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Grounded amidst liquid modernity: the significance of urban gardening
Elin Montelius and Sara Ekholm

Sociology, Mid Sweden University, Östersund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
In Sweden, rising engagement in urban gardening initiatives not only reflects broader 
societal concerns, such as those linked to the climate crisis and geopolitical uncertainty, 
but also reveals how individuals respond to conditions of instability. More than a leisure 
activity, urban gardening, often a collective endeavour in shared urban spaces, provides 
a way of negotiating and articulating complex relationships with others, nature, society 
and the self. In this article, we approach urban gardening as a site where moral 
responsibility towards both human and more-than-human Others is enacted through 
everyday, often quiet, acts of care. We investigate how urban gardening can function as 
a potential site of ethical re-attachment, arguing that participation in urban gardening 
fosters a sense of connection and groundedness that may counteract the perceived 
fragmentation and instability characteristic of late modern life.
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Introduction

In a late-modern society, social life is increasingly characterised by what Bauman (2000) calls liquid 
modernity: a condition marked by transience, uncertainty, and the erosion of stable norms and social 
structures (Bauman 2000). Capitalist modernity has profoundly transformed the meaning of nature, which 
is increasingly framed as an external domain rather than as an intertwined lifeworld, an object to be 
managed, controlled, commodified or rendered invisible (Bhatti and Church 2001; Lidskog and Waterton  
2016). This separation contributes to ecological uncertainty, and a growing search for practices offering 
meaning and connection. Against this backdrop, urban gardening has become a significant social phenom
enon (Åberg 2019; Langa 2020). While often linked to sustainability, urban gardening may be better under
stood as subtle, everyday acts of care and attachment rather than explicit environmental activism (Jensen 
and Brandi Sørensen 2020; Smith and Jehlička 2013). In this article, we explore 18 gardeners’ accounts and 
analyse how urban gardening may be interpreted as ‘quiet sustainability’: enacted through mundane 
routines and relational commitments rather than explicit political framings. In this sense, gardening com
plicates dominant sustainability discourses by shifting attention from conscious activism towards ordinary 
forms of more-than-human care.

Urban gardening is closely entwined with notions of nature, subjectivity and urban spaces. This inter
connectedness makes it a highly relevant site for environmental sociology to investigate, as it is a place 
where human-nature relations are continuously negotiated and reconfigured in late modernity (Bhatti and 
Church 2001; Jensen and Brandi Sørensen 2020; Lidskog and Waterton 2016). Drawing on Bauman’s (2000) 
concept of liquid modernity, this article explores how urban gardening, as narrated by the participants in this 
study, may provide stability, meaning, and ethical connection in an era marked by fragmentation. The aim is 
to advance understandings of everyday environmental practices by analysing gardeners’ accounts of urban 
gardening as examples of ‘quiet sustainability’ (Smith and Jehlička 2013), and by exploring how such 
practices may foster ethical relations and emerging identities in relation to the more-than-human world.

The article is structured as follows; first, we present an overview of previous research on urban gardening 
in Sweden and Europe. We then outline the theoretical framework and methodology. The subsequent 
analysis examines narratives of urban gardening and its role in shaping identities and ethical relationships to 
the more-than-human world.
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Urban gardening – research overview

In Europe, urban agriculture emerged in response to rapid urbanisation in the nineteenth century, addres
sing overcrowding, poverty and disconnection with nature. Allotment gardens emerged as both a social 
reform and welfare policy, providing urban workers with access to nature and self-provisioning possibilities 
(Åberg 2019; Barthel, Folke, and Colding 2010). During the war years of the twentieth century, urban 
agriculture became framed through the lens of preparedness, focusing on its role in securing the local 
food supply.

Contemporary urban gardening in Europe co-exists with traditional allotment plots. It is, in 
Sweden, shaped by two main narratives; one portraying it as a trendy middle-class pursuit and 
another emphasising its community-building role in fostering democracy, integration and health 
(Åberg 2019). Research has approached urban gardening from multiple perspectives emphasising its 
role in food-provisioning, household finances, and access to locally and organically grown food 
(Aptekar 2015; da Silva et al. 2016; Daněk and Jehlička 2024; Glavan et al. 2018; Home and Vieli  
2020; Orsini et al. 2020). Others highlight its political dimensions, exploring urban gardening as 
grassroots activism and, related to this, as resistance to the privatization of the urban space (Calvet- 
Mir and March 2019; Camps-Calvet et al. 2015; Certomà and Tornaghi 2015; Cifuentes and Sonnino  
2024).

