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Plant species and products of the Traditional
Chinese Phytotherapy in the Ciudad Autónoma de
Buenos Aires, Argentina

ABSTRACT

This paper is focused in medicinal plant species belonging to the Traditional Chinese

Phytotherapy whose products are commercialized in the pluricultural context of the Ciudad

Autónoma de Buenos Aires, Argentina. The Chinese immigrants segment, like other recent

immigrants groups in the study area, introduce their own plant products into the local urban

scenario. In this framework, not only enter the new products but also their knowledge and

beliefs associated, that become part of the mosaic of the knowledge in the local pluricultural

system. Thus, the urban botanical knowledge constitutes a complex that includes the

knowledge linked to the origin traditions of the immigrants segments, and the nontraditional

one: the knowledge taught and learned, and the transmitted by the media, including scientific

knowledge. The plant products incorporated by Chinese immigrants to their own restricted

commercial circuit (linked to their traditions) are invisible for the majority of the local inhabitants.

However, some of these products enter the general commercial circuit (nontraditional) and

become visible for all local population. This visualization of the plant products implies the

transmission of its associated knowledge, a process enhanced by the mass media, mainly the

Internet. The results are interpreted within this theoretical framework. Also, the main features of

the Traditional Chinese Phytotherapy are summarized, due to its differences with our Western

medicine. For the species considered the scientific names, botanical families, distribution,

Chinese name and Latin denomination of the plant products, and the reference samples are

indicated. For each species are included a list of its uses linked to traditions, and a revision

work of the biological activity and effects evaluated (the validation context in terms of Western

science). In the context of Urban Ethnobotany, the presence alone of invisible species is a

significant issue because increases the local biocultural diversity (of useful plants, products,

and its associated knowledge). Likewise, the species that become visible make evident the

dynamics of changes in their visualization process, an adaptive phenomenon that allow the

understanding of the local biocultural system complexity.
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INTRODUCTION

This contribution presents the results of
an ethnobotanical survey on plants of
Traditional Chinese Phytotherapy introduced
by Chinese immigrants in the pluricultural
context of the Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos
Aires, Argentina, and its traditional and
biomedical uses. Ethnobotany is understood
here in a broad sense, as the study of the
complexity of the relationships between
people and plants (Albuquerque and Hurrell
2010). In this framework, Urban Ethnobotany
can be defined as the Ethnobotany of the
pluricultural contexts that constitute the
urban areas (Hurrell 2014a). Urban
pluriculturality (heterogeneity) is enriched by
the increasing presence of diverse
immigrants segments (immigration both
longstanding and recent) which introduce the
plants and its associated knowledge into the
local scenario.

The Botanical Knowledge (BK)
constitutes a complex set of knowledge and
beliefs about the plant environment
elements: plants, parts thereof, derivative
products. In urban areas, BK includes (at
least) two subsets that interact in different
ways (does not always clear): 1)
“nontraditional”, e.g. the knowledge that are
taught and learned, and the transmitted by
the media, including the scientific one, 2)
“linked to traditions”, e.g. local longstanding
family traditions, and origin traditions of the
immigrants segments (Hurrell and
Pochettino 2014; Hurrell et al. 2015a, 2015b;
Hurrell 2014a). The latter subset cannot be
considered as Traditional Botanical
Knowledge (TBK), in a narrow sense,
because the TBK mainly corresponds to
more homogeneous cultural contexts. Also,
to assume that all the urban BK (UBK) is a
nontraditional knowledge would be fall into a
reductionism, because we would be hiding

the local cultural heterogeneity, i.e. the base
of its complexity.

This contribution is framed in a research
line on Urban Ethnobotany of the
Laboratorio de Etnobotánica y Botánica
Aplicada (LEBA), developed for more than a
decade in the Área Metropolitana Buenos
Aires­La Plata (Hurrell and Pochettino 2014).
This framework argues that the UBK is not
accessible in a direct way, but can be
extrapolated from the actions that this
knowledge orients, e.g. strategies of
selection, use, and consume of plants or its
products. At the same time, these actions
become evident through the circulation of
plant products inside the local commercial
circuits. This methodological proposal
involves evaluate: 1) the diffusion of plant
products, 2) the action strategies that allow
such dissemination, 3) the UBK that guides
the whole process (Hurrell 2014a). These
theoretical premises are consistent with the
distinction established by Ladio and
Albuquerque for Urban Ethnobiology,
between “tangible” components, i.e. the
biological resources (in our context,
circulating plant products) and “intangible”
components: values, norms, and rules
prevailing in each particular worldview, which
we identify with the local UBK (Ladio and
Albuquerque 2014, 2016).

