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Abstract

While many scholarly treatments of Dewey’s educational philosophy draw attention to the school gardens tended by students at the University of Chicago’s Experimental School, they often neglect to consider the social and political significance of Dewey’s writings on school gardening.  One way to bring the political dimension of these writings to the fore is to compare them with more recent scholarly work on the politics of gardening movements.  In this paper, the object of comparison is an essay by Mary Beth Pudup. Pudup understands the periodic interest in community gardening, or what she refers to as “community garden projects,” throughout American history as integral to broader discourses about economic subsistence, educational uplift and plant-human relationships, all of which represent responses to a phenomenon she calls neo-liberal “roll-back.”  Although Dewey was not so explicitly political, he did encourage school and community gardening against a rich background of political ideas and events, namely, a burgeoning nature study movement, which he supported, and a strong anti-immigrant (or nativist) movement, which he opposed.   So, while Pudup’s and Dewey’s approaches are not identical, the comparison proves fruitful in so far as it helps expose the political reasons behind Dewey’s endorsement of school gardening—or so I argue.       
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It Takes a Garden Project:
Dewey and Pudup on Growth through School Gardening
Starting with the interest and effort of the children, the whole community has become tremendously interested in starting gardens, using every bit of available ground. The district is a poor one and, besides transforming the yards, the gardens have been a real economic help to the people.
–J. Dewey and E. Dewey (1996 [1915], MW 8:269)

. . . we understand different episodes in the history of organized garden projects as distinct discursive formations that have been constituted through material practice and myriad discourses or tropes during each era by advocates, organizers, observers, participants, and theoreticians.


--M.B. Pudup (2008:1229)

While many scholarly treatments of Dewey’s educational philosophy draw attention to the school gardens tended by students at the University of Chicago’s Experimental School, they often neglect to consider the social and political significance of Dewey’s writings on school gardening.  One way to bring the political dimension of these writings to the fore is to compare them with more recent scholarly work on the politics of gardening movements.  In this paper, the object of comparison is an essay by Mary Beth Pudup. Pudup understands the periodic interest in community gardening, or what she refers to as “community garden projects,” throughout American history as integral to broader discourses about economic subsistence, educational uplift and plant-human relationships, all of which represent responses to a phenomenon she calls neo-liberal “roll-back.”  Although Dewey was not so explicitly political, he did encourage school and community gardening against a rich background of political ideas and events, namely, a burgeoning nature study movement, which he supported, and a strong anti-immigrant (or nativist) movement, which he opposed.
   So, while Pudup’s and Dewey’s approaches are not identical, the comparison proves fruitful in so far as it helps expose the political reasons behind Dewey’s endorsement of school gardening—or so I argue.       

Dewey, Nature Study and Planting School Gardens
It is no wonder that David Hildebrand (2008: x) claims that Dewey’s work anticipates what would nowadays be called a “philosophy of sustainability,” concerned as it is with how to “adapt, survive, and grow” in a dynamic environment full of natural wonders, social problems and scientific mysteries.  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, policy-makers, educators and philosophers, including Dewey, sought to bring the careful observation and study of nature to primary and secondary school classrooms—what was referred to as “the nature study movement.”
  The reasoning was that if in childhood people developed a genuine interest in the natural world, whether a sentimental fascination or a scientific curiosity, then as they grew older they would almost inevitably seek to preserve it (Armitage 2009:115).  Unlike many of the movement’s founders, though, Dewey endorsed neither an exclusively sentimental nor an exclusively scientific rationale for studying nature.
  “Work in nature study is undergoing reorganization,” he wrote, “so that pupils shall actually get a feeling for plants and animals, together with some real scientific knowledge, not simply the rather sentimental descriptions and rhapsodizing of literature” (MW 8:266).  Some nature study advocates wanted students to develop an emotional attachment to nature solely through a close reading of literary sources, especially poetry.  Responding to them, Dewey argued for increased emphasis on the study of nature through scientific method; not to the exclusion of sentimental bonds and literature, but in the interest of greater balance.  In Ben Minteer’s (2006:36) words, “Dewey’s enthusiasm for nature study was obviously much more than a case of fanatical science worship.”

