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Abstract
Gardening has well-established physical, social and emotional benefits for older adults in
varied circumstances. In Detroit, Michigan (United States of America), as in many cities,
policy makers, funders, researchers, community organisations and residents regard
gardening as a means of transforming bodies, persons, communities, cities and broader
polities. We draw on ethnographic research conducted during one gardening season
with 27 older African Americans in Detroit to foreground the social dimensions of
wellbeing in later life and thus develop a more robust and nuanced understanding of
gardening’s benefits for older adults. Based on anthropological understandings of person-
hood and kinship, this article expands concepts of wellbeing to include social relations
across multiple scales (individual, interpersonal, community, state) and temporalities
(of the activity itself, experiences of ageing, city life). Even when performed alone,
gardening fosters connections with the past, as gardeners are reminded of deceased
loved ones through practices and the plants themselves, and with the future, through
engagement with youth and community. Elucidating intimate connections and everyday
activities of older African American long-term city residents counters anti-black
discourses of ‘revitalisation’. An expansive concept of wellbeing has implications for
understanding the generative potential of meaningful social relations in later life and
the vitality contributed by older adults living in contexts of structural inequality.

Keywords: temporality; wellbeing; memory; personhood; gardening; post-industrial cities; ethnography;
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Introduction: cultivating life in a revitalising city
Gardening has well-established benefits for physical, social and emotional wellbeing
for older adults in varied circumstances (Milligan et al., 2004; Wang and
MacMillan, 2013; Nicklett et al., 2016). In post-industrial cities formed by historical
and ongoing processes of structural inequality such as Detroit, Michigan, United
States of America (USA), gardening has been regarded as beneficial for residents,
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in terms of health, economic activity, community-building and beautification of the
city (Lawson, 2005; White, 2011a, 2011b; Pitt, 2014; Pothukuchi, 2015). As a prac-
tice that consists of relations across multiple scales (individual, interpersonal, com-
munity, state), the social aspects of gardening are thus especially important for
understanding its role in wellbeing among older adults. In this article, we draw
on ethnographic data conducted during one gardening season with over 20 older
African Americans in Detroit to develop a more robust and nuanced understanding
of the social dimensions of gardening in later life. Based on anthropological under-
standings of personhood, kinship and wellbeing, we find that the social relations
that are part of gardening involve temporal scales pertaining to the activity itself,
experiences of ageing and life in the city. These different forms of social relations
are essential to the vitality of this practice for older adults.

Gardening fosters connections with the past, as gardeners are reminded of
deceased loved ones through the practice and the plants themselves, and with the
future, through relationships with youth and the community. These connections
with the past and future contain familial and relational histories, as well as histories
of the city. Elucidating the intimate connections and everyday activities of these
older African American gardeners, who are long-term city residents, serves to
counter anti-black discourses of ‘revitalisation’. Thus, the wellbeing associated
with gardening should be considered in terms of these different scales and temporal
dimensions of social life. This study contributes to existing discussions of the ben-
efits of gardening by developing an expansive, intersectional concept of wellbeing
that has implications for understanding the generative potential of meaningful
social relations in later life and the vitality contributed by older adults living in con-
texts of structural inequality.

In this article, we take an anthropological approach to conceptualising wellbeing.
This means that we see wellbeing as a holistic phenomenon that includes multiple
aspects of human experience – physical, mental, social, emotional, spiritual – that
all shape and co-produce each other (Fischer, 2014; Johnston et al., 2012). This
concept of wellbeing integrates both subjective and objective aspects of human
experience, and encompasses multiple scales of human social life (individual, com-
munity, society) (Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009: 2–6). By including subjective mea-
sures like happiness alongside objective measures of physical and mental health,
this concept of wellbeing has the potential to provide analytic frameworks for
both specific cases as well as cross-cultural analysis (Mathews and Izquierdo,
2009: 3). The concept of wellbeing is also underpinned by an appreciation for
human experience and sociality across scales, or the fundamentally shared aspects
of human life in which ‘all individuals live within particular worlds of others, and
all societies live in a common world at large’ (Mathews and Izquierdo, 2009: 5).
This understanding of wellbeing thus aims to hold together tensions between the
objective and subjective nature of experience, and between universalist and particu-
laristic understandings of human life. For analysing gardening as a practice that
exceeds the level of the individual, a holistic concept of wellbeing is essential.

Implicit in any concept of wellbeing is a theoretical understanding of person-
hood – that is, of the analytic unit, or person, who experiences wellbeing. Our con-
cept of the person is grounded in the anthropology of kinship, which shows how
everyday practices of relatedness constitute and reshape persons through social
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relations (Carsten, 2000). Persons only come into existence through relations with
others, such that personhood is an inherently social phenomenon. It is also inher-
ently processual, as these relations are always happening, meaning that personhood
is reshaped and reimagined across the lifecourse through rituals and rites of passage
(van Gennep, 1960; Hazan, 1987) and everyday practices (Carsten, 1995). The
activities of daily life, then, are the foundation of personhood and its transforma-
tions. Indeed, the ethnographic record reveals ageing to be a process that illumi-
nates transformations in personhood.

Everyday experiences of personhood involve evaluation within a particular cul-
tural imaginary. People in the USA often hold ideals of autonomous independent
personhood (Kaufman, 1986), which means that dependence in late life can
threaten personhood (Cohen, 1998). For instance, retirement or illness transitions
may foster economic or embodied dependence eroding personhood (Luborsky,
1994a, 1994b; Lamb, 2014). However, maintaining personhood is also possible
for older people (Robbins-Ruszkowski, 2013, 2017); thus, normative ideals need
not be totalising (Luborsky, 1994a). Moreover, research among older persons
who regard themselves as independent demonstrates that this ideal is actually a fic-
tion, maintained through social relations that are made invisible (Buch, 2018).
Often, these relations consist of caring and being cared for (Borneman, 1997). In
other words, although many older adults value independence as a cultural ideal,
the lived realities of their lives – and indeed of all our lives – are fundamentally
interdependent. Transformations in personhood are thus transformations in social
relations, and part of social reproduction and regeneration (Cole and Durham,
2007; Buch, 2015).

Furthermore, transformations in personhood also have political aspects. Social
relations consist not only of the particular interactions happening at a certain
moment, but also contain remembered and imagined histories and worlds
(Carsten, 2007). Indeed, intimate social relations are inextricably bound up with
the local, national and transnational politics of which they are a part (Franklin
and McKinnon, 2001; McKinnon and Cannell, 2013) and which require an inter-
sectional mode of analysis.1 Personhood is thus a multi-scalar phenomenon, like
wellbeing. In what follows, we show how practices of gardening constitute empirical
sites in which these multi-scalar aspects of personhood and wellbeing become
visible.

Detroit, a post-industrial city in the upper Midwest region of the USA, is home
to a majority African American population whose older members have witnessed
extraordinary economic, social and political transformations. As the birthplace of
the automobile industry, Detroit attracted a diverse population of migrants and
African Americans from the South. Arriving largely in the post-Second World
War era, they brought with them connections to that region as well as farming
and food traditions that have persisted to the present day (Carmody, 2018).
Interviews with our participants were full of examples of this history, including
cooking and gardening practices learned alongside family members or during sum-
mers spent on farms in the South.