Plant products circulating inside the
general commercial circuit are “visible” to all
urban inhabitants (including the different
immigrants segments). Plant products
circulating inside restricted commercial
circuit of each immigrants segment are
visible to the members of that particular
segment and some urban inhabitants
(nonimmigrants and immigrants from other
segments) interested in specific plant
products. However, in general terms, the
products that are exclusive of the
commercial circuit of a particular immigrants
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segment are “invisible” for the majority of the
inhabitants of the local pluricultural context.
At times, some invisible plant products
(tangible components) and its knowledge
linked to traditions (intangible components)
become visible when entering the general
commercial circuit (nontraditional scenario).
In these situations, a “visualization process”
occurs: invisible plant products gain visibility
(examples of plant species illustrating this
process are presented in Results and
Discussion). This is a process enhanced by
the mass media, especially the Internet that
plays a key role in the knowledge
transmission in a rapid way and in multiple
directions at the same time (Hurrell 2014a).
The visualization process implies a
contextual change, in which the knowledge
linked to the immigrants' traditions becomes
a nontraditional knowledge. In this sense,
the distinction between traditional and
nontraditional components is “complex and
often transient”, as had been suggested by
Ladio and Albuquerque (2016).

This paper focuses on the segment of
Chinese immigrants. In the first half of the
twentieth century the Chinese immigration
was low and settled in the Buenos Aires
Metropolitan Area, but since the late
twentieth century, Chinese immigrants
outnumbered other groups of Asian
immigrants, such as the Japanese and
Koreans, who previously dominated. In
Argentina, Chinese segment comprising
about 120,000 immigrants. It is the fourth
largest group of recent immigrants after
those from Bolivia, Paraguay, and Peru
(Bogado­Bordazar 2003; Cerrutti 2009;
Hurrell and Pochettino 2014; Marcos and
Mera 2015; Sassone and Mera 2007).

The Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM)
includes a set of therapeutic practices
produced from experiences for more than
three millennia. TCM and the Ayurveda, the

Traditional Indian Medicine, remain the most
ancient yet living traditions from the East
(Patwardhan et al. 2005). Both traditions
have been spread in the West, though its
principles are complex and not always well
understood. The main treatment modality of
the TCM is the Traditional Chinese Herbal
Medicine or Traditional Chinese
Phytotherapy (TCP) that is based on herbal
products from different plant species, and
mainly its combinations. It is founded on
clinical practices within an integrative
approach: “Therapy is based on
understanding relations between part and
whole, distinguishing symptom and
appearance from true cause, and treating
each individual case as unique” (Wu 2005).

Chinese herbal theory assumes that the
body is traversed by the vital energy, called
Qi (or Chi), which regulates the physical,
mental, emotional and spiritual balance. This
energy is affected by the opposing forces of
Yin and Yang (universal dual principle), and
the disease arises from altering the vital
energy flow, when an imbalance of Yin­Yang
occurs. The Qi circulates through the body
by specific channels named “meridians”, that
connecting different organs. The Chinese
organ system or Zang­fu is based more on
organs functions than in their anatomy, e.g.,
the heart meridian is linked with their specific
functions and also conditions like anxiety
and/or restlessness. The meridians related
to organs include: heart, lung, spleen,
gallbladder, liver, kidney, bladder, stomach,
small intestine, large intestine. Herbal
remedies can be characterized by those
meridians, and also by its properties:
“temperature” and “flavor”. Temperature
includes: hot, warm, neutral, cool, and cold,
e.g., “hot and warm herbs” can be useful to
treat “cool or cold diseases”, and vice versa.
Flavor includes: acrid, bitter, sweet, sour,
and salty, it is said that bitter herbs are used
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to drain (e.g. purges the bowels) and dry
(e.g. in cases as leukorrhea or diarrhea),
while the sweet herbs nourish and tonify,
e.g., the Qi (Adams and Lien 2013; Leung et
al. 2003; Wu 2005; Xutian et al. 2014; Zhu
1998).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Study area

