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Abstract

Working and wandering through gardens in the UK, the US, Japan and Korea has made tangible 
many significant contrasts in their social ideals: is wild land “barbarian” or “natural;” is daily 
maintenance work menial or contemplative; is the garden around the house mine, or someone 
else’s borrowed landscape; does a garden evolve over years or is it crafted to perfection on its 
first day? If citizenship comes from being at home, cultivating a life in such varied gardens has 
developed in me a quality highly prized by gardeners, adaptability to a wide range of climate 
zones. For humans this quality might be called the privilege of global citizenship

My British grandmother’s garden was unchanging, formal and delicate; the spring kale and large 
stands of summer phlox in our home garden were more purposeful and more productive. In both 
places the carefully tended, intentionally varied plantings, which represented the traditional and 
the unusual, seemed so natural. Setting up house in the American Northwest, I was, at first, 
overpowered by the invasive  “natural” blackberry and its companion plant, the “wilderness 
ethic.” The 40 year old garden we now have has become a lovely blend of wild and carefully 
tended: a pond, wild ferns, roses and an enormous, self-seeded Douglas Fir. New images of social 
maintenance in the natural world stirred in Japan: what kind of society raked gravel and grew 
moss and called it a garden? Sweeping away every untidy fallen leaf may replicate Japanese 
social control; it is also evidence of an astonishing degree of personal intimacy with every branch, 
every patch of grass. In Korea, dreary patches dirt, whether behind a restaurant or next to a store 
reveal themselves, come spring, to be vegetable gardens: Garlic and peppers, lettuce and cabbage 
all summer long. Korean forests get as much detailed attention as a Japanese garden, “harvested” 
for their wild vegetables -- so good for ones health. 

Conceptual frameworks illuminating global civic privileges emerge when engaging Confucian 
injunctions to cultivate the self using ritual in familial and civic relationships, with Emerson and 
Thoreau who cede only to trees and streams untrammeled by human intervention, the 
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transcendent meanings in life. This essay will explore the question: once well adapted, what 
rights and obligations does a nomadic global citizen have in all these places she calls home?

Helena Meyer-Knapp is the child of an international marriage between her German 
refugee mother and British father. She made an international marriage herself, to an 
American, and currently has a child living in London and two in the US. Over the last 10 
years, she has worked in Japan for three different extended periods and in Korea for 
similar periods twice in the last two years. In recent years her work has been supported 
Bunting Institute (now the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study) and Fulbright 
fellowships.

Meyer-Knapp’s professional life has been divided between teaching at The Evergreen 
State College, an interdisciplinary, public, liberal arts college in Washington State, and 
research into peace-making and the ways wars come to an end. She specializes in 
contemporary conflicts, and currently focuses on the Asia Pacific Region. 
These days she lives on a regular circuit between work in Asia and the US and family in 
the UK. As exemplified by her own life, Meyer-Knapp believes that globalization may be 
enabling humans to return to the nomadic rather than settled existence.