The historical processes that produced Detroit’s intense racialised poverty and
inequality are important to understanding the context and spaces in which garden-
ing takes place today. Since its population zenith in the 1950s, Detroit has been
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losing residents, affecting tax revenues, employment and services for its majority
African American residents. The racial make-up of the city and its struggles with
housing vacancy are the result of suburbanisation as well as segregation and dis-
criminatory federal housing policy common to many US cities (Sugrue, 2005).
Housing vacancy, which intensified in the 2000s, actually began in the 1960s
(Sugrue, 2005). More recently, the 2008 foreclosure crisis wiped out gains in
African American home-ownership (Treskon et al., 2017) and contributed to racial
wealth disparities as well as problems of vacancy and blight. Thus, the intersection
of economic and racial inequality is essential to understanding the social geography
of Detroit. The work of managing the problems associated with vacant and aban-
doned buildings has often fallen on neighbourhood and community organisations
with varying degrees of access to resources. The city, private foundations and non-
profit organisations imagine and promote urban gardening and agriculture as a
solution and means of revitalisation, and vary in terms of whether or how they rec-
ognise or reckon with the inequality of Detroit’s history.

Detroit’s current urban gardening efforts are enabled by its plethora of vacant
land, the remnants of processes of deindustrialisation and, more recently, demoli-
tion of homes and other buildings. Depopulation, along with political marginalisa-
tion and financial mismanagement, all contributed to Detroit’s decline (Sugrue,
2005). Although popularly depicted as empty (Stovall and Hill, 2016: 119–121),
the city is still the largest in Michigan, with over 673,000 residents (US Census
Bureau, 2018a). However, the population is also ageing: the number of senior-
headed households is expected to double over the next several decades (Treskon
et al., 2017: v).

The city has emerged from its 2013 bankruptcy process with population and
finances stabilised, and developments largely in Detroit’s downtown and
‘Midtown’ (formerly Cass Corridor) areas in recent years have been taken as
signs of a comeback. Unfortunately, the city’s poverty rate, 34.5 per cent, remains
persistently high despite some gains in average income (US Census Bureau, 2018b).
Media depictions often underplay the role of African American residents in positive
developments in the city through racialised discourses that associate whiteness with
revitalisation (Stovall and Hill, 2016). Ethnographic data on gardening among older
African Americans challenge these anti-black discourses by documenting and
exploring the continuity and vitality of these practices as valuable contributors to
positive developments in the city.

In what follows, we first analyse current scholarly understandings of connections
between gardening and wellbeing, suggesting that gardening is a particularly rich
empirical domain through which to understand the social dimensions of wellbeing
in later life. Next, we describe our research design, sampling strategy and methods,
highlighting the contribution of anthropological and ethnographic approaches to
understanding gardening and wellbeing. Then, we present ethnographic data
from our study, focusing on connections to the past and future. These connections
with the past and future contain familial and relational histories, as well as histories
of the city. We conclude by arguing that the wellbeing associated with gardening
should be considered in terms of these different scales as well as temporal dimen-
sions of social life.
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Creating wellbeing through gardening
Across multiple disciplines, research on gardening among older adults demon-
strates that the practice can promote physical, psychological and spiritual wellbeing
for many older adults in varied circumstances (Milligan et al., 2004; Wang and
MacMillan, 2013; Nicklett et al., 2016). Indeed, gardening as therapy has been
shown to promote a holistic form of wellbeing for older adults of diverse cultural
backgrounds (Heliker et al., 2001). Physical benefits include better-regulated circa-
dian rhythms (Berman et al., 2008), access to fresh fruits and vegetables
(Sommerfeld et al., 2010), and as a form of exercise and activity (Armstrong,
2000; Park et al., 2009; Robson and Troutman-Jordan, 2015). There can be a
wide range of exertion involved in gardening, from the more aerobic activities of
digging, transplanting and weeding, to the fine motor skill activities of maintaining
houseplants (Nicklett et al., 2016). As such, gardening has been shown to be bene-
ficial for common health problems among older adults, such as hypertension, high
cholesterol, arthritis, diabetes and kidney disease (Robson and Troutman-Jordan,
2015: 293–298), and can be considered a form of healthy ageing (van den Berg
et al., 2010).2

Multiple forms of meaning are created through gardening. People can connect to
remembered pasts, as when gardeners in urban settings remember previous life
experiences in more rural contexts (Wang and Glicksman, 2013: 96) or homelands
(Morgan et al., 2005). These meanings tend to be specific to the person who gar-
dens, as the ‘remembered gardens and perceived experiences of this garden project
were unique in the therapeutic effects to each individual’ (Heliker et al., 2001: 53;
see also Freeman et al., 2012). Since gardening is a type of exercise that people tend
to enjoy doing, it is possible that they are more likely to continue the practice (as
opposed to a form of exercise that is being done for the sake of exercise itself) (Scott
et al., 2015). However, as Scott et al. (2015) and Bhatti (2006) note, gardens may
serve as a potent reminder of lost abilities, such that gardens can become trans-
formed from places of joy and fulfilment to complex places that also evoke sadness
and melancholy. Despite this potential for sadness, research shows that gardening
provides benefits to mental health, including reduction in symptoms of depression
and anxiety (Austin et al., 2006) and improved cognition (Berman et al., 2008).
Additionally, gardening is an activity that is adaptable to a range of fitness levels
and activities, meaning that as older adults experience illness or debility, they
can still reap the benefits of gardening (Lee and Kim, 2008). At an existential
level, some gardeners value the spiritual aspects of gardening as it provides oppor-
tunities for reflections on the nature of life itself (Heliker et al., 2001: 49–50).
In sum, gardening is a holistic practice that ‘may help facilitate a mind–body–spirit
connection’ (Wang and MacMillan, 2013; see also Poulsen et al., 2014). As a
practice that involves multiple components of wellbeing, then, gardening is a
rich practice to study from a holistic perspective as it relates to wellbeing in late life.

For many older adults who garden, the practice constitutes a way to connect with
family members, both present and past (Infantino, 2004; Bhatti, 2006; but for ana-
lysis of gardening and solitude, see Ashton-Shaeffer and Constant, 2006). Older
adults report learning how to garden from their own parents and grandparents,
and enjoy passing down this knowledge to future generations (Heliker et al.,
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2001: 49). As Heliker et al. note, ‘[o]ne older adult takes pictures of her flowers,
comparing this activity to taking pictures of her grandchildren’ (2001: 50). In the
extant literature, however, these familial and intergenerational components are
often described as one in a series of benefits, rather than taken up as a primary
point of analysis. This aspect leaves space for ethnographic description and analysis
to explore the quality and meanings of these connections for older adults.

