UNIT 1: INTRODUCTION TO ETHNOBOTANY

Detailed English Notes | Topics: 1.1 Introduction, Definition and Scope * 1.2 Man—Plant
Relationship « 1.3 Ethnobotany vs Economic Botany ¢ 1.4 Landmarks of Indian
Ethnobotany « 1.5 Sub-disciplines

1.1 INTRODUCTION TO ETHNOBOTANY, DEFINITION AND
SCOPE

Meaning and Introduction

 Ethnobotany is the scientific study of the relationship between people and plants. It examines how
different human communities identify, name, use, manage, conserve and culturally understand plants.

 The subject combines knowledge from botany with anthropology, ecology, pharmacology, agriculture,
forestry, sociology and traditional knowledge studies.

« Traditional communities have developed detailed plant knowledge through long-term observation and
experience. Ethnobotany documents this knowledge and studies it scientifically.

« Ethnobotanical knowledge may include food plants, medicinal plants, plants used for fibres, dyes,
timber, tools, rituals, construction, cosmetics, fodder and household purposes.

Definitions

« John W. Harshberger (1896) introduced the term 'ethnobotany' and described it as the study of the
utilization of plants by Aboriginal peoples.

» Modern ethnobotany has a broader meaning: it studies the interactions between humans and plants,
including material uses, traditional ecological knowledge, beliefs, customs, conservation practices and
cultural values.

Objectives of Ethnobotany
* To document traditional knowledge about plants before it is lost.
« To identify plants used by local and indigenous communities.

* To record local/vernacular names, plant parts used, methods of preparation and modes of
administration.

* To investigate the cultural, religious and social importance of plants.
« To evaluate traditional plant uses for food, medicine and other useful products.
 To support conservation and sustainable utilization of useful plant resources.

« To provide leads for pharmacological, phytochemical and agricultural research.

Scope of Ethnobotany
» Medicinal ethnobotany — study of plants used in traditional healthcare.
» Food ethnobotany — wild edible plants, vegetables, fruits, grains, beverages and famine foods.
« Agricultural ethnobotany — traditional crops, seed selection, cultivation methods and crop diversity.

* Ethnoveterinary studies — plants used to treat livestock and other domestic animals.
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« Ethnopharmacology — scientific study of biologically active substances and therapeutic practices
derived from traditional knowledge.

« Ethnobotanical taxonomy — study of local plant classification, identification and naming systems.
 Ethnoecology — relationship between people, plants, animals and their environment.

« Ethnopedology and related traditional environmental knowledge — local understanding of soils, habitats
and natural resources.

» Ethnomycology and related ethnobiological fields — traditional knowledge of fungi and other organisms.
» Conservation ethnobotany — role of communities and traditional practices in conserving biodiversity.

« Commercial and industrial applications — plant fibres, gums, resins, oils, dyes, timber and other
products.

« Cultural ethnobotany — plants associated with festivals, sacred places, ceremonies, myths and beliefs.

Importance of Ethnobotany
« It helps preserve indigenous and local knowledge.
« It creates a scientific record of plant resources and their uses.
« It can provide leads for discovery of medicines and useful natural products.
« It promotes sustainable harvesting and conservation.
* It supports community-based biodiversity management.
« It can contribute to food security by documenting wild edible and underutilized plants.

« It connects biological science with human culture.

1.2 MAN AND PLANT RELATIONSHIP: CONCRETE AND
ABSTRACT

Introduction

» Human civilization has always depended on plants. Plants provide food, oxygen, medicines, clothing
materials, shelter, fuel, tools and many industrial raw materials.

* The relationship is not only material. Plants also have symbolic, religious, emotional, artistic and
cultural meanings. Therefore, the relationship is divided broadly into concrete and abstract
relationships.

A. Concrete Relationship

« Concrete relationships are direct, practical and material relationships in which people use plants or
plant products for a specific purpose.