The study area corresponds to the
Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, federal
capital of Argentina. It has 202 km2 and
2,890,000 inhabitants, according to the
National Census 2010 (INDEC 2016); the
population density is about 14,300
inhabitants / km2. This city and 24
surrounding districts of Buenos Aires
province constitute the Buenos Aires
Metropolitan Area, with 2081 km2 and about
15,000,000 inhabitants (as of 2014). The
population density is about 7200 inhabitants
/ km2. This metropolitan area is the largest in
the country in both size and population, the
second in South America (after the
metropolitan area of São Paulo, Brazil), the
third in Latin America (after São Paulo and
Mexico DF.), the fifth of America and the
seventeenth in the world (Forstall et al.
2009; Hurrell and Pochettino 2014).

Actors involved

Argentina has received massive
waves of immigration from the mid­
nineteenth century and first half of the
twentieth century. Most of these immigrants
were of European origin: 44.9% Italian and
31.5% Spaniards on the total of immigrants
registered until 1940. These migration flows
have helped to shape the country’s cultural
heritage, and many current “family traditions”
have their roots in that early immigration. In

the second half of the twentieth century, a
new kind of recent immigration occurred, not
massive, mainly from neighboring countries,
whose destiny focused in Buenos Aires
Metropolitan Area. Another recent
immigration in the area corresponds to Far
Eastern countries such as Korea, Japan,
and China. Asian immigration in 2001
represented almost 2% of all foreigners in
the country, meager value compared to
67.96% coming from American countries and
28.22% from European countries (Bogado­
Bordazar 2003; Cerrutti 2009; Hurrell and
Pochettino 2014; Marcos and Mera 2015;
Sassone and Mera 2007). In this context, the
research line of the LEBA works with three
segments of recent immigrants taken as
reference: Bolivian, Paraguayan, and
Chinese. For the Bolivian segment, partial
results have been presented previously, in
which different plant products in visualization
process were identified (Pochettino et al.
2012; Puentes and Hurrell 2015). For the
Paraguayan segment a preliminary work
were recently presented (Hurrell et al. 2016).
This time results of ongoing studies for the
Chinese immigrants segment are presented.
These results are circumscribed to medicinal
products belonging to 32 plant species of the
Traditional Chinese Phytotherapy. In
previous scientific meetings 12 species
(Hurrell 2014b) and 10 species (Hurrell and
Puentes 2015) were cited. For this paper,
the information about the above mentioned
22 species is updated, and 10 new species
are added.

Of the total of Chinese immigrants in
Argentina, it is estimated that 80% live in
Buenos Aires city. The most visible presence
of this segment is located in a sector of
Belgrano neighborhood, called “Barrio
Chino”, where restaurants, supermarkets
and shops were installed, and various
cultural events related to Chinese festivities
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are organized. These characteristics
replicate the profile of Chinatowns in other
large metropolitan areas of the world, like
San Francisco, Paris, Sydney, and Toronto,
among the main (Sassone and Mera 2007).
The supermarkets in the Barrio Chino offer
products that satisfy the demands of the
community itself, other communities
(Japanese, Korean, Arabic), and local
residents looking for new specific products. It
is estimated that the Barrio Chino receives
about 15,000 visitors every weekend. For
the Chinese segment it embodies a space
for local tourism: restaurants offering
Chinese foods oriented to “Argentine taste”.
Paradoxically, restaurants that offer dishes
preferred by the Chinese immigrants are not
located inside the Barrio Chino (Bogado­
Bordazar 2003). Nevertheless, mentioned
supermarkets introduce a wide variety of
novel plant products and constitute true
centers for dissemination of products (and its
associated botanical knowledge) for local
residents. The plant products that sell these
supermarkets become visible when enter the
general commercial circuit.