In addition to providing benefits for the wellbeing of the individual, gardening
has long been noted as a means of building social cohesion (Relf, 1982). Gardening
can promote social engagement, thereby reducing isolation among older adults
(Wang and MacMillan, 2013). In particular, community gardens (Poulsen et al.,
2014), gardening programmes at residential care facilities (Thomas, 1995) and pro-
gramming focusing on intergenerational relations (Heliker et al., 2001: 49) have
been shown to be effective in fostering social relations among older adults and
other members of the community. Such programmes are useful as gardening is
beneficial not only for older adults, but for people across the lifecourse (Degnen,
2009; Poulsen et al., 2014). When gardening is viewed from this social perspective,
it can be seen as an activity with the potential to promote the wellbeing of the
broader polity (Scharlach and Lehning, 2013), not only of the person who does
the gardening.

The context in which gardening occurs also contributes to promoting wellbeing,
as well as having methodological implications. Ethnographic research, including
participant-observation, conducted in the setting in which the practice under inves-
tigation normally occurs (rather than an intervention) offers useful approaches to
understanding the fuller implications of this practice. This form of research requires
some trust between researchers and their participants, meaning that ethnographic
methods are well-suited to the types of settings in which late-life gardening occurs.
Indeed, previous findings show that ‘the experience of gardening occurs within a
restful, non-competitive environment and allows the development of a community
of mutual caring and being cared-for’ (Heliker et al., 2001: 41). This finding has
implications not only for methodology, but also for analysis. These relations of
care between persons in community gardening contexts recall anthropologist
John Borneman’s (1997) understanding of kinship relations as primarily consti-
tuted via relations of care. In other words, as older adults engage in practices of gar-
dening, they are both caring for others and being cared for, thereby forming
meaningful relations that can shape personhood. Indeed, care does not flow only
from person to person, but from person to plant and often back to person, as gar-
deners engage in repetitive acts of care to sustain the lives of plants.

Ethnographic methods are particularly well-suited to exploring the social
dimensions of wellbeing that animate the practice of gardening in late life.
Existing studies include both quantitative and qualitative design and methods; how-
ever, the qualitative studies tend to omit in-depth open-ended ethnographic inter-
views. In a systematic literature review that included qualitative studies, Wang and
MacMillan (2013) did not find any studies focusing on older adults and gardening
that included ethnographic methods. Thus, questions remain about what we can
learn from rich ethnographic data about health and wellbeing among older adults
who garden.
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In sum, the inter-disciplinary literature on gardening in late life suggests that the
social aspects of gardening are important for shaping the wellbeing of persons and
communities. The comparative ethnographic literature on gardening suggests that
plant–person relations can be intensely emotional (Degnen, 2009; Archambault,
2016) and can contain histories of previous interpersonal and political-economic
relations and hopes for the future (Archambault, 2016: 249–253). Given the racia-
lised political-economic transformations in Detroit, which have occurred during
the lifetimes of the oldest generations, it seems that gardening practices among
older African Americans have the potential to both contain and produce emotions
and hopes that are shot through with this history. In what follows, we build on the
above insights from gerontological and anthropological research to shed new light
on the temporal aspects of wellbeing in gardening among older African Americans
in Detroit.

Methods
As anthropologists, we aimed to identify and characterise the categories of mean-
ingful variation in gardening practices among older African Americans. Thus, we
kept the category of ‘garden’ itself open to include whatever participants under-
stood to constitute gardening, resulting in a sample that included gardens in the
front, back and side yards of private homes, plots at church and community gar-
dens, potted plants on apartment balconies, houseplants and a heated garage full
of plants. These gardens included a wide range of plants, including fruit and
fruit trees, vegetables, herbs, flowers, shrubs and succulents. Allowing research par-
ticipants to determine what counted as a garden for them means that our analytic
category of garden better corresponds to the practices in which participants
engaged, thus providing one way to avoid projecting our own assumptions on to
the lives and experiences of research participants. Maintaining such categorical
openness allowed us to elicit research participants’ own beliefs and perspectives,
long a hallmark of anthropological research (Briggs, 1986; Kvale and Brinkmann,
2015).3

We recruited participants through multiple means. The primary mode was
through ‘Lunch and Learn’ events hosted by the Healthier Black Elders Center,
which is part of the community engagement branch of the Michigan Center for
Urban African American Aging Research.4 These events provide educational
resources and opportunities to older African Americans in Detroit and the sur-
rounding areas, with the goal of building ties between researchers and community
members. Robbins and Seibel attended multiple Lunch and Learn events and
described the study in an oral presentation, inviting attendees to participate them-
selves or to refer family or friends and handing out flyers with relevant information.
Robbins also attended the Art of Aging Successfully conference, an annual event
hosted by the Institute of Gerontology at Wayne State University that features edu-
cational programming, venues for older adults to display their artistic creations and
opportunities to participate in research. Robbins staffed a table and answered ques-
tions from potential participants, and distributed flyers with information about
enrolling in the study. Additionally, Robbins emailed the distribution list of leaders
of environment-focused organisations in Detroit through the Center for Urban
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Responses to Environmental Stressors research centre. This led to contact with two
urban farms (names not disclosed for the sake of anonymity), where Robbins,
Seibel and a group of Wayne State University students volunteered, and with con-
sent from organisers, Robbins and Seibel also recruited participants. Finally, we
recruited additional participants via snowball sampling. This study was approved
by the Institutional Review Board of Wayne State University.

Via these methods, we recruited 27 older African Americans, consisting of 21
women and six men. Most participants reside in Detroit, although some live in
the broader metro area (Inkster, Westland, Commerce Township).5 Participants
ranged in age from 51 to 89, with a mean and median age of 68. Education level
ranged from some high school to master’s level, with over one-third of participants
reporting some education beyond high school. Although some participants were
renters, many owned their homes which varied in terms of size and condition, ran-
ging from modest one- or two-storey brick houses on streets with some vacant lots
and houses, to large, sprawling houses in older neighbourhoods with less vacancy.
Some had lived in their homes for decades and were among the first to integrate
their neighbourhoods. They worked in different fields: health insurance, social
work, education, city zoning, bartending and labour organising; one owned an
ice cream franchise; some were disabled or retired. Some had less stable employ-
ment histories, and still worked several jobs to make ends meet or received federal
assistance for low-income older adults (Supplemental Security Income, or SSI).
That women were over-represented in our sample is not only likely due to demo-
graphic reasons but also because they were the majority of attendants at the educa-
tional events where we initially recruited. Noticing this trend, we made explicit
efforts during the latter half of our recruitment to target men, who, nonetheless,
still remained a smaller portion of our overall participants.

With each participant, we conducted two semi-structured open-ended inter-
views with gardeners, were taken on ‘garden tours’ by participants and, when pos-
sible, took part in participant observation of gardening practices. The first
interviews occurred during the first part of the gardening season in Michigan
(March to July 2017), while the second interviews occurred in the latter portion
of the season (July to October 2017). The second interviews allowed us to observe
the gardens at different points in the season, thus providing opportunities for par-
ticipants to reflect on the passage of time and the status of the garden itself. On the
‘garden tours’, participants gave us a tour of their garden, providing whatever infor-
mation they thought was important, interesting or valuable to know about the gar-
den. We asked follow-up questions as appropriate to the interaction. This method
created a more open-ended framework than the interviews for sharing experiences
of gardening. On the whole, participants tended to be proud of their gardens and
were very willing to provide tours.

