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ABSTRACT 

 

HOME GARDENS OF HUMBOLDT COUNTY: EXPLORING THE POLITICS OF 

KNOWLEDGE, RECIPROCITY AND COMMUNITY 

 

Haley West 

 

Since the Post War period, small-scale subsistence practices have been steadily 

disappearing as a way of life for families across the United States.  Spaces traditionally 

used for home gardens have been replaced with the modern American lawn.  However, 

rising concerns surrounding issues of environmental degradation have led some 

Americans to examine ways to reduce their daily environmental impact, especially in 

regards to food production and consumption.  Heightened ecological awareness is also 

transferring to home spaces, where trends in home gardening suggest that fruits and 

vegetables are becoming increasingly popular cultivars in domestic landscapes. Through 

qualitative interviews with local gardeners, my thesis explores home gardens in 

Humboldt County, CA uncovering the intimate link between knowledge, reciprocity and 

community in our backyard environments.  My research suggests that home gardens are 

spaces of environmental engagement.  In these spaces local ecological knowledge is 

cultivated and reproduced and informal networks enable gardeners to participate in the 

exchange of plants, materials, and harvests.  These activities foster stronger social 

connections to community and place.   Gardens also exist as cultural spaces, where issues 

of land use contestation and political ecology converge to form a varied landscape of 

human-environment interactions. While the health and wellness aspects of home gardens 
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are well established, this research also suggests that home gardens are an essential part of 

participant’s lives and function as home-spaces of dwelling, ritual and renewal.  This 

research shows that gardens are an integral and under-researched subject of everyday 

environmental politics.  Furthermore, this thesis examines the garden as a site of political 

activism and explores the potential that these spaces have towards strengthening 

connection to food and community.  

        

Key words: home gardens, lawn, subsistence, ecological knowledge, political ecology, 

Humboldt County. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The home garden. The back-yard farm. The urban homestead. The sustainable 

landscape. The political statement. The ecological lifestyle alternative.  These days it is 

hard to ignore the ‘alternative’ role that the home garden is playing in popular culture.  

Depicted as a resource in urban areas, an educational tool in the schoolyard, an 

alternative to the mono-cultural lawn in the suburbs and as a way to live healthier and 

more sustainably, the home garden is back. I realized this after I was turned away from a 

free workshop in Eureka entitled, “How to turn your lawn into a garden”, organizers 

frantically wrote down emails and promised that next time they would reserve a room 

that would accommodate all of the one hundred or so people who were trying to get into 

a room that only had space for thirty-five.   

The garden’s rising popularity has also been recognized by the media, stories 

have emerged all across the country of one neighbor that rips out their front lawn and 

coverts it to a vegetable garden, then another neighbor sees it, likes it, and coverts their 

lawn to garden as well.   Recently, an article in People magazine appropriately titled 

From Lawn to Lunch highlighted the increasing number of people in the United States 

that are converting their front lawns into lush and productive vegetable gardens (Dodd, 

2009, 2).  This ‘trend’, according to People, is detailed in the findings from the National 

Gardening Association’s annual report, which cited a nineteen percent increase in 
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vegetable gardeners from 2008 to 2009 (Butterfield, 2009). One Wall Street journalist’s 

described this national phenomenon well,   

A few steps into the 21st century, the role of the home garden has once again 

changed. Standing in my garden, I can almost hear the stampede of new and 

rededicated American gardeners. Outfitted in jeans, baseball caps and 

Wellingtons.  Clutching their trowels, Americans pioneer their new frontier, their 

backyard garden (Ball, 2009, A 13) 

 

Part of the ‘green’ movement towards living more sustainably, the home garden 

has experienced resurgence in our culture.  While some equate these anti-lawn acts with 

the reemergence of victory gardens in these economic hard times, the social movement 

from aesthetic lawns to productive gardens may be indicative of a bigger paradigm shift.  

Perhaps the way we think about food and food production is changing, from a 

disconnected food culture that reflects the values of industrialization and modernization 

to an awareness of the social and ecological benefits of organic, low input, local food 

production systems articulated by social discourse all across the country (Starr, 2010).  

Humboldt County, California has one of the most active local food movements in the 

nation. We have hosted local food advocates from near and far to packed auditoriums and 

published ‘locavore’ cook books with community support (Anderson et al., 2009).   

Humboldt County also maintains an entrenched network of businesses that support 

farmers markets, local farms and community gardens. Because of the active local food 

culture, Humboldt County is a good location in which to explore the roles that home 

gardens play in our regional food system as well as our community.   

I became involved in Humboldt’s local food culture partly through my personal 

transformative experience in the garden.   I had dabbled with gardening prior to moving 
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here, but my current backyard holds the memory of when I first took ownership over my 

own means of subsistence.  In my world, this was classified as an epiphany.  Growing up 

in suburban landscapes, I had no connection to my food outside of the grocery store aisle. 

The first time I ate lettuce that my hands had helped produce was something of a miracle 

to me.  As I began to grow more and more of my own food, I began to think more 

broadly about the industrial production of food in this country.  While I had known about 

the environmentally degrading effects that industrial systems enacted upon our planet, the 

micro-scale practice of agriculture in my own backyard began to make those connections 

very clear to me.   I started to wonder if other people underwent a process like mine in the 

garden, did they have a unique garden story to tell as well?  Did they experience a vital 

connection to their gardens, what were their influences and motivations?   

The more I thought about how important my personal experience in the garden 

was, the more I wondered why I had never gardened before.  Why were there no gardens 

in my childhood memories?  This led me to research the history of the home garden in 

American culture, which was inextricably linked to history of the modern lawn.  I found 

that landscapes could be a product of political, cultural and economic systems.   

Interestingly, I noted that home gardens and the lawn existed on opposite spectrums of 

discourse, the garden representing organic, environmental movements and the lawn as 

synonymous with the values of modern industrial culture.  It began to become clear to me 

that these two domestic landscapes were conflicting when people in my community 

called for ‘food not lawns’ and invoked the garden as a lifestyle choice for those that 

wanted to live ‘sustainably’.    
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This recognition of landscapes in transition led me to spend a summer exploring 

the gardens’ reach outside of property lines and picket fences. With these key questions 

in mind, I researched the home garden alongside committed and passionate gardeners’, 

whose complex and rich gardening lives had profound implications on the way they 

interacted with each other, with nature, and with the broader community.   

In these chapters, I interrogate the historic and symbolic meaning of socially 

constructed landscapes through the theoretical lens of political ecology.  Focusing on the 

role of the victory garden movement and the rise of the modern American landscape, the 

lawn, I explore how these land-use practices perpetuated hegemonic ideologies of the 

state, capitalism, and modernization.  I then analyze current social discourse on the home 

garden to find that many activists are framing the home garden as part of a subversive 

strategy to resist exploitative systems of production and consumption.  Placing the home 

garden in Humboldt County, I detail how local gardeners interact with their yard spaces, 

and in turn, how these practices affect their perceptions of local environment and 

community.  I analyze the material effects of home gardening networks, and explore the 

political role that the home garden has played in some participants’ lives.  I investigate 

how my findings are indicative of a broader discussion of the home garden, and ask if 

ultimately the reemergence of the garden is part of a larger paradigm shift in the way our 

country is interacting with local, regional and industrial food systems.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Foundational research on home gardens in the fields of anthropology, sociology, 

ethno-botany, geography and cultural studies discussed the garden as a 

 biological/ecological entity (Anderson, 1948; Anderson; 1954; Vogl et al., 2004 ), and a 

cultural product (Kimber, 2004).  Later studies approached the garden as a tool for 

conservation, as a site of gendered, generational and local ecological knowledge 

production, as a therapeutic and ritualized space and as a location of political action and 

community engagement (Beckford and Barker, 2007, Rocheleau et al, 1996; Jones,et al, 

1997; Thomasson 1992; Thomasson, 1994; Pulsipher, 1993; Corlett, 1999; Keys, 1999, 

Christie, 2003; Christie, 2004; WinklerPrins, 1997; WinklerPrins, 2002; Lerch, 2000; 

Ban and Coomes, 2004; Westmacott, 1993; Simpson and Straus, 1998; Bliatout, 1986; 

Hall, 1996).   As a space that reflects our particular history, culture and ecology, the 

North American home garden is unique.  Building on previous research I employ a 

historical political ecological analysis to unravel the meaning and implications of the 

present North American home garden movement.   A political ecological approach 

emphasizes a multi-scalar analysis blending the concerns of ecology and a broadly 

defined political economy.   

“Together this encompasses the constantly shifting dialectic between society and 

land-based resources, and also within classes and groups within society 

itself”(Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987, 17).   
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This approach provides a theoretical foundation to explore the complex social, economic, 

and political relations (Neumann, 2005) that are present in the social history of the North 

American home garden.    

Central to my research are a few key ideas articulated in political ecology.  These 

are the concept of ‘chains of explanation’ with the land manager being the fulcrum, the 

emphasis on historical and discourse analysis and the interpretation of landscapes and 

environments as symbolic entities.   First developed by Blaikie and Brookfield (1987), 

‘chains of explanation’ imply a differentiated scale of inquiry, which begins with the land 

manager and then expands outward to their direct relation to the land, then their relations 

with each other, other land users, and groups within the wider society who affect them in 

any way. Ending the chain are mega-scale influences like the State and the world 

economy, all of which in turn influences land management.   Blaikie and Brookfield 

proposed that any explanation of “local phenomenon is nested within a wider context of 

pressures and coercions” (Robbins, 2007, 8) and that any meaningful explanation of 

human behavior must follow a chain.   I incorporate this analysis when discussing the 

hegemony of lawn culture and in examining the re-emergence of the home garden as a 

‘local phenomenon’ in Humboldt County.  

Within the political ecological perspective, historical and discursive analysis work 

to make processes of development, or how society structures itself over time, transparent.  

This analysis provides a tool to understand how the development process influences 

contemporary structural relations, which in turn affect land resource management 

practices.  The way in which these practices are discursively constructed also reveals 
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broader perceptions of the environment and environmental problems in general 

(Neumann, 2005).  The meaning of landscapes becomes a crucial part of the analysis and 

landscapes are re-theorized to constitute more than their physical qualities, but also 

interrogated for their meaning, both discursively and in the cultural imagination 

(Neumann, 2005).  In this vein, aesthetic values of urban and suburban landscapes 

represent a “pictoral way of representing, structuring or symbolizing 

surroundings”(Daniels and Cosgrove, 1988, 1).  By incorporating historical, discursive 

and symbolic analyses, struggles over ideology and the symbolic meaning of landscapes 

emerge at the core of political ecological studies addressing material environmental 

conflicts, exemplified in Walker and Fortmann’s study of conflict based on competing 

symbolic perceptions of landscapes in the ex-urban Sierras (2003, see also Zukin, 1991).  

Applying both a historical and discursive analysis to my research, I follow the 

rise, fall and re-emergence of the garden in popular culture.   I analyze how home garden 

discourse shifts depending on social and political influences and I interrogate how these 

influences perpetuate hegemonic landscapes mired in ideologies of modern 

industrialization and power.  Lastly, I examine how home gardens are framed as a 

subversive practice within the activist community and explore the revolutionary 

undertones within local food movements. 

