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          Chapter 1 Unearthing Lifestances: What Community Gardens Tell Us About Nonreligion
 
        

         
          Lori G. Beaman 
          
 
          Ryan T. Cragun 
          
 
          Douglas Ezzy 
          
 
        

        
          Abstract
 
          This introductory chapter explains how this book came about and how it relates to the issue of nonreligion. We argue that community gardens provide an ideal setting for examining nonreligion because they illustrate how people create meaning, commit to ethical engagements, and form community with both the human and other-than-human world. The point here is that community gardening is beyond the binary of religion/nonreligion. We explain how our study relates to previous research on both community gardens and on religion and nonreligion. We introduce the 48 gardens and 134 gardeners we studied in Australia, Brazil, Canada, Finland, Norway, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The team of researchers who made this research possible are also acknowledged. We then summarize the chapters in the book.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            The growing number of people who identify as nonreligious is one of the most significant social changes in the contemporary world. This change impacts social life at the everyday level, in the ways that people create and experience community, and in the social institutions that structure those activities. How does community gardening fit into this picture of social change? This is not a book about gardening, though if you are a gardener you may recognize yourself in the pages that follow. Rather, this is a book about how community gardening can help us understand nonreligion. Community gardens are one place where people encounter others, both human and nonhuman, who are different than they are. They are sites of world-repairing work and community building. They are also places in which people often answer ‘I’m not religious’ when asked to identify their religious affiliation or belonging. But our discussion here is not simply about the number of people who say they are nonreligious. Underlying the activities taking place in community gardens is a shifting sensibility about the relationship between humans and the world around them. That relationship is shifting from a vertical relationship to a horizontal one; from a relationship of human dominance to a relationship of shared responsibility and equality. This is possible because there is an increasing recognition that the current hierarchical model is untenable. The vertical model is rooted in religious teachings about the place of humans in the world, specifically about stewardship and the superior and exceptional place of human beings. Community gardens offer an ideal vantage point from which to explore some of these changes.
 
            What do community gardens have to do with nonreligion or, for that matter, with religion? Gardening is an activity through which people build relationships, form communities, engage in ethical practices, give form to commitments to social and environmental justice, perform rituals, experience everyday wonder and awe, negotiate and navigate difference, and carry out acts of kindness, generosity and caring. It is the shared space of terrestrials, to use Bruno Latour’s concept. It is also a site of contention and frustration. Gardening is a refraction point through which it is possible to understand how people are in the world and what matters to them. Rather than asking people what they believe or what matters to them in ways that are abstracted from their everyday lives, by focusing on gardening we enter the world of action—what people do. This is a very different way of thinking about nonreligion. Community gardens are not the only place where this kind of research could be done, and we do not make that claim. But gardens are about life and the practice of gardening attends to things that illuminate the negotiation and navigation of many kinds of relationships. Community gardens are also different from commercial market gardens in important ways: community gardens are not driven by the need to make a profit, but rather have goals oriented to growing plants for food and aesthetic pleasure. They also often have broader concerns with social justice and community building (see Chapter 5). They therefore provide an important context in which to examine relationships and ethics. In community gardens, religion, and/or the rejection of religion, are typically peripheral to the relationships and ethics of the gardeners.
 
            The Milky Way Garden is a garden on community owned land in Toronto in the historically working-class residential neighbourhood of Parkdale. The gardeners are primarily Tibetan migrants to Canada who are also part of an English as a Second Language class. The garden serves as a space for community building and as a practical source of foods not otherwise available in the grocery store. The garden is enmeshed in a web of community charitable organizations, municipal programs for newcomers and private and public space collaboration. Over its 14-year existence the garden has undergone numerous transformations, perhaps the most significant being the transfer of the land on which the garden is located to a communally owned land trust. We learned about the garden through a chance meeting between Lori Beaman with Jason McKinney, social justice activist, Anglican priest, theologian, academic, and longtime resident of Parkdale. The chance meeting at the Our Whole Society conference in Toronto, and subsequent discussions, planted the seed for a research project on community gardens. Jason is deeply passionate about the community in which he lives and works. He also understands the community owned land of the Milky Way Garden as ‘the commons’ and is committed to a substantive and deep model of equality. Although in the end the Milky Way Garden was not one of the gardens we studied, our knowledge of it through Jason helped us to think about the role of community gardens, the people who share those spaces, their relationships with each other and with the world around them. Our conversations with Jason suggested to us that community gardens could be a fruitful avenue of exploration for the Nonreligion in a Complex Future project.
 
            The Nonreligion in a Complex Future (NCF) project is a Canadian based research project that focuses on identifying the social impact of the rapid and dramatic increase of nonreligion. International and comparative, our research sites include Canada as the focal point, with co-investigators, collaborators, advisors and partners in Australia, Latin America (Brazil and Argentina), the Nordic countries (Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland), the United Kingdom, and in the United States. Our primary focus is on empirically studying the relationship between increasingly complex diversities, created by growing nonreligious populations and institutions, and to build an evidence base from which to identify models for living well together in complex, diverse, and inclusive societies. All of these countries have a history of Christian majoritarianism. One of the things we are curious about is the substantive content of nonreligion, or, what some describe as its positive content. Focused on the core question of how we can live well together in diverse societies, the NCF project explores the shifting terrain of religion/nonreligion and its impact. We are interested in changing and emerging moral frames, or perhaps more accurately, moral frames that have always existed but have been less visible than those attached to religion. Relatedly we are intrigued by an emerging ethos of equality.
 
            These issues matter to us because we think that moral binaries are increasingly mobilized to create social division, whether they are political or religious binaries (among others). But, we are also inspired, hopeful, and amazed by the many activities that are world repairing, that contribute to a sense of well-being and respectful engagement with the human and other-than-human world. In some ways this is an extension of the arguments of Beaman (2021) and Bennett (2001) to re-imagine ethics, community, and human flourishing as not constrained by religion and religious enchantment. It was Max Weber, and more recently social theorists such as Peter Berger, Charles Taylor, and Jurgen Habermas, who tied the diabolical ethical issues that confront humanity to the decline of religion. This book is partly written with, and against, these theorists.
 
            While there is a decline in Christianity in the countries we study, we take the position that it remains hegemonic. To what extent that is the case is culturally specific and requires a detailed examination that is beyond the scope of this discussion. Some people, including scholars, lament the loss of that hegemony and some argue that it is no longer the case. Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge the power of the residue of Christian hegemony, particularly in narratives of contemporary society and its failings. For instance, nonreligious people are sometimes characterized as individualistic and atomized, lacking important social connections in society (Putnam and Campbell 2012). Society is depicted as secular and hostile to religious values, particularly conservative Christian values (Smith 2003). We argue this reflects the influence of Christian privilege on social theory. We have avoided the use of the word secular in our discussion. It is not a word that is used by our participants, and as a scholarly concept it is fraught with convoluted and confused meaning that is often weaponized. Moreover, at stake in discussions of nonreligion and nonreligious people are values, ethics and morality. We disagree that nonreligious people are without morals or have diminished moral commitments (Taylor, 2007; Hadaway, 1989; Smith 2003), or are yearning for ‘something more’ (Bellah et al 2007; Putnam and Campbell, 2012). We contend that this misunderstands what it is to be nonreligious, and in particular misunderstands the ethical, communal, and social justice commitments to be found in activities where religion is not a central concern, such as community gardens.
 
            Our argument is that all people have commitments, practices, morality, and relational entanglements with both humans and other-than-humans. These commitments are part of their lifestance (see Chapter Three). In order to understand this we need to move beyond thinking in terms of the binary of religion and nonreligion. We did not seek out nonreligious community gardeners to interview. Rather, we interviewed community gardeners, asking at the end of the interview if they were religious or not. Roughly calculated, just over half of the participants in our study self-identified as nonreligious. There were a few individuals for whom their religious commitments did profoundly shape their experience of gardening (see for example Liz in Chapter 7). Nonetheless, for the majority of our participants their religiosity, or the absence of religiosity, was not important to how they understood and experienced life and how they thought about their relationship to humans and non-humans. They engaged in ethical decision making, committed themselves to communities, engaged in regular practices, and were entangled in relationships. The majority of participants did all these things without framing them in terms of, or being motivated by, religion or the rejection of religion.
 
           
          
            2 Nonreligion
 
            There is growing interest in studying nonreligion and the nonreligious because of the rapid increase in the number of people who self-describe as nonreligious around the world (Kasselstrand et al. 2023). Lois Lee (2012) and Johannes Quack (2014) helped provide the initial delineation of nonreligion as that which is not religion but other to it. This is a relational definition and one that we will problematize throughout this volume. The relational understanding of nonreligion (defined in terms of its relationship to religion) was recognized as problematic when it was first proposed by Lois Lee (2012). She realized that it was fundamentally an absence understanding of nonreligion that was othering to those who fell into this category. This has led to a growing interest in recent years to move beyond nonreligion as that which is not religion but other to it and instead focus on what is increasingly referred to as the substantive or positive content of nonreligion (Lee 2015; Taves et al. 2018).
 
            As a concept, scholars have taken up the notion of nonreligion, exploring its existence in Canada (Thiessen and Wilkins-Laflamme 2020), India (Quack 2014), Germany (Mastiaux 2017), Denmark (Zuckerman 2020), Estonia (Remmel and Meelis 2020), Finland (Taira and Beaman 2022), the UK (Cottee 2015), and the US (Baker and Smith 2015), among many other countries. Scholars have also examined nonreligion and the family (Manning 2015), the military (Hammer et al., 2013), health (Speed 2022), social class (Abbott et al. 2021), and many other aspects of nonreligion (Smith and Cragun 2019). Researchers have also distinguished between organized nonreligion (Cragun et al. 2017) and lived nonreligion (Salonen 2018).
 
            We argue that we need to think beyond what is typically understood by nonreligion. The typical understanding of nonreligion includes individuals who identify as atheists, humanists, agnostics, and in some scholarship also the spiritual but not religious, as well as those who are indifferent. Social context is important: in a society in which religion is a normative standard in the state and civil society, being religiously indifferent is extremely difficult. It is also noteworthy that we are in a moment of intense and unpredictable social change related to religion. Increasing numbers of people have no religious reference point in their lives, meaning they have no religious upbringing, do not engage in any activities related to organized religion and therefore have no religious reference point. It seems odd to refer to them in relation to something that has never been present in their lives (i.e. ‘nonreligious’).
 
            In response to this realization, we have adopted the notion of lifestance. We understand lifestance to include the behaviours, relationships, and beliefs related to one’s orientation to life and existence. Relationships are necessarily social and thus embed the social actor in social structure. Thus, lifestance is more than individual psychology and belief. This moves away from nonreligion as an absence category and instead focuses on how those who are not religious or are other to religion live their lives, develop their relationships, and think about their place in the universe. Lifestances challenge both the privileging of religion as an organizing structure for life but also nonreligion as an othering concept.
 
            Community gardens provide an ideal setting to capture this substantive or positive concept of nonreligion. Community gardeners are literally handling life – from the microorganisms in the dirt to the plants they are growing to the ecosystem they are affecting with their work. Their reflections on and our observations of their activities reveal their lifestances and the substantive content of their lives. Community gardeners have beliefs, they engage in relationships (with other humans, plants, and animals), they act ethically, and they develop communities. Some gardeners identify as religious, but many do not. For us, to be overly concerned with the categories of religion and nonreligion misses the point of what is happening in community gardens. What happens in these places is primarily not about religion, even though some of the participants might be religious. Some scholars talk about this in terms of gardening being ‘secular’, ‘irreligious’, and/or ‘nonreligious’. But this language risks falling back into the binary of religion/nonreligion we are trying to avoid. We discuss this in greater detail in Chapter 7. This is why we talk about ‘lifestances’. It is important to use different language to talk about what is going on. It’s this broader and novel understanding of who and what people are that is revealed with the substantive turn in nonreligious studies and that we illustrate in this book about community gardens.
 
           
          
            3 In the Garden
 
            Entering a community garden is often like entering another world. Sometimes surrounded by fences, they are distinct spaces with plots divided into sections, with raised beds or distinct growing spaces, and, depending on the time of year, are a hive of activity both human and nonhuman. Almost every person we interviewed mentioned pollinators, a preoccupation that was reflected in the ubiquitous presence of riotously colourful flowers intended first to attract bees and butterflies and incidentally for the enjoyment of the humans who frequent the gardens. Some gardens have fruit trees, raspberry and currant bushes, and other perennial plants such as herbs. Allotment gardens look different from commonly shared growing spaces in that each gardener decides what to plant in their space. Most community gardens have giveaway areas or collection bins for local food banks or just to share with passersby. Some have greenhouses, accessible spaces for those who are mobility challenged, and community meeting spaces nearby. Many hold education sessions. Some have mission statements that are social justice oriented toward food security and sharing. Some have shared tools, compost and seeds. In Europe community gardens often look like small villages, with sheds dotting the plots that are frequently owned by their gardeners. In North America and Australia plots are often leased. Waiting lists for a plot are sometimes long. Gardens are often spaces of ethnic, sexual, gender and religious diversity. Because rents are usually low they are also places of socio-economic diversity.
 
            Community gardens are the product of intentional communities creating spaces and relationships that aim to create changed or new forms of social, political and ecological relationships. They are also sometimes simply places where people who want a garden space come into contact with each other and build spontaneous relationships (or not). What is the nature of these relationships? What is the significance of the growing of food and other plants for how people interact? How do people relate to each other vis a vis the garden? Rob Moquin, Alan Didbuck, John Sinclair, and Iain Davidson-Hunt (2016) examined how intergenerational bonding between gardeners builds ecological citizenship and social capital. The participants in our studies frequently mentioned co-gardeners as important to their acquisition of skills and knowledge related to gardening. This is more than skill-building, though, in that such relationships are building blocks of garden communities in their broadest possible sense. Gardens are also spaces of presence for unseen people and places: we don’t mean ghosts, but both past and present connections through plants and growing techniques. Many gardeners reflected on the influences of, and relationships with, their parents, grandparents, dear friends, co-gardeners, and gardening mentors in the context of gardening. This chain of memory relies on plants as facilitators of connection. Those connections ripple into the present, shaping relations and producing ethical frameworks. For some the garden space and particular plants were a link to another place they consider(ed) ‘home’. Key to understanding the shift to horizontal relations is the centrality of plants in these garden imaginaries.
 
            Nonhuman animals too play a significant role in the garden community as it is understood by our participants. To be sure, some are considered ‘pests’, but this brings an opportunity for reflection. For example, Franklin Ginn’s (2013) study of slugs in community gardens in Britain examines the development of human ethical engagement with other-than-human creatures that challenge and undermine human purposes. He sees the consideration of slugs as a challenge to “our not always comfortable or positive role in the flourishing of other creatures” (541). This is important because it seeks to extend a simplistic understanding of gardens in terms of anthropocentric or ecocentric perspectives to a more nuanced consideration of the forms of inclusion, exclusion, and respect that facilitate the development of human relationships to other-than-humans. Recrafting the notion of community to include our fellow terrestrials (including understanding the earth as a living organism with its own integrity) was evidenced by the gardeners we interviewed.
 
            Ethics and relationships are at the heart of this project. The gardens are often explicitly ethical, aiming for self-sufficiency, the inclusion of marginalised communities and individuals, a recrafted and respectful relationship with fellow terrestrials and empowerment. We were also interested in ‘allotment’ gardens that have no explicit social justice purpose, but simply provide space for people to garden. We were curious about food practices, for example whether people eat together or share time together other than in the garden. What do we learn about religion and nonreligion in this context? What sorts of rituals and practices do gardeners engage in? How do they understand nature and the human relationship to the world around us? What role does nature (e.g., plants, gardens, animals) play in shaping the relationships that form in community gardens? How do people link their gardening with how they think about and interact with nature and the world around them? In our research we use ‘community garden’ in the broadest possible sense to think about issues like food security, food sovereignty and urban agriculture and more complex relationships like governance, negotiating cultural difference, conflict management, zoning and land use policies, community ownership, the connection between land and racial justice.
 
            We are not the first researchers to study community gardens, or gardens and gardening more generally, as social spaces that can reveal a great deal about individuals, groups and institutions and the power relations embedded in them. Sarah McFarland Taylor’s (2009) Green Sisters is a sociological study of Catholic nuns who express their religious commitment through transformative green practices, including turning lawns into community gardens. Taylor’s research straddles several important themes that we have identified in the literature. First is the human to ‘nature’ or human to ‘other-than-human’ connections in community gardens. These studies examine how gardens facilitate the development of ecological knowledge and practice (Cameron et al. 2011) and facilitate a more ecologically oriented ethics that seeks to address issues such as climate change (Gibson Graham and Roelvink 2009). Key concepts in this literature include ‘civic ecology’ (Krasny and Tidball 2012), ecological citizenship (Moquin et al. 2016), and biophilia (Uhlmann et al. 2018). Some studies also examine the role of community gardens in building a commitment to place and place-making (Bendt et al. 2013).
 
            A second theme focuses on the political aspects of community gardens as spaces for collective action and participation in democratic engagement (Gottl and Penker 2020, Nettle 2014). This can manifest in political conflicts that directly relate to the gardens, such as access to spaces for gardening (Schmelzkopf 2002), to broader themes, such as the critique of consumerism and environmentally destructive practices (Shaw 2016). Some community gardens have an explicit goal of addressing social inequality, such as benefiting low-income neighbourhoods (Armstrong 2000) and supporting marginalized mothers (Curtis et al. 2018). A key concept here is the provision of ‘food security’ for migrants (Baker 2004) and for the broader community in the context of climate change and other ecological threats (Van der Jagt et al. 2017).
 
            Community gardens are also sites of community building, providing a physical space for interaction. Encounters can be both positive and negative, although for the majority of our participants they were positive. No social space is without conflict, though, and these conflicts may be rooted in interpersonal differences or they may be related to more structural inequalities: community gardens are not uniformly positive, having roles in both facilitating inclusion and perpetuating exclusion of some groups (Neo and Chua 2017). Studies of migrants’ participation in community gardens are particularly interesting in relation to this theme, including the experience of immigrant Karen and Bhutanese people in the US state of Minnesota (Hartwig and Mason 2016) and Burmese refugees in Australia (Abramovic et al. 2019). Garden communities can both produce and be produced by ‘social capital’ (Firth et al. 2011). More broadly, some studies have examined the role of community gardens in reducing local crime rates (Heinze et al. 2018) and the general effects on the local community (Hoffman 2020). Again, the nature of these effects can be complex, shaped by issues such as whether a garden is enclosed and exclusionary, or open and inclusive (Kurtz 2001). Specific issues, such as pesticide use and growing foods that evoke controversy, such as tobacco, can also shape gardeners’ experiences significantly (Webb 2017). All the gardens we studied had rules and regulations that set boundaries gardeners were expected to abide by.
 
            These issues of community building are linked to the physical experience of being in the garden. Jenny Cameron, Craig Manhood, and Jamie Pomfrett’s (2011) study of community gardens in Newcastle, Australia suggests a more embodied and relational understanding of the practice of gardening. They draw on Bruno Latour’s idea of “‘learning to be affected’ to explore the process by which bodies learn to become more and more receptive to the world around, and to be ‘moved, put into motion by other entities, humans or non-humans’” (494). This leads them into a mode of research that is ‘explicitly performative and collective’ (494). This is important for our research because it points toward how ethics and community are formed in community gardens through the performance of relationships, not simply as a product of abstract ideals articulated in statements of belief.
 
            Gardeners also benefit from their participation in the community garden in terms of personal well-being. Key concepts in this research include “therapeutic places” (Pitt 2014), “green exercise” (Pretty et al. 2005), and psychologically oriented studies that examine distress and related symptoms, such as stress and anxiety (Pope et al. 2018). As we will see in the pages that follow, the gardeners in our study frequently noted the benefits of gardening for their physical and psychological well-being. Although these were important, these were almost always situated in broader networks of relationships, commitments, and broader understandings of the world that belie an ‘individualistic’ interpretation of their garden experiences.
 
            There are two interrelated streams of literature that specifically consider religion and spirituality and gardening. Green Sisters, for example, positions the gardening work of the nuns as an expression of their spiritual commitment. Several studies consider the development of an ecologically oriented spirituality drawing on ecopsychology (Thomashow 1998) and broader understandings of spirituality (Rajlal 2019). Less explicitly religious or spiritual dimensions of gardening are considered by some researchers (Jenkins 2017). One study examined the experience of marginalised mothers, where gardening contributed to their finding “existential meaning” in response to depression and painful life experiences (Curtis et al. 2018). In her ground-breaking research on lived religion Meredith McGuire writes about Margaret and organic gardening, which Margaret came to think of ‘as a valuable spiritual discipline’. We learn that Margaret engages in Buddhist style meditation and views some gardening practices through that meditative lens. We might imagine that Margaret could, and does, do this with many of life’s activities, perhaps in washing the dishes, vacuuming, or walking. McGuire seeks to draw our attention to non-institutional forms of religious practice as lived religion. This is important and valuable. But it does not mean that gardening is religion, or sweeping is religion. For people with a religious or spiritual lens, daily activities may take on a meaning that links to that lens. Some research positions gardening (and other activities for that matter) as ‘religion-like’, taking a functionalist approach to an activity that looks like religion as being religion. We do not take this approach and do not see it as analytically useful. It is frequently based on the idea that people who are nonreligious have a religion-sized or religion-shaped hole that leaves them yearning for something more that can only be filled with religion-esque constructs. But gardening is not religion. Some people use sacred adjacent language to articulate their experiences in the garden. Some people are both religious and gardeners. Some people are nonreligious and gardeners. In our study we were struck by the complicated ways that people reflected on their lives when they responded to our question about religion at the very end of the interview. We will discuss this in more detail in the next chapter. Although there is a rich literature on gardening and religion, our study is unique in that we enter the space of the community garden to explore nonreligion.
 
            Our research builds on these themes from existing research and takes them one step further. We argue that in community gardens we can learn something important about what it means to be nonreligious. We are not arguing that community gardeners are any more moral than other contemporary communities. However, importantly, we are arguing that they are no less moral, and are arguably differently moral in interesting and meaningful ways. These include: the communities they form with humans and other terrestrials; their generosity and commitment to social justice; their shared practices, routines, and rituals; their sense of history; and their hopes for the future. Our study of community gardens demonstrates that to be nonreligious and participating in community gardening draws participants into moral, relational, and political struggles that are serious, complex, and consequential.
 
           
          
            4 Our Study
 
            In our research we took a broad approach to what constituted a community garden. Some gardens are simply spaces designated by municipalities as allotments. These are often available for a modest amount of rent or a fee. Others are on private land designated as a community garden by the landowner. Some were in church yards, some were guerilla gardens in spaces appropriated by community members for food security. The community gardens we studied are in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, England, Finland, Norway, Northern Ireland, and the United States. The gardens were situated within broader communities and were linked to them through individuals, organizations, and shared projects. Sometimes they exist explicitly for the purpose of growing food to increase food security, but more often they were created to serve an amalgam of purposes and types of activities, from expressing political goals to welcoming and integrating migrant newcomers.
 
            From late 2020 through to the middle of 2023 a team of between 10 and 16 researchers met a total of 45 times. Our meetings were mostly by Zoom, with a couple of face-to-face meetings during the research process. The meetings were led by Professors Beaman, Cragun, and Ezzy, with at least one research assistant, and sometimes a few, located in each country. We began with a literature review, then a discussion of methods, ethics approvals, the progress of interviews, the themes emerging from our data, and the identification of core themes that became the chapters of this book. Our collaborative coding process resulted in 12 broad themes, including demographic and spatial descriptors, wellbeing, food, the politics of systems and (in)justice, self and nature, nonhuman actors, space and place, interpersonal relationships, (non)religious identities, rituals and seasons, and histories, futures and sustainability. The chapters in this book elaborate on those themes and are a result of our collective conversations, reflections and debates. We are deeply grateful to our collaborators who worked on this project and met with us. The people who contributed to these meetings included: Jonathan Abernethy-Barkley, Guadalupe Allione, Rebecca Banham, Guilherme Borges Costa, Alex Burton, Emma Corbett, Charlotte Hobson, Remy Ling, Hugo Martinez, Alex McArthur, Zach Munro, Mary Jo Neitz, Sarah Nour Bouali, Giovanna Paccillo, Iriana Sartor, Aniqa Sheikh, Anna Sofia Salonen, Kendall Stephenson, Lauren Strumos, Mathilde Vanasse-Pelletier, and Isabela Venturoza.
 
            In total, 48 gardens were part of this research and 134 gardeners from those gardens were interviewed both individually and as part of one focus-group. In Argentina, we conducted 17 interviews in 8 gardens. In Australia, we interviewed 15 people who were members of eight different gardens. In Brazil, six gardens and 17 gardeners were included. In Canada, we conducted 28 interviews across eight gardens, as well as a focus group with 9 people in an east coast community garden with the assistance of a translator. In Finland, we conducted 10 interviews in 3 gardens. In Norway, interviews were conducted with 13 people in 6 gardens. In the United Kingdom, we conducted 7 interviews in 3 gardens. In the United States, we conducted 18 interviews in 5 gardens. Our original hope was to spend time in the gardens ourselves, but the COVID 19 pandemic shifted that plan. We did visit a number of the gardens, sometimes conducting interviews in them or nearby if the weather was not suitable. As we moved through the project we became curious about any community garden we encountered even if it was not part of our study. Once we were sensitized to and familiar with community gardening, we began to notice them everywhere.
 
           
          
            5 The Book
 
            Chapter 2 introduces the worlds of the gardens and the gardeners we studied through rich descriptions of their experiences. The chapter starts with quotes from several of our interview participants from around the world telling abbreviated versions of their stories and experiences gardening. The chapter provides more detail on why community gardens are an ideal location or site for studying lifestances because they are at the intersection between the human and nonhuman. Chapter 2 also explores the rituals and ethics that pervade community gardening, illustrating that rituals and ethics are part of all peoples’ lives, not just the lives of religious people. There are also clear illustrations of the diversity of community gardens, in terms of structure, but also in terms of participants, social classes, gardening approaches, and lifestances. We illustrate that diversity is often a strength that brings people together rather than a challenge to be overcome, leading to greater community and smoothing tensions and conflicts that might exist in other contexts.
 
            Chapter 3 describes in greater detail the theoretical concept of lifestances and why we think it is a necessary conceptual move. The chapter starts with a discussion of religion and nonreligion, then moves to an exploration of lived religion and lived nonreligion to illustrate the limitations with other theoretical frameworks. The chapter draws from the interview data to illustrate the complexity of identities and the necessity for a rethinking of our understanding of the religion/nonreligion binary. Rejecting this binary necessitated the development of new conceptual territory, which is why we have turned toward lifestances as a way of understanding who people are, what they believe, what they do, and the relationships they have in relation to life and existence. This chapter illustrates that people may or may not be aware of their lifestance, many people have not formalized their lifestance, and lifestances can include beliefs, behaviours, and/or relationships that are harmful or negative. The diversity of lifestances is examined by considering Finnish gardeners’ interactions with the invasive Spanish slug.
 
            Chapter 4 challenges a well-known concept in the study of religion, Daniel Hervieu-Léger’s “chain of memory.” The authors of the chapter argue that shared meaning is not only found in religion. To the contrary, shared meaning is generated when humans interact with other terrestrials (i.e., other living things that share the habitable zone of our planet). The authors recognize that religion can serve as a source of shared meaning, but also argue that it is just one source of such meaning and that gardeners’ interactions with plants, in particular, but also insects, bacteria, the soil, and animals in gardens result in relationships and those relationships are a core component of chains of memory that tie people to the past and the present.
 
            In Chapter 5 we focus on politics and community gardens, drawing on the activities and aims of gardeners in Argentina and Brazil as the primary reference point in contrast with the gardeners we studied in the “Global North” – Australia, Canada, Finland, Norway, the USA, and the UK. The primary argument is that community gardens in Argentina and Brazil are more explicitly political, with a focus on social justice, food as politics, teaching others about the political aims of community gardening, green activism, and influencing and helping the local community. All of these themes are found in the gardens in the Global North, but in a much more muted fashion. The political nature of the community gardens leads the authors of this chapter to the conclusion that socio-political activism and engagement emerge from caring about the world cultivated in relationships.
 
            Chapter 6 addresses a different question: How do community gardens contribute to wellbeing? Like the previous chapters, Chapter 6 challenges some widely accepted notions of wellbeing by arguing that wellbeing should not be restricted just to the human but to all terrestrials – all living things on earth. To make these points, the chapter draws upon literature related to everyday utopias and critically points out that most of the research and writing about utopias focuses on idyllic situations for humans but ignores other living things, like the plants, soil, animals, insects, and the ecosystem that allows humans to experience wellbeing. Ultimately, the chapter argues that wellbeing can only exist if there is wellbeing for all living things.
 
            The final substantive chapter, Chapter 7, delves deeper into the binary between religion and nonreligion, arguing that the binary fails to reflect the vast fluidity that exists in the lives of ordinary people. Drawing heavily on the final sections of the interviews when we raised the question of religiosity with our participants (but also on spontaneously offered comments throughout the interviews), this chapter illustrates that many of our participants did not fit cleanly into either a “religious” identity or a “nonreligious” identity. Some participants were entangled with both religion and nonreligion. Others may have leaned one way or the other, but very few of our participants seemed to represent an idealized or perhaps stereotypical perception of either a religious or nonreligious individual. One of the core arguments of this chapter is that it is often the ‘spaces between’ that provide the most helpful insights when studying and developing new concepts. This chapter helps to illustrate the complexity and diversity of lifestances, finding that many of our participants, regardless of where they fell on a (non)religious spectrum or how they identified, shared common approaches as they situated humans horizontally with other terrestrials.
 
            Some of these chapter summaries, the astute reader will have noted, do not mention religion and/or nonreligion. This is intentional. However, the point is not that religion and nonreligion are irrelevant. Rather, the point is that in order to get beyond the binary of religion/nonreligion we need to think and write about the substantive or positive content of nonreligion. The chapter summaries do mention ethics, community, relationships, and rituals. These things, which have too often been conceptualized as the sole province of religion, are also to be found in other contexts, outside religion, such as in community gardens. This is what we seek to describe in this book.
 
           
          
            6 Conclusion
 
            Community gardens are often spaces of relief and inspiration, in a broader context that generates anxiety and fear. For the most part, the people who participated in this study are acutely aware of the impact of climate change. This awareness shapes their relations with the world around them and with their fellow terrestrials. It feeds a social imaginary that includes an expanded notion of community, a respectful engagement with others, and an ethos of equality that extends to both human and other than human beings. These are expressed in a variety of ways, including hope, excitement, wonder, and awe.
 
            All of the participant countries in the study are or have until recently been Christian majority countries. One impact of this is that there is a particular vocabulary that often frames how people speak about and interpret their experiences. This is changing and it is in part that shift that is illuminated by the participants in this study and in the analysis that follows. Thus, while concepts like ‘stewardship’ and ‘sacred’ appear in our interviews, they were frequently not tethered to a religious commitment. For some people such language was rooted in a religious commitment, but they were in the minority. A new framework is emerging, and it is that that we seek to capture in the pages that follow.
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          Abstract
 
          This chapter introduces some of the many gardens and gardeners that took part in our study. The chapter opens with a discussion of why a study of community gardens provides important insight into the practice and expression of nonreligious people. Through studying community gardens, we can learn about how people think about and experience the world they are part of: their communities, beliefs, rituals, and practices. We are interested in gardening as a refraction point for understanding dimensions of nonreligion. Community gardening acts as a prism through which we explore ethics, shifting relationships with humans and the other-than-human, and the development and elaboration of lifestances. The chapter describes the diversity and vibrancy of the garden sites included in the book. We discuss ‘community’ and ‘materiality’ as key concepts that feature throughout this volume, before closing with some concluding remarks about the insights provided by studying community gardens through a frame of ‘nonreligion’.
 
        
 
         
           
            Suvi, Finland, translated from Finnish
 
            I just got this garden plot this year. This summer was my first summer. I joined the queue a year and a half ago, or two years ago now. And now this spring I got it. I got it quite late, so I didn’t have time to germinate any of my own plants … It was in pretty bad shape.
 
          
 
           
            I would have been really happy if it had been one zucchini and three potatoes. But the first harvest, I got ten zucchini and probably 20 litres of potatoes. It was something like, ’wow, I did it myself and I took care of it, and I treated it well and now this land is giving back to me’. So, it’s definitely the most motivating thing that you see so concretely that you create something new and you can do something with your own hands, and then something appears kind of like out of nowhere … I’m sure I’ve become much more aware of the environment and nature. I feel that I have always been a nature person. And in my childhood family we spent a lot of time in nature [but] it’s more concrete when you make all the decisions yourself. It has certainly made me much more aware of our environment and how we treat the soil.
 
          
 
           
            Even though we have a summer cottage and we spend a lot of time in nature, it still surprised me how much slugs disgust me. When my hands are mouldy, I usually always have gloves, but if I get some dirt on my hands [I immediately] want to wash it off. It kind of disgusts me, nature, in a certain way.
 
          
 
           
            People who have never even been in contact with [nature] must be really alienated. And because of that there are also challenges in protecting nature because people are no longer interested in nature so much. But just the fact that I have now clearly noticed that I want to be closer to nature and want to be good to it. Not that nature would serve me, but that I could serve it.
 
          
 
           
            If I could somehow get my own baby to enjoy the [plot I have] and my love of nature through this [plot] it would be so much fun. Because it’s really, really satisfying when you feel so self-confident that I know how to do something, that I know how to cultivate. It’s really primitive but at the same time really special and cool. That’s what I want to teach my daughter.
 
          
 
           
            Daphne, Australia
 
            I was a teacher [and] I’ve been married to the same man for 50 years. [I] am very interested in gardening, and I’m interested in community. So [community gardening] is where the two come together, here. I used to [belong to the] anti-Franklin Dam movement and Save Lake Pedder movement, and things like that.1 In my older age I’ve shrunk back to [narrower] community action in my local community, and I still maintain the rage.
 
          
 
           
            The [Common Residents Garden] was started about 17 years ago by a local sort of gardening guru chap. [He] got permission from the council to use it … He’s a man of enormous energy. Built it all more or less single handedly. And of course, once you [build it], people start to get interested and come along and join him … He was a great identity, [a local] identity for many years, into permaculture and that sort of thing. We tried at first just to run it in a loose sort of gathering where people come along and give their ideas. But eventually you find out you have to have an elected committee, you have to incorporate, you have to have public liability insurance. So it got a bit formalized … we’re successful [because] people have their own bit of ground, responsible for that, and get the produce out of it.
 
          
 
           
            We share advice, share spare packets of seed … Our aim is to teach people who don’t know and there is quite a bit of ignorance about vegetable growing. [In the garden there is] that community of love of nature … It’s an organic garden too. So if you wanted to use poisons, you shouldn’t, but probably most people don’t want to use poisons. [It is] a good community here.
 
          
 
           
            [I’ve] spent a lot of time in my garden! It’s relaxing. It’s purposeful. And you get something out of it. You get vegetables out of it. It’s very satisfying … I’ve always been a gardener. It might have changed my children. They’ve grown up to become interested in gardening. [The garden is] a good introduction to nature, too … We got a grant [so children] can muck [play] around in the dirt and grow things … a lot of people who come here are not members of the garden, just people going by with their kids. It’s lovely … I’ve seen kids eat little bits of lettuce and broccoli and stuff straight out of the garden. Just wonderful. Yeah, I’m very pleased with that. It’s a real good, messy look, isn’t it?
 
          
 
           
            Gerónimo, Argentina, translated from Spanish
 
            The garden’s project was born between a few friends and neighbours from the area. [It] is a help, [something] we do from our hearts because we do not do it for profit. [It is also] to direct the politics in the neighbourhood, [through the] centros vecinales2 … Even though we can say that we do not like partisan politics at all, we know that it’s politics what we are doing and it’s trying to solve somehow not only the quality of life of the people around, [but also of] the ones that work in the garden. And we know that well, that is politics, is to generate politics in order to transform a reality.
 
          
 
           
            A lot of people come to share also some plants they have, aromatic plants mostly … it has been a really nice nexus – you bring the peppermint, talk about plant leaves for the mate,3 talk about [some] herbs for foods, sauces. [And] that has also brought a lot of people closer, that had some prejudice about the garden in the beginning, but when they see how everything works and how we direct it, they opened up to the idea, they have come closer to share, to ask questions that they [didn’t ask] before and well, now everybody comes to collaborate.
 
          
 
           
            I come [home] tired from my job, the routine and everything one carries in life … so being here carrying buckets of water, but with a smile from ear to ear is very good. [It] makes me feel really good … Always having a need in front, you don’t give yourself a break and being able to stop here [in the garden], drink mate and feel the wind and see how everything is growing and you say ‘Wow, good! My time is being reflected here and it is so nice’. And being able to share it by giving the fruit to someone – that fruit is a product of time’s energy, because it was hard to work this soil, but always working with a smile … [it] is like the earth is giving us back, somehow, the energy that we offer and share and we see that as very rewarding. [It is like] my ritual with Pachamama4 being able to make my offering … [I have] a connection not only with the Earth but with nature itself and what nature generates, the energy that tree has, the energy that every plant has.
 
          
 
           
            Noah, Canada
 
            I’ve been [gardening] for so long, it’s just always been part of my life, I think. I was interested in gardening when I was a child at my parent’s home. [When] I was about 8 years old, they gave me a little section of the yard for a flower and vegetable garden, and I did that all throughout the time that I lived at home. And even when I moved out and lived in apartments, I used to grow vegetables in buckets and plant boxes and stuff on my balcony.
 
          
 
           
            [Gardening] relaxes me. And I also like the aspect of – although I guess I kill them as well – but the growing of stuff. And watching the progress of the life of the plants. And the interactions that you sort of notice. I grow the asparagus and I harvest most of it, but not all of it because I need some to, you know, give more energy back to the roots. And then later on in the year, you see the little orange beetles appear which is the asparagus beetle. It feeds on the asparagus but by that point I don’t really care. And it’s just nice, you see the colours, you see them running around. And it’s kind of nice to see all that … the interactions between the plants and the animals and the birds and whatever.
 
          
 
           
            I’ve had people mad at me because of my role as garden manager … I’ve told them that they had to clean up, or else they’ll lose their plot, and they weren’t happy about it … there’s so many different styles of gardening. I can’t fault someone for a wild, random look as long as they’ve got vegetables growing in there, and they’re keeping the weeds from going to seed and stuff … [Someone] said to me [there are] a lot of weeds that are edible. And she claims to be harvesting and eating them as well. And it’s like, okay, but you can’t let them go to seed where they’re going to impact your neighbour who likes to keep theirs pristine, right?
 
          
 
          
            1 Introduction
 
            These vignettes tell important stories about gardens, gardening, and people. Suvi, Daphne, Gerónimo, and Noah all engage in what we broadly term ‘community gardening’: gardening on public or communal land via the cultivation of individual and/or communal plots, usually focusing on the growing of edible plants. These four people live in different countries, garden for different reasons, and cultivate different species. The gardens they contribute to have been established in various ways, working towards diverse goals, and through their stories, we see a wide range of what community gardening brings to human and nonhuman lives. The depth of their experiences in these community gardens draws them into new relationships with plants, animals, people, and place(s).
 
            In this chapter, we introduce some of the many gardens and gardeners that took part in our study. The chapter opens with a discussion of why a study of community gardens provides important insight into the practice and expression of nonreligious people. Through studying community gardens, we can learn about how people think about and experience the world they are part of: their communities, beliefs, rituals, and practices. We are interested in gardening as a refraction point for understanding dimensions of nonreligion. Community gardening acts as a prism through which we explore ethics, shifting relationships with humans and the other-than-human, and the development and elaboration of lifestances. The chapter describes the diversity and vibrancy of the garden sites included in the book. We discuss ‘community’ and ‘materiality’ as key concepts that feature throughout this volume, before closing with some concluding remarks about the insights provided by studying community gardens through a frame of ‘nonreligion’.
 
           
          
            2 Why Community Gardens?
 
            This book explores the diversity and significance of gardening around the world in the context of what it means to be ‘nonreligious’. Many experiences of community gardeners are positive; participants often describe examples of people working together, sharing knowledge and resources, making friends with humans, plants, and animals, appreciating the ‘meditative’ or ‘therapeutic’ benefits of gardening, and their wonder and gratitude for what they grow. However, gardening can also be physically difficult, emotionally challenging, and can create and expose interpersonal tensions. A number of participants mentioned theft of produce, for example, which is an action which stands in stark contrast to the generosity described by the many gardeners who spoke of their garden’s norms of food donation and sharing. Gardens and gardening have complex connections with structural issues of geopolitics, inequality, political resistance, and health and wellbeing. The practices and relationships embedded within gardening also point to emotional, relational, ethical, and ontological aspects of building communities and ‘living well’ in the world. We argue that community gardening is inherently moral, communal, and practical. It is through the relationships and practices that are part of gardens that the participants developed and maintained a sense of their place in the world, what matters to them ethically, and how to engage more or less respectfully with the human and other-than-human world.
 
            One reason gardening is important in this project of understanding nonreligion is because it is a human activity at the intersection of the human and nonhuman worlds. William Connolly (2013, 2017) argues that the key moral and political challenge of our times lies precisely at this intersection. Gardening is an activity in which humans must deal with the cycles of seasons, the activities of pests such as slugs, and the needs of the plants they tend to. The micropolitics, communities, and ethics of these interactions between human and nonhuman species and processes are the ‘stuff’ of not only gardening, but also what it means to engage in nonreligious practices. Daphne understands her gardening as maintaining the “rage” of her earlier environmental activism. Suvi is amazed at the generosity of the earth, while Gerónimo’s gardening is intertwined with politics and increased awareness of the contribution of the earth “giving us back” energy. Noah is happy to let the orange beetles eat the asparagus late in the season but has to deal with people who garden in “messy” ways.
 
