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Abstract: 

Social disorganization takes on many forms and its consequences are distressing. 

Community gardens have the ability to transform crime, changing negative vacant lots 

into positive green spaces, which uplift the spirits of community members and encourage 

inter-ethnic group and intergenerational socialization. In addition, community gardens 

serve as a way to reunite members of their communities back to the Earth. It is through 

this building of new relationships that community members become empowered to 

improve their situations. It is my belief that community gardens are incomparable in 

their ability to heal a variety of social issues. Perhaps, one of the greatest gifts of a 

community garden is its ability to add stability to communities that have high levels of 

social disorganization. 

My goal in presenting this work is to provide a source for future use and to show 

that community gardens can be an agent for change. It is my belief that there is a 

correlation between community gardening and a reduction in the rate of social 

disorganization and that a reduction in the rate of social disorganization will in turn lead 

to a decrease in crime rates and community destabilization. It is my conviction that as 

one of millions of species living on Earth, humans need the Earth. In addition, I further 

believe that by becoming one with the Earth humans can cure not only their own ills, be 

they social, psychological, or physical in nature, but that we can also heal the damage that 

we have, and continue to cause the Earth. 

 



Perhaps, it is my love of Earth that first drew me to the Master’s of Earth Literacy 

Program at Saint Mary of the Woods College in Indiana. Perhaps, it is my aspiration to 

cultivate social justice that led me down the path to study the notion of community 

gardening being used as an agent for social change. While at Saint Mary of the Woods, I 

was able to wander the beautiful woods, listen to the sounds of nature, and learn from 

exceptional professors who share my love of Earth. This experience opened my mind to 

the wonders of the Universe and my heart to the necessity of becoming an advocate for 

change. 

Several years ago, during a sociology class, it dawned on me that an institution as 

simple as a community garden could have invaluable impacts on struggling communities. 

You may be asking yourself, “Just how can a garden help struggling communities?” It is 

simple; a community garden teaches us about adaptability and perseverance, while at the 

same time reintroduces us to our sense place, our roots of belonging. 

As I began to read about community gardens, I wondered if anyone had actually 

completed a study about the correlation between community gardens and social issues. 

The social issue that I particularly wish to focus on is social disorganization, which I will 

define later in this paper. There is some mention of this concept, however, there are no 

studies that I could find which were laced with statistics to prove that there is a link 

between gardening and social disorganization. With this said, I set my goal, I would 

collect crime data from neighborhoods with community gardens in Indianapolis, Indiana. 

I knew that I would need to compare this information to the data both pre and post 

community garden installation.  



My goal was to collect block data, the smallest grouping of data available, from 

up to three years prior to the start of a community garden. Once I had the pre garden 

data, I would then collect block data for the three years after the garden was started. I felt 

that this would give me a good look at what was happening in the neighborhood both 

before and after the initiation of the garden. Collecting the data in this manner would 

allow me to run a quantitative data analysis. Much to my dismay, this data was not 

available. The city of Indianapolis merged their sheriff's department with their city 

police department and the manner in which data was collected was not consistent over 

this period. It seems as if the sheriff’s department collected data by zip codes while the 

old police department collected their data by districts and the newly formed department 

collected data by beats. There was no ethical way to compare the data; as the boundaries 

of the units were inconsistent, there was no way of establishing measurement 

equivalence. My heart sank, 

As a result of my lack of ability to proceed with my study as I had first intended I 

realized that I still had plenty of information to make a great case for using community 

gardening as an agent for change. My case was simply going to be a matter of 

epistemology and not statistical in nature. It is not a stretch to recognize that it is the 

land, the Earth, which sustains humans—not the other way around. If we cannot sustain 

our communities, how can we hope to survive? One does not have to look too far out of 

their own window to see signs of social disorganization. 