Historical Analysis: From Victory Gardens to Lawn Care 

 

In the past, political ecological studies have focused primarily on peasant 

communities and economies of the global South.  However, emerging research is turning 
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the lens northward, towards examining environment-society relationships of the 

industrialized global North (Walker, 2003).  As a contribution to this research, my thesis 

seeks to expose how the cultural history of the home garden parallels the meta-narratives 

of modernization and capitalism in the United States, and how it is used by these systems 

at different times to serve hegemonic purposes.  In the following pages, I explore how the 

home garden was incorporated as a tool for nationalist propaganda through the victory 

garden movement to be later shunned by modern consumer interests as a ‘backwards’ and 

‘backyard’ activity.  Through historical analysis, it becomes clear that domestic 

landscapes are fertile ground to explore how politics, ideology and discourse permeate 

even our most intimate environments. 

There is a long history of the European home garden (Brownrigg, 1984), and 

much has been written about the colonial ‘cottage’ or ‘kitchen’ garden of early settlers 

and pioneers (Brownrigg, 1984*+*!! Subsistence gardens were an entrenched part of 

American culture well into the 20
th

 Century, and functioned as an important source of 

food security for many families (Jenkins, 1994).  Only very wealthy families did without 

some type of home food production system.  Scott defines these economies as a moral 

economy, based on the “norm of reciprocity and the right to subsistence” (Scott, 1977, 

167), Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies describe this subsistence-based society.!

“Most people of the industrialized countries, rural as well as urban, were in one 

way or another occupied with subsistence activities until after the Second World 

War.  Small peasants were more or less self-sufficient and produced only in part 

for the market.  Workers in the industrial cities often had small animals, a cow, a 

pig, a goat, chickens and a garden.  Many consumer goods were not bought but 

traded, self-produced or bought second hand.  A well-functioning network of 
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neighborhood help existed as well as mutual aid, the values of the old peasant 

‘moral economy’ which survived also in the cities”(1999, 17).   

 

During the Second World War, while many men were enlisted in the fight abroad, ‘war 

gardens’ and later ‘victory gardens’ emerged as an effort to subsidize the public food 

supply (Brownrigg, 1984).  Victory gardens were highly successful and towards the end 

of WWII, House and Gardens (1943) reported that 25.5 million families were growing 

victory gardens, accounting for 40 percent of the nations domestic vegetable consumption 

in 1944.  The success of this war-time effort was largely due to the cacophony of 

government agencies (ranging from Department of Agriculture to the Department of 

Defense), media outlets, private clubs, seed and trade organizations, and national youth 

organizations, to name a few, all acting together to promote victory gardens as a national 

and patriotic duty of the average American family (Miller, 2003).   Victory garden 

propaganda was virtually inescapable in war-time America, from radio ads, roadside 

billboards to free pamphlets at the grocery store, the domestic citizenry was bombarded 

with calls for increased self-sufficiency.  Posters littered the landscape, urging families to 

practice frugality, one depicting a mom sewing up her son’s britches was popular, “Use it 

up-Wear it out-Make it Do! Our labor and our goods are fighting.”  Others suggested 

increased household subsistence practices, “Can all you can, It’s a wartime effort!” and 

“Keep em’ flying, you can raise your own chickens!”(OWI, 1942-1945).   

Targeted mostly at women, victory garden propaganda encouraged women’s roles 

as domestic providers, citing “it’s our patriotic duty to ease the strain of the nation’s food 

supply by raising vegetables for our own tables”(“Better Home and Gardens is Proud”, 
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1943, 67).  Even Eleanor Roosevelt planted a victory garden on the White House lawn.   

Women were told that serving the needs of their families was also serving the needs of 

the government and the war-time effort, literally one vegetable at a time.  The combined 

pressure to be ‘good providers’ in the interest of the nation-state also gave rise to a new 

kind of consumption, one focused on efficiency and production in women’s households 

(Miller, 2003).  One of the few encouraged outlets for consumption during war-time, 

victory garden propaganda told women to peruse seed catalogues and gardening 

magazines for the “best and most productive varieties”(Ogden, 1942, 2-3).  This garden 

consumption was advertised as a way to express creative freedom in the garden, and 

promoted the merits of individualism in American culture, setting the stage for post-war 

household consumption practices (Miller, 2003). 

Miller argues that the victory garden movement served another purpose as well, 

acting as a conduit for consolidating nation-state control and creating a hegemonic 

foundation for the construction of modern citizenship in the U.S.   Building on earlier 

language of freedom in agrarian self-sufficiency, victory gardens consolidated this 

meaning for the use of the state, expanding its control from the public sector to the 

private, “the state extended its demands over the care a person takes over his or her 

body”(Miller, 2003, 397).   Victory garden literature blends self and national interest 

seamlessly, appealing to the logic that during war, every household is a battleground. 

“Our mere survival at home, our daily feeding of the body with protective foods 

to ward off disease and maintain health may seem a selfish purpose.  Far from it. 

What Victory gardeners grow and save leaves so much more for the men and 

women in the services, so much more for the people who face starvation (Wright, 

1943, 55). 
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From the soil to the body, the nation-state consolidated control over how Americans 

perceived their own sustenance.  Expanding rhetoric of patriotism, citizenship and 

freedom from the public to the domestic, the victory garden movement laid the 

foundations for how we perceive our home spaces.  After the war, a growing 

manufacturing sector dedicated to wartime efforts found a nation of citizens primed to 

become a nation of consumers.  

Following WWII, the landscape of America drastically changed and the age of 

industrialization and capitalism cemented the United States as a world power on the 

international stage. Rapid industrialization fueled the transition to a more urban citizenry 

based on a wage labor economy (Jenkins 1994).  While ten percent of Americans were 

still involved in agriculture, national ideologies of progress and efficiency pushed 

farming into a mass production scale, incorporating heavy machinery and high-input 

chemicals and fertilizers (Mamen et al. 2004).  The industrialization of American farms 

coupled with the rapid urbanization of the post-war period led to the decline of small-

scale subsistence livelihoods.   Dickinson highlights in Common Wealth: Self-Sufficiency 

and Work in American Communities (1995) how the industrial transition to higher wages 

in a widening domestic market encouraged the decline of traditional means of 

subsistence, especially in urban areas. 

“The cultivation of large vegetable gardens, raising chickens and goats, canning, 

and bread making occurred less frequently.  Households purchased more food and 

non-food items and engaged less in ‘producing’ and transforming food for direct 

household consumption”(169).   
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The historical shift from widespread household subsistence practices, which 

peaked in the victory garden movement, to a modern consumer society affected the way 

that people in the U.S. knew and interacted with their food.  In a little more than a 

generation, young people grew up not knowing or understanding where their food was 

from or how to be a producing agent. The process of losing traditional agricultural 

knowledge and small-scale subsistence practices has been discussed extensively.  While 

not specifically focused on the home garden, writers attribute the decline of small farms 

and homesteads from the post-war period to the present, to the loss of traditional 

agricultural knowledge (Berry, 1977; Berry, 1981; Berry, 2009; Shumaker, 1973). This 

place-based and generational knowledge has been examined as an integral part of 

transmitting culture, understanding the local environment, and interacting with natural 

systems (Airriess and Clawson, 1994; Head et al., 2004; Shiva, 2005).  

 

Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies argue in The Subsistence Perspective that much of 

the loss of traditional knowledge is due to the negative stigma attached to subsistence in 

modern culture, associated with “backwardness” and a “weary and burdensome life” 

(1999, 18). With the exception of the victory garden movement, the WWII generation 

spurned producing food for a living citing that having lived through the Great Depression 

and WWII, they saw their lives as now being free from physical work and scarcity 

(Winne, 2008). Bennholdt-Thomsen and Mies attribute the widening disconnect with 

subsistence practices in the U.S. to part of the myth of capitalist modernization (See also 

Shiva and Mies, 1993). ‘Progress’ and the ‘good life’ were characterized by participation 
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in a wage labor economy and built on separate spheres of production and consumption.  

This shift in perception, from subsistence to consumerism, changed the way that 

Americans interacted with the environment.  Gardens became lawns. Fueled by car-

culture, suburbanization swept the U.S., transforming the landscape into a “black and 

green canvas”(Steinberg, 2006, 13). Characteristic of the suburbs was the unending need 

to create order and conformity out of perfectly manicured lawns,  

“Admittedly, farming, gardening, and even a proximity to these activities where 

assiduously avoided in the well-tended suburbs of the 1950’s and 1960’s.  Nature 

was only a concept, and its yucky reality should be held firmly in check”(Winne, 

2008, 5). 

 

The American lawn represented the coming of a new age in the U.S., a symbol of 

the newly emerging middle class that was less dependent on working landscapes.  Nature 

was transformed into as something to be enjoyed in a park-like setting rather than as a 

source of livelihood.   In this context, kitchen gardens, typically towards the front of the 

house were seen as an ‘old world’ practice, out of date to the industrial and merchant 

class.  From the introduction of the lawn as a landscape cover to the wide-spread impact 

of turf in outlying city limits and suburbs, the lawn has always been framed as a public 

and moral space, one which represented a well-groomed and homogenized landscape that 

reflected the values of a genteel citizenry (Robbins, 2007, 26). The open space of the 

lawn improved the moral character of Americans, because everyone can see each other, 

everyone can enforce the moral code of lawn culture.   

Cultural meaning, in the sense of an object made meaningful (the lawn) by 

repeated representation, is a product that is “actively made”, culture is not just a realm, 



!

! "%!

but also an industry, which usually furthers certain “political and economic effects and 

purposes”(Mitchell, 2000, 82).   In the case of the modern lawn, homeowners are not 

solitary actors in perpetuating lawn culture, they are assisted by advertisers, businesses, 

developers, chemical companies and everything in between that stands to make a profit 

from the lawn. “Beautiful lawns don’t just happen”, announced the Scott’s company, the 

most profitable lawn care company in the U.S., and there is certainly some truth to that.  

A well-maintained lawn requires a lot of work; repeated mowing, watering, fertilizing, 

weeding and, treating with agro-chemicals.  To normalize the lawn-scape requires both 

representation of the aesthetic ideal and the enormous battery of consumer goods and 

services to make it possible (Robbins, 2007, 8).   As such an entrenched part of American 

culture, the chains of consumption make it seemingly impossible to imagine a landscape 

that was not dominated by high input lawns,  

“A large cast of characters and objects together act to give cultural meaning to 

turf grass, all as part of a larger system of economic production” (Robbins, 2007, 

8).  

 

Additionally, increasing restrictions, tighter regulation, and overall decline in demand 

have pushed multi-billion dollar agro-chemical companies to expand their markets from 

strictly agricultural production of pesticides and herbicides, to more broadly incorporate 

the lawn care industry (Zimdahl, 1999).   

“As a result, raw nonagricultural pesticides represent a worldwide market 

currently worth 7 billion, which is growing at 4% per year, a rapid increase 

relative to contraction in the agricultural sector.  Forty percent of these sales 

represent U.S. household consumption” (Robbins, 2007, 80).  
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 Changes in the broader economy of agricultural chemical manufacturing have led to the 

increase in sales of lawn chemicals. Furthermore, the link between adverse health effects 

and pesticide use is strategically downplayed by the lawn care industry (Robbins, 2007)
1
. 

The average American lawn uses ten times as many chemicals per acre of industrial 

farmland (Robbins, 2007). Robbins and Sharp analyzed the normalized use of pesticides, 

they found that most people knew the dangers of these inputs, yet felt pressure to 

maintain a mono-cultural aesthetic and uphold a certain lawn ethic (2003). They 

concluded that residents maintained a high-input lawn despite the move toward ‘green’ 

environmental consciousness in household management because:!