Field works

The ethnobotanical survey was
focused on five large supermarkets of Barrio
Chino, to analyze the restricted commercial
circuit of Chinese immigrants (linked to their
origin traditions), and 120 health food stores
(locally called dietéticas) of the general
commercial circuit, in order to evaluate the
visibility of plant species and products in the
urban local scenario. The surveys followed
usual qualitative methods and techniques:
participant observation, free listings, semi­
structured and free interviews (Albuquerque
et al. 2014; Etkin and Ticktin 2010; Quinlan
2005; Stepp 2005). With the prior informed
consent, 250 qualified informants were

interviewed, most of them sellers of both
sexes and various ages who demonstrated
know the properties of the products that sell,
and that guide consumers on their forms of
employment. In all cases, reference samples
were obtained by the authors and deposited
in the ethnobotanical collections of the
LEBA. Each sample was identified with an
alphanumeric code. All the Chinese plant
products correspond to packaged dry
materials, sometimes fragmented or
powdered, corresponding to aerial parts:
stems, leaves, barks, flowers,
inflorescences, fruits, and seeds, and
underground organs such as rhizomes,
bulbs, and roots. The species were identified
based on the external morphological
characters of the samples. The products
acquired in the dietéticas include herbal
materials and also capsules containing
extracts of the species that are listed in the
official labels. Descriptive and distributional
data of the species were obtained from Flora
of China (Wu et al. 1995­2013). For the
correct scientific names, The Plant List
database (2013) was consulted.

Uses linked to Chinese tradition
corresponding to plant products sold in the
supermarkets were defined based on data
coming from: 1) interviews, 2) the products
labels, 3) information available on the
Internet. Then, all data were checked with
the general available literature (Adams and
Lien 2013; Chang et al. 2001; Foster and
Yue 1992; Hempen and Fischer 2009; Leung
et al. 2003; Li and Wei 2002; Liu et al.
2015c; Tang and Eisenbrand 2013; Wu
2005; Yang 2013; Zhu 1998). Data from all
these sources are mostly coincident. It is
noteworthy that the Internet constitutes a
relevant source of information for the urban
scenario. First, because the web constitutes
an enhancer agent of the spread of
knowledge, as was indicated above. Thus,
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the Internet information orients the strategies
of selection and consume for many urban
residents interested in obtaining new
medicinal plant products. Second, the
Internet can act as point of direct sale for
some consumers. Although not has been
considered in this sense for this study,
informal searches have allowed us to find
the direct sale of fruits of Lycium barbarum
L., locally known as “goji” (see below)
through some web pages. The role of the
Internet within the field of Urban
Ethnobotany is evidently complex and
requires deeper reflections.

Review work

This contribution is complemented by a
review of the literature about biological
activity and effects evaluated for each
species considered. This kind of revision
was also performed in previous works
(Arenas et al. 2015; Hurrell et al. 2016,
2015a, 2015b; Puentes and Hurrell 2015),
and it is pertinent because two main
reasons: 1) It is useful information to know
what uses have academic support, and/or
what uses require more validation studies, 2)
The uses assigned by people can proceed
from the scientific knowledge diffused in the
media, like Internet. This is a relevant aspect
for plant products that access to the general
commercial circuit. For the literature review
various websites, especially the PubMed
database (2016), were consulted.

Species excluded

Some plant species belonging to the
TCP, like Ginkgo biloba L., Panax ginseng C.A.
Mey., and Zingiber officinale Roscoe, have not
been included in this contribution because
they are widely disseminated through
various products in the local general

commercial circuit, i.e., are visible species.
The medicinal products of these species
include herbal materials but, mainly, dietary
supplements (capsules, tablets). Curiously,
these products are usually not marketed in
the Barrio Chino, probably because its broad
distribution in local urban area implies that
can be acquired anywhere.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Table 1 summarizes the results
obtained for the 32 species treated,
including:

1) the scientific names, botanical family,
distribution, Chinese name and Latin
denomination of the products, reference
samples (alphanumeric code between
brackets)

2) uses linked to traditions (flavor,
temperature, and meridians that refer to the
TCP are indicated in italic)