In a growing body of literature, urban gardening is linked to societal and environmental sustainability 
(Oreskovic and Jacobsson 2025) and has been noted for its potential in increasing resilience and promoting 
sustainability (Bonow and Normark 2018; Gulyas and Edmondson 2021; Jahrl, Moschitz, and Salomon Cavin  
2021; Pixová and Plank 2025; Wallinder 2024). However, the extent to which it can contribute to sustainability 
has been questioned, particularly regarding its impact on urban sustainable food systems (Bonow and 
Normark 2018) and its relation to social sustainability, as it may reproduce social inequalities (Wallinder  
2024). Urban gardening sites are arenas where classed, gendered, and other structural relations are enacted, 
shaping the subjectivities created therein (Bergame 2023; Bergame, Borgström, and Milestad 2023; Florea  
2025; E. Larsson and Giritli Nygren 2023; Taylor 2016).

Researchers highlight the importance of institutions and governance for the success of urban gardening 
initiatives, which may be initiated as bottom-up or top-down initiatives, either as part of existing urban 
gardening communities or as new, often ideologically motivated forms of ‘green activism’ (Certomà and 
Tornaghi 2015; Florea, Gagyi, and Jacobsson 2025; Gagyi and Vigvári 2025; Oreskovic and Jacobsson 2025). 
These gardens occupy spaces that are both public and private, that are subject to regulations yet are often 
perceived as private spaces for recreation. They thus become contested spaces where conflicting agendas 
and interests in urban planning and social use can create tensions (Ioannou et al. 2016; E. P. Larsson and 
Giritli Nygren 2024; Yap 2019).

Despite the growing body of research on urban gardening’s social, political and ecological dimensions, 
gardening has also been examined as a key site of everyday ethical and more-than-human encounters within 
social and cultural theory (Ginn 2016; Pitt 2015; Puig De La Bellacasa 2010). Gardening offers engagement 
with the materiality of nature while also connecting past, present and potential futures, fostering care for 
self, for others and for nature (Bhatti and Church 2001; Bhatti et al. 2009). Inspired by this scholarship, the 
present article connects such practices of care in urban gardening to Bauman’s (2000) writings of ethical life 
in the liquid modernity.

On an individual level, urban gardening is associated with relaxation, creativity and the chance to socialise 
with others (Clayton 2007; Jensen and Brandi Sørensen 2020). Furthermore, it is an embodied experience; 
gardening entails hard work, where the vulnerability and physical limitations condition what is possible to 
achieve in the garden (Montelius 2024). While some gardeners achieve a degree of self-sufficiency, their 
primary motivation tends to be leisure, community and the benefits of active recreation (Poniży et al. 2021; 
Sovová and Veen 2020). Many participants are also motivated by a desire to connect with nature, both 
aesthetically and through the well-being derived from human-nature interaction (Clayton 2007). Langa 
(2020) shows how urban gardening carries a moral valuation of nature that emerges through everyday 
practices, and which for many gardeners becomes inseparable from their sense of selfhood. But, as Ginn 
(2016) reminds us, gardening involves forms of violence, as cultivation entails humans to impose order on 
nature, with the creation of what he labels the ‘domestic wild’ – a partially domesticated nature.
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While often motivated by leisure and well-being, urban gardening can also involve everyday engage
ments with ecological practices of care that carry environmental concern, yet its ideological framing varies 
among practitioners (Jensen and Brandi Sørensen 2020; Daněk and Jehlička 2024), which can simultaneously 
conceal political motives and enable environmental activism and utopian visions of a more sustainable 
society (Åberg 2019). However, utopian visions are also imbued with power and privileged positions 
(Montelius 2024).

The concept of ‘quiet sustainability’ captures this phenomena, referring to widespread practices that yield 
environmental or social benefits without necessarily being framed as such by their practitioners (Smith and 
Jehlička 2013; Smith, Kostelecký, and Jehlička 2015). While previous studies have explored ‘quiet sustain
ability’ primarily in Eastern Europe (Daněk and Jehlička 2024; Smith and Jehlička 2013) and to a lesser extent 
in South American (Feola et al. 2020), with only limited attention to Nordic cases (Jensen and Brandi 
Sørensen 2020), there is still limited understanding of how such practices articulate human-nature relation
ships in other settings.

Liquid modernity, quiet sustainability and the more-than-human other

Urban gardening offers a site to explore the entanglements of ethics, ecology and social relations. It is 
a practice situated simultaneously in the human social world and in the more-than-human environments, 
and, as research shows, a practice intertwined with morality (Langa 2020). In this article, we draw on 
a theoretical framework inspired by Bauman’s (2000) conceptualisations of an ethical relation to the Other 
in a time of liquid modernity. However, we view this ethical responsibility as intertwined with social and 
ecological practices in relation to the more-than-human Other (Fox and Alldred 2020; Langa 2020) and 
performed through everyday practices (Smith and Jehlička 2013) in order to analyse urban gardening as 
a site where ethical responsibilities to both human and more-than-human Others are performed, negotiated 
and contested.