For completing each interview, participants received a gift card of US $35 for
CVS, a national drugstore with many locations in Detroit. Semi-structured inter-
views were based on a schedule of descriptive questions around several broad
topics: gardening, ageing and health, politics, social relations, life history and
Detroit. We sought details about participants’ gardens (e.g. size, what is grown, his-
torical success of different plants) and their engagement (e.g. when planting occurs,
how often they garden, if anyone accompanies them to the garden, if there are
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barriers to gardening and how these might be overcome). Interviews also included
questions to gather basic socio-demographic information as well as the history of
the garden, the gardener’s current and previous places of residence, the location
and nature of relations with the gardener’s kin, and the place of Detroit and how
it has changed (or not) during the gardener’s time in the city.

With consent, we audio-recorded the interviews and took handwritten notes
during and afterwards that documented the above, as well as descriptions of the
physical surroundings, and any points of tension or debate (Emerson et al.,
1995). We took photographs, also with consent, in order to complement the text-
based nature of fieldnotes. We sought to make interviews conversational and allow
the research participants to direct us to aspects of their experience that mattered to
them. After completing fieldwork, interviews were transcribed.

We paid particular attention to the physical, social and historical nature of the
gardens, such as: patterns of social interaction at gardens or through gardening;
activities that foster or inhibit a sense of value and morality; implicit or explicit
comments related to social change or memory; how plants or other shared points
of reference may serve to build community and personhood; and comments about
or evidence of health and wellbeing. We made note of how people talked about
community and history, including issues of race and race relations, how they
may use these discussions to buttress relations in the face of other interpersonal
and community loss, and how people imagine the future as they age. These patterns
of attention have resulted in the findings presented below.

‘My “Miss Sarah” plant’: maintaining connections to loved ones
In their interactions with plants, older African Americans maintain and transform
relations to community, land and loved ones, including deceased kin. Their prac-
tices demonstrated how gardening connects the past with the present. Rejoice,
age 69, a widow, took on the gardening and upkeep of the landscaping after her
husband passed away, and her practices were connected to the transformation of
this significant life change.6 Her husband had become interested in gardening
when they first became home-owners, and Rejoice would accompany him to
Eastern Market or other area nurseries to buy flowers and plants for their yard.
She explained, ‘And that was just something, that was just his thing, and you
know, like I said, I was just a tag-a-long. And it just wasn’t, I just wasn’t interested
in that.’ Since then, her role had since shifted as visiting gardening centres and tak-
ing garden tours, in addition to care for her front and back yards, represented pri-
mary gardening activities. Rejoice said that gardening provided her with one way to
cope with her husband’s passing by staying active:

Just to find something that brought me pleasure. You know, the yard was always –
the plants and the flowers were always something my husband enjoyed. It was not
something that I liked. Uh, but uh, it just seemed like, after he passed, you’re trying
to – I was trying to find something to bring joy into my life. Something to keep me
going. Because you know you can just sit in your home and basically just waste
away. You know, because you’re alone. You’re lonely. And I know a lot of people
who have done that.
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Presently, she describes gardening as ‘my joy’, while calling herself ‘not very good at
it’. Part of this new activity and responsibility was Rejoice’s desire to preserve the
presence of her husband in the plants he used to cultivate. On a tour of her garden,
she showed Seibel a special rose bush saying, ‘So this is my rose bush, or his rose
bush.’ Over photographs that she had taken as evidence of her garden’s blooms, she
indicated a recent set of tulips as ‘hers’ because she had planted them. She was con-
cerned especially with the upkeep of the roses and worried that she was not doing a
good job. After asking her if her late husband’s plants provided her with a nice
memory, she replied, ‘I say, “Harold, they’re still coming up! I didn’t kill them
yet!”’ (Figure 1).

On the one hand, she sought to replicate some of his preferences for landscap-
ing. For example, he did not like having flowers planted in the ground in the front
yard, a practice that she was continuing. Still, she mentioned aspirations for new
things in the garden that she had seen on her outings, such as raised planters
that were easier for older adults. Through her gardening, she was maintaining
her home’s landscaping as a connection to her husband and a way to maintain
his presence (cf. Hockey et al., 2002; Buse and Twigg, 2016). At the same time, it
was an embrace of independence in widowhood marked by new plants and
activities that she would not have done when her husband was alive.

Similarly, Phyllis, age 75, traced her love for and knowledge about gardening to
her grandfather. As a child in Port Huron, Michigan, Phyllis began ‘helping’ her
grandfather in his garden lots next to her house when she was three years old.
Lamenting that initially she was likely causing more damage than good, she contin-
ued to learn more about caring for vegetables as she grew older through the time
she spent with her grandfather. As an adult living in an apartment in Detroit, she
switched to houseplants rather than an outdoor garden, and described her surprise
at learning that people who lived in apartment buildings did not have gardens.
Gardening had always been an essential part of her life so she could not imagine
that some people did not live this way. After she married and moved into a
house with a yard, she once again began keeping a garden. However, she focused
on growing flowers rather than vegetables, prompting her husband to say, ‘We
can’t eat those!’ Like her grandfather, her husband was originally from the
South, which Phyllis linked to their shared preference for vegetables over flowers.

It was not only the act of gardening that served as a connection to her late grand-
father, but the actual plants themselves, for she maintained rose bushes that used to
belong to her grandfather. Phyllis spoke with evident emotion in her voice as she
described both the time she spent with her grandfather and the yellow rose bushes
that he – and now she – cultivated. Another deceased relative, a beloved aunt, was
present in Phyllis’s garden too. The stand of peonies on the other side of her drive-
way were her late aunt’s, and Phyllis described the peony’s red blooms as her aunt
checking in on her. In a sense, then, the peonies became not only a means of con-
necting with deceased relatives, but the relatives themselves, at least during the sea-
son in which they bloomed. Both the roses and the peonies were plants to which
Phyllis had particularly strong emotional connections, evident in her worry that
landscapers might damage these plants in particular. Between our first and second
conversations, she had had a new fence put in alongside the rose bushes, and
although the workers knocked off a few blooms, fortunately they did not damage
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the entire plant. ‘Those are irreplaceable. I mean, you know, if something happens
to them, I can’t fix them.’ Although it would surely be possible to find other yellow
rose bushes and red peonies, likely even of the same variety, they could not substi-
tute for the plants previously cultivated by Phyllis’s grandfather and aunt. For
Phyllis, the gardening provided not only a metaphorical but a literal mode of relat-
ing to her deceased kin (cf. Degnen, 2009; Archambault, 2016).