One of the founders of the nature study movement, Liberty Hyde bailey, noted that the difference between the “nature desire” and the “garden desire” is that the former is “perpetual and constant,” while the latter reemerges “with every new springtime” (cited in Armitage 2009:11).   For Dewey, though, nature study was virtually synonymous with partaking in various occupations out-of-doors.  One of those educative activities is gardening.  Not only does it permit students to, on the scientific side, test soil to assess how best to conserve water in arid climates
 or, on the practical side, to grow their own food, but it also empowers them to come into closer contact with their natural surroundings.  For city dwellers, separated as they are from the flora and fauna of the countryside, renewing this vital relationship with the environment, especially unseen sources of food, is especially important.  In Democracy and Education, Dewey remarks on how involvement in school gardening becomes the gateway to urban community gardening: “The vegetable garden is the obvious starting point for most city children; if they do not have tiny gardens in their own backyards, there is a neighbor who has, or they are interested to find out where the vegetables they eat come from and how they are grown” (MW 8:268).
For Dewey, gardening was an opportunity to channel students’ native interests in all things living into a genuine appreciation of, and even a scientific curiosity about, their environment.  “No number of object-lessons, got up as object-lessons for the sake of giving information,” Dewey insisted, “can afford even the shadow for a substitute for acquaintance with the plants and animals of the farm and garden acquired through actual living among them and caring for them” (MW 1:8).  Learning about seasonal growing periods, soil chemistry and methods of cultivation could be a practical entry-point into more sophisticated studies, a way of inspiring a more theoretical interest in the biological and environmental sciences.  Dewey wrote: “Instead of the [technical] subject matter belonging to a peculiar study called botany, it [gardening] will then belong to life, and will find, moreover, its natural correlations with the facts of soil, animal life, and human relations” (MW 9:208).  Reporting on the successes of several school garden projects, including at University of Chicago’s Experimental School, Dewey also connected gardening to food production and the practical lessons students would learn through cooking their own recently harvested food.  For instance, at the Cottage School in Riverside, Illinois, Dewey observed that “the children have a garden where they plant early and late vegetables, so they can use them for their cooking class in the spring and fall; the pupils do all the work here, plant, weed, and gather the things” (MW 8:266).
Pudup, Garden Projects and Cultivating Citizen-subjects

Mary Beth Pudup’s understanding of community and school gardening is decidedly more political than Dewey’s understanding.  Similar to Michel Foucault, she examines the historical patterns of discourse, in her case, emerging modes or “tropes” of discussion and practice in the mobilization of mass gardening movements within the United States.
  Her discourses analysis situates the individual qua gardener in a plural network of entrenched and reactionary centers of social-political power.  Pudup (2008:1228) conceives gardens as “spaces of neoliberal governmentality,” by which she means opportunities for individuals and groups to adjust to socio-economic crises created by capitalist regimes—such as lowered employment, disruptive culture wars, growing wealth disparities and reduced government services—through “self-help technologies centered on personal contact with nature.”
  For example, during periods of economic uncertainty, such as the Great Depression and the present economic recession, gardening movements have thrived as citizens seek cheaper recreational activities and greater food security through the cultivation of community gardens.  Also, school gardens, along with nature study, became staples of primary and secondary school education during periods of mass immigration, as policy-makers and educators saw gardening and studying nature as ways to instill distinctly American virtue in new immigrants (Pudup 2008:1230).  In sum, Pudup (2008:1229) claims that “community gardening has been a response to pronounced and recurring cycles of capitalist restructuring and their tendency to displace people and places through investment processes governing industries and urban space.”