            The wonder and thrill of the generous reciprocity of gardening is at the heart of many of the stories of community gardeners. In the quote above, Suvi responds to the plentiful nature of her harvest saying: “wow, I did it myself and I took care of it, and I treated it well and now this land is giving back to me.” Similarly, Gerónimo says that when he comes home tired from paid work, he still enjoys working in the community garden: “being here carrying buckets [with water], but with a smile from ear to ear is very good. [It] makes me feel really good.” His sense of joy comes from both the act of gardening and the ability to be able to share the food he grows with others. We heard these sorts of stories again and again as we interviewed community gardeners around the world.
 
            This sense of wonder and thrill in the activity of community gardening can be described as a form of enchantment, which Beaman (2021) has argued should be reappropriated from religion to reflect these kinds of experiences for all people. Our interviewees repeatedly describe a sense of deep gratitude and excitement that stems from the shared creativity in their experiences of gardening. In this sense, enchantment is not tied to religion or religious experience. Rather, it is found in the awe, joy, and wonder that our participants describe in the everyday practices of planting, weeding, harvesting, and sharing food and space. This is important because it demonstrates that enchantment can be an integral part of the practice of gardening.
 
            Community gardens are about community and communities, and these networks are vibrant, often changing, and significant for the participants we spoke to. Many of the participants identified as nonreligious and the community gardens they are part of are an important aspect of what gives their life a sense of being embedded in relationships. As Gerónimo describes, people have come to trust, respect, and collaborate in the garden he is a part of, while Noah has engaged in his role as a garden manager to help other members negotiate their differing attitudes toward plots and weeds. For Suvi, gardening connects her with childhood memories and her hopes for her daughter, while Daphne reflects on the beginnings of the garden initiated by a charismatic individual, and its transition to a more bureaucratized organization.
 
            Gardeners also describe nonreligious beliefs and lifestances, however fragmented or systematically articulated these might be (see Chapter 3). Beliefs, whether religious or nonreligious, are part of a lifestance, as articulated in the next chapter. These beliefs often develop out of, and contribute to, a person’s broader biography. The relationships and practices of the garden nurture a person’s understanding of, and moral response to, the world. Daphne describes her gardening as integrated into her environmental activist understanding, as she seeks to educate people about respectful practices in the garden, while Suvi struggles with her disgust of slugs at the same time as wanting to be ‘closer to nature.’ Gerónimo describes his sense of connection with nature, in parallel with his employment commitments and social engagements. One of the things that is striking about these beliefs and associated practices is how for many gardeners they solicit complex responses that negotiate the different and competing demands of the human and the nonhuman as the gardeners seek out relations of mutual respect (see Connolly 2017).
 
            Finally, gardening is an activity that involves ritual practice – in the sense of routine activities. We extend Salonen’s (2018) analysis of lived nonreligion to consider the routinized activities of gardening. For example, Suvi notes how gardening is shaped by the cycles of the seasons. Gardening is also constrained by the growth practices of plants, as Noah notes in relation to the prevention of weeds going to seed. Meanwhile Gerónimo describes his joy at the routine of watering his garden at the end of a hard workday.
 
            Some of our participants identified with a particular religion and thought of themselves as religious. For example, Gerónimo, in the quote above, talks about Pachamama, and some of the gardens we studied are religiously affiliated, including gardens associated with Christian churches. In our interviews this religiosity is rarely significant or central to the stories people tell. Our analysis instead focuses on the everyday aspects of community gardening, which some might refer to as “nonreligious”. That is to say, the creation of community, of ethical concerns, and interpretative understandings emerge out of the practice of gardening – for which religion is not that important.
 
            In all these ways, community gardening is an activity that allows us to examine what it means to be nonreligious and to engage in nonreligious practices. Gardening is integrally a routinized ritual practice, interwoven with the creation of human community, and more or less systematically articulated worldviews. Most interestingly, gardening is a practice framed by ethical concerns at the intersection of the human and other-than-human worlds. In this sense it is a site to examine people’s lifestances, and in particular what it means to be nonreligious.
 
           
          
            3 The Gardens and Gardeners
 
             
              Hinterland Community Garden sits above a wide arterial road, nestled into the base of a grassy hill. A few minutes after meeting, Ian and I move to sit at a wooden table under an open shelter, escaping the cold grey drizzle. Members leave spare produce from the garden on this table, free for people to help themselves. Ian gestures to his nearby garden bed, sitting amongst the rows of others like it – the young lettuces are protected under tented white netting from the local sparrows, but the uncovered broad beans have been humming with bumblebees. Apparently, tomatoes do not grow well at Hinterland, but they do grow well just a kilometer away. Ian tells me about a potoroo5 that had made it through the garden’s thin fences and as the rain eases, we hear the volume of the local birdsong increase (Interviewer’s Fieldnotes, An Australian Garden).
 
            
 
             
              The community garden is in front of the river that crosses the city. It is a summer afternoon, and the garden is hosting an assembly with representatives of other gardens in the city, gathered to organize joint activities. On my arrival, I met one of the members holding a sign against a public work that will generate a large amount of pollution, asking those in the car to honk in support. Manuel and I sit down on the grass to start our meeting, while the rest of the group is busy harvesting the fruits of the season, weeding and preparing the land for new planting or to repair something that was broken. Others just chat amongst themselves – after all, it is the reunion after the holidays. The garden is not very big and is made with recycled, reused or donated elements, all done with great effort and creativity of its members. When the sun begins to set, they set up a big board with cakes and juices to share since it is time to celebrate the summer birthdays. The candles are blown out to the rhythm of ‘Happy Birthday’ (Interviewer’s Fieldnotes, An Argentinian Garden).
 
            
 
            The gardens included in this research illustrated many different forms of organizational structures. For example, in Argentina, we identified three main forms of organizational structure in the gardens: ‘open’ gardens which feature largely ‘horizontal’ (egalitarian) labour distributions resulting in shared harvests; ‘work group’ gardens that are coordinated by a land owner, with individual garden sectors managed by autonomous work groups; and ‘in minga’6 gardens, featuring a rotational roster of work, with members and neighbours helping.
 
            Most community gardens have some formal organization and structure, as they generally need to adhere to government regulations and zoning laws to survive, and this is often echoed in documents such as membership policies and constitutions. For example, Renata from Norway said: “On the wall, you can see there’s like rules for users of [the garden], because we have a General Assembly once a year and they are decided there and they are valid for all. You can find them on the web page. We have things like very official, like how to select the board members and stuff.” However, some gardens were much more informal. When we asked Eduardo from Brazil if there were any rules for participating in the garden he is part of, he said: “There are no specific rules. It’s very informal, you know” (translated from Portuguese). Even in the gardens that had an organizational structure, there was still a strong culture of informality, meaning much of what occurred there was reinforced through social interaction and informal sanctions or policing. In many of the interviews, organizational concerns did not seem to be particularly important.
 
            There was a wide range of gardening practices in the gardens. However, many of the gardens included in the research either required or encouraged members to adhere to specific gardening practices, such as permaculture,7 organic gardening, agroecology, and pesticide avoidance.
 
             
              [There are rules] like no dogs, you have to clean your garden, like, pull everything out if you’re not going to rent it for the next year. They don’t want you using any non-organic chemicals, pesticides, or herbicides, or fertilizers. So it has to be all this like approved organic fertilizers and pesticides. And in fact, they like I said, they provide orange oil for ants and some other items. And you’re supposed to participate in workdays. Like cleaning up, weeding around the gardens and basically just keeping your garden, keeping it up [and] pulling weeds. (Katherine, USA)
 
            
 
            Importantly, these gardening practices do not exist in a vacuum but are shaped by sociocultural and economic structures such as specific environmental concerns (e.g. water conservation in drought-prone areas), or social inequalities (e.g. agroecology in Argentina and Brazil, as discussed in further detail in Chapter 5).
 
            Diversity was a key theme discussed by our gardeners, with many having gardened alongside people of different genders, ethnicities, and religions than their own. For example, in a garden in Canada, Syrian refugees garden alongside people who were born in the community, as well as people from other provinces in Canada. Australia is very ethnically diverse, and we heard stories of gardeners cultivating plants that Australian-born participants had not previously encountered. Participants also have their own political and social concerns, often reflected in their gardening practices (such as engaging in permaculture, agroecology, and sharing produce, as described throughout this chapter); these practices are sometimes communal but sometimes individually pursued. The ‘community plot’ model results in very diverse gardens and gardeners working together closely and, as Noah identified, people having different approaches to gardening sometimes results in uncomfortable conversations. Some gardens had plots that were specifically designed for people with mobility problems, again illustrating the diversity and inclusiveness present in some (perhaps many) of the gardens we studied.
 
            Suzanne, from Australia, discussed her experiences gardening alongside Salvation Army members, the produce from which is often used in the organization’s public kitchens. She also gardened alongside a Buddhist who donated to their monastery much of what they grew. Also from Australia, vegan gardener Judy describes her relief at not supporting the farming of animals. Bautista from Argentina became a raw vegan several years earlier and appreciates his garden’s agroecological approach and “cultural values” related to Indigenous worldviews, while both Wanda and Karen, also from Argentina, approached their gardening as a commitment to small actions that contribute positively to broader community and social structural problems. Throughout these examples we see diversity of aims and values, drawn together by a common thread of gardening as an individual action that relates importantly to ‘bigger’ ideas, ontologies, and social ethics. That gardens with diverse members, varied lifestances, and unique practices can come together in pursuit of an overarching goal or vision illustrates the utility of studying community gardens, particularly when considering the widespread and mediatized polarizations that mar contemporary societies.
 
            Geography and climate also profoundly shape the character of community gardens. In some of our gardens – such as those in Latin America and Australia – gardening is a year-round affair, with seasons marked by the activities and species that lend themselves to particular times of year; as Claire in Australia put it, “each season has a different list of jobs to do.” Similarly, Zaira described how her local garden is “worked all the time”:
 
             
              We try to follow the biodynamic calendar. The biodynamics have a calendar that many people, without being biodynamic, follow, and they have days for sowing, days for transplanting, days for not doing anything in the garden but sharpening the tools. It is a very orderly calendar, following the cosmos, not only the moon, the cosmos … The summer garden has its challenges of irrigation, of the bugs, and the winter garden has the challenge of less hours of sun, but it is the greenest garden [and the winter garden] is the one I like the most. (Zaira, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            In these climates, there is a far less stark differentiation between seasons than in countries such as Canada, Norway, the United Kingdom, and Finland. In these places, growing seasons clearly demarcate one year from the next, with some gardens effectively shutting down over the winter months. Stacy said:
 
             
              Normally [the garden is] open all year round. … when there’s a period of frost, we don’t have access to water. … Not many people come in winter, even if we allow people access. I started quite early this year. I bought some soil and compost. I worked in the garden before planting anything. … I planted a cover crop. … So I planted buckwheat at the beginning of May. Then I planted clover too. Because it seems to help the soil a lot. … But most people don’t arrive until early May or even mid-May. But I’d already planted my gourganes [broad beans] and peas in May. And they’re up there now. … Normally, we’re supposed to close the garden on November 1st. … There’s a frost about that time. So the annuals aren’t going to survive there. … I usually stop at the end of October, beginning of November. The last thing I do is plant garlic. (Stacy, Canada, translated from French)
 
            
 
            The important point here is that these climatic differences shape a different approach to temporality, and therefore a different approach to the rhythms, requirements, and fragilities of nonhuman lives. Julia, having lived in Australia and now based in Northern Ireland, highlights this process well through the unique characteristics (perhaps even agency) of nonhuman species:
 
             
              Gardening definitely has helped me. Moving countries as well, being from Australia, all the seasons are topsy turvy for me … But I’ve really enjoyed learning about the different food crops here [in Northern Ireland]. There are some things that just need a cold winter … I think that’s one of the things I love about gardening, you can study it your whole life and still not know a fraction of it. And every place you move to, every new country, every new place within that country has its own micro-climate and its own little foibles that you need to learn, certain plants will be happy here and certain plants won’t … Everywhere has its trade-offs so we have amazing blueberries and they’ve got mulberries and watermelons! You can’t have everything! (Julia, Northern Ireland)
 
            
 
            Throughout this volume – and particularly in Chapter 5 (Politics) – it is clear that geopolitical tensions and histories shape how gardens operate. A striking example of this was seen in Northern Ireland, where a garden of which several participants were members had historically received funding as a means of breaking down barriers between Catholic and Protestant community members. One of these gardeners, Michael, described how the structure of their city meant that the broader community was often still split along sectarian lines:
 
             
              There is a mix of people in the garden. … With the garden being partly funded through the European Union Peace Funding, there has to be an equal mix of Catholics and Protestants so that they can see that they are helping bring the two communities here together. I guess that the garden has introduced me to people who I might not normally mix or socialize with. Not because I am in any way sectarian but because of where we live. The peace lines cut the community in two and so each of the communities has what they need on their own side of the peace line, so there is never really any need to cross or interact. [Someone] told me that this garden was the first thing that we have shared together and the garden has been really good for bringing people together [but] we are not supposed to mention politics. (Michael, Northern Ireland)
 
            
 
            Discussing the establishment of the Hinterland Community Garden in Australia, Liz explained that at the time, the proposed alternative was for a mosque to be built – but following a neighbour’s public complaint the local council offered the site to the garden organization. While a unique example and not generalizable to all contexts, the suggestion here is that a garden would unite diverse groups of people, but that a mosque would be more likely to divide them. This illustrates the complex ways in which community gardens interact with broader social tensions; in this case, a complaint undermined the ability of local Muslims to be treated respectfully but facilitated the creation of a community garden, illustrating the ambivalence and tensions embedded within the ways that different groups (are able to) shape public space.
 
           
          
            4 Community and Relationship
 
            The gardens featured in this volume are not statistically representative of all gardens in these countries. While the included gardens are a somewhat ad hoc selection (reflecting the location of the researchers and willingness of the gardeners to be interviewed), the sites we studied do provide good examples of the diversity of gardens and gardening practices. These experiences of the gardeners – the practices, relationships, power dynamics, tensions, and joys – are the ‘stuff’ of what it means to be nonreligious. There is diversity, but there are also commonalities. The heterogeneity of community gardens around the world provides a window into what it can mean to be nonreligious, and to engage in nonreligious practices, across many different gardening contexts.
 
            Gardens and gardeners also espoused and advocated for different values and aims, related to the treatment of human and nonhuman others (often in interrelated ways).
 
             
              I feel like my role in nature is mainly feeling a kind of guilt for climate change and, um, like human encroachment on habitats … what comes up is a feeling of just kind of vague responsibility and guilt [because I know that] living a Canadian lifestyle, I use more resources than I should. I probably use more resources than what’s available … I feel like human beings have always been animals that alter their environment a lot. So I don’t necessarily feel like the role of humanity is to leave nature entirely alone and not to be involved in it [but I do feel that] relationship is currently very exploitative … Part of the appeal of growing my own food is that that food can be enjoyed kind of without feeling complicit in the exploitative capitalist food system [laughs]. (Hannah, Canada)
 
            
 
             
              Then, at [the community garden], I found some individuals with a great drive, a philosophy, and a desire to grow. To grow as a form of resistance, not just against supermarket food, but also for sustainability in relation to climate change, which is the reality of our country … All these themes are, in some way, our driving force. People who think similarly – we’re here planting, but we’re also thinking about the Amazon. We’re planting, but we’re also thinking about the population’s health. We’re thinking about people who are hungry. We’re thinking about the world we’re leaving for today’s children. So, there’s a series of shared values that lead us to attend these gardens, and over time, we develop strong friendships among each other, which is also important – the camaraderie. (Celso, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Some of our participants are religious. In these interviews there is an interesting back and forth between the influence of their religion and their practice of gardening. For example, Fredrik said:
 
             
              Well, I’m more, I’m a religious person, so I think there’s nothing more humbling and more beautiful than nature itself. So we should learn from nature and we should keep it safe … I have a responsibility actually to keep it as it is or protect it. And then I am part of it. And when I die, I’m going to be a part of it, when I leave, I’m going to be a part of it. And my kids are going to be a part of it, so I have a responsibility to safeguard it and kind of transfer it to the next generation.
 
            
 
             
              Interviewer: What has gardening taught you about nature?
 
            
 
             
              If you give it back love or if you protect it, then it will give you back. So, it’s what you give in what you get out of. So, it’s more humbling to kind of protect it and then use it in a safe and then more humble way, then it will just keep on giving you. Apart from loving it, so it has made me humbler and more grounded. (Fredrik, Norway)
 
            
 
            These quotes challenge the usefulness of thinking in ways that clearly demarcate humans, nonhumans, religion, and nonreligion; the approaches discussed by Celso, Hannah, and Fredrik each articulate ethical approaches that incorporate humans and nonhumans in interrelated ways and highlight the influence of nonreligious practices on those ethics. Fredrik’s observations are particularly interesting. He moves from describing a religiously motivated ethic of caring for nature, to an experientially learned (whilst gardening) ethic of humility and gratitude.
 
           
          
            5 Community and Nonreligion
 
             
              It’s really a very social space. Or it was before [COVID-19], there’s a sign up now that says ‘plot holders only’ [but] it used to be an incredibly social space … [the] really lovely sense of community and openness [was] one of the things that attracted us to [the garden] in the first place … we’re really lucky again in our allotment we have such a diverse group of people. We have migrants that have come over from Poland and they bring their amazing tomatoes and fabulous herbs and things. A couple that’s come over from Kenya, they have an enormous polytunnel and they’re growing African melons and just amazing things you’ve never heard of … my ideal garden would be one third [set aside] for nature – pollinators, newts, frogs, even the slugs and snails can have their place! They have to have something to eat. (Julia, United Kingdom)
 
            
 
            Julia’s reflection here highlights many aspects of human community that are woven throughout the gardens included in this research. She identifies the warm, welcoming, social aspects of the garden – perhaps what many people would immediately understand as ‘community’ – before lamenting the changes in openness brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic (changes which were largely geared towards the interests of protecting vulnerable members of society). She emphasizes the strengths and joys brought about by cultural diversity and difference and considers the needs of the nonhuman species that “have their space” in her ideal garden. ‘Community’ is not homogenous or static, nor necessarily positive; communities are about relationships, and the practices we engage in around, with, for, and in spite of others.
 
            We see throughout these interviews that – as reflected in the term itself – community gardens create, embody, challenge, and nurture human and nonhuman communities. The examples throughout this volume illustrate some quite different examples of community; where some gardens are open to everyone, others are expensive and exclusive. Some gardens are oriented to the ‘individual’ gardener who wants space to grow things, while others have collectives of workers who contribute to organized ‘working bees.’8 Some gardens have education programs or donate food to those in the surrounding community. Relationships between humans and nonhumans are similarly diverse and complex. This is explored in more depth throughout this volume, particularly in Chapter 5.
 
            Importantly, the communities – that is, the relationships – formed and practiced within the gardens are best understood as relationships grounded in ethics. The ethical basis of how the participants experienced their gardens and gardening were not neatly demarcated as being about religion or nonreligion or being about humans ‘versus’ nonhumans. Rather, the gardeners’ reasons for participating in community gardening were complex, encompassing relationships with other humans, religion and spirituality, nonhuman species, soil, weather, and unknown others. These relationships were not always positive – participants described times of tension, frustration, and sadness. We argue that it is through others that we come to know ourselves and, as described above, the communities formed between humans and nonhumans is the ‘stuff’ of nonreligion. It is a way of understanding how humans find their place in their world.
 
            Gardeners incorporate plants, insects, and animals into their understanding of community. In the vignettes that opened this chapter, Noah described how he is happy to let the orange beetles eat the asparagus late in the season, moving toward a more egalitarian understanding of humans’ relationships with the other-than-human world. Commitments to organic gardening, or a reduction in the use of pesticides, reflect a similar respect for nonhuman others. These commitments do not derive solely from concerns about the impacts on human health, but from concerns about the impacts on a broader other-than-human community that includes the health and welfare of plants, insects, and animals. These relationships are complex: attitudes toward pollinating insects are different from attitudes toward invasive slugs. However, they suggest a different ethical understanding of human obligations to the other-than-human plants, insects, and animals that share the garden.
 
           
          
            6 Community and Materiality
 
             
              An Argentinian garden: The garden is located near the railroad tracks. The land was in disuse and with large pasture but belongs to the railroad company. With the support of several neighbours, a group of members from a political space decided to convert the land into a community garden. Over time, they began a process of community urbanization and installed tables and benches so that the neighbours could enjoy this space for meeting and socializing. The garden has a corridor in the middle that separates the two cultivation spaces, since the idea is to make it a walkway. It is not fenced because its participation is open to everyone, and it is a space made by and for the neighbourhood. The plots are communal and the work is collective and rotational. The produce is shared between participants and neighbours, and also some part of it is used for a popular pot9 that is done each week. (Interviewer’s Fieldnotes, An Argentinian Garden)
 
            
 
            Finally, community building is as much about physical buildings and places as it is about relationships. For example, the material characteristics of the Argentinian garden described above include tables and benches, a walkway, and the absence of fences, significantly shaping how it enables particular forms of community. These physical characteristics also shaped the relationship of the garden to the community around it. Similar themes are found in many of the gardens we studied.
 
            Here, as in other gardens explored throughout this volume, the nonhuman aspects of the garden space make up the space, place, and community of the garden. These nonhuman aspects of the environment actively shape the garden in a similar way to slugs and orange beetles, and raise many questions about community, accessibility, and collaboration. For example, to whom is the garden physically or socially accessible, and why? Who is expected to work within a garden, and who profits or benefits from this work? Who owns or claims the garden space, and how has this changed over time?
 
            The concerns and ethics embedded in these dynamics relate to both humans and nonhumans, and ‘run across’ the beliefs and practices of religious and nonreligious participants alike. These questions also highlight how the micro-space of an individual community garden relates to broad, important social problems and solutions, offering ways for people to contribute to structural processes in a tangible way. The implications of these questions are picked up throughout the chapters of this volume.
 
           
          
            7 Conclusion
 
             
              Judy and I have met at a local library – it is comfortable and warm, but there is little natural light and we are both conscious of a young child crying nearby. As Judy talks, however, I can perfectly picture her hard at work in the garden. She describes the learning processes involved in her work there – that there are no absolute right or wrong answers, but it is about accepting change and the possibility of a better result next year. She describes rows of camellias used for making tea, and how she avoids wearing gloves while weeding so that she can feel the roots of the plants as she pulls. At the end of our conversation, we discuss our joint experiences in growing indoor plants at home. Judy suggests that I grow ginger, although she’s had some trouble with its watering regime. I comment that it would be helpful if plants could speak to us but, as Judy replies, perhaps “we just don’t understand the language yet.” (Interviewer’s Fieldnotes, An Australian Garden)
 
            
 
            This chapter has introduced the complexity and diversity of the gardens and gardeners comprising this research. Here, we have aimed to answer the question, ‘why community gardens?’ – or, more specifically, ‘what does studying community gardens as a site of nonreligion allow us to understand about lifestances?’ As some of the examples included in this chapter show, gardening can relate to religion and religious worldviews – a garden might be established by a church, or an individual gardener might understand their work as a dedication to their faith. Community gardening, however, is a practice which allows us to understand nonreligious ontology and ethics, with gardening working to reflect and construct how people understand their place in the world. This is a world populated not only by humans, but by the nonhuman species and processes that situate humans in myriad ways; by bringing humans directly into contact with the nonhuman, community gardens offer a fascinating avenue for understanding the being and doing of nonreligion.
 
            As people engage in community gardening, it draws them into an experience of community and of relationships that changes the way they feel and think about the world. Sometimes these changes are more significant, and sometimes they are less substantial; either way, in order to understand what it means to be nonreligious we argue that we need to start by exploring activities such as community gardening. As the quotes above illustrate, when people talk about their experience of community gardening, they talk about discovering a new, or more nuanced, form of morality; they talk about practices and rituals, relationships and community, and social and environmental justice and equality. These practices are often oriented toward a world-repairing imaginary (Beaman and Stacey 2021). This is not to say that all nonreligious people are engaged in world-repairing practices; nonreligious people are not morally or ethically superior to religious people and many nonreligious people engage in harmful practices as well that are deeply problematic. Rather, our argument is that some forms of nonreligion are deeply engaged with the problems confronting our world and loved ones, and community gardens are a beautiful example of how to ‘do’ this work.
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          Notes

          1
            Daphne is referring to major environmental protest movements in the 1970s and 1980s in Australia to prevent the damming of Lake Pedder (which was dammed) and to prevent the damming of the Franklin River (which was not dammed). These were defining moments in the development of the Australian environmental movement.

          
          2
            “Centros vecinales are non-profit associations of neighbours, with participation in the municipal management, it represents neighbours from an area or sector of their jurisdiction, they are constituted for the satisfaction of the common needs and the improvement of their quality of life, based on principles of democratic participation, mutual collaboration and neighbourhood solidarity”. Ordenanza N° 10713/2004 [Municipalidad de Córdoba].

          
          3
            Mate is a traditional drink from Argentina. It is an infusion made with yerba mate leaves.

          
          4
            Pachamama is a deity or sacred entity revered throughout many countries of South America. Commonly associated with life, Earth and fertility, ritual practices form a central part of reverence for Pachamama

          
          5
            The potoroo is a small member of the marsupial family. They have narrow, thin faces and are omnivorous, eating both plants and insects.

          
          6
            Minga is a Quechuan word referring to ‘shared work for the common good’ – for example, volunteers scheduling a day a week to rotate the gardens they worked on in order to help one another.

          
          7
            Permaculture is a land management strategy originating in Australia, which emphasizes external inputs in favour of encouraging practices like composting and the reuse and recycling of plant matter.

          
          8
            A ‘working bee’ is when a group of gardeners decide to work together at the garden on a common project for the benefit of the garden.

          
          9
            A communal meal meant for low income or homeless people, commonly organized by social organizations or charities.
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          Abstract
 
          We begin with a discussion of lifestances, which we define as the beliefs, behaviours, and relationships related to one’s conception of life and existence. We illustrate how lifestances solve some of the problems that have resulted from broad understandings of lived religion and spirituality. To illustrate the utility of the lifestances concept, we examine how our community garden interviewees complicate their (non)religious identities. This allows us to demonstrate that lifestances are a universal concept that helps us understand individuals without reference to religion. We conclude with a discussion of the various elements of lifestances by focusing on how Finnish community gardeners responded to the invasive Spanish slug. The response to the Spanish slug illustrates that lifestances are learned and shaped by cultures and environments. Finnish community gardeners’ response to the Spanish slug also allows us to explore the nuances of the concept of lifestances and to illustrate that people can have a lifestance without having reflected upon it and lifestances can have negative or even harmful elements to them. We conclude by arguing that the concept of lifestances helps us move past framing nonreligion as a subtraction or absence narrative and instead helps scholars understand the positive or substantive beliefs, behaviours, and values people hold, regardless of their relationship to religion.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            In this chapter we propose that gardening can be viewed as a lifestance (or part of a lifestance). Lifestances refer to a new framework for thinking about who and what people are, what they do, what they believe, what they value, how they interact with others, and how they reflect upon and enact morality. Focusing on community gardeners’ (non)religious self-descriptions, the connections they make – and refrain from making – between religion and gardening, and their relationships with nature and nonhuman animals, we illustrate that the lifestances approach helps us understand how people situate and orient themselves toward the world, in a manner that avoids privileging religion and does justice to people’s lived experiences.
 
            We understand lifestances to be the beliefs, behaviours, and relationships related to one’s conception of life and existence (Cragun, Beaman, and Ezzy under review). Gardens make an interesting case for research on lifestances, because they involve beliefs about, behaviours concerning, and relationships with nature. Gardening conveys and shapes ethical beliefs about the relationships that humans maintain with the environment and structures terrestrial relationships (see Chapter 4) via behaviours and practices in the garden. We build upon the work of Stopes-Roe (2007), who, as far as we are aware, was the first to employ the term “life stance” in a fashion similar to how we are using it.
 
            The following insights specify how we understand lifestances. First, when it comes to beliefs, lifestances apply to everyone. Whether someone is devoutly Hindu or is so unfamiliar with the concept of religion that it is arguably alien to them, everyone has a lifestance. As we show in more detail below, there is a need for a concept that is universally applicable. Lois Lee (2012) made this point when she first proposed the term “nonreligion.” Lifestances create a level playing field for all people, whether religious, irreligious, areligious, or nonreligious (Cragun 2016).
 
            Second, with regards to behaviours, much of human conduct takes place without reflection, suggesting that we “do” things without thinking about what we are doing in advance (Sapolsky 2023). As a result, behaviour is a reflection of who we are, not just our beliefs. Behaviours can reflect beliefs, but people can behave without having a clearly developed underlying existential or moral framework. Individuals need not have a clearly articulated lifestance or even be aware of their lifestance. Lifestances are embodied in the sense that they are observable without requiring people to reflect on them explicitly or whether or not someone is aware of their lifestance.
 
            Third, lifestances are about, and manifest in relationships. Underlying lifestances is the notion that human beings are first and foremost relational, involved, and concerned beings (Sayer 2011: 20). While we can think about lifestances at an individual level, much of someone’s lifestance will be shared, just as we share aspects of reality (Berger and Luckmann 1967). All people learn beliefs, behaviours, and how to develop relationships from and with others, including nonhuman others. Lifestances reach beyond individuals to the ideological and cultural forces that provide the frameworks for how people act, interact, and reflect upon their morality. While lifestances may not be subject to authoritative structures, such as religious institutions, traditions, or dogma, they can and for many people do include those elements. Like behaviours, the relationships do not require reflection, though many probably do reflect on these aspects of themselves. Daily practices and encounters can challenge normative epistemologies and create spaces for their reimagination. This illustrates the deeply interconnected nature of beliefs, behaviours, and relationships.
 
           
          
            2 Beyond Religion and Its Derivatives
 
            In her insightful book “Lived religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life”, Meredith McGuire (2008) argued that gardening can be a religious activity. Via gardening, her informant, Margaret, “engaged in deeply meaningful and moving spiritual practices” and started to think of gardening as “a valuable spiritual discipline” (McGuire 2008: 7–8). Similarly, in their theological account of lived religion, Ganzevoort & Roeland (2014) claimed that for their interviewee, Maria, “gardening is much more than a hobby. It is an existential and spiritual activity.” Inspired by such notions, they take gardening as an illustrative case for lived religion.
 
            In this chapter we suggest an alternative interpretation: gardening not as (lived) religion, but as an expression of someone’s lifestance. The need for this alternative conceptualization is tied to the changes in the global religious landscape. In light of widespread and rapid secularization around the world (Kasselstrand et al. 2023), a growing number of scholars have begun to recognize that old models for understanding religion no longer work. Religion is just one lens through which people can view the world (Taves 2020; Taves et al. 2018), but because of its historical dominance, religion retains sufficient power that it subdues and represses its absence. Classifying all people vis-a-vis religion privileges and centres religion (Cragun and Hammer 2011). People who are not religious need not be identified in relation to religion. Yet, precisely how to describe and potentially classify or characterize individuals’ beliefs, practices and relationships without reference to religion is challenging. Lifestances address this challenge. To see why this is important, a short detour to the common concepts and approaches in the study of religion is in order. It shows the tendency to broaden the concept of religion in a manner that is problematic from the perspective of people’s lived experiences – especially of those who do not consider themselves religious.
 
            Scholarly definitions of religion are traditionally divided into substantive and functionalist definitions. Substantive definitions of religion try to parcel out an aspect of the social world as religion based on specific characteristics. As an example, synthesizing Max Weber’s work on religion, Swatos and Gustafson (1992) provided a detailed, substantive definition, “religion is a patterning of social relationships around a belief in supernatural powers, creating ethical considerations” (11). With substantive definitions, the aim is to single out a component of the social world and characterize that as religion. Substantive definitions typically align quite closely with how people think about religion. They also draw boundaries such that someone could suggest that praying to one’s god is religious while riding a bicycle is not. The problem with substantive definitions is that they often focus on formal institutional aspects of religion and privilege Westernized, Christianity-inspired notions of what constitutes religion’s substance (Josephson 2012).
 
            Functionalist definitions, in turn, focus on what religion does. For instance, Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis (1993: 8) state, “We shall define religion as whatever we as individuals do to come to grips personally with the questions that confront us because we are aware that we and others like us are alive and that we will die.” Such a definition ignores the specific content that would be included under the rubric of religion and instead focuses on what religion does. Thus, any attempt to answer existential questions would count as religion, whether those attempts derive exclusively from philosophy or from religion and whether those attempts include ideas or thoughts that people would traditionally consider to be religious or secular. By this definition, someone who draws exclusively on science to answer where humans came from has turned science into religion. Functionalist definitions are problematic as they are typically far too inclusive of aspects of social reality that are not considered religion or religious by most people.
 
            Another common conceptual classification is religion versus spirituality. Spirituality can either be defined broadly as an umbrella concept that considers all people spiritual (de Jager Meezenbroek et al. 2012; Steensland et al. 2022) or restricted to those interactions with the supernatural that are not tied to institutional or organized religion (Cragun et al. 2015). Fundamentally, it seems as though spirituality, as a concept, should be distinct from religiosity, even if people can be both religious and spiritual. Many scholars, when drawing this distinction, argue that religiosity is tied to institutional religions while spirituality exists independent of organized religions (Zinnbauer et al. 1997; Zinnbauer et al. 1999).
 
            Scholars also often distinguish between formal or institutional religion and lived religion. From a theoretical perspective, lived religion is a very simple concept: individual people take collective beliefs, behaviours, and identities from their religion and customize them, making them their own. Lived religion, then, refers to how people enact their religiosity – how a Muslim, Jew, Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Sikh, and so on understands and practices their religion. With many early understandings of lived religion, the utility of the concept was in delineating that people often customize their religiosity in ways that are unique to them (Bellah et al. 2007). Such individuals are still tied to institutional or organized religion, but lived religion denotes the ways in which they personalize and live their religion. This narrow understanding of lived religion is close to the concepts of extra-institutional religiosity (Ganiel 2019) or reflexive religiosity (Marti 2015).
 
            In contrast to this narrow view, some prominent advocates of the idea of lived religion frame it in broader terms (Ammerman 2013, 2021; McGuire 2008). Ammerman has explicitly broadened the concept of lived religion. She argues that lived religion encompasses anything religious or spiritual, and that includes anything that the observer might consider to be religious or spiritual, even if the subject or actor does not consider the behaviour or belief to be religious or spiritual. This understanding of lived religion broadens the concept so substantially that it effectively becomes both a substantive and functionalist definition of both religiosity and spirituality – anything that could fall into the pre-specified domain of what might be considered religiosity or spirituality as well as anything that may represent a function of either religiosity or spirituality can be considered lived religion. This broad understanding has expanded the concept of lived religion to the point that it now supersedes institutional religion as everything humans do is lived. This definition of lived religion is so broad as to be meaningless. If everything is lived religion, then nothing is. If everything is spiritual, then nothing is.
 
            As an increasing number of people are not identifying themselves as religious, there is a growing body of research that focuses on those people who are “other to religion” (Smith and Cragun 2019). Lee (2012) and Quack (2014) formalized the term nonreligion to describe those people. Further, noting that nonreligious people do not constitute a unified group, scholars have also begun to explore lived nonreligion. The idea behind the concept is that if there is religion, then there must be nonreligion, or that which is not religious but related to it (Lee 2012; Quack 2014). And if there is lived religion, then there is also lived nonreligion. Salonen (2018: 4) defines lived nonreligion as, “the ways in which people or communities who do not necessarily or primarily identify as religious, see the world, and their own and others’ place in it.” Beaman (2017: 10) similarly suggests the need to explore nonreligion in the context of everyday life, especially in terms of ethically troubling questions and relational entanglements. Lived nonreligion goes beyond people’s stances against religion. Frost (2019) has illustrated that, for many nonreligious individuals, lacking certainty due to limited knowledge on a metaphysical issue is acceptable and tolerable (e.g., what happens when we die). Thus, for some nonreligious individuals, a lack of certainty is part of their lived nonreligion.
 
            However, the lived nonreligion approach faces the same challenges that broad approaches to lived religion do. There is a threat that every activity – from fishing to farming and from sports to spelunking – would all be within the domain of lived nonreligion. Just as the broad understanding of lived religion is so broad as to be meaningless, a broad understanding of lived nonreligion would be so broad as to be useless. It would not, effectively demarcate part of the social world; everything would potentially be lived nonreligion.
 
            The narrow understandings of lived religion and lived nonreligion are useful approaches as they show that religious and nonreligious identities are not straightforward, simplistic, institutionally-derived identities. They are identities that are constantly being negotiated and performed, akin to gender (West and Zimmerman 1987). Ammerman (2021) notes that some of the rationale for developing the idea of lived religion was as an emancipatory project. By focusing on how individuals live their religion, scholars can wrest control of the concept of religiosity away from organized religion and give voice to the ways that people practice and think about religion. The lived nonreligion approach has taken this a step further by making the crucial point that we also must consider those who are other to religion.
 
            A potential concern with the lived religion and lived nonreligion approaches, however, is that, even with the narrower understandings, they can focus on aspects of the social world that the religious and nonreligious have in common. As Salonen (2018) illustrated, both the religious and the nonreligious develop sets of beliefs related to food. The overlap, conceptually, suggests that both lived religion and nonreligion are attempting to capture something important, but that something continues to be framed as somehow related to religion, as though religion is or should be the reality par excellence and everything else derives from religion (Berger and Luckmann 1967). In a world where there have always been people who are other to religion (Whitmarsh 2016) and religion is declining (Kasselstrand et al. 2023), to continue to use religion as the frame for understanding how people live is to privilege religion as the ultimate referent for everyone. We believe it is time to topple the hegemon.
 
           
          
            3 Data and Methods
 
            In what follows, we examine community gardeners’ (non)religious self-descriptions, connections they make between religion and gardening, and their relationship with nature and nonhuman animals (see the methodological appendix). By doing so, we show both the boundaries of the lived religion and nonreligion approaches and the added value of lifestances.
 
            We look at two themes in our interviews. First, we focus on religiosity and its absences. Our interviewee schedule intentionally left out any reference to religion until the very end of the interview. If there were references to religion or spirituality earlier in the interview, those were generated exclusively by the interviewee without prompting from the researcher. The second theme examines references our participants made to their relationships with nature and nonhuman animals. Sometimes, these were in response to our question about the challenges and difficulties participants experienced in the gardens. At other times, participants brought up nonhuman animals in response to other questions.
 
            The following principles guided our methodology. First, the lifestances approach is an emic one – it takes as true what the individual understands to be true without forcing individuals into a framework advocated by the researcher. We do not interpret someone’s thoughts or comments as having anything to do with religion, spirituality, or nonreligion unless the interviewee explicitly made that connection. This reflects one of the advantages of framing these elements of social life as lifestances over the broad understanding of lived religion. We allow the individuals to make connections to religion or spirituality or nonreligion or the secular and do not force such connections. Similarly, we did not provide a definition of nature for our participants but simply asked them, “What in general is human’s relationship to nature, and what is your relationship to nature? Has gardening impacted that?” In other words, our participants brought to their responses their own conceptions of nature.
 
            Second, our approach to lifestances is inductive rather than deductive. In Cragun, Beaman, and Ezzy (under review), we developed the lifestances concept by looking at what nonreligious people do, how they relate with others, and how they think and realized that they were reflecting on themselves and their understanding of life and their place in the universe and that was also being reflected in their behaviours and relationships. In this chapter, we apply the idea of lifestances to our case study by using a similar, inductive approach. We read through our interviews carefully, focusing on references they made to religion and spirituality as well as how they framed their relationships with nature and nonhuman living things. It was in reading through these interviews that we came to see the contents and (porous) boundaries of their lifestances.
 
           
          
            4 Digging Up Boundaries
 
            
              4.1 The Gardeners’ Self-Descriptions
 
              Our participants were selected to participate in our study because they were community gardeners not based on their (non)religiosity. Using the narrow understanding of lived religion, we wanted to see how they described themselves when asked, “Do you consider yourself religious?” at the end of the interview. Some people did consider themselves religious, others did not, and some were in between.
 
              Some of the interviewees expressed concisely ‘who they were’ in a religious sense. “Yes. We’re Baptists. Baptists born again believers,” was the brief response to this question provided by husband and wife, Amelia and Elijah, an elderly couple from the US. Similarly, Jennifer was explicit about her religious affiliation:
 
               
                So I was, I was brought up in the Anglican Church and, I mean not, like it wasn’t heavy duty or anything like that. It’s a part of who I am. It’s a part of my culture. I sometimes go to church. But I would say that, you know, the spirituality of my religious beliefs are important to who I am as a person. (Jennifer, Canada)
 
              
 
              On the nonreligious side, Diego replied,
 
               
                I do not profess any religion. No, no, I don’t have any religion and my only belief is that well, it is possible to live in a community without trouble, in fact we do it ourselves. (Diego, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
              
 
              These responses make it very clear that some of our participants identified themselves as religious while others did not. This doesn’t quite get at the lived portion of their religiosity, but it does inform us whether we should consider using a lived religion approach with these individuals. For the husband and wife interviewed together, Amelia and Elijah, and for Jennifer, it would make sense to then look at what they do and how they go about their daily lives, including their gardening, to see whether we can observe the ways in which they live their religion. In contrast, since Diego doesn’t consider himself religious, there is no reason to further examine what he does with a lens focused on how it might be religious. In other words, a narrow understanding of lived religion allows individuals to determine whether or not they are religious.
 
