentally in the general physical landscapes of the gardens, which are divided into personal plots.  Within these plots the owners are free to grow whatever they choose.  But these plots also exist together in a shared space, and as mentioned above, the explicit guidelines and more implicit social code put some constraints on how these spaces are to be managed.     

The dynamics between the individual and communal aspects of these gardens sometimes generate tension.  As Williams writes:

“No matter what kind of community a community is, it is always […] a site of disengagement and struggle as well as attachment and belonging, frequently serving as the target of political activity.  Members of a community are rarely solidified” (Williams 2002: 348).

Some gardeners keep to themselves and spend most of their time and energy on their own plots, while others are more committed to the communal aspects of the garden.  Thus tensions do arise when members begin to feel that responsibilities are not being shared equally within the community, or they perceive that certain individuals are not living up to the social code.  One gardener at Aspen Farms expressed her frustration in those members who take too much for granted, claiming that twenty percent of the people do eighty percent of the work in the garden.  Another gardener there felt as though the levels of commitment were declining within the community, and that a change in attitude among the gardeners had eroded the strong sense of community that used to exist there.  The coordinator at BSG said that he was going to have to call a meeting to discuss the commitment of the gardeners to maintaining their portions of the garden.  But I also heard voices from the 80%, as it were, acknowledging their own lack of commitment.  A couple of people told me they were considering giving up their membership because they were unable to commit enough time and energy to their gardening.  Paradoxically, this was actually an expression of deep commitment to the ideals of the social code – out of respect for the community they felt it might be best to terminate their membership and relinquish their space to a more devoted and responsible gardener. 

Sense of Community

It is clear from the way they talk about their experiences that many of the gardeners deeply value the social aspect of community gardening.  At BSF and AF, the physical key that every member receives to unlock the garden gate not only gives them access to the garden space and to their individual plots, but it also, symbolically, admits them into a social group.  “You belong to the friendship club once you are a gardener,” one Brown Street farmer says.  “You get a community along with beans.”

For some, the sense of community that comes with the activity is equally or even more important than the produce they grow.  One couple expressed their deep appreciation of the Aspen Farms community, claiming that although their initial motivation for acquiring a garden plot there was to grow some of their own vegetables, at this point the produce is “tertiary at best” as a reason for gardening.  “We are gardeners for social reasons,” they say.  This couple has come to value their relationships with the other gardeners more than the actual gardening itself.  “We had no idea what the word community [of “community gardening”] really meant,” they claim, but now this sense of community has become their primary reason for gardening.  Speaking of the community of gardeners, the husband explained, “For people with little in common, they have this one thing in common.”  And for this couple, the diversity embodied in the Aspen Farms community offers one of the most rewarding benefits of all.  Aspen Farms has connected them with people they would have never met otherwise and it has provided them with an opportunity to expose their two young children to a level of diversity (racial, ethnic, and economic) that they do not experience in their middle-class, white, suburban neighborhood.  Another woman from Aspen Farms compared the social function of the garden to barn-raising – an activity that brings people together who might not otherwise interact. “If I didn’t garden, I wouldn’t have met people from other blocks or other areas.  Gardening helps me build my community.”  These declarations from the gardeners seem to support the general assertion that gardening functions to generate a sense of community (at least among the gardeners).    

As Scott Sanders writes, “A healthy community is dynamic, […] kept in motion by the constant bartering of gifts” (Sanders 1996: 46).   “Bartering of gifts,” or more generally, systems of exchange, are foundational to the social dynamics in the gardens and the “sense of community” felt by the gardeners is often expressed in reference to these exchanges; thus in some sense it is around these systems of exchange that the communities of gardeners cohere.  However, it is also through exchange that the boundaries of these communities begin to blur.

Systems of exchange 

Exchanges among the gardeners occur on a number of levels – from the material gift of a few tomatoes to put on a salad, to the transmission of cultural knowledge through the sharing of a recipe or growing technique.  One man spoke affectionately about a fellow gardener, a Cambodian woman, who frequently uses him as a guinea pig to taste dishes she has made from her garden produce.  Sometimes he has even incorporated these vegetables into his own plot and diet.  The gardeners frequently engage in exchange of services as well. The coordinator of Brown Street Gardens described the support system that exists among the members there.  If one gardener needs help, the others will pitch in – everyone helps each other out.  For example, when one gardener recently had a heart attack, a few others took care of his plot until he recovered.  In the spring one gardener offers to till his neighbors’ plots (sometimes for a small fee), and when the plants begin to come up, one member may help another keep the weeds under control.  The younger gardeners will sometimes help out the older members with tasks that may require more agility or strength.


