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Abstract
Analyses of household urban agriculture have demonstrated a wealth of personal, economic, social, moral or political uses for 
self-provisioned food, yet have often understood the practice itself as merely a production process. This ‘means-to-an-end’ 
perspective is especially pronounced in studies of locations undergoing economic hardship. Urban gardening in postsocialist 
Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union has been framed as an element of an informal economy, enabling 
household savings, access to informal networks and avoidance of industrial goods deemed ethically dubious. In this article, 
I present evidence from participant observation and interviews with urban gardeners conducted in 2014–2015 in Ljubljana, 
Slovenia, where urban agriculture proliferated during the European debt crisis that began in 2009. I interpret the material 
through an ecological perspective that focuses on labour in nature and highlights the interconnected, situated role of the 
gardener. My analysis of gardening styles, behaviours, attitudes and life-narratives of long-term urban growers challenges the 
utilitarian interpretation by arguing that urban agriculture in Ljubljana is in fact a means in itself—not an informal economy, 
but a narrative practice. While undertaken to ameliorate the effects of economic hardship, household urban agriculture first 
and foremost promotes individual wellbeing and restores a stable sense of self. I outline a series of self-making benefits of 
working with cultivated, edible nature that helped gardeners reconstruct their biographies after their previously established 
self-making processes collapsed in the economic downturn.
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Introduction

To approach urban agriculture in the social sciences is often 
to appraise its potential to remedy economic and social ails. 
Researchers ask, what can urban agriculture do? The bar is 
set high—can it ameliorate a broken food system to distrib-
ute sufficient and adequate nourishment in a sustainable way 
(Dwiartama and Piatti 2015)? Build a resilient food sup-
ply system able to withstand extreme weather and volatile 
market movements (Altieri et al. 1999)? Can it revitalise 
urban communities by greening neighbourhoods; inspire 
reflections on social justice and political change with par-
ticipatory democracy (Lyson 2012; Poulsen 2017); improve 
the situation of people in correctional, educational or health 
institutions (see Pudup 2008)? The potential benefits of 
urban agriculture are summoned at times when economies 
or societies crumble.

In places where vegetable cultivation is already an inte-
gral part of the urban backdrop, researchers approach it 
from the opposite side. They ask, what is urban agriculture 
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a symptom of? Which social conditions compel citizens to 
practise it? Urban and peri-urban agriculture is widespread 
in Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union 
(CEE and FSU) and can have a significant effect on the 
national economies. For example, 90 percent of the potato 
crop in Russia is purportedly grown on household plots (Ries 
2009). Urban gardens in the former socialist member-states 
of the European Union (EU) produce up to ten times the 
amounts produced by their Western EU counterparts (Alber 
and Kohler 2008). Political leaders in CEE, who attempted 
to graft capitalist markets onto the state-planned terrain after 
the collapse of socialism, promised an affluent and lively 
consumer culture. Despite this, household self-provisioning 
practices failed to disappear. Observers of the postsocialist 
economic crises emerging across the region have interpreted 
this persistence mainly through the frame of the informal 
economy—seeing it as motivated by a desire to decrease 
household dependency on the market, either because the 
market had not been working well (Bridger and Pine 1998) 
or because it had been working in a way deemed morally 
unacceptable (Gudeman and Hann 2015).

In both approaches to urban agriculture, the practice is a 
means to an end—a black box accepting an input of labour 
and returning a nourishing good that can then serve per-
sonal, social, moral or political ends. The process of food 
cultivation itself is not usually the focus of analysis. The 
premise that the food product unlocks the benefits of urban 
agriculture is challenged even less in times of economic 
disruption, since the experience of economic hardship goes 
hand in hand with efforts to reduce food expenditure, expand 
market reach or gain access to mutual aid networks via non-
monetary exchange.

In this article, I will argue that insufficient attention has 
been given to the practice of food cultivation as a means in 
itself and to the benefits of urban agriculture that go beyond 
the utility of the produce. I will propose that an examination 
of urban agricultural work is key to unlocking the benefits of 
urban agriculture, especially during economic crises, when 
coping with the consequences of hardship may be even more 
important than agriculture’s ability to offer sustenance or 
goods of informal exchange.

The consequences of a grave and long-lasting economic 
crisis—loss of steady, secure income from full-time employ-
ment, for example—go beyond scarcity, lack of economic 
security or of a social safety net. Under the heading of ‘pre-
carity’, anthropologists have begun to collect the devastating 
psychological consequences that may come with the experi-
ence of uncertainty about what is to come, with increased 
dependence on others for survival and with the collapse of 
daily routines. These experiences can lead to a loss of one’s 
routine temporal structure, and to a sense of purposelessness 
and ineffectualness. Precarity collapses the self by unmoor-
ing one from a shared passing of time, shatters a sense of 

biographic continuity and takes away personal worth and 
intelligibility of one’s actions and behaviours (Khosravi 
2017).

I will argue that interacting with an urban garden offers a 
unique way of coping with precarity. My argument rests on 
the experiences of long-term urban gardeners and on how 
they surmount two entry barriers to the activity of garden-
ing. The first barrier is the high time-investment needed to 
keep a vegetable garden and implies that time availability, 
more than one’s prior horticultural experience, equipment or 
income level, determines, in the first instance, whether one 
will likely adopt the practice long-term. The second barrier 
is the gardener’s lack of complete control over the outcomes 
of vegetable cultivation. I adopt a perspective that sees the 
experience of gardening as one of participating in an assem-
blage. In an assemblage—a ‘loosely imagined grouping’ 
(Gan and Tsing 2018)—humans, plants and other organisms 
cooperate and coordinate the garden matter in ways that are 
never entirely predictable. This second step helps me answer 
the question of why those with few external demands on 
their time should choose to invest it in the horticultural prac-
tice. It then allows me to link the gardener’s partial control 
of the garden with the practice of biographical narration.

In the countryside, limited control over the food pro-
duction process forces farmers to organise their activity 
around managing the intrinsic uncertainty of agriculture—
by accepting risks, working with constraints, learning from 
signs and respecting what lies beyond their control. Being 
attentive to change, adapting after a bad season and using 
one’s labour strategically are key to survival on the farm 
(Berger 1979; Gudeman and Rivera 1990). Cultural phenom-
ena at the heart of what makes us human—values, beliefs, 
gender and kinship roles, calendars, systems of honour and 
ideas about the body—help us to cope and overcome uncer-
tainty (see Bourdieu 2000; Caldwell 2011; Mroczkowska 
2019). In the city, the necessity of developing agricultural 
skills is less essential for the household’s subsistence, but 
it is as likely a source of meaning. I propose that, in the 
absence of employment, affluence or a structured everyday 
schedule, managing the uncertainty of agricultural practice 
during an economic crisis imbues the grower with the ability 
to translate their work into an activity with social and moral 
value and, consequently, to mend their self-narrative.

Previous analyses have tended to overlook these two com-
ponents of urban vegetable cultivation—high time-invest-
ment and the gardener’s lack of complete control—but their 
acknowledgment is crucial to understanding the increased 
motivations for tending a vegetable plot in times of crisis.