Indeed, for several participants it was the plants themselves that served as con-
nections to deceased loved ones. For instance, during a garden tour with Patricia,
age 68, she said that she liked to grow flowers that are yellow, the favourite colour
of her late husband. Another participant, Velma, age 67, pointed to a purple flower
while giving a tour of her community garden: ‘This right here, this is a memorial.
This is Big Grams, which is what we called her. And she loved purple.’ The memor-
ial consisted of a wooden stake with the name of the beloved community member,
some purple flowers and some rocks (Figure 2). ‘She’s out here whether she wants
to be out here or not’, said Velma jokingly. She described herself as ‘emotional’
about the flowers and seemed to fret over them because she wanted them to stay
looking nice.

For Mabel, age 74, whose house, garage and yard were full of thriving plants of
many types, plants had the capacity to store the social relations that produced them.
She referred to one houseplant as her ‘Miss Sarah plant’, in honour of the friend –
now deceased – who originally gave it to her. Another plant, a large Christmas cac-
tus, began life in her house as a small clipping from her next-door neighbour, June,
age 76, and also a participant in this study, who received the plant as a gift from her

Figure 1. A photograph of a blooming rose bush planted by Rejoice’s late husband.
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husband (Figure 3). After June’s husband died in 1977, her Christmas cactus also
started to fail. At that point, Mabel gave June a clipping from her own flourishing
plant. At the time of the study, both plants were still alive, although Mabel’s cactus
continued to flourish, while June’s remained quite small by comparison. Through
Mabel’s care of this cactus, June was able to maintain a connection with her long-
deceased husband.

For all these women, even when gardening seeming to be performed alone, gar-
dening still retained a social dimension. On garden tours, they recalled memories of
others, from family members to neighbours who had given plant cuttings. In many
ways, they were not alone but surrounded by their loved ones and memories of
them in plants that appeared, disappeared and reappeared through the cyclical gar-
dening season.

Figure 2. Big Grams memorialised as purple flowers in a community garden.
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‘They get excited when you pull up a carrot’: creating connections to youth
and the future
Gardening is a subset of different activities through which older adults engage with
younger and older generations, pass on knowledge, and express hopes and fears
about communities and the future. Gardening practices as ways of imagining com-
munity and the future are frequently evidenced in the city and non-profit program-
ming that links urban gardening to broader ‘revitalisation’ efforts. Often these
programmes target younger people, such as youth apprenticeship and youth lead-
ership development programmes at a local gardening-promoting organisation,

Figure 3. Mabel’s thriving Christmas cactus, given to her by June’s late husband.
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Keep Growing Detroit. Gardening was portrayed as a way of addressing educational
and health concerns and providing skills relevant to employment. Our participants
shared some of these motivations for engaging youth in gardening activities. Their
perspectives were informed by the changes to the city that they had witnessed over
decades and observed differences between themselves and younger generations.
They reminisced about living in black neighbourhoods full of community and out-
door activities like baseball, where neighbours looked out for each other’s children.
Gardening as an activity and topic of conversation contained within it such connec-
tions of the past, assessments of the present and visions of the future.

Despite their motivation and efforts, older gardeners struggled to engage others
in gardening, as one participant and community garden founder described. Velma
had founded a community garden in a local park through support from Keep
Growing Detroit and set aside a portion of her garden for children. Still she had
difficulty getting any younger people from the neighbourhood involved:

I’ve contacted the schools up here, the schools by my house, the community, and
I have the toughest time. The only kids that really come up here to help is my
grandkids, and they look at me and run. ‘Oh, Nana, no!’

She reasoned, ‘They don’t have the same passion I do, I guess.’ When children had
come to the garden, according to Velma, they had seemed impressed. She described
the children’s faces as they watched the crops harvested for the first time:

But, you know, they get excited when you pull up a carrot. I mean, you should see
the faces. And the peanuts, I have a beautiful picture of Mr Hendrix pulling up
peanuts. The kids’ mouths dropped because it’s all these peanuts, you know,
that came from the garden.

In terms of the value of getting children involved, she explained, ‘So, and that’s our
goal. We’re trying to teach them, you know, how to work together. And even how to
count money and know what gardening is about and know how to participate with
each other.’ Another community garden founder, Brenda, age 62, had expressed
frustration about getting more young people engaged in activities like gardening:
‘We have to get these kids involved in a whole lot of stuff, but they’re not’, she
said. She and other participants lamented that young people today spent less
time outdoors and that neighbourhoods were not the same friendly and social
places that they remembered from when they were young.

Gardening also fits into a pattern of seniors engaging in formal and informal
care activities. In addition to grandchildren, our participants were often caring
for people of the same age or older than themselves. For example, Brenda had
founded a garden in her high-rise senior residence. She explained that upon har-
vesting the vegetables, ‘I wash it, and go ahead and distribute it to the seniors.
I try to get someone different each time.’ After gardening in raised beds behind
the building for three years, she had not been successful in involving many of
the residents. Although Seibel had learned of her garden from a participant
whose brother was a resident, Brenda said that residents often had no idea that
there was a garden snuggled next to the back of the building. Still she clearly
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loved her garden and felt that the ‘seniors’ were very happy and grateful to receive
the vegetables. Velma, whose garden was located in a park near a senior centre, also
shared vegetables with its seniors, remarking that they seemed uninterested in get-
ting involved. These women sought to extend the benefits of gardening to those
that were older or less able or engaged than themselves. The implicit message of
such efforts was that the benefits of gardening should have broader reach to the sur-
rounding community that, ideally, would be more actively involved.

These examples show how gardening creates or sustains forms of care relations
across different generational and age groups. In two community gardens with for-
malised training and volunteer programmes, research participants engaged with a
shifting cast of adult volunteers of varied ages: one woman as a trainee, one man
as a former trainee turned teacher. In backyard gardens, adult children did some-
times garden themselves or help their parents with physically challenging tasks.
We observed engagement across different generations, but the relationship between
seniors and their grandchildren or youth generally were conceived of by our
participants as bound up in ideas about the future.

Through our contact with community gardens and associations, we learned that
for some older African Americans in Detroit, contemporary experiences of garden-
ing and racial inequality in land access in Detroit reminded them of sharecropping
in the South and its political-economic configurations. The state and other actors
have increasingly relied upon the unremunerated labour of individuals and associa-
tions, such as neighbourhood block clubs, to maintain appearances in the city and
fill the gaps left by disinvestment. Lawn care, often performed by men, is an
important aspect of this latter issue, which, although present in our data, we do
not address here. However, that our selection of the most compelling examples
in this article are all female should not be taken to signify men were not also
engaging in care relations and connecting to loved ones through their gardening
activities. Ties to deceased loved ones, grandchildren, and current or former neigh-
bours are all important to the meaning of urban gardening for our participants as
they create different ways of connecting the past to future.

