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Abstract
The ecological dislocation of modern era clearly presents the dependence on the living ecosys-
tem of our society and questions the present profit-oriented, individualist economical system, 
which drastically exploits the natural environment. In the context of an accelerating global en-
vironmental crisis that disproportionately affects the world’s poorest, an environmentally sen-
sitive approach to social work practice has never been more important (Boetto 2016). In this 
paper I am analyzing the connection between the ecological and social ideologies within the 
opportunity provided by community gardens. I am introducing the consequences of a socially 
sensitive regeneration project that occurred in one of the most disadvantageous parts of the 8th 
district of Budapest. One of the elements of this project was to turn the urban courtyards of this 
Quarter into “Green Courtyards”
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Introduction 

Nearly all of our present ecological problems arise from deep-seated social problems there-
fore these porblems cannot be neither clearly understood nor resolved, without resolutely deal-
ing with problems withing society (Bookchin 1993). The ecological dislocation of modern era 
clearly presents the dependence on the living ecosystem of our society and questions the present 
profit-oriented, individualist economical system, which drastically exploits the natural environ-
ment. The change can only be possible if the humanist ideology transfers to an ecological phi-
losophy of life, in which humans need to take responsibility for the surrounding flora and fauna. 
In this paper I am analyzing the connection between the ecological and social ideologies within 
the opportunity provided by community gardens. I am searching for the answer to the question 
of whether there is a place for community gardens in the facilitation of eco-social transition. 
Could the community gardens be the space for the practice of eco-social work?

In the first part of my study I am introducing the present socio-economical processes that 
heavily affect the living conditions of different social groups through the toughts of Byung Chul 
Han German philosopher born in South-Korea. Han deep philosophically and interdisciplinarily 
demonstates the basic problems of our social value system in opposition to the modern and 
postmodern vision of man (Gyöngyösi 2020). His philosophy was formed by the experiences 
from his own garden. He goes beyond the idea that man is superior than the flora or fauna, he 
presents a vision of man living within limits, which is in stark contrast to the idealised vision of 
man in today’s world.

The current social structure is based on economic growth, and this phenomenon can be seen 
in social work practice as well since client care is based on improving their material situation 
and integration to the current structures of society (Ranta – Tyrkkö 2021; Boetto 2017). In 
social pedagogy and social work there is an increasing need for a paradigm shift supporting the 
eco-social turnaround. In the second phase I am presenting those socal work practice trends, that 
promote the ecological transition placing the natural environment at the center of this profession 
(Boetto 2017; Rambaree et. al. 2019).

The poorest citizens bear the burden of environmental disasters caused by human. In the 
third part of my writing I am introducing the consequences of a socially sensitive regeneration 
project that occurred in one of the most disadvantageous parts of the 8th district of Budapest. 
During the social work, we faced some challenges that exposed some dilemmas regarding the 
ecological vision. The poorest residents have to face several problems. Their flats are scarce, 
damp and musty. For these people satisfying their basic needs can be a serious problem, they 
live day by day, their position does not allow them to look into the future. In this living situation, 
environmental protection is not the most pressing issue to address. In this contradictory environ-
ment we tried to create a livable environment and help them to build a supportive community.
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Neoliberalism1 as the crisis of liberty, back to the nature

More and more, we seem to be living in a world where excessive freedom and unchecked 
surveillance are intertwined, where the promise of technology backfires into eternal labor and 
exhaustion, where time is infinitely accelerated, where desires and anxieties are reaching their 
boiling point (Shiqi Lin 2020) Neoliberalism an unusual but effective method to exploit free-
dom. People volunteer to work overtime to satisfy their artificially generated consumption needs 
while exhaustingly escaping into the freedom of media publicity. Neoliberal psycho-politics 
does not make people obedient but addicted, it attracts instead of prohibiting, explores more 
and more sophisticated forms of exploitation. It also directs free time through a variety of work-
shops, motivational weekends, and team building activities. We become addictive and harmful 
to each other and the natural environment (Han 2020a, 2020 b).

The society of the 21st century is no longer a society of discipline, but a society of perfor-
mance. The projects, the enterprises and motivation take the place of prohibition, mandate and 
law, there is not a gap between duty and ability, but a continuity. The continuous self-optimization 
will lead to a mental breakdown. Due to failures the person blames himself instead of blaming the 
society. Human life cannot be affected only positively in fact, negativity keeps life lively, without 
the exciting effect of negativity only dead positivity remains (Han 2020a; Shiqi Lin 2020).

