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Garden Practices, “Quiet” Virtues, and Understanding

Author: (GBR) David E. Cooper

Abstract: In both Western and Asian traditions, moral purposes have been
assigned to gardening and related practices. The focus in this paper is upon
virtues that gardening practices may manifest and foster. A distinction is made
between virtues incidental to gardening, and those internal or essential to it. The
latter — including humility and care — are virtues required for gardens to
flourish. These internal virtues are referred to as “quiet” ones, for they are virtues
associated by the Ancients with such ideals of tranquillity as ataraxia,

Translators: CAO Kaizhong, ZHANG Chuhan Proofreader: QING Feng

equanimity and wu-wei. Attention to these quiet virtues, it is argued, explains

From ancient times to the present, a variety

of broadly moral purposes have been attributed to

the garden. A Chinese Song dynasty official, for

instance, claimed that enjoyment of a pavilion and

why gardens have been regarded both as places of refuge and ones conducive
to wisdom. The question is addressed, finally, of why the garden is an especially
apt arena for the cultivation of certain virtues. The answer refers to the way that,
in the garden, human practices and natural processes inflect and permeate one
another. Humility, for example, is fostered by recognizing one’s dependence
upon nature and the limits of imposing human schemes upon it.

Keywords: gardening; virtues; humility; tranquility

its surroundings would “moralise people” more

effectively than preaching to them would do™. To
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take a more recent example, each year at the
Chelsea Flower Show these days, visitors will
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encounter “eco-gardens” that aim to encourage
people to “save the planet” and forestall the suffering
that will be caused by further environmental
devastation.

As these examples indicate, there has indeed
been variety among the many claims about the
garden’s moral purpose. The purposes themselves
have varied from the encouragement of austere self-
discipline to the reinforcement of Victorian values
of industry and family life. They have ranged from
inspiring a patriotic love of one’s country to
promoting senses of justice and community. The
popular Alnwick Garden, close to where I live in
the north-east

of England, lists among its

objectives:  the well-being, education and
empowerment of the “most vulnerable community
members”, and inspiring people to become
“changemakers” equipped to address “the climate
crisis”.

Equally varied have been the means that have
been proposed for how gardens may contribute to
moral purposes. These have ranged from a didactic
conveyance of moral lessons to a rather more
subtle exemplification of ideals. An example of the
former would be the temples in Stowe garden, one
of them containing statues to commemorate
ancient virtues, the other a fake ruin designed to
convey that, by the 18th century, there were no
virtues left to celebrate. An example of the latter
would be the way in which the informal, “natural”
landscapes of “Capability” Brown, also created in
the 18th century, were held to exemplify the love
of liberty allegedly prized by Englishmen. (Formal
French gatdens, by contrast, were deemed to
exemplify a desire to control and dominate.) Other
gardens were held to promote morality by
providing apt environments for moral reflection,

«

while yet others were intended to instil a “work
ethic”. (It was the belief of some Victorian writers
and gardeners that vigorous gardening might divert

young men and women from their preoccupation
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with sex.) At the Alnwick Gatden, mentioned
carlier, moral objectives are variously pursued
through education courses, a “community fridge”
to encourage responsible food practices, “climate
action courses”, and a “poison garden” to remind
visitors of the caution with which they should treat
natural environments.

It should be clear from the examples I have
given that, by “moral purposes”, I do not mean
simply those that have to do with moral principles,
rights and duties. It is with a broader — and
older — conception of the moral or the ethical that
I am concerned: one that refers to the good life, to
the flourishing of the human condition. In this
essay, I shall focus upon an especially important —
and certainly a philosophically interesting — form
that claims about the moral purpose of the garden,
in this broader sense, have taken in several
traditions. This is the idea that gardening and other
garden practices may help to cultivate virtues, that
they have a significant role in, one might say, the

education of the virtues. By “virtues”, I mean

those dispositions of character that contribute

positively — or at any rate are believed to do so —
to leading a good and flourishing life. (I refer to
garden practices, rather than simply to gardening,
since while gardening may be the most central of
these practices, it is not the only one. Other
practices engaged in by gardeners include designing
parterres or pergolas, encouraging wildlife into the
garden, and placing ornaments, seats and so on in
their gardens.)