              In contrast to these straightforward responses, many of our participants did not fit themselves neatly into distinctive religious or nonreligious categories. Some also wanted to explain their (non)religiosity in more detail. Some of these people were comfortably in between religion and nonreligion. Marcela described her identity as follows:
 
               
                I am a non-practicing Catholic. I don’t have any religion that I really practice. I am closer to the Afro-Brazilian religions because of capoeira [an Afro-Brazilian martial art that includes dance and spirituality], but I don’t practice either. And I have a spirituality that is much more connected to nature. Something more animist. (Marcela, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
              
 
              Marcela still identifies as Catholic but doesn’t practice it and has leanings toward animism, reflecting a complex religiosity.
 
              Emma, a young woman from the US, noted that she “was raised a Christian and a kind of mix?”1 She further described that she was “not practicing as much anymore as I was when I was younger.” She believed in a god and thought about religion as “a guiding moral compass,” but did not want to “judge other people for how they’re living their lives.” She summarized her stance as follows: “So I guess I am a non-denominational, non-practicing Christian. If that’s a thing.” In other words, Emma still identifies herself as a Christian (identity or belonging) but from a behavioural standpoint, wouldn’t consider herself institutionally religious.
 
              Some of our participants distanced themselves from strict categories. Petri from Finland, said, “Yes I do, yes, yes I do consider myself religious. I don’t think I’m a believer, I think I’m religious.” He then explained this in more detail:
 
               
                Well, yes, I mean in the sense that I’m interested in quite a lot of different beliefs and I’m not religious in the sense that I go to church or follow a particular religion. I’m not religious in that way. But then again, I’m fascinated by the questions and the interaction between people in many ways. (Petri, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              Petri was particularly interested in this question and described the religious practices in which he engages:
 
               
                I’ve sung in a lot in choirs, and I’ve also sung a lot in church services. And I don’t feel that I’m terribly against it, but rather that I find it fascinating to see how people are there and in what way they do things and then kind of accept it. I am also happy to be involved in that activity, even though I don’t belong to a church myself. (Petri, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              Petri’s response to this question helps illustrate why a lived religion approach – particularly the broad understanding but in this case the narrow understanding as well – can be extremely problematic. Petri is participating in religious services in order to sing in choirs, but he isn’t really a believer, just interested in the beliefs. He also doesn’t identify with a religion or have a specific congregation that he considers his own. Does Petri’s involvement with institutional religion – despite not identifying with it or believing it – make him religious or not? Honestly, we’re not sure. And, of course, does this mean Petri is engaging in some form of lived religion despite the fact that he doesn’t consider himself to have a religion but rather that he interfaces with religious institutions because of his other-than-religious interests? Again, we’re not sure. If we wanted to make Petri out as being religious, this would obviously give us an opportunity to do so. But we could also argue that Petri’s lack of a religious affiliation or identity means that Petri isn’t really religious, just interested in singing and a better understanding of religious doctrines.
 
              Petri’s in-between classification of himself helps illustrate one of the problems with the narrow lived religion approach: in order for someone to “live their religion” they must necessarily have a religion. In Petri’s case, he does not claim to be religiously affiliated, yet he interacts with religious institutions. That this could be interpreted as lived religion or perhaps even lived nonreligion, depending on the researcher, makes it clear just how subjective lived religion approaches are. They are very much influenced by how the researcher interprets a given situation. As a result, what constitutes lived religion, even in the narrow sense, is at least somewhat subjective, and in the broad sense could be entirely subjective.
 
              Some of our interviewees problematized the category of religion. When asked whether she considered herself religious, Helena, from Finland, said, “Unfortunately, I’m not.” She then continued, by asking, “What do you mean by religion?” She continued her description by noting that, “Yes, I belong to [the Lutheran] church, but I’m not that religious. I have certain beliefs, but no, I’m not a Christian,” and then described her nonreligious spirituality in reference to shamanism, nature, and the universe. Helena appears to fall just to the other side of the institutional religion line compared to Petri. She identifies as having a Christian affiliation, but not a Christian identity. Instead, she describes a set of beliefs that are tied to a combination of spirituality, science, and naturalism. Helena’s response, like Petri’s, opens up an opportunity to apply a narrow lived religion lens but also a narrow lived nonreligion lens.
 
              Our point here is not to suggest that every person should be clearly classifiable as either religious or nonreligious. Our point is that both lived religion and lived nonreligion necessarily suffer from a problem of determining who the subjects of inquiry are or should be. Can a lived religion framework be applied to someone if they report no religious affiliation, never attend religious services, but think Jesus may have been a good person? Can a lived nonreligion framework be applied to someone if they are an atheist, like attending religious funerals, and consider themselves a lapsed Catholic? Is there a way to determine when someone is engaging in lived religion versus lived nonreligion? Lived religion and lived nonreligion as theoretical lenses are vague.
 
              In summary, our interviewees’ (non)religious self-descriptions are extremely varied. This is not surprising. It is in line with a plethora of past research that shows the plurality of religious and nonreligious identities in the contemporary world (Brown et al. 2023). In light of the above theoretical discussion and what should be the priority of those using a lived religion approach to centre the voices of the people being studied, it would make sense to start with how the study participants describe themselves. Yet, this is problematic. Our informants were not religiously homogeneous. Community gardening in these locations is not clearly a “religious” or “nonreligious” activity based on the gardeners’ (non)religious self-descriptions. This poses a problem for researchers of lived (non)religion: Who should we study? Should the focus be exclusively on individuals who are strictly religious or nonreligious? What do you do about the individuals who place themselves “in-between” and/or “outside” (non)religious self-descriptions? (This issue is taken up in much greater detail in Chapter 7).
 
              Admittedly, (non)religious self-descriptions do not provide us a lot of information about what people actually do, but it seems like they are important and should be a starting point for any investigation into lived (non)religion. Religious or nonreligious self-descriptions can also help draw boundaries around what is lived religion or what is lived nonreligion, though individuals like Helena and Petri who fall in between being institutionally religious or not problematize this issue. These problems and complications suggest that the lived religion approach is problematic and justifies researchers asking more nuanced questions and seeking alternatives to understand these phenomena better.
 
             
            
              4.2 The Meanings Attached to Gardening
 
              Of course, the focus of lived (non)religion is not really on how people self-identify but on what they do, and what meanings they give to their doings. To understand this better, we examined quotes where the interviewees made an explicit connection between either religion/nonreligion/spirituality and gardening/nature. All of these examples come from early in the interview before we raised the topic of religion, which means the participants raised the issue of religion or nonreligion without our prompting. We avoided interpreting quotes from our participants as representing religious or nonreligious views unless the interviewees themselves made that connection.
 
              First, some of the interviewees drew explicit connections between (non)religion and gardening/nature without us asking them. These interviewees reported various (non)religious identities, and the connections they drew between (non)religion and gardening were diverse. For example, Johanna talked about gardening in the framework of her Christian practice:
 
               
                So maybe now I could say something from the spiritual point of view, since this is a church plot, after all. I think that this is also about showing a concrete example, showing that God may have also perhaps meant us to live in a relationship with nature, protecting nature. Also to cultivate and benefit from nature. So here we can set an example and also an example of farming locally and then using it to make good food for the community and other things. I think that it fits in well with our spiritual context as an activity in itself. (Johanna, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              Erica drew connections between gardening and her Christian beliefs:
 
               
                It’s calmness, it’s my connection to God that’s closer to God because I don’t know, but I believe that we were meant to be farmers from the very beginning. Adam and Eve were told to tend the garden. Cain and Abel. One of them was the gardener. So I just tend to believe that we were meant to be gardeners and stuff like that. (Erica, USA)
 
              
 
              Likewise, Alice without prompting, connected her religious beliefs to her gardening:
 
               
                So I think humans’ relationship to nature … So I’m a Christian. So I believe in creationism and that God created us to take care of plants and animals and everything. I see our relationship as that we have a responsibility to take care of the environment as best we can. But also that plants have been put here for us to use, and for us to eat as humans. So that’s my relationship. I don’t really think that gardening has changed my relationship. (Alice, Canada)
 
              
 
              Johanna, Erica, and Alice can be interpreted as clear cases for lived religion in the narrow sense of the term: they have taken their religious beliefs and practices outside of institutional religious settings and are overlaying those beliefs and practices onto their gardening, giving religious meaning to their gardening practices in light of their religious framework. They are religiously affiliated and overlaying their religiosity onto their gardening, showing how they quite literally “live their religion” outside of the context of institutional religion.
 
              We also found examples in our data that seem to fit cleanly into a lived nonreligion framework. Riina connected gardening explicitly to her nonreligious spirituality that consists of happiness, beauty, and tranquillity:
 
               
                But as you’ve probably seen in the last hour or so, I think this is a lovely place and I’m really happy to have this. And yes, I’ve said out loud during the summer that I liken this in some ways to a kind of silence. And because I’m not religious myself and I don’t believe in human-made gods in particular. (Riina, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              Riina makes it clear that she is linking her activities in the garden with her nonreligiosity and arguing that her belief system and activities combine to create a space for silence. Similarly, Liana, a middle-aged woman who was raised Christian and later turned to Buddhism, but refused to identify as either Buddhist or Christian (but also indicated that she wasn’t rejecting either identity) used religious language to satirically describe her gardening:
 
               
                But I think it’s because it’s like a sanctuary. Maybe it’s just like, I feel like I need to go to church twice a week, right? I need to be there on Saturdays and Wednesdays. You know, praising the kale and collards (laughs). (Liana, USA)
 
              
 
              For Liana, whose (non)religious identity is complex, she framed her community garden as her sanctuary and likened going to the garden regularly as her religious practice with the produce as her object of worship. Re-listening to the recording of Liana saying this, it was clear that she was, at some level, satirizing religious practice as she was audibly laughing at this point in the recording. Even so, it illustrates that people often turn to the language religion provides to capture fundamental human behaviours and understandings (returning us to the functional understanding of religion discussed above; see Gilsvik 2025). Liana’s description of her gardening practice can be interpreted as religion-like or “quasi-religious” activity (Zeller 2015), allowing for either a lived religion or lived nonreligion frame to be applied, even though it’s also possible to argue that Liana simply lacks the language to describe her gardening practice as something other than religious.
 
              Erica, Johanna, and Alice “apply” their religion to gardening; they are quite literally living their religion in the garden. Riina described her gardening in a nonreligious way, framing it as non-supernatural spirituality (Ecklund 2010), while Liana broadened religious language to fit her gardening practice. All of these examples lend themselves to analysis from a lived (non)religion perspective.
 
              But there are also several cases where the connections between gardening and (non)religion are not being made. This is a critical point. Many of our interviewees did not make any connections between gardening and religion. The absence of a connection carries a heavy weight. It implies that for these individuals, gardening is not lived religion, nor lived nonreligion.
 
              For these individuals, gardening is gardening.
 
              This silence matters. What often escapes notice in the study of lived religion is the unsaid, the left-out, the disregarded, the stuff that people pay no attention to. These “nonevents” do not lend themselves easily to straightforward empirical examples, but it does not mean that they are irrelevant. Yet, we hardly see critical analyses of these absences of religion in the lived religion and lived nonreligion literature. We argue that researchers tread on uneven ground when they continue using the lived (non)religion framework with individuals who do not draw explicit connections to (non)religion in their everyday activities. To be explicit: both the lived religion and lived nonreligion frameworks privilege religion and ignore the relational, ethical, and meaningful nature of gardening that exists outside these frameworks.
 
              This leads to a second problem that reframes the question of “Who should we study?”, but from a slightly different angle: Should we only study those people who connect gardening to religious, nonreligious, or spiritual meanings, beliefs, or practices? Or should we also include those who do not make these connections? If we only study those who make the connections explicit, we are engaging in flawed research as we are effectively sampling on the dependent variable,2 making it seem as though everyone engages in lived (non)religion. How might it change our analyses if we include those people who do not make explicit connections?
 
              Omissions are ways of avoiding knowing things that would contradict existing ideas. Avoidance is not only individual; it is an “indelibly communal phenomenon” (Presser 2022: 15). Scholars who attempt to analyse interviews lacking explicit connections between everyday activities and religion within the framework of ‘lived religion’, face two challenges: Either researchers would have to impose religious categories on people that those same people may not agree with (and ignore their silence) or researchers would have to narrow down the target group either beforehand or exclude groups of people from the study retrospectively. This would run the risk of losing interesting information, but more importantly would silence the voices of some people. According to Presser (2022: 7):
 
               
                Silencing compounds subjugation and suffering for those directly affected. It keeps oppressive structures in place. It also results in lost contributions and incomplete and inaccurate social histories.
 
              
 
              Ignoring silences when it comes to lived religion is a way to maintain religious privilege and hegemony.
 
              Up to this point, our findings indicate that gardening provides a context to talk about experiences and practices in connection to (non)religious outlooks for people with various (non)religious identifications. In other words, gardening can be interpreted as representing both ‘lived religion’ and ‘lived nonreligion’ – at least insofar as people associate it with their (non)religious outlooks on life. But, more importantly, our data illustrate that this argument should only be made when people explicitly associate it with their (non)religious outlooks on life. Extending a lived religion framework beyond people’s self-identifications departs from people’s own accounts and imposes (non)religious labels or categories on them, potentially against their own inclinations. Here we hit the boundaries of lived (non)religion.
 
             
           
          
            5 Nurturing Lifestances
 
            
              5.1 Beliefs about Humans and Nature
 
              We now move on to applying lifestances as an alternative frame of interpretation that addresses the problems outlined above. We draw from how our interviewees conceptualize their relationship with nature and how they interact with nonhuman living things in gardens, keeping in mind our understanding of lifestances as the beliefs, behaviours, and relationships related to one’s conception of life and existence.
 
              To begin with beliefs: as we analysed the participants’ thoughts on humanity’s relationship with nature, we noticed something interesting. The accounts are often very similar across people who otherwise differ substantially in their religious identities and whether they connect (non)religion and gardening, or not. Four Finnish gardeners illustrate this finding. Johanna, who we met above, describes her relationship with nature as living in nature’s rhythm. She considers herself as both a visitor in, and part of nature. For her, it was important that her actions support nature’s wellbeing. Riina also considers herself a visitor in or with nature. When expressing how she sees human relationships to nature, she talks about the power of nature and the concomitant respect and fear of nature that humans should maintain. For her, nature is powerful and humans must respect that. But she also notes the beauty of nature and, specific to the context of gardening, describes growing things as something of a “miracle.”
 
              Paula, from Finland, notes in her response to this question that nature has a positive effect on people. She frames nature as a form of “medicine.” She, too, sees humans as part of nature, though she also suggests that humans should cooperate with nature. This subtle distinction suggests a dualistic understanding of humans as both separate from and part of nature at the same time. Like Riina, Paula acknowledges the power of nature over humans and human dependence on nature. Petri also said that humans are part of nature. He discusses at length his understanding of “nature” as an all-inclusive concept. For Petri, when he reflects on nature, he is reflecting on something bigger than humans that sets limits to human action.
 
              From here we can detect the positive content of these gardeners’ beliefs related to their conceptions of life and existence. All four of these individuals consider humans to be part of nature, though they often framed this as humans also being able to reflect on nature, which means that humans are both part of nature and somehow distinct from nature. They all also noted the power of nature over humans. All four gardeners raise questions concerning human alienation but also connection with nature. They talk about responsible actions regarding nature and what they should do. These gardeners also emphasize the value and beauty of nature and how they interact with nature.
 
              This similarity in responses is particularly intriguing because of other differences between Johanna, Riina, Paula, and Petri. Johanna is religious and, without prompting, connected the time she spent in the garden with her religiosity. Paula was exactly the opposite; she is nonreligious and made no connections to religion or nonreligion and her gardening activities. Riina is also not religious but did, without prompting, draw connections between her gardening and nonreligion. And, finally, Petri identifies as religious but also as a non-believer and he didn’t see any connection between his gardening and either his religious identity or his nonreligious beliefs. In other words, there are differences here in the (non)religious beliefs, identities, and behaviours of these four individuals. But there is also sameness in their lifestances. They all are conceptualizing the human relationship with nature in nearly identical ways.
 
              How do we account for the similarity in views on nature while simultaneously recognizing the differences in religiosity and spirituality? A lived (non)religion approach would offer no answers here. How can Johanna’s conceptualization of humans and nature be a manifestation of her lived religion – since she is religious – while Paula’s identical conception of nature would not reflect lived religion since she is not religious? One solution is, of course, to broaden one’s understanding of lived religion as much as we can. From that perspective, despite Paula explicitly saying that she is not religious, we would have to consider her religious because she thinks about humans and nature the same way that Johanna does. As we argued above, such an approach isn’t useful. Considering everyone religious is an imposition of identities on people who have rejected those very identities. It is hegemonic, oppressive, and othering (Schwalbe et al. 2000).
 
              Instead, we need an approach that considers our interviewees as equals. Framing our participants’ discussion of the relationship between humans and nature as reflections of their lifestances is a more inclusive approach that levels the garden for everyone. By putting these informants on the same level of analysis and effectively sidelining questions about their religious beliefs, we find the common ground they share.
 
             
            
              5.2 Everyday Practices in the Garden
 
              To further illustrate the utility of the lifestances framework, we analysed descriptions of our participants’ behaviour concerning nonhuman living beings. Readers should note that most of our interviews took place during the COVID pandemic, which meant we were unable to spend as much time as we would have liked observing behaviours. Instead, most of our discussion of behaviours as an element of lifestances is based on how our participants described their behaviours rather than on direct observation of those behaviours. However, our interviews are replete with detailed descriptions of gardening practice, giving us confidence that we are analysing what people do, not just what they believe.
 
              Gardens are particularly good locations for examining behaviours that intersect the human and nonhuman because gardening requires individuals to engage in both harm and care activities. Gardening requires nurturing some living things (e.g., plants and worms), yet every gardener also faces the trouble of dealing with pests, weeds, and other nonhuman living things that interfere with gardening. Figuring out how to deal with pests and weeds requires decision-making, negotiation, and navigating values and ethics. Previous research has suggested that (non)religious identities do not dictate relationships with nonhuman living things, even if relationships with nonhumans may reflect various religious or nonreligious ideas (Salonen 2019). Importantly, we are analysing “horizontal” relationships in gardens (a.k.a. “immanent” relationships). In other words, community gardeners primarily talk about their relationships with other humans, plants, animals, and insects. Their focus is on their terrestrial relationships. In contrast, they are not concerned with vertical or transcendent relationships between humans and the supernatural, or with identifying a transcendent frame of meaning or orienting worldview. The gardeners focus on their terrestrial relationships, and the accounts of these relationships provide keen insights into how humans think about, interact with, and behave toward other living things. In short, terrestrial relationships are a key component of lifestances as they tell us a great deal about how people situate themselves in the universe.
 
              One recurring theme we observed in the interviews was how to deal with nonhuman animals and plants that might consume or otherwise harm some of the plants the gardeners are intending to grow. The interviewees mentioned many species that can cause harm to their crops, including various weeds, insects, bugs, rats, rabbits, birds, and deer. For most of our interviewees, they had an accepting attitude toward these plants and animals and acknowledged they were part of life in a community garden. Cecilia provided an illustrative example of this perspective on wildlife in the garden:
 
               
                So we also have bird feeders around because we want to attract birds that will help us with pests like corn worms on tomatoes. So I like to have birds. We’ve put in a pond for frogs also to help with pests. And the squirrels are going to come [and] steal the tomatoes anyway. We just know that they’re coming. We didn’t have to send out like a memo. They just come. So if they come and eat the bird seed or a tomato and they get a bug, that’s kind of, that helps us. Yeah, we promote … I definitely promote all of that. Like the wildlife and stuff. The only bugs that I’m trying to kill are the ones that are decimating the plants. (Cecilia, USA)
 
              
 
              Cecilia’s lifestance incorporates multispecies relations where humans and nonhumans act together, sometimes promoting and sometimes hindering each other’s pursuits. Underlying this lifestance is the ethical position that Cecilia should avoid causing undue harm and that nonhuman living things are only doing what they have evolved to do. Her description of her behaviour clearly reflects the content of her lifestance.
 
              Diego has a similar perspective on nonhuman living things in the gardens:
 
               
                Pests, you know, well, we accept that they are not pests, they are pests for us, but for the ecosystem they are little bugs that have every right, that are before us and have to feed and reproduce. We hope that they leave us some food. We always know and understand that an insect came for a reason, it is there for a reason, to feed another insect in the food chain. (Diego, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
              
 
              Laura thinks about her behaviour in the garden in relation to human and nonhuman living things in a similar fashion as well:
 
               
                There are common pests, which are the result of some unbalance, right? So we try to control them, always in a biological, organic way, but it is part of having a garden. It is nothing very severe. Ants sometimes cause a big problem. But I always say that it is us who are disturbing the ants, right? They have always been there, they let us stay … But we always see this as a form of learning. This here is indicating some unbalance. It is sending a message that we have to learn to read. And that’s what problems with humans are about. Divergences in vision. (Laura, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
              
 
              All of these respondents frame the relationship between human and nonhuman living things as quasi-egalitarian. The gardeners recognize that insects and other “pests” are just doing what they evolved to do and that gardeners effectively share their gardens with these nonhuman living things. While these pests may not be desirable, they have a right to co-exist with humans. The behaviours in the garden make space for interspecies coexistence.
 
              However, there are also nonhuman living things in the gardens that go beyond being just undesirable. Almost all of our respondents reflect on the importance of pulling weeds, which, while not framed this way by our participants, does reflect a routine practice of exterminating certain forms of life in community gardens:
 
               
                Pull them, pull them. (Katherine, USA)
 
                Pull them out. Yeah. Yeah. (Nancy, USA)
 
                I pull them out. Okay. Dig them out. Whatever. Okay. (Charlotte, USA)
 
                But yeah, you gotta pull them. (Nikolas, USA)
 
              
 
              Pulling weeds is an essential part of gardening. It’s almost as though weeding is part of the rhythm of garden life. Many of the interviewees considered this constant weed pulling a necessary practice for maintaining their gardens. Lilith’s (USA) framing of this activity gets directly at the idea that humans have a negative relationship with some nonhuman living things, “Grass is not technically a weed, but it’s my enemy. I pull the grass out.” Pulling weeds is an ongoing activity. Liana said, “We literally sit on the ground and just pull up the root, cut it, pull up the root, cut it. It’s a never ending process, right?” Some, like Selena (USA), find this activity rewarding, “Weeding and pulling the bugs is probably … It sounds so odd, but it’s peace. Yeah, it’s peace on a Sunday morning.”
 
              Weeding and other forms of controlling harmful species reflect our interviewees’ lifestances as behaviours related to one’s conception of life and existence. The gardeners’ practices illustrate that lifestances can be relational paradoxes. Some living things resist being in relationships, and that relationality can include a ‘third’ or excluded party (Pyyhtinen 2022). Weeding is an act of exclusion that communicates the “desire for nonrelation” (Giraud 2019: 10) and “hoped-for-absence” (Ginn 2013: 538), but with an intent to make room for other relationships and interdependencies. In studying slugs in gardens, Ginn (2013: 532) demonstrates that “relationality obscures what lies outside relations,” and that “detachment emerges not as the negation, but as an enabling constituent of more-than-human ethics.” While weeding and killing insects can be framed as a negative behaviour that violates relationships between humans and nonhumans, the exclusion of some relationships may be necessary for other relationships to flourish.
 
             
            
              5.3 Troubling Terrestrial Relationships
 
              Inspired by Ginn, we turn to gardeners’ relationships with slugs to round out our analysis. We show how lifestances extend from just individual interspecies encounters to communal practices, moral deliberations, and societal, and global concerns. A noteworthy example of a trouble-causing nonhuman species is the Spanish slug (Espanjansiruetana, Arion vulgaris), the discussion of which was a recurring theme among the Finnish gardeners. It is classified as an invasive alien species, a term which refers to a plant or animal that has spread to a new area as a result of human action and can cause negative environmental, health-related, and/or economic impacts. Spanish slugs are omnivorous. They can cover long distances in a short period and eat their own weight in food each day. This means that they can cause major damage in gardens in a short time. Spanish slugs can also crossbreed with other slugs, which causes ecological damage to indigenous slug species. In short, the Spanish slug threatens the local ecosystem and community gardens.
 
              Our gardeners’ relationships with Spanish slugs illustrate three pivotal aspects of lifestances. First, lifestances are not always about the comfortable, nice, and positive, but also include the negative, unsettling, disturbing, destructive, or perhaps more ambiguous behaviours, relationships, and moral stances of humans. The Spanish slug caught our attention in the interviews because the way interviewees related to these slugs differed from how they relate to other nonhuman animals, including other pests. Most of the gardeners we interviewed took an accepting and egalitarian attitude toward nonhuman animals and saw them as a part of garden life. In contrast to this general, accepting attitude, our interviewees use profoundly negative, even hostile language when talking about the Spanish slug. The slugs are introduced as a problem. Suvi describes them as “absolutely terrible pests” and a “nasty alien species.” These negative attitudes are reflected in gardening practices, which the interviewees describe in detail. Riina says, “I just crushed them up” and “get vinegar and then you drown them in it.” Johanna explains that “with a blunt object, I have just killed them so that they are really dead,” after which “they should be boiled” or put in salt water and a sealed plastic bag. When it comes to Spanish slugs in Finnish community gardens, there is a certain amount of vindictiveness involved in their murder.
 
              Second, lifestances are not only isolated individual stances, but rooted in and interact with wider social structure. The slugs do not respect the limits of individual gardens and plots. The slug problem is regional, and thus the solution needs to be communal. As a result, all of the members of specific gardens come together for slug slaughtering. Fighting Spanish slug infestations is so important that it has become part of community building in some gardens. When we asked participants whether their allotment garden organized any joint or communal events, some interviewees immediately mentioned volunteering events (“talkoot” in Finnish) that are dedicated to slug extermination. Riina notes that there was, “The Killing of the Spanish Slug event.” In a similar vein, Paula says, “It’s a certain kind of part of the community spirit, the problem of the Spanish slugs. We have organized slug nights, slug events.” Suvi describes these events:
 
               
                The harmful species control … is clearly close to everyone’s heart. So then there will always be a barbecue where you can grill sausages yourself. … And then there are just these kinds of [events] to collect slugs or dig up some weeds and all sorts of things, and then there’s just something, small snacks and stuff like that. (Paula, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              Spanish slugs are a problem at the municipal and national level, too. The City of Helsinki provides information on how to manage Spanish slugs and how to sort them in waste disposal. These instructions note that there are animal protection laws that prohibit causing undue suffering to animals, including invasive species. As a result, the city government provides instructions on how to ethically destroy the slugs according to the law. The reflections of our interviewees on the Spanish slug are part of a bigger social concern that regularly receives attention in the media and is also part of global narratives involving invasive species. But, despite the structural issues involved in Spanish slug eradication efforts, the act of killing still falls on individual gardeners. One garden manager argues that the city of Helsinki ought to engage in solving the slug problem together with the gardening community. However, she also acknowledges that the local gardeners needed to be active, “the city is probably not going to solve our problem. We have to do it ourselves, yeah.”
 
              For Suvi, the problem of the Spanish slug is first and foremost about the sustainability of the local ecosystem. When we asked her how she feels about the ways they treat the slugs in the garden, she began her response by speaking about her environmental concerns. She says that it frustrated her that the Spanish slugs “disturb our own good slug populations and other insect populations and destroy our own important species by eating them and so on.” She is also frustrated about other peoples’ lack of knowledge and ignorance about invasive alien species, and connects this to wider ecological concerns: “a lot of people like to talk about the climate and nature, but then this invasive species issue is so very, very … That no one talks about it … I didn’t even know how badly those slugs disturb our natural ecosystem.”
 
              Third, we find that gardening is a lifestance that breeds nuanced deliberations of relationality, exclusions, and ethics. Even though our interviewees framed the Spanish slug primarily as a problem, and they engaged in violent measures to address the problem, they also reflect upon their actions and even provide justifications for what they were doing. Riina recognizes that the fight against the Spanish slug is not just local or even national but also global and tied to climate change, again reflecting how lifestances are tied to social structure. However, she also ties the question of killing slugs to wider considerations of whether humans have the right to kill nonhuman animals in gardens, even unwanted and harmful ones. She says that it is “an absurd idea” that she could have the right to say which animals can be on her garden plot. “We put a garden in the middle of the forest and then kill all the animals that come here? Noooooo.” While Riina understands the broad environmental rationale for slug killing, she questions her right to determine what should and should not be allowed in the garden space. Her lifestance includes a certain amount of ambiguity between her practices and convictions, illustrating that lifestances need not be logically consistent or coherent.
 
              Suvi’s thoughts on the Spanish slug problem fell in a slightly different direction. After describing how she actively participates in destroying the slugs and their eggs “for the common good” by crushing them or soaking them in vinegar, she provided an additional thought that this is “maybe not the most ethical [way], but it would be too much work if you had to cut off the head of each one separately.” Cutting the heads off the snails is often considered the most humane way to kill them as it assumes that it minimizes snail suffering. We asked Suvi to reflect a bit more on the ethics of slug killing, to which she responds:
 
               
                I think it sounds pretty brutal that you are thrown into a vinegar bath and then you die in it (laughs). I don’t think it’s a very ethical way to murder them. But then if I started to do it that way, you know … I mean, that’s the way they’re destroyed there, so I just follow the others. (Suvi, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              The brutality and banality of killing the slugs are explicit in her description of the techniques used to kill the slugs, but she justifies this approach by referring to this as the norm in her community garden, again reflecting how social structure influences the behaviours and relationships of lifestances.
 
              Dealing with invasive species brings together multiple layers that must be considered: global climate change; national animal protection laws; official city guidelines; local garden rules; communal action and community building; individual practices along with moral deliberation, navigation, and dissent. This interconnectedness of different social layers is perhaps illustrated in the most nuanced way by Petri, who brings together the moral ambiguity, practical futility, and environmental importance of killing the Spanish slugs, and, in the process, negotiated his dissenting views with the wider gardening community’s ethos of slug killing.
 
              When we asked Petri to talk about unwanted animals and how the community garden deals with them, he reflected on his own views on the official policies of the garden and the city. He asked:
 
               
                How much do we want to put into the effort to get rid of something that is very difficult to get rid of at any level? It is more a question of how we can live with them so that they cause us as little concern as possible. Or that’s how I see it. The current garden board doesn’t see it in quite the same way, but they have a slightly stronger view on it. (Petri, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              Petri’s questioning of the position of the leaders of the community garden does not mean that Petri considers killing the slugs unethical. He described the process that they used to manually collect and kill the slugs, and said that in his view, “That’s the only way to reduce them, or it’s the most effective way to reduce them.” For Petri, participating in slug reduction meant taking an active role in a relational process. According to him, “There are no natural enemies [for Spanish slugs] in Finland. Humans must be the natural enemy.” Petri has reframed the relationship to make it ethical by deconstructing the invasiveness of the Spanish slug and then reconstructing an ethical relationship between himself (and other gardeners) and the Spanish slug in which humans are the natural predators of slugs in Finland. Within this ethical framing, Petri justifies the mass slaughter of Spanish slugs, “I collected thousands of specimens last summer. And I was into murdering.”
 
              While Petri frames humans as the new natural enemy of the slugs, he is unwilling to suggest that humans should engage in slug genocide. In his words, killing slugs is “kind of a futile activity.” Petri concluded this part of the interview by confirming that he does not feel bad when he must kill a slug:
 
               
                Maybe it’s also a kind of an attitude towards life and death that someone has to live, that someone else has to die, or someone has to die for them to live. That it’s not … It’s not that serious, in a way. (Petri, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
              
 
              In her constructive critique of relational theories, Giraud (2019: 13) highlighted the necessity of “recognizing that purposive decisions to exclude certain relations do not have to be negative, and are indeed inevitable.” Yet she also argued that “it is nonetheless critically important to find clearer ways of fostering responsibility for these exclusions.” This same balancing is represented in the above account. Petri’s lifestance involves nuanced deliberation of relationality and exclusions without explaining the moral problem away.
 
              Our analysis illustrates how community gardeners’ lifestances take shape in wider communal, regional and global frameworks that connect local human-nonhuman relationships to global issues like climate change, and how the practices of individual and local communities translate into concerns over the future of the planet. In this way, broader social forces contribute to an individual’s lifestance, and individual lifestances influence broader social forces. Any one individual can reflect upon and challenge social structure and global frameworks in order to justify or refine their responsibilities or the consequences of their actions personally. The global fight against climate change does not free the individual from the moral ambiguity of killing. In such ambivalent scenarios, lifestances are contested, challenged, and reshaped.
 
              Importantly, we want to make it explicit that, despite the varied religiosity among our Finnish gardeners, none of them ever mentioned religion or spirituality in their discussion of Spanish slugs. While morality is often linked with religion, religion is not necessary for detailed and nuanced discussions of morality. The lifestances framework is an improvement over thinking about these issues as falling within the domain of either institutional or organized religion or lived (non)religion: no religion is required for people to discuss their ethics, their relationships (with both the human and nonhuman), and their practices.
 
             
           
          
            6 Conclusion
 
            In this chapter we drew upon our research with community gardeners in order to introduce and utilize a new conceptual framework for understanding people: lifestances. Lifestances refer to the beliefs, behaviours, and relationships related to one’s conception of life and existence (Cragun, Beaman, and Ezzy under review). They do not have to be clearly articulated, but they can become visible and lend themselves to analysis as people talk about their life, what they do, who they engage with, and how they see the world. By examining how our interviewees interacted with nonhuman living things in the gardens, we illustrated that gardening does provide insights into their behaviours (e.g., pulling weeds), relationships (e.g., nurturing plants), and beliefs (e.g., growing one’s food builds a connection to nature) related to their conception of life and existence. Our interviewees reflect upon life and their position in the universe, they engage in specific behaviours that are reflective of their morals and values, and they form, maintain and deal with meaningful, and also troubling relationships in the garden.
 
            For many of our participants, their lifestances include a recognition that human gardens share the environment with other living things, and they placed humans in a generally egalitarian framework with other living things, recognizing that weeds and pests that invaded their gardens were doing what they had evolved to do. Yet, people can and do have ways of thinking, acting, and relating that others would consider negative or harmful. People do often maintain a hierarchical understanding of living things and deploy ways of dealing with or ignoring the fact that our actions cause harm and suffering. Human concerns are likely to be biased, may be self-serving, and can lead to either destructive or constructive practices. Our gardeners’ response to the Spanish slug helped illustrate that lifestances are not always nice, but involve dealing with exclusion, harm, and violence. The gardeners drew upon broader structural frameworks like climate change and ecological harm to justify their acts. Further, our analysis illustrates that lifestances have their roots in a social fabric, but we reject the idea that this fabric is or must be religious.
 
            We laid the foundation for analysing lifestances by showing the boundaries of the lived religion and nonreligion approaches. In light of the gardeners’ varied self-descriptions as religious, nonreligious and in-between, and their various associations of gardening as religious, nonreligious and having nothing to do with religion, the broad understanding of lived religion is highly problematic. It forces religiously indifferent, antireligious, and the nonreligious into a religious framework, oppressing and rejecting what can be identities that have been earned after years of struggle (Smith 2010). The narrow approach, in turn, risks silencing the voices of those informants who do not draw (non)religious connections when making sense of their beliefs, behaviour, and relationships in the garden.
 
            Our analysis suggests that the boundaries of lived (non)religion should not be drawn between religious versus nonreligious people, but rather between people who explicitly associate gardening and (non)religion, and those who do not do so explicitly. In other words, there are individuals who represent ideal cases for studying “lived (non)religion” and there are individuals who do not. For many community gardeners, gardening is important, valuable, and meaningful. But, as our analysis above illustrates, gardening is not accurately interpreted as “lived religion” or “lived nonreligion” for many gardeners. Sometimes gardening is gardening – and as such, highly significant, weighty, and worthwhile.
 
            The narrow understanding of lived religion is a useful framework for understanding how religiously affiliated people “live” their religion, challenging the norms, dictates, and policies of religious institutions and organizations. The idea that people customize religion to suit their needs, and negotiate and challenge normative religious structures within institutions, is empowering and appears to be widely reflective of reality. But scholars, if they choose to continue using a lived religion approach, should clearly differentiate between explicit cases of lived religion and those that do not fit within their framework. Many scholars seem to be quick to interpret people’s lived experiences in a religious or spiritual framework. Much of the literature in theology and psychology and sociology of religion takes as its foundational assumption that religion is what matters and that people are or even should be religious (Smith 2003). This assumption will continue to dominate these disciplines so long as there is no alternative way to conceive of peoples’ beliefs, relationships, and behaviours outside of the context of religion. This limitation includes the concept of “nonreligion,” since nonreligion continues to privilege religion by positioning everything in relation to religion.
 
            Lifestances resist this transcendentalizing tendency. It puts people with areligious lifestances on an equal footing with those who have lifestances that include elements of religion. We can talk about someone’s lifestance without making any reference to religion. Religion is no longer privileged. Lifestances are a useful way to examine and analyse all people without ignoring people’s identities or forcing them into a religious or spiritual framework. People can have beliefs, relationships, and behaviours that make no reference to religion whatsoever. All people have lifestances, even if they are not coherent and they have not reflected upon them. Religion and spirituality can be part of someone’s lifestance, but, importantly, they need not be.
 
            When they first introduced the idea, the advocates of lived religion intended to wrest control away from organized or institutional religion and allow the individual to self-determine. Similarly, lifestances wrest control away from the conceptual field or habitus of religiosity and spirituality and unseat these hegemonic ideas in order to do justice to people’s lived experiences. With the lifestances approach, we hope to level the garden for everyone.
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          Notes

          1
            The question mark in this quote is based on the voice inflection from the interview. Emma ended the sentence as though she wasn’t sure if she was a mixture of religious identities and therefore framed it as though she was wondering if she was a mixture or not.

          
          2
            “Sampling on the dependent variable” refers to selecting people who prove the point that is supposed to be under investigation. For instance, if a scholar was investigating whether highly educated women were less likely to be married and only selected single, highly educated women to include in the study, the scholar would have “proved” the point by only selecting cases that support their argument. They would have “sampled on the dependent variable.”
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          Abstract
 
          This chapter explores how meaning, community, and morality can be found in ordinary life with or without religion. Adapting Danièle Hervieu-Léger’s (2000) concept of a ‘chain of memory,’ we analyse how interacting with plants evokes memories of homelands, relatives, childhoods, and histories for some community garden members, creating a connection between past and present. To frame our analysis, we introduce a terrestrial-inclusive approach to community that accounts for plants, pollinators, and nonhuman animals as social beings. We argue that plants in the community garden are not merely ‘passive beings’ to be cultivated. Instead, they actively shape the garden experience for both human and other-than-human members, who together constitute the ‘community’ within community gardens. To substantiate our approach—one that extends equal consideration to nonhuman as social actors—we introduce a case study that illustrates how the horizontal ethos informing our analysis is already found in inter-terrestrial relationships at community gardens. By expanding sociological focus from religion to nonreligion, and from the human to the terrestrial, we suggest that new understandings of community and relationships can emerge. This includes our formulation of the chain of memory, in which community gardeners feel a connection to past people, places, and times and for which plants play a vital role. The chapter concludes by suggesting that nonreligion is helping to create the social conditions necessary for cultivating more inclusive, non-hierarchical terrestrial relations in everyday life.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            This chapter explores the connections some gardeners feel to other people, places, and times when interacting with plants in community gardens. Through their gardening, individuals recall memories of homelands, relatives, childhoods, and histories which form a link between the past and present and for which plants play a vital role. In other words, through human-plant interactions, a ‘chain of memory’ is formed in community gardens that is situated in yet transcends the garden. The term ‘chain of memory’ was coined by Danièle Hervieu-Léger. She views religious communities as being composed of individuals who identify with a shared tradition rooted in historical myth. This tradition is authoritatively passed on from one generation to the next, forming a continuity (or ‘chain’) of collective memory that “gives meaning to the present and contains the future” (Hervieu-Léger 2000: 125). While inspired by Hervieu-Léger, we adapt the concept of a ‘chain of memory’ for immanent relationships between humans and nonhumans rooted not in myth but subjective memories.
 
            Plants are a vital link in this chain of memory, and as a result, comprehending it requires a view of social relations that move beyond the human. Here we draw on Véronique Altglas and Matthew Wood (2018: 28) and their argument for a critical sociology of religion that considers the conditions of knowledge production and how that knowledge is impacted by those conditions.1 Otherwise, they note, “we may simply produce a knowledge serving the interests of certain social groups and institutions.” Beaman and Strumos (2024) argue that anthropocentrism has led social scientists to adopt a narrow, speciesist conception of the social. Matthew Hall (2011: 27) demonstrates that western thought often views plants as passive and mere “instruments for human and animal consumption.” This approach is not only anthropocentric but zoocentric, as it prioritizes animals and excludes plants from “relationships of moral consideration” (Hall 2011: 6). In this chapter, we seek to call attention to these hierarchical conditions of the field and demonstrate an alternative approach that recasts the social as inclusive of nonhumans.
 