Our societies today are characterized by a universal algophobia a generalized fear of pain. 
We strive to avoid all painful conditions even the pain of love is treated as suspect. This strong 
fear of pain separates us from each other, makes us lonely as the connection to others is accom-
panied by vulnerability. Pain had a cultural significance in society, it is a tool of domination. 
The immeasurable pain of martyrs solidified domination. In this postmodern world the body is 
equal to value, therefore pain is to be avoided at all costs. Lately power has replaced pain with 
motivation and self-actualization (Han 2020a, 2020b,).

As suffering2 represents our own weakness, happiness became a private matter, everyone 
has to take care of their own happiness and thus the current concept of happiness separates 
people from each other. This leads to a lack of empathy and solidarity within humans, and they 
become more and more isolated. Loneliness enhances the pain, which becomes so unbearable 
that humans start to grind themselves. According to researchers, aggressively presented content 
in digital media, such as films and video games, serves as a painkiller however, it does not make 
users aggressive. The constant presence of pain and aggression makes today’s man insensitive 
to the suffering of the outside world, whether it is a defenseless animal or the natural environ-
ment itself. The same can be true for programs depicting natural disasters; the tragedies seen 
in the media happen somewhere else, to someone else, and if they are already being addressed, 
then surely someone will do something. Media separates us from the real world so much that we 
also become neutral to natural disasters happen in our neighborhood (Han 2021b; Lányi 2010).

1  Neoliberalism: a variant of economic liberalism, the declared goal of which is to restore the conditions of capital 
accumulation and the power of economic elites. It demolishes welfare subsystems by citing that they reduce the 
efficient functioning of the market and thereby economic growth (Kotz 2009).

2  For details, see: Sarah M. Coyne, Laura Stockdale: (2020). Growing Up with Grand Theft Auto: A 10-Year Study 
of Longitudinal Growth of Violent Video Game Play in Adolescents, https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/
cyber.2020.0049 
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Byung Chul Han explored in his garden that Earth is magical, a sensitive talkative living 
creature and it is human responsibility to protect it, however now we are exploiting it merciless-
ly. Natural disasters are the consequences of absolute human action. Today we do not respect 
nor see or listen to the nature however it wasn’t always like that (Han 2021b, 2022). According 
to the worldview of ancient nations, human and nature relationship appeared differently than in 
the modern culture. In the beginning of time human was connect to nature spiritually instead of 
economically (Gowdy 2007; Hamvas 2015). This mentality can still be seen in action among 
the indigenous cultures that have survived to this day. The ancient natural nations believed that 
humans, like animals and plants, are part of nature. They were in a mutually dependent relation-
ship with nature and its living creatures. From the 17th century as a consequence of the devel-
opment of science, people became able to manipulate nature for their own advantage, and it be-
came natural that they were no longer mere observers but active parts of the processes of nature 
without fear of the consequences of their intervention (Kutovátz et al. 2009, Heller 1967). 
There is a mutually influencing relationship between a person’s mental health and the state of 
the earth, and as a result, a significant part of the mental and social problems of the present age 
are rooted in man’s alienation from nature. Protecting nature equals protecting ourselves, we are 
depend on nature, we have to protect it to survive (Chalquist 2009, Lányi 2010, Han 2022). 
Han experienced that gardening takes him one step further away from his own ego and teaches 
him to take care of others. Gardening gives back reality it is rich in sensuality and materiality. 
The garden provides an intense experience of time, since the garden has its own time, the plants 
grow according to their own rhythms, it is impossible to influence it, the time of the garden is the 
time of another that must be respected. The garden reciprocates the work, it gives existence and 
time, teaches patience in exchange. Exploring a garden presents us with love and happiness, we 
can experience real emotions through it. Back to the nature means back to the happiness because 
Earth is the source of happiness. Protecting the earth entails allowing it to exist in its natural 
state (Han 2022, Lányi 2015).

How could the social work contribute to the eco-social 
turnaround?
Nowadays we must face heavy environmental and social crises. These crises collectively affect 
the lives of individuals and communities and challenging them on an economic, social, emotion-
al, and ecological level. As a result of the exploitation of the Earth we are facing environmental 
endangerment, the social and economic disproportions are extending and the formal social sys-
tems have been heavily decreased (IFSW 2022). The economic damages and their consequences 
caused by human activities have a more severe negative effect on the poor and marginalized 
social groups than on the wealthy layer of society, which is in fact the source of the actual prob-
lem. Moreover these disadvantaged groups are unable to advocate for their interests or to move 
in order to improve their living standards (Boetto 2017; Kosztka 2021; Panagiotaros et al. 
2022; Dominelli 2013). 

