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A Conceptual Approach to Unveil Traditional
Homegardens as Fields of Social Practice

ABSTRACT

Disciplines and approaches concerned with peopleenvironment relations have contributed to

legitimate traditional ecological knowledge, nowadays endorsed in the international scientific

policy agenda as an important driver for management and conservation of biological resources.

However, there is still a need to further understand how people internalize worldviews,

knowledge, and practices regarding environmental management. In this sense, traditional

homegardens are a suitable scenery to unravel such processes. Grounded on Bourdieu´s

´theory of practice´, this paper unveils homegardens as fields of social practice. The

homegarden field is embedded within the household field, further influenced by the community

field. The three of them make up the ‘array of fields’ where homegardening develops by means

of social interactions, informing and informed by the habitus (schemes of perception,

appreciation, and action, produced by particular social environments that shape agent’s own

sense of the world and his/her place in it). Both, inputs (e.g. land, plants, labor, and knowledge)

and outputs (e.g. increased knowledge, homegarden produce, homegarden functions and

derived benefits) are here approached as homegarden´s capitals. According to the theory of

practice, such capitals are unequally distributed across agents, and it is such inequality that

impulses them to generate, maintain, increase and/or transform homegarden capitals.
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INTRODUCTION

Traditional knowledge has been
recognized as a driver for biodiversity
management and conservation in the
international arena, as in the case of the

Intergovernmental SciencePolicy Platform
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(IPBES). As stated by authors concerned
with this topic: “indigenous and local
knowledge systems represent alternative
ways of learning from and with the

http://ethnobioconservation.com/index.php/ebc
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societies to cope and manipulate their
environments (Toledo and BarreraBassols
2008).

The focus of this paper is in
homegardens, the land use system where
social relations are most readily visible as
based on knowledge, practice, use,
management, and cosmologies (Howard
2006). Indeed, homegardens are generally
managed through ‘unpaid’ household labor
and are due to knowledge that has taken a
life time to accrue (ibid.). Also, labor,
knowledge, and rights to homegarden
resources are often differentiated within the
household and within the social group
according to attributes such as age, sex, and
social position (ibid.). In fact, homegardens
are said to reflect internal aspects of both
the domestic and the sociocultural group
where they are embedded (Finnerman and
Sackett 2004; LopeAlzina 2012).

Homegarden research has its origins in
agroforestry in the 1970´s (Fernandes and
Nair 1986). Eventually, this land use system
has risen interest across disciplines such as
ethnobotany, agroecology, geography, and
anthropology. Similarly, while homegarden
research initially focused on the cultivated
areas by the habitational unit (e.g. Barrera
1980), in the last fifteen years, the interest
over this land use system has extended to
urban and periurban contexts as in the case
of urban gardens, community gardens, and
allotments (see CalvetMir et al. 2012; Ellen
and Platten 2011; Ellen and Komaromi
2013). The growing interest in different types
of gardens seems to be related to a growing
concern about food security, food
sovereignty, organic food, and the
therapeutic value of gardening and food
production for ownconsumption (e.g.
GonzálezBall et al. 2017; Hake 2017;
McClintock and Simpson 2017; McFarland
2017; Pineda Ofreneo and Hega 2016).

Due to the social nature of homegardens,

environment, through close and continuous
observation framed by distinct worldviews”
(Tengö et al. 2017). Nevertheless, several
disciplines and approaches focused in
peopleenvironment relations antecede such
legitimization. That is the case of social
ecological systems (SES) and ethnoecology.

Born from ecology, SES acknowledges
the reciprocal relationships between the
social and the ecological systems (Berkes et
al. 2000a). This is found, for example, in the
conceptualization of ´indigenous ecological
knowledge´ which has been defined as “a
cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and
belief, evolving by adaptive processes and
handed down over generations by cultural
transmission, about the relationships
between living beings and their environment”
(Berkes et al. 2000b).