3) biological activity and effects evaluated
(bibliographical sources between
parenthesis). Products belonging to the
general commercial circuit are indicated with
an asterisk.
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Table 1. Plant species and products of the Traditional Chinese Phytotherapy (TCP)
commercialized in the Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, Argentina.
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According to the results, 32 species of the
TCP are marketed in the Barrio Chino
supermarkets. Only for Nelumbo nucifera two
distinct therapeutic products are
discriminated: seeds and plumules; however,
its uses linked to traditions and the biological
activity overlap considerably, so these
products were treated together. It is
noteworthy that only three species are
exclusively medicinal (Leonurus japonicus,
Ligusticum striatus, and Prunella vulgaris), while
the remaining 29 are also used for food, as
vegetables, condiments, and sweeteners
(Facciola 2001). In this regard, these
species could be considered functional
foods, i.e., foods that are consumed in the
daily diet, and are a source of nutrients and
important benefits to maintain health or
reduce the risk of disease (Ferreira­Montero
and Luengo­Fernández 2007; Hardy 2000).

From the viewpoint of the medicinal uses,
of the total 32 species only eight (25 %) are
considered within the denominated “50
fundamentals herbs” (Wong 1976) of the
TCP: Astragalus mongholicus, Cinnamomum cassia,
Eucommia ulmoides, Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Leonurus
japonicus, Ligusticum striatum, Rehmannia glutinosa,
and Schisandra chinensis. Also, 12 of the 32
treated species (37.5 %) are likewise used in
Ayurveda medicine: Chrysanthemum morifolium,
Cinnamomum cassia, Coix lacryma­jobi, Dioscorea
oppositifolia, Fritillaria cirrhosa, Gastrodia elata,
Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Houttuynia cordata, Kaempferia
galangal, Ligusticum striatus, Nelumbo nucifera, and
Prunella vulgaris (Khalsa and Tierra 2008;
Khare 2008, 2011; Pole 2012).

The species used as anti­fatigue, anti­
stress (adaptogenic), anti­aging,
neuroprotective, and cognitive enhancer are:
Angelica sinensis, Astragalus mongholicus,
Atractylodes lancea, Codonopsis pilosula, Coix
lacryma­jobi, Eleutherococcus senticosus, Eucommia
ulmoides, Fallopia multiflora, Gastrodia elata,
Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Houttuynia cordata, Kaempferia

galanga, Leonurus japonicus, Lilium brownii, Lycium
barbarum, Nelumbo nucifera, Ophiopogon japonicus,
and Schisandra chinensis (18 species). The
concept of "adaptogenic" has different
meanings according to different authors;
here it is used in its more restricted sense of
anti­fatigue or anti­stress, easier to compare
with the traditional uses (Hurrell et al. 2013,
2015a). The species used to treat sexual
dysfunctions and genital sickness are:
Angelica sinensis, Astragalus mongholicus,
Cinnamomum cassia, Codonopsis pilosula,
Eleutherococcus senticosus, Eucommia ulmoides,
Fallopia multiflora, Gastrodia elata, Glycyrrhiza
uralensis, Houttuynia cordata, Ligusticum striatum,
Nelumbo nucifera, Paeonia lactiflora, Rehmannia
glutinosa, Schisandra chinensis and Ziziphus jujuba
(16 species). The species used for the
respiratory system illnesses are:
Chrysanthemum morifolium, Codonopsis pilosula,
Dioscorea oppositifolia, Fritillaria cirrhosa, Glehnia
littoralis, Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Houttuynia cordata,
Kaempferia galanga, Lilium brownii, Lonicera japonica,
Lycium barbarum, Ophiopogon japonicus, Scaphium
affine, Schisandra chinensis, and Siraitia grosvenorii
(15 species). The species mostly used to
treat the digestive system disorders are:
Amomum tsaoko, Atractylodes lancea,
Cinnamomum cassia, Codonopsis pilosula, Coix
lacryma­jobi, Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Kaempferia
galanga, Lonicera japonica, Nelumbo nucifera,
Ophiopogon japonicus, Paeonia lactiflora, Prunella
vulgaris, Rehmannia glutinosa, Schisandra chinensis,
and Ziziphus jujuba (15 species). For
dermatological affections the species mostly
used are: Astragalus mongholicus, Chrysanthemum
morifolium, Cinnamomum cassia, Fallopia multiflora,
Fritillaria cirrhosa, Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Houttuynia
cordata, Kaempferia galanga, Leonurus japonicus,
Lonicera japonica, Lycium barbarum, Prunella
vulgaris, and Siraitia grosvenorii (13 species).
The species used for the circulatory system
disorders are: Angelica sinensis, Astragalus
mongholicus, Cinnamomum cassia, Fritillaria cirrhosa,
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Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Leonurus japonicus, Ligusticum
striatum, Lycium barbarum, Nelumbo nucifera,
Rehmannia glutinosa, and Ziziphus jujuba (11
species). For osteo­arthro­muscular system
affections the species used are: Angelica
sinensis, Atractylodes lancea, Coix lacryma­jobi,
Eleutherococcus senticosus, Eucommia ulmoides,
Gastrodia elata, Glehnia littoralis, Houttuynia cordata,
Ligusticum striatum, and Scaphium affine (10
species). The species used for the urinary
system disorders are: Chrysanthemum
morifolium, Cinnamomum cassia, Dioscorea
oppositifolia, Eleutherococcus senticosus, Houttuynia
cordata, Leonurus japonicus, Nelumbo nucifera,
Rehmannia glutinosa, Schisandra chinensis (9
species).