According to Bauman (2000), the previously stable and solid structures of society, the institutions, values 
and norms that used to govern our lives, have been eroded. We have entered a state of ‘liquid modernity’, 
a state of constant change in relations, identities and politics, where individuals today must confront the 
uncertainty and anxiety of forging their paths and live moral lives without the comfort of universal norms on 
how to do so (Hookway and Douglas 2020). Morality, rather than being externally imposed, is intrinsic to 
human existence: it is a personal act of responsibility and commitment to the Other. However, the semi- 
detachment and unfixing of social bonds in liquid times risk creating moral insensitivity. In uncertain and 
ambivalent times, individuals must forge their own moral compass aided by feelings and emotions as 
a foundation for commitment and responsibility towards the Other (Bauman 2000; Hookway and Douglas  
2020). It is in this process that inclusion and exclusion in different social formations are reproduced (Best  
2016).

The micro-level responsibility and commitment to the Other is linked to the possibilities of societal 
change (Aidnik and Hviid Jacobsen 2019), as it is through this that resistance to moral indifference can 
emerge, opening up new possibilities for social solidarity in a fragmented world. There is a strong utopian 
undercurrent in Bauman’s work that relates to his view of morality and the relationship between the self and 
the Other (Aidnik and Hviid Jacobsen 2019; Jacobsen 2020). It is a form of utopia that emerges from everyday 
moral acts. The small gestures of responsibility toward the Other that might challenge the processes of 
detachment, and in effect, act as a catalyst for societal change (Aidnik and Hviid Jacobsen 2019).

Nevertheless, Bauman’s conceptualisation of the Other has been criticised as universalistic. By focusing on 
the ‘generalized other’ it overlooks the ‘particular other’ and the reciprocity of the relationship (Best 2020). 
While Bauman’s framework of moral responsibility towards the Other is valuable in analysing liquid 
modernity, his focus is largely anthropocentric. In line with this, Hookway and Douglas (2020, 36) state ‘It 
is worth questioning whether the non-human animal constitutes an ethical Other deserving of human 
responsibility?’. In this article, we extend Bauman’s conceptualisation of the ethical relationship toward the 
Other to also include the more-than-human world (Aidnik 2017; Cloke and Jones 2003), responding to calls 
to integrate the non-human into our understanding of the social (Lockie 2016).

We approach nature as a more-than-human Other, and ask how gardeners ethical responsibility is formed 
through relational, situated practices and engagements with nature (Langa 2020). This focus entails a view of 
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ethical responsibilities towards the Other as performed through everyday practices in the gardens. Building 
on the conceptualisation of quiet sustainability (Smith and Jehlička 2013), we approach these everyday 
practices, albeit often unarticulated and non-ideological, as performative enactments of an ethical respon
sibility towards both the human Other and the more-than-human Other. These perspectives, taken together, 
allow us to approach urban gardening as a site where moral responsibility towards both human and more- 
than-human Others are performed through every day, often quiet, acts of care. In this article, we draw on this 
idea to investigate how urban gardening can be seen as a potential site of ethical re-attachment, and the 
ways in which it can be understood as a practice that resists modern society’s tendency towards disposability 
through its cultivation of reciprocal relations with both human Others and nature as a more-than-human 
Other.

Methodology

In this article, we focus on the social and collective dimension of urban gardening including allotments, 
garden plots and collective gardening. In Sweden, such land is typically owned by municipalities and leased 
either directly to individual gardeners or to gardening associations (Åberg 2019; E. P. Larsson and Giritli 
Nygren 2024). In allotments, gardeners purchase cottages and lease plots through allotment societies, while 
garden plot holders lease directly from the municipality. Collective gardens are also owned by the munici
pality but cultivated collectively rather than divided into plots. The role and structure of these gardening 
communities vary, often because of political and administrative requirements imposed by the municipalities.

We conducted 15 semi-structured interviews between 2022 and 2023 with 18 individuals engaged in 
urban gardening, 7 in Lund, southern Sweden and 10 in Östersund, in the north. Of these, seven participated 
in collective gardens, six were plot holders, and five had allotment gardens. Most participants primarily 
cultivated edible crops, although some also grew flowers and other ornamental plants. Interviews were 
conducted individually, except in three cases: two with participants who jointly rented an allotment, and one 
in which the interviewee’s partner was present on site and chose to participate.