To support my proposed approach, I will present ethno-
graphic evidence collected by working alongside urban agri-
culturalists in Ljubljana, Slovenia at the tail of the European 
debt crisis, between 2014 and 2015. While vegetable cultiva-
tion on private, dislocated plots has been a characteristic of 
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the Slovenian capital city since the post-WWII urbanisation, 
the popularity of urban gardening sharply increased in the 
wake of the global recession that started in 2009. This arti-
cle asks: What were the motivations driving this increase? 
Taking into account the tenuous relationship between the 
gardener and the garden ecology, I will first select a sub-
set of gardeners who have overcome the hurdles of time 
availability and uncertainty. I will show that the urbanites 
who overcome these hurdles are those whose biographic 
impasses have prompted them to seek outlets for spending 
their time meaningfully; they tend, too, to be unemployed or 
retired. I argue that the more likely collapse of life-narratives 
in times of social disruption accounts for the increases in the 
urban gardening practice. In the second part, I will outline 
five benefits of urban gardening connected to its ability to 
re-structure self-narratives in a time of precarity, on the basis 
of observing and working with long-term gardeners.

The article contributes to the emerging body of knowl-
edge exploring care and companionship in human-plant 
relationships (see Degnen 2009; Archambault 2016; Gan 
and Tsing 2018), by illustrating how cultivating vegetables 
can reconstruct the self when previously established ways 
of selfhood construction collapse in economic and political 
downturns. The article contributes to the discussions about 
the health and wellbeing of gardening, by proposing that 
the benefits for health lie with the work of gardening and its 
symbolic social meaning, rather than with an external factor 
such as produce, socialising or exercise.

The article is structured in the following way. The next 
section reviews the approaches to urban agriculture that 
investigate the motivation behind the activity, and proposes 
an alternative, rooted in the evidence I collected for this 
study. The Background and methods section sketches out 
the geographical and political landscape of this study and 
outlines the methods used in my research. The results and 
discussion span two sections. Why some gardening projects 
fail and others flourish uses data from semi-structured inter-
views and desk-research methods to explore biographic pat-
terns of long-term urban gardeners. Self-making on the plot 
examines the gardening style and behaviour of long-term 
plot-holders and uses material collected from participant 
observation, semi- and unstructured interviews and autoeth-
nography to describe five proposed benefits of urban gar-
dening. The conclusion addresses the implications of the 
argument for research and policy.

A narrative approach to motives for urban 
agriculture

The studies of urban agriculture in postsocialist CEE and 
FSU tend to explain its dynamic through participants’ 
economic motivation. This seems partly a consequence of 

what the studies are arguing against. International policy 
has often framed postsocialist urban agriculture as a symp-
tom of underdevelopment and of a “strong preference for 
owning the land” (OECD 2001, p. 24). To counter this per-
spective, research on self-provisioning in CEE and FSU has 
taken one of two directions. Some saw it as a response to a 
demand-side problem—a moral refusal of what capitalism 
had to offer (Pine 2002; Dunn 2008; Jung 2014). Others 
described it as a reaction to disruptions of supply—as an 
informal economy erected on the foundations of the dis-
astrous economic effects of socialist dismantling (Bridger 
and Pine 1998). Researchers challenged claims that urban 
agriculture offered survival to those too poor to participate 
in postsocialist economies. They showed that those who 
grew food continued to rely on market produce, while those 
at the very bottom of the economic scale possessed neither 
skills, tools, nor time to produce sustenance themselves 
(Clarke et al. 2000). Instead, vegetables from urban plots 
were understood as pathways to boosting meagre incomes 
(Round et al. 2010); accessing community mutual aid (Cze-
gledy 2002); or restoring one’s sense of dignity and prepar-
edness (Hervouet 2003; Zavisca 2003; Ries 2009).

With its insistence on the social circumstances that 
inspired people to seek the garden plot, the informal-econ-
omy approach emphasised the social inequalities propel-
ling postsocialist households to produce food within the 
household. Their argument that the strong presence of 
urban agriculture in CEE and FSU was caused by the socio-
economic circumstance of postsocialism was reinforced by 
the evidence of a far smaller extent of the practice in more 
affluent Western Europe. Yet, as other research has shown, 
the informal-economy approach failed to consider alterna-
tive factors for increased horticultural productivity in the 
CEE and FSU region. Slower urbanisation and historic land 
tenure regimes in postsocialist countries may have retarded 
the growth of urban density and left a larger store of arable 
urban and suburban land (Stenning et al. 2011). In showing 
how larger yields and higher national economic impact of 
urban agriculture may be nurtured simply by there being 
more space available for urban cultivation, research by Sten-
ning et al. highlights the fact that urban agriculture is always 
and everywhere a historical phenomenon, evolving through 
interaction with the local environment and thriving when 
supported by its environmental, administrative, demographic 
and other relevant conditions.

Approaches that focused on the activity of gardening have 
been sparse and have ordinarily relinquished the insistence 
that social inequality played a decisive role in driving urban 
agriculture. Critics of the postsocialist utilitarian perspec-
tive demonstrated how local ideas about the self, body and 
wellbeing, unrelated to the economy, underpin city cultiva-
tion (see Caldwell 2011; Jehlička and Smith 2011). Their 
work built upon the studies of allotments in the UK, which 



304 P. Matijevic 

1 3

understood urban agriculture as a form of leisure, a goal 
in itself (see Thorpe 1975; Bhatti and Church 2001; Tilley 
2008). However, here the urban agricultural practice served 
only as a methodological window—onto constructions 
of national and individual identity and relationships with 
nature—making this strategy ineffectual for studying its 
social motivations.

A number of studies of the benefits of working in the gar-
den have focused on the correlation between interaction with 
the natural environment and improved physical and mental 
health. These studies have proposed that the positive effects 
of immersion originate in our physiological or psychologi-
cal predispositions (see Berman et al. 2008; Sacks 2019). A 
range of other disciplines, from biology to geography, has 
investigated the benefits of urban agriculture for the envi-
ronment and society and its political motivations (see Fer-
reira et al. 2018; McClintock et al. 2018; Nogeire-McRae 
et al. 2018; Wachsmuth and Angelo 2018).1 These works are 
reflected in the popular discourses that attribute the positive 
effects of gardening work to factors entirely external to the 
practice, such as fresh air or the opportunity to socialise on 
the plot.

To account for the unequal social circumstances that may 
prompt some to seek the embrace of urban gardening, while 
also stressing the practice itself as important, an alternative 
approach is needed. My proposed approach has two steps. 
The first requires a shift from treating an urban garden as an 
economy producing goods and benefits for social reproduc-
tion towards appreciating it as a ‘multi-species assemblage’ 
(Haraway 2008). An urban garden is an ecology, a swarm 
of life. As any farmland, it is an agglomeration of humans, 
non-human organisms, of matter and ideas. Unlike systems 
organised around a central idea that determines the rela-
tionships between its elements, assemblages are ‘unruly’; 
things in an assemblage ‘hold’ “without a unified purpose 
or design” (Gan and Tsing 2018, p. 102). Assemblage is a 
“mode of ordering heterogeneous entities so that they work 
together for a certain time” (Müller 2015, p. 28); a multi-
plicity of temporary productive relations rather than dura-
ble hierarchies. In assemblages, humans and non-humans 
may have different goals but align with each other through 
temporal coordination (seasonality and daily rhythms); 
attentiveness to one another; openness to chance encoun-
ters and events; and taking opportunities (Gan and Tsing 
2018). Although the multispecies ethnography scholarship 
often uses the garden as an example of the assemblage’s 
antithesis, as the product of human desire to master nature 
and impose order (see Gan and Tsing 2018, p. 131), I main-
tain that such control is an illusion. Garden plants may be 

enlisted for specific goals set up by human growers, but gar-
dening, like farming, is a relationship of cooperation, not 
complete authority.