The idea 1 want to discuss is, to be sure, a
very old one — as old as the more general thought
that gardens can have a moral purpose. The
Roman writer Pliny the Younget’s ambition, in
creating his gardens, was to “cultivate [him|self”
and lead “a good and genuine life”™, The idea is
very prominent, too, in the great East Asian
traditions of the garden as a “Way” (Ch. dao, Jap.
do). A Way, as understood in these traditions, is
not a mere recreation, hobby or activity, but a

practice of self-discipline, self-development and

“bio-spiritual cultivation”. The idea T am discussing
is still with us in our own times, moreover, in the
form, for example, of the belief that good
gardening may foster an approptiate attunement
and comportment to the natural world. One thinks,
too, of attempts to use gardens as places where

troubled young people — ones with a drug or

alcohol problem, say might recover a sense of
the value of work and communion with other
people”.

The alleged virtues that garden practices have
been held to cultivate are, as already indicated, very
varied — patriotism, self-discipline, environmental
responsibility, diligence, industry, and many others.
The question that I want to address is whether
there are some virtues that are, as it were, “internal”
or “intrinsic” to garden practices, while others are
at best only contingent or “accidental” ingredients
or products of these practices. Are there, in other
words, virtues that might be said to belong to the
essence of gardening?

It would be possible to design a garden as a
kind of assault course for training soldiers and,
hence, for instilling physical courage. Wealthy
Englishmen once designed gardens that contained
outdoor theatres, with the aim that these would
encourage aesthetic appreciation of music or
drama. But we can agree, I think, that these are
functions that are imposed on the garden, and that
gardening per se is not especially apt for
developing courage or musical appreciation. The
same could be said about the use of gardens, as
with the temples at Stowe, to convey moral
messages through statues, inscriptions on stones,
or whatever.

I would say the same, too, of, the
intentionally scraggy, almost plantless and sandy
“guerrilla” garden that I was shown in Germany
some years ago. The garden, which contrasted
vividly with the richly planted park in which it
stood, was designed by its maker to prick our

conscience about world poverty. Perhaps it did so,

and quite effectively, but it is not intrinsic to



garden practices to encourage a concern for
disparities in wealth. There are, in short, all sorts of
ways in which gardens might be employed to
encourage virtues or desirable attitudes —
including several that I have already mentioned —
but not all of these reflect, one might say, the
essence of the garden or gardening. Not all of
them, that is, are virtues that gardening by its very
nature will foster.

By contrast, consider such virtues as patience,
humility, care, hope, and what the Chinese call jing,
a sort of “respectful reverence” for things. These, I
propose, are internal to garden practices in a way
that courage, musical appreciation and sympathy
for the poor and hungry are not. This means,
roughly speaking, that they are qualities that are
necessary to good gardening. More exactly, they are
qualities, at any rate, without which the gardener
would have to be very fortunate to make and
maintain a garden that flourishes — a garden, for
example, in which the flowers beautifully blossom,
the vegetables are tasty and nutritious, and the
birds feel safe and welcome. One can at least
imagine that, in the location of a particular garden,
the weather, the soil, the wildlife and surrounding
environment are so unusually benign and
favourable that even impatient, careless, irreverent
and overly self-confident gardeners manage to
grow tasty carrots ot beautiful irises. But, then, they
are indeed very lucky, for the success of the garden
owes little to them and much to the good fortune

of circumstances.

Under normal circumstances, a virtue like

humility — by which I mean a proper appreciation
of one’s dependence on conditions not under one’s
control — is essential to successful gardening. A
gardener who ignores changes in the seasons or the
weather does so at his considerable peril. The same
is true of a virtue like care — a concern for the
good of the plants, trees, or creatures with which
the gardener engages. A bad gardener may neglect

to prune and protect his fruit trees, but he or she

will then be very fortunate if, despite this, they

produce plenty of fruit.

Gardening, it goes without saying, is a skill
and discipline. Its internal or intrinsic virtues are
those that are normally required for the proper
exercise of this skill or discipline, of this “Way”. In
the case of, say, judo and other martial arts, these
virtues will include courage, determination and
respect for one’s opponent. These are the virtues
internal to such arts: the timid, hesitant yet
conceited fighter will be very fortunate to win a
contest. In the case of garden practices, it is,
instead, the “quiet” virtues — of care, humility and
so on — that are paramount. Or, so I am
proposing.

