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1. [bookmark: section_1]Participation beyond attendance
An invitation to participate does not settle who belongs. The more demanding question is whether residents can influence the conditions under which their participation becomes valuable. This essay compares Ghose and Pettygrove’s (2014b) ethnographic account of community gardening in Milwaukee with Crossan et al.’s (2016) account from Glasgow. I argue that inclusion should be assessed through access, decision-making authority and continuity of belonging—not simply attendance. My proposed extension is that inclusive sustainability should accommodate residents who contribute intermittently, disagree with organisers or decline particular responsibilities. Participation should not become the price of recognition as a legitimate resident.
Community gardening is an appropriate practice through which to investigate this problem because its sustainability credentials are themselves contested. McClintock (2014) locates urban agriculture within struggles over sustainable food systems while warning that replacing withdrawn services through voluntary labour can reinforce neoliberal arrangements. Environmental purpose therefore cannot establish political inclusiveness in advance. This essay examines the social organisation of sustainability, not measured reductions in emissions or improvements in biodiversity. (pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu)
Cornwall (2008) argues that participation requires specificity about participants, activities and beneficiaries. Following this approach, I distinguish being invited to perform tasks from being authorised to redefine them. Ong’s (1996) account of cultural citizenship adds that belonging involves both institutional subject formation and people’s efforts to constitute themselves as legitimate members. Here, citizenship means substantive recognition and political agency, not nationality or immigration status. Applying Ong comparatively does not make racialised exclusion and migration interchangeable; it directs attention to how apparently ordinary expectations define deserving participants. (gsdrc.org)
1. [bookmark: section_2]Published findings: Conditional access in Milwaukee
Ghose and Pettygrove’s (2014b) focal ethnography concerns Harambee, a predominantly Black Milwaukee neighbourhood shaped by racial segregation, industrial decline and disinvestment. Their 2010–2012 research combined interviews, observation in four gardens, public meetings and document analysis. Municipal officials acknowledged gardening’s amenity benefits but subordinated access to redevelopment priorities and prescribed maintenance. Official recognition therefore did not entail residents’ control over land. (bpb-us-e2.wpmucdn.com)
All People’s Garden makes the competing meanings concrete. The city removed permission in 2005 for anticipated commercial development, which did not materialise. Residents and the church rebuilt the garden in 2008; the pastor represented this as resistance to treating the site as vacant. His account articulated an existing collective claim, rather than gratitude for an institutional invitation. Ghose and Pettygrove interpret such practices as citizenship-making while also identifying the exclusions produced by dependence on voluntary resources. The pastor’s interpretation should not, however, be treated as every neighbouring resident’s voice (Ghose & Pettygrove, 2014b). (bpb-us-e2.wpmucdn.com)
The authors’ companion network analysis explains how participation became administratively possible. Residents needed organisational connections to obtain resources and navigate permissions, with Milwaukee Urban Gardens mediating applications. Such connections enabled action but distributed opportunities unevenly. At Concordia, extensive outside networks recruited volunteers more successfully than local residents. Elsewhere, organisers encouraged cutting tall plants to avoid neighbours’ objections, despite the implications for food production. Everyday cultivation was consequently entangled with judgements about appropriate appearance and legitimate neighbourhood improvement (Ghose & Pettygrove, 2014a). (researchgate.net)
These findings complicate any simple opposition between an inviting institution and an already unified community. Residents initiated projects, neighbours could object, and intermediaries both assisted and constrained gardeners. My interpretation is that access operated through relationships whose benefits and conditions were inseparable—not through a single open or closed entrance.
1. [bookmark: section_3]Published findings: Collective capacities in Glasgow
Glasgow provides a related but distinct historical setting. Cumbers et al. (2018), writing from the same research programme as the focal account, situate gardens amid industrial decline, persistent dereliction, property-led regeneration and austerity. Their account also records tension between community uses of land and municipal efforts to obtain market rents. Institutional sustainability objectives thus coexisted with property-management priorities rather than forming one consistent position. (journals.sagepub.com)
Crossan et al. (2016) conducted participant observation through visits to sixteen gardens and twenty-five interviews between February and July 2014. Their examples show participation generating capacities: a volunteer described acquiring organisational skills after reluctantly taking on committee responsibilities. A sessional worker described refugees and asylum seekers sharing knowledge about herbs and food preparation. Importantly, the latter is a worker’s representation of an encounter, not direct testimony establishing how those participants experienced recognition. The authors interpret collective learning and collaboration as forms of DIY citizenship, challenging accounts that reduce gardening to service substitution. (eprints.gla.ac.uk)
The companion account provides another meaning of successful participation. One volunteer valued the creation of space where children could play and people could simply sit, while an employee emphasised cultural activities beyond food growing. These accounts expand garden value beyond cultivation output, although neither demonstrates universal inclusion (Cumbers et al., 2018). (journals.sagepub.com)
My reading is that the relevant distinction is not between productive and unproductive residents. It is between arrangements that allow diverse uses to become legitimate and arrangements that require everyone to justify their presence through a prescribed contribution. The Glasgow material offers grounds for this distinction, not proof that it was consistently achieved.