(1) The lawn-chemical industry has implemented new and innovative styles of 

marketing that (2) help to produce an association of community, family, and 

environmental health with intensive turf-grass aesthetics and (3) reflect an 

increasing local demand by consumers for authentic experiences of community, 

family, and connection to the nonhuman biological world through meaningful 

work”(426). 

 

Building on hegemonic discourse comparing a green, open, well kept lawn to the 

moral character of the individual home-owner, the lawn care industry, specifically 

chemical input companies, successfully coerce the public into making compromising and 

environmentally destructive decisions regarding lawn maintenance.  Yet, why would 

individuals who are aware of the danger that these chemicals pose continue to use them 

to the detriment of the environment? Within the larger system of economic production, 

the individual is left with the ‘choice’ of using this hazardous chemical or that expensive 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
"!While not in the scope of this paper, interesting work done by Ulrich Beck (1992) on 

the risk management of our society applies to this analysis of risk, how!./0123451!607!
businesses alike navigate detrimental environmental and health effects of products and 

practices in an industrial capitalist society. 
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input in order to achieve what is deemed as the ‘beautiful lawn’.  But how much of this 

decision is really a choice?  There are two concepts that need to be interrogated to reveal 

how lawn care exists within bigger systems, first addressing the theory of hegemony and 

then connecting landscapes of coercion to Blaikie and Brookfield’s ‘chains of 

explanation’ approach.  Applying Gramsci’s theory of hegemony to lawn culture, 

repetitive lawn practices, reinforced by larger systems, test the boundaries between 

consent and coercion.  The weekly act of lawn maintenance serves as the enforcement of 

consent, which points to a larger coercive ideology - hegemony:  

“the pervasive power to turn enforcement into something that appears to happen 

‘spontaneously’, or is uncritically experienced as something inevitable, something 

like ‘culture” (Gramsci, 1937, 12).   

 

Focusing only on cultural reproduction ignores both political and economic interests in 

molding the lawn landscape to appear ‘normal’.  While homeowners and individuals are 

responsible for maintaining their lawns, there are many social actors affecting landscape 

practices.  Aside from peer pressure in neighborhoods and consumer interests that uphold 

the informal law of lawn hegemony, city officials, development codes and homeowners 

associations also uphold these laws, but with legal consequences.  City ordinances against 

grass taller than a certain point, weeds of any nature, or unsightly brown patches can be 

used to force the homeowner into mandatory maintenance of their lawn (Robbins, 2007).   

These coercive landscapes also affect urban areas, and can be poignantly seen when 

conflicts arise between local government, development interests and community gardens 

in neglected neighborhoods.  Perceived as ‘squatter’ gardens and usually tended by ethnic 

minorities and immigrants, city and business interests are quick to push gardeners off 
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these lands because they are not “important uses” for the vacant space (Airriess and 

Clawson, 1994; see also L’ Annuziata, 2010; Schmelzkopf 1995; Baker, 2002).   What is 

deemed as ‘important use’ is questionable, but there are interesting parallels between 

squatter subsistence gardens and the moral American lawn-scape.  Namely the creation of 

Olmstead’s pristine lawns and gardens in Central Park, which happened to evict the low-

income and squatter communities that used the neglected lands as a means to scrape out a 

livelihood (Rosenzweig and Blackmar, 1992).  These institutional forces collectively 

demonstrate the power of law to control and homogenize domestic landscapes (Robbins, 

2007, 123; Steinberg, 2006).  

 Operating within hegemonic informal and institutional discourse, when lawn 

managers crank on the mowers, they are not acting outside of these systems.  Their 

practices are reflective of a post-war construction of America, a cultural perception of 

‘progress’, defined as a departure from the toil of subsistence production.  They are 

influenced by the multi-billion dollar lawn-care industry, which promotes enhanced 

community and a better life through chemically dependent lawn-scapes.  They are told 

that tending turf grass means participating in a moral economy, where their efforts 

represent the collective good of their community.  And if they are unwilling to take part 

of this hegemonic dance, aside from disapproving glances, there are legal consequences. 

Recognizing the reinforcing connections between landscapes, ideology and power, 

Robbins writes,  

“The emergent picture is that of a system of objects; firms, communities, and 

people who are chained together in such a way that they tyrannize one another” 

(2007, 14). 
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In Second Nature, Michael Pollan recounts an incident from his Long Island 

childhood in which his father’s unkempt and un-mowed lawn was a site of contempt from 

the neighbors, who saw the tall grass as an eyesore to the neighborhood and a blemish to 

the “collective face of suburbia”(1991,19).  When a neighbor finally approached him 

about mowing the yard, Pollan’s father went furiously outside and proceeded to carve his 

initials in the grass and then retire the mower forever. While it may seem that agro-

chemical companies, the lawn care industry and coercive ideology all operate together to 

create a hegemonic discourse that unavoidably bends the individual to the will of the 

modern lawn, there is a growing movement expressing the need for alternative ways of 

interacting with our most intimate landscapes.   

 

Discourse Analysis: Voices from a Social Movement 

!

Part of Peet and Watt’s “political ecological toolkit”(1996) discursive analysis is 

emphasized as a method to better reveal relationships of power embedded in local, 

regional and global knowledge structures.  Defined as a “social language”, discourse is 

created by particular cultural conditions at a particular time and place and expresses a 

particular way of understanding human experience (Tyson, 1999, 281).  Discourse 

analysis allows for “the recognition of the existence of multiple, culturally constructed 

ideas of the environment”(Neumann, 2005, 7).   As we have seen, both the victory garden 

movement and lawn culture depict a specific ideology of the environment, and the 

citizen’s role therein.  The home garden has been socially constructed to represent 



!

! ",!

different meanings throughout the history of the United States, and now, through 

discursive analysis, I detail how it is re-emerging as a symbol and political tool of local 

food movements and as part of a more broadly defined paradigmatic shift in the way we 

interact with our environments. 

Currently, the United States is facing some major challenges; obesity and related 

diseases have reached astronomic proportions,
2
 economic recession has forced many 

from their homes and jobs, and climate change and national food and product safety 

recalls have increased the environmental anxieties of many Americans.
3
  These multi-

faceted issues have encouraged some to re-examine the importance of home gardens, as a 

tool for regaining some sense of control and in helping to maintain a more sustainable life 

style.  Local food movements are encouraging people to grow their own food, citing the 

lawn as a “site of gross and wasteful affluence”(Flores, 2006, 10), which could be put to 

much better use as a productive food garden. 

Born out of the organic and environmental social movements, local food 

movements promote alternative agro-food networks and sustainable agricultural practices 

that stress the need for an overhaul of our industrial food paradigm. These movements 

focus on regional food production, organic agricultural practices and support for small 

farmers and businesses (Pollan, 2008; Winne, 2008; Allen, 2003).   Much of this 

discourse identifies the link between industrial agricultural interests and the lawn care 

industry and recent discourse explicitly highlights the sustainability of home gardens as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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small-scale farming systems (See Sommers 1982; Landauer and Brazil, 1990; Works, 

1990; Denevan, 1995; Denevan, 2001). Dana Jackson invokes Aldo Leopold’s (1949) 

concept of “citizen stewards” by advocating for more integrated food production systems 

on the home-scale, 

“When large numbers of gardeners, with a deep respect for soil, adopt organic 

methods in their own backyards, we will be well on our way toward a sustainable 

food system for the whole nation.” (Jackson, 1984, 114) 

 

The emphasis on ‘sustainability’ invokes home gardens as a moral choice for the 

conscious American consumer, which parallels victory garden and lawn culture rhetoric 

as well.  Defining preferred landscapes as ‘moral’, each discourse in turn lays its 

symbolic imprint on the landscape. 

In his latest book, In Defense of Food, Pollan calls for individuals committed to 

being healthy and living sustainably to plant a garden, 

“To take part in the intricate and endlessly interesting processes of providing for 

our sustenance is the surest way to escape the culture of fast food and the values 

implicit in it”(Pollan, 2008, 197).   

 

While Pollan expresses that a garden connects one to the food that we consume, he states 

that to reclaim control over one’s food is no small thing, “indeed in our time cooking 

from scratch and growing any of your own food qualify as subversive acts”(2008, 200).  

Heather Flores added in Food Not Lawns that gardening may be perceived as a hobby by 

some, “but in fact growing food is one of the most radical things you can do.”  She goes 

on to re-enforce Pollan’s argument that gardening can be activist oriented,  

“Those who control our food control our lives, and when we take that control 

back into our own hands, we empower ourselves toward autonomy, self-reliance, 

and true freedom” (Flores, 2006, 6).   
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Bill Mollison founder of the Permaculture movement also shares this belief,  

“I teach self-reliance, the world’s most subversive practice, I teach people how to 

grow their own food, which is shockingly subversive”(Mollison, 1991).   

 

Once again, the concept of self-reliance re-emerges from the victory garden era, but not 

as an activity serving the state, in this context subsistence is perceived as subversive to 

systems of power.    

Ableman suggests that people are being influenced by movements toward local 

food and sustainable agriculture.  He likens this shift in small-scale food production as a 

“quiet revolution” that is “stirring in our food systems”, adding,  

“It is not happening so much on the distant farms that still provide us with the 

majority of our food: it is happening in urban neighborhoods, suburbs, and small 

towns.  The revolution is taking place in small gardens, near railroad tracks, under 

power lines, on rooftops, at farmers’ markets, and in the most unlikely of places.” 

(Ableman, 2000, 359) 

 

The National Gardeners Association supports Ableman’s ‘quiet revolution’ citing that 

seven million more new households cultivated home fruit and vegetable gardens in 2009, 

which means that thirty-seven percent of Americans were participating in food gardening, 

a nineteen percent increase from 2007-2008.  NGA concluded that more and more 

Americans are recognizing the benefits of growing their own produce (Butterfield, 2009) 

and gardening resources.com attributes this increase in part due to “this wave of frugality 

and earth stewardship”.   What this mainstream discourse doesn’t say is that more and 

more Americans are recognizing the environmental health and safety risks associated 

with industrially farmed products.  While the FDA and multi-billion dollar agro-food 

companies (many of which are also invested in agro-chemical interests) tell the country 
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that their food is safe, skeptical citizens are picking up seeds and trowels in an effort to 

grow their own.  To truly understand the entrenched politics and coercive control that 

these companies flex through public discourse, look no further than the White House.  In 

2009, Michelle Obama ripped up the lawn to replace it with 1,100 square feet of organic 

‘victory’ garden.  This act was seen as a political statement by many, including agro-

chemical companies, who in a letter to Mrs. Obama urged her to use ‘conventional’ 

gardening practices, i.e. the use of pesticides and herbicides in the garden.  Stating that 

the First Lady’s message that Americans should grow their own food was impractical, 

they alluded that this would lead to the decline of the U.S.,  

“If Americans were still required to farm to support their family's basic food and 

fiber needs, would the U.S. have been leaders in the advancement of science, 

communication, education, medicine, transportation and the arts?” (Naughton, 

2009) 

  Americans acting as their own producing agents is clearly not in the interest of agro-

food and chemical companies, that actually blame consumers for the poor quality of their 

foods in the addressed letter, “much of the food that is considered not wholesome or tasty 

is the result of how it is stored or prepared rather than how it was grown.”  These 

competing discourses represent a bigger transformation within our society, a 

paradigmatic shift in the way many Americans perceive food culture and the 

environment. 

  My research explores how these shifts touch the ground in Humboldt County.  