The social work as a dynamically improving science reacts to the actual economic contexts, 
therefore unsurprisingly a massive need appeared for the social working methods to reduce the 
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environmental damages, to support the sustainable activities (Stipsits 2022). As a result an 
environment-focused social work trend started to expand, reflecting on environmental chang-
es, highlighting the importance of the integration of the natural environment3 into social work 
(Ramsay – Boddy 2016). According to the concept analysis of Ramsay and Boddy, most of 
the environmental social work studies criticized neoliberalism, highlighting the necessity of 
promoting economic and social changes within social work as well (Ramsay – Boddy 2016).

John Coates assets the importance of a paradigm shift. Social workers should explicitly val-
ue environmental and ecological justice and engage in a change process to create a sustainable 
society (Besthorn 2002; Coates 2003). This transformation appoints the importance of under-
standing that Earth is a holistic entity with an enormous system of connections among living 
creatures (Coates et al. 2006, Boetto 2017). This holistic understanding of the natural world 
promotes the development of ecological awareness (Besthorn 2002). The eco-social work em-
phasizes the social and cultural-ecological concern of social work, which requires social work-
ers to focus on interdisciplinary teamwork in order to harmonize the scientific knowledge with 
the indigenous ecological knowledge (Wang et al. 2022).

In the center of green social work stands environmental justice, a practice that promotes 
the wealth of individuals and the environment (Dominelli 2013). All the eco-social work, the 
green social work, the environmental social work and the sustainable social work express the 
same concern whether the ecosystem collapse no human will survive (Boetto 2017; Ramba-
ree et al. 2019). The eco-social transition is a slow process full of theoretical ideas and con-
jectures (Christof, Mauch 2019). The eco-social transition means engaging in a process of 
re-imagination, whereby we create, develop and enact alternative ways of being that accentuate 
cooperation, ecologism and operate a neoliberal business ontology (Panagiotaros et al. 2022; 
Boetto 2017; Rambaree et al. 2019). Humans cannot exist without their living environment, 
therefore the everyday social work tries to start where the difficulties for the person concerned 
have developed, in the complexity of the given everyday life. Within given social references, 
i.e. in families, in peer groups in the neighborhood or in associations as well as within given life 
situations, i.e. in the elderly, in men or women or in young people, the addressees are under-
stood in their living space. However, it is only possible to help a more successful everyday life 
if social work in its concrete work also tries to help the addressees out of helplessness, poverty 
and entanglement in everyday life. At the same time, attempts are made to change the situation 
in socio-political conditions (Thiersch 1986 43.; Reimann 2009).

Action for eco-social transition must be unequivocal to the population to succeed in practic-
ing- There is a need for a clear resource-oriented paradigm based on people’s abilities. It needs 
to awake the personal responsibility need to aware that our actions effect not only ourselves 
but others too. The education of sustainable development should teach individuals to make 
decisions with consideration for future generations and the natural environment (Halbritter 
– Tamáska 2022). Additionally alternative action opportunities need to be given, to make them 
live in communities with others sustainably and self-directedly (Stipsits 2022).

3  For the purposes of this paper, the natural environment refers to an organic environment consisting of relationships 
within and between living organisms, including humans and any single element of the natural environment (Boetto 
2017)
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Community gardens as sites of environmental care

The essence of posthuman turnaround, that there is a need for a new ecological paradigm instead 
of the renaissance vision of man from the 15th century. Therefore the importance of community 
gardens does not built of the concept of human wealth but how we can create a living environ-
ment where humans get place however they conform and take sacrifice for other living creatures.

Gardens have been defined as the mirrors of society, they are considered as microcosm, 
where the broader relationships between nature and culture are played out on small scale (De 
Kam – Cluitmans 2021). Nature and society are inseparable from each other, for that very rea-
son the current separation from nature phenomena affects negatively the individuals’ everyday 
life, health, wealth and cognition (Massy 2017; Han 2021b; Han 2022).