 Food: cereals, pulses, vegetables, fruits, spices, beverages and edible wild plants.
» Medicine: leaves, roots, bark, flowers, seeds, latex and other parts used in traditional remedies.
« Clothing and fibre: cotton, jute, flax and other fibre-yielding plants.

« Construction and furniture: timber and bamboo are used for houses, tools, furniture and agricultural
implements.

* Fuel: wood, charcoal and plant residues are used as sources of energy.
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 Fodder: grasses, leaves and crop residues are used to feed livestock.
* Dyes and tannins: several plants provide natural colouring and tanning materials.

« Oil and industrial products: seeds and fruits provide edible oils, essential oils, gums, resins, waxes and
other materials.

« Agriculture: plants are used as crops, green manure, mulch, windbreaks and soil-improving resources.

B. Abstract Relationship

* Abstract relationships are symbolic, emotional, spiritual, cultural or intellectual relationships between
people and plants.

* Religious and sacred value: particular trees and plants may be associated with deities, worship or
sacred places.

« Ritual value: plants may be used in marriage ceremonies, festivals, funerals and seasonal celebrations.
» Myths and legends: plants can occur in stories, traditional beliefs and origin narratives.

« Social identity: certain plants may represent a community, locality or cultural group.

« Aesthetic value: flowers, trees and landscapes provide beauty and inspiration.

« Emotional value: particular plants may be associated with memories, family traditions or important life
events.

« Traditional ecological knowledge: people develop concepts about seasons, habitats, plant behaviour
and environmental changes.

Concrete vs Abstract Relationship — Key Difference
 Concrete = useful/material relationship; Abstract = symbolic/cultural/spiritual relationship.

 Concrete uses can usually be demonstrated by observing the actual product or activity; abstract values
are often expressed through beliefs, customs, stories and rituals.

« Both forms are important because they together explain the complete human—plant relationship.

1.3 COMPARISON OF ETHNOBOTANY AND ECONOMIC
BOTANY

Ethnobotany
 Focuses on relationships between people and plants, especially traditional and local knowledge.
« Studies cultural, medicinal, food, religious and practical uses of plants.
« Often works closely with indigenous and local communities.

» Records vernacular names, beliefs, customs, harvesting practices and traditional classifications.

Economic Botany

« Studies plants that are useful or potentially useful to human beings from an economic and commercial
viewpoint.

 Focuses on economically important crops and plant products such as cereals, pulses, fibres, oils,
timber, beverages, spices, drugs and industrial raw materials.

« Emphasizes production, processing, utilization and economic importance.
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 Usually gives greater attention to commercially important plants and their products.

Detailed Comparison
« 1. Basic focus — Ethnobotany: people—plant relationship; Economic Botany: economically useful plants.

« 2. Main emphasis — Ethnobotany: traditional knowledge and culture; Economic Botany: utility and
economic value.

« 3. Cultural aspects — Ethnobotany gives major importance; Economic Botany gives comparatively less
importance.

* 4. Traditional knowledge — central to ethnobotany; supportive but not central to economic botany.
« 5. Community participation — often essential in ethnobotany; not always necessary in economic botany.

« 6. Study area — local/indigenous knowledge as well as wider cultural systems; economic botany
commonly studies useful plant groups and products.

* 7. Scope — ethnobotany is strongly interdisciplinary; economic botany is mainly concerned with useful
plants and their economic applications.

« 8. Plant classification — ethnobotany may include local classification; economic botany generally uses
scientific classification.

« 9. Conservation — ethnobotany often links use with traditional conservation; economic botany
emphasizes resource utilization and production.

« 10. Research output — ethnobotany may document knowledge, cultural practices and useful species;
economic botany may provide information on crops, products, cultivation and commercial importance.

 11. Example — documenting how a community uses Neem in traditional practices is ethnobotanical;
studying Neem as a source of commercially useful products is an economic-botany approach.

« 12. Relationship — the two fields overlap because many traditionally useful plants also have economic
importance.