Exchanges occur on an everyday basis within these gardens, helping to weave together the fabric of the internal community.  But there are also systems of exchange that cross the fence and traverse the boundary between the internal community and external communities.  Frequently these exchanges occur on a material level, through the gift of food.  The gardeners often grow more produce than they need or could ever eat themselves, so they frequently share some of their vegetables with their families and friends.  Sometimes people from the neighborhood will come to the garden to ask for produce, and other times the gardeners will go out and offer the food themselves. One man explained how he will sometimes just walk up to someone sitting on their porch and offer them a handful of greens. 

Sometimes gifts of food are made in exchange for services from the members of the external community.  The coordinator at BSG spoke about a woman who lives across the street who keeps an eye on the garden when the gardeners are not there.  One time she saw some people trying to tear the fence down to get inside, so she called some of the gardeners to let them know what was going on.  In return for her vigilance, the coordinator give her vegetables that he has grown in the garden.  A man from AF also spoke about how some of the neighbors are watchful of that garden.

Most of the exchanges that occur within or in relation to the gardens are informal in nature.  Although the Aspen Farms by-laws encourage learning through sharing and collaboration, there is nothing written into this document about rules for gift-giving, or the obligation or reciprocity.  There are, however a few instances of more formal systems of exchange.  When I attended one of the Aspen Farms monthly meetings, the gardeners were discussing the possibility of participating in a program called SHARE (Self-Help and Resource Exchange).  SHARE is a nonprofit food-distribution organization that sells packages of good quality food at a reduced price in exchange for two hours of community service.   Through this program Aspen Farms would devote two of its plots  for growing food to be given away through two food-shelf organizations of their choice. The garden members could put their community service hours into the actual garden work and would then be able to receive the food packages like any other participant in the program.  At this meeting the members were deciding who to send as delegates to gauge the interest of the food shelf organizations in collaborating with their garden.  This type of exchange/outreach begins to bring into question the public vs. private nature of these gardens and the role that the internal community plays within the external community.    

A Community for the Gardeners or a Garden for the Community?

…community gardens do build community, but the result is more a community of 

gardeners than a garden of the community…







- James F. MacNair 

James MacNair makes the above distinction in his dissertation comparing the “subcultures” of urban community gardens and suburban garden clubs (MacNair 2002).  This statement is supported by the cases observed in this study as well.  

The composition of the Aspen Farms and Brown Street Gardens internal communities has changed over time.  When these gardens were first founded their members were primarily from the immediate Mill Creek neighborhood; their internal garden communities were representative of the external community.  But over time, the membership has changed as people have moved into and out of the neighborhood, older members have died, and new members, sometimes from other neighborhoods, have joined the gardens.  The gardeners now come from a broader demographic area, thus the location of the garden is no longer indicative of the composition of its community. Because the community of gardeners is “self-selecting,” as one man put it, and only those who want to garden will join, the community retains a sense of autonomy from its surrounding (external) community, no matter where the members come from.  Thus these community gardens technically communities of gardeners rather than gardens of the community.  But given the powerful social agency credited to community gardens, another question to ask in addition to whether the gardens are either “communities of gardeners” or “gardens of the community,” is whether these gardens function as communities for gardeners or gardens for the community.  In other words, who actually benefits from these collective projects?     

It is clear from the reasons given by the gardeners that those who are directly involved in these gardens experience some benefit from their participation – whether it’s the pleasure of eating fresh vegetables, or experiencing a sense of community.  However, there are differing opinions among those involved as to what effect the gardens have on the external/neighborhood community, i.e. to what extent these gardens function as gardens for the greater community.  Most of the gardeners do not feel that the changes in the composition of the internal community have adversely affected the function or perception of the garden in the neighborhood.  Although the percentage of garden members from the local neighborhood has fallen, both gardens have experienced an overall decline in membership, thus the people coming to the garden from other areas of the city are not displacing any potential members from the immediate neighborhood.  One gardener claimed that the composition of the Mill Creek neighborhood is changing so much itself that the residents would not be able to recognize which gardeners were actually from their community.  If anything, these new recruits are helping to sustain the gardens, and the sense of community generated by these gardens now connects a wider spectrum of people.  And many of the gardeners agree that much of the local community is apathetic to the existence of the gardens in their neighborhood – this is something that really sets them apart from many of the gardeners for whom gardening is central to their recreation, and in some cases, their identity.  