Why, however, do I refer to them as “quiet”
virtues? The label strikes me as an appropriate one
for two reasons. For a start, they are virtues that
contrast with the more muscular, more strident
virtues usually associated with, and perhaps
necessary to, what is nowadays regularly called
social and political activism. The aim of achieving
global equality, say, or the objective of “saving the
planet”, or the attempt to get rid of a corrupt
regime are goals that may be furthered by, and in
turn encourage, such putative virtues as righteous
anger, a burning sense of injustice, and concern for
the well-being of one’s grandchildren. Activism, in
this sense, stands in contrast with what is often
referred to as quietism. The quietist has gentler,
more personal and less politically driven priorities.
The virtues internal to garden practices, I am
suggesting, tend towards the quietist, not the
activist, end of the spectrum of moral ambitions .

A motre important reason, pethaps, for
referring to the quiet virtues is the intimate
association they have with a number of ancient and
traditional ideals that have themselves been defined
as forms of quietude. Among such goals or ideals
are the ataraxia and apatheia — the freedoms from
disturbance and the passions — admired by the
Hellenic Greeks. Further east, we find the

equanimity (upekkha) that is one of the “sublime

states” (brahmavihara) which the Buddha exhorts
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his followers to seek. Further east still, we
encounter the wu-wei (“inaction”, or “effortless
action”) prized by the Daoist sages. What all of
these share is the praise of a life that is tranquil, at
case, undisturbed — a life that is “happy, calm, and
unshaken”, as one garden lover, the Roman Stoic,
Seneca, put it The quiet virtues, then, are those
that are cultivated not least in order to achieve and
secure quietude and related conditions, like
tranquillity, in one’s in life. Better, perhaps, they are
cultivated as essential constituents of such a life.
“Quiet virtues” seems like an apt title for virtues
that conduce to these conditions.

Recognition of the quiet virtues intrinsic to
garden practices is helpful, in my judgement, in
explaining a number of enduring perceptions,
stretching back to ancient times, of the significance
of gardens. I shall focus on two of these: the
perception of the garden as a place of retreat or
refuge, and that of gardening as a source of
understanding or wisdom.

If the quiet virtues are internal to garden
practices, then one of the several senses in which
the garden has often been considered as a place of
retreat or refuge becomes readily intelligible.
Gardens have served, very occasionally, as refuges
in a quite literal sense. They have been places
where people have sought physical protection or
total disassociation from the outside wotld. More
commonly discussed, however, has been the role of
the garden as a place in which to find temporary
relief from “the dust and grime of the world”, as
several Chinese texts call it, or to enjoy what
Andrew Marvell in his famous poem, “Thoughts in

a Garden”, called “fair quiet” and “delicious

solitude™™™.

More interesting, however — at least in the
context of my discussion — is a more figurative or
metaphorical image of the garden as refuge. I have
in mind the idea of the garden as a space in which
it is possible to cultivate and exercise virtues that

are remarkably difficult, or even impossible, to

practice and develop in the everyday, outside world
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of work, business and social intercourse. Andrew
Marvell lists “innocence”, “repose” and * fair
quiet”’— things for which there is little opportunity
in the busy world of everyday life — among the
rewards that a garden affords”. Now, the quiet
virtues are surely ones whose exercise in that world
is also a considerable challenge. For this is an
aggtressive, often febrile and agonistic world that
emphatically discourages, even punishes, humility,
say, ot forbearance and patience. There’s no time
or place, it seems, for such virtues in the market
place, think-tank or busy office. It is the kind of
wortld from which the Chinese literati, as much as
Marvell, sought refuge in order to conduct, as they
saw it, better lives, ones in which such virtues
could more feasibly be exercised. For Pliny, too, it
was clearly the hospitality of the garden to the quiet
virtues — ones that he knew were hard, even
dangerous, to exercise on the streets of Rome —

3

that made it a place conducive to a “good and
genuine” life. On this perception, the garden, one
might say, is seen as a refuge for the virtues — for,
in particular, those quiet virtues to which the
everyday world is so inhospitable. In the garden,
these virtues have the space and time in which to
breathe.