The comparison between the columns of
"Uses linked to traditions" and "Biological
activity and effects evaluated" shows that
mostly uses indicated in the first column
have correlative studies listed in the second.
Thus, it is possible to assert that the vast
majority of uses awarded to the treated
species have validation studies for the
context of Western science. In the same
way, it becomes evident that many effects
evaluated exceed the list of uses linked to
traditions. These effects generally include:
anticancer, antioxidant, immunomodulatory
or immuno­enhancer, anti­HIV,
cardioprotective, anti­hypertensive, anti­
atherosclerotic, hypocholesterolemic, anti­
hyperlipidemic, anti­obesity (slimming),
antidiabetic, neuroprotective (Alzheimer,
Parkinson), cognitive enhancer (memory and
learning), anti­insomnia, anxiolytic,
antidepressant, adaptogenic (anti­fatigue),
and sexual enhancer (libido, frigidity, erectile
dysfunction, and premature ejaculation). It is
self­evident that these effects are evaluated
because they respond to needs that are
characteristic of health in the context of our
Western societies, particularly, in our
extensive metropolitan areas. In correlation,

mass media do focus on this kind of
conditions linked to the big cities lifestyle,
and spread the scientific knowledge about
the ailments, the plants that allow cure them,
and the plant products accessible for the
urban inhabitants. This complex dynamics in
the transmission of botanical knowledge
through their products in the urban scenario
is reflected in many selling arguments, e.g.
"plant products of a millenary tradition
(Chinese) with scientifically studied effects".
The consumer finds on these arguments two
good reasons to select those products:
tradition and science. The strategies
selection operating on the information
transmitted by the media are significant
instances of the visualization process.

Heretofore, the visualization of Chinese
plant products involves five species, about
15.6 % of the total of surveyed species for
the study area: Astragalus mongholicus,
Chrysanthemum morifolium, Eleutherococcus
senticosus, Lycium barbarum, and Schisandra
chinensis. The other 27 treated species (84.4
%) still remain invisible to most of the local
urban population. For the five visible
species, the products that are sold in the
Barrio Chino are also sold in the general
commercial circuit. C. morifolium has only been
found in one health food store of the general
commercial circuit, so its visibility is scarce.
By contrast, L. barbarum has been found in
various outlets, and has wide diffusion in the
Internet due to its many effects
(adaptogenic, antioxidant, cognitive
enhancer, hypocholesterolemic, anti­
atherosclerotic, sexual enhancer, anticancer,
and antidiabetic, among others), so it is
considered that its visibility is very wide. A.
mongholicus, E. senticosus, and S. chinensis are
also represented in the general commercial
circuit through dietary supplements. These
are capsules containing extracts of different
species marketed specifically to treat the
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erectile dysfunction, widely disseminated
through the media. In addition to its
dissemination as a male sexual enhancer,
these three species are usually valued by
the same mentioned effects for L. barbarum.