How broader movements, history and discourse unravel in each home gardeners 

relationship with their local environments.  Influenced by a ‘chains of explanation’ 
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approach, I expanded outward to identify how gardeners’ land management practices 

affected other gardeners, their neighborhoods and the broader community.  While I drew 

on the literature cited within to examine motivations and practices in the garden, I was 

increasingly confronted with the lack of research on home gardens as social and 

politically contested landscape in North American context.
4
   Indeed the majority of 

garden studies and specifically political ecological garden analyses have been focused on 

home food production systems of the global South, systems that are place specific and 

have been traditionally managed for generations (Christie, 2003; Keys, 1999; Schroeder 

and Suryanata, 1996).  Trying to address the gap in generational knowledge among 

gardeners in the U.S., it is apparent that little or no research has been done to identify the 

implications of lost generational subsistence knowledge in a culture that is increasingly 

disconnected to its food and sustenance sources.   As a contribution to the literature, my 

analysis begins to grapple with these issues, exploring the implications of lost subsistence 

knowledge, analyzing the garden as a contested space that competes with lawn hegemony 

and shedding light on how further research can expose home gardens as a fertile ground 

for exploring concepts of resilience and reciprocity within our eco-systems and our 

communities. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
%!While social discourse through local food and sustainability movements do peripherally 

address the home garden’s potential as a space for political action, sound investigation 

into this potential is lacking, and the literature that does investigate contested garden 

issues tend to focus on community and squatter garden settings.!
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METHODS 

 Informed by a political ecological framework, my research approaches home gardens 

as complex systems of human-environment interactions, which are layered in social, 

political, economic and ecological meaning.  Essentially a political ecological perspective 

approaches the environment as a politicized and contested landscape (Neumann, 2005).   

Through interviews, I explored the reasons why participants home garden, what 

motivated them, and how it affected them as well as their surrounding community.  

My analytical framework made it easy for me to choose narrative inquiry as my method 

of presenting and interpreting my data.  

 In order to better understand what influences and motivates home gardeners in 

Humboldt County, I interviewed 20 home gardeners in five different communities 

(Ferndale, Blue Lake, Arcata, Westhaven, Bayside).  These interviews were conducted in 

a semi-structured context, meaning that I did have a specific interview guide, but I 

allowed room to explore and digress into other topics of interest.   I approached my 

interviews with the perspective that each home gardener had a story to share with me, a 

story about their lived experience interacting with the most intimate landscapes, their 

home gardens.  The narrative research approach allowed me to animate these gardeners 

and their stories.  “Narrative inquiry is stories lived and told”(Creswell, 2007, 56).  This 

approach helped me highlight a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, “the personal 

and social (the interaction); the past, present, and future (continuity); and the place 

(situation)”(Creswell, 2007, 56).   
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As a mode of inquiry, I also used these narratives as a way to analyze the 

intersections that exist within the gardening community and within the larger social 

movement.   Creswell adds that a post modern narrative writer also incorporates another 

element of analysis, narrative deconstruction, which he defines as “an unmaking by such 

analytic strategies as exposing dichotomies, examining silences, and attending to 

disruptions and contractions”(2007, 56).   

Additionally, a narrative inquiry approach allowed me to be blur the lines 

between researcher and subject, adding my own perspective and insights into gardeners’ 

stories.  Both the researcher and the researched “are presented together within a single 

multi-vocal text focused on the character and process of the human encounter”(Tedlock, 

1992, p. xiii). I am inherently a subject in my own research, deciding what is included in 

my findings and discussion, therefore I in no way seek to find my interviewee’s 

‘authentic’ voice.   Chase suggested that a narrative strategy aims not for establishing 

authenticity but rather for creating a self-reflective and respectful distance between 

researchers’ and narrators’ voices (2008, 76). 

 My overall research goal was to be a joint learner with home gardeners; because 

of this I believed that all of my intentions and guiding questions needed to be made 

transparent to the participant.  I tried to avoid hierarchal relationship dynamics in my 

interviews by emphasizing instead Gaventa’s call to create knowledge democracies, 

which stress that the researcher, or interviewer, need to view themselves as “researchers 

in the formation of a knowledge democracy”(1991, 125).  This framework seeks to 
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empower community ‘common sense’ knowledge, acknowledging that there are no 

experts and every person’s story is an expert account of their own experience.   

My research was conducted in three phases: 

 I began the research process by participating in garden workshops and community 

gatherings that centered on creating local and self-sufficient options for our communities.  

At these meetings, I built up my social network and recruited participants and contacts 

who were home gardeners.  I also posted flyers about my research project at local 

nurseries, grocery stores and community organizations.  Most of my participants were 

recruited through community workshops and conferences, those that felt comfortable and 

enthusiastic about the interview process were part of the initial interviews.  My goal was 

to recruit between 20-30 participants through these methods.     

 Based on my recruitment response, I initially interviewed 10 participants in the 

Eureka-Arcata area.  Before the interview, I discussed the Institutional Review Board of 

the protection of human subjects consent form and I made sure that participants 

understood the voluntary and un-paid nature of their participation in this research project.  

I also reminded them about the project’s confidentiality agreement.  The interviews took 

place in the interviewee’s home and garden area.  I made sure that the interviewee was 

comfortable with the use of a tape recorder and digital camera and then we proceeded.  

All participants were interviewed in a semi-structured style based on the interview guide.  

(See Appendix A: Research interview guide)  A semi-structured approach allowed me to 

ask follow-up questions and request elaboration on certain questions.  At the time of the 

initial interviews, I also conducted a garden assessment (See Appendix B: The garden 
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survey).  The purpose of the garden assessment is to document the diversity of crops that 

exist in individual gardens as well as to reveal different garden designs and varying 

ecological benefits.   Each interview ranged from 45 minutes to 3 hours, depending on 

the time the participant had available, some interviews were cut short because of other 

arrangements while other interviews lasted all afternoon.  While I interviewed a number 

of people early in the season, I also conducted ten interviews later in the season, but 

because of a particularly wet spring many of the gardeners did not have a bountiful 

harvest. 

! After each interview, I took detailed notes on different topics that came up with 

each gardener.  I also transcribed all of my interviews and used the transcriptions to help 

me manually code the data and pull out key themes for my discussion. I compared all the 

qualitative data, looking for patterns, consensus and contestations through the act of 

coding.  I filtered all my data through my three key research questions: Why are 

interviewees cultivating home gardens instead of aesthetic landscapes?  What are their 

motivations and influences in the garden, and how are these practices affecting them and 

their communities?  Through this analytical process, I drew conclusions and future 

directions. 
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RESULTS 

 

Of the twenty interviews conducted with Humboldt area gardeners, the most re-

occurring themes explored through conversations were the perceived loss of subsistence 

knowledge, the evolving connection to place and environment through stewardship 

practices, the role that home gardens played in fostering informal social networks, and 

the political associations that many participants experienced in their gardens. By 

examining these themes further, broader issues of culture and ideology were exposed, 

rooted in the daily practice of maintaining a cultivated home garden landscape. 

Knowledge Gap- Loss of Traditional Subsistence Knowledge 

  

Many participating gardeners addressed the issue of losing traditional knowledge 

about how to survive off the land, this included knowledge on cultivating home gardens 

for food production as well as basic survival skills.  Two participants, who, in their late 

twenties decided to buy acreage and build their own house, were very discouraged by 

people in their parent’s generation,  

“They told us we couldn’t do it.  We’ve had a lot of people of my parent’s 

generation, the WWII generation, tell us we shouldn’t do this.  That it was 

impossible, we shouldn’t build our own house.  They were very discouraging, 

very unsupportive.”   

 

Interestingly, they did receive abundant support and advice from elderly people in the 

area, 

“We just talked to a lot of people, and there were wonderful elderly people that 

were very supportive, they would give us advice on what to do.”  
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While a few of the gardeners that I interviewed reported that they had ‘dabbled’ with 

gardening and growing food in their childhood, the majority of participants said that they 

had found their passion for gardening during their adult years.  One gardener told of how 

she first started gardening in her forties by growing flowers in wine barrels while living 

in Sausalito, “I’d have big geraniums cascading out the window, everybody loved that, 

and they would stop and look at my garden.”  Her love for gardening then evolved into a 

five-acre food garden along the Trinity River in Willow Creek, CA.  Gardeners learning 

how to garden later in life speaks to the  ‘knowledge gap’ that was reported to be 

generational.  Many participants spoke of memories of visiting their grandparent’s 

gardens but their own childhood landscapes were purely aesthetic and void of food crops 

and working landscapes.   

“My family has always had gardens, my grandfather, my grandparents. They all 

raised food and ate very well, but my mother wasn’t much of a gardener.”    

 

Another gardener spoke to his childhood experience with working gardens, or lack 

thereof,  

“A lawn yard, in fact the house that my parents initially moved into had lots of 

fruit trees that someone had done in the 60’s.  It was a yard full of cherry and 

apples and all kinds of stuff.  My dad used to be out there spraying them with god 

knows what and over the years they all died and never got replaced.”   

 

Most participants didn’t learn how to cultivate home gardens from their parent’s practices 

and because of the gap in generational gardening knowledge, gardeners reported ‘re-

learning’ how to garden and ‘discovering’ a connection with their food and their 

environment.   
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“I grew up in suburban Sacramento with really no connection to gardening or 

food, and after moving up to Arcata to attend HSU, I started gardening and started 

volunteering on farms and the exposure really made me fall in love. Just eating 

food that my hands had helped produce was a magical experience and I found that 

the direct contact with the natural world through gardening, I could come to 

understand the natural world better and have an influence on the outcomes of 

natural processes.” 

 

One participant speaks to the impact that gardening has had in helping her foster core 

values associated with food and farming,  

“I think on a basic level, cultivating your own food, or knowing someone that 

does, or at least when you are aware of where your food comes from and where 

your choices are made, I think that is part of a sort of fundamental connection to 

our own means of subsistence and survival.”   

 

She voiced her concern over the loss of subsistence or traditional knowledge in younger 

generations, especially among urban populations.  She viewed this gap as an issue of 

social injustice, stating that urban youth whose only food source is through their school 

lunches and the McDonald’s on their street or the liquor stores on the corner, have been 

robbed of a basic connection to their food.  “They have been robbed of a knowledge of 

how to survive in the world,” adding that although that is her opinion, “it might not be 

their perspective.”  Another participant spoke to urbanization and the loss of traditional 

knowledge saying that,  

“We need to regain a sense of values that we have lost with the land, we need to 

go back to other values that are important but have been taken away by industrial 

culture.”   

 

This was a sentiment shared by another gardener who compared sharing garden fresh 

meals with family and friends to a time gone by, saying, “I think it’s how people used to 

be.” While most of the gardeners shared the same garden histories, becoming interested 
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in gardening and growing food during adult-hood and referring to their ‘re-discovery’ of 

gardening, one participant stood in stark contrast.  It was revealing to compare the 

generational knowledge gap experienced among most participants with the views of this 

traditional subsistence gardener. 

Growing up in depression era rural Oregon, ‘Pete’ learned from his parents and 

older family members about how to “raise a garden”, citing,  

“I was raised that way, all my uncles and aunts had big gardens, of course, they 

lived through the depression and it was their livelihood, and I just carried it on 

through.”  

 

!
Figure 1.  The cover-cropped garden. 

He continued subsistence gardening throughout his life, and raised six children on garden 

fresh produce. !Interestingly, none of his children gardened or had taught their children to 
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garden, but Pete continued to garden every year and takes delight in enlisting his children 

and grandchildren to help in the garden.! 