The second step of my proposed approach is to recognise 
this participatory indeterminacy as the meaning-making ele-
ment of the practice and, thus, the basis for its value.

The world is an overwhelming stream of disjointed 
events unless adaptable ‘versions of reality’ order them 
into a coherent whole (Ochs and Capps 1996). The self is 
one such theory of reality; it is a best-fit model for subjec-
tive experience, giving meaning to life lived and guiding 
interpretations of future experience (Ochs and Capps 1996; 
Bruner 2003). The self is actualised “through the activity of 
narrating” (Ochs and Capps 1996, p. 29); the narrative self 
is “teleological, replete with desires, intentions, aspirations, 
endlessly in pursuit of goals” (Bruner 2003, p. 213)—like 
the plot of a novel. But the narratives require both a social 
foundation for their plot and a constructed past for continuity 
with events in the future. They thus acquire a ‘genre’ of life 
(Berlant 2011), i.e., a patterned way in which life unfolds 
in accord with the socially prevalent ‘structures of feeling’ 
(Williams 1977). The individual’s agentive power manifests 
itself in balancing these two sides. On the one hand, a self-
narrative must “create a conviction […] that one has a will of 
one’s own, a certain freedom of choice, a degree of possibil-
ity. However, it must also relate one to a world of others—to 
friends and family, to institutions, to the past, to reference 
groups” (Bruner 2003, p. 218).

Plot twists, or self-narrative ‘turning points’, that give 
character to the subject of a life story, are “efforts to indi-
vidualise a life” (Ochs and Capps 2001, p. 73). But certain 
life events can shatter our ability to sustain our theory of 
reality. Post-traumatic stress disorder follows an experience 
“too devastating to incorporate into one’s life story”; depres-
sion and anxiety may arise from ‘silencing’ embryonic vari-
ants of autobiography that stray from the dominant personal 
blueprint for life (Ochs and Capps 1996, p. 30). On the other 
hand, narratives cannot be constructed in the absence of 
social scaffolding. Without a space of safety and reflection 
from which to transform events into lessons learned or mem-
ories to cherish, the predominant feeling sensed by homeless 
urban residents is boredom—the absence of a meaningful 
narrative (Desjarlais 1997; O’Neill 2014).

The sense that our lives lead somewhere depends, there-
fore, on other people and on things beyond our control (But-
ler 2004; Hage 2009; Berlant 2011). Stable social templates 
help individuals to translate events into shared, meaning-
ful experience. Severe economic downturns, such as the 
2008 global recession, shatter the established templates for 
life—for example the personhood of a worker, structured by 
capital, state welfare, aspirations, ideas about gender and 
solidarity (see Muehlebach 2012)—and peel back the layers 
of security and predictability. Over the past decade, precarity 

1 I would like to thank one of my reviewers for making me aware of 
these works.
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has served scholars in the humanities as the main heading 
under which to collect evidence of human suffering caused 
by such uncertainty, from the immobility of being unable 
to predict what is to come (De Boeck 2015; Jansen 2015; 
Bryant 2016), to the consequences of needing to depend on 
unpredictable others in the wake of crumbled social secu-
rity (Muehlebach 2012; Millar 2014; Narotzky and Besnier 
2014).

Faced with social uncertainty, we may persist in our 
attempts to make lives meaningful, because an absence of 
meaning is difficult to bear. We may attempt to manufacture 
meaning in four main ways. One, while we may no longer 
reasonably expect that we will find a job, a partner, make a 
family or retire in good health, we may insist in our attach-
ment to them—sustain a ‘cruel optimism’ (Berlant 2011). 
Two, we may attempt to better control future events by con-
trolling our bodies and possessions, however psychologi-
cally and physiologically unsustainable. Eating disorders 
and compulsive hoarding are narrative activities—ways of 
overcoming powerlessness (Berlant 2011). Three, we may 
choose an alternative narrative structure in which to interpret 
life events. The rise of interest in astrology, spiritual prac-
tices or alternative healing, for example, has been long tied 
to a quest for certainty that could frame everyday experience 
(Adorno 2001). Four, we may create meaning extempora-
neously. We may choose to spend time or exert energy in 
exchange for a meaningful outcome.

In situations where the outcome is beyond our control, 
we may attempt to cope with the uncertainty by opting for 
‘practical intelligibility’ (Schatzki 2010; also see Bryant 
and Knight 2019). We may avoid certain choices because 
they threaten to render our past actions an unusable build-
ing block in our life-narrative and choose to do whatever 
promises us a more meaningful outcome, for the sake of 
minimising loss. Waiting in a slow queue at the supermarket 
because moving to another would mean that the time we 
already spent waiting would have been in vain; staying in 
an unfulfilling career because changing it would devalue our 
time heretofore invested. This sunk-costs form of reason-
ing engineers a meaning of our actions by using the invest-
ment of time and energy to acquire a vested interest that the 
outcome, whatever it may be, will be favourable for us in 
some way. Our actions must have served an end, we will 
tell ourselves.

I propose that long-term urban gardening is a practice 
of manufacturing meaning in the face of unmanageable 
social uncertainty, by combining several meaning-making 
techniques to alleviate it. The relatively structured nature 
of gardening, yet one never entirely under the gardener’s 
control, leaves space for chance occurrences and surprises 
yet allows the gardener to assert their agency by controlling 
what they can and allowing the rest to render the background 
of their biographic narrative.

This two-step approach allows me to answer an old ques-
tion of the motives for urban gardening in a new way. I will 
show how the practice appeals because it offers a structured 
template for work, sparks off collaboration, transforms 
the invested time and energy into a stake in the future and 
imbues the grower’s work with social and moral meaning. 
Together, these benefits help an individual to revise their 
autobiographical plot and to reposition its main character as 
an agent of their own fate.

Background and methods

A flourishing urban vegetable garden in Ljubljana (called 
vrtiček in Slovene, a diminutive for garden) will be between 
the size of a studio flat and a basketball court. It will often 
house a tool shed, shade for rest or a small plastic green-
house. It will be cultivated by a single household and, if 
dislocated from the household residence, it will lie within 
a short bicycle ride from it. It will grow lettuce (several 
kinds), chicory, potatoes, tomatoes, onions, beans, peas, rad-
ish, cucumber, courgette, strawberries, some flowers, per-
haps a fruit tree or a bush. It will need a number of things to 
produce food in abundance. Inputs such as land, soil, seeds 
and seedlings; sun and temperate climate; and water will 
need to be accessible. Land on the outskirts of Ljubljana 
is abundant due to a combination of factors. Geographical 
givens, historical land-tenure regimes, municipal policy and 
environmental conservation laws limit intensive farming and 
urban development. More than 200 plot garden sites (Jamnik 
et al. 2009, p. 65) are sprinkled around Ljubljana’s edges. 
Some of them occupy land with the explicit consent of the 
owner, others do not; some have running water and fertile 
soil; some thrive more than others.2 The gardens tended by 
the members of the Dobrava Gardening Association (DGA, 
a pseudonym), the oldest such organisation in Ljubljana, 
are particularly beautiful and bountiful. The organisation 
rents good-quality farmland on oddly shaped patches on the 
outskirts of the city and has its own water supply network 
that the members have installed in the past.