Pudup’s approach to studying school gardens is also more sociological and detached, less practical and applied, when compare with Dewey’s.  Arguing that the dominant notion of “community garden” has exhausted its usefulness, she proposes an alternative, what she calls an “organized garden project”: (i) “[a]n organized group of people is involved in cultivation,” (ii) “[t]he group involved in cultivation has espoused a set of goals for its gardening practice,” and (iii) “[t]he cultivated space is not typically devoted to third party gardening” (Pudup 2008:1231).  She notices that the discourse surrounding garden projects has periodically changed to suit the political climate.  Although the “fretful discourses [of the late 19th and early 20th centuries were intended to instill] . . . a love of nature, a respect for rural, agricultural values and the enduring theme of moral rectitude,” discourses of the late 20th and early 21st centuries focus on retaking and reusing urban land for food production (often referred to as “guerilla gardening”), horticultural therapy (or promoting more harmonious relationships between plants and humans) and, lastly, social movements to preserve, conserve and maintain open and green spaces (what is sometimes called “community greening”) (Pudup 2008:1235, 1232-3).  Adapting to changing political realities, contemporary leaders of garden projects and gardening movements have stressed “personal responsibility, empowerment and individual choice,” rather than the more communitarian themes of social cohesion, shared values and group solidarity, which is consistent with what Pudup (2008:1230) calls “neoliberal rationalities,” whereby state power recedes from view as individual initiative takes center-stage in the public square.   
Does Pudup emphasize the political dimension of organized garden projects at the expense of the educational?  Not exactly—though it’s obvious that she speaks far less than Dewey to the pedagogical ends of school gardening.  Still, Pudup’s (2008:1236) essay does address how gardening activity educates, particularly in her examination of a successful school garden project in Berkeley, California.  School gardening had its heyday in the late nineteenth century, buoyed by nature study advocates such as Dewey, and was sustained for almost a quarter-century.   In the 1970s, school gardening was reinvigorated in a slightly different form, the “farm to work” program, which educates children about the process of food production. A more recent hybrid of school gardening and farm to work programs is the “Life Lab curriculum,” whereby “hands-on, garden-centered science curriculum that link the lessons of the garden to other domains of learning” (Pudup 2008:1236).  But Pudup’s concern is with a specific project in the Bay area of Northern California, the “ESY [Edible School Garden],” which she defines as “a school garden program that foregrounds the production and especially consumption of food by middle school students and with that foregrounding, a very specific discourse and politics of food centering on organic localism.”
  Children at King Middle School tend the vegetable garden, harvest the produce and transfer the bounty to the school’s kitchen classroom, where they learn to cook what they’ve grown.  Eventually the students sit down with their teachers to eat the products of their labors, giving them a heightened appreciation for the inter-connectedness of food production, preparation and consumption—or simply the cycle “from seed to garden” (Pudup 2008:1236).   By “cultivating citizen-subjects” with greater awareness of the connections between food, plants and place, the ESY can influence children to buy organically and locally, tend personal and community gardens and participate in grassroots gardening movements as adults. 
Politics, Nativism and School Gardening

How then do we capture the political dimension of Dewey’s writings on school gardening through a comparison with Pudup’s essay?  One important historical point is that the school gardening and nature study movements in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were intimately associated with nativism, or the belief that immigration to the United States should be reduced or eliminated, and at a minimum, immigrants should undergo intensive assimilation. Historian Adam Rome (2008:434) documents this nativist impulse: “Though a back-to-nature impulse was a defining characteristic of the Progressive Era, the complaints about immigrants demonstrate that some forms of closeness to nature made many American deeply uncomfortable.” So, nature study was in many cases justified as one technique for assimilating new immigrants to a distinctly American way of interacting with nature, a way that emphasized observation and appreciation, not Old World practices such as pothunting, peasantry and peddling. According to Pudup (2008:1230), the early twentieth-century discourse around community gardening also became a means for cultivating “a strong work ethic and steady work habits . . . [in] those new Americans [or recent immigrants].”  While Dewey saw gardening as a way to promote personal and collective growth, even virtue, he was no friend of the nativists.  Indeed, the political dimension of his writings on school gardening emerges most noticeably in his argument that nature study and school gardens leverage the creation of community gardens: “[G]ardens being used as the basis for the nature study work . . . is given a civic turn . . . [when] the value of the gardens to the child and to the neighborhood is demonstrated: to the child as a means of making money or helping his family by supplying them with vegetables, to the community in showing how gardens are means of cleaning up and beautifying the neighborhood” (MW 8:269).  Children immersed in school garden projects are better equipped to convince adults that community gardening has immense practical and aesthetic value.  Reporting on the civic nature study project at the Chicago Teachers’ College, and disseminated into the Chicago public schools, Dewey notes that “a large group of foreign parents came in close contact with it, discovered that it was a real force in the neighborhood, and that they could cooperate with it” (MW 8:271). 

Conclusion: Growth through Gardening
Many of the writings on school gardening, including Dewey’s and Pudup’s, draw parallels between the growth of children, the growth of community and the growth of plants.
  For Dewey, the school and the school garden are microcosms for the larger community and its own gardens; as one grows, so does the other (at least we hope): “The common needs and aims [of the school and community] demand a growing interchange of thought and growing unity of sympathetic feeling” (MW 1:10).   Indeed, the activity of school gardening could be one instance in which Dewey’s somewhat ambiguous notion of growth translates into a more practical pedagogical ideal (Ralston, forthcoming).  Similar to Dewey, Pudup (2008:1235) insists that the common denominator between school gardening and community gardening, or organized gardening projects, is growth: “In the [gardening] discourses . . . there exists an unambiguous relationship between plants and people, and specifically between how plants, like people, grow and flourish with proper care and nurture.”   Although Pudup and Dewey would agree that school and community gardening promote growth, we might wonder: What kind of growth are they speaking of? For Dewey, it is surely educative growth, a matter of guiding the natural impulses of children to interact with nature into productive channels and occupations, such as gardening and cooking.  For Pudup, growth that results from school gardening is more political, a matter of rolling back the effects of neoliberal policies (e.g. urban blight and economic recession) that leave communities and individuals without a sense of place or a means of subsistence.  Also, for Pudup, growth is more individual or personal, helping the lone agent negotiate the vicissitudes of living under a capitalist economic system.  According to the historian Kevin Armitage (2009:17), “[a]s a rule, nature study advocates conflated personal and social growth.”  Dewey certainly distinguished the two.  Yet, he emphasized the social or communal aspect of growth to a degree that Pudup does not.  To illustrate, the Great Depression piqued popular interest in creating private gardens and growing one’s own food (often called “victory gardens”).  However, Dewey was more interested in the educational consequences of gardening on school-age children and the collateral benefits they had for communities than he was on the garden as a symbol of American individualism or devout nationalism.  