            In an effort to decentre the human from our conception of the social, we employ the term ‘terrestrial’ throughout this chapter. Bruno Latour (2018, 2021) uses ‘terrestrial’ to designate beings who dwell in the relatively thin layer of Earth called the Critical Zone. This zone includes the underground aquifers from which we drink, and the soil and vegetation that we require for sustenance. For Latour, the language of ‘terrestrial’ draws us back down to Earth from the anthropocentric pedestal on which we have placed ourselves. It draws our gaze away from grand ideas of modernization or the universe, and towards the soil beneath us, for it is here, argues Latour, we must reorient ourselves and our politics. Latour (2018: 78) states: “Speak of nature in general as much you like, wonder at the immensity of the universe, dive down in thought to the boiling center of the planet, gasp in fear before those finite spaces, this will not change the fact that everything that concerns you resides in the miniscule Critical Zone.” Each of us is earthbound, one terrestrial among others, one “breather among billions of breathers” (Latour 2021: 11). The chain of memory formed in community gardens calls for a terrestrial-inclusive analysis. Indeed, such an approach is crucial to grasping its formation.
 
           
          
            2 Situating the Argument
 
            Danièle Hervieu-Léger (2000: 97) theorizes religion as having three closely related components: “the expression of believing, the memory of continuity, and the legitimizing reference to an authorized version of such memory, that is to say to a tradition.” The collective memory or tradition of a religious community emerges from the past, but it reacquires authority in the present through acts of believing. For instance, a religious festival may originate in ancient myth, but the festival is only made continuous through the unifying participation of people in the present.2 It is in the present that tradition is susceptible to change by social forces (Hervieu-Léger 2000: 87). A tradition manifests within and therefore responds to a particular social context. It is not merely copied from the past and pasted in the present. For Hervieu-Léger (2000: 127–130), the collective memory of western societies has changed due to forces of modernization. This has caused the religious traditions of societies to become fragmented and a declining source of unifying meaning. Hervieu-Léger refers to these societies as ‘amnesic.’ Yet Hervieu-Léger also argues that individuals require meaning that can only be found in a link to the collective. She states:
 
             
              This tendency towards the individualization and atomization of belief has often been stressed, but that it inevitably encounters a limit has been less often remarked on […] [In] order for meaning to have an effect, there must be at a given point the collective effect of meaning shared; meaning that is individually constructed must be attested by others, it must be given social confirmation. (Hervieu-Léger 2000: 94)
 
            
 
            Meaning is only made full or legitimate when it is tied to the collective. And this shared meaning, for Hervieu-Léger, effectively belongs to religion. This argument is part of the scaffolding that takes as a given that religion is a cohesive and positive force that individuals desire. This tradition has a long and venerable history, being found in identification and criticism of ‘Sheilaism’ by Robert N. Bellah et al., (1985) and it has laid the foundation for the acceptability of arguments like Charles Taylor’s (2007) buffered self.
 
            This chapter is concerned with meaning that extends beyond the individual. However, we depart from the position that individuals are destined to search for meaning in religion or nostalgia for a porous past.3 This reflects and perpetuates a sentiment that those without religion are somehow ‘lacking’. We contend that meaning, community, and morality can be found in ordinary life with or without religion—and in relationships with or beyond the human—by turning to terrestrial relationships in community gardens. It is here we locate a chain of memory that reflects horizonal and immanent relationships in a more-than-human community. These relationships manifest in the present but link gardeners to relationships of their past and potentially the future. We view our strategy as not only descriptive of what is, but as an attempt to capture an emerging ethos that is reconstituting social relations between human and nonhuman terrestrials. This ethos is horizontal, based in equality, and possible because of the rise of nonreligion. We suggest nonreligion creates the possibility of the transformation of transcendent notions of meaning and anthropocentric visions of community.
 
            Narratives of community by scholars of religion and western society have traditionally excluded terrestrials. We seek to establish a more inclusive framework that expands the membership criteria based on a material rather than ideational approach. There is some precedence for this in the community gardens literature.4 For example, Rob Moquin et al. (2016: 98) found that their participants “recognized that community garden relationships extend beyond the social, and include complex ecological relationships with the plants, animals, and environmental systems that make up, and contribute to, their garden communities” (emphasis added). Our analysis, however, does not depart from the perspective that the social (i.e., human) and ecological relationships are necessarily counterparts. Rather, all social relationships at the community garden are terrestrial relationships. The community gardens we have focused on in our project have a variety of purposes. Some have an explicit mission to provide food for the broader community. Some are allotment gardens centred on providing space for individuals to garden. Some are hubs of activity on learning to garden, caring for the environment, and so on. These parameters facilitate communities in different ways. Garden communities do not exist in isolation: they too are part of relational networks with other communities.
 
           
          
            3 The Community Gardens Project: Gathering the Past, Creating the Future
 
            Now that we have laid the groundwork (pun intended) we will turn to the data. First, we will consider the narrative of one Canadian participant—David—to examine the nature and shape of ‘community.’ What does it mean to talk about ‘community’? Community is often imagined (we might go so far as to say romanticized) to be stable relations of committed individuals. We propose that it is a more dynamic, fragmented constellation of relationships that have varying entanglements among terrestrials. Our approach is inspired by the work of, among others, Gerd Baumann (1996), who recognized the variability of identities, relationships, and processes that constitute community. In our conceptualization of community there is space for conflict, a wide range of lifestances, and varying levels of entanglement. What is important is the recognition that the communities about which we write are made up of human and nonhuman participants, or terrestrials, to use Latour’s term. David’s interview allows us to explore the many facets of community and possible terrestrial relations within it.
 
            In the second section, we will reflect on the broader data set and present the chain of memory analysis. Our interviewees offer us insight into the web of relations that constitute their community garden experiences. Those relationships are fluid, varying seasonally and temporally, sporadic, spontaneous and, in some instances, stable and routinized. The chain of memory is one example of these relationships. As noted above, our conception of the chain of memory requires a terrestrial-inclusive understanding of the social. This understanding is reflected in David’s interview. We focus on David because he articulately illustrates the complexity and variety of garden relationships in a way that challenges anthropocentric visions of community. His experiences and perspectives are not representative of all our participants. Some interviewees expressed visions of community that are more hierarchical, for instance by reflecting a stewardship model, in which they primarily took care of the garden in a top-down manner as opposed to engaging with it. Sometimes David also represented this model as we indicate below. Yet even in these cases, like David, participants often shared stories that demonstrated notions of respect, humility, and other-than-human agency which are essential to a terrestrial-inclusive analysis. Therefore, our proposal to reorient sociological understandings of community is not just an instance of theoretical play divorced from ordinary life. The horizontal ethos informing our analysis is already present in everyday interactions among terrestrials, as demonstrated by our data and for which we turn to David as a case study.
 
            David works at The Roots Community Garden as a paid assistant. His role includes coordinating and working alongside volunteers and tasks he completes by himself. David describes his social anxiety vis à vis other humans and the mediating effect that the garden and other terrestrials have on his anxiety. His alone days are “peaceful”, but he has come to value inter-human connection too:
 
             
              I realized that it was a really good way of getting to know people in a new area. So, specifically if you are into gardening or anything in that realm of interest, like if you’re new to an area and there’s a community garden that you can participate in it’s a really good way of meeting some like-minded people and just getting a little bit settled in the community and just getting connected with different people. For those like my passions of sustainability and stuff like that, basically it’s like a, a dream I have of [laughing] living off grid and trying to provide as much as I can for myself to the point where I have a minimal impact on our planet. It basically just stems from my care for the environment I guess is what the root of it is and it’s sort of branched through my life and my lifestyle into different interests that involve, like, I don’t know, making things by hand and trying to learn skills of gardening and carpentry and all sorts of different avenues of things that sort of will give me a toolset to be able to follow my goals of life, I guess [laughs]. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            David identifies the importance of world-repairing work5 with people who also care about sustainability and the relationship of his gardening activities to his lifestance. He recognizes that there is a variety of people, relationships, and motives for participation in the work of the garden. The Roots Community Garden attracts people of different ages who garden for different reasons: they may not have space at home, they may treat their time at the garden as a kind of “therapy session”, in which they talk to people, slow down, disconnect from “what else is going on in their life” by doing something physical, “And it’s a really nice space to spend time in because of all the plants and it’s in a nice park.”
 
             
              Everyone that I meet there is very nice, so we are all sort of become friends, I guess, like through just coming to the gardening sessions every couple of days like, or every week, some people just come once a week or whenever they can, so, it’s nice to like, I don’t know, just connect with the, see other volunteers like, and sort of like see what’s going on in their life or see them again if you haven’t seen them for a while, so. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            The garden space and its program create a sense of identity and belonging to the broader community:
 
             
              Different programs like that really help to give people an identity, I guess, in their community, [they] feel like they’re actually part of it. Yeah, makes it more of a home than just a place. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            The community that David describes includes the other-than-human, who have their own sets of relationships:
 
             
              We have a couple different types of berry bushes, gooseberries and red currant. We have [raspberry] bushes, blueberries. We have what we call the forest garden, where it’s in the works because it’s relatively new still, so it’s not totally established and it’s in the midst of coming into balance with itself. With that garden, we’re trying to plant different sorts of things. So we’ve got like some apple trees, a sour cherry tree, pear tree. Then we’ve got some of our berry bushes in that garden and then some different ground covers like, different types of floral and again, wormwood and beebalm and things that can be used for teas and also just draw in pollinators and that’s a thing that we’re trying is a little bit of a more permanent garden in that spot. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            He adds that the intention is to eventually let the space just “do its own thing.” David acknowledges the agency of the forest garden community (“coming into balance with itself” and “just let it do its own thing”) and the interconnectedness of its members—plants, pollinators, and tea drinking humans. The soil too is understood in relationship and as having needs:
 
             
              Yeah, we find a time in the season to plant as much as we can. We do a lot of succession planting so, as soon as one thing’s coming to an end we’ve either had something already planted along with it that will take one thing out and let the other one take over. Or we will clear one of our rows without disturbing the soil too much and then we’ll plant in the next thing that we want there. And we do a little bit of cover cropping as well, like clover and buckwheat and just different types of grains and legumes and things in that family. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            David’s comment reflects a growing understanding in gardening about the importance of protecting the integrity of the soil by not disturbing it. In this view, the soil is recognized as having a biosystem of its own that humans would do well to respect. The cover crops nourish this biosystem. In turn, it provides food for humans, and the sharing of that food is part of the web of relations that is created by the garden activity.
 
            David describes specific relationships in which he reconciles human and nonhuman animal needs:
 
             
              We actually have bees at the garden, which I forgot to mention. We have a friend here who’s a beekeeper and she split one of her hives this year. We had bees last year when I wasn’t [here] yet so it’s part of like a normal thing that they have in the garden here is a little apiary box. And, last year unfortunately a black bear came along [laughing] at the end of the season and split the hive and got all the honey, which was kind of surprising in our area. So they put a little fence around it this year.
 
            
 
             
              They’ve increased their numbers a lot and we’ve been checking on them and so we have the bees there, but then also, just with our diversity of planting, we try to include a lot of flowers and things that are not necessarily for us, but for just the wildlife [and] a lot of the birds come and take the seeds off the sunflowers and a lot of hummingbirds come around for our burgomaster bee balm. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            Awareness of the other inhabitants of the garden and their relationships with the plants is reflected in these comments, and David’s laughter about the bear is a tacit acknowledgment of the bear’s claim on the honey. The intertwined lives of the garden terrestrials form a community. David’s occasional hesitation in describing these relationships indicates a sense of humility, in that he does not seek to ‘mould’ other-than-human animals to be more like human members of the garden (Plumwood 1993). Such an approach deflects any accusation of anthropomorphism or romanticism, though it is clear that David has an immanent wonder for the nonhuman garden community members. He carefully observes the behaviours of nonhuman as they participate in life at the garden, recognizing that they do so for their own ends, whether it is to gather honey or take seeds. The bee balm he describes is shared by multiple members of the garden community, used for tea by humans, for food by hummingbirds (who also benefit the bee balm by pollinating it) and the “really cool” hummingbird moths. We ask him about the moths:
 
             
              Well, they’re a decent size little moth, and they hover like hummingbirds and they actually kind of look like a little hummingbird and they’ll come and, they really like the bee balm, and, so we’ve been seeing a lot of them. And we’ve got lots of different things in like the mint family. I’m not even entirely sure what all of them are because there’s a lot of different things in that family that we grow. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            His descriptions of the garden co-habitants understand them as having both agency and subjecthood. While humans benefit from their activities, they have their own lives:
 
             
              But some of them, I mean, even things like wasps really like them and different types of wasps, like, ones that live in the ground and ones that build little solitary homes on wood or on stone. So, yeah, it’s interesting to see all the different pollinators that come when we plant different types of flowers, they all have their little, their favourite little thing that they like.
 
            
 
             
              We inter plant our rows a lot of times with flowers, which helps draw pollinators to our plants to pollinate our garden as well, so we get lots of tomatoes and things like that, but also it just looks nice to plant in the flowers, so it’s kind of like a win-win [laughing]. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            David’s close observation of the plant and animal members of the community describes relationships that produce an ethic of engagement in which he highlights the benefits of the community.
 
            As with any garden community, there are some members who cause a bit of trouble. In his discussion of potato bugs he says that:
 
             
              The best solution is to let things run their course and find balance on their own over time. Maybe we won’t get so many potatoes this year if we would have let that happen, but maybe the next year, the abundance of those maybe would have drawn something else in to take care of that for us. And I feel like it’s a healthier solution, but people have different outlooks and see short term problems such as that, as something where that needs immediate action. So [laughs] some of the people, the volunteers went and squished them all so that they wouldn’t take over cause they, if you let them go, then they will maybe just take over the whole patch and just completely kill all the plants there. So, some people have the outlook that they need to do something about it, but, from my personal point of view, I have a difference of opinions where I just let everything do what it wants to do and I will try and work with it as much as I can. And if there’s a loss, then I am accepting [laughing] of it, that’s just kind of my lifestyle, though. So that’s a bit of a conflict, I guess is just like, and it’s hard to explain that to people sometimes, too, when they, when they have a different opinion, they don’t always see things from the same point of view. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            David’s description of the potato bug disagreement illustrates the differences between community members in terms of their relationships with each other. Some humans lapse into a hierarchical relationship. David’s is more egalitarian and respectful, reflecting a different ethic and a belief that balance will eventually prevail and thus human intervention and control is unnecessary. David refers to this different kind of relationship as “collaborative” in the following discussion of tree regeneration (trees are the ‘them’ in this quote):
 
             
              If you step back and you just watch what happens there, it’s like a succession of things that will take place until it reaches a more stable balance of life of the native species in that area. And I think a lot of things like that are important because … if we can let them do that just to collaborate more, it draws in a lot of freshwater and things like that when you can let a forest grow up in some sort of a balanced space where it’s not changing rapidly anymore, the perspiration of the trees or the transpiration of the trees and things like, transports water inland and solve bigger problems like droughts and fires and, things like that. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            David’s description of the world of the garden and its inhabitants is thoughtful and respectful. He notices the balance that trees bring through their actions.
 
            One of the challenges in doing this work, both as researchers and for those engaged in the everyday relational production of ethics, is that there is no developed language for speaking in a way that captures this reconstituted understanding of community and ethics.6 Hierarchical language is our habitual way of expressing terrestrial relationships, even as practices are potentially shifting, signalling a horizontal rather than vertical order. The shared space of the garden reflects the tension of that transition, or, if not a transition, the tension between these two ways of engaging in relationships. David’s interview captures some of this tension, where he slides between a more hierarchical language of stewardship to one in which his fellow terrestrials are equal:
 
             
              I guess our relationship with nature is … because we have such critical thinking, I take on the role of being like a caretaker [laughs]. I oftentimes, well all the time, I guess, and I care about the health of … I’ll put everything in nature, whether it’s like insects, even things that seem like, with a value higher than my own, because I think they have such a direct role in the, important role, and there’s so many of us, I feel like, and since we’re evidently very destructive, I feel like the little things in life that play into the chain of events of nature, which is sort of everything that’s out there, so I prioritize helping them over any kind of personal gain. That’s my outlook on life, is that my role is to help them reclaim their space that we’ve taken. And we talked a lot about reciprocity in the garden, I guess.
 
            
 
             
              Where, we’re taking a lot all the time, and we also need to give back cause it just provides everything that we need. And a lot of times we don’t see that. It’s nice to take a look at it from that perspective and say that, it produces everything that we need without a cost and what can we do to give back to it and help out the other things that also live here. Yeah. That’s just my outlook. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            In these passages David transitions from an understanding of humans as caretakers to one in which humans are one among many, and that our obligation is to make right the damage we have done. This world-repairing understanding is based on a horizontal conceptualization of human/nonhuman relations (Beaman 2017, 2021; Stacey 2021). David shifts to the notion of reciprocity, giving back, and support for other living things. This can require understanding things (as much as is possible), from the perspective of the other inhabitants of the garden. David reflects on this when he talks about weeds, noting that:
 
             
              [E]ven though maybe they’ll take away a little bit from what we are doing here, from another perspective of a different animal or an insect or something, they’re valuable. I do things like that all the time. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            He talks about the organic farm where he worked where weeds were left in the garden when they were pulled so that they could slowly decompose and nourish the soil. David’s respect for the other-than-human is illustrated by his description of his ideal garden:
 
             
              [B]asically just letting nature reclaim the spaces where it’s been oppressed. My ideal garden is a wild garden [laughs]. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            The links between the garden community and David’s own life constitute a chain of memory that is mediated by plants and connects him to nature. The shape of his relationships with other humans in the garden is also part of this web of relations. David situates his present as a continuity with his past which links both to place and his broader commitment to sustainability:
 
             
              I have a passion for not necessarily, strictly gardening, but just growing food and sustainability and things of that realm. So, I worked on an organic veggie farm in the past. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            He links his childhood and the space in which he grew up to his present approach:
 
             
              I’m pretty fortunate to have grown up [in my hometown] because I feel like it’s shaped me a little bit since there’s so much nature to like, spend time in there. I feel like outside of growing up there, maybe influenced, my love for like wildlife and stuff cause I was always out with friends when I was little and I was like finding salamanders and catching snakes and, you know, walking by the river and things like that, or there’s some waterfalls there which are really nice. (David, Canada)
 
            
 
            Over the course of our conversation we learned about how his commitment translated to his life in other ways: he eventually disclosed that he is vegan, that he travels by bicycle, and that he is guided by principles of sustainability in his day-to-day life. With this in-depth case study of a garden community from the perspective of one of our participants, we now turn to a consideration of the chain of memory as it manifests across our data.
 
           
          
            4 Digging Deeper: Plants at the Centre
 
            Approaching community from the standpoint of terrestrial relationships should not suggest an idealized vision of human/nonhuman relations. Many of the relationships in the garden do not reflect harmony or a horizontal ethos. Turning to human/slug interactions, Franklin Ginn (2014) demonstrates that human/nonhuman relations in the garden can be characterized by violence, exclusion, and detachment (see Chapter 3). David also indicates that unequal power relations can arise during terrestrial encounters, such as when gardeners kill potato bugs or other ‘pests’. Our notion of community rather entails an equal consideration of nonhumans as social actors. Gardeners are not ‘just squishing potato bugs,’ but defining their relations with other, nonhuman members of the garden. The agency, respect, and integrity David attributes to other terrestrials, as well as ‘nature’ more wholly, coincides with a vision of community not limited to human subjects. His discourse poses a challenge to anthropocentric understandings of social life. The chain of memory we turn to below manifests in this framework. It is a relationship between human and plant subjects that forms part of the web of relations at the community garden.
 
            As noted, the community garden is a space that organizes terrestrial relationships, positive and negative. Some participants describe experiencing or witnessing conflicts in the garden. Daisy, a gardener in Canada, discusses a tension between two fellow gardeners with differing views on when it is acceptable to remove plants. She explains that for one gardener, “if a tomato comes up where it shouldn’t, it’s going in the compost.” Another gardener, who follows a “permaculture philosophy,” feels that removing plants because “they are just growing in a place that’s not convenient for them is offensive … on a deep level.” Such tensions are not merely a difference of opinion between humans. They arise from the different ways that humans define their interactions with other terrestrials. More precisely, in the scenario Daisy describes, plants play a role in shaping how two gardeners relate to one another. Plants and human/plant interactions sit at the midpoint of their tension.
 
            Interactions between humans and plants also give rise to the chain of memory. Obviously, we can only focus on human memory here and do not presume to understand other-than-human memory. One way in which this chain manifests is through a connection formed between a gardener and their family. Megan directly links plants to childhood memories of her father:
 
             
              We also have a section [of the garden] that has bushes and trees, and redcurrants and elderberries, and all these things that we can use. I’m making elderberry jelly downstairs. Now, I have not made elderberry jelly since I was a little girl and my father and I used to make it together. So not only is this a journey through the garden, it’s a journey through my childhood. And the beauty of it is just amazing, you know. (Megan, Canada)
 
            
 
            For Stacy the community garden provides a space for remembrance of past generations. When we ask what gardening does for her, Stacy responds:
 
             
              And what it brings me also it, it, it reconnects me to my ancestors’ soil, who were farmers. Even if I live in the city, I have the possibility to have a garden. So it’s pretty important to me. We are, we’ve been farmers for generations in Canada. So it’s, I also think it’s in our genes, to continue to, to grow things to, to feed ourselves. And I think I’m paying homage to my dad, also. He loved his, his garden. (Stacy, Canada, translated from French)
 
            
 
            Both Megan and Stacy indicate that having access to a garden is meaningful for them in part because these connections arise. It is possible to approach this formation while backgrounding plants. We could say, for instance, that the human practice of gardening gives rise to these connections. However, when we expand our analysis beyond the human, it is plants that form the link in the chain of memory. Plants play a necessary role in connecting gardeners to meaning beyond the garden.
 
            Similar to Stacy (who says it’s in her family’s “genes” to grow food), Peter frames gardening as a sort of inheritance (“a genetic thing”) from his family:
 
             
              I think that might even be like a genetic thing. My dad worked, but [he is] not very green fingered, but he worked. And then my nan, she’s like an avid gardener, she’s got a really big garden. This is on both sides, actually. Both my grandma who’s from New Zealand and my nan who’s from the UK. They’re really into their gardens. And that comes a bit from that older generation that like, have been through war days and they’re more about like subsistence and like having their own supply of stuff like that. (Peter, Australia)
 
            
 
            In addition to his family, Peter links the practice of gardening to the “war days” experienced by his grandmothers’ generation. The chain of memory appears here in a more elusive way. Peter is part of a chain with his dad, grandmothers, and another generation and time when “subsistence” became important in the aftermath of war. In this sense the collective memory of war plays a role in the meaning Peter attributes to his family’s gardening.
 
            Childhood experience of gardens is common among our interviewees, who frequently reference their parents’ gardens or those of their grandparents. They often do not identify a particular moment when they began gardening because it is something they have always done in one fashion or another. John, from the UK, mentions that he comes from a “big family of composters,” and that his mother and grandmother “were very into their gardening.” Like Peter, he draws a connection between his grandmother’s gardening and subsistence, stating: “My Gran always used to tell me that she can remember when she was growing up in the London area that during the Second World War, everyone had their own bit of, you know, growing stuff in their garden and people were obviously actively encouraged to do it.” He contrasts this situation with the present, where many landlords restrict people from gardening on their rented properties, resulting in “boring grass lawns.” On the “flipside,” John says allotment gardening is “becoming so popular.” He also states: “I come from a background of people who’ve always been gardening, probably before it was popular, you know.”
 
            The chain of memory sometimes appears as one part of a more complex narrative. Suvi links gardening to her growing awareness for nature, but also clarifies that she has been “a nature person” since her childhood.
 
             
              And in my childhood family we spent a lot of time in nature. And my father hunts and my mother has a vegetable garden and apple trees at her cottage. That has also come from my family. But it’s always like it’s your own, and it’s more concrete when you make all the decisions yourself [at the community garden]. It has certainly made me much more aware of our environment and how we treat the soil. (Suvi, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
            
 
            Suvi links her gardening to her childhood as well as her growing awareness of “our environment” and treatment of “the soil.” Speaking of her young daughter, Suvi also says: “If I could somehow get my own baby to enjoy the plot and my love of nature through this plot, it would be so much fun.” Suvi demonstrates that ‘the chain’ we conceptualize can be extended into the future. For Suvi, gardening with her daughter may one day be tied to her daughter’s own “love of nature,” perhaps realized in part through gardening.
 
            The chain of memory reminds us that individual humans do not have a relationship with ‘nature’ in totality, but specific subjects or features of nature with which they interact. As Mihnea Tănăsescu (2022: 33) explains: “No single individual, or particularly situated group (whether human or nonhuman can ever enter into relationship with Nature but only, it would seem, with particular parts of its manifestations.” In other words, humans enter into relationships with ‘nature’ as ‘terrestrials.’ Yet these relationships are not isolated or contained between us as ‘the human’ and plants, for example, as ‘nature.’ Our relationships with nature can also be connected to other human terrestrials. For Suvi, her “love of nature” (in totality) is grounded in interactions she has with plants and the soil (specific manifestations) at her community garden. But this relationship also extends to memories of her parents and hopes for her daughter. Meaning in the chain of memory does not merely arise from one’s gardening practice or being in nature. It emerges from inter-terrestrial relationships—both human and nonhuman—that are situated in a particular place in the present time, but simultaneously transcend time and space. This is the case for Lars who says of his garden:
 
             
              It has so much history. Pain and joy and changes and events and stuff that’s been happening in the same square feet over time. My pet rat is buried in my garden, it’s probably not there anymore. And I celebrated my 30th birthday there with my friends. I got my first girlfriend when I was there. It is kind of all these layers of good and bad memories that have happened in the same place, uh. And it has changed but hasn’t changed that much, which is kind of nice. It has this kind of constant to it. So, it’s kind of plastic. You can mould it, but it will keep its shape. (Lars, Norway)
 
            
 
            For Lars the place itself has its own presence and spirit.
 
            Gerónimo associates his reasoning for establishing a community garden with his childhood and teenage memories and, not unlike Suvi, his desire to deepen his relationship with Pachamama. He talks about growing up in a poor neighbourhood where families took care of other people’s farmland in the countryside. Part of this land became designated space for a community garden, which was maintained by a group of mothers while their children attended school. While discussing memories of his mother at this community garden, Gerónimo states.
 
             
              Seeing those processes and working the soil for that, it seemed so nice. In parallel, always seeing my mom next to the plants […] I shared more time with her in another way, it led me more and more to be interested in other plants, and well, how noble the earth is, that if we take care of it and everything it can provide to us […] and there [I started] to be more aware of the work, the help to my mom and [spending] more time with her, sharing that time with my mom with that beautiful activity and being able to [move] it to the neighbourhood is great. (Gerónimo, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            By ‘move it to the neighbourhood,’ Gerónimo means bringing the practice of community gardening to his current neighbourhood. Gerónimo’s chain of memory is contextualized by a larger theme of food security. The conditions by which his mother’s community garden arose, and by extension Gerónimo’s own community garden, were informed by the broader socioeconomic forces at play during Gerónimo’s childhood.
 
            In addition to interviews, we conducted a focus group with seven Syrian refugees at a community garden in Canada. One participant described spending her afternoons in the garden as a “nostalgic experience.” It reminded her of being back home in Syria and gardening with her family. When asked about her ideal garden, another participant talked about how she wishes for grapes to be planted in the community garden. She said she had three grape plants in Syria and noted that “even” her grandfather had a grape tree to emphasize that “it’s something very common in the Middle East.” In this context grapes offer a way to help cultivate a sense of ‘home’ and, possibly, belonging in her new garden.
 
            In the chain of memory, plants facilitate the connection between gardeners and their memories of other people, places, or times. This is not always a positive or straightforward experience. One participant of the focus group mentioned that she was unable to cultivate any plants her first year at the community garden. She was treating the soil the same way she would “back home in Syria,” but then learned that soil in Syria is “completely different” from soil in Canada. Jessica Abramovic et al. (2019: 706) identify “experiments and adaptions” as part of the early experience of refugees in community gardens, in particular when the ecological conditions of the garden differ to those of their homelands. They state that refugees “can be disheartened by their inability to readily transplant knowledge and practices from original homelands to their new locations.” Plants (and more precisely, attempts to cultivate them) link gardeners to memories of their homelands, while serving as a reminder that they are in a new place.
 
           
          
            5 Conclusion
 
            The chain of memory demonstrates that plants are not merely ‘passive beings’ to be cultivated. Rather, they play a role in shaping the garden experience for gardeners in addition to other terrestrials like hummingbirds and bees. To be sure, this is not an ontological claim that plants are significant insofar as they benefit human and nonhuman animals. Likewise, the chain of memory we propose is not intended to anthropomorphize plants. Approaching plants as subjects in a community composed of terrestrials is not meant to diminish their inherent dissimilarity or ‘otherness’ from the humans who cultivate them. We view human/plant interactions in the community garden as a relationship between terrestrials. It is from this relationship that the (human) chain of memory can take form. Plants are vital to the chain of memory, but the chain of memory is not part of their own value or ends.
 
            The chain of memory we articulate rests on human/plant interactions. From there this chain links to humans, geographies, emotions, smells, and tastes. “I always grew grapes back home” is not simply about the unavailability of grapes, but a chain of memory that links multiple relationships in a complex network of social life. It arises from and in turn contributes to a community of terrestrials which radiates from plants. Plants—their planting, tending, growing, and harvest—are at the centre of the community gardens we studied. We don’t correlate religious and nonreligious identities with the presence of plants and their role in the chain of memory. Rather, we were interested in immanent meaning that is located outside of a religious framework and experienced by individuals whose lifestances include or do not include religion. When our focus on religion and the human is expanded to include nonreligion and terrestrials, new understandings of community and relationships can emerge that help paint a fuller picture of meaning in everyday life.
 
            The relationships we trace through the community gardens are sites of ethics production. What are the broader social implications of this? This is perhaps the most difficult element of our argument to demonstrate, but we propose that the immanent order we observe is reflected in the microcosm of the garden. If we think about David, for example, we can see his enactment of a particular ethical framework that is rooted in immanent, everyday life and enacted in his garden relationships. In other words, the inclusive, non-anthropocentric conception of the social we use to capture and articulate the chain of memory is reflective of ethical relationships already produced at the community gardens of our study. To be sure, there are power struggles and hierarchies at the gardens, but if we reconstruct our social imaginary around a relational horizon, we invoke a point of entry from which plants and nonhuman animals are recognized as agents in their relationships with human social actors.
 
            In the space of the community garden there is no transcendent absentee landlord. Instead, the common space of the garden is a place in which terrestrials negotiate and navigate difference in an immanent order. We aren’t therefore arguing that all the human community gardeners are nonreligious (about half of our participants articulated some religious affiliation). We are rather suggesting that nonreligion is creating a site of possibility for a transformation of terrestrial relations. These relations are not dependent upon religious or nonreligious identities, but reflect a framework that is being accessed by both religious and nonreligious people. The framework is not entirely new, but it may be accelerating or be taking a new shape in the face of the climate and ecological crises. We might reflect, for example, on the ways that Charles Darwin’s research and writing acted as an accelerator for restructuring the place of humans in the world. His work challenged the hierarchical ‘great chain of being’, in which humans existed close to a deity and above the material world of plants and animals, by putting forward a dynamic continuity of beings that resonates with a horizontal order. The community garden is a place where this order is actualized through inter-terrestrial relationships.
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          Notes

          1
            A critical sociology of religion, according to Altglas and Wood (2018: 27–28), also requires “reintegrating the social – power and authority, social classes, ethnicity, embodiment and emotions, interactions and practices – into the study of religion.”

          
          2
            On this note Hervieu-Léger (2000: 87) writes: “Whether the past in question is relatively short or very long is only of secondary significance. The degree of ancientness confers an extra value on tradition, but it is not what initially establishes its social authority.”

          
          3
            Taylor (2008: n.p.) writes: “Perhaps the clearest sign of the transformation in our world is that today many people look back to the world of the porous self with nostalgia, as though the creation of a thick emotional boundary between us and the cosmos were now lived as a loss. The aim is to try to recover some measure of this lost feeling. So people go to movies about the uncanny in order to experience a frisson. Our peasant ancestors would have thought us insane.”

          
          4
            See also Turner (2011), Abramovic et al. (2019), and Phillips (2019).

          
          5
            ‘World-repairing work’ refers to the ways in which humans both individually and collectively address broken social, economic, or ecological systems and relationships through practice. This work can be expressed as activism or be found in practices that are not strictly aimed at political or social transformation. For example, Beaman (2017, 2021) explores how religious and nonreligious individuals collaborate as volunteers to rescue stranded and endangered sea turtles. See also Beaman and Stacey (2021) for other examples of world-repairing work as a site of overlap between religion and nonreligion.

          
          6
            Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011), Connolly (2011), and Latour (2018) have each written on this problem and offered solutions.
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          Abstract
 
          Gardening is political. In this chapter, we explore the politics of nonreligion, with gardens and gardening functioning as a set of practices that illustrate how lifestances can be structural, collectivist, relational, and radical. We use data from Brazil and Argentina to frame political, educational, and activist elements of gardening around the world. These Latin American case studies provide important examples of the ‘everyday politics’ of gardening. Politics is also present in the community gardens of the Global North to varying degrees. However, the political dimensions of gardening are more explicitly articulated by Brazilian and Argentinian gardeners perhaps because of their political histories. This chapter demonstrates how nonreligion, as illustrated in the politics of community gardening, can contribute constructively to positive political engagement and community building.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            Politics is often thought of in terms of participation in political parties. However, there are also many forms of ‘everyday politics’ (Kerkvliet 2009) which people engage in through community gardens. Other scholars have referred to this as “urban everyday politics” (Beveridge and Koch 2019: 142), and “mundane and everyday politics” (Fernández, Martí and Farchi 2017: 201). For example, many community gardeners we interviewed in Brazil say they are not ‘political’ people. By this they mean they are not engaged in the intense political debates of the major parties. However, they are typically very engaged in political concerns about issues such as access to land, healthy food, education, and green. This tendency can also be seen in the Argentinean gardeners. After noting they are not engaged in partisan politics, the gardeners go on to elaborate how gardening is political. Wanda, for example, explains that participating in a community garden is a political stance:
 
             
              I believe that everything you do in life sets a precedent for your political position, your outlook on life […] It is a political position towards life, towards what we want for our well-being and that of the people around us and of the population in general, right? (Wanda, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Similarly, Diana argues that there is a certain inherent politics in being human:
 
             
              Every person is a political being from their own existence because we live in community and because we maintain ourselves under rules, democracy and well, I mean, doing politics is inherent, but not partisan. (Diana, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            To engage in community gardening in Brazil and Argentina is typically to be politically engaged in these sorts of ways. Gardening as a practice can be both nonreligious and politically engaged.1 This chapter also illustrates how the practice of gardening can be understood, to a greater or less extent, as political in this sense in many of the gardens that we studied around the world. Gardening provides some things that government and corporate capitalism fails to provide. Gardening enables food sovereignty; encourages the critique of social structures such as exploitative capitalism; empowers people to feed themselves (in a healthy way); empowers women (who are the main ones involved in these practices); supports green politics and eco-activism; facilitates occupying and reclaiming spaces; and supports Indigenous rights, justice, and activism. That is to say, community gardening highlights how practices, communities, and people are committed to constructive engagement with their society.
 
            These practices, ethical engagements, and relationships are interwoven with a commitment to constructively engage with society. Importantly, these constructive engagements do not primarily arise out of religious commitments, or religious-like commitments, although religion is important in some contexts. Rather, religious commitments are largely unimportant. We could say that ‘gardening is a nonreligious practice’. However, that again makes religion the reference point – which, as we argue in Chapter 3, is something we seek to avoid. Rather, we note that both religion and the rejection of religion are not significant in the political engagements of community gardeners. Community gardeners engage in ethical and political action because they are gardeners – the constructive commitments emerge out of the practice, relationships, and understanding associated with gardening. The point here is not that nonreligion motivates political action. Rather, the point is that people, as actors themselves, engage in political action. This political engagement is largely not constrained, nor shaped, by whether people are religious or nonreligious.
 
            The distinctive political context of Brazil and Argentina allow us to highlight aspects of gardening that are often passed over in studies of gardening in the Global North.2 Our data from both countries offers a way of framing the political, educational, and activist elements of gardening around the world. Perhaps the politics of gardening in the Global North is like a palimpsest – written over by other concerns, but nonetheless, still present. In order to understand the logics and practices of the politics present in community gardens, it is necessary to understand important aspects of the socio-political contexts of the communities, cities, and countries in which the gardens are located.
 
           
          
            2 The Argentinian and Brazilian Socioeconomic Context
 
            ‘Food sovereignty’ and ‘agroecology’ were key themes in several interviews in Argentina and Brazil. These themes derive from the broader political context of the gardens and the practices that take place in them. Both concepts are strongly related to the peasant and rural movements, e.g. Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST) in Brazil and Movimiento Nacional Campesino Indígena (MNCI) or Movimiento Campesino de Santiago del Estero (MOCASE) in Argentina, reflecting both their political demands and the nature of the work of people in these movements. Gardens can serve as instruments for an authentic, local, globally contextualized, transformation of the individual and society (Ibarra et al. 2019: 26). By adopting the principles of agroecology and food sovereignty, the gardens and gardeners we studied propose an alternative way of relating to the soil, plants and nature, prioritizing logics of care and respect, where production is oriented towards to self-consumption and the construction of knowledge is carried out collectively, giving due importance to traditional and local knowledge.
 
            We could say that this distinctive politics and ethics of gardening is ‘nonreligious’. But, again, this draws our understanding back into a religion/nonreligion dichotomy. We want to move beyond this dichotomy. We suggest conceptualizing it this way: gardeners express a variety of ethical frameworks and forms of political engagement. The gardens we studied in Brazil and Argentina are distinctive because they highlight how these ethics and forms of political engagement emerge out of the practice, communities, and relationships of gardening. These dimensions are also present in other gardens around the world. What is important here is that ethical concerns and creative political engagement emerge out of the common spaces of community gardens where religion, and nonreligion, are largely unimportant.
 
            ‘Food sovereignty’ and ‘agroecology’ are significant in Argentina and Brazil in the context of a long history of rural agrarian social movements of collective action and struggle across Latin America. In the 1980s and 90s rural workers and peasants denounced the ravages of the application of neoliberal public policies (Giarraca & Levy 2004; Wahren & García Guerreiro 2020). In that context, Vía Campesina emerged in 1993 as a resistance peasant movement across multiple countries, mostly from the Global South, arguing that an alternative model of food and agriculture is necessary and possible. They developed the concept of “food sovereignty,” which emphasized holistic, inclusive and sustainable food production as a challenge to the neoliberal system of production and the concept of “food security” (See the “Rome Declaration”, Vía Campesina 2023). They also developed a model of “agroecology” that is biodiverse, resilient, sustainable, and socially just agriculture, promoting local and national production by small farmers, based on local and traditional knowledge, local resources, and solar energy (Altieri & Nicholls 2012).
 
            In Brazil, the Movimento Rural dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra (MST 2024) emerged between 1979 and 1984 in response to deep-seated agrarian issues dating back through the country’s history (Caldart 2001). This grassroots movement aims to level the playing field for land access in Brazil by pushing for agrarian reform. Their efforts focus on safeguarding the fundamental rights of rural labourers and advocating for social justice in rural areas, often through land occupations, marches, and demonstrations aimed at shedding light on Brazil’s agrarian challenges. In addition to these activism efforts, the MST has become the leading producer of organic rice in Latin America and has made significant strides in seed cultivation and the production of staple foods like beans, meat, milk, coffee, and cassava. MST is significant for community gardens in Brazil, not solely due to their shared commitment to recognizing land and growing food as pivotal for autonomy, but also for their approach to activism: empowering and educating families and individuals through practices relating to the land, while forging alliances with various other social movements.
 
            In Argentina, community gardens are framed by a history of socio-economic crises, complex inflationary problems, deep structural social inequalities, and a strong political-ideological polarization within the population. A large part of Argentina’s industry is food production, much of which is exported. Industrial agriculture dominates food production with massive use of pesticides, single crops with transgenic seeds, and constant deforestation in order to create the land for cultivation (Informe Anual sobre la Situación de Soberanía Alimentaria en Argentina 2022). Environmental and rural agrarian movements have questioned and criticized this model, as well as mobilized against it. In spite of high levels of food production and low dependence on imports, around 40% of Argentina’s population does not have adequate access to food (Informe Anual sobre la Situación de Soberanía Alimentaria en Argentina 2022). This is largely due to widespread price increases and loss of purchasing power as a result of inflationary processes. Over the years, the Argentine State has implemented a series of public policies aimed at Food Security and Food Sovereignty, such as the program ProHuerta and Sembrar Soberanía Alimentaria. ProHuerta was created in 1990, in the scenario of a severe economic crisis, to improve the food situation of the most vulnerable population through self-production of food. This is one of the most important public food policies in the country, which until 2023 promoted the annual delivery of up to 1 million seed kits to more than 600,000 family, school, and community gardens (Instituto Nacional de Tecnología Agropecuaria 2023). Several of the community gardens interviewed were beneficiaries of this program. However, under Javier Milei’s administration, the program has been dismantled.
 
            Similar issues frame the experiences of community gardeners in Brazil. Brazil’s food production is dominated by five crops that are responsible for at least 70% of the agricultural cropping area in the country: rice, sugar cane, beans, corn, and soybeans (IMAFLORA 2021). Industrial farming of these crops continues to grow while there has been a decline in other crops such as mandioca (cassava), a crop often grown as part of subsistence agriculture. Although small-scale production and family-based agriculture still represent the majority of the producers in Brazil, agribusiness has the largest territory in terms of land area. As in Argentina, Brazilian industrial farming has received considerable government incentives to maximize the export of commodities. These policies concentrate incomes, exhaust workers, and destroy the environment (Delgado 2022). Urban community gardens emerged in Brazil during the 1980s, in the context of democratization and the emergence of social movements in the country (Gohn 2011). For example, in São Paulo, the city where most of the gardens we studied are located, Franco Montoro was a state governor who supported these claims for going green and invested in public policies that encouraged community gardens in the 1980s, as a way to improve nutrition for people in poverty (Biazoti 2020).
 