An emphasis on the quiet virtues also helps
to explain the ancient perception of the garden as
an arena for the cultivation, not only of moral
virtues, but of an understanding of the scheme of
things — of reality and one’s place in it. This was
an understanding that, in contrast to metely
theoretical or technical knowledge, was held, in
ancient traditions, to constitute wisdom. Epicurus’s
garden in Athens has been described as providing
“a form of [philosophical] education” e,
Medieval gardens in Christian FEurope were
designed to intimate or illustrate religious truths.
The distinguished contemporary Spanish gardener,
Fernando Caruncho,

speaks for many other

3

ardeners, I suspect, in celebrating the “ spiritual
g > pect, g p

and cognitive experience” afforded by at least some

gardens"”.
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There should be no tension between emphases
on both the moral and the epistemic benefits of
gardening respectively, on their contribution both
to the good life and to wisdom. The contrasts,
here, are anyway fuzzy ones. There is no clear
point at which a concern for living well diverges
from one for knowledge and understanding.
Thinking about — or “interrogating”, as the British
gardener and author, Alasdair Forbes, puts it —
the way we should live is one way, after all, in
which living well may be fostered". And it is only
in contexts that are morally favoutrable that the
pursuit of wisdom may be possible. In the “Ways”
I referred to earlier, that have played such a
significant role in FEast Asian cultures, moral
development and understanding of the world and
one’s place in it, are inextricably combined.

It is worth elaborating, here, on the mode of
understanding or knowledge that, for Epicurus,
Caruncho and others, the garden is apt for
promoting or cultivating. What is not intended is
the sort of propositional, empirical — perhaps
technical and scientific — knowledge that might
best be acquired through aggressive debate and
excitable exchanges of ideas in a think-tank
seminar or a brain-storming session. It is not the
type of knowledge that could be arrived at by piling
up data and evidence, or by undertaking some
“research project” . The understanding aimed at
and fostered in Epicurus’s garden, for example,
was of “the harmonies of the cosmos” and the
soul’ s relation to matter'. The Daoist garden,
wrote Maggie Keswick, aimed in its quiet way to
render more salient “the inexpressible experience
of the dao”"". It has been said, too, that a Zen

«

garden both secks to and provides a “glimpse of
the world as it appears to a Zen-enlightened
sensibility”" .

These kinds of understanding do not consist
in acknowledgement of the truth of certain
propositions or beliefs. This is not to deny, of

course, that the good gardener will need to know

lots of facts — about propagation, soil acidity,

weather patterns and so on. Nor, obviously, is it
being denied that the good gardener requires a
considerable stock of “know-how””: he or she must,
of course, have the skills that are needed when
pruning, grafting or planting. But the kinds of
understanding I want to identify are not mere bits
of information that that a person might come
across, not individual “knacks” and skills.

Rather, they take the form of experiencing or
sensing reality, or the way of things, for what it is.
This is a form of philosophical understanding
unlikely to be available to the arrogant, hubristic,
impatient person absorbed in his or her daily
business and engagements. Nor, indeed, is it
available to people absotbed in the pursuit of
technical knowledge. It is a kind of understanding,
rather, that is available only to the patient, receptive
person who is capable of suspending or “bracketing”
everyday practical concerns, and who is willing to
respond to things as they are. It is not difficult to
appreciate that the kind of understanding that the
garden invites is precisely the type accessible to
people who possess the quiet virtues that are
cultivated in the garden. It is because these virtues
are cxercised in the garden that gardening is a
vehicle for this kind of understanding, this “form
of education”. Philosophical understanding, or
wisdom, requires, as the ancients well knew, the
exercise of humility, patience, respect, mindfulness
and other quiet virtues. Wisdom, unlike the forms
of knowledge that are so prized in modern

societies, presupposes an openness, stillness and

clarity — a sort of “innocence” — that has little

place in the everyday world of “calculative”,
technological thoughtml.
A question that readers who may be
sympathetic to my conception of garden practices
as cultivating the quite virtues and philosophical
understanding might nevertheless want to raise is
the following. Are garden practices at all unique in
this? Why, if at all, they are asking, is gardening
especially apt for promoting these virtues and this

understanding? Couldn’t other practices — and



other forms of retreat and refuge from that of the
garden — be equally apt and effective? Might not
retreating, like Marcel Proust, into a cork-lined
room in Patis and writing an enormous novel be
similarly apt? Might not driving across the USA,
like Ken Kesey, in a converted, technicolor bus
with some fellow hippies be equally effective?