Whereas most participating gardeners lived at some point in urban centers, and then 

moved to more rural Humboldt County, Pete couldn’t imagine growing up in an urban 

environment,  

“I feel sorry for some kids that don’t even have a place to play, I go down to the 

city once in a while and they don’t even have a backyard! How do you raise a 

family that way? It’s sad. I can’t even imagine it.  I like to hunt and fish, I still 

hunt and fish every year.  Normally it is just one of those things that I lived with 

all my life, I don’t see no other way.” 

 

His perspective represents the knowledge that many participants say they have lost, 

generational knowledge that is passed from parent to child, represented eloquently by the 

old cast iron scythe that Pete has used all his life, inherited from his father and his father 

before that.  Pete’s subsistence approach to gardening was a learned model passed down 

from his elders, a survival strategy that fed his family and was unrelated to market prices.  

While many of the gardeners interviewed experienced some level of subsistence from 

their garden produce, it was clear that they were trying to imitate a model that they didn’t 

know intimately, “the more people that grow their own food, the more examples there are 

of how to live this way”, for Pete, subsistence was a way of life, yet for the younger it 

was something to be discovered and integrated into their own lifestyles. 



!

! $$!

.    

Figure 2.  Pete and wife. 

!

The contrasting perspectives shed light on what participants describe as ‘lost 

knowledge’, a generational identity gap in the U.S. that moved from an agrarian 

relationship to landscape and community to an urbanized consumption of nature and 

environment. 

Stewardship Connection to Local Environment 

 

When asked if gardeners experienced a stronger connection to the environment 

because of their home gardens, all agreed that the relationship to their garden had 

enhanced their awareness of how they interacted with broader ecological systems.  These 

interactions ranged from a better understanding of food crop seasonality to an increased 

knowledge of soil biota and beneficial insects and pollinators. Additionally, many 
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approached their practices as a form of stewardship, noting the spiritual and therapeutic 

aspects of being a caretaker.  Others reported an evolving accumulation of environmental 

knowledge based on daily experience and practices in the garden.  On recognizing the 

resiliency of natural systems in her garden, one gardener, ‘Lisa’ spoke to her experience 

of building a series of ponds on her property that she believed, had been there before her 

land was clear cut at the turn of last century. 

 

Figure 3. The pond is a therapeutic space. 

 

“When we dug this pond there was absolutely nothing here that was living, I 

mean nothing.  All of sudden, there were water striders, where did they come 

from? How did they get here? Water beetles came and then water boatman and I 

studied the pond and I would see things in the pond and would go and research it.  

It’s like you build a field and it comes, you know field of dreams? I’m fascinated 

by the recovery. I am in awe of it.  That it repairs itself and it’s not because of me, 

I stand back and let it.”   

!
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Over the thirty years that Lisa had lived and managed her property, she had come to 

know the native flora and fauna just as intimately as she knew the plants in her garden,  

“I can tell what time of year it is by the plants, when I see them coming out of the 

ground I know.  I know their cycles and when they bloom and for how long.”   

 

Through her experience living with the land, she has learned the ecology of the redwood 

forest that she calls home, 

“I feel like the plants we brought in are intruders and their not going to be here for 

long.  Some day all that is going to be left is our cement foundation.  The alder 

forest will take over all of this.  If I didn’t mow, I would have berries and the 

alders would start seeding.  They are always the first thing to come, and then 

something else, it’s like a pattern.” 

!

!
Figure 4. Pond with graded edge for better habitat. 

!

!Through experience, Pete detailed how he knows if he will get a good harvest each year,  

“I have problems some years, other years I do real well.  Depending a lot on how 

the weather is through the summer, how much fog and if the ground is warm 

enough and how early I can get it in, usually lands not ready until about June.”  



!

! $'!

 

He described the relationship he has with his garden,  

“I think there is a big connection. I don’t know what I’d do if I had to move out of 

here and I couldn’t have a garden.  It’s really part of life, it really is.  Everyday, I 

can’t wait until the next spring to get it planted again.”   

 

!
Figure 5. A favorite spot in the garden. 

!

The joy and anticipation that Pete spoke of was echoed by all of the gardeners 

interviewed.  They felt that there was a spiritual and therapeutic relationship with their 

garden.  It provided a space to unwind and relax.  One gardener noted that there was no 

place she’d rather be than in her garden, and another spoke to the meditative state he felt 

in the garden, “I love sitting out here in the sun, it’s quiet, it’s like a sanctuary kind of.”  

Gardeners reported a beneficial relationship to their gardens as well. “This land has given 

us back,” said one gardener about the physical benefits of gardening and eating fresh 
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produce.  Another gardener reflected on how her entire philosophy has changed since she 

began gardening, !

“My whole philosophy of life has changed tremendously to being an earth mother 

type and wanting to share that with people.  I love my role as a helper of mother 

earth, especially at my age, 69, because I can take people of all ages and say look 

what you can really do, this is going to nourish your body and soul.  There is 

really nothing quite like it.”   

 

Indeed, all participants interviewed expressed that their gardens made them 

happy, and many approached their practices with a positive and joyful attitude, not 

identifying labor in the garden as work,  

“It’s no work for me to go out there and weed and hoe and all of it.  I love doing 

it, its not no work, gardening, nope they don’t have to push me to work on a 

garden.”   

 

The stewardship relationship that participants reported having with their gardens and 

their local environment translated into an experiential ecological knowledge.  This 

knowledge developed over time and fostered a beneficial therapeutic and sometimes 

spiritual connection with their land, food, and community.   

Informal Social Networks- Interaction and Exchange Through Gardening 

 

Although most participants did not learn gardening practices generationally, many 

reported learning techniques and strategies from people around them.  One gardener, 

‘John’, shared his knowledge and experience with a neighbor who needed help learning 

how to compost more efficiently.  This exchange was informal and led to more 

interaction between the neighbors.  In fact, all of the gardeners interviewed expressed 

varying levels of interaction with friends, neighbors and community members because of 
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their gardens. Participants reported exchanging knowledge, materials, food, labor and 

advice with others.  Two gardeners, ‘Joseph’ and ‘Larry’, who lived next door to each 

other shared materials and labor, working together to refurbish a neighbor’s old growth 

redwood deck into two different greenhouses and watering each other’s gardens when 

either of them was out of town.  This particular relationship evolved into sharing harvests 

and planting different crops to be exchanged with one another, Joseph reflected on these 

exchanges, “Nothing is done in isolation, so how can you set up ongoing relationships 

with other gardeners?  How can we form more habits of exchange?”  

!
Figure 6. Greenhouse made from refurbished wood. 

!
He went on to tell me that,“growing food means creating relationships.” This was further 

illustrated by Lisa’s experience.  She was introduced to gardening through a tenant that 

moved onto their ten rural acres, 
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“He was a big gardener person, our kids called him Uncle Matt.  He became like 

a family member and we still keep in touch with him, he is in his fifties now.   He 

was the one that started growing garlic, and we have kept his original garlic.  We 

keep harvesting the biggest cloves and planting the others, his garlic still lives 

with us.” 

 

Through the experience of growing food with their tenant, Lisa and her husband 

continued to rent their cabin out to people interested in sharing food, and at the time of 

the interview they were in the process of building a chicken coop and run with their 

tenants, with the intention of sharing the duties and the eggs. !

!
Figure 7. View from above the ten-acre garden. 

 

 

All gardeners spoke of sharing harvests with family, friends and neighbors,  

“We have never had a problem with excess produce, in fact it is a pleasure 

deciding what to do with it. We have big dinners that could feed the whole block 

off our garden!”   
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Similarly, three gardeners reported giving away produce to co-workers, and one gave 

produce to homeless shelters.  Other gardeners shared starts with friends and neighbors, 

one commenting that she never would have known about a peach tree that grows in her 

coastal climate if a friend hadn’t given one to her.  ‘Susan’, who was involved in 

community efforts towards providing more garden space for those that don’t have access 

to it said,  

“My absolute joy is turning people on to this and helping people understand what 

it is about being in nature, and what it gives you.  What mother earth provides if 

you pay attention.”  

 

!
Figure 8. Community gardening workshop 

!
Another participant spoke about the “incredible community in gardening”, adding 

that her interactions with other like-minded gardeners have enriched and enhanced her 
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personal gardening practices as well as her philosophy.  But as one participant notes, the 

gardening community can become self-isolating, excluding people that don’t follow the 

latest trends, 

“I don’t want to go to a meeting to have people tell me that I should be growing 

leeks, I don’t want to go to any more meetings and hear, ‘Why are you here?’ and 

‘Your not growing leeks?’ No. ‘Well everybody knows that you are supposed to 

grow leeks!’  I don’t want to know.  Whatever I’m doing, it’s ok and it’s not 

hurting anything.” 

!

!

!
!

Figure 9. A vibrant garden wraps around the house 

!
Although there was some criticism among participants that it is easy to be ‘self-focused’ 

in gardening, all of the gardeners interviewed identified social interaction and exchange 

as part of their garden lives.  These interactions and exchanges were informal in nature, 
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spontaneous and didn’t involve any monetary back and forth.  There was however, one 

gardener who participated in market exchanges in the garden. Inspired by his passion for 

gardening and transforming his entire front lawn into garden, ‘Gary’ began a food-scape 

business, building garden beds and designing edible landscapes for people who wanted a 

garden but didn’t have the time or the ability.  At the time of the interview, he and his 

business partner had constructed a few gardens throughout Humboldt County and 

operated their home garden as a “flagship demonstration garden”.   Gary considered 

himself part of an alternative business community that is focused on sustainability and 

trying to educate people about living a healthier, more environmentally friendly lifestyle.  

While he operated a formal gardening business, he also continued to informally exchange 

labor, advice, materials and harvests with his friends, roommates and neighbors.  

!
Like other gardeners he is also focused on enhancing informal relationships, 

acknowledging, 

“I think you realize when striving toward self-reliance that really what you need 

is more inter-dependence, that you do want to cultivate relationships with other 

people and that you will need each other.  That’s a different kind of self-reliance 

but it’s important, reaching out to trade materials or vegetables or try that sort of 

thing.”! 
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Figure 10. A garden close to the 'flagship' garden 

 

While emphasis on self-reliance was a theme among more politically charged 

gardeners, it became clear that inter-dependence was seen as a supporting social fabric 

that fostered stronger, more resilient gardening communities.  Informal social networks 

served as an arena for exchanging knowledge and advice on best and experiential 

gardening practices among participants.  These networks also facilitated informal 

interactions in the garden like trading plants and starts, exchanging materials, offering 

skills, and sharing harvests.   All of the interactions and exchanges described by 

participants were conducted non-monetarily, with the exception of the food-scape 

gardener.  All the gardeners enjoyed these social interactions, and some perceived their 

gardening practices as a political strategy to enhance grass-roots community connections 
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in order to subvert more corporate and industrial interests in our local and regional food 

systems. 

Political Aspects of Gardening- Taking Back Control 

  

Some of the gardeners interviewed expressed that their gardens were a form of political 

activism, a personal politics that enabled them to regain a sense of control from a system 

that they did not agree with.  Gardeners said that they felt a lack of control over industrial 

food systems.  Issues ranged from the negative effects that monocultures and oil 

dependency have on the environment to food safety and waste management.  Some 

pointed to the lack of regulation in the food industry and cited the industrial model as 

being responsible for the loss of small farms and rural livelihoods. 