Community gardening can provide a solution to restore one’s connection with nature and 
with other individuals. Community garden refers to an open space managed and operated by 
local voluntary communities in which crops and ornamentals are cultivated. There are privately 
owned community gardens, there are gardens laid between houses, created in the gaps of demol-
ished buildings, gardens established in sidewalk islands, they can be created in the courtyards 
of hospitals and schools (Guitar 2011; Rosol 2018; Bende 2021). Social workers working 
in fields of practice such as health, corrections, elderly care or child protection can use com-
munity gardens for professional matters (Bailey et al. 2018). Community gardens provide an 
ideal site for the social work practice of listening to others narratives, moreover, educating and 
learning. They are ideal places where individuals can connect to nature and each other as well. 
Additionally social work practitioners can develop reflective communities of practice with the 
methodology of collaborative auto-ethnography (Bailey et al., 2018). Human connections built 
in community gardens expand to other areas of life (Guitar 2011).

Gardening, including urban gardening, implies a connection with nature. The special virtue 
of community gardens is that they contribute to environmentally aware thinking, serving as 
a space that contributes to understand the connection between environmental protection and 
community food security (Taylor 2022). Community gardens are spaces where people can act 
local, think global and provide sites for local collective activities (Ghose, Pettygrove, 2014). 
Community gardens can serve as a space of prefigurative social change by promoting in the 
gardens the changes they want to see in society (Lewis 2022).

The small actions of gardening occur in social, ecological and socio-ecological aspect in 
different urban and natural areas. Changes in natural habitat that occur in different gardens 
contribute to conserving biodiversity. The appearance of wild animals connects human beings 
with the ethics and practice of responsibility towards other living creatures (Mumaw – Mata 
2022). The community gardens can serve place for social and political learning processes. This 
unique ability lies in the fact that the practice of gardening can promote low-threshold forms 
of learning through non-verbal forms of communication and interaction between social groups 
(Corcoran – Kettle 2015; Rosol 2017).
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Yard landscaping, social work with an ecological 
approach in Budapest
In the framework of an integrated socially sensitive regeneration project called: Versenyképes 
Közép-Magyarország Operatív Program (VEKOP) occurred the rehabilitation of Magdolna-Or-
czy Quarter of the 8th disctrict of Budapest4. One of the elements of this project was to turn 
the urban courtyards of this Quarter into “Green Courtyards”. During the rehabilitation, eight 
municipal owned building refurbishments occurred involving the local community. The public 
involvement process has included local meetings as well as community actions e.g. community 
planting (Rév8 Zrt. 2020).

As the project coordinator, I was involved in the processes. The continuous collaboration 
provided me with an opportunity to get to know the environment, living conditions and problems 
of the participants and moreover to help them with social pedagogic methods. The rehabilitated 
area in question is one of the most disadvantageous parts of the district: with critical substandard 
quality historic housing stock built at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries (Alföldi et. al. 
2019). Two main goals were set in this project. The first goal of the project was to transfer the 
narrow, dark, unhealthy living environment of local communities into green courtyards which 
can serve place for free time activities, social activities and contributes to improve the climate 
and green areas. The climate of areas covered with plants is cooler and healthier with more 
humid air as a result of the plants evaporation in contrast to the areas covered with concrete and 
asphalt. The second goal was to build a loyal, careful social community with the contribution 
of social workers with the help of common gardening activities (Rév8 Zrt. 2020). During the 
program as social pedagogists we helped the participants understand the goals of the rehabilita-
tion, tried to win their trust and expanding their knowledge. All of the buildings had their own 
coordinator who kept in contact on daily basis with the participants.

The creation of green courtyards was a part of a complex rehabilitation in which old, unre-
pairable windows and doors were replaced with modern ones in order to turn these old buildings 
into more energy saving. The satisfaction or dissatisfaction of the participants regarding to the 
courtyard gardens depended on their attitudes towards the work of refurbishment. However the 
dissatisfaction brought together the participants more, as a result of this they formed communi-
ties. The frustration became even greater when the gardens were completed and the task of sub-
sequent care aroused. As the coordinators of the project, we had to motivate the participants to 
action and moderate the conflict by widening their knowledge and analyzing their opportunities. 
It is really challenging to talk about environmental protection to poor, disadvantageous people. 
For these people satisfying their basic needs can also be an ordeal. This situation is a contra-
diction itself, since the consumption of these people should be raised, moreover nowadays in 
this utilitarian world environmentally friendly things are way more expensive than their tradi-
tional alternatives. It was important to have them understand that they should not wait for the 
improvement of their financial situation from sustainable innovation but for the improvement of 
their everyday lives. We had to find the areas where they could develop despite their poor living 
standards. Their consumption of fruits and vegetables is usually low, consequently few showed 