Participants were selected through snowball sampling, in which the informants suggest other people who 
may be interested in participating. While this method has advantages, it may also have limited the diversity 
of our sample. Information about participants’ socio-economic background was not collected. We acknowl
edge that the absence of explicit background data is a limitation of the study. However, the predominance of 
what we interpreted as largely middle- or working-class and middle-aged or older participants suggest that 
our findings primarily reflect experiences of gardeners with relatively stable socio-economic conditions. This 
interpretation is informed by the limited attention given to economic aspects of cultivation in the interviews, 
indicating that gardening was generally not framed in terms of financial need.

Most interviews were conducted on participant’s garden plot. As the two researchers participated at 
different times, reflexivity was integral to the research process. We engaged in continuous reflexive dialogue, 
discussing our interpretations of the interviews. Given that neither author had previous experience of urban 
gardening in this form, and that we had no prior relationship with participants, these discussions were 
important for critically reflecting on how we understood the participants’ narratives.

The interviews were inspired by the ‘walk-along’ method, suited to understanding how participants relate 
to place (Evans and Jones 2011), combining conversation with a guided tour of the garden. Participants 
discussed their crops, fertilising and soil cultivation practices, how they managed pests, invasive plants and 
the practical demands of frequent watering and upkeep. They also highlighted the garden’s role as spaces of 
relaxation and enjoyment, pointing put places to rest or pause in the gardens. Overall, the interviews 
conveyed both the labour involved in gardening and the satisfaction it provided. Whilst this method was 
useful for generating situated and embodied knowledge, our primary analytical focus remained on garden
ers’ narratives rather than on tracing the agency of more-than-human actors in the research encounter. Pitt 
(2015) shows how walk-along methods can foreground how human and non-human worlds materialise in 
garden spaces. While our interviews were embedded in these environments, capturing more-than-human 
agency beyond participant’s accounts remain a limitation and a direction for future research.

Prior to the interviews, participants were informed of the purpose of the study and what participation in 
the study entailed. For instance, they were told that the results of the research project would be published, 
and that all the data would be treated confidentially to protect their privacy. Participants gave their informed 
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consent to participate and were informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time, without 
needing to provide any explanation, in accordance with the Swedish Research Council’s guidelines for good 
research practice (Swedish Research Council 2017). The project did not require ethical review under the 
Swedish Ethical Review Act.

The interviews themes included the importance of urban gardening, organisation, collaboration, and 
obstacles and enablers to urban gardening in different settings. Interviews lasted 45–60 minutes and 
followed a semi-structured format (Bryman 2018), allowing for flexibility based on emerging themes and 
open questions. This enabled follow-up questions and flexible sequencing of themes and questions, creating 
a more natural conversational flow. All interviews were conducted in Swedish, and the quotes published in 
this paper have been translated by the authors. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. The names of the interviewees are not included in the transcripts.

We conducted a thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and themes (Bryman, 2018). The analysis 
followed an abductive approach, alternating between theory and empirical material. The analysis proceeded 
in two steps. First, each researcher independently read the transcripts to identify themes related to urban 
gardening. We then compared and refined these initial thematizations. Discrepancies in interpretation were 
discussed until consensus was reached, resulting in several key themes emerging: contact with nature, self- 
sufficiency, meaningfulness, ecology, sustainability, community and contribution to society. In the second 
step, these themes were consolidated into three overarching categories: meaningfulness (ethical responsi
bility toward the more-than-human Others), community (ethical responsibility toward human Others), 
cultivation and society (visions of alternative futures).

Analysis

The analysis examines urban gardening as ‘quiet sustainability’, practices that enacts an ethical responsibility 
towards both the human and non-human Other, while also expressing utopian imaginaries.

Quiet sustainability: enacting ethical relations

Grounded relations: the more-than-human other
In line with previous studies (Aptekar ; Home and Vieli 2020), our findings indicate that the desire to consume 
home-grown, often organic, produce motivates engagement in urban gardening.

I can do this. I can plant a seed, I can grow a plant, I can take care of that plant, then I can harvest it and make use of 
the harvest. [. . .] it gives such a deep sense of satisfaction. (Participant 2)

This participant described how eating one’s own produce fosters satisfaction, independence and self- 
reliance. Visible transformations in the garden, such as a mature plant or harvest, became signs of knowl
edge, ability and competence. As she spoke, she moved around in the garden, showing a vast number of 
plants and talked about experiments in care, such as using ‘liquid gold’ (diluted urine) as a fertiliser. 
Participants also emphasised the joy and meaningfulness derived from gardening, describing it as 
a source of satisfaction, well-being, and tranquillity (Clayton 2007; Jensen and Brandi Sørensen 2020). At 
the same time, some reflect on the embodied vulnerability of strenuous physical labour, shaped by bodily 
limits, particularly as strength and endurance diminish with age (cf. Montelius 2024).