Derived from cognitive anthropology,
ethnoecology is concerned with the way in
which traditional societies organize and
classify their knowledge about the
surrounding environment (Brosius et al.
1986). Ethnoecology has been extensively
approached to study reciprocal relationships
between nature and culture in traditional
societies (e.g. Alexiades 2009; Hunn 2008;
Johnson and Hunn 2010; Toledo 1991;
Sillitoe 2001). For example, the approach
proposed by Toledo (1991), emphasizes in
that worldviews (kosmos), knowledge
(korpus), and practice (praxis) are
intertwined and undividable. Such a
compound informs the way in which local
people perceive the surrounding
environment, making up the saberes
tradicionales (traditional knowledges) which
are stored in the mnemonics of people who
have been in close interaction with the
environment through generations. Such
knowledge is also referred as biocultural
memory, which denotes the coevolution of
biological and cultural diversities as well as
the adaptive feature of individuals and
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through this paper; I present a conceptual
proposal to unearth the social practice that
underlies this land use system; the purpose
is to make a theoretical contribution to the
study of homegardens. As previously
mentioned, while disciplines or approaches
concerned with the coevolution of nature
and society have contributed to legitimate
traditional ecological knowledge, there is still
a need to build a deeper understanding
about how agents and social groups
internalize worldviews, knowledge, and
practice (e.g. kosmoskorpuspraxis). In fact,
approaches such as ethnoecology and
socialecological systems still show gaps
about how such processes inform the
perceptions and ways to act in relation to the
surrounding nature and the ways in which it
is appropriated in both a utilitarian (e.g.
provision of food and other goods) and non
utilitarian sense (e.g. aesthetic and ritualistic
values). The justification of this proposal
relies in such needs.

Why Bourdieu?

The proposed approach put forth here
departs from Pierre Bourdieu’s ´theory of
practice´ (Bourdieu 1977, 1990). Bourdieu’s
form of exposition is known to be highly
complex, ambiguous, and difficult (Fourny
2000). However, by departing from three
general concepts –fields, habitus, and
capitals and the interplay among them, the
complexity of social relations in a given
context can be better understood. These
three concepts and their interrelations have
been used to understand social phenomena
across a wide range of disciplines, such as
education (Dumais 2004), gender studies
(Krais and William 2000; McCall 1992;
McNay 1999), and linguistics (Hanks 2005).
In peopleenvironment relationships, a few
case studies refer to habitus as means to
explain adherence to traditional ecological

knowledge. This is the case of Greenberg
(2003) and Waldstein and Adams (2006)
who explain that, as part of habitus, rural
migrants often bring planting material of
species they consume as food, from their
original places to their new places. Yet, the
potential that Bourdieu´s approach has to
unveil the interrelations between social
relations and biological resources or
ecosystems is not thoroughly approached
through such research.

Bourdieu’s social practice is said to be
rooted in classical sociology with authors
such as Marx, Weber, Durkheim, and Veblen
(Di Maggio 1979; Fourny 2000; Sallaz and
Zavisca 2007); an overall intellectual project
concerned with ‘the synthesis of the
objectivist and subjectivist epistemologies’
(Sulkunen 1982). Largely influenced by
Immanuel Kant, Bourdieu criticized both
‘empty theoricism and blind empiricism’ in
the social sciences (Bourdieu 1988),
advocating for the need for an ‘emic’
approach that relies on ethnographical
methods but is not necessarily divorced
from, and rather complements, quantitative
data (Bourdieu 1990). With this approach, he
provided an analytic framework that himself
named a ‘reflexive cognitive anthropology’
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). In this
regard, the complementarity between 1)
theory and practice, and 2) the quantitative
and the qualitative, are currently
acknowledged as the most comprehensive
approach in the study of peopleenvironment
relationships (e.g. Albuquerque et al. 2014).

The ´field´ in the context of
homegardens

The field in Bourdieu’s sense has been
defined as a ‘the social world in which actors
are embedded and toward which they orient
their actions’ (Sallaz and Zavisca 2007); it is
the social arena where predispositions
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acquired through socialization and
experience provide the agent with a ‘sense’
about how to ‘play’ in the field itself (Jenkins
1992). The position hold by the agent in the
field, is influenced by factors outside it,
which are eventually ‘translated to the
internal logic of the field’ (Martin 2003: citing
Swartz 1997). In Bourdieu´s ´theory of
practice´, a field interconnects with other
fields, making up the ´array of fields´ through
which the agent experiences the immediate
social world.