On a late autumn evening in 2014, I visited the DGA 
office to speak to its president and put my name on the wait-
ing list for a vegetable plot. I wished to understand the nature 
of the sudden increase in practices of self-provisioning in the 
fallout of the European debt crisis and hoped to get in touch 

2 The vrtički urban gardens, akin to the British allotments, are not the 
only type of vegetable gardens in Ljubljana. There are two inner-city, 
semi-professional vegetable farms with a long history (Jamnik et al. 
2009). Several communal garden initiatives have also been estab-
lished since 2010. These forms, however, represent a fraction of the 
urban gardening activity in Ljubljana and ordinarily do not host ama-
teur gardeners who tend the land for prolonged periods.
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with seasoned plot-holders who could share their experi-
ence with the popular and most visually exposed form of 
self-provisioning in Ljubljana. In cities with a population 
above ten thousand, 15 percent of households residing on 
housing estates reported growing some of their food them-
selves, according to a household survey conducted in 2012 
(SURS 2012). Since housing estates ordinarily do not have 
a space dedicated to vegetable gardening, this proportion 
stands for the share of households that cultivated a dislo-
cated vegetable plot. Media perspectives on the practice 
had been rapidly shifting. Gardening plot sites, a traditional 
backdrop to the city of Ljubljana, were often sneered at by 
local newspapers and national dailies in the 1990s and 2000s 
for their shabby appearance and informal use of urban space. 
Since the recession, urban plots began to be depicted as a 
clever source of food provisioning, both supplemental to 
the market—thrifty—and superior to it—providing healthy, 
wholesome, local food that money could not buy. The City 
of Ljubljana local authority started taking a more hands-on 
approach with plot garden sites occupying municipal land.3

According to the association’s application records from 
late 2015, which I reviewed with permission from the presi-
dent, the organisation corralled around 350 households from 
nearby housing estates in 2015, to cultivate plots on a hand-
ful of sites, with an average size of 110  m2. He has led the 
organisation since its formal establishment in 1985 but plot 
garden cultivation on the DGA territory began much earlier, 
with the post-WWII reconstruction efforts in the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. After a heavy-industry pro-
cessing plant was erected on pristine farmland outside the 
city, the vegetable patches began to line the surrounding area 
to provide temporary housing in the garden sheds for build-
ers and factory workers and to supply the factory kitchen 
with vegetable produce. With the growth of the city over 
the next decades, plot gardening got a leisurely feel and was 
sustained by the free time available to households during the 
socialist period. Factory shifts that started and finished early 
(from 6–7 a.m. to 2–3 p.m.) freed up the afternoons. The 
shift to a market economy following the collapse of social-
ism in 1991 has altered patterns of employment and leisure. 
Work shifts have moved to midmorning starts and became 
longer and less predictable. From its status as a worker’s 
leisure activity, plot gardening became the domain of those 
with more time on their hands.

New membership requests had usually come in a steady, 
gender-balanced trickle, according to the president, but, 
since 2010, the DGA had been noticing a surge in demand. 

The association’s application records showed that more than 
40 percent of their members had been given a plot after 
2010. Students and young families wanting to enjoy afford-
able organic produce represented a sizeable share of the 
office hours walk-ins but they tended to give it up as soon 
as peak season overwhelmed them with work. However, 
another group of people who joined the DGA in greater 
numbers ended tending their plots for longer periods: these 
were Ljubljanians who had lost their jobs or exited full-time 
employment. In the president’s view, the period of austerity 
measures during kriza (‘crisis’, referring to the fallout of 
either the European debt crisis or the global recession that 
caused it) had motivated households experiencing economic 
hardship to begin cultivating vegetables in the city.

Slovenia was badly hit by the 2009 European debt crisis. 
Its small and import-dependent domestic market, its over-
blown banking sector and its quick adoption of the euro cur-
rency in 2007, three years after joining the EU, contributed 
to a steep economic downturn: a decline of the economy by 
8%, one of the largest drops in the EU. Slovenia narrowly 
avoided a bailout by the infamous ‘European troika’ with 
cuts to public spending, including welfare provisions, and 
privatisation (Guardiancich 2013). Elevated levels of un- 
and underemployment (from 7% in 2008 to 13% in 2013), 
especially in low-skilled work; increased proportions of 
precarious and temporary employment; rise of poverty; 
increased out-migration; protests and political instability fol-
lowed (Zorc 2013; SURS 2014; Intihar 2017). Ljubljanians 
were forced to spend their leisure time making ends meet 
(Filipovič Hrast and Rakar 2015; Dragoš 2016).

I conducted ethnographic research of urban gardening 
in Ljubljana during the 14 months between summer 2014 
and autumn 2015. Along with the employment of a wide 
range of qualitative, quantitative and desk-research meth-
ods (Marcus 1995), an important characteristic of ethnog-
raphy is that its research data are rarely detachable from its 
interpretation. The recording of data through observation 
and conversation is inevitably coloured by the researcher’s 
subject position (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). To get a sense 
of my surroundings, I first surveyed Ljubljanian urban agri-
culture. I visited 13 sites where I conversed informally with 
57 urban growers or urban growing households, noting down 
their experiences, obstacles and challenges, documenting 
their stated reasons for having started the activity, length 
of tenancy, socio-economic position, occupation, age and 
household size. I clustered the visited gardening projects 
according to the duration of their tenancy. I then narrowed 
the scope and set out to determine which factors made a 
gardening endeavour more likely to succeed. I investigated 
a subset of gardeners whose gardens had been maintained 
for longer than three seasons and which gave a good return. 
I conducted 25 semi-structured interviews that asked my 
collocutors to narrate their life history (see Mintz 1979), 

3 The Ljubljanian municipal governance of the urban gardening prac-
tice is a fascinating and highly contested subject, deserving of publi-
cation in its own right. It falls outside the scope of this paper, which 
approaches gardening as a form of personal coping with precarity 
during economic and social crises.



307Searching for the plot: narrative self‑making and urban agriculture during the economic crisis…

1 3

reflecting on their upbringing, careers, families, economic 
position and household dynamic. I recorded and transcribed 
the interviews. I have analysed the transcripts for patterns, 
specifically mentions of ‘turning points’—the events leading 
to their decision to tend a garden plot—and to the style of 
describing their biographies since they started gardening. I 
also noted down any garden-site gossip about my collocu-
tors to get an indication of how their circumstances were 
perceived by their neighbour gardeners. I have compared 
the biographic patterns that emerged with examples from 
literature (e.g. Gudeman and Rivera 1990; DeLind 1999). 
My findings that refer to an alternative reading of the urban 
gardening practice are summarised in the following section.