1. [bookmark: section_4]Comparative interpretation: Who controls the obligations of belonging?
The focal accounts differ in emphasis: Ghose and Pettygrove foreground conditional citizenship, whereas Crossan et al. foreground emergent collective capacities. Neither justifies a verdict that Milwaukee excludes while Glasgow includes. Both identify agency within unequal institutional relations. Their contrast is best treated as a question about which relationships become consequential, rather than as a competition between cities (Crossan et al., 2016; Ghose & Pettygrove, 2014b). (bpb-us-e2.wpmucdn.com)
McClintock’s (2014) argument helps prevent this comparison becoming a binary choice between resistance and co-option. Gardening can alleviate harms while remaining implicated in arrangements that generate them. A useful implication is to separate scales of evaluation: an activity might increase a participant’s practical autonomy without redistributing municipal resources. Conversely, evidence of structural inequality does not invalidate a participant’s account of meaningful collective work. Neither celebratory testimony nor a structural diagnosis should automatically cancel the other. (pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu)
I therefore propose three questions for evaluating inclusion. First, can residents enter without already possessing useful connections, time or expertise? Second, can they contest decisions about acceptable practices? Third, can they remain recognised when their capacity or willingness to contribute changes? These are analytical criteria developed here, not findings that either ethnography independently tested. Their purpose is to distinguish inclusion in labour from inclusion in governing the conditions of labour. An initiative could perform well on one dimension and poorly on another.
Ong’s (1996) approach also makes an apparently benevolent invitation politically consequential: being recognised through an approved identity is not identical to having authority over that identity. My extension is that the ideal productive volunteer deserves scrutiny even where organisers genuinely seek equality. Who would count as a successful member if regular physical work, confident speech or administrative competence ceased to be the measure? This question concerns institutional expectations, not a claim that the published participants lacked agency. (escholarship.org)
A serious objection is that gardens require maintenance and cannot survive if all obligations are optional. Inclusion cannot mean unlimited individual entitlement to other people’s labour. The appropriate distinction, I suggest, is between collectively negotiated responsibilities and moral judgements that equate contribution with worth. Rotating tasks, recognising non-physical contributions and providing support could preserve shared obligations without demanding identical performance. These are recommendations to investigate, not demonstrated solutions. Equally, choosing not to participate should not automatically be interpreted as exclusion: Cornwall (2008) distinguishes practical barriers, previous silencing and decisions that participation is not worthwhile. (gsdrc.org)
1. [bookmark: section_5]Positionality and the limits of comparison
Haraway’s (1988) situated knowledge challenges the assumption that an account becomes objective by erasing the conditions of its production. Applied here, reflexivity means asking how research relationships and analytical commitments make particular experiences visible. It does not mean dismissing evidence as merely subjective. Nor should the absence of a detailed identity statement license speculation about an author’s race, class or insider status. (sidoli.w.waseda.jp)
The studies also construct different observational fields. Milwaukee research followed a neighbourhood over multiple years, while the Glasgow study ranged across sixteen gardens during six months. I therefore cannot attribute every difference between their conclusions to the cities themselves. Duration, site selection and the distribution of attention between institutional negotiations and everyday encounters may also matter. This is a methodological inference, not a demonstrated explanation of the authors’ disagreement (Crossan et al., 2016; Ghose & Pettygrove, 2014a). (eprints.gla.ac.uk)
Institutional location warrants similarly careful treatment. The Glasgow companion article acknowledges funding from a university–city council knowledge-exchange partnership (Cumbers et al., 2018). Such support raises questions about access and the intended usefulness of research, but does not establish compromised findings. A critical reader should ask whether unsuccessful projects, dissenters and residents outside recognised organisations were comparably accessible, rather than infer bias from funding alone. (journals.sagepub.com)
The evidentiary asymmetry is particularly important for the assignment’s distinction between institutions and participants. Published accounts offer selected representations of both. A pastor, volunteer, employee and municipal official occupy different positions; none can transparently represent a whole community. Moreover, the absence of testimony from someone who never joined cannot establish why they stayed away. I consequently compare mechanisms and interpretations, not population-level inclusion rates. My own analytical preference for protecting dissent may also privilege conflict over pleasures that participants consider more important. Following situated knowledge, that preference should remain open to correction rather than become the hidden standard against which all gardening is judged (Haraway, 1988). (sidoli.w.waseda.jp)
1. [bookmark: section_6]Future research: An ethical question and method
The proposed question is: Under what conditions can residents reduce their labour or challenge garden rules without losing access, recognition or influence? This question tests the distinction between participation and conditional belonging without assuming that withdrawal means failure or that disagreement proves exclusion.