In the conceptualization here proposed,
the homegarden field is embedded within the
household field, in turn embedded within a
broader field, the social group or the
community. This complex make up ´the
array´ of fields through which the agent
internalizes homegardening as one of
his/her most proximal social experiences.
The three fields and their interrelations are
next addressed.

The homegarden field

The agent at the homegarden field is both
a household member and a gardener who
through socialization and experience has
learned to reproduce the homegarden
system and all of its elements and functions
(Howard 2006). This entails maintaining both
inputs (e.g. knowledge, labor, land, and
species) and outputs (e.g. produced goods
and functions such as improved nutrition,
additional household income, increased
status, and improved bargaining power over
wage income) (see Mitchell and Hanstad
2004).

In this sense, the homegarden field has
its own capitals ‘at play’ and its own rules to
follow. For example, in the Yucatan (Mexico),
the homegarden is considered as a ´female
bounded space´ even when women rarely
own the land. Nevertheless, through their
knowledge and labor, women are able to

yield de facto rights over the garden and its
produce; this allows them to generate status
and prestige, and to bargain and negotiate.
In this way, the homegarden becomes a field
of social practice for women where they do
not compete with men (see LopeAlzina
2004, 2014).

The household field

The household or domestic group refers
to the social arena where the individual
derives his or her first modes of thinking,
expressions, dispositions, and meanings
(Hanks 2005; Jenkins 1992; Reay 2004).
One of the most accepted definitions,
developed within cultural anthropology,
states that ´the household is the basic
residential unit where economic production,
consumption, inheritance, child rearing, and
shelter are organized and carried out’
(Haviland et al. 2005). In the same line, the
household is perceived as a unit of ‘domestic
organization’ where members are not
necessarily kin related and the referent is the
‘geographical propinquity or common
residence´ (Yanagisako 1979).

The above conceptualizations however
do not provide insights into the household´s
inner dynamics. As it is well known, within
the household there exists differentiations
according to age, sex, and hierarchies as
directly related to the division of tasks and
distribution of both obligations and benefits
(Kabeer 1991).

The division of labor, knowledge, benefits
and responsibilities within the household can
be understood through the lens of
homegardens. For this reason, the
homegarden and the household are here
posited as interrelated fields of social
practice. Indeed, across the literature, it has
been found that the household is the main
source of knowledge and labor for the
homegarden (Hoogerbrooge and Fresco
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1993; Howard 2006; Mitchell and Hanstad
2004), with household members having
differentiated rights, responsibilities, and
duties at different moments (Howard and
Nabanoga 2007). For example, in the
Yucatan, men are in charge of the garden
settlement while women eventually become
main labor providers, knowledge holders,
and decisionmakers about what to grow,
where in the garden, and how to use it. All
that as part of a subtle negotiation process
between men and women, which fits
expected social roles (LopeAlzina 2004).

The community field (public
sphere)

Household members are social agents
who ‘interact dynamically with the larger
society’, therefore the household cannot be
separated from the community or the public
sphere (Hendon 1996). The same idea is
supported by Furåker and Peterson (2006)
who state that ‘without neighborhood
contacts and stable relationships between
family members in and outside the individual
households, the community will not function.’
Similarly, Yanagisako (1979) acknowledges
that changes in social relations in the public
sphere are reflected in the internal
organization of the domestic group.

In this context, exchanges of planting
material and other goods that originate
and/or enter homegardens are a clear
example of the interrelations between both
the homegarden and the community fields.
Authors such as Ban and Coomes (2004);
CalvetMir et al. (2012), DíazReviriego et al.
(2016,) Ellen and Komaromi (2013), Ellen
and Platten (2011), and LopeAlzina (2014)
have shown the reciprocal relationship
between gardens (homegardens and
community gardens) and social relations;
such exchanges reinforce social networks

while contributing to build and maintain
gardens. Moreover, such exchanges are
means to reinforce local social dynamics.