But there was a neighbour who said, that one is grounded when here. And I feel that too, like something happens 
to you. You kind of centre yourself, and . . . it becomes a bit spiritual almost. (Participant 8)

Several gardeners described how cultivation becomes a way of connecting with nature and emphasised the 
experience of well-being that it brings, suggesting that it creates a sense of contact with our origins and is 
‘something that grabs hold of the oldest parts of us’ (Participant 4). In line with Bhatti et al. (2009) we 
interpret this connection with the materiality of nature in the present as a simultaneous connection with 
both the past and the future.

Those of us who are into gardening noticed that . . . you really understand the whole idea of nature’s cycles when 
you’re growing stuff, and then you see there’s a lot of power in gardening with others who might also be 
discovering that. That we need to take care of nature and protect the cycles. Plus, it’s a lot of fun! (Participant 12)
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Cultivation thus becomes a matter of recognising and caring for ecological cycles, prompting broader 
reflections on responsibility beyond the individual plot. We analyse these situated practices as performative 
enactments of ethical responsibility towards nature (Langa 2020), and as examples of ‘quiet sustainability’ 
(Smith and Jehlička 2013): engagements with ecological concerns that are rarely framed in explicitly 
environmental terms. This connection between Self and Nature is embodied, formed through physical 
labour and everyday material practices, such as using ‘liquid gold’ (diluted urine) as fertiliser, or managing 
invasive species to support the well-being of other organisms. By extending Bauman’s (2000) conceptualisa
tion of the ethical relationship toward the Other to include nature as the more-than-human Other (Hookway 
and Douglas 2020), we suggest that gardening constitutes the self through embodied relations of care. In 
liquid modernity, where social bonds are increasingly fragile and identities fragmented (Bauman 2000), 
gardeners’ experiences of being ‘grounded’ and of linking past, present and future through gardening can 
be understood as an attempt to achieve stability and continuity in an ever-changing world.

Cultivating communities: the human other
In the following section, we analyse the multifaceted notion of community in relation to urban gardening. 
Community here refers, first, to the informal social relations and everyday interactions that unfold between 
gardeners; second, to formal organisational structures surrounding the gardens, and third, to a broader 
understanding of community in a societal sense. These dimensions illustrate how urban gardening consti
tutes both a social practice and a moral engagement with the human Other.

We begin by examining the informal social relations and everyday interactions between gardeners.

Well, for us, being new in town, it was really great to make new friends and have something to gather around. So 
yeah, it was good in lots of ways. And for the kids too—if they found some friends through it, or just had a place to 
hang out, head down and eat some strawberries. (Participant 1)

For many, the social dimension and sense of community constitute the primary motivations for engaging in 
urban gardening. For others, this dimension emerged in response to personal circumstances. Several 
participants also noted that, during periods such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the gardens became a vital 
space for social interaction. During a walk through an older allotment area, past a small red cottage and 
potato beds, one participant described the openness of the gardening community:

We always kind of compare with the neighbours too, how they do things and all that, and you could say there’s 
always openness within the group here. People help each other out, and if you have a question, you can always go 
ask someone and they might say, ‘No idea, go ask him instead,’ or something like that. There’s definitely a kind of 
social friendliness here, you could say. (Participant 6)

The gardening communities bring gardeners into contact with others who share a common interest, 
facilitating knowledge exchange, inspiration and mutual support. Fellow gardeners often become indivi
duals to turn to for advice or assistance. Following Bauman (2000), these everyday moments of ‘social 
friendliness’ (Participant 6), can be read as ethical encounters with the human Other. Such encounters are 
enabled by the spatial arrangement of the garden space, such as benches placed to encourage interaction, 
or low hedges inviting conversation with neighbours.

Furthermore, it is in these moments that the Self is brought into being, since the very self is constituted 
through the responsibility towards Others (Hookway and Douglas 2020), highlighting the importance of 
urban gardening as an arena for social interaction. In times of isolation or transition, the gardens become 
particularly important as spaces in which everyday practices cultivate ethical engagement with others, 
helping to sustain social connection and the formation of the Self.

Turning to the second dimension of community, the organisational structures surrounding urban garden
ing, we see that participants experiences varied according to differences between the formal organisational 
structures and more informal networks of social interaction. As has been noted previously, urban gardening 
in Sweden is highly institutionalised (Åberg 2019; Oreskovic and Jacobsson 2025), and formal gardening 
associations are often established to meet the administrative requirements of municipalities in relation to 
land agreements. This affects the role of the gardening communities.