This is not to suggest, however, that the gardens have no effect on the neighborhood in which they exist.  Many agree that the gardens have added aesthetic value to the neighborhood, and have become a source of pride for some local residents.  But besides their effect of beautification, most stated that the projects have not done much to help “revitalize” the area.  As one informant  (an employee of the Penn State gardening program) stated, while the gardens have not helped to revitalize the communities, they have become a hub for social gatherings.  The gardens established through the Extension Program did not help people save a lot of money, become a real estate asset, or in some cases even achieve beautification.  But, she says, “what they did to bring people together is immeasurable.”

Mill Creek Farm is not a community garden in the same way that both Aspen Farms and Brown Street Garden are – it is not a community of gardeners.  But the concept of “community” is still a present and defining component of the project, and more so than the other two gardens MCF does (or at least intends to) function as a garden for the community.  The primary goal of the project is to supply the local communities with affordable produce, and to “strengthen” these communities through educational outreach programs.  The project also hopes to “develop a greater sense of community within the Mill Creek neighborhood.”  This statement holds the same ontological assertion as discussed in the beginning of this section – the project will help to fill some sort of void within the neighborhood, it will generate community where it does not currently exist.  At this point in the nascent stages of the project, it is hard to determine exactly how, if at all, this garden will foster this type of community growth.  But it has already begun to work towards its community outreach goals.   Because most of the people working on developing this project are not from Mill Creek, and because of the level of community engagement this project hopes to achieve, there has been constant negotiation between the project leaders and the people from the neighborhood community.  The proposal for the garden was initially brought to a community meeting for approval, and the farm coordinators have been working to form relationships with many people in the neighborhood, especially their neighbors at Brown Street Gardens.  

On one occasion as I was talking to a gardener at Brown Street Gardens, the two women from Mill Creek Farm took a break from weeding their garlic to come say hello.  “These girls work hard over there,” the gardener said to me.  They admired the tilling their neighbor had accomplished and let him know that one of their workers had agreed to help him take out a pile of rocks that were obstructing a portion of the garden.  As they went back to their weeding the gardener gestured after them, “Beautiful girls, just beautiful!”  I was touched by the open appreciation he expressed towards his new neighbors.  When the plans for the MCF project were being discussed in the community, there had been some initial resistance to the proposal.  But I detected none of this sentiment now, only gratitude and excitement that something positive was being done with the space. “You should have seen what it looked like before they came!” he exclaimed. 

Describing a project as a “community of gardeners” implies a bounded system whose functions generally benefit those intimately involved.  A “garden for the community” suggests that the project has more outward-reaching goals and benefits that affect people beyond the circle of garden membership.  Whether a “community of gardeners,” a “garden of the community,” or a “garden for the community,” it is difficult to measure the function and effect of these gardens in concrete, quantifiable terms.  This is because such articulations of community are subjective; understandings of the agency of the gardens are the products of perception.  But although it is hard to make an economic assessment of the benefits or effects of these gardens, the social production and systems of exchange that occur in relation to the projects do generate forms of capital that can be examined qualitatively.  Discussing the flows of the social, cultural, and symbolic capital within these spaces will ultimately lead to an understanding of these gardens as moral landscapes.

CHAPTER 4  

FLOW OF CAPITAL WITHIN A MORAL LANDSCAPE

Forms and Flow of Capital

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu is famous for his theories of capital.  In addition and relation to the familiar form of economic capital, Bourdieu distinguishes between social, cultural, and symbolic capital - all resources that determine an actor or group’s position and power within a social system (Bourdieu 1977; 1990).  Social capital is generated through networks of social relationships and group memberships; it is a “collective  phenomenon” (Siisiainen 2000).  Cultural capital is connected to knowledge and education (both formal and informal) and to cultural institutions.  Symbolic capital is often understood in terms of reputation or prestige and is thought to determine the efficacy of all other forms of capital (ibid).  