´Habitus´ in the context of
homegardens

As proposed by Bourdieu, the habitus is a
notion about the reciprocal relationship
between social and mental structures: ‘social
structures inculcate mental structures [and]
these mental structures in turn may
reproduce or change social structures’
(Sallaz and Zavisca 2007). The habitus is
defined as ‘a system of durable and
transposable dispositions (schemes of
perception, appreciation, and action)
produced by particular social environments,
which functions as the principle of the
generation and structuring of practices and
representations’ (Bourdieu 1988). This highly
elaborated definition implies four things.
First, as a disposition, habitus is ‘an
embodied sense of the world and one’s
place within it´ – a ‘tacit feel for the game’
(Sallaz and Zavisca 2007, citing Bourdieu
1984), which is produced as a matter of
routine rather than consciously learned
(Jenkins 1992). Second, habitus is durable,
meaning that it is the result of a process that
is ‘internalized in individuals through early
socialization in the family or primary group’
(Sallaz and Zavisca 2007). Third, habitus is
transposable, meaning that ‘people carry
their dispositions with them as they enter
new settings’ (ibid.). Fourth, habitus is not
immutable: it is constantly shaped by the
agent’s experiences and socialization
processes (Sulkunen 1982).

Habitus is therefore quite a complex
concept (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992):
while grounded in cognitive structures, it is
by no means mechanistic; while built on past
experiences (internalized belief, trialerror,
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learning) it is, however, guided by the future
(what is to be achieved); while the agent is
unconsciously predisposed to carry out
determined actions and have determined
belief and interests, habitus still gives room
for conscious action and agency; it is a kind
of learned empirical knowledge, but it is one
that cannot be ‘explicitly articulated’ (McNay
1999). Habitus is manifest, for example, in
dietary patterns, language expressions,
accents, dress styles, aesthetic codes,
housing lay outs (Sulkunen 1982), and, it is
here posited, in homegardens.

The traditional homegardener has
assimilated or ‘embodied’ the establishment
and maintenance of this agroecosystem as
part of his/her social world and the place that
he/ or he has in it. Homegardening
knowledge and abilities are acquired through
experience as a matter of routine, largely at
the unconscious level. Homegarden habitus
is ‘durable’, meaning that it is often learned
through early socialization processes and
stays with the homegardener throughout life.
Last but not least, since the agent ‘carries’
his or her homegardening habitus as he or
she enters new settings, homegardening
habitus is ‘transposable’ and always subject
to change, yet it does not disappear as the
agent first learned it, but rather, it is
constantly shaped as the he or she engages
in new experiences (e.g. new forms of
cultivation, commodity production,
migration).

The above hypotheses are supported by
homegarden research across the world. For
example, in a literature review covering 39
case studies with both homegardens and
swidden gardens across Latin America,
Howard (2006) provides evidence that
gardening is learned through socialization
processes that develop early in life,
enhanced and increased through lifetime;
therefore habitus a form of unconscious
disposition is part of life, and is congruent

with social norms and expected behavior.
Even if the gardener acquires new
knowledge or enters new contexts, the
essence of what is learn early in life about
gardening, remains within him or her for life.

The above arguments may contribute to
understand why homegardens are due to the
gardeners (Kimber 2004) and why
homegardens have been able to cope and
evolve with external factors, such as the
intensification of agriculture (Hoogerbrugge
and Fresco, 1993). Also, they may explain
the diversification into other types of ´new´
gardens, such as urban, community, and
school gardens.

The ´capital´ and its forms in the
context of homegardens

Capital, a concept rooted in Classical
Economics, refers to ’a stock that possesses
the capacity of giving rise to flows of goods
and/or services‘ (Ekins et al. 2003). In
Bourdieu´s theory of practice, capitals are
defined as ‘the goods or resources that are
at stake in fields’ (Jenkins 1992; Reay 2004)
which can be found ´in three fundamental
guises´ economic, cultural, and social.
These forms of capital are contextual and
convertible into one another depending on
the ‘field’ where the capital is ‘at stake’,
posited to be unequally distributed across
individuals in a given field (Bourdieu 1990,
2003, 2004).