We’re a voluntary association, but I’d call it more of a paper tiger. We . . . .just so we could sign a . . . an agreement, 
a maintenance agreement, with the municipality for this piece of land. Since they’re not allowed to favour 
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individuals over anyone else, we formed an association, but . . . that has been something . . . a consistent problem 
over the years, we have had difficulty organising it . . . (Participant 15)

Institutional requirements thus shape how the community is organised and how responsibility is negotiated. 
Furthermore, it results in a negotiation between individuality and community (Jensen and Brandi Sørensen  
2020). Although many gardeners attribute strong personal value to their plots and see them as personal 
spaces, they must nevertheless follow municipal and association rules. According to E. P. Larsson and Giritli 
Nygren (2024), this duality makes them both private and public, forming a ‘third space’. This also produces 
tensions within the communities, such as tensions concerning the perceived unwillingness of other garden
ers to adhere to the rules. One gardener contrasted how rule compliance was handled in her current and 
former gardening communities:

Yeah, the active gardeners — which is most of us — we want the area to look nice. But then there are those who 
just sit around twiddling their thumbs and enjoying the weeds, I’ve seen a few like that. We don’t get rid of them, 
not down here. But up there, it even went as far as me ending up in a legal process with the worst offender. We 
managed to get rid of someone at least. (Participant 11)

For allotments and collective plots, the gardening association is responsible for ensuring rule compliance, 
while for cultivation plots, this responsibility lies with the municipality. In this quote, formal and informal 
expectations regarding plot maintenance intersect. The interviewee contrasts her previous gardening 
community, where rule compliance was managed by the gardening association, with her current one, 
where the municipality assumes this role. Many gardeners view their relationship with the municipality 
positively, noting its willingness to accommodate their wishes. However, some gardeners worry that the 
municipality is too lenient towards gardeners that are seen as not fulfilling their responsibilities.

I’d say the municipality’s been a bit soft, really — they make threats but then nothing happens. But this year, a few 
people actually did get kicked out. (Participant 14)

Municipalities, often operating with limited resources, cannot monitor rule compliance as closely as the 
gardeners. Yet several gardeners want the municipality to act more decisively towards those who fail to 
comply, underscoring the strength of informal norms regarding plot maintenance.

Focusing on the third dimension of community, the gardener’s relationship to the wider society and 
networks of social relations, we see that the social dynamics of urban gardening extend beyond the garden 
itself. Several gardeners emphasised the importance of maintaining positive relationships with the broader 
local community.

Yes, we get a lot of nice comments from people who walk by and say: ‘Yes, I often walk past here and look, because 
it’s so beautiful’. And sometimes people go in and sit down and just kind of use . . . sit down on our furniture and 
just be. And that’s part of this urban gardening, to enhance the quality of housing, so to speak, so it’s an important 
part of this. (Participant 4)

For this gardener, recognition from those outside of the gardening community carries significant meaning, 
as it affirms the social value of their work. What emerges is not merely a desire for appreciation, but an ethical 
orientation towards others: by creating a garden that is welcoming, aesthetically pleasing and open to 
passers-by, with benches where people can sit, gardening becomes a way of caring not only for the 
immediate plot but for the wider urban environment. Such everyday acts of care can be understood as 
enactments of a moral responsibility towards the Other (Bauman 2000; Best 2020). Reflections about seeing 
unknown people ‘sit down on our furniture and just be’ (participant 4) and ‘It can’t just be concrete. I don’t 
think that’s good for people either’ (Participant 10), reveals how the gardener’s labour extends beyond 
personal satisfaction to an embodied form of ethical engagement for collective wellbeing. However, this 
enactment risks reinforcing a certain moral order, where the gardener is positioned as the caretaker of the 
urban space whilst simultaneously acting as the interpreter of other’s needs (cf. Hookway and Douglas 2020).

That’s also very much why all the vandalism has been so incredibly disheartening—we are trying to build 
something up, and then they tear it down. (participant 15)

The relationship between gardeners and the wider community is not always uncomplicated. Although 
gardeners often show forbearance when plants are taken or when others disturb the space, such incidents 
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generate tensions and highlight an ambivalence in these ‘thirdspaces’ (E. P. Larsson and Giritli Nygren 2024). 
They also reveal the difficulty of maintaining an ethical relation to the face-less Other (Best 2020; Hookway 
and Douglas 2020), particularly when use of the gardens is mediated and institutionalised through municipal 
rules and formal agreements.

Our analysis shows that community in urban gardening, through everyday informal relations, formal 
organisational structures, and community in a societal sense, shapes ethical responsibility towards the Other. 
At the same time, tensions arise both among gardeners and between gardeners and the wider community. 
Deep attachments to plots and disagreements over appropriate practices produce distinctions between 
a perceived ‘us’ and ‘others’, seen as neglectful or noncompliant. Following Bauman’s account of how 
inclusion and exclusion are constructed through notions of disorder (Best 2016), the literal disorder (e.g. 
neglected plots or perceived rule-breaking) associated with certain gardeners becomes a marker through 
which they are positioned as deviant Others.