Although all the projects do have economic components (they all require some form of economic capital to function, i.e. to pay for the title and insurance on the plot of land and to acquire the materials needed to garden), only Mill Creek Farm’s mission explicitly incorporates a plan for the generation of economic capital.  Fifty percent of the food produced in the garden will be sold, through ALTOE (the mobile food market), to residents of low-income neighborhoods.  The other 50% of produce will be sold at premium prices to local markets and restaurants.  The project will also support an on-site composting business that will generate commercially salable bags of compost.  The money made from these latter sales will be used to pay the salaries of the farm workers and to keep the ALTOE food prices affordable. 

In addition to generating economic capital, Mill Creek Farm intends to “strengthen local communities” through various education programs (Mill Creek Farm Proposal), programs that would potentially increase levels of cultural capital within the community.   It plans to establish partnerships with local schools and to use the garden as an outdoor classroom in which to educate about food systems, nutrition, and environmental management.  The leaders of this project also intend to hold community workshops and job trainings to “teach skills related to food production, environmental conservation, community development, and small business management” (ibid.). 

Another mission of Mill Creek Farm is to “partner with the adjacent community garden […] to build upon and enhance their [BSG’s] presence in the neighborhood.”  This collaboration between Mill Creek Farm and Brown Street Gardens has the potential to raise the symbolic capital of both gardens.  The material support that MCF can provide to BSG, through its connections to larger organizations such as UNI and PHS, may help to enhance the appearance and thus the reputation of this garden in the neighborhood.  But MCF is a new project that is being run by people from outside of the community, and at this point not many people in the neighborhood seem to know exactly what the project is all about.   Thus, establishing a connection with this older garden could also promote MCF’s legitimacy within this community. 

Aspen Farms and Brown Street Gardens do not have the explicit outreach agenda that Mill Creek Farm does.  They do not claim to serve an economic function in the neighborhood community or even for the members of the internal community.  Most of the gardeners do not garden to save money.  As one gardener claimed, if you factor in labor time/cost, it is actually cheaper to buy food from the market than to grow it yourself.  But although Aspen Farms and Brown Street Gardens do not explicitly generate economic capital for their members or the external community, they do function in the generation and transmission of other forms of capital.

As discussed previously in this chapter, these gardens are places where people come together to share in a common experience.  The social interactions and networking that occur in these spaces generate social capital for the individuals involved.  And as indicated by the systems of exchange that occur both within and across the boundaries of the garden and its internal community, the flow of social capital also traverses this boundary.  For some of the gardeners who were initially from Mill Creek and have since moved away, the gardens provide an opportunity for them to return to and maintain connections with that community.  Thus the gardens not only build new associations of people, but they also help to maintain existing social networks.  A woman from Aspen Farms also pointed to the function of the gardens in generating cultural capital within the neighborhood.  “The gardens need to be there for the knowledge, not just the beautification,” she said.  They expose the local residents to practices and systems of food production that they are typically quite removed from.  


As MacNair writes:

Community gardeners do not have a lot of recognized gardening related symbolic capital.  For community gardens historically in the U.S., existence has always depended not only on the absence of land profitability, but also on articulating gardening with resonant social and popular social agendas.  These have often been chosen and/or influenced by outsiders, namely governing groups, who saw system friendly uses for urban community gardens during times of declining real estate markets.  (MacNair 2002: 317)

As projects based in the rhetoric and practice of social activism, community gardens do not carry the same political power that other social organizations might.  Thus, supporting organizations such as PHS, NGA, and the Penn State Program, can provide the gardens with publicly “recognized” symbolic capital.  These organizations have legitimacy in the eyes of the city – the city has even adopted agendas of these organizations through the NTI programs.  Thus, through association (and with economic support) they are able to confer legitimacy upon the gardens and the gardeners.  But this is not just a one-sided deal – these relationships are reciprocal in nature.  Aspen Farms, for example has flourished under the support of PHS and NGA and has become one of the Philadelphia Green’s high-profile Keystone Gardens.  The reputation of this garden has garnered it a lot of publicity through well-known media sources, and has earned it spot on a tour run by the Philadelphia Neighborhood Tours program.  The reputation of this garden has, in turn, generated symbolic capital for the affiliated organizations, who are able to associate or attribute the success of these individual projects to the success of their organization. 