To better understand the benefits of gardening practice, 
I rented a plot on one of the garden sites. I visited regularly 
and cultivated vegetable crops for the length of a gardening 
season. Learning from ten of my closest neighbours and put-
ting their lessons into practice allowed me to observe details 
of the gardening style of long-term gardeners that might oth-
erwise have gone unnoticed (the method of apprenticeship, 
see Wacquant 1998). I also acquired a sensory experience 
of gardening labour (the method of autoethnography, see 
Anderson 2006). I analysed my field notes describing my 
experiences, the accounts of my neighbours’ experiences 
and the noted observations about their gardening by looking 
at the material through the lens of motivation. This interpre-
tation contrasted with the gardening techniques that would 
prove sensible had their vegetable cultivation been an act 
of an informal economic production (e.g. improving yield). 
I grouped the themes that emerged into five clusters. The 
proposed five benefits of plot gardening are described in the 
Self-making on the plot section.

Why some gardening projects fail and others 
flourish

While surveying urban agriculture in Ljubljana, I asked the 
vegetable growers what their intended aims for gardening 
were. The most frequent response I recorded among those 
who had kept a garden five or more years was: “You save a 
bit of money, you grow some fresh vegetables, you get some 
fresh air and a bit of exercise… And you make some good 
company.” This recorded statement matched the ones cap-
tured by empirical surveys in Slovenia and elsewhere (Jam-
nik et al. 2009; Smith and Jehlička 2013). Yet when novice, 
aspirational vegetable growers took up urban agriculture to 
pursue these very goals—to lower household expenses, to 
produce good and healthy food, to spend time outdoors—
their projects frequently stumbled. Brigita, a mother of two 
teenage daughters, whom I helped in the garden and with 
whom I often chatted over coffee in her kitchen, began cul-
tivating a large vegetable plot after she became unemployed. 
Her aim was to save money and to grow fresh produce. She 

gave up the garden after a year, feeling unable to ignore 
the fleeting opportunities to make some cash with odd jobs, 
and thus finding herself short on time for gardening. Sim-
ilarly, young parents who eagerly dug their hoes into the 
early spring soil to grow organic vegetables for their chil-
dren forfeited their plots to weeds in high summer when the 
needs of the garden became too much to handle. The fate of 
a student-led community garden on the halls of residence 
campus was similarly precarious. The project was set up 
with the intention of cajoling students out of their isolated 
rooms and into meeting one another outdoors. Its instiga-
tors, with whom I worked, soon ended up burdened with the 
glut in need of distribution or processing and struggled to 
overcome petty resentments over the imbalance of invested 
gardening labour.

I found an analogous ethnographic example in a rare, can-
did rendition of a failure steering a community-supported 
agriculture (CSA) scheme from an academic researcher in 
Michigan, USA (DeLind 1999). For the founding mem-
bers—the author among them—the CSA was to be an act of 
social resistance: the farm was to be a commons, grounded 
in an appreciation of ecosystems, local community and 
sharing of responsibilities along the food supply chain. 
Yet once farming was underway, the researcher wrote, the 
CSA members began congregating into two camps. The 
CSA shareholders began behaving as consumers; they were 
reluctant to work on the farm and turned up only to pick up 
the boxes of ‘chemical-free, fresh vegetables’. The founding 
members adopted the role of food producers; they worked 
strenuously, absorbed the risks personally and ended feel-
ing overworked and no longer connected to the earth and 
community as they had planned. Tensions, resentments and 
self-exploitation eventually led to the closure of the CSA. 
DeLind stressed that a lack of horticultural knowledge did 
not contribute to the project’s demise and concluded that, 
ultimately, their CSA closed down because its members were 
unable to avoid the “pervasive market mind set” since their 
diets did not depend on the produce they grew themselves 
(DeLind 1999, p. 5).

While the lack of technical knowledge or access to equip-
ment was also not the issue in the failed projects I encoun-
tered, not caring enough about the goals of their urban agri-
cultural initiative was not a reason for their lack of success. 
Rather, their failure was more likely related to the novice’s 
receptiveness to policy and media ideas about the practice. 
Approaches to urban agriculture advocating its concrete, 
material benefits tend to regard the observable effects of 
urban horticulture—harvest amounts, economic indices, 
interviewees’ statements—as identical to the growers’ initial 
reasons for taking up the practice. In assuming a frictionless 
transition from the spark of motivation to the harvest finish 
line, such approaches presuppose that an urban garden is a 
pure expression of the intent of the grower, and therefore 
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that urban agriculture is an effective means to an end, that it 
is fully under the grower’s control, and that it is merely in 
selecting the appropriate goal, be it organic food, household 
savings or community building—and then sticking with it—
that success lies. In times of acute economic crises, surges 
in urban agriculture have been associated with benefits for 
increasing household self-sufficiency. The media and policy 
discourse accompanying the European debt crisis in Slo-
venia insisted on the sensibleness of producing cheap and 
healthy food yourself when procurement from the market 
became more difficult (Vrtičkarstvo v Ljubljani 2016). The 
discourse echoed the portrayals of the practice in the news-
papers during the ‘stabilisation’ period of austerity in Yugo-
slavia during the 1980s (Burnik et al. 1984) and the more 
famous ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign during the WWII in the 
UK (Ginn 2012). However, the accounts of failing gardening 
projects that I collected both in the field and in the literature 
suggest that, the more strictly one defines one’s goal, the 
less likely one is to reach it. In the garden, plans are slippery. 
Robust expectations and grit are not enough to sustain the 
projects, which are never the result of growers’ intentions 
alone. In surveying gardening projects across Ljubljana and 
analysing my own struggles to keep a vegetable patch, two 
main reasons for failing to keep an urban plot emerged: first, 
a lack of time allotted to working and, second, a failure to 
tackle the uncertainty inherent to the gardening practice.

The ingredient, most crucial for sustaining a flourish-
ing garden, is a sufficient input of human labour. Without 
human work, the garden assemblage will still ‘hold’, but 
it will be taken over by weeds. A flourishing horticultural 
garden in Ljubljana’s continental clime is labour-intensive 
and demands dedicated work. Only those able to endure the 
summer heat, carry infinite watering cans, not cave under 
the unremitting need for weeding, and stay vigilant in pest 
inspections will see a successful end of the gardening sea-
son. Only those able to keep up with the obligations and 
putting the needs of the garden first will reap the rewards. 
Keeping a vegetable patch also demands an adjustment to 
its rhythms. On the plot, work is governed almost entirely 
by the requirements of the garden. Once your chosen crops 
begin to flourish, once the ecology gets going, very little is 
left up to you. The garden cannot wait. Pick a courgette half 
a day too late and it will turn into an insipid marrow. A few 
days of neglect, and weeds will spread out, the seedlings will 
shrivel. The daily watering and weeding and the seasonal 
sowing and harvesting must be done at the right time, not 
when there is time to spare. Gardening projects that do not 
invest sufficient time, at the right time, will likely fail.

Furthermore, as subsistence farmers know well, grow-
ing food is governed by chance; abundance cannot be taken 
for granted. “Because the land has powers that lie outside 
human control, agriculturalists can never count upon get-
ting a return,” observed Gudeman and Rivera (1990, p. 26). 