Social disorganization is often viewed as a matter of social justice and lack of 

community sustainability. Establishing a definitive definition can be difficult as social 

disorganization takes on many appearances. Emile Durkheim, the man credited as the 

father of sociology, defined social disorganization as “a state of disequilibrium and a lack 

of social solidarity or consensus among the members of a society” (The Rules of 

Sociological Method). When social interaction among members of a given area is 

organized, there is a feeling of communal wellbeing, or collective efficacy. This 

collective efficacy is manifested by the high number of community members 

participating in neighborhood supported social activities, and by community member’s 

ability to maintain social order in public places. However, when this interaction becomes  



strained or absent it is said by sociologists that the geographical area is experiencing 

social disorganization. 

One of the first studies in this area of sociology was done in the early twentieth 

century by Sir Cyril Burt, a British psychologist and was published in his book, The 

Young Delinquent. He found that the highest rates of delinquency were in areas closest to 

the central business district. In addition to the high rates of delinquency, these areas also 

had the highest rates of poverty. A University of Chicago study by Clifford Shaw and 

Henry McKay (1942) confirmed what Burt had found earlier in his study. Shaw and 

McKay were able to expand on the previous studies and included a deeper look into 

social order. 

Shaw and McKay found that as cities grew the central business district expanded 

to keep up with the growth. “Given this historical and ongoing pattern, more desirable 

locations were always at the outer edge of the expanding city. Land use closer to the city 

center was often converted to nonresidential land uses such as large industries, stockyards 

(in the case of both Chicago and Baltimore), and large commercial concerns” (Ecology of 

Crime pg. 2). 

The result of this growth created what are termed transition zones and it is within 

these zones where instances of social disorganization often abound. The housing that is 

located within the more central locations is often older and dilapidated and therefore 

more affordable for those who are poor, transient, or new immigrants. Sociologists view 

these structural attributes as ecological characteristics of a community. 

Another view of social disorganization is given in Criminology, by R. J. Bursik. 

In this work Bursik states that, “A locale is socially disorganized if several things are 

true: residents do not get along with one another; residents do not belong to local 

organizations geared to bettering the community and thus cannot work together 

effectively to address common problems; residents hold different values about what is 

and what is not acceptable behavior on the street; and residents are unlikely to interfere 

when they see other youths or adults engaged in wrongdoing” (1988). With that said, I 

believe that it is imperative for neighborhoods to have community institutions that the 

members can join so that there will be the cooperation necessary to maintain social 

cohesion. It is the whole, “it takes a village to raise a child” notion in action.  



Neighborhoods, or communities, which change quickly, experience higher rates 

of social disorganization according to a study by Taylor and Covington (1998). Perhaps, 

this can be attributed to the fact that few members of the community actually feel as if 

they have any control over the changing landscape and fabric of the community. It is 

within these communities that I believe community gardens could serve the greatest 

good. What better way to show members of a community that they have some control 

over the landscape and fabric of the community than to allow them to work in the Earth. 

Instead of bulldozing an abandoned building, resulting in a vacant lot covered in weeds 

and litter, why not transform it into a beautiful and beneficial garden lot? This 

transformation could empower the members of the community to regain control of the 

ecological factors that led to social disorganization. 

In contrast, at the opposite end of the social disorganization continuum is 

“collective efficacy.” When residents do get along, work through local organizations to 

better the community and take steps to informally control trouble in their neighborhood, 

they manifest high collective efficacy and the areas are said to be socially organized, or 

cohesive. 

Since high levels of social disorganization occur in low-income, ethnically 

heterogeneous, and unstable locations, this makes social disorganization a matter of 

social justice. Often some residents of these areas only feel safe when they stay inside of 

their own homes. The ethnic diversity of these areas makes verbal and nonverbal (hand 

and body gestures, personal space, facial expressions) communication between different 

groups more difficult. For instance, what if your neighbor was from a country that had 

different personal space requirements than the large ones that we have here in the United 

States; and because of this was makes you feel as if they are standing right on top of you 

every time you talk in person. This behavior can be seen as threatening; however, your 

neighbor may simply just be holding a conversation with you. In addition, as instability 

increases it becomes more difficult to recognize who belongs in the neighborhood and 

who does not. In neighborhoods where there is stability, each neighbor knows the next 

and if there is a stranger in the area, they will not go undetected. Certainly, these factors 

can contribute to a feeling of isolation and loss of place. In every society, however, there  



are gardens, formal and informal, vegetable and flower, community or individually 

oriented. Perhaps, gardening is a universal language. 