The three main forms of capital proposed
by Bourdieu are described in this section
together with two other forms natural capital
and symbolic capital, both considered of
key importance to understand homegardens
as fields of social practice.

Economic capital

Bourdieu’s notion of economic capital
involves both material and nonmaterial



LopeAlzina 2017. A Conceptual Approach to Unveil Traditional Homegardens as Fields of Social Practice

Ethnobio Conserv 6:19

7

investments which, through time, may return
an economic benefit that is not necessarily
financial (Sallaz and Zavisca 2007). In this
way, Bourdieu´s conceptualization of
economic capital rejects the reductionist
view of economic theory about mercantile
exchange and profit maximization of
economic theory (Ibid.), which neglects other
forms of exchange than monetary.

In homegardens, land, labor, and use and
exchange values of homegarden goods can
be regarded as economic capital. An
example of this is the cash generated from
plants and animals grown at homegardens
which are sold at small scale, usually at local
or regional markets (e.g. Abebe 2013;
Barbosa de Lima 2014; LopeAlzina 2014;
Major et al. 2005; Mitchell and Hanstad
2004).

Cultural capital

Cultural capital encompasses knowledge
and skills (Reay 2004). The concept was
introduced by Bourdieu into the social
sciences as a hypothesis about the uneven
distribution of knowledge and skills. That
explains, for example, why some individuals
succeed in a given ‘field’ while others don’t
(ibid.). Indeed, if one possesses cultural
capital, one is said to be competitive in a
given ‘socially valued area of practice’
(Sallaz and Zavisca 2007).

In this paper, I hypothesize that the
cultural capital of homegardens consists on
the one hand, of knowledge and skills, and
on the other hand, of the cultural functions
that the homegarden itself yields. In the first
case, knowledge and skills can be highly
specialized and may cover from plant
propagation and cultivation management to
storage, processing, and knowledge about
market value (Howard 2006). For example,
in the Yucatan, a squash landrace locally

known as ´tzol´ is cultivated preferably in
homegardens, where women are main
knowledge holders about this species´
management cultivation, plant care,
processing, storage, and are also who sell
this squash at local markets (LopeAlzina
2007). In the second case, the social
functions of homegardens contribute to
reproduce local social dynamics. As shown
by Christie (2005), kitchens and
homegardens match for knowledge transfer
about food processing and preparation; this
as part of the cultural tradition, for example,
when women gather together to cook for
local festivities and rituals.

Social capital

Social capital is defined as ‘durable
networks of relations through which
individuals can mobilize power and
resources’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). It
consists of the aggregate of relationships of
mutual acquaintance and appreciation
among people in a durable network where
group relations represent the basis through
which people can yield benefits from other
people through reciprocity (Bourdieu 1986).
Of all of the forms of capital, social capital is
the least possible to achieve individually
since it largely depends on the socialization
processes and established relations with
other agents (Bourdieu 1986, 2004).

Regarding homegardens, social capital
relates to exchanges (e.g. of seed, planting
material, goods, and knowledge) which
reinforce social networks. Such exchanges
are often nonmonetary and may yield
access to resources such as land, goods,
labor, knowledge, and social status (Ban and
Coomes 2004; CalvetMir et al. 2012;
Coomes et al. 2015; DíazReviriego et al.
2016; Ellen and Komaromi 2013; Ellen and
Platten 2011; Jaimovich 2015; LopeAlzina
2014).
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Natural capital

  This form of capital was not explicit in 
Bourdieu’s conceptualization of the social 
world, yet, as a concept accepted in the 
international agenda, it has been here 
included.

Natural capital is also called
environmental or ecological capital; it is 
defined as a stock that generates “a flow of
‘services’, which serve as inputs into the 
productive processes” (Ekins et al. 2003). 
Due to their biological richness and multiple 
uses values, homegardens are rich in natural 
capital, which consists of the biotic and 
abiotic elements therein contained (see 
Brookfield and Stocking 1999). In fact, a key 
characteristics of the homegarden 
agroecosystem, is that it may concentrate a 
high number of plant species in relatively 
small areas (Anderson 1996; Barrera 1980;
LopeAlzina 2007; Mitchell and Hanstad
2004).