Crops might fail for numerous reasons. The Colombian 
farmers who worked with Gudeman and Rivera described 
land cultivation as a ‘gamble’, a ‘lottery’ and a ‘venture’, 
to express the risk involved. This matched my own obser-
vations. Urban agriculture is similarly unpredictable and 
shaped by additional, city-specific factors, from urban plan-
ning programmes to night-time produce-theft. Projects that 
make no room for indeterminacy, for open-ended collabora-
tion of garden participants, will likely fail.

Who can overcome the initial difficulties? Who does not 
give up? My research found that long-tenured gardeners, in 
general, will be those with not only sufficient free time to 
tend the plot but a need to spend it. During my gardening 
tenure, I became privy to the garden site gossip. The whis-
perers were quick to point out a grower who seemed too 
affluent to have a real need for gardening. ‘Why on earth 
does he need a plot?’ my neighbours would say, under their 
breath, about a plot-holder who drove to the site in a BMW 
car. Yet material wealth and income were not the key criteria 
of entitlement that arose in these chitchats. Many other fac-
tors were collated by the garden busybodies into a fuller pro-
file of a gardener: someone’s marital status, how well they 
got on with family and friends, did they have medical issues 
or problems with alcohol. These exchanges suggested that 
being compelled to seek the haven of the plot was closely 
related to a particular life situation.

When I talked to long-term Ljubljanian plot-holders 
about how they came to keep a plot, their narratives revealed 
a pattern. The life-stories of gardeners who tended gardens 
year after year were more likely to include a biographical 
impasse. Đurđa,4 my east neighbour on the gardening site, 
began gardening when she lost her job as a manual factory-
worker at the beginning of the European debt crisis, at the 
age of fifty-five. Being close to retirement age, she lost hope 
of finding another employment. She was diagnosed with 
depression. After acquiring a plot, she told me, she felt “born 
again”. Her days were full and orderly, spent in purposeful 
activity that supplied her household and her children’s fami-
lies with the vegetables they enjoyed. Time was propelled 
forward by suspense over what the gardening season would 
bring. My collocutors reported other life-shattering events 
that led them to acquire a garden: the death of a young adult 
son, the loss of a life-partner in old age, the isolation of 
retired life. Cultivating vegetables can lend a turning point 
to a life story. Personal tragedy, misfortune or feelings of 
being stuck suggest that those who most successfully tend 
their plots are those brought to the site by a need for auto-
biographical repair. On the garden plot, Ljubljanians search 
for the plot of their life-story.

4 All forenames in this article are pseudonyms.
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In times of economic disruption and hardship, the previ-
ously stable social structures of secure employment, home-
ownership and retirement can no longer be relied upon and 
a sense of purposefulness can therefore no longer be gained 
from investment into them. Biographic impasses become 
more likely. For the majority, the daily experiences of hard-
ship necessitate a scramble to make ends meet, taking an 
extra toll on their time. But a group of people will be ren-
dered unemployable by the crisis and will be pushed out of 
their role as productive members in society. Their freed-up 
time will come with a need to spend it engaged in a socially 
sanctioned, productive, collaborative and immersive prac-
tice. These will be the ones whose gardens will thrive. The 
next section will now drill down into the elements of gar-
dening that help alleviate precarity and piece together one’s 
life-narrative.

Self‑making on the plot

In the windless afternoon heat in July 2015, I was digging 
out my very first potato crop on a narrow vegetable garden 
managed by the DGA. Narrow paths divided our site—a 
patch of farmland near a traffic artery—into dozens of plots. 
I was cultivating an area half the size of my neighbours’ but 
I found it difficult to keep up with them. To my delight, I 
kept unearthing giant spuds. “Oh, how good you are (kako si 
pridna, hard-working),” said a passer-by. Zorka, my north-
facing neighbour, was a defiant octogenarian Serb with forty 
years of vegetable cultivation under her belt. She seemed 
impressed by my harvest and wished to learn the variety 
of potato I had planted. To a novice relying on neighbours’ 
advice, her curiosity was flattering. My pride soured when 
later that day Đurđa stopped by to see the miraculous crop 
for herself. She had run into Zorka and the two had been 
chatting about me. Zorka had bemoaned the injustice that a 
beginner like me should be graced with such a good crop. 
Bemused, Đurđa told me not to worry about a little garden-
er’s envy. The following day, Zorka decided to dig out her 
own vast potato patch with the help of her husband and son. 
Her head suddenly appeared through the curtain of climbing 
beans dividing our plots; her eyes were shining. “Hey, come 
over here, come see!” At her feet lay a small mountain of 
papery-skinned, sooty tubers even bigger than mine. In all 
her time on this plot, she said, she had never witnessed such 
a generous potato season. The family filled the boot of their 
car with six twenty-kilogram crates, feeling that they too, 
like me, had got lucky this year.

For Zorka, austerity had been particularly hard. The set of 
policy measures introduced in 2012 put a cap on her small 
pension. Her only child, a son in mid-forties, had had trouble 
finding a job since the crisis. Her husband had been suffer-
ing from reduced mobility from Parkinson’s disease. Yet 
working alongside her for a full season, I learned that her 

envy over my potato and consequent joy over hers were not 
expressions of worries over stretching her income, building 
social networks or improving the quality of her diet. Her 
garden was a lifeline in crisis, but in another way. Zorka 
kept a plot because it offered her a sense of wellbeing and a 
chance at a normal life.

From the observations of the gardening style, attitudes 
and accounts of my neighbours on the plot and from my 
own experiences, I summed up five benefits of gardening 
for overcoming biographic impasses: it gives one a temporal 
structure, a sense of usefulness, a sense of social validation, 
a future prospect and a moral environment. All five benefits 
are the result of cultivating edible plants, yet not for eco-
nomic purposes. Rather, they stem from their cultivation and 
harvest patterns and from their symbolic value.

The first benefit is building a temporal structure. 
Although the outcomes of urban horticulture cannot be pre-
dicted, its processes have fixed rhythms, repeating them-
selves in annual and daily cycles. A gardening season is 
the cumulative temporal coordination of organisms in the 
garden assemblage. In early spring you sow lettuce, radish, 
onions and carrots. You and all your garden neighbours plant 
tomato seedlings in mid-May and anticipate picking the first 
fruits in July. You fertilise your crops when others do. You 
water your garden in early morning or at sunset. You weed 
on a sunny day that follows a rainy one. You pickle your 
gherkins and enjoy them in winter while you plan a new 
gardening season. The steady rhythms open up a possibility 
of anticipation. Instead of jumping at every opportunity for 
fear of missing it, the investment of labour allows one to 
wait for the right moment when the outcome will be opti-
mal. Working in the garden, one can see ahead, if only for 
the length of a gardening season. For a precarious life with 
little daily structure, these temporal anchors organise one’s 
expectations and offer a sense of stability.