Conclusion: rethinking the sociality of gardening and wellbeing in later life
In all these cases, gardening serves as a vital practice that contributes to the well-
being of older Detroiters. As Rejoice, Phyllis, Velma, Mabel and June all cared
for their plants, they also cared for their deceased loved ones. Through gardening,
these familial and relational histories became part of the present-day practices that
shape personhood. The relations are embedded in the plants and the practices, such
as exchanging cuttings and knowledge with neighbours. By making the effort to
share the bounty of her garden with other seniors nearby, Velma was also caring
for peers and elders. These intergenerational and within-generational relations
shape the gardeners’ personhood, especially as it is rooted in a network of social
relations. For these older adults, gardening is inseparable from these social relations
at many scales. Ethnographic approaches proved valuable in revealing such social
and temporal dimensions of gardening, which would have been unlikely to emerge
from explicit questions. Instead, conversational interviews and garden tours
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enabled open-ended dialogue through which emerged unexpected findings about
plant–people relations that were initially surprising.

As a topic, practices of gardening and their analysis provide perspective into the
transformations of personhood connected to the multiple scales of its social dimen-
sions. Memories of individual loved ones and personal and familial histories were
brought into the present through cultivation practices. Significantly, these remem-
brances are emplaced, such that practices in contemporary Detroit recall histories of
the city, its neighbourhoods, and other places where participants and their kin have
lived. Contemporary gardening practices among older African Americans in
Detroit demonstrate that ‘relations with and through place are not only personal –
they are powerfully social’ (Degnen, 2015: 1648). Indeed, these stories and the places
of gardening further connect with larger transformations in the city: from the yards of
participants that were the first black home-owners in their neighbourhood, to the
open lots created by demolished homes lost during the 2008 economic crisis.
Including these stories is important because ‘[t]he whiteness public discourse of
Detroit’s urban process excludes the majority of the city, as well as the allies and work-
ing class people who have for decades been working toward revitalization in the pol-
itics of everyday life’ (Stovall and Hill, 2016: 122). As private and government
programmes use gardening as a means of transforming Detroit, attending to the activ-
ities and experiences of these older adults is important for countering anti-black dis-
courses of ‘revitalisation’ and erasure of the past that are hallmarks of gentrification.

The signs of gardening’s social relations are not often marked in ways that are
legible or apparent for newcomers or people outside those relations. The commu-
nity gardens and other signs of our participants’ care for the development and edu-
cation of the city’s youth were sometimes modest in appearance: a few raised beds
or some rows of crops planted in a park. Backyard gardens are seen by family,
friends and neighbours, while houseplants are likely seen by an even smaller set
of relations. Furthermore, the regular need for cultivation that makes these practices
rich can also mean that that they are vulnerable to neglect. The open lots once
occupied by homes and businesses but now demolished hint at both the erasure
of the city’s past and personal histories, as well as the potential for future activity.
Although the gardening practices of our participants were visible to immediate
neighbours and community members, they remain excluded from narratives told
about the city. Our findings illustrate the value of long-term residents’ skills and
perspectives, countering the depiction of Detroit as a ‘blank slate’ by emphasising
continuity and connection to the past. Future research that centres on gardening
practices of Detroiters across the lifecourse could help to reduce the invisibility cre-
ated by ahistorical approaches to urban revitalisation.7

In this light, wellbeing becomes a concept with the potential to illuminate and
raise new questions about multiple scales of sociality in later life. For instance,
intergenerational relations tended to feature interactions (or memories or aspira-
tions thereof) between older adults and grandchildren, rather than adult children
or other kin. This focus on grandchildren in particular, and children in general,
raises questions about the varied ways that kin relations come to matter to older
adults’ wellbeing. How might the prominence of grandchildren in older adults’
experiences and imaginaries of gardening relate to other aspects of everyday life?
How are these intergenerational relations gendered, and how might they relate to

Ageing & Society 2629

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813


other forms of gendered sociality? In historical political-economic context, older
African Americans’ experiences of gardening are connected to legacies of labour
migration, segregation, and displacement and erasure through so-called ‘urban
renewal’ projects, as well as histories of foodways, farming, and family knowledge
and heritage. These ambivalent pasts raise questions about how to understand well-
being in later life among older adults with complex life histories, and suggest the
value of maintaining intersectional perspectives that address the simultaneous
and multiple forms of difference (Torres, 2015). How do historical complexities
become evident in practices that promote wellbeing? How might different practices
themselves offer different potential for wellbeing in later life?8 Gardening as a prac-
tice and topic of research provides an opportunity for acknowledging these com-
plexities and histories, thus yielding further insights into how wellbeing emerges
under environments and lifecourses marked by transformation.

Notes
1 An intersectional approach to later life means taking understandings of age and ageing as inseparable
from other experiences and categories of personhood, such as race, ethnicity and gender (Crenshaw
1989; for a discussion of implications of intersectional approaches for gerontology, see Torres, 2015).
Although beyond the scope of this article, considering how discussions of multi-scalar elements of person-
hood could integrate with discussions of intersectionality would be a worthwhile theoretical endeavour.
2 See Boyes (2012) for a study of how other forms of engagement with nature – outdoor activity – can be
considered a form of successful ageing.
3 Potted plants in apartments or backyard gardens might not be immediately recognised as ‘urban garden-
ing’; thus, including and analysing these practices challenges an implicit public–private divide and increases
the visibility of older adults in urban politics.
4 The Healthier Black Elders Center (HBEC) is part of the Community Liaison Core of the National
Institutes of Health-funded Michigan Center for Urban African American Aging Research
(MCUAAAR) at Wayne State University and the University of Michigan. HBEC works ‘to reduce differ-
ences in the health status of elderly minorities by focusing research on health promotion, disease and dis-
ability prevention activities, thereby allowing African American seniors and their families to have better
health now and in the future’ (https://mcuaaar.wayne.edu/healthier).
5 Because the city of Detroit has multiple forms of connections to the surrounding towns that constitute
the metro area, and because over the course of a lifetime people are mobile across municipal boundaries, we
included people from the metro area as well as the city of Detroit itself.
6 All names are pseudonyms.
7 In particular, action-oriented research could contribute to creating visible signs of this history through
materials such as plaques, art projects or documentation.
8 The idea that different gardening practices have different potential for wellbeing draws on anthropologist
Webb Keane’s (2014: 5–7) discussion of affordances, or the multiple kinds of engagement offered – but not
determined – by any aspect of human experience. A classic example would be that ‘a chair invites us to sit
down’ (Mead, as cited in Keane 2014: 6), but does not require us to – and that the potential for sitting is
also shaped by multiple contextual aspects of the situation, such as the relative height of the chair to the
person (e.g. child or adult), and expectations about social norms of any given situation. In the case of gar-
dening among older African Americans, it is worth exploring how aspects of the phenomenon such as cer-
tain plants (e.g. flowers versus vegetables), types of gardens (e.g. church gardens versus backyard gardens) or
histories of gardening (e.g. continuing a long-term passion versus learning a new hobby) offer varying
potential for wellbeing.