Today, just as when the studies first started, we see that the areas hardest hit by 

signs of social disorganization are often urban industrial areas. Why is it that the urban 

industrial areas are the most unstable areas? As cities grow, the poorest residents are 

forced to stay behind in the central locations, while the more affluent residents are able to 

move out into the more desirable new areas. These central locations balloon into largely 

industrial areas where land use is exploited and flourishing levels of ethnic diversity are 

seen. Environmental pollution in these areas runs high, educational levels run low, 

cancer and other disease rates often abound. Because of the environmental pollution, 

many of the gardens in these areas are formed in raised beds; meaning that they are 

contained above the ground level and clean soil is brought in to use. Many of these 

communities have little hope for a brighter future. 

What can be done to help these areas achieve a brighter future? According to 

Will Allen, founder of Growing Power in Milwaukee, WI, “Healthy food is the 

foundation of social justice.” Allen goes on to assert that, it is hard to imagine but in the 

United States of America, the land of excess wealth, there are pockets in many urban 

areas that are known as “food deserts.” These “deserts” are devoid of grocery stores that 

offer fresh produce and are instead filled with convenience stores offering a variety of 

sodas and prepackaged foods. Frequently the only restaurants in these areas are fast food 

establishments and often the people who live in these areas show higher than normal 

instances of diabetes, heart disease, and stroke (Yes! Magazine June 2009). 

Allen also works as a part of a national network, called the Growing Food and 

Justice Initiative fighting what he calls “food racism,” (Yes! Magazine p30). Food 

racism is defined as the “structural denial of wholesome food to poor African-American 

and Latino neighborhoods.” According to Allen, “One of our four strategic goals is to 

dismantle racism in the food system. Just as there is redlining in lending, there is 

redlining by grocery stores, denying access to people of color by staying out of minority 

communities” (30).  



These areas are the same areas that exhibit signs of social disorganization; is this 

simply a coincidence or is there a relationship between an ill society and a damaged 

Earth? Rest assured, there is a connection. 

The Earth and all of the Earth’s organisms along with the Universe are a part of 

an elegant and complex integrated open system. In today’s busy society, it is too easy to 

become caught up in the frantic pace that we have created and forget our true roots, our 

origin. One of the things that Scott Russell Sanders in, A Conservationist Manifesto, 

invites us to examine is the epistemology of language, or the examination of the origins 

of language use as well as the true meaning of words. Often people speak and it is up to 

the listener to discern what the person really means. It is through this exercise that we re- 

learn what is truly meant by the word community and the word origin. Sanders also 

reminds us that every society has its own version of the origin story. Here is what 

Sanders calls the Wilderness Story: 

Our planet is a great community of creatures bound together by a web of 

relationships and the earth is a tiny knot within the vast web of the universe, 

which has evolved for some fourteen billion years from simple forms toward 

forms of greater and greater complexity. At least here on Earth, and possibly 

elsewhere, some of those forms of matter came to life, evolving into organisms, 

and some of those organisms developed societies and some developed 

consciousness. Humans, as bearers of consciousness, also bear a special 

responsibility to learn what we can of the laws that govern this evolutionary 

process, to align ourselves with the powers a work in the world, and to care for 

one another and for all sentient beings. Everything we do takes place within the 

great community of living things, and so we can measure the morality of our 

actions by whether or not they enhance the prospects for life, but the life of all 

creatures” (80). 