But this relationship also places constraints upon the community of gardeners.  In addition to following their own set of by-laws, the members of Aspen Farms were also asked to sign a formal agreement with NGA when the garden was trusted to this organization in 2004.  This agreement requires the members to keep the garden well maintained by keeping the space weed and trash-free.  While the principles of this agreement are generally equivalent to those stated in their own by-laws, the power dynamic present in this relationship seems to take away some autonomy from the internal community.  Most of the gardeners expressed appreciation for the support given by organizations such as NGA and PHS, however I detected a note of tension in talking to a few members about this relationship.  One woman declined to comment when I asked her what she thought of the support the garden received from the Horticulture Society – she seemed concerned about conveying a negative impression of this relationship.  Another woman was more open about her feelings, claiming that although these organizations were helpful, they also put pressure on the gardeners to maintain the garden’s high profile image and good reputation.  


This tension between the local interests of the gardeners and the special interests of the organization is indicative of the struggle over the valuation and recognition of symbolic capital in relation to these gardens.   As Siisiainen argues,  “Symbolic capital only exists in the ‘eyes of the others’.  It inevitably assumes an ideological function” (Siisiainen 2000: 13). The symbolic value that one individual or group associates with a garden may not be recognized by another.  It thus becomes an issue of which/whose symbolic system has more power or efficacy.  This struggle is emblematic of the moral nature of these gardens.  Gardens become arenas in which values and agendas of multiple actors are generated, contested, and negotiated.

Gardens as Moral Landscapes

A landscape is “what you see” and “the way we have made it” (Setten 2004: 397); it is both a perception and a construction.  As constructed spaces, urban gardens are both the product and producer of social action, and as perceived/symbolic spaces they are imbued with values and systems of meaning.  The moral contours of these landscapes are shaped by the multiple actors who are involved in and have stakes in these projects – the gardeners, the neighborhood community, the supporting organizations, the city – and the values that these actors convey upon this landscape are frequently contested.  

Mill Creek Farm’s emphasis on organic cultivation, conservation, and sustainable agriculture promotes an environmental ethic that is based on perceptions of how nature and the earth should be treated.  This form of environmental consciousness is not held by most of the other gardeners.  The valuation of nature’s positive influence within an urban environment is also contested.  A Philadelphia Green employee pointed out the conflicting reactions that often accompany urban greening projects.  For example, while many neighborhood residents may praise a tree planting initiative, others express frustration at the added burden tree-tending imposes upon them.  Similarly, some consider a garden to be beautiful if it is well kept but an eyesore if neglected.  The guidelines for garden maintenance assume an aesthetic value that is grounded in particular notions of how a garden or urban landscape should look.  And the social value of the entire phenomenon of community gardening is contested when gardens are destroyed by the city in order to reclaim land for real estate development.    

The way space is used, built, manipulated, and conceptualized connotes an “ideology of place” (Rob Shields quoted in Cooper 1999: 378).  The individual plot systems at Aspen Farms and Brown Street garden represents values associated with individualism, egalitarianism, cooperation, work-ethic, democratic decision-making, and diversity.  The fences surrounding the three gardens convey notions of privacy and social exclusion/inclusion.  History and discourse also play a role in defining this landscape.  Popular discourse tends to idealize and simplify the function of the urban gardening phenomenon.  Since the 1970’s gardening has been promoted as a tool for cultivating community and revitalizing urban neighborhoods.  This articulation is grounded in the perception that the urban environment promotes alienation and social dysfunction.  Gardens are thus understood to “raise the symbolic capital of a neighborhood by serving as a sign of the residents’ investment in and commitment to their community” (MacNair 2002: 371).  But this disregards the dialectical and contested nature of the gardens as spaces of social construction.  The function of a community garden in a particular context is complicated by the varied dynamics of systems of exchange, articulations of community, contested understandings of space, and flows of various forms of capital.  

Understanding gardens as moral landscapes alleviates some of the pressure to measure the specific or quantifiable function of these projects and instead illuminates the various forces and actors that are invested in the construction and representation of these gardens.  From the experiences of the gardeners themselves it becomes clear that each individual navigates and evaluates these space differently.  The landscapes of urban gardens are thus bounded by the practices, values, and ideologies conferred upon them – morals and perceptions can erect stronger boundaries than any fence – and made fluid through the interaction and negotiations of those who cultivate these morals.  
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