While the politics of gardening has more resonance for Pudup than for Dewey, Dewey’s school garden writings still have political implications that contemporary commentators overlook at their peril.  Dewey detached school gardening and nature study from the nativist’s tool-kit, portraying them as gateways to more enriching adult experiences, not as techniques for assimilating immigrant children to a distinctly American way of life.  One of those experiences that school gardening can prepare children for is political advocacy, particularly involvement in a gardening movement.  Dewey did not mention this collateral benefit.  Nevertheless, a Deweyan argument can be made that political advocacy—or, more specifically, participation in a gardening movement—is an acceptable interpretation, or elaboration, of what Dewey meant by “a civic turn” to school gardening.  Take the recent example of guerilla gardening, a grassroots movement to reclaim unused urban land (including private property) for the purpose of growing flowers and vegetables.  The leading manifesto reads: “When you’re a guerilla gardener, you’re an active participant in the living environment.  You’re no longer content to merely react to what happens to the spaces around you.  You’re a player, which means you help determine how those spaces get used.  And when you’re in tune like this, every plant counts” (Tracey 2007:32). 
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Notes

� J. Dewey and E. Dewey, “The Reorganization of the Curriculum,” in Schools of To-Morrow.  Citations are to Dewey (1996), following the conventional method, LW (Later Works) or MW (Middle Works) or EW (Early Works), volume: page number. For example, MW 9:221 refers to the Middle Works, volume 9, page 221.  





� Of course, political growth and educational growth do not exhaust the proper ends, or ends-in-view, of community and school gardening.  Besides satisfying political and educational aims, gardens can also be aesthetically pleasing, conveying a felt quality Italian humanist Jacopo Bonfadio described as “nature incorporated with art,” or “third nature” (Hunt 2000:32-22).  





� Robin G. Shulze (2003:474) nicely captures the spirit behind the nature study movement: “In the Progressive era in America . . . Nature Study took on a new life as a means of vital educational and national reform.  Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, American school children planted and tended gardens, watched polliwogs develop into frogs, tamed and bred animals, and learned to identify trees.  They were encouraged, both boys and girls, to get their hands dirty.”  For seminal statements of the nature study approach, see Comstock (1939), Coulter (1896) and Jordan (1896).





� For a sampling of views on what nature study is, and whether it should endorse scientific or sentimental ends, see Beal et al. (1902).  Nature study also shares much in common with the more recent movement for greater environmental literacy.  See Sideris (2010).





� B. M. Davis (1905:76-77) claimed that soil experiments could be undertaken by school children in his School Gardens for California Schools (cited in Armitage 2009:16).





� Pudup (2008:1232) explains her approach: “To understand organized garden projects in any given era, we must attempt to characterize their discourses, demonstrate their several effects, and show how differing tropes within the larger discursive formation concatenate in specific urban settings.”  For Foucault’s (1991b) similar approach to studying political discourse, see his “Politics and the Study of Discourse.”





� Pudup’s reference to “neoliberal governmentality” invokes Michel Foucault’s (1991a) notion of governmentality introduced in his talk by the same name, which can be understood variously as the rational method behind governing, tactics to make citizens easier to govern and the historical process by which government power has flourished.  





� Information on ESY can be found on their website: http://www.edibleschoolyard.org/





� A nice example of the growth metaphor can be found in an early work on school gardens by M. Louise Greene (1910:18), Among School Gardens: “The garden is becoming the outer classroom of the school, and its plots are its blackboards.  The garden is not an innovation, or an excrescence, or an addendum, or a diversion.  It is a happy field of expression, an organic part of the school in which the boys and girls work among growing things and grow themselves in body and mind and spiritual outlook.”





PAGE  
11