I propose nine months of comparative ethnographic research in two gardens within one municipal district, selected for contrasting approaches to shared responsibilities. Keeping the wider administrative setting relatively constant would help examine organisational differences, although two sites could not establish causation. Recruitment would include active gardeners, former members and nearby nonparticipants through independent neighbourhood channels, rather than asking organisers to nominate all interviewees. Nobody would need to join a garden to participate in the research.
With ongoing consent, methods would combine observation of work sessions and decision-making meetings, interviews at participant-chosen locations, and analysis of publicly available invitations and rules. Interviews would ask about specific decisions and changing obligations rather than presuppose exclusion. Analysis would compare institutional descriptions, reported experiences and observed interactions while preserving disagreement between them. Particular attention would go to counterexamples: flexible rules that still feel unfair, demanding responsibilities that participants value, and decisions not to join that are unrelated to barriers.
Ethically, organisational permission would not substitute for individual consent. Identifiable bystanders would not enter fieldnotes without agreement, and non-consenting conversations would be excluded. Research participation would be separated from access to plots or services. Compensation would recognise interview time rather than reward criticism or continued garden involvement. Immigration status would not be solicited. Pseudonyms alone could not guarantee confidentiality in small groups, so distinctive incidents would be withheld or generalised where necessary, with identifiable reporting requiring specific agreement.
A reflexive log would document how helping with gardening, receiving introductions and becoming associated with organisers shaped access. Participants could comment privately on interpretations, without giving leaders access to others’ accounts or requiring collective consensus. These procedures would not eliminate unequal research relationships, but would make them more examinable. All these activities are proposed; no observations or interviews are claimed here.
1. [bookmark: section_7]Conclusion
The comparison supports evaluating participation through the terms of belonging, not through the invitation alone. Institutional support can enable collective action while narrowing acceptable claims; meaningful everyday activity can coexist with unequal authority. My proposed extension is therefore modest but demanding: inclusion should remain possible when residents dissent, contribute differently or step back. Whether such continuity can coexist with fair collective obligations is an empirical question for future research, not an outcome that these published accounts already establish.
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Assignment brief
BA3 anthropological literature essay: Who is included and excluded when urban sustainability initiatives invite residents to participate? Choose a specific practice, such as community gardening, neighbourhood energy initiatives or repair cafés. Compare two published ethnographic accounts, situating each in its social and historical context. Use concepts of power, citizenship and everyday practice to analyse the difference between institutional accounts of participation and participants’ perspectives. Discuss researcher positionality and the limits of comparing ethnographic knowledge across settings. Propose an ethical fieldwork question and method for future research, without inventing observations, quotations, interviews or personal fieldwork.
Select at least six verifiable scholarly sources relevant to your question. Use APA 7 in-text citations and a matching reference list. Clearly separate research findings, interpretation and recommendations. Use published evidence only; do not invent data, interviews or firsthand experience. You may choose cases, theories and sources where these are not specified.
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Conceptual engagement: 25%; contextualised ethnographic comparison: 30%; reflexivity, positionality and ethics: 20%; independent synthesis and research question: 15%; structure and APA referencing: 10%. Strong work distinguishes participants’ meanings from institutional and researcher interpretations.
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Synthesise anthropological debates on sustainability, power and citizenship.
Interpret ethnographic evidence in context.
Compare accounts without flattening cultural differences.
Evaluate positionality and research ethics.
Exemplar or formatting instructions
Use a descriptive title, numbered sections, and an APA 7 reference list. The word limit excludes references. This is an illustrative BA3 assignment created for the simulator, not an official Leiden University assignment.
Expectations for the simulated student’s work
Political anthropology and anthropology of sustainability; a reflexive approach to ethnographic knowledge. Draw on published ethnographies, not fabricated fieldwork.
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