            The problems created by the industrialization of agriculture are further exacerbated by political change and unrest. Political unrest reverberates in important ways in the dynamics, conversations, and cultivation practices of the community gardens that we studied in Brazil. For example, in the early 2000s, the Workers’ Party government led by President Lula prioritized fighting against poverty, inequality, and hunger (Maluf, Zimmermann & Jomalinis 2021). The government initiated a wide range of public policies responsible for increasing food security in Brazil (Fome Zero and Bolsa Família). These included the resumption of the National Food Security Council (Consea), with the creation and strengthening of food sovereignty and food and nutritional security (SAN) policies aimed at cash transfers, school meals, food donations, stimulus to food production, and the guarantee of food security. These greatly contributed to the reduction of poverty in the country (Maluf, Zimmermann & Jomalinis 2021). The dismantling of many of these policies under Bolsonaro’s administration returned Brazil to the UN hunger map with more than 33 million people living in severe food insecurity (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO 2022). These changes are concerns for community gardeners in Brazil, who try to assist those who are directly affected by the dismantling of these policies, in their practices.
 
            In many ways there are similar issues, and discussions, about the politics of food production in the Global North. What is distinctive about Brazil and Argentina is that gardeners we interviewed were more aware of these issues than the gardeners in the Global North. The distinctive political histories of both countries led the gardeners we interviewed there to be much more sensitized to the political dimensions associated with food production. In contrast, the gardeners in the Global North were less aware of these political dimensions, because they have not had the same political struggles and don’t have the vocabulary and political discourse within which to frame their experiences.
 
           
          
            3 Politics in Community Gardens
 
            In Brazil, we carried out 17 interviews in 6 community gardens. In contrast to the other gardens we studied around the world, these Brazilian gardens stand out for their multiplicity of networks, associations and objectives. One of them was linked to an anarchist collective whose objective is to empower marginalized and poor populations and encourage self-management. Another garden was associated with Kardecism or Spiritism, one of the main religions in Brazil. It is a form of Christianity that includes belief in communication with the spirits of dead people, reincarnation, and is often mixed with Umbanda, an Afro-Brazilian religion. Some of the gardens are located on land described as an ”occupation.” This means that the garden is on land that is privately owned (not owned by the gardeners or the state), but not currently being used by the owner. It is a strategy widely used by social movements for land, in which they occupy unproductive land and make it productive. They hope that the state will buy this land and give it to the people who have started to live there.
 
            The interviews with Brazilian gardeners are mostly with the leaders/founders of the gardens. The people who assume the main responsibilities in gardens usually have a background and training that assisted them in taking on these roles. They may have been part of political movements, attended university, or been part of social movements. They are also often passionate about their commitments. These are the people who often lead and guide the debates that are held in the garden. Some of the gardeners also end up becoming “activists” as a result of these conversations.
 
            There are many ways Brazilian gardeners find to organize and act on a daily basis. There were gardens with more educational goals, gardens focused on environment concerns (Portuguese: ambiental) and land practices and discussions, and there were also gardens concerned about gender equality. In particular, there was one organization that helped unemployed mothers with food on a monthly basis, but they also have a more general goal to give women autonomy, so they would be able to get out of violent situations and improve their lives. Gardening is one of the skills the women can learn to assist with this. Every Saturday there are talks at this garden about a solidarity economy, and other topics. The garden is an educational place where women learn how to be more autonomous, and how to earn money by their own hands, by respecting the environment.
 
            In Argentina, we interviewed 17 members from 7 community gardens. The majority of the participants from Argentina understand the small proportion of land that makes up their community garden as a space of resistance against the current economic system and its hegemonic model of production, which they perceive to prioritize profit over the person, and that destroys and pollutes the environment. Through agroecological practices they set precedents for their political stances and strengthen the sense of food sovereignty by deciding what, why, and how to cultivate food and other useful plants in a sustainable, accessible and culturally appropriate way (Ibarra et al. 2019). As a result, it is not only the practice of gardening that is conceived as a political act, but also the space of the garden itself.
 
            For example, one garden emerged out of a university group whose work focuses on food sovereignty, environmental sustainability, food as a right, and inclusive communities. This garden is part of an extension project from a public university. Questioning the lack of food available in green and public spaces, its founder began a search for land in the city where the construction of a community garden was possible and, at the same time, looking to prevent a green space from becoming a dumping place for rubbish. Facilitating food sovereignty is one of the main aims of this garden. Since some members of this garden come from low-income households and do not have a stable formal job, they want to demonstrate that everyone can grow their own food and that gardening can become a source of income. The garden helps some families from the neighbourhood and has built up strong community bonds between the members. This has resulted in a shift in their objectives to include it being a safe space for community gathering and assisting some members that struggle with a range of problems.
 
            Similar to some of the gardens in Brazil, there are some Argentinean gardens that are located on land that is not owned by its members, and that used to be abandoned, dumps, or not used at all. For example, one of the gardens is located on land that used to be empty and was reused thanks to the work of the neighbourhood community centre. A group of people responsible for cleaning up the site of a demolished house turned into almost 30 people working weekly in order to make the place suitable for gardening, as Bautista told us in his interview. They refer to the garden as a “seedbed of ideas” since the idea of creating other community gardens in different neighbourhoods of the city started there. Also, it has a cultural space where different artistic proposals, such as production of murals, poetry and photography, take place. The garden is part of a neighbourhood network that includes other institutions such as schools, fairs, health centres, and foundations. All of them share the main objective of improving the quality of life of the people that live in the neighbourhood. This garden has a strong political stance in terms of defending Indigenous rights, food sovereignty, feminism, environmentalism, and human rights. These topics are usually discussed in assemblies, and they organize different events and talks in the garden, but they also have a strong presence on social media.
 
            In the gardens we studied in the Global North, political concerns are still present, but they are typically more muted. One of the more explicitly politically oriented gardens is described by Cecilia:
 
             
              What motivates me to garden is taking care of, and helping people that cannot do for themselves. … I can show somebody how to put a seed in the ground and it becomes food and [to] watch that excitement on their face is amazing. And then knowing that you’re feeding people. Last year we pulled about 2,000 pounds of food out of this garden. And a lot of it went to the school down the street. … We feed people with it and then we’re motivating people and kind of giving people hope. That’s what keeps me gardening. And tomatoes just taste better coming out of a garden than they do in the grocery store. (Cecilia, USA)
 
            
 
            While the politics of gardening in the Global North was typically not as explicit, there was still an underlying politics to many of the gardens. Ava, for example, said:
 
             
              So there is definitely a stigma surrounding [the locale] and all the people that live there are [thought to be] lazy and poor and whatever, blah blah blah … crime … danger. But that’s not necessarily true. And so when you bring people from the outside into a beautiful green space that is well maintained and has lots of positive things happening, it is a small step towards changing that perception from people outside of the area who are not otherwise familiar with that. (Ava, Canada)
 
            
 
            Gardening is (or can be) political everywhere, and the significance of ‘everyday politics’ in Argentina and Brazil helps us to better understand the politics of community gardens elsewhere in the world. It is also important that we highlight these processes and stories from the Global South – and how they are rich and varied – so as to challenge the dominance of Global North conceptions of what it means to be political.
 
            All this is important to understanding nonreligion because it highlights that it is not simply religion, and quasi-religious civil religion, that generates political engagement and moral commitment to community. Community gardeners in Brazil and Argentina engage with these political issues through practices that are sometimes religiously contextualized (such as the garden associated with Kardecism), but are mostly not religious. Further, these commitments develop out of their practices and relationships in the gardens, not out of quasi-religious commitments to a secularized god or constitution as described by Bellah (1967).
 
            We explore the everyday politics of gardening – and the role of gardens and gardening through five themes: ‘social justice’, ‘food’, ‘teaching and learning’, ‘green activism’, and ‘the garden within the community’. Some themes were identified early in the research. Other topics, such as ‘food’ and ‘teaching and learning’, emerged from the interviews and were subsequently included in the construction of the codes for the analysis. These five themes are intertwined, and sometimes difficult to separate. However, they provide a useful focus for our discussion.
 
           
          
            4 Social Justice
 
            For the Brazilian gardeners we interviewed, social justice and social activism are very important. This is partly because the people we interviewed are leaders in the gardens and therefore very politically engaged. However, the focus on social justice and social activism is also something that is ‘cultivated’ in the garden. The land is a very important issue for a lot of people we interviewed in Brazil. Access to the land is thought of as something that is not guaranteed. This concern shapes the feelings they have regarding their own community gardens – which are often threatened by authorities and other people who dislike them. However, it also reflects broader political concerns related to social movements for land, such as the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST), or being in favour of Agrarian Reform, and the protection of Indigenous lands.
 
            Marcela participates in two of the community gardens we studied. Her story illustrates the centrality of social justice as a concern of many of the Brazilian gardeners. Participating in the gardens has transformed Marcela, resulting in her changing careers. She became an environmental educator, leaving behind her advertising career. She is very engaged in activism for the city, the land, and the environment:
 
             
              As I told you, it is very difficult for us not to take some political positions after living in the garden for a while. It’s very complicated not to think about agrarian reform, living what we live in the garden, including agrarian conflict, let’s say, on a micro scale. All the issues related to food security, and it turns out that it is very difficult for people not to have an activism more focused on the left positioning. How’s that? We try to welcome all people, but it is difficult. We have a lot of difficulty welcoming bolsominions.3 (Marcela, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            She argues that having land to plant is essential for people to be able to eat properly. For her, it is also important to respect the growth cycle of food plants, at the respective times of the year, without the addition of poisons. This is one of the main reasons she advocates for agrarian reform:
 
             
              Experiences I had in college related to other things … [that gave me a] sense of the relationship between space and activism. The garden brought me this in a very beautiful way. Mainly because of the question of belonging. And I think this is very strong for those who plant in the city. A [big] city … destroys many ties, and people sometimes become uprooted. And the garden brought me this question of roots, of putting down roots, of staying in the territory and fighting for it. (Marcela, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Marcela’s experience illustrates how on a micro scale the garden mimics and also makes people think about rural conflicts, the right to the city, and the right to land.
 
            Similar to the Brazilian data, most Australian references to what we might broadly term ‘social justice’ related to food (this is explored in further detail below). However, in contrast, this was not to do with negotiation of access to land or food for gardeners, but rather with providing produce for those experiencing food insecurity:
 
             
              If there’s extra produce, [one of our members] likes to take it and get us to put it in that basket over there for [a social welfare organization] … [Another] person just collects the food and takes it down because there’s a place near here where they cook lunches every day for people. So people if they have [extra] produce, put things in. (Suzanne, Australia)
 
            
 
            Beyond this, other examples of concerns about social justice in gardens from the Global North related mostly to the garden as providing a pleasant, safe, and accessible space for others – including those from marginalized communities, such as members of migrant communities and those experiencing homelessness, domestic violence, or living with disability:
 
             
              I would describe [the garden] as an educational space and a community garden in regards to the community groups harvesting from it, such as the various Aboriginal community groups, [a local men’s homeless shelter], and [a local] women’s shelter. (Claire, Australia)
 
            
 
             
              [I]t’s not the soup kitchen, it’s not the food bank. It’s an area where people can develop skills and that type of thing. So, um … they also serve meals three times a week to anybody in town. You do not have to prove income, you don’t have to prove anything, and you just go and get your meal, free. … When I first found this out, I went, ‘nobody in this town will ever starve’. [laughs] You know, and for me that is just, uh, that’s a beautiful thing. (Megan, Canada)
 
            
 
            These experiences illustrate how social justice is a more muted concern in the gardens we studied from the Global North. There are some gardens, and some individuals, that are more explicitly politically engaged. However, the social justice concerns of gardeners in the Global North tend to be focused on specific issues such as homeless people and women escaping from domestic violence, rather than broader structural issues, such as access to land to enable people to grow food. These concerns for social justice emerge out of engagement with the garden and the practice of gardening. They demonstrate how nonreligion can lead into concerns for, and significant commitments to, social justice.
 
            A commitment to social justice and social welfare provision has long been linked to religious organizations, both in the Global North and in the Global South – liberation theology for example. Our research demonstrates that such concerns can also emerge out of the communal practice of gardening that has little directly to do with religion. That is to say, social justice concerns and actions can emerge in a variety of ways and contexts and gardening is one of these contexts. This political engagement and concern for social justice is clearest in our Argentinian and Brazilian interviews, but it is also present in other countries.
 
           
          
            5 Food
 
            Approximately half of the interviewees in Argentina discuss the importance of growing their own food. The reasons they give are multiple and varied. On the level of individual practices, there is a desire to improve their diet and move towards incorporating healthy food free of pesticides. This motivation contains an implicit criticism of their food consumption practices. The latter is intertwined with a broader critical understanding of society, particularly the food production system that “is based on concealing the traceability of things” as Sandra describes. Zaira points directly at supermarkets as the ones to blame for poor education about nutrition, “education has been left to the supermarket … the supermarket makes things uniform, gives you processed food and uniform, perfect vegetables … Everything is always available. There will always be tomatoes, there will always be carrots.” She contrasts the supermarket with the education the garden provides. Food from the garden is seasonal, in the different sizes, forms, and colours that vegetables and fruits can have. She also notes that a hole in a leaf does not indicate that the vegetable must go to waste but that it is still nutritious if an insect decided to eat some of it.
 
            These critiques are, in turn, related to the desire to understand the history and processes that create the food, and therefore lead to a more conscious approach to food consumption:
 
             
              I started to be motivated to know a little more about the history of what I eat. That is, to understand that a food is not just what I have on the table, but that it has a whole history, someone who grew it, a place where it comes from, a process, someone who benefits from my buying it or not. So, we can start to rethink my behaviour … am I helping a small producer or a multinational? (Daniela, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            The attempt to improve the food in their diet, as well as the adoption of an increasingly conscious stance towards the current system that supplies and commercializes food, leads to a desire to decrease their dependence on it. For example, for Saúl, the notion of self-sufficiency becomes an ideal he wants to pursue, slowly but steadily and incrementally. Other Argentinian cases describe how growing their own food leads to deeper and more meaningful connections. For example, Karen said:
 
             
              The garden seemed like a place for connection, right? [with] nature and to connect with the [question of] ‘how can I truly have my own food?’ I am not going to supply myself 100%, I would have to dedicate myself to taking care of my garden all day for that to happen. But I can generate a lot of changes, starting with [three] little plants, a basil, an oregano, a tomato. (Karen, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            There is a broader significance in eating the harvest from a garden. Harvested garden food is a reflection of the time and care invested, as well as the ideals they uphold. The garden and people’s work in it acquire an important symbolic meaning associated with the principles of food sovereignty. In some cases, food sovereignty is an explicit objective. First, and as mentioned earlier, the garden provides the possibility to choose to feed oneself and to choose healthy food that is free of agrotoxins. Second, eating food harvested from a garden represents a value of ‘horizontality’, that most of these gardens sustain. The harvest does not belong to a particular person, it belongs to everyone that participates in the garden since there are no individual plots and everyone does the same chores and rotates them. The garden harvest is not just food, it represents a way of thinking about producing and providing food. The garden prioritizes people’s access to food, taking into consideration the difficulty of obtaining food due to high prices, especially high nutritional quality food. Third, growing food in a community garden represents something beyond individual practices. Growing food in an agroecological way means sustaining and promoting an alternative production model. These points are illustrated by the gardener Manuel:
 
             
              [Food sovereignty] is to allow people to have access to any type of food, healthy food, let’s say, vegetables more than anything else because that is what we produce … to give people the chance to have access to healthy food, to know the whole production line … and to diversify their diet, to have a much healthier diet [and] not necessarily to have to spend large amounts of money to have access to those foods. (Manuel, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            In the Global North, some gardens and gardeners are concerned with access to food. However, there are many gardens where this is not the case. For example, the majority of the gardens in Finland are allotment gardens where the gardeners engage in gardening for cultural reasons, rather than because of food insecurity. However, some of the gardens in the Global North did contribute their produce to others. For example, Emma from Canada says: “40 percent goes back to the centre where we’re able to either use the food in our community dinners, our food box program, or in … in the food bank.” In one Canadian garden, Syrian refugees relied on their garden space to produce food, both for cultural reasons and for food security. Many community gardens in the Global North similarly provide food security for immigrants. Some participants have moved from a rural location where they routinely gardened for food, into the city, where they now continue to garden to maintain their ‘way of life’, and not because it is a necessity in order to obtain healthy food. Similarly, John says he gardens because he prefers the taste of his gardened vegetables to those he can buy from the supermarket:
 
             
              I think it makes you appreciate the food massively. And the taste of the food when you grow it is completely different. The carrots have a much better taste. You realise how much you’re being fleeced by the supermarkets providing the food that doesn’t taste of anything at all! (John, UK)
 
            
 
            Food from community gardens is symbolic of a different form of relationship to food production and politics of food production. Again, it is not symbolic in a quasi-religious way, as described by Bellah (1967), but rather food from a community garden is a nonreligious symbol of a healthier diet, respect for nature, and food of better quality.
 
           
          
            6 Green Activism
 
            In all the Brazilian interviews there is a common theme of “green” activism that favours the creation of an agro-ecological garden based on the principles of permaculture.4 This involves thinking of the land as having a significance beyond the production of food. From this perspective, they value gardening without “poison”, and practices that favour the maintenance of the broader ecosystem. Participants also have conversations with each other about topics such as the food industry, capitalism, and sustainability. Some of the gardens we analysed engage in actions to raise environmental awareness beyond the gardens, either in the city or with Indigenous or marginalized communities. Nature preservation and sustainability appear in interviews and are associated with different conceptions of nature and the function of the garden. For example, Virgínia told us:
 
             
              Look, we don’t have any political flag here. What we have is what we call ‘good practices’, and our politics is inside it. For example, everything we produce within the community garden is based on agroforestry, which means ‘no poison’. We try not to use any type of [poisonous] input. We talk about these things, how problematic this is, how it causes damage to people’s health whether in the city or in the countryside. We also talk about how much it pollutes the air, the water, the land, in short, all the consequences. So yes, this [is the] type of information that we seek to pass on. We try to show people how important it is for them to know what they consume and from whom they consume. What is your money sustaining? What kind of thing are you supporting with your money? So when I buy food I’m supporting those farmers who have the same concerns I have. I prefer to buy from these farmers who take care of the land, who take care of the environment, and who manage things correctly, rather than buying something that is all poisoned. (Virgínia, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Marcia says: “Ah, activism is the activism of green, of water, of agroforestry. This is the real activism, which is the activism of life. If we don’t plant, we have no water, we have no food”. And she continues by explaining that even with the activities they do with other people, mainly with kids in the garden, the activism is always present:
 
             
              All the actions that we do there are this activism. With the children we explain the importance of planting, of having the habit of cultivating a plant, about water, about insects, bees, pollination. And in the external events as well. There is always this engagement. (Marcia, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Further to this, Manuel explains:
 
             
              We try to educate, to have a more ecological awareness and transmit it to the people. Reusing products, recycling, and we try, whenever we need something, to not go and buy it … but to rescue it from somewhere. (Manuel, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            The vast majority of the participants in Argentina engage with green activism and four community gardens have a clear focus on it; they emphasize raising awareness, but engage in different aspects of activism such as agroecology, sustainability, or recycling. These aspects can be raised through conversations whilst gardening, at organized events, and through information about new sustainable gardening methods and resources. In turn, decisions such as cultivating in reused containers, assembling tools from recycled objects, not using pesticides, respecting the cycles of nature and setting the garden in general with donated and recycled objects imply an expression of this activism, that is, they are political stances:
 
             
              The whole garden is political. We are not partisan, but it is political, it is belligerent, it is revolutionary because growing your own food is revolutionary. It [puts you] in a place where you are not apolitical, you are quintessentially political. It means [this] is a political posture, it is to vindicate all that ancestral [wisdom] we have, growing food is political and revolutionary of course, because it is anti-system. We produce our own food without any type of pesticide, it means that we do not need the industry in order to grow food. (Diego, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Gardens in the Global North also seem to attract those who hold pro-environmental, ‘green’ values. The gardens we studied in Australia, Canada, Finland, Norway, the United Kingdom, and the United States were often shaped by environmental concerns, such as the use of organic gardening methods and not using pesticides. For example, in Australia, several participants discussed holding ‘green’ views and their concern about environmental issues such as conservation and climate change and linked this to their involvement in gardening. However, in the Global North, these concerns seems less explicitly political. These gardens used environmental practices such as organic gardening or permaculture and also often had educational sessions and sought to raise public awareness. Perhaps one of the things that the contrast with the Argentinian and Brazilian gardens highlights is that these gardening practices have an inherent political dimension to them because more people in Argentina and Brazil struggle more explicitly with food security, vulnerability, structural poverty, and the overall consequences of capitalism. Even if the British gardener John (in the quote above) explains his preference for gardening as motivated by the food tasting better, he is not buying food from the big industrial food producers and implicitly endorsing a different model of food production. David makes the politics of gardening in the Global North more explicit:
 
             
              I think coming here has really made me realize that I [have] got that [environmentalist] sensibility, but I should be living it as well … You don’t have to be a ‘real’ activist … You can just do things in your own way, so you don’t have to be a full-on sort of activist and trying to convert everyone and going to protests and stuff like that. But there’s little things you can do in your own life. (David, Australia)
 
            
 
            Our point here is that green activism is a form of political engagement that emerges out of, and is bound up with, community gardens, to a lesser or greater degree. This political engagement is nonreligious, in the sense that it is not explicitly tied to religious motivations. Rather, it is part of a lifestance that is formed through the practices, relationships, and worldviews that participants develop as gardeners. This dimension of community gardening is present in all the gardens we studied. However, starting our analysis with the Argentinian and Brazilian gardens highlights this aspect of green activism in important ways.
 
           
          
            7 Teaching and Learning
 
            Education is an important focus of both the Argentinian and Brazilian community gardens. Education has two dimensions. First, it is education about gardening. Second, there are broader educational goals oriented to social justice. For all the participants the daily practices of gardening have a pedagogical approach that helps people learn how to garden. The everyday shared aspect of the garden is what made Maythe, from a Brazilian garden, continue participating, “That’s the main reason I’m continually there. Because the exchange is crazy and free, right? We exchange smiles, knowledge, plants …”.
 
            Cíntia, who works in the same garden as Marcia, shares a similar experience:
 
             
              It is also super nice talking with other people in the garden, people that have more knowledge than you. People who are in the garden for a long time, they can say the name of the plants, and explain things to you. This exchange is very important. (Cíntia, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Similarly, all the gardens we studied in Argentina emphasize learning as a primary objective. The garden is often understood as a classroom open to anyone interested in learning about the exercise of cultivating and taking care of plants. Therefore, the focus is on the process of gardening, rather than the food that is produced. Karen, makes this point:
 
             
              We are all together, exchanging knowledge too, because [I have] met people who have been in this field for a long time before me and they have a lot of things to transmit to you, to teach you. So there is always, always something to learn. (Karen, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            In the gardens there are no clearly defined educational roles, there is no teacher or student since everyone is both at the same time. Roberto says: “people can contribute to the practice from their [practical] knowledge, it is not simply theoretical.” He also describes how different types of knowledge are integrated into practice, even those that come from everyday life and anecdotes of past memories: “a girl talks to you about what her grandpa does. That is beautiful.” This also makes learning a collective and horizontal practice. This learning process is characterized as spontaneous and informal since it is developed through conversations between the members, which is described as a “talk that comes naturally”. In addition, this learning is practice, as Diego describes:
 
             
              [It] is to look to the other person and do, imitate them in the process of ralear,5 of taking out the weeds, of transplanting, of irrigating. I mean, all the tasks can be easily learnt through observation and the abilities each person has to imitate that. (Diego, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Gardeners in the Global North also talk about the opportunities to learn about gardening. As Strumos, Beaman, and Vanasse-Pelletier note in Chapter 4, new understandings emerge out of the practice of gardening and the relationships that develop during that gardening practice. However, in Argentina and Brazil, the practice of learning to garden can take on a broader more explicitly political significance. For example, Daniela contextualizes a discussion of making jam, commenting on food sovereignty and healthy eating:
 
             
              I think that the work more associated with food sovereignty or healthier or friendlier ways of eating is done in the framework of a conversation and saying ‘here, take this,’ you can use it in this way, try it, or maybe we take something we have made, we show them. The other day we made, for example, blackberry jam, because there is a very big blackberry tree next to the garden and they don’t use it either, so we made jam, we picked the blackberries and prepared it. So it is like showing and adapting also and from that place to see if any of the recommendations … or any change can be made, but not in the format of training or anything like that, but rather in the format of talks and exchange of experiences. (Daniela, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Second, some gardens have explicit broader educational objectives, or at least see education about the land as a means to achieve social justice, autonomy, independence and a more sustainable world. For example, Pedro, from Brazil, is building a community garden with an Indigenous community, and he argues that it is not just about producing food:
 
             
              I’m going to talk about what I’m seeing now in the community garden … which is where we’re going to start an Agroforestry. The ideal is what will happen there in the coming months, which is the integration of the school, the school community, producing seedlings to make the garden, planting and participating, but not only in practice, but also taking the classroom to the garden and the garden to the classroom. This, I see as the ideal. Both dynamics integrated, turning this axis of agroecology as a thematic axis in mathematics, geography, science, in Portuguese. I think that’s what will really make the difference. That is, what is the ideal? Education as a goal of the garden. The goal is not just to generate food. One of the objectives is to educate and to integrate the people that are coming, this new generation. (Pedro, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Another of the gardens in Brazil calls itself an “Educational Garden”: “it is an educational garden, the focus is not production” (Maythe). They promote a lot of events, and receive schools, scholars, and children with parents so they can learn about planting and sustainability. But they want it to be practical learning – that is, a form of learning that comes from gardening:
 
             
              We don’t want it to be a space … a platform to talk about agroecology. We want people to go there and do something in the garden. We want less blah-blah-blah. And we want to do it. Obviously, we will talk to you, who are from academia, or from schools. But we talk in the garden. (Maythe, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Similarly, some of the Argentinian gardens have broader educational goals. Two of the community gardens we studied manage a school within their property whose contents are related mostly to gardening, agroecology and environmental practices. Another three gardens organize several educational initiatives such as workshops and talks about these topics, but do not have a formal school.
 
            Learning about growing food empowers people. It becomes the starting point for questioning and critiquing other topics related to gardening and beyond, such as food systems, food sovereignty, health and nutrition, and climate change. Some gardens promote spaces for dialogue and debate in relation to these topics. For example, Virgínia describes events at her Brazilian garden:
 
             
              We organize events sometimes linked to this environment issue. We always try to do some things. We watched films, documentaries that shows for example how the gardens around the world were created, how this changes the local landscape, and also how it changed the political aspects of local [issues]. We also saw documentaries about how the industry manipulates expiration dates in order to generate scarcity, production and consumption. So we have these things that we are looking for. For people to start seeing things how they are, and not how the media portrays [them]. (Virgínia, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            In contrast, while some participants from the global North describe elements of teaching and education – such as educational workshops, raising awareness about particular species, and skill-sharing – for many gardens, this seems to be more of a ‘by-product’ of gardening activities rather than a specific aim or motivation in itself, as described by Graeme. There is also a theme of wanting to educate children, as described by Fredrik:
 
             
              [T]he point about the garden is that it’s not a top-down structure. We all learn from each other all the time … I see [the garden] as an example of acting locally in the sense that I think it’s critical for people to be aware of not only where their food comes from, but how they can actually grow it themselves. (Graeme, Australia)
 
            
 
             
              I want my kids also to kind of have the feeling of how things grow, so that they know it’s not only the market, but the vegetable also doesn’t grow in the kiosk you know? They grow on the Earth. I want them to have the feel of vegetable growing, to be connected to the nature, and I think it has a humbling sense in it. (Fredrik, Norway)
 
            
 
            Teaching and learning take on a less obviously political and justice-oriented tone in gardens in the Global North. Where Brazilian and Argentinian participants describe education as a critical means of empowering community members, gardeners in the Global North are more likely to describe opportunities to pass on skills that are useful to those who seek out this knowledge. Global North participants’ descriptions of teaching tend to refer to how this knowledge can also benefit the nonhuman environment. As such, this engagement with teaching and learning might better be described as being centred on awareness and advocacy, rather than empowerment (as with Latin American data) – but it is similarly egalitarian and social.
 
           
          
            8 The Garden within the Community
 
            In Argentina, community gardens are an important tool for creating constructive relationships between gardeners, neighbours, and people in the local community. Some gardens are located in middle to low income neighbourhoods. Gardening and working in teams encourages bonding between people from different contexts:
 
             
              The garden went from having the main objective of providing food or connecting with the earth, to also become a space for encounter and for talking about other problems, because there are times where we go and maybe we do not garden, but you are there and you try to talk about some situations that some families are going through … So it is about being also a space for containment and opportunities. (Diana, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Some gardens are understood as an open space for all the neighbours to meet and for socializing, even if it is not gardening related. This often means that the gardeners consider the concerns of the entire neighbourhood, not only their members, as Dalila mentions:
 
             
              Having all this, all this community around as well, what it does is make sure it’s not a place for [trouble … the garden] is taken care of by us, by those who actively participate in the organization of the garden and by the neighbours as well. (Dalila, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            She mentions that the garden had a special significance during the time of the COVID-19 pandemic in preventing isolation. The garden became “a place for families to enjoy and also, a safe place in that it was a frequented place but wasn’t an anthill” (in Spanish, an ‘anthill’ is a colloquialism for an overcrowded place). As a result, many neighbours were able to learn more about the community garden and join the project.
 
            However, tensions are also present in some neighbourhoods, particularly when people are not familiar with these types of initiatives. As we mentioned earlier, some of these gardens are located on land described as an ‘occupation’. Prejudices and fear about the unknown come to the surface when the subject of land and property is raised. As Dalila mentions:
 
             
              There is a whole story, like, of fear of the other, of fear of the [poor], of fear that [a place] will be taken. So, you think that we had to build bridges with all that to be able to create a space there in that place. (Dalila, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Generally, participants report that in order to avoid conflicts, they must make efforts to obtain the support of neighbours so that they have a better understanding of the intentions and objectives of the garden, but sometimes this activity is difficult.
 
            The construction of one garden brought to the surface old but latent tensions in the neighbourhood related to class prejudices. Some neighbours felt that the garden founders were going to occupy private land, so they reported the garden several times to the police. This provoked a division in the neighbourhood between those who defended the community garden and those who continued to fear the garden. As Gerónimo described:
 
             
              We weren’t taking land to make a housing settlement. They started to value us more. There were more neighbours involved when it was time for a patrol car to come, and the police were already overwhelmed because it was a struggle between neighbours who called anonymously on the phone and made a complaint and other neighbours who gave a letter, putting their face, putting their name and everything, endorsing what we are doing. (Gerónimo, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            In the end, they were able to reach an agreement with the police. However, Gerónimo explained that obstacles existed from the very beginning and came from an unexpected but important actor which was the neighbourhood or community centre (Spanish: centro vecinal). This experience led participants in the garden to the idea of organizing themselves and running in the next centro vecinal elections in order to keep on working for the neighbourhood in general and strengthening relations between neighbours.
 
            Gardens that are ‘occupations’ are less common in the Global North, but they are present and referred to as ‘guerrilla gardens’ – that is to say, gardening that takes place on land that the gardeners do not own or control – such as abandoned areas, and other vacant public or private property. One of the gardens in Finland started in this way: about ten years prior to our research, a group of people began using land that had previously been a garden for another group but had become disused. The aim of the garden is to provide opportunities to grow food for those who do not have their own land or allotment. The garden adheres to sustainable food production objectives. Participants share knowledge and learn from each other about gardening. Elina describes the relationship with the city in the following way:
 
             
              But [about ten years ago] the city did the park renovation and … One of our guys actually contacted the city and said ‘hey we’ve been here, is this ok and can we stay?’ And then they gave us the green light. … So the condition of the city was that we make a care contract with them. And for that we had to have the association. So we made a registered association. … In practice we, well, we pay an annual amount for the water bill. … But the city doesn’t charge us anything. That management agreement is kind of that we take care of that area. We keep it clean and safe. Then they leave us alone. (Elina, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
            
 
            Community gardens in Brazil are also an important tool for creating relationships with neighbours and people in general. Most of the gardens we studied are in urban areas. One garden started as an initiative of two students at the local university. The garden was then developed further by the neighbours of a vacant lot that existed in the block of their building:
 
             
              [The garden] is in the middle of this gray mass, with only buildings. And there was a space there to occupy. It started in 2013 from the will of a nucleus [of people] to occupy this space that has only garbage, debris, various socio-environmental problems. … I always had this idea, this desire to do something for the neighbourhood. I was already doing it, actually. I used to participate in the security council, so I was involved in several areas. … Then, when we saw the opportunity, we started to build a garden. And then I suggested to everyone that we should build a sustainable garden. I didn’t even know, at that time it was a fashion, but I didn’t even know what sustainable was. It was actually permaculture. (Samuel, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Marcela is involved with two community gardens, as we mentioned before, and has had to deal with legal disputes with both of them. But as she says:
 
             
              I have changed a lot. Well, that’s it. I changed careers. It was a long process. I started participating in [one] garden in 2013 and I really made this transition, I completed this transition of leaving my job and going to work with this [garden] in 2017. Besides that, it also brought me a way to express this vocation that I have for activism, mainly connected to public space. And this thing of the right to the city, of us claiming the territory we inhabit and being able to transform it for the better. (Marcela, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Community gardens in Brazil and Argentina typically aim to be agroecological, adopting permaculture and respecting the natural course of plants’ growth. However, this approach can cause problems. For example, the architecture department of the institution where one of the gardens is located thinks the garden is ugly, and some of the people who live in the area also think the same. This aesthetic problem caused a lot of issues for them. However, for gardeners such as Marcela, activism and the garden are ways of reclaiming the city, and of inhabiting the city as a public space.
 
            In the Global North, relationships between the gardens and the surrounding community were much less contentious. Participants from several gardens mentioned receiving funding from local politicians, community groups, and churches. However, these funds were typically small and there was a general sense that all the gardens were largely required to be self-sufficient. Beyond funding issues, the relationships between gardens and surrounding communities from Global North participants revolved around the themes described above: the desire to provide a safe, productive, accessible space – and, potentially, nutritious produce – for the wider community. The everyday (spatial) politics of the gardens in Brazil and Argentina were more explicit. The struggle to claim space and power from authority figures is much more pronounced. The support for marginalized communities, however – particularly women and those experiencing homelessness – is a common feature across the Brazilian, Argentinean and global North contexts.
 
           
          
            9 Discussion and Conclusion
 
            Gardening is political, and the practice of community gardening in Argentina and Brazil helps us to understand this. The explicitly political nature of the practice and the space itself in these countries helps to frame the political significance of all community gardens. This view of gardening also highlights the varying engagement of community gardens with social justice concerns.
 
            Scholars such as Charles Taylor (2007), Robert Putnam (2000), and others have argued that community and ethics emerge from religion. For a thoughtful critique of this approach, see de Waal (2013). Our research demonstrates that community and ethics also emerge out of community gardens. They offer a site of engagement for all manner of terrestrials. Taylor, Putnam, and others also argue that declining religious commitment will result in the decline of civic culture, and the decline of ethically oriented political participation. Our data demonstrates that this is clearly not the case when it comes to community gardening. To put it another way, community gardening can be an integral part of a politically engaged lifestance that does not explicitly reference religion. Community gardening as a practice can be both nonreligious and politically engaged. This is important because it demonstrates that to be nonreligious, or to engage in activities without religious associations, can make positive constructive contributions to local community cultures.
 
            Kerkvliet (2009: 228) notes that conventional political studies typically focus on a “view of politics [limited] to governments, states, and the organized efforts to influence what those two institutions do or to change them altogether.” As he goes on to note, this view of politics “misses a great deal of what is politically significant” (2009: 229). Our interviewees in Brazil and Argentina echo this understanding – explicitly rejecting engagement with partisan political debates, but nonetheless identifying their actions as politically significant in other ways. We are not arguing that ‘grand politics’ (Beveridge and Koch 2019) are not important. Rather, we argue that the practice of community gardening is also politically significant.
 
            We identified five themes in which gardening is understood as politically significant by participants: social justice, food, teaching and learning, green activism, and the garden within the community. Through the practice of gardening, participants engage in conversations in which advice on the practice of gardening moves easily on to the politics of the quality of the food they are eating, environmental concerns, or broader community relationships. These themes all illustrate how community gardening becomes a vehicle for social transformation, or at least for discussing it as a possibility.
 
            Beveridge and Koch (2019: 150) define urban everyday politics as “strategic, collective, conflictual and organized practices that are shaped by and reshape the urban.” We draw on their ideas to suggest that community gardeners create urban “counter-spaces” that are clearly differentiated from the pre-packaged lifestyles and practices that are offered by ‘mainstream’ cultures:
 
             
              [Everyday politics] disrupt the practices of abstract space through practices of differential space. They are political because they are antagonistic towards the way current processes of urbanisation unfold in the everyday and they cannot be reduced to minor acts of everyday life. (Beveridge and Koch 2019: 148)
 
            
 
            Beveridge and Koch here highlight another aspect of the community gardens we studied: they are deliberate, intentional creations, designed to resist and transform (at least to some degree) people’s urban lives. They create the potential for something different. Many of the gardeners in Brazil and Argentina are explicit about the disruptive aims of their gardening practices as a way of resisting and transforming the food that is available to them, and larger structures of inequality – including inequalities that are gendered, Indigenous, economic, and racial. These themes are less obvious in the practices of community gardeners in the Global North. Nonetheless, they are present. The reasons for these differences deserve further research.
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          Notes

          1
            It is important to note here that the literal translation of gardening into Spanish ‘jardinería’ and to Portuguese ‘jardinagem’ refers mostly to the activities of caring for flowers and non-edible plants. When referring to the activities related to cultivating edible plants, the Argentinean participants use the phrase ‘trabajar la tierra’, which means ‘work the soil’, and it has other connotations of the relationship between subject and land. The activity should be understood from an approach that integrates social, political, economic, environmental, and other dimensions. It is similar in Brazil where participants do not identify themselves as gardeners. Instead some of them used the term ‘hortelãos’ or ‘horteiros’ in Portuguese, and ‘huerteros’ in Spanish. However, taking into account the language barrier and in order to facilitate reading, we will opt for the most resonant translation with English, that is ‘gardening’ and ‘gardeners’, bearing in mind the different nature of the phenomena to which we are referring.

          
          2
            The concept “Global North” does not have a single dimension and its definition has been widely disputed. We use it to describe a set of countries that, on the one hand, have historically benefited from the practices and discourses of domination and colonization; and on the other hand, enjoy higher levels of socioeconomic and human development than other countries. Our data includes gardens in Australia, Finland, Canada, the USA, the UK, and Norway. These are not representative of the Global North as a whole. However, our use of the term does make visible the unequal distribution of power, and the social, economic, and political division between these countries, which permeates the realities of the community gardens we studied.

          
          3
            Bolsominions is a term used by opponents of former Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro to refer to some people who supported Bolsonaro.

          
          4
            The term was introduced by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren. Permaculture is an alternative agroecological movement and an ecological design system, is defined as “consciously designed landscapes which mimic the patterns and relationships found in nature, while yielding an abundance of food, fibre, and energy for provision of local needs” (Holmgren, 2004: XIX).

          
          5
            The action of uprooting plants that have grown up very close together.
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          Abstract
 
          This chapter discusses the relationship between community gardens and wellbeing. Wellbeing is a cultural field that engages in similar discourses and serves similar purposes to religion, but without explicit reference to it. In this chapter, we are interested in how gardeners experience wellbeing through their gardening and what those experiences tell us about their lifestances. We show that gardening can be understood as a practice that contributes to collective wellbeing through transformative engagement with ethics and ontologies. We approach gardens as illustrations of everyday utopias: spaces and practices of being otherwise that entail critical function concerning the present moment. The analysis begins with a reflection on community gardeners’ views of wellbeing in the context of therapeutic culture. We then show whether, how, and to what degree community gardens provide a space through which to express a critique of the present “ill-being” way of life; to add new subjects and agents to our sphere of concern, and broaden individualistic wellbeing discourse; and to express desire for change and seek imaginative and practical ways to translate gardening into transformative practice. We show that there are both possibilities and limits of community gardens in fostering holistic, relational, transformative approaches to wellbeing. Gardening can open potential, situated, momentary spaces for alternative approaches that are tied to, reflect on, or go against the grain of the given social, societal, and political context. It entails possibilities for cultivating hope and transforming the limits of what is possible.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Gardening in Therapeutic Landscapes
 
            This chapter discusses the relationship between community gardens and wellbeing. Our analysis shows that gardening can be understood as a practice that contributes to collective wellbeing – human and nonhuman – through transformative engagement with ethics and ontologies. We argue that gardening helps to locate people within the world by helping (nonreligious and religious) gardeners to imagine and produce futures that are ethically and ontologically meaningful, often without reference to religion. In this way, gardening potentially informs alternative, relational ways of relating to, and transforming the world.
 