Yet this process of boundary-drawing is integral to the formation of the gardening community itself, as 
inclusion and exclusion are central to the reproduction of any social formation (Best 2016). At the same time, 
the forbearance many gardeners show towards disturbances reflects the dual character of urban gardens as 
both public and private spaces. Nevertheless, maintaining ethical responsibility towards faceless Others who 
vandalises or steals is not always straightforward. This highlights how ethical relations with the particular 
Other, individuals shaped by societal differences and power relations, may become strained, complicating 
Bauman’s conceptualisation of the Other.

As research indicates that urban gardening is imbued with classed and gendered dimensions (E. Larsson 
and Giritli Nygren 2023; Taylor 2016; Wallinder 2024), it remains important to consider how such power 
relations may shape these processes of distinction. Participants’ emphasis on plot maintenance, and the 
responsibility some assume for creating a beautiful garden for outsiders to enjoy, may reflect a classed 
aesthetic and ethic of care toward the wider urban environment. Likewise, participants’ perception of those 
who vandalise the plots or steal crops, often expressed with a mixture of forbearance and irritation, some
times drew on assumptions about young people using the garden as a meeting place outside of the social 
control of more densely populated parts of the city. This suggests that age and social position may inform 
how boundaries are drawn and how the garden is understood as a moral space.

Utopian imaginaries: envisioning ethical futures

While everyday urban gardening can be interpreted as ‘quiet sustainability’, participants also attribute 
a transformative potential to it. As argued by one participant:

There needs to be a shift in mindset, like a real paradigm shift, where growing your own stuff actually becomes 
cool. [. . .] many people just buy everything they need, in every part of life. People buy services, buy products, buy 
food . . . buy everything. And then, of course, you end up feeling kind of helpless if something’s not available. [. . .] 
So, for me, this is kind of a rebel project—I was born a rebel, and this is part of that. I’m making myself 
independent. (Participant 2)

For several participants, urban gardening is connected to visions of a different society, offering an implicit 
critique of consumerist dependency. Gardening represents a slower mode of living, attuned to the demands 
of cultivation. There is also an awareness that such a shift requires a broader reconfiguration of everyday life, 
including a reduction in conventional waged labour to allow more time for growing. In line with previous 
research (Montelius 2024), cultivation can thus be understood as a response to risks and uncertainties of 
modern society.

society’s moving into the digital world, getting further away from the earth, and we’re just sitting in front of our 
computers, you know—and then everything going on in the world, with climate change and wars and all that, like, 
changing the basic conditions for life. So people are starting to think a bit more, starting to wake up. (Participant 4)

Urban gardening emerges as an alternative way of living that reconnects individuals to nature in contrast to 
the modern, digital world. In line with Bauman’s (2000) assertion that responsibility and commitment to the 
Other is integral to what it means to be human, some participants see urban gardening as an act of 
commitment, to other people, to a collective ‘awakening’, and to nature as an Other worthy of consideration 
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and care (Hookway and Douglas 2020). This may be interpreted as a response to the liquification of social life, 
an appeal for alternative ways of relating to oneself, to others and to the more-than-human-world.

Maybe there could be more green spaces even further into the city, maybe even closer to where people can grow 
things, you know, in different ways—or where you’re kind of building a sustainable world, really. (Participant 8)

Gardeners envision a more sustainable lifestyle where urban gardening is portrayed as a way to create 
a more circular economy, increased local food production and reduced reliance on transportation and 
imports from other countries. It thereby channels utopian visions of alternative ways of living (Åberg 2019; 
Montelius 2024), thus becoming a way to encourage wider transformation through individual practice. 
However, as previous research indicates, utopian visions are often classed (Montelius 2024), raising critical 
questions about who can participate in these imagined futures and how societal hierarchies are reproduced.

And then you realise what this really is from a preparedness point of view. . . this is something we actually need for 
crisis preparedness. [. . .] Right now, we’re talking about how to improve Sweden’s emergency preparedness. And 
just look at any conflict zone throughout history—as far back as we can see. When there’s a major war, growing 
food close to the cities suddenly becomes a lot more important. (Participant 11)

In some cases, interviewees explicitly connect small-scale agriculture and preparedness for war or conflict. 
Although rarely stated as explicitly as in the quote above, the ability to cultivate and produce one’s own food 
holds significance for many participants. While urban gardening is regarded as a way to strengthen societal 
resilience, it also reflects imaginaries of sustainable futures. While urban gardening in Sweden is often 
interpreted as apolitical (Åberg 2019) it may nonetheless contain ideological visions of alternative futures. 
Following Aidnik and Hviid Jacobsen (2019) and Jacobsen (2020), we interpret these utopian imaginaries as 
emerging in everyday moral acts of responsibility and care towards both the human and more-than-human 
Other.