I observed the second self-making effect—feeling useful, 
indispensable—from the gardening style most often adopted 
on vegetable plots in Ljubljana. ‘Classic’ gardening, as well 
as more environmentally-friendly permaculture, treats the 
role of human labour as a resource to be optimised, either 
by increasing yields or by decreasing the amount of labour 
needed for that same expected yield—it employs the prin-
ciples of mainstream economics. The gardener has several 
techniques at their disposal to inflate the yield, including 
carefully planning the season, ‘intercropping’, planting 
hybrid cultivars, using pesticides, and fortifying the garden 
beds with mulch to prevent the soil from drying out. How-
ever, I found none of these practices in the rota of techniques 
employed by my neighbours. Their gardening style seemed 
rather to invite extra work, without an apparent benefit to the 
yield. The plot-holders dedicated days of work to weeding 
and keeping the garden looking tidy. They picked pests by 
hand and inspected their plots regularly to spot them, they 
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peeled the outer leaves of cruciferous plants to display an 
unblemished front to the neighbours—and pests. Even when 
a simpler one-time solution might have got the task done 
equally well, plot-holders refused to take the shortcut.

One could interpret the additional work as scepticism 
about adopting contemporary gardening techniques, but 
this would be inaccurate, as many newer methods such as 
preparing and using nettle-leaf plant food were regularly 
used. One could try suggesting, as several anthropologists 
did, that flaunting the assiduousness of labour might in 
itself be the purpose of work. A persisting thesis explains 
such behaviour as a remnant of the socialist labour theory 
of value, which rated production above consumption and 
self-sufficiency above commerce (Humphrey 1995). A more 
classic thought links the display of hard work with extracting 
social capital: gaining social esteem by showing off skill, 
like the subsistence horticulturalists on Trobriand Islands 
in Melanesia (Malinowski 1922, p. 60); or gaining integrity 
and moral character by signalling one’s independence and 
willingness to climb out of poverty, like Hungarian peasants 
from the early twentieth century (Lampland 1995).

I found little resonance for these theories on the garden 
plots in Ljubljana. As I learned to grow vegetables, I began 
to understand what spending entire days on the plot engaged 
in seemingly superfluous tasks afforded. One gained a near-
perfect overview of the processes in the garden: every loom-
ing pest danger, sprouting crop and weather shift. Keeping 
one’s ear to the ground is paramount when one’s survival 
rests on self-provisioning, as studies of subsistence farming 
elaborately show (Berger 1979). However, when subsist-
ence concerns are absent (as they were on the urban plots 
in Ljubljana), efforts to replace a tool with labour—such as 
removing pests by hand instead of using a repellent—offer 
a different benefit. They make the gardener indispensable. 
Doing everything they can inscribes the grower into the 
garden and supplies a sense that the balance might topple 
without their enduring intervention and, thus, that their work 
matters. Doing everything one can also makes it easier to 
accept circumstances beyond one’s control. When gardens 
were ransacked for fresh produce overnight, the gardeners 
quickly shrugged it off. “There is nothing you can do about 
it,” an experienced gardener told me, “you just plant a bit 
more.” The collapse of supporting social structures in a cri-
sis makes lives harder to navigate. Plot gardening helps one 
regain a sense of control and feel that one’s actions will have 
practical consequences, however uncertain. With this foun-
dation, the ceaseless uncertainty of the plot can be tackled 
with acceptance.

The ease with which plot-holders handled vegetable-pil-
fering reflected the third benefit. It indicated that horticul-
ture exercises a safety-in-numbers principle—it makes sense 
to grow more than you need. The same solution applies to 
many other eventualities—storms, drought, early snow, 

disease, bad seeds. Yet the uneven harvest distribution dur-
ing peaks leaves growers with more vegetable crops than 
they can handle, even on small garden plots. Growing edible 
plants, therefore, necessitates a surplus. Gluts of some veg-
etables can be processed easily—cooked into sauces, pick-
led and frozen. The abundance of tomatoes or gherkins will 
always be met with joy. But certain crops—such as lettuce, 
cucumber or courgette—need to be eaten fresh. A surplus of 
these crops will induce worries that they will perish. In order 
to prevent the fruits of their labour from going to waste, 
plot-holders sought out social relationships with potential 
produce-recipients and donated gluts of perishable crops to 
more or less anyone who they suspected might enjoy them. 
Whether or not the plot-holders managed to make use of 
their surplus determined whether they themselves felt use-
ful. Leaving the produce to perish felt as if they had thrown 
away their hard labour, rendering their work worthless. Find-
ing useful ends for their gluts, whether in the pantry or as 
gifts to a grateful recipient, realised their labour investment. 
Converting their labour into valuable nourishment gave it 
meaning. Only this last step of gardening transformed the 
exertion of their energy into a social good. Gardeners were 
usually vehemently opposed to selling their gluts (unless 
this was their goal from the start). A price put on their work 
would devalue it, exchanging surplus for cash would miss 
the opportunity to fashion themselves as social beings.

Ethnographers have proposed that the purpose of grow-
ing food in postsocialist Central European cities was to pro-
duce an informal currency capable of sustaining networks 
of mutual aid in the absence of state welfare (see Czegledy 
2002). Ljubljanian gardeners revealed quite the reverse to be 
true: their wish to utilise their produce precipitated sociable 
behaviour. Gardening was aimed not toward building social 
networks, but toward socially recognised labour and the 
sense of agency it afforded. The produce itself was merely 
a promise toward which the gardeners hedged their invest-
ment of labour. By including the recipients of their vegetable 
gluts, the growers insured themselves against loss. At the 
same time, they received validation of their worth as produc-
ers of social goods and alleviated the feeling of uselessness 
that comes with unemployability.

I noticed the contours of the fourth effect—finding mean-
ing by cultivating a sense of a prospect—after the responses 
to my question about why plot-holders kept their plots began 
to reveal a pattern. Recall the reply I received from the long-
term growers about their motives for the activity. “You save 
a bit of money, you grow some fresh vegetables, get some 
fresh air and a bit of exercise… and you make some good 
company”, my collocutors told me. There was a catch: their 
responses were almost identical. Plot-holders with very dif-
ferent backgrounds listed an intriguingly uniform array of 
gardening benefits as their personal rationale. These came 
irrespective of whether they were indeed passionate about 
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exercising, in financial need, nourishing particular culinary 
pleasures or fond of socialising. After I started tending my 
plot, I found that this blanket statement fit my own experi-
ence, but not as an articulation of the motivation for garden-
ing prior to the activity. Instead, I recognised these explicit 
benefits as descriptions of the outcomes—the side-effects 
of gardening—and as constructed retrospectively to justify 
the investment of labour. Since so much time and energy 
was sacrificed for it, the activity had to have some positive 
effect. Gardeners, although reluctant to spend their labour 
for nothing, did not seem finicky about which particular aim 
was a worthy one.

The strongest appeal of the practice of gardening lay 
not with what you got out of it, but with what you put in. 
By investing their efforts into the garden, the plot-holders 
became invested in using their effort in (any) meaningful 
way, because the alternative—that they were wasting their 
time—would simply be crushing. The investment of work 
toward an abundant harvest allowed the gardener to take the 
harvest outcome, over which they had little actual control, 
as reflecting something about themselves. Gardeners inter-
preted a good harvest as reward for their work. Crop-failure 
was perceived as misfortune or injustice. Interpreting har-
vests as evaluations of the gardener’s moral character added 
drama and plot-movement to their biographical narrative. 
The dynamic, yet chance outcomes of the gardening seasons 
were translated into the ups and downs of life. By transform-
ing uncertainty into a meaningful plot in this way, life was 
no longer freewheeling, but headed in a certain direction.