            We use wellbeing as a broad concept that entails a view of human beings and their desires. Similar to other related concepts such as human flourishing, happiness and fulfilment, ideas around wellbeing articulate what is good for those whose wellbeing is under concern – and how things could be better (Levitas 2013: 178). This orientation toward being “better” brings a consideration of the future into wellbeing. It orients toward the utopian. Thus, in this chapter we approach gardens as everyday utopias (Levitas 2013; Cooper 2013). Our premise is that in urban, commercialised contexts, community gardens are spaces for thinking differently about, and doing otherwise concerning wellbeing. They involve an idea of change from what has been and is, toward future alternatives.
 
            We are not the first to connect gardens and utopia. There is a rich cultural imaginary of gardens as symbols of optimum wellbeing, both past and future. In Christianity and Islam, the Garden of Eden and Jannah epitomise pure, idealised spaces of wellbeing. Notable 19th century utopias visioned futures in terms of gardens. In ‘Looking Backward’ (1889: 465), Edward Bellamy envisioned that in an ideal future society, ‘‘the earth would bloom like one garden, and none of its children lack any good thing.” Similarly, in ‘News from Nowhere’ (2012 [1890]: 61), William Morris outlines how the utopian future England “is now a garden, where nothing is wasted and nothing is spoilt.” A garden is an articulation of what is good and how things could be better.
 
            Neither are we the first to connect gardening and wellbeing. Recent studies have increasingly paid attention to gardening and community gardens as a form of civic activity that enhances individual and communal wellbeing. A meta-analysis by Spano et al. (2020) showed a moderate positive effect of gardening on psychosocial wellbeing. Further, studies also emphasise the role of community gardening in mental health and psychosocial wellbeing. Koya and Dillon (2020) found that community gardeners reported significantly higher levels of subjective wellbeing than people who tend individual gardens or do not tend a garden at all. They suggest that community gardens have a potential benefit for mental health, specifically subjective wellbeing and resilience. While such studies point to clear benefits of gardening, the findings also problematically emphasise instrumental, human-centred approaches. That is to say, mainstream literature often focuses uncritically on how gardens are ‘meant’ for humans to flourish.
 
            Some studies take a more holistic approach. For example, McGuire et al. (2022) note that community gardening has been mostly framed in individual and humancentric ways, as a simple tool to promote human and public health and wellbeing. By studying community garden organisers in North East England, they show that this framing undermines the richness of community gardening. They suggest, instead, that:
 
             
              [C]ommunity gardening can be understood as a bricolage of ideas, resources, and skills at the nexus of several influences and movements, assembled to produce a localised, everyday sort of social change. (McGuire et al. 2022: 1)
 
            
 
            The therapeutic function of community gardens for vulnerable and disadvantaged groups has also faced critical scrutiny. Abramovic et al. (2019) note that such approaches often rely on anthropocentric notions illustrated above, where “being in nature” increases human wellbeing. These studies maintain a binary of human versus nature in wellbeing discourses. Okvat & Zautra (2011) advocate for the wellbeing impacts of community gardens but highlight a definition of community that goes beyond human social ties and includes connections with the earth and other species.
 
            This short discussion of previous research demonstrates that the contents, processes, and negotiations around wellbeing and gardening are contingent and contested. They depend on and vary between contexts and contain moral assumptions about whose wellbeing is prioritized and how it should be enhanced. As we show in more detail below, in neo-liberal capitalist societies, and in the context of therapeutic culture that relies on popular psychological knowledge and fosters the pursuit for authenticity and self-development, wellbeing is perceived as a highly individualized matter, with responsibility for wellbeing placed on the autonomous (human) individual. In contrast to this, relational ethics suggest that the roots of wellbeing are in social relationships and mutuality (as are the roots of our existence). This pushes us to ask: In what ways do people who tend community gardens frame their experiences of wellbeing through gardening? And how do we see these experiences reflecting and challenging prevailing cultural understandings of wellbeing across our international research sites?
 
           
          
            2 Wellbeing, Therapeutic Culture, and (Non)Religion
 
            Today’s wellbeing discourses are entwined with therapeutic culture. The key features of this culture include a focus on authenticity, self-development, individual wellbeing, and the notion of a ‘true self’ one can search for and uncover. It is also accompanied by a growing emphasis on psychological knowledge and therapeutic practices in people’s lives (Salmenniemi et al. 2019; Foster 2016; Aubry and Travis 2015). Aubry and Travis (2015: 3) outline therapeutic culture as follows:
 
             
              The therapeutic is a mode of healing; for those who find themselves healed, it can easily become a worldview. But given its power to work through a variety of forms, in a multitude of professional and casual settings, on a national and individual scale, we contend that it is best understood not merely as a healing technology, or even a zeitgeist, but rather as a culture, a complex web of shared assumptions, behaviours, and institutions that brings individuals together and shapes their values and ideals.
 
            
 
            Salmenniemi et al. (2019: 1) note that the concept of therapeutic culture:
 
             
              [S]uggests that therapeutic discourses thoroughly permeate the cultures and institutions of the Global North and crucially shape how we understand and relate to ourselves and the social world.
 
            
 
            Increasingly, the pursuit of wellbeing is framed (often implicitly) as a moral undertaking that influences the individual’s engagements with the people, institutions, and spaces around them.
 
            Therapeutic culture of this stripe has made its way into popular religious discourse (Luhrmann 2012; see also Pessi & Salonen 2022). Texas-based Megachurch pastor Joel Osteen (2015) argues that people must envision a better life for themselves and the Christian god will make it happen. New Zealand born megachurch pastor Brian Houston writes explicitly about whose responsibility wellbeing is: “We all have strengths and weaknesses, and it is up to us to take responsibility for our own well-being. Don’t allow someone else’s conviction (or lack of it) to become your downfall … ” (Houston 2013: 156). This same focus on the self can be observed in the writings of Brazil-based megachurch pastor Edir Macedo (2013) who has written about giving up friendships if they got in the way of his “spiritual advancement.” Of course, not all clergy think this way. Our point here is not to argue that all religious individuals or clergy have embraced individualistic therapeutic culture but rather to illustrate that this idea is pervasive both in popular culture and religious culture.
 
            Therapeutic culture is not without its critics. With its focus on individuals, therapeutic culture has been blamed for de-politicizing questions of justice and equality and reframing collective responsibility and social problems in terms of individual suffering and the quest for authenticity. The ways in which this culture views humans have been seen as problematic. It either reproduces the neoliberal ideal of subject that is self-sufficient, narcissistic, hedonistic, and devoid of morality, and who can master their lives at all times, or promotes a view of vulnerable, hyper-needy humans who require constant self-improvement and professional help – and then provides consumer products to fulfil (and generate more) needs (Aubry and Travis 2015: 8–14; Foster 2016; Salmenniemi et al. 2019: 1). This debate resonates with the concepts of biopolitics and governmentality (Foucault 1978), and the idea that subjectivity, associated with the weakening of collective instances, and increasing levels of exclusion and inequality, produces subjects disconnected from networks of shared existence. It is up to the modern individual to manage their risks and the production of themselves – including the moral obligation of achieving happiness and wellbeing (Carvalho & Paccillo 2023).
 
            Neoliberal ideals of autonomy and authenticity found in therapeutic culture are also commonly linked to spirituality and “psychologization of religion” (Viotti 2014). Maria Eugenia Funes (2016) notes affinities between neoliberalism and spirituality, such as the concomitant emergence of certain spiritual practices and neoliberal reforms in the 1980s; the location of “divinity” within individuals; and the sharing of social relations mediated by consumption, the advocacy of autonomy, the promotion of self-enterprise, among others. The therapeutic ethos often splits spirituality and religiosity (Effing 2009; Pessi & Salonen 2022). Having been built in opposition to institutional and “dogmatic” religiosities, popular spiritual practices encourage individuals to seek to find their own “essence” (Funes 2016). However, as Altglas (2018) demonstrates, the ‘spiritual path’ does not lead one beyond social constraints to an authentic, realized self that contrasts the collective dimension of religion. Participation in ‘spirituality’ entails “conformity to a collective discourse” and “socialisation to shared values and practices” (Altglas 2018: 101). Further, access to the products of therapeutic culture are generally predicated on ‘financial wellbeing,’ which highlights the economic context of this culture.
 
            The psychologization of religion is further connected to the question of the effect of religion and spirituality on health and wellbeing. Wellbeing is commonly linked to religion and spirituality in studies focused on human health more broadly. This area of research often indicates a normative stance by focusing on the ‘goodness’ of religion and spirituality for human health. For example, Leslie Francis (2011) states that there is ample evidence of a positive association between religion and happiness. Peter Gilbert (2011: 168) asserts that mental health services and the provision of spiritual and religious services must go together to promote “hope, inspiration, connection and a framework for living” for people in the modern world. This view has also been challenged. Cragun et al. (2016: 359) note that the literature on spirituality “almost exclusively defines this concept via attitudinal characteristics associated with better health that do not in fact require spiritual or supernatural belief, such as having ‘a purpose in life.’” Hence there exists an implicit assumption that nonreligious or nonspiritual people lack something meaningful, which in turn results in a sort of ‘wellbeing deficiency’.
 
            In this chapter, we move away from studies that seek connections between wellbeing and measures of (non)religiosity or spirituality. Instead, we examine how participants experience wellbeing through their gardening and in turn, what that says about their lifestances (see Chapter 3). We explore how the perspectives and practices of individuals compare to dominant discourses of wellbeing, which as we demonstrate above, are intimately tied to a therapeutic culture rooted in Christianity and Westernized notions of Eastern spirituality. In so doing we move away from the pro-religion/spiritual bias and focus instead on the ways in which wellbeing is socially constructed and enacted.1
 
            The above discussion argues that in the context of therapeutic culture, the relationships between wellbeing, spirituality, and (non)religion are far from clear. This lack of clarity also makes it difficult to examine how nonreligious people navigate a good life. While notions of wellbeing (and, relatedly, health) are generally defined in supposedly ‘neutral’ (and ostensibly ‘nonreligious’ terms), contemporary ideals and the pursuit of wellbeing provide a significant framework that people – spiritual, religious, and nonreligious alike – draw from when they make sense of, and seek meaning in, their everyday life and present themselves as ethical beings.
 
            Wellbeing is a cultural field that engages in similar discourses and serves similar purposes to religion, but without explicit reference to it. Further, as a framework explicitly tied to morals, values, identity, and lifestyle, the pursuit of ‘wellbeing’ and the ideals of therapeutic culture ‘blur the boundaries’ of religion and nonreligion in complex ways. Using terminology that deprivileges religion allows wellbeing to become a field for forming, expressing, and studying lifestances. In this chapter, we are interested in how our study participants experience wellbeing through their gardening and in turn, what those experiences tell us about their lifestances. Rather than providing an analysis of the lifestances framework (see Chapter 3), here we understand participants’ understandings and experiences of wellbeing and gardening – and, in turn, wellbeing and relational engagements – as illustrating aspects of lifestances.
 
           
          
            3 Towards Alternative Approaches to Wellbeing
 
            In this chapter we ask: is gardening rooted in individualist notions of wellbeing, or does it provide seeds for alternative configurations of wellbeing? And how and under what conditions do these alternative configurations take root? Underlying this question is the notion that the therapeutic cultural approach provides some useful criticisms of the existing individualistic notions of wellbeing but does not provide a clear framework through which to move forward from the critique towards alternative, relational understandings of wellbeing and gardening. To do so, we need more nuanced theoretical and methodological approaches that decentre the individual and conventional thinking.
 
            In urban, commercialized contexts, we argue that community gardens provide spaces to not only think differently about wellbeing but also do otherwise through practice. Thinking differently and doing otherwise involve an idea of change from what has been and is, toward future alternatives. Both ‘thinking differently’ and ‘doing otherwise’ – changing from conventional assumptions and actions, towards future alternatives – are captured in the concept of ‘utopia’. We approach gardens as illustrations of everyday utopias: spaces and practices of being otherwise that entail critical function concerning the present moment (Cooper 2013).
 
            Broadly speaking, social change is subject to the ability to imagine a different, often ‘better’ world (Kennedy et al. 2018). Imagining a better world, in turn, can be used as a method for social sciences (Levitas 2013; Eskelinen et al. 2020). Ruth Levitas (2013: xii-xiii) ties her utopian method to “the expression of the desire for a better way of being or of living.” Drawing from Ernst Bloch’s (1986) idea of docta spe (‘educated hope’), Levitas argues that the horizons for future possibilities derive from a deep awareness of something missing and the articulation of its fulfilment. When speaking of, and seeking ways to live differently, people also (either explicitly or, often, implicitly) comment on the lacks, absences, and ills of the present. In other words, the pursuit of better futures also reveals important dimensions of the world in which they are narrated (Sargisson 2007; Cooper 2013; Eskelinen et al. 2020). In this way, utopia is closely linked with both wellbeing in itself, and its alternative configurations.
 
            Levitas’ method presents three modes of utopian thinking: archaeological, ontological, and architectural. The modes are not separate but interlinking and can vary in emphasis in each context or question. The archaeological mode focuses on absent and implicit elements. Policies, practices, and culture involve ideals of good society. The archaeological mode exposes these ideals and subjects them under scrutiny and critique (Levitas 2013: 154).
 
            The ontological mode, in turn, concentrates on subjects and agents, and on “interrogation of the idea of human nature” (Levitas 2013: 175). It complements the critique by claiming for a better way of being that rises from that critique, makes room for imagining ourselves otherwise and takes a stance on what constitutes human flourishing. For Levitas, social relations are a pivotal aspect of the ontological mode of utopia. Following Sue Gerhardt, Levitas argues that relationships are “constitutive of who we are, and our very survival depends on attachments and commitments” (2013: 181).
 
            Finally, the architectural mode focuses on the design of a good society. Levitas (2013: 108) argues that:
 
             
              Utopia may do more than articulate through compensatory fantasies the unsatisfactory nature of present reality. As critique it foregrounds and makes explicit this inadequacy, identifying the source of dissatisfaction as something more systemic, more general than one’s own place in the world. A sociological imagination is brought into play and personal troubles become public issues.
 
            
 
            Levitas underlines the critical function of utopia. However, she also notes that utopia’s strongest function is not critique, but change. As a method, utopia does not only illustrate and reveal an already experienced lack. In addition, and more importantly, it:
 
             
              creates a space that enables us to imagine wanting something else, something qualitatively different. It offers not simply cognitive distance, but existential and affective estrangement through the experience of transformed desire. (Levitas 2013: 113)
 
            
 
            We begin the analysis with a reflection on community gardeners’ views of wellbeing in the context of therapeutic culture. We then apply the three modes of utopia to the wellbeing discourses that the community gardeners evoke and engage in. These modes provide analytical tools to show whether, how, and to what degree community gardens provide a space through which to express a critique of the present “ill-being” way of life; to add new subjects and agents to our sphere of concern, and thus broaden individualistic wellbeing discourse; and to express desire for change and seek imaginative and practical ways to translate gardening into transformative practice.
 
           
          
            4 Cultivating the Self, Escaping the Everyday
 
             
              In my working life as a chef in this high stress environment … You can try your very best but always some people complain. But with plants it’s different. The plants want nutrients, they want sun, and they want a bit of care and they never complain. They are always happy … It’s relaxing and it’s calming. So especially people in high stress environments, it’s a good balance. You know, some people go fishing to find that balance. And here it’s a very peaceful location. Here you don’t have any trains, no highways, no planes above you. Just nature. (William, Australia)
 
            
 
            Studies have shown that the discourses of therapeutic culture are widely shared in everyday speech and action, and they have gained a foothold in various societal institutions, such as work and public health (Illouz 2008). Therapeutic discourses are also present in community gardens, both in casual descriptions of leisure and recreation, as well as in more detailed articulations in individual psychological wellbeing, happiness, and pursuits to find the true self. In both contexts, the individual humans and their subjective wellbeing take the central stage. Thus, in this way, community gardens provide a platform to reproduce individualistic, therapeutic ideals of wellbeing.
 
            Examples of this framing of wellbeing are manifold. For many gardeners, the garden provides “a picnic spot”, “a nice place” to go to, and “a reason to go outdoors”. The community garden is a fun place, “almost like a social club”, which provides relaxation and concrete things to do, as well as handy information and everyday knowledge exchange. For Helena from Finland, her community garden corresponds, “on a small scale” to her unfulfilled dream of having a farm of her own. Lucia from Brazil says that gardening “affects me very positively”, and after visiting the garden, “I come back home tired but very happy.” For Megan, gardening is about joy:
 
             
              There’s a joy in me when I’m in the garden. I’m much more down to earth. And I feel that I’m much more in contact with my true self when I’m actually doing the gardening chores. I’m not worrying about my image [laughs] you know, and that type of thing. So as a result, the, my interactions are, are much, are very positive. You know, it makes me joyful. So, there you go. (Megan, Canada)
 
            
 
            Riina has started gardening only recently. She has also spent a lot of time thinking about her reasons for gardening. She says, first, that for her, gardening is not about saving money or obtaining an easy food source:
 
             
              [E]verything here is pretty much the kind, that I could afford to buy it in the store. Like this. It’s a hell of a job to grow a kilo of potatoes and you can get them for 80 cents at the store. (Riina, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
            
 
            The amount of work and resources needed in the garden to grow produce exceed by far the amount of work and resources needed to generate the money to buy food from the local store. Her motivation lies elsewhere:
 
             
              Because I’ve been thinking all summer about why I’m coming here. But I just want to be here in nature. I just want to get out of the inside, I want to get out of the air-conditioned air and be, do something visible and hands-on. And it’s physical, because my work is anything but physical. (Riina, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
            
 
            For Riina, gardening is everything opposed to her daily life: outside versus inside, fresh air instead of air conditioning; visible and hands on versus abstract and cognitive; physical as opposed to mental. It’s “anything but” what she commonly does and how she lives. The garden provides an escape.
 
            Similar escape stories are found in other interviews. Gardening cheers up Elina. She says:
 
             
              I’ve often had the feeling that when I have a pretty heavy job that sometimes takes up all my weekday evenings, then I might be exhausted, drained, tired on the weekend. I know that when I’m out there doing the work, the light exercise in the fresh air is invigorating. It somehow clears my head. And then a lot of people say it’s nice to do something. It’s therapeutic when you weed a carrot bed. (Elina, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
            
 
            Elina utilises therapeutic language to describe the individual wellbeing effects of gardening, but her account also entails a subtle critique towards the demands of everyday life. Similarly, Emily says that gardening gives her “pleasure and satisfaction”:
 
             
              [B]eing in a stressful job and living in stressful times, I find gardening very relaxing. I think it’s important for my, all aspects of my health. (Emily, Canada)
 
            
 
            Gardening does not actually challenge the ill-being causing societal structures that make these interviewees exhausted, drained, tired, and stressed out. Rather, gardening enables them to escape from them, at least momentarily. Renata from Brazil explicitly states that “The garden is my escape valve in the pandemic”.2
 
            The interviewees go to the garden to seek happiness, silence, and calmness, – “a zen thing that I don’t necessarily have in other aspects of my life,” as Lisa from Canada puts it. For Josie from Canada, gardening is the moment of no time: “when I go to the garden there’s no time, I don’t wear a watch, I don’t keep my phone on me. I don’t look at my phone” (translated from French). Josie says that this timelessness has “been in my nature forever”, but that she has lost it when having children, which got her caught up in the busyness of everyday life. Gardening balances hectic everyday life. It is about turning inwards, to the individual self.
 
            In the quote above, Megan evokes explicitly therapeutic language by talking about contact with the “true self”, which might get lost in everyday worrying about one’s image (which, in turn, can be interpreted as the false, or inauthentic self). She mentions the self in passing, but it nevertheless serves as a clue to a broader cultural motif. The quest for the true self is at the heart of debates around therapeutic culture, where authenticity is either embraced as the source for genuine relationships (e.g. Bellah 1985, Taylor 1991) or denounced “as cover for a self-absorbed narcissism” (e.g. Lasch 1979, MacIntyre 1985). According to Foster (2016: 109), the search for “the ‘true self’ is an organizing principle for strategies of self-management that extinguish ideas of public and collective responsibility, and which support a wholly privatized notion of individual self-fulfilment.” As Altglas (2018) indicates, though, such understandings of ‘the wholly privatized self’ are socially informed and do not find expression in practice. This points towards the importance of maintaining a balance between emic narratives of wellbeing and the social structures that shape them.
 
            Likewise, seeking positive nature feelings, happiness, joy, and the unfulfilled dream of a farm can be read in this same critical framework as reflecting an individualized therapeutic ethos. However, this critique should not be overemphasized. The work of the researcher includes bringing out critical perspectives without invalidating interviewees’ lived experiences. We point out this narrow, anthropocentric and individualistic conception of wellbeing in the gardens, but are not uncritically restricted to it. People deploy cultural frameworks that are at their disposal. In a world where problems related to health and wellbeing are very important, and where therapeutic discourse penetrates the culture, it is understandable that people align with it. Studies rarely address how the therapeutic culture and commitments are experienced and lived (Salmenniemi 2019). Past research has pointed out that people do not simply embrace the models of therapeutic culture without criticism, but that they also relate to it critically, selectively, and dialogically (Salonen & Pessi 2019; Salmenniemi et al. 2019; Salmenniemi 2019).
 
           
          
            5 The Critique of Escape, or Escape as Critique
 
            We now turn our analysis to the archaeological mode of utopia. As noted above, it exposes the ideals of a good society and subjects them to scrutiny and critique (Levitas 2013: 154). Analysing the escape narratives of gardening from this perspective allows us to go beyond just critiquing them, and instead reading them as critique of the present. We do this by focusing more closely on the class-based aspect of our informants’ escape stories and their possible interpretations.
 
            Many of the escape narratives of gardening are entangled with privilege. They portray gardening as an antidote to wellbeing deficits such as stress and harm caused by static, physically monotonic and cognitively burdensome indoor jobs, which are characteristic of the (upper) middle-class. Further, enjoying the wellbeing effects of gardening requires having time and access to space (a yard or a plot) and resources (money, equipment). Riina’s explicit distancing from a financial rationale makes it clear that for her, gardening has nothing to do with food insecurity or the lack of resources to fulfil her everyday material needs.
 
            This class-based trait is manifest in the geographical differences in our data. While the “middle-class escape narratives” are more prevalent in the interviews with gardeners in the Global North, we do find the trope of garden as a source of balance to working life in some interviews with gardeners in the Global South. For Daniela, gardening means relaxation and disconnection from everyday life:
 
             
              [W]ith the screens or with the cell phone or working, maybe going to the garden for a while, even if it’s just pulling weeds, it’s like you’re aware of that task and you disconnect a little bit. I like that a lot. (Daniela, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Similarly, William says:
 
             
              When I came to São Paulo, I started to live in an apartment, and the garden was very important to me, to this transition between places. Sometimes at the end of a workday, where I use the computer to create diagrams, I would just look at the garden, feel the sun in my skin, touch the plants a bit. (William, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            However, William’s example differs from other Brazilian interviews, where the focus is on solidarity and collectiveness. This exception highlights privilege: the individual “refuge” idea it is not as prominent in the gardens from the Global South where questions of food security and inequality are more prevalent (see Chapter 5). Further, sometimes a garden serves as a refuge in a very tangible manner. Diana says,
 
             
              I lived in Brazil, I ended up here during the pandemic, I came to Argentina and the pandemic caught me here, so I could not return and well, I had a very high level of sadness, I was very bad, because besides the fact that the pandemic was very stressful and distressing for everyone, I had nothing here, I had practically nothing if I did not live, I had no house, nothing and well, the plants were a great therapy to get out of the depression. (Diana, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            The findings are in line with a previous study that showed how income-differences relate to the utopias of escape in food consumption: more well-off people dreamed about simple life, freedom from work, self-sufficiency, and turning away from society (Salonen 2023). Engaging in such hopes requires a certain amount of psychological space that is allowed by a significant amount of material resources. There is an element of contestability embedded in all utopias: a good future is not the same for everyone (Salonen et al. 2023). A connection between a “better future” and “increasing wellbeing” is not always straightforwardly positive and there are class-based or class-blind dimensions in many utopias (see e.g. Levitas 2013: 155–164).
 
            Future imaginaries are not always directed toward societal transformation. A critical reading of the above interview excerpts would conclude that our interviewees engage in wellbeing discourses that focus on therapeutic ideology, pathological individualistic fantasy, and inward-turning, middle-class hope for escape. This interpretation has support from previous research. Lewis Mumford (1959) makes a distinction between utopias of escape and utopias of reconstruction. For him, an escape utopia is the antithesis of reality, an impossible fantasy. It involves turning away from society and focusing on one’s own, individual wellbeing instead of seeking societal transformation and ways toward holistic wellbeing. Utopia of reconstruction, in turn, uses utopia as a building block for a better future in a more holistic, relational, and structural manner (see also Eskelinen et al. 2020; Ricoeur 1986; Mannheim 1991).
 
            However, there are possibilities for alternative interpretations. Reading the above analysis in light of the archaeological mode of utopia as a method allows seeing seeds of change even in the individualistic and escapist wellbeing discourse. In Lucy Sargisson’s (2007: 393) words, we can “interrogate the now from an imaginary goodplace”, which in this case is the garden. For Sargisson, intentional communities are spaces for being otherwise.3 Such communities, as Levitas (2013: 145) notes, often focus on self-transformation instead of broad social change. This reading emphasizes that in addition to expressing an individual’s core values and desires, ideals and imaginaries illuminate the critique of the present. This mode of analysis allows us to note the implicit critique embedded in the participants’ talk about gardening and wellbeing.
 
            Framing gardening as an escape articulates the need for refuge from the society that routinely causes various forms of ill-being. It is a subtle expression of critique of the current way of life, and of hope to live differently, and a manifestation of the momentary space in the present where this hope already gets fulfilment. A wish to escape is a wish for a better life.
 
            Hopeful thinking is a good start. It is not enough alone, but it does have the potential to pave the way for wilful thinking that may help to reach for alternatives (Bloch 1986). In their escape mode, gardens can potentially serve as spaces for estrangement. Levitas refers to Miguel Abensour, who speaks about estrangement as a way of making the familiar unfamiliar. Estrangement disrupts the taken-for-granted and makes space for alternative configurations. Abensour articulates this in the framework of “the education of desire” (see Nadir 2010). As Thompson (1977: 790–791) highlights, this education differs from a close-ended transmission of ideas, such as religious or other normative truths:
 
             
              This is not the same as “moral education” towards a given end: it is, rather, to open a way to aspiration, to “teach desire to desire, to desire better, to desire more, and above all to desire in a different way”.
 
            
 
            Critiques revealed by the archaeological mode of analysis is necessary, but not sufficient alone for our quest to seek alternative views on wellbeing (Levitas 2013: 108). Thus, we proceed to the ontological mode, which concentrates on subjects, agents, and relations.
 
           
          
            6 Tending Others, Extending Relations
 
             
              We’re looking at [my ideal garden]. I just love diversity. I love flowers. Absolutely love flowers. And I like the fact that these flowers are edible. I love, when I look at a garden, I think of mental health, it just makes me happy to look at the colour and the animals, like the fairy wrens that are dotting around. So having a space where kids and animals and everyone can get joy just through sitting in it is my ideal garden. (Claire, Australia)
 
            
 
            We now turn our analysis to the ontological mode of utopia. It concentrates on subjects, agents, and relationships that constitute the idea of human nature (Levitas 2013: 175, 181). This complements the critique presented above by arguing for a better way of being. Here, we follow Levitas’ lead on relationality. While we accommodate the ontological mode, we extend Levitas’ argument by moving beyond just human nature and include other-than-human subjects, such as plants, pollinators and animals. We investigate articulations that broaden the scope of wellbeing from individual (humans) to relationships among terrestrials, which as noted in Chapter 4, are vital to grasping the social formation of the community garden.
 
            Renata provides an illustrative example of how individual escape transforms into relational wellbeing. Above, we cited her notion that “the garden is my escape valve in the pandemic.” After stating this, she continues in a different, more active and relational mode:
 
             
              It [the garden] helped my body to do something, it helped my mind to do something. This accompaniment of taking a seed, putting it in the ground, watering it, fertilizing it, watching it grow and getting your food out of the ground. Also, knowing where your food is coming from is very important. (Renata, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Reciprocity is at the centre of Renata’s account. Gardening has increased her wellbeing by giving her a chance to nurture a plant that in turn, provided her with food. Against the grain of an instrumental view of the garden, where nature is a possession that is there for humans and gives humans food, joy, and wellbeing, in this example, Renata is a subject among other subjects such as the ground, water, seed, and fertilizers, who jointly nurture each other’s presence. For Renata, these relations include other humans, as she praises “the possibility of sharing this with other people, what I’ve learned.” Reciprocity evokes gratitude. Bautista from Argentina enjoys, “thanking for being able to be and being part of nature in the little things.”
 
            Another example is Daisy from Canada. We asked her “what does gardening do for you?” By framing the question this way, we as researchers encouraged our interviewees to think about the issue from a human-centred perspective: The wording of the question led Daisy to think about gardening in a framework of the self and individual gain. Daisy first aligned with this, but then transcended her thought into what she does for the garden:
 
             
              What does gardening do for me? I love just getting my hands in the dirt. I like growing my own foods. I like just seeing how plants grow. I like soil structure. I like the nerdy-ness of it. The science of it. Being a part of the ecosystem, and sort of actively contributing to that. I grow a lot for pollinators, which is why I grow so many flowers and try to focus on flowers that are food sources, nesting sources, et cetera. (Daisy, Canada)
 
            
 
            Daisy’s account combines the embodied aspects of lifestances as beliefs, behaviours and relationships (see Chapter 3). Her wellbeing increases from relational, highly sensory engagement when she touches the soil, feels its structure, observes the growth, and learns in that process. She is a part of, and a contributor in the ecosystem. Daisy confronts the individualistic question “what does gardening do for you?” by making us ask whose wellbeing is at stake?, Daisy relates to the idea of a garden as a space for increasing wellbeing but widens and challenges the individualistic frame of this interpretation.
 
            Similarly, Samuel stresses the importance of keeping the ecosystem in balance, reiterating the role of water and bees in the garden, and the relevance of keeping them active and well:
 
             
              Most of the folks there have seen how the flow of this community garden is, of cultivating seed, not getting harvested before [time], doing the full cycle of the upwelling to help the bees. We have eight boxes of bees there to be able to show them didactically, you know? So we need a lot of flowers always … You don’t need all this to satisfy your hunger. [So] the bee is another axis of our sustainability. (Samuel, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            As these examples illustrate, many of our interviewees emphasize relational framings of wellbeing. This is not to claim that expanded notions of wellbeing are made inevitable by the community garden; rather the community garden provides the conditions (i.e., a place of recurring terrestrial relationships) that allow it to happen.
 
            Relationality is not only about what our gardeners say or do. It is also about what researchers look for and take to be important. Thinking differently and doing otherwise concerns the research process as well. Detecting the alternative subjects and agents requires materializing meaning. This means delicate analytical work that avoids the pitfalls of human-centred conventional reading, resists the tendency to reduce meaning into social, psychological, and spiritual factors and instead embeds meanings in an immanent, material frame of interpretation, in a manner that does justice to the informants’ lived experiences. We use a description by Sini of her joyful moment in a garden as an example of these alternative ways of interpretation:
 
             
              [The first crop] was something like wow, I did it myself and I took care of it, and I treated it well and now this land is giving back to me. So, it’s definitely the most motivating thing that you see so concretely that you create something new and you can do something with your own hands, and then something appears kind of like out of nowhere. (Sini, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
            
 
            A conventional interpretation would perhaps give a sole subject position to the interlocutor, the human being. It would perhaps find joy (“wow, I did it myself”), motivation (“the most motivating thing”), and learning (“you can do something”) as important elements that the subject receives from gardening, and then interpret these notions in the framework of strengthening capability beliefs, where nature is a tool for human flourishing. In light of such findings, we could argue that gardens provide humans meaningful spaces for caring for nature, which contributes positively to their psychological wellbeing.
 
            But we prefer an alternative interpretation that focuses on doing rather than receiving: expressions such as “to take care of”, “to create”, and “to give back”, and to distributed agency between “the crop”, “this land”, “my eyes and hands”, and “the beings appearing out of nowhere”. Instead of just cultivating the individual self, this alternative focus reveals care, creation, and reciprocity at the interface of the human and nonhuman; all are participating relationally in an immanent creation by tending each other. This is an egalitarian, world-repairing utopia for all terrestrials, rather than a human-centric utopia where the primary beneficiaries are just one species of the millions of terrestrials that exist.
 
            We argue that individual and relational notions of wellbeing exist simultaneously at the community garden. Sini’s description is oriented towards her individual experience, but her relationships with the plants and the land are foundational to her sense of accomplishment. When our participants articulate individualized notions of wellbeing, terrestrial relationships are still necessarily present in the background. This includes ensuring the integrity (or wellbeing) of the soil and plants. Our approach reflects that of Salmenniemi et al. (2019), who show how shifting focus from the structural critique of therapeutic culture to the lived experiences of people opens space to investigate entanglements of various actors, practices, and systems of thoughts. Based on ethnographic exploration, they conclude that:
 
             
              rather than as ‘culture’, therapeutic practices and discourses can be productively conceptualised as diverse, situated and context-specific ‘assemblages’ that may be politicising or depoliticising, individualising or collectively oriented, commonly welcomed or shunned by the public imaginary – and, of course, many of these things simultaneously [sic]. (Salmenniemi et al. 2019: 2.)
 
            
 
           
          
            7 Garden as a Space for Transformation
 
             
              I suppose this is to say that in this depressing world you’ve got to look to the future, you’ve got to have something to look forward to. I think, I mean, with what goes on in politics, you can easily feel very depressed about the planet and things. And I think that for me, it’s the short-term feedback of a garden [that] overcomes that gloomy future. (Maria, Australia)
 
            
 
            So far, we have suggested that individual, self-oriented and relational, outward-looking notions of wellbeing exist simultaneously in the gardens. How and under which conditions, then, do the relationships in the garden have transformative potential? With this question we turn to the architectural mode of utopia, which concentrates on the constructive work of designing a good society. It enables us to investigate people’s expressions and contents of the qualitatively different desire and ways of seeking imaginative and practical ways to translate gardening into transformative practice. These expressions of alternative modes of being are no blueprints to increasing wellbeing. Rather, they are situational moments and cracks in the social fabric that enable thinking, doing, and constructing worlds otherwise.
 
            While the situated moments for change can be found across our data, the transformative vision is particularly present in the Brazilian interviewees’ accounts, which is consistent with the more explicit ‘everyday politics’ articulated by these participants (see Chapter 5). Mauricio connects human sovereignty and self-management to future hope in a manner that acknowledges the agency of the soil and the miracle of growth:
 
             
              And we have this thought of self-management, of building this independence in people. And seeing the soil giving us that feedback changes our conception of everything. Like, how it’s not so complex for us to take care of ourselves. It’s not so complex not to starve. In this matter it gave me hope. It is magic, you plant an onion and five onions come out. You put the seed there, you take care of it, and the plant grows. … I particularly felt less terrified about the future, like … Things can get better. You just have to really engage. You just have to get involved. (Mauricio, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            The fact that Mauricio talks about self-management, independence, and educative responsibility of growing one’s food invites a critique of underlying therapeutic ideology of post-political self-governance. However, the passage lends itself also to an alternative reading of therapeutic culture. Salmenniemi (2019: 408) shows “that therapeutic practices may also animate political contestation and critique and challenge the prevailing grammar of political conflict.” Salmenniemi explores how the ‘therapeutic’ translates into ‘political’ through articulations and practices within the therapeutic field. Her work shows that “[r]ather than merely cultivating political quiescence, the therapeutic field may also serve as a site of political contestation and critique” (Salmenniemi 2019: 409). Read in this light, Mauricio’s words articulate the importance of making a difference, working against alienation, seeking alternatives, hope, and positive futures. In his quest for change, soil is a changemaker. Matheus, from Brazil, expresses desire for a qualitatively different – less terrifying, better – future and sees that the “feedback from the soil” is the key to transformation.
 
            Pedro gives an even more detailed description of the transformative potential of the garden. The personal and political coincide, as he praises the “feeling of being able to really make a difference with something I like too. The difference is not only for me. To do this for others and for the world is good for me.” Pedro’s wellbeing increases by participating in making a difference both in his own, and other people’s lives and in the world. He then talks more broadly about his lifestance, the way he thinks about the human and nature:
 
             
              We are animals, you know, we are animals and we are in the process of wanting to escape from this. It seems many times … Society and capitalism and everything else makes us turn into little robots, makes us turn into machines and makes us disbelieve that people are animals. So, I see that we are increasingly moving away from our essence, which is to participate in these processes of these systemic dynamics of the environment. And many times, we participate very punctually and see one thing and finally run away from others. So, this is my view on human-nature. And today I seek precisely this opposite path. (Pedro, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            This account by Pedro can be read through the three utopian modes. First, his critique of capitalism and individualism and the idea of escape illustrate the critical function of the archaeological mode. Second, the way he dismantles the belief in human-animal separation and makes room for a wider range of subjects illustrate the ontological mode. Finally, seeking alternatives echoes the architectural mode. For Pedro, the answer is in educating future generations:
 
             
              Education as a goal of the garden. The goal is not just to generate food. One of the objectives is to educate and I think that’s it man, to integrate the people that are coming, this new generation. (Pedro, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            For some interviewees, the alternative, the better, manifests already in the present. Marcela describes how gardening has changed her own life so that she now works to improve the wellbeing of others:
 
             
              Wow, I’ve changed a lot. Well, that’s it. I changed careers. It was a long process. I started to participate in [one] garden in 2013 and I really made this transition, I completed this transition of leaving my job and going to work with this in 2017. In addition, it also gave me a way to express this vocation that I have for activism, mainly linked to the public space. And this thing about the right to the city, about claiming the territory we inhabit and being able to transform it for the better. (Marcela, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            These excerpts illustrate the utopia of fight – a contrast to the utopia of escape (Salonen et al. 2023: 294–295). At the heart of this division is the direction of individual action in relation to the world. In the utopia of escape, the actor directs his or her own actions towards improving his or her own life. As the name suggests, the utopia of fight, engages in a struggle for a better world. The focus is on the impact of one’s own actions on the outside world, and meaning is derived from the positive impact of one’s own actions on the lives of others. The interviewees above see the meaning of life in the orientation towards changing the world. Utopias of fight require both an active individual actor and a structural effort for a better world.
 
            Previous research has noted that for people with highly constrained consumption options, it is difficult to engage in imagining comprehensive changes (Salonen 2023). Our findings here point in a slightly different direction: an emphasis on transformation towards more comprehensive, relational forms of wellbeing are more pervasive in some contexts than in others, for example in the highly unequal Brazilian context vs. the middle-class escape fantasies in the more egalitarian Finnish case. Most Brazilian interviewees are also middle-class people. The difference in Brazilian gardens is the context and purpose of the gardens as spaces for education and debate. Our analysis has found political engagement in community gardens in both the Global South and Global North (see Chapter 5 for a more detailed description). Even though we can see recurring themes of escape, relationality, and transformation in various study locations, there are also important contextual differences. These notions highlight the importance of societal and political context in analysing discourses on wellbeing.
 
           
          
            8 The Limits of Transformation, or Transforming the Limits
 
            Transformation isn’t always comprehensive. Gardening provides fleeting, situational, and partial recognitions of alternative ways of thinking and being, as in this example by Petri:
 
             
              Well, as I said, it gives you a kind of insight that you can’t rush things any more than you can rush them. And maybe especially now, in this modern age, quite a lot of things are such that they should be done pretty quickly, so it’s nice to kind of remind oneself that the speed of things is not really that important at all. But that you can only do things at a certain speed, that you can’t rush how fast the pumpkin will ripen. It ripens when it becomes ripe, not before (Petri, Finland, translated from Finnish).
 
            
 
            Natural processes of growth are themselves expressions of being and doing otherwise. They provide a window into alternative modes of thinking that run counter to the hectic illusion of the present as efficient, manageable, and controllable by humans. If there is a blueprint to the utopian world with maximum well-being for all, perhaps it is found in meditating on and respecting how, why, and when the pumpkin ripens.
 
            In talking to community gardeners, we see examples (and combinations) of individualistic and relational notions of wellbeing. There are both possibilities and limits of community gardens in fostering holistic, relational, transformative approaches to wellbeing. Kennedy et al. (2018: 149) explore such possibilities and limitations in the context of food activism. Their study shows that food activists have “skills in critical thinking, attention to structural injustice, and widespread recognition of the importance of collective mobilization.” However, “when it comes to thinking about prescriptions for change, activist understandings draw from individualistic and market-oriented conceptualizations of civic engagement”. They conclude that “despite the sophisticated understandings and civic commitment of movement activists, the eat-local movement is limited by a reliance on individual consumption as the dominant pathway for achieving eco-social change” (Kennedy et al. 2018: 150). Yet, they also note that “the practice of ethical consumption … may serve as an entry-point into broader political issues” (Kennedy et al. 2018: 151).
 
            Our findings include both similar limits and potentials. Gardening does not provide a magic wand that turns individual notions of wellbeing into relational, transformative discourse and practice. When studied within “capitalocentric economic discourse”, where non-capitalist economic forms are understood in relation to capitalism, there is a tendency to position small-scale food production such as gardening as a peripheral activity outside the core of economic production (Savinotko 2022: 72). Nonetheless, these practices might involve seeds of change. Savinotko (2022: 72–73) situates small-scale food production in “a landscape of economic difference rather than dominance”. With a plurality of interconnected practices, it participates in resisting the idea of economy as a singular and self-evident totality.
 