Symbolic capital

  Symbolic capital is understood as a form 
of recognition by others expressed as 
prestige, esteem, honor, authority, and 
charisma (Reay 2004). This form of capital 
may act as the underlying ‘force’ in the 
conversion of the forms of capital. For 
example, cultural capital (e.g. 
homegardening knowledge), when 
acknowledged by others, may yield both 
economic returns (cash from petty sales)
and social capital (relations, networks, 
connections).

Symbolic capital in homegardens is here

perceived as the recognition,
acknowledgement, or appreciation as a good
gardener, which is earned by virtue of
personal skills and abilities while it also fits
with the expected social roles. Therefore,
symbolic capital in homegardens consists of
social status1 and prestige. For example, in
the Amazonia, Piaroa women attain prestige
by means of manioc cultivation and
processing, a food staple in the region which
is grown in swidden gardens2 (Heckler
2004).

Related to the above, social position
defined by attributes such as age, sex,
roles, and hierarchy within a group also
influences the status that someone gets from
homegardening. In the Yucatan, for example,
elderly women are very active in exchange
networks while they are also appreciated as
knowledge beholders. Such a capital hold by
these women, influences the high
hierarchies they have in social networks as
related to their social status and prestige
(LopeAlzina 2014).

The essential capitals to establish a
homegarden

Certain capitals are first needed to
establish a homegarden: land (preferably of
certain quality) and planting materials, which
demand both labor and knowledge. These
four capitals knowledge, labor, land, and
plant genetic resources are herewith
described.

Homegarden knowledge. This type of
knowledge is understood as the acquired
body of information that is necessary to carry
out a minimum of practices for garden

1 Status can be either achieved or ascribed. The former is earned by virtue and reflects personal skills, abilities,

and efforts; the latter is either given from birth or later assumed in life (Keesing and Strathern 2001).
2 Swidden gardens are considered to have the same importance in sociocultural terms in the Amerindian

Amazonas than homegardens for Mesoamerica and other regions of South America (Howard 2006).
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establishment and maintenance. As
suggested before, homegarden knowledge
can be approached as cultural capital since it
is embodied by the agent and validated
through social interactions. This knowledge
is highly specialized as related, for example,
to the large number of species maintained
and to the several forms of knowledge
needed (e.g. from agroecology to supply
demand and related price fluctuations)
(LopeAlzina 2004).

Homegarden labor. Labor can be
approached as economic capital in that it
represents an investment of time, skills, and
physical work; eventually yielding means of
subsistence. The main source of
homegarden labor is the household,
presumably due to the proximity between the
household and the homegarden, and to the
fact that labor requirements in homegardens
are generally low and spread throughout the
year (Hoogerbrooge and Fresco 1993).

Homegarden land. This input can be
considered as both economic and natural
capital. In the first case, because of the
subsistence means as a land use system
where a diversity of species are grown and
used by the household in several forms and
enddestinations (e.g. ownconsumption,
markets). In fact, land is an economic asset
since property rights exist over it (in fact,
land may be sold, purchased, inherited, etc.).
In the second case, as an abiotic component
of homegardens, land is a means for all
types of life reproduction, which among other
functions, yield ecosystem services such as
carbon sequestration (Kumar 2006).

Plant genetic resources. Homegardens
are not conceivable without plants; other
components such as domestic animals, and
wild animals that find a refugee, may
become part of garden once it has been
established (GonzálezJácome 1985). Plants
or more specifically, plant genetic resources

or PGR (plants, seed, propagation material,
fruits, flowers, etc.) can be approached as
multifold capital. They are natural capital
since they provide own means of biological
reproduction, generating an
incommensurable flow of services that
promote the continuation of reproductive
processes (Ekins et al. 2003). PGR can also
be approached as economic capital since it
provides means of subsistence, either
directly as in the case of ownconsumption,
or for the cash potentially generated. Last
but not least, PGR are cultural capital:
technical environmental knowledge is implicit
in preharvest (e.g., plant adaptation, nutrient
requirement, and growing habits) and post
harvest management (storage and
preservation, processing and preparation
according to specific uses and requirements
as in the case of culinary, medicinal, or
ritualistic applications). Moreover, ‘individual
plants may take on social meaning’ (Howard
2006), as when plants become a
remembrance of specific events or of
relations with other people.