Fifth and finally, by working on the plot, Ljubljanians 
could model their biographical narratives into a particular 
genre. The garden assemblage functioned as an alterna-
tive moral landscape on which their self-narratives could 
play out. Especially since the economic slump of the kriza, 
Ljubljanians have felt increasingly excluded from princi-
ples of achieving prosperity. While they observed wealth 
being channelled into the hands of managerial swindlers and 
financial speculators by the conjurings of the ‘occult econo-
mies’ (see Comaroff and Comaroff 1999) and with support 
of the nation state and the EU, they saw little improvement 
in their own affluence (Dragoš 2016). In the vegetable gar-
den, they could critique this state of affairs and assert an 
alternative morality (Ries 2009), one that reinstated hard 
and dedicated work as a path to social mobility and success. 
Here, they could make their work count. When work and the 
accumulation of work into experience are the only things 
one can use to influence the results of the gardening season 
in one’s favour, diligence and seniority are recognised as 
the most important personal characteristics. By cultivating 
vegetables, the gardeners participated in a concept of social 
equality envisioned as a level playground, where effort and 
merit propel one the furthest. Everyone starts from the same 
position on the plot and has an equal chance at success. One 

cannot reach for abundance by merely grabbing a larger 
piece of the pie, acquiring a larger plot of land. Tending a 
bigger plot requires more work and more experience.

Growing vegetables was particularly suitable for such a 
moral project because vegetables can express a commitment 
to work better than other plants. Growing decorative plants 
and fruit was regarded by the plot-holders as leisurely, work-
shy and undemanding, and was discouraged by the DGA 
organisation. The way the gardeners reported on the progress 
of their vegetable plants further suggested that the plants had 
been chosen for their ability to reflect work. Instead of the 
more formal verb uspevati (to flourish), plot-holders referred 
to the plant with the verb delati (to work), as in “finally, the 
peas have begun to work” or “last season the tomatoes were 
working until late autumn” (see Degnen 2009 for further 
discussion of ascribing intentionality to plants). Further-
more, root vegetables are particularly fruitful for evaluating 
one’s moral worth because the results, submerged in the soil, 
need to be patiently awaited before they are revealed. An 
ethnographic account of flower cultivation in Mozambique 
shows young single men, who felt reluctant to participate in 
uncommitted, short-term romantic relationships, but were 
longing for love, growing decorative plants as their chosen 
pastime (Archambault 2016). Flowers were so suitable as 
the recipients of the Mozambican men’s expressions of pure, 
authentic love because they had no utility—no medical prop-
erties, no underground parts that could be used in sorcery. 
With everything out in the open, visible to the naked eye, 
the plant had to be taken for what it was, not what it was for. 
This conception of truth, as that which lies on the surface, 
is the exact opposite of truth envisioned in Ljubljana—as 
something to be uncovered, worked towards, as that which 
eludes appearance. The morals of the working class in CEE 
and FSU abhor pretence and performance and distrust the 
immediately apparent. For postsocialist citizens, the true 
markers of value are the under-the-counter, in-the-back, off-
label items accessible to those with insider knowledge and 
connections (Humphrey 1995). Root vegetables functioned 
similarly. Once I had dug out our abundant beds of potatoes, 
the potatoes lay at my feet as a reward for my labour and as 
evidence of my character and hard work. This irked Zorka. 
In her view, I wasn’t experienced enough to deserve such 
plenitude—and she was. Her later declaration of a uniquely 
fruitful season after the unveiling of her own exceptional 
potato-crop restored equality on the plot, put me in my place, 
and resolved the drama.

Concluding discussion

Rather than arguing that urban horticulture equips grow-
ers with practical skills and goods that increase their per-
sonal autonomy in times of disruption, in this article I have 
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proposed that urban agriculture in Ljubljana gives grow-
ers several tools for thinking about themselves as agents: a 
temporal structure, a moral environment and a social role 
with significance to themselves and to others. Sentiments 
that arose on the Ljubljanian gardens during the European 
debt crisis indicated a need to author one’s own life-story, 
not just to live one written by circumstances. In the absence 
of social sources of security and predictability, Ljubljanian 
plot-holders found the bones for structure in the garden 
assemblage. They fleshed out the near future by attuning 
themselves with the garden calendar; becoming indispensa-
ble to their environment; producing social value with tan-
gible results; creating a sense of biographical development; 
and spending time among moral equals. Urban gardening 
alleviates precarity because it gives the gardener a greater 
sense of control over their life, without reducing the oppor-
tunity for chance occurrence and surprise. These findings 
cast a different light onto the benefits of urban gardening 
for health and wellbeing. They point toward the central role 
of meaningful, socially significant work and its power to 
structure lives. Urban plot gardening was first and foremost a 
narrative activity by which Ljubljanians made sense of their 
lives lived in precarity. The spike of interest in gardening 
around the world during the Covid-19 pandemic lockdowns 
(Mendelson 2020; Smithers 2020) attests to our need to give 
shape to the passing of time and to the ability of gardening 
to provide this structure.

I have shown that explaining the motivation that fuelled 
the increase in urban gardening during the European debt 
crisis in Ljubljana required a shift from conceptions of ine-
quality based primarily on subsistence and access to eco-
nomic goods to a conception that included the politics of 
precarity. The increase in the number of gardening practi-
tioners during the recession years reflected a desire to mend 
biographies broken by the economic crisis. This predicament 
is perhaps best captured by Monty Don, the British garden-
ing TV presenter, describing vegetable growing as: “When 
you plant something, you invest in a beautiful future amid a 
stressful, chaotic and, at times, downright appalling world” 
(Saner 2019, paragraph 5). However, researchers of urban 
agriculture should be wary of focusing disproportionately 
on the ‘beautiful future’ that gardening represents, rather 
than on the ‘appalling world’ that it helps mitigate. The most 
potent implications of the findings in this paper will adopt 
the lens of scholars who researched self-provisioning in CEE 
after the collapse of socialism. They asked, what do city 
gardens grant that societies no longer do?

In marginalised urban areas in the United States, such as 
Detroit or West Oakland, urban agriculture has been a vehi-
cle of addressing specific urban ills, such as food deserts, 
food injustice or lack of access to community space, in a 
targeted way (see McClintock 2008; Draus et al. 2014). 
This explicit political voice is inaccessible to most urban 

growers in Ljubljana, who practise urban agriculture pri-
vately, in a non-organised and non-collective way, under 
land-use rights that are often unclear. With the recognition 
that a political charge is not an inherent characteristic of 
urban gardening, this paper has explored urban agriculture in 
Ljubljana as an opportunity for implicit social and political 
critique. The paper adds further proof for the need to ana-
lyse time-use, time-allocation and exposure to uncertainty 
and to risks as factors of social class and social justice. It 
attests to the importance of understanding precarity as a 
multiple force that animates emotions, social reproduction 
strategies, relationships of care, as well as social polarity 
and hierarchies, which, in turn, shape urban environments 
(see Doshi 2017). It calls for social and urban policy that 
does not focus merely on helping urban gardens to thrive; 
that does not regard household food-production as a panacea 
for urban ills; but that, rather, harnesses the notion of urban 
agriculture as a viable response to living in uncertain times 
and that is willing to challenge the established strategies of 
targeting inequality and poverty.
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