            Community gardens do not transform discourses of wellbeing completely, but can open potential, situated, momentary spaces for alternative approaches that are tied to, reflect on, or go against the grain of the given social, societal, and political context. Social transformation toward a world with a greater emphasis on wellbeing can be momentary, ordinary, partial, and incomplete. It can happen in multiple sites and spaces simultaneously and incongruently. The practice of gardening can serve as an entry-point into a broader understanding of wellbeing.
 
            In this chapter, we have sought to understand how people experience gardens as a source of wellbeing, which also informs the ethical and ontological bases of their lifestances. We argue that gardening can operate as a practice of wellbeing that potentially informs alternative, relational ways of relating to the world. Such relational experiences potentially undermine the overly individualistic focus of therapeutic culture. They also challenge the dominant negative narrative about nonreligious people. This chapter illustrates that wellbeing is as much about relational ethics and moral discourse as it is about individual health and satisfaction. Community gardens are about cultivating the individual self and tending human and nonhuman others. They are about escaping the everyday and transforming it on the road to a qualitatively different future with a greater emphasis on wellbeing. Community gardens are spaces for thinking differently about and doing otherwise concerning the human versus nature binary. Community gardens entail possibilities for cultivating hope and transforming the limits of what is possible.
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          Notes

          1
            This bias entails treating religion or spirituality as inherently ‘good’ or necessary to wellbeing. It could also involve inflating the impact of religion/spirituality on wellbeing. Doing so would contribute to what Altglas and Wood (2018) call ‘religious sociology’ as opposed to a critical sociology of religion, which emphasizes a reflexive boundary between the researcher and the beliefs of the religious field.

          
          2
            Some of our interviews took place during periods of lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic that started in early 2020.

          
          3
            According to Sargisson (2007: 418–419), an intentional community is “a group of people who have chosen to live (and sometimes work) together for some common purpose. Their reason for being extends beyond tradition, personal relationships, or family ties. This definition includes many different forms of intentional communities, such as communes, eco-villages and some housing co-operatives, co-housing groups, and religious communities”. Although community gardens are not intentional communities in this strong sense of the word, they nevertheless form either loose or more cohesive community groups that bring together people beyond personal and family ties, who share common behaviors and intentions which rise from, reflect on and potentially critique the dominant society (see Chapter 2).
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          Abstract
 
          This chapter argues that the religion/nonreligion conceptual binary fails to accurately reflect the empirical complexity and fluidity of the lives of ordinary people. Community gardeners experience wonder, awe, and enchantment in nature, are committed to ethical forms of relating, articulate worldviews and self-understandings, engage in regular practices, and are entangled in communities – both with humans and other-than-humans. In other words, community gardeners’ lifestances orient how they live in the world. Drawing heavily on the interviews, this chapter illustrates that many of our participants did not fit cleanly into either a “religious” identity or a “nonreligious” identity. Some participants were entangled with both religion and nonreligion. Others may have leaned one way or the other, but very few of our participants seemed to represent an idealized or perhaps stereotypical perception of either a religious or nonreligious individual. This chapter helps to illustrate the complexity and diversity of lifestances, finding that many of our participants, regardless of where they fell on a (non)religious spectrum or how they identified, shared common approaches as they situated humans horizontally with other terrestrials.
 
        
 
         
          
            Interviewer: Do you consider yourself a religious person?

          
 
          
            Participant: Not religious, but I believe I’m spiritual. No, I believe in Pachamama and everything that Mother Nature embodies. I’m always thankful. Many times, when I have difficult moments or situations to resolve, I think about it helping me. In that sense, I believe that at other times, I wasn’t as concerned about religion because, precisely, I think that attending a private school had the opposite effect. But later, through the paths I’ve travelled, many times in the neighbourhoods, the belief in God is very strong, as well as in Jesus, more in the evangelical and Catholic sense. So, I’ve always been respectful. If I have to go to a mass, for a baptism, a communion, someone’s wedding, I can go. I’ve also had a lot of interaction with the Umbanda religion, which is something different, but I respect it as well. I mean, it’s not that I believe or don’t believe, but I do respect it. And after that, I do meditate, do yoga, connect with nature, and see where to go from there. But yes, I’m not religious in the sense of attending a service every week or anything like that. (Diana, Argentina, translated from Spanish)

          
 
           
            I think that nature is quite wondrous and it’s just the cycles of life, it’s bigger than we are, we don’t understand a lot of it, but I think that because it is so fascinating, it … Yeah, it’s something that I think is a constant that, I think gives us, how would I say it, spirituality? It just, it’s wondrous, so to me that’s the higher power, [it] is nature as opposed to, you know, a god up in the clouds or [laughing] something like that. Yeah, it’s the nature’s force. (Lisa, Canada)
 
          
 
           
            I don’t think I’m religious, I think I’m religious. And if this is something like yes-no, then yes I do … Well, yes, in the sense that I’m interested in quite a lot of different beliefs and I’m not religious in the sense that I go to church or follow a particular religion. I’m not religious in that way. But then again, I’m fascinated by the questions and the interaction between people in many ways. And that’s because the stories that are related to religions are quite in many ways shared stories and through them people choose what they do, in what way they are, and in what way they are with each other, so then it is interesting to kind of understand something about the stories, at least to know what it talks about. So religiosity is a pretty, kind of, such a broad concept for me. I’ve sung a lot in choirs, and I’ve also sung a lot in church services. And I don’t feel that I’m terribly against it, but rather that I find it fascinating to see how people are there and in what way they do things and then kind of accept it. I am also happy to be involved in that activity, even though I don’t belong to a church myself. I am not religious in that way, but then again, in my own way, I feel that I am. (Petri, Finland, translated from Finnish)
 
          
 
           
            I think spirituality, yes, you know, when you’re out in nature, uh, you really feel a sense of belonging or a sense of awe and wonder and … just sunrises and, I certainly feel connected spiritually to, I don’t know, the Earth or the ground or the sky. And I think yes, especially, that most intense spiritual thing happens when you’re scuba diving. Because I think you actually have oxygen deprivation and nitrogen narcosis, and you get quite vivid, um, experiences. Yes. You know, spiritually, you feel that you want to join the fish or the octopus or you want to, act. When we dove on the, the shark, the six gills sharks, I mean, enormous creatures, just, yeah. (Anna, Canada)
 
          
 
           
            I was raised Catholic and I was sick to death of religion by the time I’d finished high school. You know that white Christian … I learnt good morals, but no. I feel when I’m in nature, like in the natural bush, I feel spiritually lifted and at ease. So I would say if I was ever going to pray or, you know, reflect in any way spiritually, I’d be out in [the] natural environment. But I’m not really spiritual. (Claire, Australia)
 
          
 
          
            1 Introduction
 
            When we began our study of community gardens, we did not pitch our call for participants to attract people who self-identified as nonreligious. Some of the gardens we selected were in fact affiliated with or attached to churches or other religious organizations. As we coded and analysed our interviews, we noticed that more than half of our participants identified as nonreligious, albeit often in nuanced and complex ways. What is striking about the community gardeners we interviewed is the way they embrace ambiguity, complexity, and uncertainty in their responses to our question about whether they were religious. The quotes that open this chapter clearly illustrate this point. To be sure, some people we interviewed were decisive: for example Julia (United Kingdom) identified as atheist, did not celebrate Christian holidays and saw religion as harmful, and Jorgen (Norway) said he had no religious views but described himself as more political, ethical, and philosophical. The same was true for some people who identified as religious (most who identified as religious were Christian). For example, Cecelia from the United States, whose garden was attached to a Christian church, attended Sunday School, church, Bible study and had social networks at the garden that were with people who were also ‘churched’. These interviewees did not pose the same challenges for coding as did others, although even they had interesting nuances that translated into complex relationships with the garden community (both human and nonhuman).
 
            As already mentioned, roughly calculated, just over half of the participants in our study self-identified as nonreligious, with the highest number (eleven of fifteen) in Australia and the lowest number (four of eighteen) in the United States. However, categorizing our participants as either religious or nonreligious is too simplistic. A binary approach misrepresents a significant number of the community gardeners we interviewed. The binary does not capture the subtle ebbs and flows of many participants’ lives. This is the case both for those who identified as religious and not religious. Moreover, the entanglement of majoritarian religion, specifically Christianity in our study countries, shapes the discursive context, providing a linguistic and conceptual framework that participants frequently use to capture their experiences of awe, wonder and enchantment in the gardens and in nature. That is to say, Christian language is hegemonic in the sense that people who are nonreligious struggle to find non-Christian language to describe important aspects of their experience. But what to do? We expanded our coding categories to include several statements that captured the nuance from the interviews. This reminded us to continue to engage with the complex ways that the participants understood themselves. As our work progressed, we decided to devote this chapter to considering the nuances of nonreligious and religious identities. We do not see this discussion as definitive, but rather as an invitation to the reader to continue the conversation.
 
           
          
            2 Identities
 
            Why do identities matter? Identities are entangled with values, beliefs, and ethics. In addition to self-understanding, they are deployed to create community, express alliances, and sometimes to satisfy social expectations. For example, one interview we conducted in the United States was a joint interview with a mother and daughter (the mother was visiting the daughter at the time so joined in the conversation). During the interview the mother identified as evangelical Christian and the daughter identified as ‘having sampled many religions’ but said she was ‘back to being Christian again’. After the interview the daughter texted the interviewer to clarify: she in fact identifies as Pagan, and understands the earth as Gaia. Her interview comments reflect this: she mentioned both Christian (man has dominion over nature) and Indigenous (Skywoman’s collaboration with animals) creation stories, noting that how one understands creation impacts one’s interaction with the world:
 
             
              So it depends on where you’re coming from, what you think the world is for, and who gave it to you and what you’re supposed to do with it. If the world is all mine and it’s for me, I can take all the coal out of the mountains. I can take all the oil out of the land. I can take all the fish out of the sea because it’s all for me. But if you believe that the world belongs to itself, that it’s one living organism, then you want to be more modest in your demands from the world and make sure there’s enough to go around for everybody, not just humans. (Lilith, USA)
 
            
 
            Lilith’s interview underscored the fact that social context matters to identity. Lilith was sensitive to her mother’s evangelical Christian identity and did not want to upset her, even though Lilith’s comments in the interview clearly demonstrate a non-hierarchical, relational approach that fit her identity as a combination of Pagan and Gaia-centred. Though not nonreligious, Lilith’s commitment to the earth was expressed primarily in material rather than spiritual terms (in the quote above she is concerned about the use of resources) and she deployed an ethical stance that was rooted in her relationship with the garden and the earth. Lilith talks about belief: “If you believe that the world belongs to itself …”. However, her ethics and obligations emerge out of her sense of human relational engagement with the earth – the practices of mining coal and oil. She argues for a ‘more modest’ and respectful structure of relationship. In the context of a family relationship that normalizes Christianity, Lilith struggles to articulate her engagement with, and understanding of, the world around her that is true to her understanding of earth as having value in and of itself and the need for a more egalitarian terrestrial relationship. Put another way, Lilith illustrates a broader social pattern in which nonreligious and other-than-Christian religious identities are still silenced and misunderstood, however much we may think that we live in a ‘secular’ society.
 
            In the quotes that open this chapter Petri says: “I don’t think I’m religious, I think I’m religious.” Diana says “I mean, it’s not that I believe or don’t believe, but I do respect it.” Claire says: “I feel when I’m in nature … I feel spiritually lifted and at ease … But I’m not really spiritual.” Each of these participants appears to contradict themselves. However, we suggest that they are struggling to find a language beyond the religion/nonreligion divide to describe their experiences, a phenomenon other scholars are finding as well (Gilsvik 2025). Further, each of them points to relationships and practices that frame these experiences – they are not particularly interested in whether they believe or not, or, rather, their concerns are elsewhere. It is this ‘elsewhere’, perhaps understood as ‘dark matter’ beyond the religion/nonreligion divide, that we seek to identify in this chapter. We don’t yet have a name for this; we euphemistically refer to it as “dark matter” to help guide our thinking about it but still question what it is, precisely (Beaman 2017a; Beyer 2017). Perhaps because we interviewed people about community gardening, the struggles of our interviewees often focused on their relationship to ‘nature’, or the ‘other-than-human’ world. This focus on the space between religion and nonreligion has cracked open the shell of the “elsewhere” or allowed us to peer into the depths of “dark matter” just a little. The concept of ‘lifestances’ developed in Chapter Three is a concept that is beyond the binary that refers to individuals. The concept of “dark matter” points to something similar that is located in the social world.
 
            In their article “The Forest is my Church” David Thurfjell and Atko Remmel argue that individualization and the quest for an authentic self has opened the possibility for a turn to nature as a “positively charged space where persons could go to discover their authentic selves” (2023: 214). Thurfjell and Remmel make a valuable contribution to the discussion of nonreligion and nature. The exploration of individual benefits and well-being is important to the overall understanding of human engagement with nature. However, our data suggest that the emphasis on individualism (which is certainly not unique to these authors) is misplaced, or that it misses the very relational nature of our participant’s gardening activities.1 Participants spoke of themselves in relationship to the pollinators, other humans, the plants and the soil itself. We speculate that the reason individualism has played such a large role in narratives of human interactions with nature is due to a fundamental shortcoming of social science which continues to neglect the other-than-human as vital components of community (Beaman and Strumos 2024). It is also due to a failure to adequately theorize community. Contemporary theory still relies on stagnant notions of that concept to formulate identity, belonging and social life. Conservative impulses valorise these static and stale notions of community as central to ‘social cohesion’. Our participants imagined themselves as tied to the terrestrial – as relationally entangled with a community that included human and nonhuman others. This in turn impacted the way they described themselves and their identities.
 
           
          
            3 Lifestances
 
            The intertwining of ethics and identities is central to understanding how nonreligion and religion are situated in people’s lifestances. We have proposed the idea of lifestance as a way to account for the complexities of identities that might fit into ‘religious’ or ‘nonreligious’ commitments, behaviours, beliefs, and practices. As we outlined in the introduction to this volume, we understand “lifestance to include the behaviours, relationships, and beliefs related to one’s orientation to life and existence.” This has the potential to capture, for example, a horizontal commitment to fellow terrestrials, a religious upbringing, a life course shift and a statement of affiliation as nonreligious. Abby Day’s (2022) research on Baby boomers illustrates this entanglement. Day interviewed 55 ex-Anglicans in Canada and the United Kingdom, asking them questions about their religious socialization and why they left the church. The Baby Boomers in her study didn’t just reject religion or what they interpreted as religious values; they understood themselves to stand for values such as social justice that they did not see in the Christian churches they were raised in: “Most of them refuse Christianity on the grounds that it is, in their view, deeply immoral, patriarchal, and intolerant of other faiths and beliefs” (191). Their identities as nonreligious were entangled in their childhood and life experiences which were in turn situated in a period of significant social change that included increased higher education, global communication and media coverage, and diversity. Identities were, argues Day, “embedded in new, non-religious social structures and relationships” (85). These might be situated in communities in which they could translate their ethical commitments to specific forms of social justice, or in their everyday relations with others.
 
            To isolate identity from these entanglements is neither possible nor desirable. Moreover, to assume that someone who self describes as nonreligious has no contact with religion results in an impoverished understanding of their lifestances. The quotes that open this chapter clearly underline this point. Likewise, understanding people who self-describe as religious as unquestioning, relatively uniform in their beliefs, or without doubt, is equally inaccurate. The sacred canopy always has patches, tears, and holes. This is why we turn to the idea of lifestances as a way to create conceptual robustness that captures dynamic lives situated in ever-changing social contexts. This chapter describes some of the nuance of our participants’ identities and the ethics and values that attach to those. Our discussion touches on a number of challenges: the complexity of participants’ lives, the fluidity of identities and the paths of life courses; the conceptual limitations of the categories we use to describe those; and, relatedly, the binary nature of much thinking on religion and nonreligion.
 
           
          
            4 The Binary
 
            Social science has long been preoccupied with binaries and categories, often attempting to solve the problems they import with the invention of ever more categories and binaries. Another approach at times employed is to call attention to the limitations of categories and then revert to their use as ‘ideal types’, ‘heuristic devices’ and so on, such as body/mind and secular/sacred. Not only do these erase or minimize the conceptual challenges of binary categories, they push social life and sometimes identities into 0/1 either/or thinking that is undergirded by a conceptual model that is, at its core, competitive, enshrining an oppositional approach that fails to represent the dynamic nature of social life at many levels. Our interviews tracked sometimes dramatic, sometimes subtle, shifts in engagement with religion that a binary approach does not capture.
 
            Part of the problem with the binary is that it makes religion the core point of reference. Our data suggest that religion should not be the core point of reference, a position that has been taken by a number of scholars of nonreligion (Quack and Schuh 2017). As societies contain increasing numbers of people who are nonreligious, religion becomes less relevant as an analytical touchstone (Cragun and McCaffree 2021). However, it is important to recognize that we are in a moment of transition. Until very recently Christianity was the primary, hegemonic and majority religion of all of the countries in our study. It is still in this position in some of them (Brazil and Argentina, for example). In countries like the United States, Christianity, especially conservative Christianity, has a very loud voice (Whitehead and Perry 2020). The residue of Christianity (Seljak 2012) continues to shape social institutions (in Canada, for example, the preamble to the Charter of Rights and Freedoms positions the rule of law and the supremacy of God side by side) and that residue remains a powerful force in shaping public discourse as well as the language and frameworks used by people to describe their identities and their experiences.
 
            In the introduction to this volume we mentioned the demographic shift in religious affiliation from religious to nonreligious. All of the countries we include in our study have been dominated by Christianity, so most religious participants in our study identified as some form of Christian. This is changing, as detailed by Kasselstrand et al. (2023), but it is not accurate to say that religion is dying or disappearing. Nor is it accurate to displace it into a more diffused manifestation such as ‘lived religion’ or a ‘spiritual revolution’ (Wilkins-Laflamme 2022). Our focus in this chapter is not so much on demographic change but on the contents of that change in terms of identity, affiliation, and communities of belonging. We use these terms with caution, recognizing that identities are fluid across not only the life course, but sometimes also fluid in the moment. It is this very fluidity that this chapter wrestles with. In our data about half the participants identified as nonreligious, and articulated one of their communities of belonging as nature, the earth, or, in Latour’s words, as terrestrials. We want to dig a bit deeper, though, to explore the complex ways that they understood themselves vis a vis nonreligion or religion and how that entered into their lifestances. What did they mean when they said they were nonreligious? And what do we mean?
 
           
          
            5 Religion vs Nonreligion?
 
            Categories such as religious or nonreligious can be useful in some contexts. They are, for example, the only reasonable approach for survey research, and we have used them in the survey research conducted in other parts of the Nonreligion in a Complex Future project (Cragun et al. under review). However, in descriptive and qualitative research such as ours it is more salient to ask different kinds of questions that capture the complexity of life courses and lifestances. It is here that we can ask nuanced questions about how people understand what is important to them and how they understand the world around them. We can explore their relationships in the garden and ask about their ethical stances associated with those relationships.
 
            A central challenge is how to account for life course or social context, not only at the macro level of political and cultural realities (the acceptability of identifying as nonreligious in countries like Iran, Turkey, or the United States), but at the individual level as well. For example, Matthew, one of our Canadian interviewees, was raised as an Anglican, left the church for many years, and then returned to a Baptist church with ‘full immersion baptism’. During a health crisis the minister didn’t have answers to what he described as important questions. He subsequently left that church as well and was again religiously uninvolved for a time. He told us the story of supporting a 28-year-old hijab-wearing Syrian refugee adjusting to life in Canada. During their conversations she expressed a desire to go to church. She did not identify as Muslim despite wearing hijab (which she described as a cultural habit), according to Matthew. He took her to an Anglican church he was familiar with, but in which he himself was not involved. During our interview he told us that he felt obligated to continue to go to the church because of her, although she had developed her own friendships there. He described himself neither as religious or nonreligious. He described a large donation someone gave his Syrian friend as ‘a blessing and lucky’, capturing the complex ways that he interprets life. He did not mention religion or spirituality throughout his interview except when we explicitly asked him about religion.
 
            Matthew’s interview was replete with relational references to those he shares the earth with, both human and other-than-human. He discussed sharing seeds and plants with a friend and with fellow gardeners as well as donating food to a local foodbank. He emphasized the necessity for a tactile relationship with the earth. He described information sharing with the Syrian gardeners, noting that the language barrier required different strategies for communication and sharing. Similarly, in his comments on his relationship with the garden Matthew revealed something of his ethics, noting that people should really know how to “take a seed, gently place it in the earth and take care of it and boom it’s going to feed you at the end”. He was deeply critical of pesticides, caged salmon farming (because the salmon were overcrowded, grew weird fins and couldn’t swim properly), and used words like ‘respect’, ‘love’, and ‘amazing’ about his interactions with nature. He talked about not being ‘heavy footed’ around the other ‘critters that are around me’ situating himself as one of the ‘critters’ rather than above them. He said “there is no vile weed, it’s just a misplaced plant”. He was critical of the commodification of nature:
 
             
              We’ve taken away plants that live well together and set it up as a monoculture. Oh, it’s nasty, right? Where … Where is the other? I do believe we’re not even into what mycelium do in communicating with other plants, you know, underneath the earth. And it hurts me that we willy nilly spray glyphosate without really knowing the full implications. (Matthew, Canada)
 
            
 
            The reader might be asking how this relates to religious or nonreligious identity. At some points in his life Matthew might have ticked ‘Christian’ on the census, at others ‘nonreligious’. The pragmatic decision to go to church at the time of our interview to accompany the Syrian woman does not equate to ‘religious’ or ‘Christian’. But neither should we erase his entanglement with religion. In the case of Matthew we might ask how does this entanglement matter? We are not sure that his attendance of an Anglican church is significant for how he positions himself in the world. As already mentioned, the only time he talked about religion was specifically in response to our question at the end of the interview. Throughout the interview he described a horizontal ethical stance in relation to the world around him, full of respect, care, sharing and what we might call evidence of practices of ‘deep equality’ (Beaman 2017b). Matthew described his ethical stance without religion, and without transcendent references or the language of the spiritual (except, again, specifically in response to our question about religion) and without articulating it as a specific worldview (environmentalist, humanist, and so on).
 
            Matthew’s case is important because it illustrates that it makes little sense to worry about whether he should be classified as religious or nonreligious. Rather, his ethics and worldview emerge out of his relationships, practices, and engagement with others. The binary distracts us from the important things that matter in Mathew’s life. This is also the case more broadly in our interviews. When we pay close attention to the relationships our participants described and the language they used, it is clear that their lifestances emerge, and are expressed, in ways that cannot be adequately described in terms of religion/nonreligion.
 
           
          
            6 Translation Work
 
            Espen Gilsvik (2025) describes the recrafting of identity related language for disaffiliates as translation-work. In his study of 24 Norwegian Christian Charismatic disaffiliates he observed that disaffiliates experience a sense of lostness, but not necessarily in a spiritual sense. Rather their lostness is located in a lack of vocabulary to describe and explain both their own identities and experiences. Our research did not focus on disaffiliate struggles with belonging, but we found that some of our participants drew on a repertoire of language that might be interpreted as religious language. They also sometimes hesitated in their self-descriptions (for a good example of this, see Petri’s comments at the beginning of this chapter). Gilsvik found that disaffiliates sometimes repopulated religious terms with what he describes as secular meaning. Although we would not use the adjective ‘secular’ to describe the translation work that participants are doing in our study, they are recrafting language to express a self-understanding that situates themselves within the terrain they inhabit. The translation work they were doing and in which we are interested was around ethics, experiences of wonder and awe and their perceptions of the human place in the world. This in turn told us much about how they see themselves and the world around them.
 
            We are toggling between two dimensions of identity in this discussion: one focuses on descriptors used by participants vis a vis religion and nonreligion (Catholic, agnostic, not religious, and so on) and the other is our secondary or nuanced excavation of participants’ descriptions of their lives, commitments, ethics, and relationships. We agree with Cotter that nonreligion is fluid (2020, see also Taira 2022). So too is religious belonging and expression, as has been theorized by numerous scholars (Heelas et al. 2005; Bender 2003). To navigate this difficult territory of the articulation of nonreligious identities we find Ben Laws’ (2024) work on nonreligion and asylum seekers particularly illuminating. Laws explains the evidentiary requirements for making a compelling case for asylum based on nonreligion. He argues that nonreligion is often assessed using a religious (specifically Christian) framework for evidence, including the requirement for a linear, mechanical ‘conversion’ with key events and turning points. This excludes, he argues, other possibilities, and leaves little room for ambiguity or ambivalence. It also does not capture the situation where an individual has never been affiliated with a religion. Laws describes one of his participants, Anna-Frid, who “felt completely devoid of any materiality of secularism that assessors might hope to identify in their questions: ‘I’ve never read Dawkins and am not part of any society or movement’”. The fact of being nonreligious may be an existential state without proofs, religion-like conversions, involvements, or beliefs. This is the challenge of the ‘is’ of nonreligion and nonreligious identities.
 
            Importantly too we have realized that we cannot consider identities without understanding the social context in which people use them. Social contexts produce the possibility or impossibility of using particular descriptors from both a linguistic and a discursive perspective. Context also relates to motives for self-description. For example, the sexual abuse scandal in the Roman Catholic church has driven some people to identity as ‘just Christian’ and others to abandon any religious descriptor or affiliation at all (Turpin 2022). A lack of religious socialization may mean that ‘no religion’ is a default (Gärtner 2022, Laflamme 2022) or tenuous ties to religion that are cut without ceremony (Cragun and Smith 2024; Day 2022). The question here is not why aren’t people religious, but what do they mean when they say they are nonreligious, atheist, agnostic, or humanist?
 
            Our research has been informed by the work of other scholars who have attempted to solve the problem of the definition of nonreligion, and by implication the sorting of nonreligious identities. Lee (2012) and Quack (2014) take an approach that sees nonreligion as other to religion, retaining religion as the reference point. Although Lee recognized that this indebtedness to religion was problematic, she pragmatically proposed this as a beginning place. Since then, scholars have wrestled with the implications of Lee’s work and the need to move past an “absence” understanding of nonreligion (i.e., what nonreligious people lack or are not; Bullivant 2008) and have started to focus on what nonreligious people have, do, think, or believe (Cragun 2025; van Mulukom et al. 2023). Scholarship has increasingly moved toward a focus on the substantive or positive content of nonreligion (Beaman and Stacey 2021; Catto et al. 2023; Lee 2015; Taves et al. 2018). Our methodological approach in our community gardens research is one attempt to excavate new possibilities: by focusing on an activity that people are committed to, we shift focus to their practices and ask them about how those link to their lives (Beaman 2017b). By taking this approach we are better able to identify the substance of that part of their lives and, we argue, gain some access to an understanding of their lifestances. We glean some understanding of what they mean when they use labels such as atheist, agnostic, humanist, and spiritual (c.f. Blankholm et al. 2025).
 
           
          
            7 Gardening as Practice
 
            In his discussion of ‘religions of practice’ Douglas Ezzy argues that some religions (he focuses on Japanese religions) should be understood as religions of practice because creeds and beliefs play a minimal role. Rather, “ethical obligations are communicated through ritual practices and aesthetic responses to symbols” (2016: 13). We draw from Ezzy’s work to confirm our emphasis on the importance of practice as discussed above. Although we do not define gardening as ritual, we recognize the performative and aesthetic aspects of it and agree with Ezzy that these are valuable sources of understanding. We therefore build on his call for attention to relational and communal entwinement as an entry point into understanding both nonreligion and religion. For some of the gardeners who self-identified as religious, gardening was a practice that they articulated in relation to their religious commitments. But it was a more nuanced connection than “belief = practice”, as we will see below. To be clear, gardening was not religion, nor was it religion-like. For those who self-identified as nonreligious and for those who were more difficult to characterize, gardening entangled them in relationships. As Ezzy suggests, we should avoid an interpretive approach that prioritizes meaning and cognition. Rather, (gardening) practice and emotion are important focal points in our analysis. Practice/performance produced moral obligations and ethical stances, which are, as argued above, deeply linked to identities and how participants understood themselves and their place in the world. In other words, identity was relational, performative, and fluid. Ethics and commitments to others arise out of the practices and emotional engagement generated by those practices and relationships.
 
            An important supplement to Ezzy’s work is offered by insights from Margit Warburg (2013). In her research on the Danish Seamen’s church in Singapore, Warburg noted that a number of the people who attended the church did not believe in the Christian god. She concluded that the church provided an “alternative Danish cultural meeting place in a foreign country”.
 
             
              It seems unlikely that these nonbelievers would have attended church abroad primarily for religious reasons. These frequent but nonbelieving churchgoers seem to be drawn largely from the group of Danes who—according to their own answers—only attended church for the main religious festivals before emigration and not from the group of those who very rarely or never go to church, and this complies well with the expected behaviour of a person who attends church for cultural reasons (Warburg 2013: 166).
 
            
 
            If we remember Matthew’s Anglican church attendance, described above, in the context of what he felt as an ethical obligation to an immigrant newcomer to his city, we can better contextualize his behaviour. The point is not to minimize or negate Matthew’s church attendance. Warburg’s research underscores for us the value of exploring beliefs in concert with identities, practices and social context. Rather, the point is to contextualize his church attendance within a broader set of practices, relationships, understandings, and ethical commitments. Put another way, for Matthew, religion is not the reference point for these aspects of his life. To emphasize either his religiosity, or its absence (nonreligiosity), is to miss the core characteristics (the ‘positive content’) of how he makes sense of himself and his place in the world.
 
           
          
            8 Substantive Content
 
            We now turn to five of our participants, whom we quote from below, to illustrate their ethics, relationships, and practices. The first, Belén, was firm in her identity as a Roman Catholic. The second, Liz, identifies as Christian. The third, Roberto, identifies as agnostic. Manuel self-identifies as an atheist. Priscilla is not religious, not atheist, and, in her words, maybe agnostic. In our research it is clear that for most gardeners their identities are profoundly relational, both in terms of their fellow humans and other terrestrials more broadly. Belén, who identifies as Roman Catholic (who has, in her words, “many disagreements with the Catholic Church as an institution”), says:
 
             
              I was saying that I completely respect those who aim to be better people and don’t believe in anything at all because, in the end, I’ve realized that there are many ways to believe, and even not believing is a form of belief too. If a person places the same value on humanity as I do, if a person believes that I owe you love and respect because you are a fellow human, just like me, that’s what connects me to you, love and respect. Everything else, I don’t know, and if you want to share it, great, and if you don’t, that’s fine too, but you already have my approval for whatever you think. (Belén, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Regarding nature, she says:
 
             
              Well, yes, I think nature relates to everything. It’s not a matter of whether you believe or don’t believe. It’s simply a reality that, unfortunately, we often overlook. As I mentioned earlier, it’s even sadder when those in power, who could take steps to protect and improve it in certain ways, choose not to see it. Environmental pollution, the ozone layer. Look at how many things big corporations could solve immediately by making some changes that might reduce their profits a bit. But how much does it profit to improve the planet, you know? And that brings us back to the values. If your values don’t lead you to love, we’re in trouble. If your values prioritize power and money above all else, we’re in trouble, and we’re in trouble. The day someone with love gains power, many things can change. (Belén, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            For Belén, nature and her religion are entangled: “my religion teaches that nature is the great work, right? If I didn’t love nature, I would be denying my religion, plain and simple.” Rather than expressing her religion as having a monopoly on love or care of nature Belén emphasizes shared values such as love and respect. The phrase ‘the great work’ probably references the ecotheologian Thomas Berry’s (2000) work by that title in which he argues for a positive vision of love and respect for the natural world as a core moral responsibility. Thus, while her identity as a Catholic is entangled in her relationship with nature, her Catholic identity is not primary in constituting her commitments to shared action and creation and maintenance of community, which includes humans and the other-than-human. Her emphasis is on ethical practices, whatever their origin, that lead to love and respect.
 
            Liz (Australia), also identified as a Christian (Anglican), a fact that she volunteered in response to our question about what motivates her. “I’m a Christian and as a Christian we actually have a mandate to be stewards of God’s creation and that’s sort of a passion He’s given me. And yeah, I guess I just like particularly rehabilitating, the conservation rehabilitation”. When we asked her if other people who gardened were religious she replied “A couple of the community garden people have been Christian. When you say religious, I mean, Christianity’s actually not really a religion, it’s a faith.”
 
            She emphasized resilience, responsibility and accountability as things that “we’re missing a bit in the world”. She was deeply bothered by plots that had weeds, describing those who did that as ‘selfish’. She said she was a bushwalker, but that “it’s nice for me to go to an area where I don’t see weeds, it’s peaceful and therapeutic”. She was annoyed by people who left the garden gate open letting in padymelons (Australian marsupials similar to small kangaroos) who ate plants in the garden. She described the mental health benefits of gardening. She talked about being the gardener for the church garden, noting that it gives people “visual peace” and that people can “see something that’s looked after”. Liz described weeding “pulling things out can be a really good way of anger management. So, you know, if you’re feeling really angry just go out and dig up a patch of the garden.” Liz described being energized by digging out blackberries that had come into a pathway that was on her property, realizing from that that she had been given the Christian god’s gift of a passion for rehabilitation.
 
             
              As I said, [the] difference … is [that religion is] about working your way to God, [and] Christianity is that God in his grace is there waiting for us, you know, through faith, it’s believing in him. We can’t do anything to make him love us anymore. So it’s just about us wanting to be connected with him and accepting that through Jesus Christ. But, I actually, I come across people, particularly in gardening and gardening is their religion. It’s their way of working themselves to heaven and them creating heaven in their own garden. And you see the hours they spend and the perfection, and they have beautiful gardens, beautiful gardens. It actually is their idol or their religion. And that’s what gives them life and all that. So yeah, I would actually say that whether or not people … they’re quite religious with their gardens, their gardens are their religion. (Liz, Australia)
 
            
 
            According to Liz “we have a stewardship to look after each other and the environments that we’re in as Christians. And it actually saddens me that there’s not more Christians involved in the front line of environmental work, but that’s changing.” Management and conservation were key themes in Liz’s comments, in contrast to the relational tone of many of our participants.
 
            Liz is one of the more conservative Christians in our sample. Her beliefs and religious commitments clearly frame her understanding of gardening in a way that is not typical of the other interviews. In part, we include her as a contrast to give a sense of the range of approaches, language and imaginaries used to understand the garden and nature. Her concern with structure and order, for example, reflects the priorities typical of conservative forms of Christianity (Whitehead and Perry 2020). Liz frames gardening in instrumental ways – as a resource for humans to experience ‘beautiful gardens’ and as a religion, even if a problematic religion, that is ‘about working your way to God’. Her comment that these gardeners have made gardening an ‘idol’ implies that they are foolish for valuing the garden, and that they are foolish for valuing the other-than-human participants in the garden in ways that grants them equality to humans.2 Liz doesn’t value her fellow community gardeners in and of themselves. Rather, she sees them as impoverished forms of gardeners, and ultimately as not really achieving a ‘proper’ way to be human – which is, for Liz, to be Christian. Further, Liz’s ethics are formed out of the application of her conservative Christian beliefs to the practices she observes and engages in. Her ethics do not emerge out of the relationships and practice of gardening – as is the case with most other gardeners.
 
            Almost all our participants understand themselves in relation to nature and as part of it. They are also critical of human engagement with the world. Roberto trained as an agronomist and identifies as agnostic. He says:
 
             
              What’s the relationship between humans and nature? We use it, we alter it. We constantly alter it. A garden is a space of complete modification. The garden is the space of maximum natural balance alteration because we manipulate nature as we want. I’m not proud of that alteration at any moment; I believe we are people who are highly dependent on borrowed spaces. The garden consists of all exotic plants, and if they’re exotic, they’re not specifically designed for this environment. (Roberto, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            His view of nature is complex:
 
             
              If god exists in some form for me, it’s expressed in nature. That’s what I think. If there’s something, it’s expressed in the order of things that happen in nature, and nature doesn’t just pertain to biology, organic structures, but also to inorganic elements, the forces of nature. But all this philosophy I have is accompanied by a lot of logic. I mean, there are changes in pressure due to temperature that the sun affects on Earth, and that generates pressure changes in different places on Earth, which creates winds, and the winds cause changes.
 
            
 
             
              My connection with the land is … for me … I’m agnostic and I believe in energies, I mean … god is reflected in situations of nature or things that live in nature. I think the garden, yes, the land is a space where everything is super … What a day you caught me on! … It’s all very physical, as I’m an engineer, for me, you plant a seed, it grows, it doesn’t grow, it dies or it doesn’t die and I try to explain it to people a bit. Everything you’re asking me is so complex. It’s just that I studied this, I love nature, but for me, I’m super realistic about what happens. I’m like if it grows, it grows because it has water, if it doesn’t have water, it doesn’t grow. I’m super methodical about that or structured and the engineer has tools to solve problems, but he doesn’t know all the problems, how they are solved and when you go to the garden, they ask you “hey, how do you solve this problem?”. Nothing, you just say “it might be”. The agronomist says the words “it might be”. When they ask you a question you say “it might be because of this”. (Roberto, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Roberto’s nuanced understanding of himself as agnostic is folded into a belief in energies, a recognition of the alteration of the space on which the garden is located, logic and philosophy, the organic side by side with the inorganic (forces of nature) and the humility of ‘it might be’ (‘If god exists in some form for me, it’s expressed in nature’) coupled with his scientific knowledge (temperature and pressure changes). When we simplistically characterize him as ‘nonreligious’ it tells us little about this nuance. It misses his commitment to horizontal relations, science, and the way that ‘god is reflected in situations of nature or things that live in nature.’ Casting him as religious because he mentions ‘god’ would also miss the point. What matters to him is the interrelationship of humans with nature: “I believe we are people who are highly dependent on borrowed spaces.”
 
            Manuel, who identified as an atheist, reflected on his life trajectory in relation to religion: “I went to a Catholic school for all of elementary school, which I honestly detest. There wasn’t a single tree; it was a daily struggle.” His dislike of the Catholic school was articulated in relation to a lack of trees. We asked him whether working in the garden had changed him:
 
             
              I think connecting with people who liked the same thing affected me a lot. I used to work in a metal factory, the furthest thing from the earth. But I saw I wasn’t enjoying that, and now I work at the … nursery. I started working there and started connecting with many people who liked the same thing, tree production, vegetables in the garden, and having those common interests helped me relate to a lot of different people. My social circle was kind of closed before, school friends and college students who I didn’t even consider friends. But then meeting people with the same tastes and listening to them while in the garden made me more open to anything, any opinion, any conversation. It made me more sensitive to social relationships. (Manuel, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Manuel creates community with people who are clearly not the same as he is, but who share the same tastes (and similar values – based on what he says in the rest of his interview). He opens himself to relationships in the garden. The similarities with others relate to the way Manuel understands himself, to the way he understands his identity.
 
            For Manuel the relationship between humans and nature is one of ‘total, absolute’ human dependence:
 
             
              And nature doesn’t depend on us, but we can wholly influence it, for better or worse. However, I believe nature would operate just fine without us. But it’s a dependent relationship, and we must bear a significant responsibility to care for it. From it, we get everything: from metal for a car to food – the essentials of life, you understand? Everything comes from the earth, so it’s our duty to protect it to ensure, let’s say, the future of our children or whatever, for future generations. (Manuel, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            We asked Manuel about his relationship with nature:
 
             
              Well, beyond dependence, I have a deeper connection. I don’t know how to put it into words. It educates, teaches, and even captivates me. I love being in open environments, especially natural ones. I enjoy being in [a large public park in the city], but the most beautiful experience is being by a river, alone, seeing the beauty of nature. It fascinates and delights me. And I believe it makes me, at least, more sensitive … to the … what is it called? To nature’s cycles, everything about growth and evolution, even social relations. (Manuel, Argentina, translated from Spanish)
 
            
 
            Manuel does not draw on language like ‘spiritual’, but rather uses words like ‘captivates’, ‘fascinates’, ‘delights’, and ‘beautiful’. He integrates subtle references to science through ‘growth and evolution’, and recognizes the cycles of nature. This language reflects Manuel’s self-identification as an ‘atheist’. He does not use the language of either religion or spirituality. However, to emphasize his atheism is to miss the point, the heart, of his sense of place in the world and how he relates to ‘nature’ and the people around him. His worldview is scientific, reflecting the themes of awe and wonder in scientific discourse such as that of Carl Sagan or Brian Cox. Yet, it is his relationships and practices that drive Manuel’s commitments and understanding. He doesn’t explicitly reference the ideas of scientists to justify his commitments. Rather, he references his practices and relationships with a park and a river. In contrast to Liz discussed above, who sees nature as dependent on humans (who keep order), Manuel sees humans as dependent on nature. This dependence was also identified by Priscilla.
 
            Priscilla described herself as not religious, not atheist, maybe an agnostic. This is associated with a humility that understands the world around her and her place in it in a horizontal way. True greatness, as she puts it, is about relationships, interspecies interactions and what comes of that. She is not ‘made of any special substance’:
 
             
              My relationship with nature, I think, is one of care and affection. I feel nurtured and supported by it. So, my relationship with nature involves recognizing myself as a composition of many elements. I don’t forget the biological dimension. I remember that I’ll eventually become fungi. I find it all beautiful. It humbles me as a human being, reminding me that I’m not made of any special substance, and everyone will have the same destiny – returning to nature in an organic sense. I can’t explain exactly how, but this connection resonates with me in various ways. It affects how I perceive my existence.
 
            
 
             
              I’m not religious; I don’t believe in anything specific. I wouldn’t call myself an atheist, maybe more agnostic. I have no ambition to understand or approach the mystery of our existence. But I appreciate the sensation nature provokes – a force beyond us. There’s nothing we can do except try to be its partner. Nature’s power is immense; it’s essential in our lives and needs to be cared for. It doesn’t care about us, but if we care for it, it reciprocates, resulting in benefits. Neglecting it leads to unpleasant consequences.
 