Acknowledgements. We are grateful to all the institutions mentioned in the ‘Financial support’ section,
and especially to our faculty and staff colleagues at the Michigan Center for Urban African American Aging
Research, whose collective inter-disciplinary wisdom, generosity of spirit and encouragement were central
to this project. We are especially grateful for the opportunity to work with and learn from Mark Luborsky,

2630 JC Robbins and KA Seibel

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://mcuaaar.wayne.edu/healthier
https://mcuaaar.wayne.edu/healthier
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813


who provided essential guidance, insights, support and mentorship in the formulation and shaping of this
project. We thank Kami Pothukuchi for mentorship on the social context and history of gardening in
Detroit. We would also like to thank the staff and volunteers at the Healthier Black Elders Center, the
Center for Urban Responses to Environmental Stressors, and the Institute of Gerontology at Wayne
State University for supporting our recruitment efforts. Members of the Care and the Lifecourse writing
group (Elana Buch, Laura Heinemann, Julia Kowalski, Aaron Seaman and Kristin Yarris) and Amy
Benson Brown offered helpful feedback on earlier drafts of this article. We also thank the Wayne State
University student volunteers who helped with initial background research and relationship-building.
None of these organisations or individuals is responsible for the views expressed herein. Finally, we
would like to sincerely thank the anonymous research participants and organisations who made this
research possible by sharing their gardens with us.

Author contributions. JCR proposed the initial idea for the study and its design, and secured funding for
the project. Both authors participated in data collection and analysis, and collaborated on the preparation of
the manuscript. Both authors agreed to its submission.

Financial support. This study was supported by the National Institutes of Health (grant number P30
AG015281); and the Michigan Center for Urban African American Aging Research. Research and writing
support was also provided by the Office for the Vice President of Research, the Institute of Gerontology and
the Department of Anthropology at Wayne State University.

Conflict of interest. The authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Ethical standards. This study received ethical approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB B3) at
Wayne State University, Detroit, Michigan, USA (IRB #074016B3E; Protocol #1607015114).

References
Archambault JS (2016) Taking love seriously in human–plant relations in Mozambique: toward an anthro-

pology of affective encounters. Cultural Anthropology 31, 244–271.
Armstrong D (2000) A survey of community gardens in upstate New York: implications for health pro-

motion and community development. Health & Place 6, 319–327.
Ashton-Shaeffer C and Constant A (2006) Why do older adults garden? Activities, Adaptation & Aging

30, 1–18.
Austin EN, Johnston YAM and Morgan LL (2006) Community gardening in a senior center: a therapeutic

intervention to improve the health of older adults. Therapeutic Recreation Journal 40, 48–56.
Berman MG, Jonides J and Kaplan S (2008) The cognitive benefits of interacting with nature.

Psychological Science 19, 1207–1212.
Bhatti M (2006) ‘When I’m in the garden I can create my own paradise’: homes and gardens in later life.

Sociological Review 54, 318–341.
Borneman J (1997) Caring and being cared for: displacing marriage, kinship, gender and sexuality.

International Social Science Journal 49, 573–584.
Boyes M (2012) Outdoor adventure and successful ageing. Ageing & Society 33, 644–665.
Briggs CL (1986) Learning How to Ask: A Sociolinguistic Appraisal of the Role of the Interview in Social

Science Research. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Buch ED (2015) Anthropology of aging and care. Annual Review of Anthropology 44, 277–293.
Buch ED (2018) Inequalities of Aging: Paradoxes of Independence in American Home Care. New York, NY:

New York University Press. Available at http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wayne/detail.action?
docID=5092055.

Buse C and Twigg J (2016) Materialising memories: exploring the stories of people with dementia through
dress. Ageing & Society 36, 1115–1135.

Carmody D (2018) A Growing City: Detroit’s Rich Tradition of Urban Gardens Plays an Important Role in
the City’s Resurgence. Available at https://urbanland.uli.org/industry-sectors/public-spaces/growing-city-
detroits-rich-tradition-urban-gardens-plays-important-role-citys-resurgence/.

Carsten J (1995) The substance of kinship and the heat of the hearth: feeding, personhood, and relatedness
among Malays in Pulau Langkawi. American Ethnologist 22, 223–241.

Ageing & Society 2631

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wayne/detail.action?docID=5092055
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wayne/detail.action?docID=5092055
http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wayne/detail.action?docID=5092055
https://urbanland.uli.org/industry-sectors/public-spaces/growing-city-detroits-rich-tradition-urban-gardens-plays-important-role-citys-resurgence/
https://urbanland.uli.org/industry-sectors/public-spaces/growing-city-detroits-rich-tradition-urban-gardens-plays-important-role-citys-resurgence/
https://urbanland.uli.org/industry-sectors/public-spaces/growing-city-detroits-rich-tradition-urban-gardens-plays-important-role-citys-resurgence/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813


Carsten J (ed.) (2000) Cultures of Relatedness: New Approaches to the Study of Kinship. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Carsten J (ed.) (2007) Ghosts of Memory: Essays on Remembrance and Relatedness. Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishing.

Cohen L (1998) No Aging in India: Alzheimer’s, the Bad Family, and Other Modern Things. Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press.

Cole J and Durham DL (eds) (2007) Generations and Globalization: Youth, Age, and Family in the New
World Economy, Vol. 3. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Crenshaw KW (1989) Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: a black feminist critique of anti-
discrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum 139,
139–167.

Degnen C (2009) On vegetable love: gardening, plants, and people in the north of England. Journal of the
Royal Anthropological Institute 15, 151–167.

Degnen C (2015) Socialising place attachment: place, social memory and embodied affordances. Ageing &
Society 36, 1645–1667.

Emerson RM, Fretz RI and Shaw LL (1995) Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press.

Fischer EF (2014) The Good Life: Aspiration, Dignity, and the Anthropology of Wellbeing. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press.

Franklin S and McKinnon S (2001) Relative values: reconfiguring kinship studies. In Franklin S and
McKinnon S (eds), Relative Values: Reconfiguring Kinship Studies. Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, pp. 1–25.

Freeman C, Dickinson KJM, Porter S and van Heezik Y (2012) ‘My garden is an expression of me’:
exploring householders’ relationships with their gardens. Journal of Environmental Psychology 32,
135–143.

Hazan H (1987) Holding time still with cups of tea. In Douglas M (ed.), Constructive Drinking: Perspectives
on Drink from Anthropology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 205–219.

Heliker D, Chadwick A and O’Connell T (2001) The meaning of gardening and the effects on perceived well
being of a gardening project on diverse populations of elders. Activities, Adaptation & Aging 24, 35–56.

Hockey J, Penhale B and Sibley D (2002) Landscapes of loss: spaces of memory, times of bereavement.
Ageing & Society 21, 739–757.

Infantino M (2004) Gardening: a strategy for health promotion in older women. Journal of the New York
State Nurses Association 35, 10–17.

Johnston BR, Colson E, Falk D, St John G, Bodley JH, McCay BJ, Wali A, Nordstrom C and
Slyomovics S (2012) On happiness. American Anthropologist 114, 6–18.

Kaufman SR (1986) The Ageless Self: Sources of Meaning in Late Life. Madison, WI: University of
Wisconsin Press.

Keane W (2014) Affordances and reflexivity in ethical life: an ethnographic stance. Anthropological Theory
14, 3–26.

Kvale S and Brinkmann S (2015) InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing. Los
Angeles, CA: Sage.