1.4 LANDMARKS OF INDIAN ETHNOBOTANY
Early Background

« India has a very long tradition of plant use recorded in classical literature, Ayurveda and local
knowledge systems.

 Ancient texts contain information on medicinal plants, food plants, aromatic plants and other useful
plant resources.

« Traditional systems such as Ayurveda, Siddha and Unani preserve extensive knowledge of plant-based
remedies.

Development of Modern Indian Ethnobotany

« During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, botanists and anthropologists increasingly
recorded the plant knowledge of Indian communities.

« J. D. Hooker and other early botanical workers contributed to botanical exploration and documentation
of Indian plants, creating a foundation for later ethnobotanical work.

« During the twentieth century, systematic ethnobotanical studies expanded through universities,
botanical institutions, forest departments and research organizations.
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« Dr. S. K. Jain is widely recognized as one of the leading pioneers of modern Indian ethnobotany. His
work emphasized systematic documentation of traditional plant knowledge and field-based
ethnobotanical research.

« Indian ethnobotanical research increasingly focused on tribal and rural communities, medicinal plants,
wild edible plants, sacred plants and traditional resource management.

» The Botanical Survey of India and academic institutions have contributed to plant identification,
herbarium documentation and ethnobotanical surveys.

* Modern research increasingly combines field interviews with herbarium authentication, phytochemistry,
pharmacology, conservation biology and community-based studies.

Major Contributions/Areas
» Documentation of medicinal plants used by tribal and rural communities.
 Recording traditional food plants and wild edible species.
« Study of sacred groves and sacred plants.
» Documentation of plant-based dyes, fibres, gums, resins and household materials.
« Study of indigenous agricultural practices and crop diversity.
 Development of ethnobotanical inventories and herbarium collections.

* Integration of traditional knowledge with modern scientific validation.

Importance of Indian Ethnobotanical Heritage
« India is biologically and culturally diverse, so its ethnobotanical knowledge is exceptionally rich.

« Different regions and communities possess distinctive plant names, uses, preparation methods and
conservation practices.

 Systematic documentation is important because oral knowledge can disappear due to modernization,
migration, habitat loss and changing lifestyles.

« Ethnobotanical research can support biodiversity conservation, sustainable livelihoods and scientific
research, while respecting the rights and knowledge of local communities.

1.5 SUB-DISCIPLINES OF ETHNOBOTANY

Major Sub-disciplines
« Ethnomedicine — study of traditional medicinal practices and medicinal plants used by communities.

 Ethnopharmacology — investigation of traditional remedies and their biologically active constituents
using pharmacological and related scientific methods.

« Ethnoecology — study of traditional knowledge of ecosystems, habitats, species interactions and
natural-resource management.

 Ethnotaxonomy — study of indigenous systems of plant identification, classification and naming.

 Ethnoagriculture — study of traditional cultivation, crop selection, seed preservation and farming
practices.

 Ethnoveterinary botany — study of plants used to prevent or treat diseases of domestic and livestock
animals.
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« Ethnofood botany — study of plants used as food, vegetables, fruits, beverages, spices and famine
foods.

« Ethnobotanical pharmacognosy — study of crude drugs and plant materials used traditionally as
medicines.

« Ethnobotanical conservation — study of community practices that conserve useful plants and habitats.
« Ethnolinguistics — study of plant names, terminology and language associated with plant knowledge.
« Ethnobotanical anthropology — study of the social and cultural dimensions of plant use.

* Ethnobotanical economics — study of the livelihood and economic significance of traditionally useful
plant resources.

Applications of the Sub-disciplines
» Medicine discovery and validation of traditional remedies.
» Food and nutritional security through documentation of wild and underutilized plants.
 Conservation of biological and cultural diversity.
« Sustainable management of forests and other natural resources.
* Preservation of indigenous languages and knowledge systems.
» Development of community-based livelihood opportunities.

« Support for botanical, pharmacological and ecological research.
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