“If you have a disagreement with how food is produced which is often an entry 

point into how industrial culture handles everything, carbon footprints and 

trucking and monocultures, all of these things.  Food becomes very political very 

quickly, gardening and growing your own food is one way to take control of those 

aspects of your life.  To become your own producing agent, and know that you 

have some direction and control over what goes into your food and how it is 

produced.”   
!

One gardener, ‘Lily’,  identified her garden as her personal activism,  

“I hope, I pray, and my garden is my activism.  It’s personally political. I am not 

trying to proselytize, I am trying to walk my talk.”   
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Figure 11. Politically motivated to raise backyard chickens. 

!
In her opinion, food was political and the lack of access that disadvantaged communities 

have to local, fresh, and organic foods is an issue of social injustice. Lilly sees gardening 

and growing food as a step towards creating stronger local food systems.  

“Look at Cuba as an example, Havana is growing something close to 93% of their 

produce for local consumption.  That’s what I would like to see happen here, 

every available plot of land grows something on it.  I don’t care who it belongs to, 

I think that every locality should figure out the devil in the details for themselves, 

but largely, whether its independently owned or cooperatively owned, all of that 

should be producing food, there should be no empty lots.”  

 

Another gardener thought local food systems enable communities to “break the back of 

corporate agriculture” that in her opinion, act like ‘criminals’ trying to push local schools 

and businesses into large contracts that fill school children with unhealthy options,  

“So I say fight fire with fire and we start growing more and more of our own and 

providing more. Home gardening has to fit into it.”   
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Home gardening encouraged some participants to be as self-reliant as possible, to depend 

less on grocery stores and “take control over things that seem out of your control.”  

!
Figure 12. Garden with hoop house 

 

Choosing to participate less in industries and values that these gardeners didn’t agree 

with politically, made them feel as though they had taken back some control over their 

food choices. Some also saw their gardening as a necessary skill to cultivate in case 

dominant systems collapse.  

 “The joke is when we talk about growing food, is well, at least when the world ends, I 

know how to grow food.  2012 happens, I know how to grow food.  When the revolution 

comes and people run to the hills, I know how to grow food.”  
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 ‘Phil’ asked, “Won’t the hammer come down some day?  He said that learning how to 

grow food was his practice for later, “if something does happen, at least I know how to 

feed myself.” 

!

!

Among the politically motivated gardeners, there was a general consensus that industrial 

culture was unsustainable, that the wasteful practices of mainstream culture would 

eventually be the downfall of our way of life in the U.S. 

!

Figure 13. Garden as political statement. 
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Their gardens were their statements of protest against wasteful practices and dependence 

on fossil fuels.  

“I really think of it as a statement. This is what we should all be doing, 

everybody should be doing this.” !!!

!
Commenting on the political nature of not having a lawn, another participant added,  

“Just the very act of not putting a lawn in, but taking the lawn out, I’d say that’s 

pretty different.  Around here the majority of yards have lawns, so I’d never 

thought about it being a political act, but maybe it is.”   

 

She goes on to say that when she sees lawns “it’s just sitting there empty, wasting away, 

it could be growing food- the land is right there!”!

!

Figure 14. First season of lawn to garden 

!
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Gary, the food-scape gardener had the line “Because a yard is a terrible thing to 

waste…” on the front cover of his advertising brochure.  One gardener noted that having 

a front yard garden instead of a lawn made him feel “less like a clone”, he commented 

that he would rather put the time and resources into something that nourished his body 

and mind than into a high input lawn.   Some participants disagreed with having a lawn 

entirely, arguing that the lawn is “ridiculous, made to be a symbol wealth, like having 

your own manor with the gentry living in the country.”  Adding that the lawn is a by-

product of suburban sprawl, one gardener sees the lawn as a  

“result of a very specific manifestation of the American dream which is linked to 

a whole ideology in this country.”   

 

Participants that had front yard gardens were the most vocal about their political 

motivations to garden, perhaps the constant contrast of their productive garden next to an 

aesthetic lawn pushed them to examine why their practices were considered ‘alternative’ 

by some of their neighbors.  When two gardeners, ‘Sara’ and ‘Eva’ decided to tear out the 

grass in their front yard and put in a garden, they commented that neighbors were a little 

surprised by what they were doing,  

“It is almost like we had bumped it up a notch to what they had seen. Some 

neighbors came by and talked about this house being a rental, so people have 

come and gone, and some gardened but they said ‘well we’ve seen people garden, 

but never tear up the lawn!’ So in a way I think that was kind of pushing their 

limits of what they had seen before, but we didn’t set out to change people’s 

minds.” 

 

Gary saw home gardens, and particularly front yard gardens, as a stepping off point for 

people to begin to examine their relationship with food and community. 
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“That process might take time, as it did for me, more than beating them over the 

head with your politics, my hope at least is that the garden might change their 

relationship with food and their lifestyle and influence them to think about some 

of those things that I think are important, about food production and the politics 

associated with that on a bigger scale.” 

 

Examining the political implications of their home gardening practices, many of the 

gardeners interviewed underwent a process much like the one described above. Their 

renewed relationship to food and the environment influenced political ideologies towards 

broader systems of dominant agriculture and economics.  

!

Figure 15. Backyard transformed into homestead. 

For some their gardens became their form of activism, whether ‘walking their talk’ or 

making a political statement, they saw their garden as part of a wider strategy towards 

achieving a more sustainable culture.  As one gardener explained, 
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“My garden is representative of what kind of culture I seek to build.  Growing 

food means forming respectful relationships with the land and with community.”  

!
Home gardens altered the way that many participants perceived their own backyards, 

creating a strong connection with their most intimate landscapes these ‘respectful 

relationships’ translated into other aspects of their lives, changing the way gardeners 

interacted with community and the environment.  
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DISCUSSION  

In my discussion, I begin with the home gardener, analyzing their garden 

interactions and engaging in knowledge formation and ecological stewardship roles.  I 

then expand the inquiry to how gardening practices are affected and affect participants 

surrounding neighbors, neighborhoods, and community.  Ending the discussion with a 

broader analysis of the home garden and its social, political, and ecological implications 

nation-wide.  My overall multi-scalar approach is partially influenced by Blaikie and 

Brookfield’s (1987) ‘chains of explanation’ theory, which begins with the land manager 

and then expands outward to larger scales of inquiry in order to explain influences on 

land-use practices.   While Blaikie and Brookfield use this analysis to explain the causal 

relationships of environmental problems, Robbins (2007) also incorporates this approach 

when he interrogated the wide spread adoption of hazardous lawn management practices 

in the United States.  Robbins altered the phrase to adequately express the ‘chains of 

consumption’ exposed through coercive connections between lawn culture and industrial 

agricultural interests.  

 The main difference between both of these previous political ecological uses and 

mine is that I am not constructing the reemergence of the home garden as an 

‘environmental problem’ or an ‘environmental hazard’ and I am not solely interrogating 

the causal relationships involved in land use practices.  While I investigate why people 

are home gardening, I don’t necessarily follow these ‘chains’ to explain this national 

phenomenon.  Instead I choose to focus on the transformative role of gardens in fostering 
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personal, family, and community connections.  Perhaps more human-centric than 

political ecological approaches of past literature, I think that the theoretical foundations 

of political ecology provide an excellent and fertile ground from which to explore not 

only environmental degradation but also positive environmental transformation, 

exemplified in the growing social movement towards more just and conscious 

engagements with ecological systems and society.    

Examining Reported Loss of Generational Subsistence Knowledge 

 

Home gardens comprise everyday spaces, stages on which household members 

act out their everyday lives.  As Ingold (2000) argued gardens evolve and take form as 

people live in them, reflecting the life histories of their residents.  Gardens are spaces 

made meaningful by the actions of people tending them, they are the products of practice 

and the artifacts of a cultural landscape, above all they are scenes of an intense 

personalization (Longstaffe-Gowan, 1993).  Through my research it is clear that 

gardeners care about their plots.  They devote time, energy, and resources to ensure the 

success of the next harvest.  They delight in spending hours in their garden and some say 

it is the place they want to be most in the world.  Kimber (2004) asserts that gardens are 

significant because their users tell us so, they tell us that the experience in the garden 

contributes to a balanced life and that cultivating their gardens is important and essential 

to them.  Participants experienced their gardens as an incorporated home space, “My 

garden in the end is my garden, an extension of my home space.” It was a space to 

interact with friends and loved ones, to be alone with their thoughts and to commune with 

the surrounding environment.  Many said they experienced a passion for gardening, and 
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saw their garden as an integral piece of daily life.   Their gardens were very important to 

them, enabling them to learn, observe and sustain themselves and their families through 

their daily practices.  

Many participants, especially younger gardeners, expressed that they underwent a 

discovery process in the garden, some kind of experience that enabled them to create a 

meaningful relationship with the cultivation of plants.  One gardener talks about how he 

discovered his love for gardening through a perma-culture class, while another found his 

passion for growing food through working on a community supported agricultural farm 

during his early college years.  These participants spoke about re-connecting to their food 

through gardening, and detailed their processes for learning how to grow their own food 

because they lacked generational models of subsistence practices to fall back on.  Only 

one participant out of twenty was raised in a subsistence gardening household, learning 

the skills of cultivation, animal husbandry, preserving and cooking from his parents and 

grandparents.  

 Eco-feminist scholars identify this loss of subsistence knowledge as a “war 

against subsistence”, and note that in developed countries, like the U.S., cultural 

contempt for subsistence is not that old.  They identify this perspective as being a product 

of modern capitalist culture obsessed with the ideals of ‘progress’ (Benholdt-Thompson 

and Mies, 1999).  The historical shift from widespread household subsistence practices to 

a modern consumer society affected the way that people in the U.S. knew and interacted 

with their food.  In a little more than a generation, young people grew up not knowing or 

understanding where their food comes from or how to be a producing agent.   This 
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accounts for participants experience of ‘discovery’ in the garden. Few had grown up with 

a subsistence perspective on food, this world-view is increasingly the norm among 

younger generations in the U.S. (Berry, 2009)    

Bennholdt-Thompson and Mies discusses how subsistence has a negative stigma 

in the in modern culture, associated with “backwardness” and a “weary and burdensome 

life “(1999, 18).  This is echoed by a participant who felt that her parents “really the 

entire WWII generation,” were very unsupportive of her and her husband’s efforts to 

homestead in rural Humboldt County.  She said, “they all asked, ‘Why would you want to 

do that?’”  Winne discusses this shift in perception of the environment, which he 

attributes to be a result of car-culture and suburbanization.  He speaks to the duality that 

nature became to the WWII generation, something that needed to be controlled and held 

“firmly in check”(2008, 5).  Farming and small-scale subsistence practices didn’t fit into 

the nature-society dichotomy that is characteristic of modern, capitalistic culture.  The 

‘good life’ was seen as participating in the wage economy and built on separate spheres 

of production and consumption (Benholdt-Thompson and Mies, 1999).  The widening 

disconnect between subsistence practices and modern society was part of a greater 

envisioning of a ‘progressive’ culture, one in which Americans were “free from physical 

work and scarcity “(Winne, 2008, 5).   But, what are the consequences of ‘progress’ in 

American society? Essentially, what have the younger generations of Americans lost?  

Literature speaking to the critical role of generational knowledge and gardens becomes 

increasingly important and points a direction toward future studies.   
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Generational knowledge of how to survive in this world, of how to be self-

sufficient and provide for a family has throughout the history of humankind been about 

small-scale subsistence practices.  The garden has been documented as a critical part of 

transmitting environmental knowledge and values unto younger generations (Keys, 

1999). It plays a central role in instilling cultural values and in family and community life 

(Christie, 2004).  In spite of a generational gap in gardening, most gardens of participants 

in my study also functioned as a space for transmitting environmental knowledge and 

instilling cultural values.  Several participants who ‘discovered’ gardening changed their 

entire life philosophies as a result of the new found importance of their practices. 