            
 
             
              What I was trying to convey is that my relationship with nature is connected to how I view the world and human beings. Psychoanalysis plays a part, too, by decreasing dependency. It’s about coexisting with others. Not in a negative dependency sense, but recognizing that we depend on each other, on nature. This relates to the psychoanalytic concept – it’s not necessarily bad to depend; it’s the nature of our relationships and how they’re established that matters. It’s bad when dependence becomes enclosed, limited, leading to emptiness.
 
            
 
             
              So, dependence, to me, isn’t a problem, and recognizing our dependence on nature is just the beginning. It’s not an issue; it’s the starting point. I think this aligns with psychoanalysis, where it’s about being with others in many ways and with many different “others.” The garden reflects this by not glorifying any one thing or figure. True greatness lies in the potential for relationships – species interacting with each other and the effects that result. This resembles psychoanalysis in a way. It’s about being with others in multiple forms and encountering many diverse others. (Priscilla, Brazil, translated from Portuguese)
 
            
 
            Priscilla understands herself in relation to the world around her, in a relationship of co-existence in which she is one among many. Her ‘not religious, not atheist, maybe agnostic’ self-description is crafted through her relationship with the garden. Priscilla emphasizes the power of nature, human dependence on it, and also our obligation to care for it. The force of nature as she recognizes it is not religion. It is not religion-like. Nature is in the garden. The centrality of relationships to Priscilla’s self-understanding articulates both ethical ideals, ‘True greatness lies in the potential for relationships’, and also articulates ethically problematic forms of relationship she seeks to avoid: ‘It’s bad when dependence becomes enclosed, limited, leading to emptiness.’ However, these ethical imperatives are not articulated as normative rules, nor are they articulated as transcendental obligations or duties. Priscilla is not a relativist, nor a selfish individualist. Rather, her ethical obligations emerge in the negotiation of relationships – with plants, animals, and other humans – in the act of gardening.
 
           
          
            9 Conclusions
 
            Because our project used the community garden as a vessel (Warburg 2013) from within which to understand the lifestances of our participants there is a tendency to link nature with identity in the interviews discussed above. Not all people who self-describe as nonreligious are gardeners. And not all gardeners are nonreligious. Nonetheless, our research offers insight into the complicated ways that people understand their identities, their relationships, and their ethical stances. Social and cultural context adds yet another layer of complexity. How one understands oneself is inevitably imbricated with broader social forces and institutions such as education, the media, and law. It is also impacted by existential threats like the climate crisis.
 
            All of the countries that are part of our study are, or have until recently been, majority Christian countries. The impact of this should not be underestimated. The impacts are visible in the quasi-Christian linguistic frameworks used to express selves and interactions with nature;3 the experiential repertoire for wonder, awe and enchantment (that sometimes references spirituality); and even social science understandings. These have all privileged a particular way of imagining human beings that is hierarchical and religious, seeking to valorise the specialness of human beings. While our participants sometimes utilize religious or spiritual language, they are frequently using this language to point to something that lies outside of, or beyond, the religion/nonreligion binary. This is particularly clear in their descriptions of relational, rather than hierarchical, engagement with ‘nature’.
 
            Human identity has, until recently, been imagined from a position of superiority, no matter how ‘nicely’ it is repackaged (as stewardship, for example; see White 1967). The participants in our study are, for the most part, expressing a reconstitution of this hierarchy which we see as an expression of who they are:
 
             
              We’re just one of those creatures in an ecosystem. I grew up in a place where I was force-fed religion at school, and I could never swallow that, you know, the domination of the Earth sort of thing. I’ve always just felt that we’ve fit in with, I mean, we’re just another animal on the Earth and shouldn’t be … I mean, it was the religious thing of, ‘People were put here to dominate the Earth’, and I couldn’t handle that. (Maria, Australia)
 
            
 
            Some of our participants’ comments led us to think more fully about the ‘religion-like’ portrayal of nature as a spiritual resource for human beings (c.f. Bramadat 2022; Taylor 2009) and the religion-sized hole and yearning that nonreligious people are imagined to have by some scholars (most notably Charles Taylor 2007). This softened instrumentalism is nonetheless understanding nature as other and as being at the service or to be used by humans.4 We think Amy’s quote helps us to understand that both religious and nonreligious people find wonder and awe in nature.
 
             
              I was raised Anglican. And baptized, but yah … . around grade seven, … [I started] thinking like, Oh, no, I don’t know about all of this. So, yeah, I would say, I’m atheist. I definitely feel some spiritual connection … in natural spaces in the forest. I am friends with a Baptist pastor here in [this city], and he’s told me the same thing, … like that’s where he likes to find God is in the woods. So there’s a few people who feel that way. (Amy, Canada)
 
            
 
            Amy is both atheist and uses the language of spirituality. This is part of the repertoire of language she has available to her to describe her experience, but her experiences and practice do not translate into ‘religion-like’ or ‘actually religious.’ Rather, Amy describes a way of relating to nature that she shares with a Christian pastor.5 The point here is not simply that Christians also share a ‘spiritual connection’ to nature. Rather, Amy’s point is that religion is not significant – it doesn’t facilitate or prevent such connection. The ‘spiritual connection’ comes from the practice of relating to ‘the woods’. Anette expresses a similar sentiment in another way:
 
             
              It gives me peace of heart and quietness. I love putting my fingers in the soil. I don’t wear gloves. I’m bad at that so I get really dirty. And then it gives me pleasure and joy to see the plants grow and just to make soil out of compost. It’s like magic. (Anette, Norway)
 
            
 
            When asked whether her gardening has shaped her ideas about, and relationship to, nature Anette said:
 
             
              Of course, you grow closer to it, you see the seasons, you see how one is dependent on the other, especially when growing edibles. You get to see how much impact lesser birds have on your own garden. Like more insects eat my plant because we have less birds … Everything is dependent on the other, it’s a co-existence. (Anette, Norway)
 
            
 
            For Anette the practice of gardening has drawn her into a sense of wonder: ‘It’s like magic’. The practice has also shaped her worldview – her understanding of the importance of ‘co-existence’.
 
            Community gardeners experience wonder, awe, and enchantment in nature (Beaman 2021), are committed to ethical forms of relating, articulate worldviews and self-understandings, engage in regular practices, and are entangled in communities – both with humans and other-than-humans. The most empirically accurate way of articulating these aspects of being human is as a ‘lifestance’. Community gardeners’ lifestances orient how they live in the world. Focusing on whether a person is religious or nonreligious (or religion-like) misdirects our attention, and results in serious misunderstandings of people’s experiences. Lifestances are beyond or ‘otherwise to’ the religion/nonreligion binary. To ask about a person’s lifestance sidesteps the privileging of religion, refusing to either prioritise or ignore it. A lifestances approach decentres religion – making it one among the many institutions, worldviews, relationships, and ethical frameworks that shape identities.
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          Notes

          1
            This relational component is also evidenced in our study of individuals who walk, trek and hike. Although well-being is part of the discussion, participants repeatedly situate themselves in relationship to the earth, and other terrestrials both human and nonhuman.

          
          2
            We are grateful to Lauren Strumos for this insight.

          
          3
            David Thurfjell et al. (2019: 207) observe that “[It] is difficult for the interlocutors to articulate their existential experiences in words other than those borrowed from Christian tradition. At the same time, they are not entirely comfortable with this terminology, and thus use expressions such as ‘almost holy,’ ‘religion-like,’ or ‘a little sacred,’ or metaphors like ‘the forest is my church,’ when talking about their overwhelming experiences of nature.” Diminishing conjunctions such as “like,” “almost,” and “-ish” are significant here, since they are used to express that the interlocutors are not entirely satisfied with the word that they—despite their hesitation—choose to use.”

          
          4
            We are grateful to Lauren Strumos for suggesting this description of these concepts as ‘softened instrumentalism’.

          
          5
            Anna Halafoff describes this as ‘beneath religion’ in her reflections on human-nature interaction: “There’s something happening beneath religion that draws us to these kind of activities that evoke awe, wonder, contemplation, peace, and bliss in us.” (2017: 7)
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          Abstract
 
          This conclusion briefly reviews the main arguments of the chapters of the book. We highlight the themes of equality and substantiality in what community gardeners can tell us about nonreligion. Community gardeners have a deep awareness of their entanglement with other terrestrials: humans, animals, insects, and plants. This leads them into a different form of ethical engagement – primarily driven by their relationships and practices, rather than intellectual commitments to abstract norms, although these are sometimes significant (see Ezzy 2004). Nonreligion is less about the absence of religion, and more about substantive content: the commitments, practices, and relationships. This is clearly demonstrated through our interviews with community gardeners. We argue that the concept of ‘lifestances’ is the best way to conceptualise this substantive content. More than this, we argue that we need to transcend the binary of religion/nonreligion to adequately understand what it is to be human in a work in which humans are entangled in a network of terrestrial relationships.
 
        
 
         
          
            1 Introduction
 
            Community gardeners are often profoundly insightful about their experience of gardening. Their stories reveal an understanding of the depth and complexity of the communities they are part of, a sense of contentment and happiness that gardening has brought them, and a profound respect for the humans, plants, and animals with which they share their gardens. Of course, things are not always ideal. Gardeners are just as human (all too human in fact), and equally prone to unpleasantness and pettiness as other humans. Nonetheless, there’s something wonderful and insightful that they teach us about what it is to be human. To find ourselves in relationships, and in the midst of those relationships, is to engage in practices of care and respect that are world-repairing and nurturing of the creativity and fecundity of the world we inhabit. Their reflections have also helped us to see that there is a shifting imaginary of the world around us. In their narratives we observe a transition from a hierarchy or vertical order to one that is more egalitarian and horizontal. Although we must be cautious about generalizing our results, there are signs of an emerging imaginary that we think is made possible in part by social change related to religion and linked to increased diversity and nonreligion.
 
            We have drawn extensively on our interviewees throughout the book. We begin this concluding chapter with another quote to help illustrate what we have learned from this project. Liana is one of the leaders of a community garden in the Southeastern United States:
 
             
              There’s one thing to see it visually. There’s another thing to swim in the water of the oceans or when my hands are in the Earth. I feel like I’m feeling the heartbeat of the Earth. I feel like there’s something energetic that flows through me in a different way than just walking on the Earth. And I actually can’t describe it because I don’t know that there’s language for it. It’s as if I lose the sense [that] I’m in a separate body separate from all of this. It’s like, I’m in the flow of all this. I’m part of this bigger thing. I’m the kale. And I’m the worm eating the kale. And I’m the worm that’s going to eat me. And so that both energizes me and calms me down, and it just kind of takes away my fear. It just takes away this fear and anxiety. And I just see everything as this bigger stream, this bigger stream of living and dying. I think you’re just living and dying, coming into being and going away … It’s a felt experience. (Liana, USA)
 
            
 
            Liana’s quote is both beautiful and revealing. She clearly articulates that community gardens do provide a space in which the participants in this study experience well-being and a sense of connection with the earth. Further, in a broader frame, community gardens help us to see that nonreligious people, like Liana, are not disconnected, individualistic, materialistic, and yearning for something existential, transcendent, or greater than themselves. To the contrary, many of our community gardeners find connection, community, awe, wonder, and enchantment in the immanent world of the garden. Recognizing and being part of nature transcends the human-centric dogmas of some religions and returns humans to an understanding of ourselves as equal partners with the rest of what exists in this earth-bound ride through time and space. This partnership is not always easy and is not always perfectly realized, and a few gardeners are individualistic. But most of the gardeners we interviewed articulated an ideal that recrafts the human relationship with the earth in ways that are more respectful. Community in this view is much more than the human.
 
            There is a prevailing academic and social narrative that understands nonreligious people as individualistic (Taylor 2007) and of questionable morals (Hadaway 1989; Smith 2003). This understanding is part of a narrative that imagines nonreligious people to be ‘yearning’ and lonely, framed by an assumed deficiency of a society that does not embrace morality framed in religious terms (Bellah et al. 2007; Putnam and Campbell 2012). It is also part of a narrative that connects wellbeing to religion and tends to ignore the relationships of humans to the nonhuman world, or conceptualizes the nonhuman world in the service of (male) human beings (Plumwood 2002). In this way of seeing things, humans are basically alone in an inert world. There is an arrogance to this way of thinking, that discounts human and human-nonhuman relationships in this world, and presumes that humans can only be whole, moral, and connected through a relationship with a transcendent deity in another world (Joas 2024). We do not see support for this in our data. To conceptualize community gardeners in this way would be to ‘force’ our data into a conceptual framework that misrepresents their experiences and self-understandings.
 
            Rather, the participants in our study who are from eight countries and hold a range of different beliefs, engage in a variety of behaviours, and describe varied relationships, do not fit the descriptions of the nonreligious that these religious social scientists have hypothesized. On the contrary, our participants are meaningfully engaged in the world of gardening. They are learning, growing, sharing, and giving. They have relationships – with humans and with the other-than-human as well. They are reflective, thoughtful, and caring. Almost every garden involved in this study had a formal or informal program of food sharing with the broader community. Gardeners frequently described sharing skills, seeds, and knowledge, with others. Most gardeners expanded their conceptualization of community to the other-than-human. Gardeners have beliefs, values, and opinions. They are real people with real problems, but they are also trying to solve those problems and are not delegating them to the future or to the divine, nor are they yearning for such solutions. Based on our data, what is missing for them is not something within themselves. What they are yearning for is a better world, for which they see the seeds of possibility in the garden. They are doing something to achieve that better world. Rather than pray it into existence, they are digging it into existence. Rather than having faith that the divine will save humanity, they are planting the seeds of humanity’s future and nurturing those seeds until they bear fruit. We observed this in both the many nonreligious participants in our study but also in some of the religious participants.
 
            The image of nonreligious people as selfish individualists does describe some forms of nonreligion, particularly those that place the making of money at the core of their life objectives (though the nonreligious have no monopoly on selfish individualism; Weber 2001). However, there is much more to being nonreligious than this. Our data examine a different form of nonreligion. Our data are about people engaged in activities, such as gardening, that are not primarily oriented to, nor yearning for, an otherworldly sacred. Rather, community gardeners are experiencing and living relationships and practices in their community gardens that are primarily oriented to this world. Through those practices and relationships they develop both worldviews and ethical engagements that draw them into constructive and generous forms of being human.
 
           
          
            2 The Main Argument of the Chapters
 
            The book’s first substantive chapter provides some more detailed stories and accounts that describe community gardens and community gardeners. Banham, Ezzy, Sartor, and Burton describe both what community gardens are and how they function but also why they are a useful site for investigating the substantive content of nonreligion or what we refer to as lifestances. Chapter 3 digs more deeply into lifestances, explaining that lifestances are the beliefs, behaviours, and relationships that help situate people relative to nature and the universe. Lifestances are more than just what people believe, they are what people do, how they do it, and who they do it with. Our community gardeners were remarkably revelatory when it comes to lifestances, which was surprising considering that we never asked them about worldviews, lifestances, morals, or values directly. We asked them about their experiences in gardens and they gave us lifestances. Importantly, our understanding of lifestances does not restrict them to just the positive or benevolent. As Cragun, Salonen, and Stephenson illustrate in Chapter 3, Finnish gardeners have something of a vendetta against the Spanish slug and some find a great deal of satisfaction in killing slugs to defend their gardens. We’re not arguing that Spanish slugs are good and the gardeners are behaving unethically. Rather, we are arguing that lifestances are complicated, nuanced, and contain both good and bad, right and wrong, moral and immoral, ethical and unethical, light and dark.
 
            Chapter 4 illustrates the relationships that pervade community gardens and make up part of the lifestances of our participants. Strumos, Beaman, and Vanasse-Pelletier invert Danièle Hervieu-Léger’s understanding of religion as chains of memory and show that chains of memory exist and are not exclusively tied to religion and religious communities. This illustrates one of the broader points we are making with this volume – religion is not special. Religion co-opted many aspects of what it means to be human to the point that many people, including many scholars, believe that humans are innately religious and that to be human is to be religious (Barrett 2019; Smith 2007). The chains of memory described in Chapter 4 illustrate that the human (and other-than-human) predate religion and that relationships that cross generations, locations, and species are natural, not supernatural. Chains of memory are not built atop religious structures. They are built upon lived, felt connections, as Liana elucidated in the quote that began this chapter.
 
            Community gardens are also diverse, and their character varies by region, type, and location. Chapter 5 illustrates that in Argentina and Brazil, community gardens are often centres of political organizing and are seen as subversive, politically and socioeconomically. While there are elements of the political in the other gardens we studied, those hints are more along the lines of embracing progressive policies and helping the less fortunate than challenging capitalism. Sartor, Paccillo, Banham, and Ezzy use the centrality of the political dimensions of gardening in Argentina and Brazil to help us see these aspects in gardens around the rest of the world, and also highlights their absence. Chapter 6 also challenges prevailing views about wellbeing. Salonen, Paccillo, Strumos, and Banham argue that community gardens are beneficial for the mental, physical, social, and emotional health of the gardeners and that religious communities do not have a monopoly on community or social support. But, more importantly, community gardens decentre humans and help gardeners realize and work toward community health, broadly conceptualized, as in the health of the entire ecosystem and not just a human-centric health. Without a healthy planet and biosphere, it doesn’t matter how much time humans spend on a treadmill or meditating or genuflecting in a church.
 
            In Chapter 7, Beaman, Cragun, and Ezzy return to the broader theme of religion and nonreligion. As we noted in the Introduction, many of our chapters do not mention religion and/or nonreligion in great detail, although some do. Understanding the difference between religion and nonreligion is important. But, we need to move beyond the binary of religion/nonreligion. In order to do that we have focused on the substantive or positive content of nonreligion. This positive content is articulated through discussions of ethics, community, relationships, and rituals. These things are not the sole province of religion. They have existed as long as humans have. It is, in retrospect, obvious that it just requires looking in a different context to find them. We looked at community gardens and did not have to dig very deep to find them. All the authors involved in this book realized this and illustrate it in their chapters. We hope that we have succeeded in sharing the bounty of our intellectual harvest with readers.
 
           
          
            3 What We’ve Learned
 
            After more than fifty team meetings, interviews with 134 community gardeners, and lots of reflection, what has this project helped us understand about nonreligion? People who are not religious are not engaged in the functional equivalent of religion, or religion-like activities through their gardening activities. The wonder, awe, and enchantment they feel are not typically defined by them with reference to religion, although they do sometimes use religious language to describe these things. They are not doing religion in a different format or way. Many of them are not doing spirituality, though some do reference spirituality as a touchstone for joy, awe, and wonder with the immanent experiences of the garden. We think that this way of expressing experiences – without implicit or explicit links to religion and/or without religious framing – warrants further study. When people elaborated on spirituality it was almost always not in reference to the transcendent, but to immanent experiences that touched on nature and sometimes the universe. In contrast to a large body of literature on wonder and awe (Ammerman 2013; Ecklund 2010; Steensland, Kucinskas, and Sun 2022), our participants do not centre and privilege religion (and spirituality) as though religion is a necessary aspect of human social life. For the most part this was not the discourse of our participants.
 
            In community gardens, people are engaging in human activities that have their roots in our humanness. They are interacting with other terrestrials who are doing other terrestrial things. Arguably, there is no religious ritual, or religious belief, or religious relationship. There are rituals, beliefs, and relationships, some of which have been framed in religious ways to such a degree that people assume these things are essentially religious in nature and cannot be separated from religion. They are not inherently religious, and they can be separated from religion. Not all rituals, beliefs and relationships are religious, even for many of our participants who identified as religious. Our participants are engaged in thinking about and enacting what it means to be human in a terrestrial world. And part of that is the reappropriation of what it means to be a fellow terrestrial and to recognize that humans are not the centre of existence or particularly special. The specialness of humans is so embedded in our cultures that it is difficult to ‘see’ it, rather like the air we breathe. The consequence of decentring human specialness is a more egalitarian social imaginary which includes the other-than-human. For some people, including scholars, this is a very uncomfortable thought. Human specialness is deeply embedded in social science and religion.
 
           
          
            4 Equality
 
            Embedded in the discussions about gardening is evidence of a reconfiguration of human relationships to other animals and plants, or, as Bruno Latour would put it, to our fellow terrestrials. Rather than understanding humans as above or outside of the world around us, those we interviewed typically have a narrative of equality or inter-terrestrial relationships in which humans and the other-than-human are on a level playing field. The community gardeners are often somewhat uncertain about the animality of humans. But very much in evidence in our research is a narrative of horizontal relations: caring for and attempting to understand the other-than-human and, more importantly, a profound respect for other beings who were recognized to have lives of their own, worlds about which humans know nothing, and an acknowledgment of the inadequacy of human knowledge about the other-than-human world.
 
             
              Where do I fit in nature? The best that I would say, what I would like to be true would be that I’m a partner to it. I don’t want to be harm, so I don’t want to be harmful, but I also know I can’t control it. I don’t, I can’t predict it. So I would like to be cooperative, I guess I could say because of that. That’s what I enjoy. Like planting things, watching them do their thing, also interacting with them and then me also benefiting while not necessarily harming. So I like to cooperate and be a partner to nature.” (Emma, USA)
 
            
 
            It is difficult to overstate the profundity of this shift. A few of the participants talked about ‘stewardship’ – in which humans are above ‘nature’, even if having a duty toward or responsibility for the other-than-human (White 1967). However, the majority of our participants describe something quite different to stewardship, instead articulating an understanding in which respect, mutuality, and agency were key themes. This imaginary imports a fundamental questioning of the imposition of human needs on terrestrial others. Humility was also an important element of this repositioning, particularly in relation to humans understanding the needs of the nonhuman.
 
            In our interviews we asked participants “what matters” to both other humans and the other-than-human (Harvey 2005). Our participants are concerned with human issues such as poverty, food security, gender inequality, and domestic violence. They are also concerned with the welfare of a lemon tree, kale, bees, moths, birds, and aphids. These concerns are morally complex and nuanced. In David’s discussion of potato bugs (Chapter 5) he seeks a balance between his desire for a good harvest of potatoes, and letting the bugs have their place in a broader ecological balance in the garden. This is a very different moral framework for understanding humans’ place in the larger world.
 
            The community gardeners we interviewed continually refer to relationships. These include relationships with nonhuman terrestrials, other humans, and also, interestingly, to important relationships in our interviewees’ personal biographies. It is from these relationships, both past and present, that ethics emerge. Relationships create a strong sense of being in the world, a rootedness, to reference the words of some of our participants.
 
             
              It’s just it kind of brings me back to my roots. Everything is founded in soil. Soil is kind of the foundation of life and in plant life and human life is at some point, you know, we’re here now, but at some point we’re going to die and end up back in the soil. Right? I mean, even if it’s not today, at some point we will be. But there’s so much life in the soil, from the grubs and insects to the moisture, the water, the sand particles, the soil particles, the clay particles to the minerals. And all of those provide life to these plants, which provide life to animals and humans. So it’s kind of this big circle, right? (Edmundo, USA)
 
            
 
            For many participants, ethical expression was often inflected with a sense of social justice:
 
            
              Interviewer: How do you think the relationship between humans and nature, in general, is?

            
 
            
              Belén: Well, if we’re going to take stock, it’s a very bad relationship, very bad, because we have no respect for it. Especially when it comes to those with the power to cause a lot of harm, right? Take the Amazon, take so many areas severely degraded by human greed. … Our little garden is proof [that] if you teach people and encourage them to grow food everywhere, there’s no way we would run out of food, you see? So, there’s no need to commit this cruelty against nature under the excuse of hunger or whatever, to make more room for planting this and that, to sell or export. I believe that at those levels, it’s terrible. The consolation I find, always searching for balance, is that there are still crazy people like us, the ones in the garden, who believe that a good relationship with nature is possible. Because the space where we operate is entirely natural. (Belén, Argentina, translated from Spanish)

            
 
            Ethics is often assumed to develop from cognitive commitments to abstract worldviews. In contrast, our interviews reflect an environmentally oriented ethics of care (Held 2005, Plumwood 2002). Similar to the feminist ethics described by Held and the ecofeminism described by Plumwood, the ethics of our participants emerge out of their relationships. Some do hold clearly articulated worldviews that shape their ethical commitments. Worldviews are also articulated and developed as participants reflect on their relational entanglements. However, for the majority of our participants their ethical commitments emerge out of their relationships.
 
           
          
            5 Substantiality
 
            By studying the substantive content of nonreligion, which is reflected in our concept of lifestance, we are realizing just how much substantive content is there. To focus on the ways that nonreligion reflects absence or what is lacking is to misrepresent nonreligion. Nonreligious individuals have ethical commitments, community, rituals, a sense of purpose, they experience wonder and awe, they care about a range of the others (not just the human), and they are trying to figure out the best way to live and express all of this outside the framework of religious institutions and language that has developed in the context of societies in which Christianity has been, and in some cases still is, the dominant religion. This fact has contributed to the development of conceptual and linguistic frameworks that are deeply intertwined with an understanding of the world that references religion. The residue of religion is powerful, persuasive and dominant. Most people use religious conceptual and linguistic touchstones without thinking about them. We can’t say definitively the extent to which a new way of articulating experiences, ethics, and so on, is consciously done outside of religion. But our work reveals it is happening in community gardens. It is happening in schools in the UK, as Strhan and Shillitoe (2025) illustrate. It is happening in retirement communities and among the nonreligious who are thinking about death (Manning 2023; Miller and Beaman 2024). It is likely happening in many other contexts and it behoves scholars to begin looking for how the nonreligious navigate their lifestances in varied contexts.
 
            Our concept of lifestances provides language to discuss this substantive content. Others have used the concepts of ‘worldviews’ (Taves 2020) or ‘existential cultures’ (Lee 2015). What these attempts have in common is that we are identifying language that more adequately describes what people like Liana are experiencing, feeling, thinking, and living. We are confident that the concept of ‘lifestances’ isn’t the final statement on this issue, but we are certain that we need more work like this in order to better understand these issues.
 
            Importantly, we want to reiterate in this conclusion that when talking about their experiences, practices, and understandings of community gardens our participants did not speak in terms of religion or nonreligion, with very few exceptions. We did not deliberately exclude people with religious identities or who have strong religious worldviews from our study. To the contrary, in some situations we recruited from community gardens that had religious affiliations. But even among our participants who were themselves devoutly religious, the vast majority did not use religious language to describe what they do in the gardens, how they think about other terrestrials, the relationships they have, and the beliefs they hold. It may be true that in some time periods and in different cultures, there was no separation of religion and the everyday (Josephson 2012) and, in such situations, religious language may have been more pervasive than it is in the largely Western contexts in our study. But what we found in our data is that, whether they were religious or not, our participants have lifestances that are, at most, only partially rooted in religion. For most of our participants, religion and/or spirituality was only nominally relevant to their participation in the garden, and even for those who were more religious, it was only a small part of their lifestance as relates to gardening. Religion was almost never invoked when discussing how to deal with pests or weather, when considering what to plant and why, or how participants interacted with other gardeners and beneficial terrestrials (e.g., bees and worms). This isn’t to say that for our religious participants they couldn’t find a way to link these ideas back to their religion. But, when not prompted about it, they did not invoke their religion in these contexts. Some readers may argue that this was because we didn’t frame our study as being about religion. Perhaps that’s true. But it is equally true that when you view everything through religion-coloured glasses, you will see religion everywhere, including where it does not exist. Our study reveals that when you don’t use religion-coloured glasses, there is a lot less religion than some scholars believe.
 
            Readers will also notice that we have, for the most part, avoided terminology like ‘nonreligious rituals,’ ‘nonreligious activities,’ and ‘nonreligious communities.’ We have done this because we do not think that the religious/nonreligious binary is especially helpful for understanding the findings of our study. As a result, when we write about our findings we are referencing ‘community,’ ‘rituals,’ and ‘ethics’ without articulating positively what the participants in our study think, believe, feel and practice in terms of religion and/or nonreligion. Our point is that in the relational practice of gardening an ethical stance toward the world emerges. This stance is increasingly possible because religion, and specifically Christianity in the countries we study, is losing its hold (Kasselstrand et al. 2023), giving ground to a diversity of ways of being in the world that include Christianity but are not dominated by it. This is another illustration of the positive content of nonreligion.
 
            Lest readers think we are arguing that religion or nonreligion don’t exist (Goldenberg 2015) or don’t matter, we want to make it clear that we think they do exist and do matter … sometimes. What we are arguing is more nuanced. We suggest that ethics, community, and ritual cut across religion and nonreligion in complex ways. By flipping our thinking and focusing on the ethics, community, and ritual first, we change the way we contextualize religion and nonreligion. There are human ethics, some of which are expressed by religion and some of which are not. If we start with an investigation of just ethics, that flattens the interpretive framework such that the results may be religious or nonreligious. Contrast that with studying religious ethics in a Sikh or Buddhist community. The framing of the study guarantees that religion will be a prominent conversation partner and the discussion of ethics will centre on religion. We argue scholars should reconsider how they approach the study of topics that have long been considered to be the domain of religion. We suggest that when scholars focus on rituals they should contextualize them within the relationships, traditions, and culture(s) that frame them. Put another way, we should not presume that the religious aspects of a person’s culture and traditions are primary in shaping their experiences and understanding of ritual. Similarly, we argue that ethics and community should be approached on their own terms, before contextualizing them as either religious or nonreligious. By centring the substantive content, scholars will gain a clearer picture of just how much (or how little) religion matters in the day-to-day lives of humans. The same is true for nonreligion. If people don’t frame their relationships, beliefs, values, and actions using religious or nonreligious language, does that make their lifestances nonreligious? Or is nonreligion no longer relevant, since there is no reference to religion? And is the result that we can now just talk about human lifestances?
 
            These last few questions lead us to wonder about the relationship between nonreligion and lifestances. As currently understood, nonreligion is that which is not religion but related to it (Lee 2012; Quack 2014). Is nonreligion a lifestance? Or is nonreligion, like religion, part of a lifestance? We argue that it is the latter. Someone could have relationships with other employees at the hotel where they work that are devoid of religion, they watch futbol on TV because it gives them pleasure, they have acquaintances at the gym where they exercise, but they also celebrate Hannukah and Yom Kippur, suggesting that religion also has a place in their lifestance. Likewise, someone could have all of the same characteristics but, instead of celebrating Jewish holidays, they may occasionally jump on the atheism subreddit to critique some of the religious groups in their country who bother them. For neither of these hypothetical individuals is their religion or nonreligion the entirety of their lifestance. Lifestances are bigger than religion and nonreligion. Importantly, the concept of ‘lifestances’ provides language that allows both groups to talk about what is important to them without centring religion or marginalizing the nonreligious.
 
           
          
            6 Where to Next?
 
            Our research raises some broader issues that that are beyond the scope of this concluding chapter, but that we would like to foreshadow here. First, to what extent do community gardens reflect a reconstitution of the commons? Imperfect as they may be, it is possible that the gardens are sites of enactment of a reconfigured shared space that offers an opportunity for a micro-geography of change, not only in terrestrial relations but also in economies. Almost all of the gardens involved sharing at multiple levels: space, produce, knowledge, and labour. This sharing occurred privately and also as an organized and communal act. The other-than-human participants in the gardens were often included in the sharing as recipients, sometimes through intentional acts of caring, such as planting for pollinators, and in other ways such as the sharing of food. But they were also viewed as contributors to the production process. Many people accepted and embraced the necessity for organic gardening for both human and nonhuman benefit that extended to a broader imaginary of the earth as partner and sometimes even as primary. We are excited about the possibility of this for the reconfiguration of human engagement with the world around us.
 
            A second consideration is the extent to which this egalitarian turn can be associated with the disintegration of Christian hegemonies and the increase in nonreligion. To be sure, Christians themselves have attempted to dismantle what they see as a problematic value hierarchy arguing for a more egalitarian relationship between humans and the world we inhabit (Darr 2024; Johnson 2021, but see also White 1967). However, this challenge is typically dismissed in the more dominant forms of Christianities and has not influenced broader society beyond Christianity in the same way that its 2000-year-old hierarchical theological vision has. That hierarchical theological vision provides the scaffolding for anthropocentric approaches to the other-than-human and distances humans from nature. Our data illuminates a transformation: a move away from narratives of hierarchy, and a move towards narratives in which humans are part of nature on a more equal basis. We heard gardeners calling for humans to use our talents and skills to contribute to the lifeworld, to be respectful and mindful of others (all others), and of the right to existence of other terrestrials in the context of human destructiveness of the world around us. While we cannot prove causation in terms of the decline of Christianity and the emergence of a new narrative, we think that it is not coincidence that this reframing is underway. We might go further and argue that it is only in the context of a new diversity, which includes a non-hegemonic Christianity, increased nonreligion, an increase in religious diversity and increased visibility and voice for indigenous ways of knowing that this transformation is possible. In future research we plan to examine these issues in greater depth.
 
            Our hope is that this volume has challenged readers in a good way. By the time readers have reached this point in the book, if we have succeeded, they should be questioning some established ideas in the social science of religion and nonreligion. We want readers to wonder whether our approach to capturing lifestances is valid and reliable and whether it can be replicated in other contexts. We want readers to wonder what the elements of a lifestance are and how to describe and represent them. We also invite readers to reflect on their own lifestance: What relationships do you have? What beliefs do you hold? And, what do you do that reflects your position in the universe? To what extent are those religious or nonreligious? What is the source of all of those beliefs, behaviours, and relationships? And how reflective are you concerning your relationships with, beliefs about, and behaviours toward the other-than-human? If readers are asking any of these questions, we will have succeeded.
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          The community gardens project is part of the larger Nonreligion in a Complex Future Project. The Nonreligion in a Complex Future Project is funded by a Partnership Grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada for $2.5 million over 7 years to examine “Understanding Nonreligion in a Complex Future”, led by Professor Lori Beaman. The Co-Investigators on this project are: Prof. Linda Woodhead (King’s College London); Prof. Juan-Marco Vaggione (The National University of Córdoba); Prof. Paula Montero (University of São Paulo); Prof. Solange Lefebvre (Université de Montréal); Prof. Inger Furseth (University of Oslo); Prof. Douglas Ezzy (University of Tasmania); Prof. Ryan Cragun (University of Tampa); Prof. Peter Beyer (University of Ottawa). Lori G. Beaman holds the Canada Research Chair in Religious Diversity and Social Change, funded by the Social Sciences and Research Council of Canada.
 
          The community gardens sub-project was led by Professors Beaman, Cragun, and Ezzy, with at least one research assistant, and sometimes a few, located in each country. The community gardens we studied are in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, England, Finland, Norway, Northern Ireland, and the United States. In total 48 gardens were part of this research and 134 gardeners from those gardens were interviewed both individually and as part of one focus-group. We began our interviews in August 2021, some of which were face-to-face. But the COVID-19 epidemic meant that the majority of our interviews were conducted over Zoom during 2022, with a few interviews conducted in the first half of 2023. All our interviews had ethics approval – see the table below.
 
          
                     
                  	Country 
                  	Participants 
                  	Ethics approval 
                  	Interviewers 
   
                  	Argentina 
                  	17 participants in 8 gardens 
                  	University of Tampa 
                  	Iriana Sartor 
  
                  	Australia 
                  	15 participants in 8 gardens 
                  	University of Tasmania 
                  	Rebecca Banham, Alex McArthur, Alex Burton 
  
                  	Brazil 
                  	17 participants in 6 gardens 
                  	University of Tampa 
                  	Isabela Venturoza, Guilherme Borges Costa 
  
                  	Canada 
                  	28 individual interview participants, one focus group with 9 participants, 8 gardens. 
                  	University of Ottawa 
                  	Lori G. Beaman, Mathilde Vanasse-Pelletier, Lauren Strumos, Zachary Munro, Aniqa Sheikh, Sarah Nour Bouali 
  
                  	Finland 
                  	10 participants in 3 gardens. 
                  	University of Ottawa 
                  	Anna S. Salonen 
  
                  	Norway 
                  	13 participants in 6 gardens 
                  	University of Oslo 
                  	Emma Corbett, Hugo Martinez 
  
                  	United Kingdom 
                  	7 participants in 3 gardens 
                  	Lancaster University; King’s College London 
                  	Charlotte Hobson; Jonathan Abernethy-Barkley 
  
                  	United States 
                  	18 participants in 5 gardens 
                  	University of Tampa 
                  	Ryan T. Cragun, Kendall Stephenson 
 
            

          
 
          Interview languages and translation: In Argentina interviews were conducted in Spanish and translated by Iriana Sator and Karel J. Leyva. In Brazil, the interviews were conducted in Portuguese and translated mostly by Giovanna Paccillo with some assistance from Isabela Venturoza. In Finland interviews were conducted in Finnish and translated by Anna S. Salonen. In Canada some interviews were conducted in French and translated by Mathilde Vanasse-Pelletier. In Norway the interviews were conducted in English.
 
          When editing the interviews, where participants repeated words, or used phrases such as “you know” or “sort of”, these have been deleted without indication. Retaining these words or using ellipses to indicate their deletion would have made the quotes difficult to read and distract from understanding what participants are saying. Our aim is to make the quotes as readable as possible. Sometimes we retain these words when we think they add something to understanding what is being said – for example when the participant is more hesitant or uncertain. All other changes are indicated with [square brackets]. Deleted words are indicated by ellipses without square brackets. All names are pseudonyms and identifying information has been removed.
 
          From late 2020 through to the middle of 2023 a team of between 10 and 16 researchers met a total of 45 times. Our meetings were mostly by Zoom, with a couple of face-to-face meetings during the research process. The people who contributed to these meetings included: Jonathan Abernethy-Barkley, Guadalupe Allione, Rebecca Banham, Guilherme Borges Costa, Alex Burton, Emma Corbett, Charlotte Hobson, Remy Ling, Hugo Martinez, Alex McArthur, Zach Munro, Mary Jo Neitz, Sarah Nour Bouali, Giovanna Paccillo, Iriana Sartor, Aniqa Sheikh, Anna Sofia Salonen, Kendall Stephenson, Lauren Strumos, Mathilde Vanasse-Pelletier, and Isabela Venturoza. The full group of professorial Co-Investigators also participated in some meetings in which the community gardens project was discussed. The concept of ‘lifestances’, for example, was developed in a face-to-face meeting in Canada with most of the Co-Investigators and a smaller group from the other participants listed above.
 
          The project was conceptualized as an inductively driven qualitative research project. We also involved the research assistants as much as possible in the design of the project and in key methodological decisions. For example, the shared interview schedule that was common to all countries was designed collaboratively over several meetings with substantial input from research assistants. Similarly, the coding scheme we used to code our interviews was designed collaboratively over several meetings. Perhaps most significantly, the chapters of this book emerged out of this collaborative process of analysis of our interviews. Team members read interviews from their country, coding them against the coding framework, which resulted in refinement of that coding framework, and then the development of the chapters which constitute this book.
 
          Working across such a wide range of countries presented a number of challenges. Arranging regular meetings proved difficult, with Australians meeting at 5am and Norwegians at 10pm for some meetings, depending on the vicissitudes of changing time-zones due to daylight savings. While meeting at such times might be tolerable occasionally, scheduling more regular meetings proved demanding. Similarly, while all meetings were conducted in English, some of the researchers at the meetings were participating in English as their second, third, or even fourth language. This required sensitive and deliberate strategies to ensure that the insights of such people were proactively included.
 
          We are deeply grateful to our community gardeners who gave generously of their time to speak with us. We hope that they see their voices represented in what we have written here. Beaman, Cragun, and Ezzy, are also deeply grateful to all who supported this project in various ways, including Nathan Alexander (Project Manager) and Karel Leyva (Information Officer). Lauren Strumos, who worked with the project from beginning to end, did significant work to prepare a literature review, organize meetings, and organize and code data in addition to her ‘regular’ research assistant work. Rebecca Banham helped coordinate meetings and research assistants. Mathilde Vanasse-Pelletier consolidated the coding in addition to being our go-to person for French translation and interviews. Syaa Leisch copy-edited the final chapters. In other words, Beaman, Cragun, and Ezzy acknowledge that this book would not have been possible without this excellent and capable team we had working alongside us.
 
          We are also grateful to Mary Jo Neitz, Margit Warburg and Christel Manning for reading early drafts of the book and providing exceptionally useful feedback. All remaining errors are our own.
 
          Community gardens interview schedule
 
           
            	 
              You garden at xx garden. Could you tell me a bit about the garden? [stop here and only use a prompt if necessary—seeing what they choose to highlight about the garden will be important. How many people garden there, are there rules, etc.?]

 
            	 
              What do you grow in the garden? What is the gardening season? What do you do when you’re in the garden? [prompt: How often do you come to the garden?]

 
            	 
              Tell me about your involvement with the garden: how long have you been there, why did you decide to go to that particular garden, what motivated you, have your reasons for going changed?

 
            	 
              What sort of interactions do you have with others at the garden? Who are the other people who garden here? [prompt: share seeds, tools, advice, information?]

 
            	 
              What does gardening do for you? Has it changed you? How?

 
            	 
              Do you experience challenges and difficulties at the garden? How do you overcome them? [prompt: Do you have problems with particular insects, animals or weather? Do you experience problems with other humans?]

 
            	 
              What in general is human’s relationship to nature, and what is your relationship to nature? Has gardening impacted that? [prompt: What do you think about nature? How do you feel about nature? What is your role or place in nature?]

 
            	 
              What would your ideal garden look like?

 
            	 
              Could you tell me a bit about yourself—where did you grow up, education, employment, children, partners, leisure activities, music, books, food, religion?
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