Brian Swimme, Wendell Berry, Henry David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, and 

Thomas Berry offer much discussion of this notion in their respective works. In, The 

Universe is a Green Dragon, Swimme gives us his version of the origin story. Swimme, 

through his writing, is able to paint a picture of the merging energy of the Earth with the  



energy of humans. As result of the intertwining, a beautiful living universe is created not 

with humans at the center but with humans as one of the many species. 

When we forget our origin, we separate ourselves from the rest of the Universe’s 

creation and become a danger to the Earth. We fail to recognize that we are simply one 

small piece of the whole; our wide view becomes distorted. The Earth can and will 

survive with out humans. After all, we are one of the newest creatures on the planet. 

We, however, cannot survive without the Earth. Sanders writes and speaks eloquently 

about the necessity for humans to remember their sense of place. In today’s busy society, 

it is too easy to become caught up in the frantic pace that we have created and forget our 

true roots, our origin. 

Many of the studies about community gardening fail to link the human/Earth 

connection in areas other than nutrition and physical activity. Nevertheless, there is a 

connection, other than what may be obvious for some. According to Stacy Armour of 

The Ohio State University, “social disorganization not only inhibits the link of 

individuals to each other, it also inhibits the link of individuals to conventional local 

institutions, and the link of the local institutions to one another” (7). In areas that suffer 

from high levels of social disorganization the level of constructive interactions between 

individuals is severely limited. We know that community gardens serve as local 

institutions (by virtue of sociological definition) so why not facilitate the growth of these 

gardens as a mechanism of change? 

From the point of view of a sociologist, perhaps the greatest assets of a 

community are the stabilizing institutions (examples include community organizations, 

churches, youth centers, grocery stores, libraries, and clubs) within that community. A 

community rich in positive institutions is a community with low crime rates. When a 

community is institutionally disadvantaged (lacking in stabilizing institutions or rich in 

non-stabilizing institutions), it will suffer from high crime rates as well as from low rates 

of stability (Roncek and Bell, 1981 and Roncek and Meier 1991). 

Peterson et al. (2000) took Roncek’s work a step further and examined the 

different types of community institutions and the effects they have on crime rates and 

types of crime. They found that there are two major types of community institutions, 

stabilizing and non-stabilizing. Non-stabilizing institutions include such establishments  



as bars, liquor stores, casinos, pornographic shops, nude dancing establishments, and 

drug dens. Examples of stabilizing institutions include community centers, churches, 

museums, coffee shops, community gardens and recreational centers. Stabilizing 

institutions work to bring community members together and non-stabilizing institutions 

work to maintain strife. 

Peterson specifically found that “though many of the institutional measures do not 

have significant effects, the general pattern is that non-stabilizing institutions lead to 

more crime, whereas stabilizing institutions rarely reduce rates of violence, but can 

reduce crime” An example of this would be that the occurrence of bars (a type of non- 

stabilizing institutions) are found to increase crime, while the presence of recreational 

centers (a type of stabilizing institutions) are found to decrease crime; however, this 

effect is significant only in extremely disadvantaged neighborhoods” (Peterson 3). 

In Toronto, Constable Rob Davis of the Crime Prevention Services of the Peel 

Regional Police, worked to obtain a successful transformation of an unstable area in the 

Mooregate Crescent community by initiating a community garden there. According to an 

excerpt from an annual report written by Kristine Hahn of Michigan State University, the 

Mooregate garden resulted in a thirty percent drop in reported police incidents during the 

first summer of operation. Furthermore, another trouble spot in the same community saw 

an even more dramatic reduction of reported crime from a pre garden high of 187 to a 

post garden low of 46, a reported reduction of 75.4%! 

It is my assertion that community gardening is one way to combat the negative 

aspects of social disorganization. Community gardens offer opportunities for community 

members to build skills, improve nutrition, improve the environment, gain pride in their 

communities, and foster a reaching out to other members of the community thus creating 

behavioral changes, which in turn will change community systems. Community gardens 

also provide opportunities for humans to reconnect with the Earth and cultivate a sense of 

“place.” 

Kristine Hahn, horticulture educator for Michigan State University Extension in 

Wayne County, states that, “Community gardens haven been shown to reduce crime. 