The results obtained constitute the first
inventory of species of medicinal plants
introduced by Chinese immigrants in the
study area. The inventory itself is a
contribution of this work to the composition
of the local botanical knowledge, through the
plant products that commercialize this
immigrants segment. It should be highlighted
that this is the first time that an
ethnobotanical work of this nature is carried
out on Chinese immigrants in our country.
Although this contribution is limited to the
TCP plants, it is an important incentive for
future works on other useful plants
(especially food plants) introduced by the
Chinese immigrants in the Buenos Aires
Metropolitan Area.

In addition, the distinction between
invisible and visible plant products for the
majority of local urban inhabitants
constitutes not only a conceptual distinction
but also a methodological tool to address the
study of the visualization process of invisible
plant species that become visible: for the
case of this contribution, 5 of 32 species
surveyed. This is an original methodological
tool developed in the research line on Urban
Ethnobotany of the Laboratorio de
Etnobotánica y Botánica Aplicada (LEBA)
that allows evaluate the dynamics of the
local botanical knowledge in relation to the
circulation of the plant products in the local
commercial circuits. Also, this
methodological strategy has been
satisfactorily tested in different contributions
of the mentioned research line for the study
area (i.e. Puentes and Hurrell 2015;
Pochettino et al. 2012, for the segment of
Bolivian immigrants). The value of the plant

products and species inventory, and its
associated knowledge, as well as the novel
approach of applied methodology,
constitutes an effort to provide adequate
explanations for the complexity of the
inherent phenomena in Urban Ethnobotany.
Nevertheless, the results obtained and the
discussion about them should not be
considered a finished work but the current
state of a dynamic process characteristic of
pluricultural contexts.

CONCLUSIONS

From the above discussion it is clear that
most of the TCP products surveyed in the
Barrio Chino of Buenos Aires city still remain
invisible to most of the local population, but
its presence alone is significant because it
increases the local diversity of useful plants,
its products, and its associated knowledge.
In sum, plant products that were entered
through the Chinese immigrants segment
into the local pluricultural context increase
their biocultural diversity, i.e., the diversity of
life, both in its biological dimension (species,
plant products) and its cultural dimension
(knowledge, beliefs, language, behaviors). In
this framework, the biological and cultural
dimensions are not separate: do not go on
parallel tracks, on the contrary, these
dimensions interact in complex ways and co­
evolve (Maffi 2001, 2005).

The visualization process, that involves
the passage of plant products from the
restricted circuit of immigrants to the general
commercial circuit, is not only a mercantile
movement but a communication process. It
is necessary to remember that not only
circulate the plant products (tangible or
material component), together with these
products circulate its associated knowledge
(intangible component), i.e., the products
work as messages (information source). In
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this context, from the circulation of the plant
products emerges the information (for that
matter, the botanical knowledge), enhanced
by the mass media. In turn, that knowledge
orients selective strategies of action about
the plant products to consume. The entry of
new plant products and its associated
knowledge orients new strategies for
consumption by local people that affect, to a
greater or lesser extent, the whole botanical
knowledge of the local pluricultural system.
In terms of processes, new knowledge (new
information) orients new strategies of action
that act retroactively on the system of the
local botanical knowledge, that is modified
and adjusted to the new situations: it adapts,
it evolves. In this way, plant products
entering by the Chinese immigrants segment
remain invisible and increase the biocultural
diversity of the local pluricultural system, as
noted above, or become visible and change
the complex local system of knowledge and
strategies of action, making possible its
evolution.

The plants of Traditional Chinese
Medicine in Buenos Aires city reveal the
intrinsic complexity of the local botanical
knowledge, especially by the contrast
between Eastern traditions and the Western
lifestyle of our large cities. However, visible
Chinese species indicate that its
incorporation to the local pluricultural mosaic
is possible. The challenge ahead is to
observe the becoming of Chinese plants that
still remain invisible, and its role in the
dynamic of changes of the local biocultural
system.
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