Discussion

This article has explored urban gardening in the context of liquid modernity (Bauman 2000), an era in which 
the meaning of nature has been renegotiated through capitalist modernity and is increasingly positioned as 
something external, to be managed and controlled (Bhatti and Church 2001; Lidskog and Waterton 2016). 
Against this backdrop, we analyse gardeners’ accounts of urban gardening as examples of ‘quiet sustain
ability’, everyday environmental practices that may foster ethical relations with human and more-than- 
human Others. The gardeners we interviewed rarely position their own gardening practices in ideological 
terms, although they may generate environmental and social benefits. In this sense, we understand garden
ing as a ‘quiet’ mode of sustainability enacted through routine commitments rather than explicit activism 
generating environmental and social benefits without being framed by participants as activism (Smith and 
Jehlička 2013).

Our analysis shows that urban gardening enacts an ethical responsibility towards both human and more- 
than-human Others. Gardeners describe being ‘grounded’ and centred through their engagement with 
cultivated nature and express responsibility towards it. This suggests that Bauman’s ethical responsibility to 
the human Other (Bauman 2000; Best 2016) can be extended to encompass nature as the more-than-human 
Other (cf. Hookway and Douglas 2020). However, the nature to which gardeners feel connected is domes
ticated, shaped by human-made boundaries and subject to bureaucratic governance. While participants did 
not appear troubled by the more violent aspects of gardening (Ginn 2016), such as killing insects or 
removing crops, gardening nonetheless entails the imposition of human control, and the notion of nature 
as the more-than-human Other remains marked by anthropocentric connotations. This calls for further 
explorations of how non-human agency might be more fully attended to in research (Pitt 2015).

Urban gardening also serves as a social practice through which ethical relations with human Others are 
enacted, as it extends beyond personal satisfaction and contributes to collective well-being through every
day acts of care. This can be seen as an embodied enactment of ethical responsibility towards others. Yet, 
such processes risk reinforcing hierarchies, positioning some gardeners as the interpreters of the Other and 
its needs (see also Hookway and Douglas 2020). At the same time, gardening communities are also shaped 
by dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. Participants describe tensions when gardeners fail to adhere to 

ENVIRONMENTAL SOCIOLOGY 9



shared norms and rules. While gardening communities offer the potential for connection and ethical 
commitment to the Other (Bauman 2000), they also generate processes of exclusion and disconnection 
from those constructed as deviant Others, gardeners who transgress formal and informal community norms.

Furthermore, while participants did not articulate their practices in terms of structural privilege, previous 
research indicates that urban gardening is a gendered and classed arena (Smith and Jehlička 2013; Taylor  
2016). Although this study did not set out to examine those dimensions directly, our analysis suggests that 
gardening may nonetheless reflect classed and gendered dimensions of care (Bergame 2023; Taylor 2016; 
Wallinder 2024). Participants’ emphasis on plot maintenance, and the desire to create a beautiful place for 
both themselves and outsiders to enjoy, may reflect classed aesthetic norms, while also pointing to broader 
ethics of care embedded in wider social and structural dynamics. Further research is needed to examine how 
structural relations are performed and negotiated in relation to the ethical responsibilities towards the Other.

Drawing on Bauman’s (2000) theory of the liquefaction of society, the ethical reconnection with human 
and non-human Others that emerge through urban gardening may be understood as a desire for solidifica
tion: a way to counter the rootlessness and instability characteristic of the modern, ever-shifting world. 
Although the gardeners interviewed in this study do not often describe their own gardening practices as 
sustainability practices, leading us to analyse them as ‘quiet sustainability’ practices, they nevertheless relate 
gardening to critiques of the unsustainable character of modern society. While not overtly political (Certomà 
and Tornaghi 2015), participants nonetheless connect the idea of urban gardening to societal transforma
tion. As such, although urban gardening in Sweden is often interpreted as apolitical, it may still carry 
ideological visions of alternative futures (Åberg 2019). We therefore suggest that urban gardening can be 
seen as a performative enactment of ethical responsibility towards both human and more-than-human 
Other, shaped by utopian imaginaries and visions of other ethical ways of living.

This article contributes to the development of Bauman’s theory of the Other by highlighting how commit
ments and responsibilities toward the Other may be forged through everyday practices. We extend Bauman’s 
conceptualisation ethical responsibility to include nature as an ethical Other (Hookway and Douglas 2020). 
Urban gardening thus emerges as a site where ethical relations with both human and more-than-human Others 
are negotiated, however, further research should examine how these everyday ethics of care are shaped by 
power, inequality, and more-than-human agency (Bergame 2023, Pitt 2015; Taylor 2016; Wallinder 2024).
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