4  For details, see: http://rev8.hu/magdolna-orczy-negyed-programelemek/
Horváth 2022.
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interest in their cultivation. Their socio-cultural factors and economic constraints contribute to 
the disproportion of their diet (Martin et. al., 2017; Pourias 2020). Actually, we can say that 
the Program was successful since in every building some green spaces were established which 
resulted in a more comfortable, healthier and aesthetic living environment.

Some local communities refused to maintain the green courtyard; one of these courtyards 
was lawned and planted with shrubs that were maintained by local municipal employees. In two 
other courtyards ornamental plants with low maintenance were installed. Despite the resistance 
all the residents participated in the planting. In the last more than one year we observed that the 
residents started to use their new garden. Some of them tend the gardens on their own, others 
are still waiting for the help of the local municipal government however in common all of the 
courtyards were full of people on summer evenings, they watered the plants and enjoyed the 
cooling mist they got in exchange.

Conclusion 

The estrangement from nature environment strongly connect to the ecological crisis of the mod-
ern era. If we were able to restore the connection and harmony between humans and nature, it 
would have a positive effect on the condition of the Earth, since the one who is close to the natural 
environment protects it (Roszak 1992). Transformational change can include moving towards 
institutions based on value rather than profit, which bring people together and nurture the better 
propensities of humanity (Panagiotaros et. al. 2022).We have to redefine the concept of wealth 
in such a way that it does not mean the satisfaction of artificially generated consumption needs 
but includes the possibility of a more meaningful life close to nature (Boetto 2017; Han 2020a.).

The clients of social pedagogy are the members of those defenseless, disadvantageous 
groups, who are the most exposed to the result of the global ecological crisis of the modern era. 
The more the environmental problems, such as earthquakes and other natural disasters in the 
lives of the clients, the more the social pedagogists get in contact to the natural environment 
(Boetto 2017; Kosztka 2021; Panagiotaros et al. 2022; Dominelli 2013).

The history of community gardens5 claims that these gardens can mean a solution to urban 
problems such as poverty, segregation and provide space for the re-exploration of the nature ad-
ditionally they advance the health environment (Panagiotaros et al. 2022; Rosol 2018; Lewis 
2022). More and more social pedagogists think that community gardens can serve as a place of 
eco-social work practice, we can find several examples where community gardens give place to 
social pedagogical activities (Bailey et al., 2018; Lewis 2022; Rosol 2018; Panagiotaros et al. 
2022; Ranta – Tyrkkö 2021).

During the presented socially sensitive regeneration project called: Versenyképes 
Közép-Magyarország Operatív Program (VEKOP) occurred the rehabilitation of Magdolna-Or-
czy Quarter of the 8th disctrict of Budapest, we faced with a serious dilemma that how can we 
win poor, disadvantageous people for the natural environment. How could we get them to accept 
the green courtyards and make them tend on their own will. It can be said that the Program was 

5  For details, see: Grown from the Past: A Short History of Community Gardening in the United States,
https://communityofgardens.si.edu/exhibits/show/historycommunitygardens/intro 
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successful since in every building some green spaces were established, and the fact that the local 
residents participated in the planting and enjoyed their new gardens in the hot summer weather 
proves that they did not completely isolate themselves from nature. Even if they do not active-
ly participate in gardening activities, their sense of isolation diminishes simply by watching 
abandoned places become meaningful places and their neighborhoods come alive; in this way, 
increased interaction with community members will reduce their sense of alienation (Hoh et. 
al. 2022) The biggest problem in this matter is the isolation from the natural environment, most 
of the people have no connection with the nature, and we have to build this connection from the 
very basics. Once they can keep a potted plant alive, they can continue with something bigger, 
but most importantly, they have to experience the natural values. The one who gets in touch with 
nature will never think of it as a commodity and will search for the opportunity to have a deeper 
connection with it. The program was a learning process for all of us however it lasted for too 
short period of time in order to reach more meaningful results. The experience proves that even 
a small green courtyard can move individuals towards nature and each other. We experienced 
that these gardens are community spaces where social pedagogist can develop the understand-
ing of eco-justice and the fight against unsustainability.
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