I do not want to be dogmatic here, and to
insist that only the garden can serve as a theatre for
the cultivation of the quiet virtues and
understanding of the way of things. But I do want

to suggest that it is an especially apt space or refuge

for this purpose. The reason for this must surely —

and perhaps unsurprisingly lie in gardening’s
engagement, and manner of engagement, with
nature. It must be due to its intimate dealings with
natural environments, creatures, plants and other
natural entities. It is no accident that Epicurus
refers to the understanding of, and comportment
towards, nature that are, in the first instance,
cultivated in the garden. Nor is it surprising that
Daoist influenced poets, like Tao Yuanming
around the turn of the 5th century, in their search

<

for a “spontaneity” (ziran) that accords with the
way of nature — indeed, with the dao itself —
should have sought this in gardens.

The relationship between culture and nature
is, of course, a large theme and I shall only touch
upon a couple of its aspects. The English
philosopher, Mary Midgley, criticized Existentialist
thinkers, like Jean-Paul Sartre, for regarding the
world as so much “dead matter” on which we
allegedly totally free creatures may impose our wills
and “ projects” . Had they taken notice of the
“biosphere” — the world of plants and animals —
they could not, she argues, have adopted this
hubristic vision of the unconstrained freedom of

. 13
human bemgsI I

She implies, furthermore, that
their failure to pay proper attention to the living
world was due to their spending their lives in bars,
cafés, jazz clubs, cinemas and other quintessentially

urban and all-too-human venues. Midgley’s message

seems to be that if Sartre — who indeed hated

being in the countryside, away from the city — had
done a good day’s gardening, he would soon have
appreciated our dependence on a recalcitrant
natural world and the severe limits against which
our “projects” run up. More generally, Midgley is
implying, it is essential to the cultivation of the
quiet virtues — and even to recognizing that they
are virtues — to spend time in natural environments,
and to engage with them in the manner, for
example, of the gardener.

But, secondly, if garden practices, through
their intentional and inevitable engagement with
nature, help to teach us lessons of humility and
forbearance, of patience and hope, they also serve
to inspire care and regard for nature. The good
gardener learns not only that he or she depends for
their success on the cooperation of nature, but that
success is impossible without attending to the good
of the plants, soil and creatures with which they
engage. The gardener learns, in effect, to honour
the duties of care and solicitude that ought to
accompany our intrusion into the natural world.
When we bring nature into the orbit of culture, art
and utility, we should, at the same time, bring it
into the sphere of moral concern. If the garden is a
forceful reminder of our dependence on what is
beyond our control, it is also a symbol of nature’s
dependence on — its susceptibility to — human
ambitions and projects. Gardening is, perhaps, the
most striking exemplification one can find of the
mutual dependence — the reciprocal inflection and
porousness — of human cultural practices and

[14-15]3)

nature . And this is why, I propose, it is in a

privileged position to invite, employ and foster the

quiet virtues.

Notes:

® My use of the term “quietism” is distinct from various
other uses as the name, for example, of a movement in
17th-century French Christian theology, or as a label for a
certain style of philosophical investigation associated with
Ludwig Wittgenstein.

@ The author argues that, more generally, the garden is an
important means for “disclosing” the world. See reference
[8].
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@ The use of the term “porousness” was suggested to me
by Alasdair Forbes.

(Editor / LIU Yuxia)

Author:

David E. Cooper is an emeritus professor in the
Department of Philosophy, Durham University, and is
author of the book A Philosophy of Gardens. His research
focuses on history of Eastern and Western philosophy

aesthetics, environmental ethics, and linguistic philosophy

Translators:
CAO Kaizhong, Ph.D.
Faculty of Art, Communication University of China, and a

is an associate professor in the

contributing editor of this journal. His research focuses on
application of digital art in landscape architecture, and
landscape architecture criticism

ZHANG Chuhan is a Ph.D. candidate at Xi’an University of
Architecture and Technology, and an

engineer n
Ecological Landscape Construction & Research Institute
China Architecture Design & Research Group. Her research

focuses on urban design and theory.

Proofreader:
QING Feng, Ph.D
of Architecture, Tsinghua University. His research focuses

is an associate professor in the School

on architecture history and theory, and architectural

criticism