Plants as cultural capital show an
interesting trend with plant uses and thus
with homegarden´s functions. As proposed
by Bourdieu (1986), the forms of capital can
be transformed into one another. In the case
of homegarden plants, it is the use and
functions given to a plant or a species that
defines the specific form or forms of capital it
may have. For example, if the plant is used
for ritualistic purposes as in the case of
Tagetes erecta L., zempazuchitl, the iconic
flower of Day of the Death celebrations in
México, the capital is cultural; or, if the plant
is used for medicinal purposes, the capital
may be both economic and cultural; if the
plant is given as gift, it may become a means
to enhance social capital.
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The ´bundle´ of social relations
around homegarden capitals

Both homegarden inputs (as those
described in the previous section) and
outputs (e.g. increased knowledge, species,
and populations; cash generation, and social
status attainment) are ´feed´ by social
relations, which circulate through the ´array´
of fields  the homegarden, the household,
and the community. Borrowing the term
from Ribot and Peluso (2003), such relations
are here referred as a ´bundle´ of social
relations because they are all interrelated;
herewith presented as part of the local social
norms:

Social differentiations. Agents have
differentiated roles in daily life according to
the position they have in both the domestic
and public spheres (Bourdieu 1990; 2004).
Such differentiation is due to factors such as
age, sex, ethnic group, migratory status, and
religious and political affiliations, and may be
reflected in the agent’s status (e.g. economic
and/or social, including honor and esteem by
others).

Knowledge relations. Knowledge refers to
the information embodied in the agent that
he or she needs in order to perform
practices. In the case of agroecosystems
such as homegardens, knowledge can be
described as ‘traditional’ in that ‘it takes a life
time to accrue’ (Howard 2006): also,
because it is transmitted mostly –but not
necessarily only via practical and oral
means (Ellen and Harris 2000). Garden
knowledge is hypothesized to be unequally
distributed across household and community
members, depending on the contact the
agent has with the stimuli (Boster 1985).

Labor relations. Refer to the distribution of
physical work among agents, implying an
investment of time, skills, and physical
activities. In subsistence economies, the

labor required to build and maintain local
agroecosystems, develops within the
household, where different members have
different yet complementary labor inputs
(LopeAlzina 2007).

Property Relations. This dimension refers
to interactions among individuals or agents
with regard to tenure of a given asset;
relationships where rights and access differ
across individuals and social contexts.
Rights can be formal (entitlement recognized
by the law) or customary (privileges often
gained through labor, knowledge, and
specific uses and applications given to the
resource). Access means that the individual
has ‘room’ to make use of the resource and
derived goods, thus receiving a benefit
without necessarily being the ‘entitled’ owner
(Howard and Nabanoga 2007). Both, access
and rights imply “who does (and who does
not) get to use what, in what ways, and when
(that is, in what circumstances)” (Ribot and
Peluso 2003, citing Neale 1998).

Exchange Relations Exchanges are part
of the subsistence economy and more often
than not, flow through specific networks
defined by social affinities and kinship ties
(e.g. DíazReviriego et al. 2016). For
instance, exchanges may be a means to
gain material goods (e.g. food) and non
material assets, such as prestige, honor, and
esteem (LopeAlzina 2014). Exchanges can
be material (items such as plants, animals,
and processed homegarden goods) or non
material (as in the case of knowledge).