Lamb S (2014) Permanent personhood or meaningful decline? Toward a critical anthropology of successful
aging. Journal of Aging Studies 29, 41–52.

Lawson LJ (2005) City Bountiful: A Century of Community Gardening in America. Berkeley, CA: University
of California Press.

Lee Y and Kim S (2008) Effects of indoor gardening on sleep, agitation, and cognition in dementia patients –
a pilot study. International Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry 23, 485–489.

Luborsky MR (1994a) The cultural adversity of physical disability: erosion of full adult personhood.
Journal of Aging Studies 8, 239–253.

Luborsky MR (1994b) The retirement process: making the person and cultural meanings malleable.
Medical Anthropology Quarterly 8, 411–429.

Mathews G and Izquierdo C (eds) (2009) Pursuits of Happiness: Well-being in Anthropological Perspective.
New York, NY: Berghahn Books.

2632 JC Robbins and KA Seibel

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813


McKinnon S and Cannell F (2013) The difference kinship makes. In McKinnon S and Cannell F (eds),
Vital Relations: Modernity and the Persistent Life of Kinship. Santa Fe, NM: School for Advanced
Research Press, pp. 3–38.

Milligan C, Gatrell A and Bingley A (2004) ‘Cultivating health’: therapeutic landscapes and older people
in northern England. Social Science & Medicine 58, 1781–1793.

Morgan G, Rocha C and Poynting S (2005) Grafting cultures: longing and belonging in immigrants’ gar-
dens and backyards in Fairfield. Journal of Intercultural Studies 26, 93–105.

Nicklett EJ, Anderson LA and Yen IH (2016) Gardening activities and physical health among older adults:
a review of the evidence. Journal of Applied Gerontology 35, 678–690.

Park S-A, Shoemaker CA and Haub MD (2009) Physical and psychological health conditions of older
adults classified as gardeners or nongardeners. HortScience 44, 206–210.

Pitt H (2014) Therapeutic experiences of community gardens: putting flow in its place. Health & Place 27,
84–91.

Pothukuchi K (2015) Five decades of community food planning in Detroit: city and grassroots, growth and
equity. Journal of Planning Education and Research 35, 419–434.

Poulsen MN, Hulland KRS, Gulas CA, Pham H, Dalglish SL, Wilkinson RK and Winch PJ (2014)
Growing an urban oasis: a qualitative study of the perceived benefits of community gardening in
Baltimore, Maryland. Culture, Agriculture, Food and Environment 36, 69–82.

Relf PD (1982) Consumer horticulture: a psychological perspective. HortScience 17, 317–319.
Robbins-Ruszkowski JC (2013) Challenging marginalization at the universities of the third age in Poland.

Anthropology & Aging 34, 157–169.
Robbins-Ruszkowski J (2017) Responsibilities of the third age and the intimate politics of sociality in

Poland. In Trnka S and Trundle C (eds), Competing Responsibilities: The Ethics and Politics of
Contemporary Life. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, pp. 193–212.

Robson JJP and Troutman-Jordan ML (2015) Back to basics: health and wellness benefits of gardening in
older adults. Activities, Adaptation & Aging 39, 291–306.

Scharlach AE and Lehning AJ (2013) Ageing-friendly communities and social inclusion in the United
States of America. Ageing & Society 33, 110–136.

Scott TL, Masser BM and Pachana NA (2015) Exploring the health and wellbeing benefits of gardening
for older adults. Ageing & Society 35, 2176–2200.

Sommerfeld AJ, McFarland AL, Waliczek TM and Zajicek JM (2010) Growing minds: evaluating the
relationship between gardening and fruit and vegetable consumption in older adults. HortTechnology
20, 711–717.

Stovall M and Hill AB (2016) Blackness in post-bankruptcy Detroit: racial politics and public discourse.
North American Dialogue 19, 117–127.

Sugrue TJ (2005) The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar Detroit, Revised Edn.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Thomas W (1995) The Eden Alternative: Nature, Hope, and Nursing Homes. Sherburne, NY: Eden
Alternative Foundation.

Torres S (2015) Expanding the gerontological imagination on ethnicity: conceptual and theoretical per-
spectives. Ageing & Society 35, 935–960.

Treskon M, Pendall R, Schilling J, Hedman C and Gastner J (2017) Southeast Michigan Housing Futures:
A Converging Story for the Detroit Metropolitan Area (Research report). Washington, DC: Urban
Institute. Available at https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/92251/detroit_housing_
futures_-_a_converging_story_for_southeast_michigan_finalized_0.pdf.

US Census Bureau (2018a) Annual Estimates of the Resident Population: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2017
(Population Estimates). Washington, DC: US Census Bureau, Population Division. Available at https://
factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk.

US Census Bureau (2018b) Poverty in the Past 12 Months, 2017 American Community Survey 1-Year
Estimates. Washington, DC: US Census Bureau. Available at https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/
tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_1YR_S1701&prodType=table.

van den Berg AE, van Winsum-Westra M, de Vries S and van Dillen SM (2010) Allotment gardening
and health: a comparative survey among allotment gardeners and their neighbors without an allotment.
Environmental Health 9, 74.

van Gennep A (1960) The Rites of Passage. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Ageing & Society 2633

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/92251/detroit_housing_futures_-_a_converging_story_for_southeast_michigan_finalized_0.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/92251/detroit_housing_futures_-_a_converging_story_for_southeast_michigan_finalized_0.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/92251/detroit_housing_futures_-_a_converging_story_for_southeast_michigan_finalized_0.pdf
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?src=bkmk
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_1YR_S1701&prodType=table
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_1YR_S1701&prodType=table
https://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_17_1YR_S1701&prodType=table
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813


Wang D and Glicksman A (2013) ‘Being grounded’: benefits of gardening for older adults in low-income
housing. Journal of Housing for the Elderly 27, 89–104.

Wang D and MacMillan T (2013) The benefits of gardening for older adults: a systematic review of the
literature. Activities, Adaptation & Aging 37, 153–181.

White MM (2011a) D-Town Farm: African American resistance to food insecurity and the transformation
of Detroit. Environmental Practice 13, 406–417.

White MM (2011b) Sisters of the soil: urban gardening as resistance in Detroit. Race/Ethnicity:
Multidisciplinary Global Contexts 5, 13–28.

Cite this article: Robbins JC, Seibel KA (2020). Temporal aspects of wellbeing in later life: gardening
among older African Americans in Detroit. Ageing & Society 40, 2614–2634. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0144686X19000813

2634 JC Robbins and KA Seibel

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X19000813

	Temporal aspects of wellbeing in later life: gardening among older African Americans in Detroit
	Introduction: cultivating life in a revitalising city
	Creating wellbeing through gardening
	Methods
	&lsquo;My &ldquo;Miss Sarah&rdquo; plant&rsquo;: maintaining connections to loved ones
	&lsquo;They get excited when you pull up a carrot&rsquo;: creating connections to youth and the future
	Conclusion: rethinking the sociality of gardening and wellbeing in later life
	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	References