This gap in subsistence knowledge parallels a study by Head, Muir, and Hampel 

(2004), found that in Australia immigrants from subsistence cultures lost their intensive 

cultivation practices within one generation.  The authors attributed disappearance of 

cultivation practices to a shift in environmental perception.  They asserted that the 

younger immigrant generations were losing their relationship to ‘old’ world agrarian 

culture and traditional foods.  This is partially what happened in the U.S. as well. The 

WWII generation was one of the first generations in the U.S. to move away from 

traditional culture and small-scale subsistence practices. 

 The transition away from home gardens left many of the gardeners interviewed to 

grow up in a world void of working landscapes, “there were no gardens then”.  Their 

experience of food was limited to whatever the grocery store provided and in the age of 

industrial food it became harder and harder to avoid what one participant calls “fake 

food, or food that’s not food”.  As Pollan asserted in Defense of Food (2008), the lack of 
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subsistence connection to the foods that we consume in the U.S. has led to an increase of 

un-healthy and un-sustainable food choices.   But, in response, more and more people are 

‘re-discovering’ gardening through various social discourses directed at creating socially 

just and environmentally sustainable food systems.   

All of the gardeners interviewed identified the need for more local food options, 

emphasizing small farms and organic options.  Although most didn’t grow up with these 

‘old’ world food systems, they saw them as a clear alternative to the industrial model.   

Participants also indicated that home gardens should be a vital part of local food systems, 

stating that everyone who can should have a garden and grow as much of their own food 

as possible.  All participants acted out this belief in their communities differently, some 

gave starts away to first time gardeners, others encouraged co-workers to start a garden, 

and some helped in building and designing gardens for friends and neighbors.   The 

knowledge exchanged through these interactions was not one based on hierarchal models 

of ‘expert’ and ‘non-expert’ dualities, instead gardeners’ communications seemed to be 

based in a reciprocal moral economic perspective.   This perspective is in contrast to the 

economics of competition and growth (capitalism), and accepts that every human being is 

allowed access to the necessary requirements for production so that they can maintain 

themselves in existence (Bennholdt-Thompson and Mies, 1999, 87).  It is interesting that 

participants felt that others should garden, not for the good of themselves, but for the 

good of the community.  They based their actions not in competition but in reciprocity.   

While there was a perceived gap in generational subsistence models, participants 

were obviously engaging in ‘old world’ systems of exchange.  Unlike the generation 
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before them, participants saw gardening, and specifically subsistence gardening as a life-

affirming and important activity.  Perhaps they were disillusioned with the promises 

made to their elders, seeing the overwhelming costs that industry and modernization have 

had to the environment.  Whether or not participants identified their actions as 

subscribing to the principles of a moral economy, it was clear that in spite of generational 

subsistence models in their lives, new models for conveying knowledge were being 

actively created and re-enforced through informal social networks.  Gardeners were 

exchanging and reviving the idea of reciprocity through trade, barter and gifting.   

Environment, Connection and Stewardship 

!

It has been established that the home garden is a site of important environmental 

engagement (Head et al, 2004), through interaction with flora and fauna of the garden, 

scholars report that these sites of human agency and interaction have considerable 

influence on the “use and meaning of space” which may also have implications for how 

nature is known and interpreted (Bhatti and Church, 2001, 365).  Drawing on Aldo 

Leopold’s definition of “citizen stewards”(1949), gardeners are practicing environmental 

stewardship in their own back yards.  This relationship is enhances their connection to 

nature enabling them to engage with the broader environment differently than they had 

before.   The difference most notably among gardeners was an increased awareness of 

ecological systems, particularly food crop seasonality, soil fertility, and the role of 

beneficial insects and pollinators.  Increased ecological knowledge has been widely 
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recognized as a long-term attribute stemming from experience and repeated interaction 

with plants and animals (Steele, 2010). 

Through increased ecological knowledge gardeners reported that they are 

becoming better stewards over time.  Learning from mistakes and experiments in the 

garden, their trail and error approach has allowed them to make more informed decisions 

and see the effects of their management practices ‘on the ground’.  With the attitude “you 

learn something new every year”, gardeners have become more educated about broader 

issues of environmental hazards, namely the use of pesticides and herbicides by industrial 

farms.  While some gardeners started a garden because of hazards associated with 

industrial foods, others investigated these systems more in-depth because of the 

experience in their garden, one gardener noting that the “garden will teach you more than 

someone hitting you over the head with their politics.”   The educational component of 

gardening has been widely discussed by scholars, although the focus tends to be on 

community and school gardens and their implications for children (Ozer, 2006; Morgan 

et al., 2009; Blair, 2009).  Through an experiential relationship with the garden, 

participants became more knowledgeable about best practices and methods; many started 

to examine their connection to broader systems and their stewardship role in the local 

environment. 

 Creating a stronger connection enhanced gardeners’ “sense of place (Taun, 

1990)”, and allowed for a therapeutic and often spiritual connection to their domestic 

landscapes.  Therapeutic aspects of gardening have been widely documented.  Enhancing 

self-confidence, creating a space to unwind and connecting with the spiritual self are a 



!

! '-!

few of the effects that scholars have discussed in the literature (Soderback et al., 2004; 

Bliatout, 1986).  Some scholars attribute this connection to ritualistic behaviors of 

“ordinary, concrete, and human endeavor”(Hall, 1996, 9).  While this theme is explored 

by others (Christie, 2004; Prorok and Kimber, 1997) my research does not address the 

role of ritual in the garden, rather focusing on how the gardeners’ relationships to the 

environment and their conception of nature were affected by their gardening practices.   

Exploring Social Reciprocity In the Garden  

 

Interviews with home gardeners suggested that their home gardens are a space for 

fostering social reciprocity, particularly on a few key levels.  Gardens existed as a space 

for providing social interaction, between families, neighbors and communities.  As such 

spaces they inherently strengthened social networks.  Gardens also provided for informal 

networks of exchange to form trading, gifting, and bartering systems.    

WinklerPrins (1999, 2002) found in her studies of house lot gardens in the 

Brazilian Amazon, that families used their gardens as integrated living spaces that 

extended the social capacity of the home space, making the garden a “highly social 

space.”  Christie, in her study of home gardens in Central Mexico, finds that gardens are 

a fluid space, occupying kitchen space and fiesta space (social space), as well as being a 

reproduction site for gendered knowledge and rituals (Christie, 2004).  My research 

supports the findings in both of these studies as well as other literature written about the 

home garden as a place for social interaction (Villeminot 1958; Pulsipher, 1993).   



!

! '"!

All of the gardens visited functioned in some capacity as being a space for social 

interaction.  Interestingly, the degree of social interaction had much to do with the 

placement of the garden.  Whereas in WinklerPrins’ study, all of the house-lots were 

designed similarly with the garden being in front of the house, the gardens I visited were 

placed in diverse locations, from city front yards to rural estates.  Location of the garden 

was very important in determining degree of social interaction.  The gardens that were 

located in the backyards of the home and less visible from the outside were more insular 

in their social function, providing a space for family interaction and interaction with 

houseguests.  Backyard gardens were considered more ‘private’ and ‘intimate’ spaces, 

with two gardeners referring to their garden as a ‘sanctuary’.  Gardens that were more 

visible to the public were often places of daily social interaction, especially gardens 

located in front lawn spaces.  Because front yard gardeners were out in their gardens a 

considerable amount of time, they often commented that they interacted with neighbors 

and passers-by often, chatting about the health or look of the garden or giving advice to 

those who stopped and asked for tips.   

Most vernacular garden studies in the U.S. focus on identifying social reciprocity 

within more homogenous communities.  Westmacott (1993) and Wilhelm (1975) in their 

research of African American gardens in the rural South, concluded that gardens serve to 

strengthen social networks in these ethnic communities,  

“The inhabitants enjoy a common tradition which preserves the ‘folk’ continuity 

in gardening from generation to generation by word of mouth”(Wilhelm, 1975, 

73).   
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Unlike their analysis of a specific group of people, my research included a more diverse 

sampling of gardeners, ranging in age, ethnicity, income and culture.  But it was still 

apparent that gardens strengthened social networks, particularly by gardeners exchanging 

plants, materials, advice and by sharing harvests with neighbors and friends.  One couple 

with a quarter-acre sized garden said that it was a ‘pleasure’ to find ways to distribute the 

excess harvest.  They noted that their favorite approach was to cook big garden fresh 

dinners and invite friends over to share.  A number of gardeners interviewed were very 

involved in exchanging plants and materials with neighbors and friends and to a lesser 

degree helping others start gardens.  All of the participants indicated that friends and 

neighbors were influential in their gardening lives and many had received plants, 

materials and produce themselves.   

These informal networks of exchange based on gift giving, trade and bartering 

were a crucial component of increasing social reciprocity among the gardeners 

interviewed.  As Ban and Coomes have documented in their study of home gardens in 

Amazonia Peru,  

“Planting material flows along multiple pathways — from gift giving and 

purchase to inheritance and scavenging — to the gardens, reflecting a complex 

and often extensive network of exchange that enables the establishment and 

maintenance of home garden plant diversity in seemingly isolated and small 

communities”(Ban and Coomes, 2004, 248) 

 

While I didn’t approach informal networks as a vehicle for crop diversity, it was noted by 

participants that many of their seedlings and materials came from friends and neighbors 

at no cost or as part of a trade.  One gardener noted that his daughter and son-in-law had 

helped him design and build his chicken coop, saying that he didn’t have the time or 
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experience to build it by himself.   Another gardener was introduced to a frost-hardy 

peach tree through a friend who was knowledgeable about coastal region crops, and a 

neighbor offered his skills as a carpenter to a participant that was in the process of 

building a greenhouse.  Through interviews with participating gardeners it was clear that 

home gardens benefitted from social reciprocity and informal non-monetary networks of 

exchange, they enable gardeners to try different varieties, take on garden projects that 

might have been impossible without the help of others and share their harvests with 

friends and family.   

My research results supported the literature citing the garden as a space for social 

interaction and exchange.  In addition, I found that the placement of the garden is crucial 

to the level of interaction experienced by gardeners. Those with publicly visible gardens 

experienced by far more connection to community and neighborhood than those with 

more private garden locations.   Also, as the literature suggests, gardens serve to 

strengthen social networks.  While focusing on a broader sampling of community 

gardeners, my research expanded on this finding by adding that social networks of 

diverse community members also benefit from gardens.  Lastly, my thesis supports 

arguments that bartering, trading and exchanging plants, materials and harvest are 

common practices among the gardeners interviewed.  However, these studies have tended 

to focus on peasant communities in the global South.  My research suggests that these 

informal systems were a vehicle for increased plant diversity and knowledge 

accumulation in the United States and they functioned simultaneously with capital-based 

systems of production.  Some of the participants acknowledged that actively participating 
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in informal social networks was part of their political strategy in the garden.  They 

identified gardening practices as part of their activism, coming from the framework that 

food was political.   Beyond the scope of my research, further analysis of home gardens 

have potential towards real-world applications, understanding how strong social networks 

inform more resilient communities and ecologies may provide insights in the fields of 

conservation and environmental justice. Previous research has primarily focused on the 

resilient role of Cuban home gardens (Buchmann, 2009), exploring how home gardens 

act as similar spaces in a urban or suburban context in the U.S. might lead to a better 

understanding of resilience with respect to food security and social adaptability. 