They take vacant lots-of which there are at least 60,000 in the city (Detroit, MI) and 

instead of becoming a crime magnet and an area for dumping, it’s a place of beauty.  



People are out there doing healthy things and neighbors are out there talking to each 

other.” This process breeds collective efficacy and therefore is beneficial to areas that are 

without collective efficacy. 

Community gardening is also a way to offer skill-building opportunities for 

community residents. In a paper by Twiss et al. (2003) the authors found that community 

gardens offer communities a way to build and nurture community capacity, strengthen 

community assets, and contribute to cultural traditions while maintaining health and 

sustainability for the participants. According to Twiss et al. (2003) “Gardening 

workshops provide opportunities for residents, staff, and volunteers of all ages to develop 

skills in leadership, community organizing, cultural competent, program planning, 

implementation, and evaluation” (3). 

There is a known connection between voluntary association participation and the 

development of democratic values; this connection was the focus of de Tocqueville’s 

Democracy in America (1853). In his work, de Tocqueville argued “secondary 

associations, those that exist beyond familial attachments and one’s immediate circle of 

friends, facilitate mutually beneficial collective actions and nurture the ethical sensibility 

of “self-interest rightly understood.” This leads to further appreciation for 

interdependence. With this said it should come as no surprise that voluntary participation 

in community gardening has had an effect on civic attitudes. 

Judy Elliott, Director of Education and Community Empowerment with Denver 

Urban Gardens (DUG), credits community gardens for teaching a number of valuable 

lessons. Elliott asserts that when vandals or Denver’s often-fickle weather destroys a 

student’s garden this presents a learning opportunity for the students. Instead of 

retaliating with violence or giving up the youth learn about how they can be the 

proponents of change. Working in small groups, these students also learn about diversity, 

are able to see their own strengths, and are able to contribute to the community. 

In Sacred Land by Clea Danaan, Judy Elliot tells the story of a girl who suffers 

from a myriad of issues, such as a developmental delay, obsessive-compulsive disorder, 

and paranoia. According to Elliot after three years of spending time in the garden and 

through encouragement, this girl could finally place her hands in the soil. After further 

support she learned that she could carry weeds to the compost pile and then finally she  



was able to chop up the weeds and mix them into the pile. “Not only did she learn about 

perseverance and courage, she was able to become an active member of her community” 

(111). 

According to Elliot “DUG and other organizations like them have shown urban 

gardens increase property values and reduce crime. Through investment in a local garden 

space, community members become neighborhood activists and leaders. They learn that 

the same thing we need for high-level living in plants we need in people, and they learn 

to apply those lessons in their own lives. The children and adults served by DUG 

discover a way of like that increases assets through community instead of focusing on 

lack or fear” (Sacred Land p.111). 

Community gardens also serve as a means to illustrate the interconnectedness of 

all beings. When we consider what all goes into a meal it is certainly more than what 

first meets the eye: soil, water, sun, pollinators (bees or wind) farmers, migrant workers, 

truck drivers, mechanics and oil workers who keep these trucks running, produce 

handlers, the cashier at the market, and finally the plant or the animal that makes up the 

meal. Continuing to be removed from this interconnectedness is not a sustainable 

behavior; we must acknowledge this reality. Furthermore, community gardens serve as a 

catalyst in the elimination of food deserts. What a better way to feed members of a 

community than with fresh locally grown nutritionally sound food and at the same time 

offer community sustainability. 

Now that we have established the interconnectedness of all beings, we have come 

full circle, so to speak. We have seen how community gardens effect the areas where 

they grow, they reduce crime improving socially disorganized areas, feed the hungry, 

help eradicate food desserts, teach resolve and adaptability, and foster a sense of place for 

those who have become lost. hope that it is now clear to you, the reader, that the garden 

can be used as a tool to heal communities and empower those who live there. It is my 

belief that a community garden is analogous to a butterfly both teach us about 

transformation.  
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