Herewith some examples of the
interrelations between homegarden´s
capitals and the social relations above
described:

 Management and use of PGR are
strongly linked to social differentiations as
related to permissions and prohibitions
(Howard 2006). That is, a given person
can make a given use of a given part of a
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given plant that is grown in a given place 
or land use system in a given season
(Howard and Nabanoga 2007) Also, men 
and women may have different 
permissions and restrictions in regard to 
specific crops, species and cultivars
(Howard 2006) and such gender 
associations may imply exclusions
(Boster 1985).
 Seeds and planting material are 
especially important in exchange 
relations. For instance, goods generated 
in homegardens are often exchanged 
between kin, reinforcing social relations
(CalvetMir et al. 2012; Coomes et al. 
2015; DíazReviriego et al. 2016; Ellen 
and Komaromi 2013; Ellen and Platten 
2011; Jaimovich 2015).
 Homegarden knowledge may influence 
property relations. This is the case of 
women who are not be entitled to own 
homegarden land. However, they may be 
able to yield customary rights through the

knowledge and labor they invest in
homegardens (Howard and Nabanoga
2006).
 Rights and access over homegarden
assets can be generated by means of
labor. However, divisions of labor are
rooted in worldviews of what is
considered to be appropriate behavior,
usually related to the agents´ social
position (sex, age, kinship relations, and
social status). Male and female, young
and old, siblings and parents, may have
different yet complementary labor inputs
(Howard 2006).
 Land as an asset implies social
relations. This can be perceived by
looking at the horizontal layout of the
homegarden (with zones defined by use:
ornamentals, medicinals, spices, fruit
trees, timber, cashcrops, livestock, etc.).
Each zone is usually cared and managed
by household member(s) with assigned
tasks according to attributes such as age,
sex, and hierarchies within the household
(Mendez et al. 2001).

Figure 1. Homegardens as fields of social practice
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‘A feel for the game’: understanding
homegardens as fields of social
practice

Grounded on Bourdieu’s theory of
practice, through this paper, homegardens
have been unveiled as ´fields´ of social
practice with its own capitals ‘at play’ and its
own inner dynamics. As illustrated in Figure
1, the homegarden field is fully embedded
within the household or domestic ´field´ and
it is further influenced by the community
‘field’ to which the household belongs.
Therefore, the homegarden, the household,
and the community or larger social group
make up the ‘array of fields’, which is
mobilized through the ´bundle´ of social
relations, which inform and are informed by
the agents’ habitus schemes of perception,
appreciation, and action, produced by
particular social environments that shape
agent’s own sense of the world and his/her
place in it (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992).

CONCLUSIONS

In spite of the increased body of
knowledge in peopleenvironment
approaches such as ethnoecology and
socialecological systems, which emphasize
in the interrelations and coevolution of
people with their environments, there is still a
need to further understand how people
“embodies” such cognitive processes.
Similarly, while traditional knowledge has
been recognized as a driver for biodiversity
management and conservation in the
international arena, there are still scientific
gaps to legitimate such knowledge: the
social sciences and approaches as the one
developed through this paper represent a
potential contribution to fill such gaps.

Taking Bourdieu´s theory of practice as a

conceptual framework to address the social 
world of homegardens, through this paper, I 
have highlighted that as stated by Bourdieu 
perceptions about use, management, and 
worldviews are internalized by the agent 
through the interactions within the social 
group since early in life, and carried out with 
him or her as he or she enters new settings. 
Such habitus is here posited to play a key 
role in the maintenance of homegardens, a 
traditional agroecosystem.

  The household is the arena through which 
relations with other households are 
established as a means to assure and 
increase the household’s own capitals. To 
unfold this idea, it is necessary to remind 
ourselves that, in Classical Sociological 
Theory, capitals are entrenched in social 
relations (see Swedberg 2006); they are 
produced and held by agents who engage in 
knowledge relations, labor relations, property 
relations, exchange relations, and social 
differentiations, and are (re)distributed and 
exchanged among the same and other 
agents.

Embedded in both the household and the 
social group fields, homegardens are both 
units of production and fields of social 
practice where the overall goal is to achieve, 
maintain increase and/or transform certain, ,
capitals that are ‘at stake’. At this field, the 
agent holds certain position, which is 
dictated by the habitus, embodied by him or 
her since early in life and carried out within 
him or her as he or she enters new settings. 
In this regard, traditional homegardening 
remains with the agent through life, 
continuously adapted to new circumstances 
and characterized by certain features that 
have been passed from generation to 
generation as part of the social practice that 
characterizes a given group.
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