Home Gardens as Sites of Contestation and Political Action 

  

Prominent literature addresses gardens as sites of political action.  The focus has 

been predominantly placed on urban community garden sites located in economically 

disadvantaged and ethnically diverse neighborhoods.  These studies highlight the tension 

created between local government, property owners and gardeners on issues of land use 

contestation (Airriess and Clawson, 1994; Schmelzkopf, 1995).  Home gardening, 

specifically creating self-sustenance has been discussed as a political act by activists and 

writers alike, who have defined growing “any of your own food as a subversive 

act”(Pollan, 2008, 197).  Local food discourse identified home gardening as a necessary 

step toward creating “sustainable food systems”(Jackson, 1984, 114). In this section, I 

will explore how home gardens, such as community garden sites, exist as a contested 

space with layered and conflicting ideas of landscapes.   Environmental politics 
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surrounding domestic land use frame the argument ‘food not lawns’ and insert an anti-

capitalistic tone into political discourse of the home garden. 

In Schmelzkopf’s (1995) analysis of community gardens in New York’s Lower 

East Side, she concluded that the gardens were a contested and political space.  

Competing visions from gardeners, city planners, non-profits and development interests 

all vied for their preferred use of the landscape.  While not on this scale, my research 

affirmed that home gardens also exist as contested and political spaces.  Charged with 

different ideological visions of what home landscapes should look like gardeners 

repeatedly challenge the values implicit in “lawn culture”(Robbins, 2007), citing these 

practices as “ridiculous” and “wasteful”.   The lawn as a landscape practice in the U.S. 

has come to symbolize the age of suburbanization.  Characterized by its uniform 

appearance, the lawn’s history is inter-connected with cultural ideas of good citizenship 

and the lawn is also where Americans came to know and interact with many modern 

chemicals and pesticides (Robbins, 2007, Steinberg, 2006).   

Among front yard gardeners, their choice to cultivate a garden instead of grass 

was viewed as a political statement.  Citing the unsustainable nature of the lawn, many 

participants saw their choice to grow edible plants in front yard spaces as a political 

action against broader systems of production, namely industrial agriculture and 

capitalism.   The conflicting ideologies of landscape use manifested in interesting ways 

among participants, two gardeners telling of their surprise over the reactions of the 

neighbors when they decided to rip up their entire lawn and convert it to garden, another 

gardener reflected that when she looked at her lawn, “I think if I had to that lawn could 
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feed us.”  Her home gardening practices have altered the way that she looks at domestic 

landscapes.  Whereas before she just saw a lawn, now she sees the potential of a 

subsistence garden.  Other gardeners too commented on the vastness of unused lawn 

space on a neighborhood scale, “It’s just sitting there-wasting away, when it could be 

growing food!”   

While no gardeners directly identified the lawn as a hegemonic landscape, they 

referred to their gardening practices as alternatives to industrial and capitalistic systems 

of production.  More broadly, activists involved in the movement towards local food have 

identified home gardening as a subversive act. In Food Not Lawns, an alternative culture 

manifesto, Flores asserts that “those who control our foods, control our lives, and when 

we take back control into our own hands, we empower ourselves toward autonomy, self-

reliance, and true freedom”(Flores, 2006, 6).  Many participants felt similarly, speaking 

of their gardens as a way to take back control over their own sustenance instead of 

supporting the industrial food system, which they did not agree with for varying reasons.  

Their beliefs are part of the larger on-going dialogue in this country.  Originating from 

the environmental movement, current local food movements advocating local, sustainable 

food options are influencing peoples land use practices.  

Gardeners ‘subversive’ perception of domestic landscapes as spaces for 

subsistence practices are part of an emerging lifestyle that emphasizes living sustainably 

with the environment by making more conscious and earth-friendly choices. The home 

garden has experienced resurgence in popular culture partly due to the shift in 

environmental consciousness by consumers and communities alike.  Gardeners identified 



!

! '(!

these broader movements as being influential to their gardening practices, and scholars 

point to the increase in interest in community gardening and urban agriculture as 

indicative of a “quiet revolution” taking place in the United States.  Though the gardeners 

interviewed didn’t all share these same political motivations in the garden, it was clear 

that most went through a process that changed the way they thought about their daily 

environment.  They gained a strong connection to their home landscapes that enabled 

them to re-examine their relationship with food, cultivating a perspective that aligns with 

the values associated with sustainable lifestyle.   

The home garden provides an endless space in which to explore many human-

environment interactions.  From local ecological knowledge to informal social networks, 

it is clear that the garden is rife with applications for further research (Christie, 2004).  In 

this research I choose to focus on the key themes highlighted in the discussion because 

they were the most prominent findings and aligned with the literature reviewed.  

However, other themes of interest emerged through the research process.  Specifically, 

gender dynamics in the garden seemed to be an area of participants’ gardening history 

that could be explored further, especially through a feminist political ecology framework.  

Examining how gender effects household gardening practices and outcomes could 

provide key insights into the loss of generational knowledge, particularly in light of Eric 

Key’s finding that the home garden is an essential sight for passing on women’s 

environmental knowledge to their children (1999).  Does the gap in generational 

knowledge among participants have anything to do with the loss of women’s subsistence 
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practices in the U.S.?   This is a telling example of the many and yet unexplored ways 

ecological knowledge, ideology and culture interact in these intimate yard spaces.
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CONCLUSIONS 

In summary, rapid urban development and suburbanization let to the 

disappearance of widespread subsistence practices after the Second World War. This 

resulted in the generational loss of small scale agricultural knowledge traditionally passed 

down from parent to child (Benholdt-Thompson and Mies, 1999; Winne, 2008; Pollan, 

2008). Because of this gap in generational knowledge, many participants ‘discovered’ 

gardening in their adult years, and developed a deeper relationship to their food as well as 

an environmental and cultural connection to the home garden through their practices.   

My research indicated that in spite of the lack generational subsistence models, many 

gardeners were actively creating new models for conveying environmental knowledge. 

Based on moral economic principles, participants were differentially engaged in teaching 

and assisting new gardeners.  Additionally, results indicated that through experiential 

practice home gardens increased ecological knowledge and enhanced environmental 

stewardship values.  

As the literature suggested, home gardens existed as a space for fostering social 

reciprocity networks among participants (WinklerPrins, 1999; WinklerPrins, 2002; 

Wilhelm, 1975; Westmacott, 1993). Gardens encouraged interaction with family and 

community, and functioned as conduits to create informal networks of exchange.  

Previous studies asserted that social cohesion as a result of gardening is common in 

culturally or ethnically homogenous communities. In contrast, I found that gardens 
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initiated and strengthened social networks across a diverse sampling of communities with 

no obvious traditions. Furthermore, my research found that the location of the garden was 

very influential in the extent of involvement the gardener had in these networks.  Gardens 

that were located in the front of the house, or in plain view from the street, functioned 

more as social spaces than those located in semi-private or backyard locations.   

My research supported literature articulating the garden as a contested space 

(Airriess and Clawson, 1994; Schmelzkopf 1995; Baker, 2002; L’Annuziata, 2010) and 

indicated that landscapes can be places where conflicting ideologies imprint moral 

perceptions on domestic landscapes.   Additionally, I found that some perceived their 

gardens as a political statement against the lawn, which stood for an ideological vision of 

the United States that they didn’t agree with.   As spaces of political action, gardens 

enabled some participants to feel that they were ‘taking back control’.   Participants that 

identified politically motivated gardening practices also felt that there was need for an 

ideological shift in the American lifestyle, representing the values adopted by ‘green’ 

movements towards living more sustainably.   

Through this research process, I spent hours and hours in gardens all over 

Humboldt County.  Sometimes, we sat in cultivators’ favorite spot in the garden, and 

other times we circled the garden while we talked, pulled weeds and ate berries.   With 

each interview it became clear to me that all of these gardeners underwent a process in 

the garden, some over lifetimes and others within years.   As I have detailed in my 

discussion, part of this process was the cultivation of knowledge, reciprocity and 

community, these are no small feats of the home garden.   Placing this transformative 
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process within a culture dominated by industrial systems of agriculture and a 

disconnection from the raw materials that sustain our way of life, I cannot help but see 

these acts as revolutionary.  Planting a seed within a sea of lawns and choosing to use the 

earth right outside the front door to nurture a life-supporting garden; these acts are 

defying a generation that built it’s power by shoving consumption into the widening 

disconnect between nature and society.   By breaking the chains of consumption and 

taking control of the means and meaning of our own subsistence, is the reemergence of 

the home garden indicative of a broader paradigm shift in this country?  Are home 

gardening practices articulating activist identities and does self-reliance qualify as a 

subversive act in modern capitalist society?  Lastly, is the ‘quiet revolution’ taking place 

in Humboldt County, and if so, is the home garden an important site of resistance?   

 While I would like to think that our culture is moving from a globalized, 

industrial mindset to a perspective that incorporates an integrated approach to local food 

systems, the reality is that I don’t know.  It is as if I am standing in the eye of the storm, 

and I can’t seem to figure out if the storm is beginning or ending.  There are some factors 

that I am certain of, I am certain that gardens teach their tenders, enabling them to regain 

a sense of connection to their home landscapes.  In some situations, this informs 

gardeners to become more educated and interested in their food choices, most often 

leading to a broader examination of industrial systems reflecting their own lifestyle 

choices.  Following Blaike and Brookfield’s chain of explanation approach (1987), no 

interaction with the environment is separate from outside influence; therefore, every land 

management decision exists within a spectrum of systems, discourses, and histories.  
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From the trowel to the harvest, gardeners are interacting with their environment, 

engaging in discourses of stewardship, self-reliance and community.  Whether or not they 

identify these acts as subversive is beyond the point.  Subsistence activities are not in the 

interest of agro-chemical companies for a reason.  By growing food, home gardeners are 

disrupting the tenuous and hegemonic chains of consumption that hold in place dominant 

systems of capitalist industrialization, which are precariously dependent on perpetuated 

cultural ideologies of modernization and progress.  While it is advantageous to call the 

reemergence of the home garden a revolution, it is clear that Humboldt County sits at the 

epicenter of a movement calling for local, sustainable, and vibrant food systems that 

reflect a respectful relationship with the environment and her inhabitants.  One of the 

gardeners I interviewed put it well when she explained to me that moving forward in the 

garden is also taking a step backwards.  Towards a “de-volving” culture that incorporates 

respect, reverence and a growing community that values self-reliance but understands the 

inter-dependent nature of promoting sustainable systems.    
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Questions 

1.  Tell me a little about yourself- what is your Background? 

2.   How long have you been gardening? 

3.  How much time do you spend in your garden each week? 

2. Why are you interested in home gardening? 

3. What are some of your favorite plants to grow?   

4. Generally, how much food do you get from your garden? 

5. What happens to all the produce in your garden? 

6. What are your gardening influences? 

7. Do you have a garden philosophy? 

8. What does growing your own food mean to you? 

9. Since you have been cultivating a home garden, do you think you have a stronger 

connection with your own backyard? Why or why not? 

 -If yes, do you think this connection is translated to other aspects of your life? 

 -If no, what are some barriers for you? 

10. What are some barriers that you face in cultivating a home garden? 

11. Has cultivating a home garden changed your perspective on food? Farming? The 

environment?  

12.   What is your vision of a strong local food system? 

13.   Is there anything else you would like to share with me? 
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