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Chinese functional foods and nutraceuticals: plants
and products commercialized in the Ciudad
Autónoma de Buenos Aires, Argentina

ABSTRACT

Knowledge linked to the traditions of different groups of immigrants in the large cities is a
central issue for Urban Ethnobotany, and they constitute a starting point for the discipline
approach. This article contributes to the study about local botanical knowledge within the
pluricultural context of Buenos Aires-La Plata Metropolitan Area, in particular, the botanical
knowledge about plants and its products introduced by Chinese immigrants in the Ciudad
Autónoma de Buenos Aires. The registered functional food and nutraceutical plants products
marketed by these immigrants (that belong to the Traditional Chinese Phytotherapy) are locally
employed for the treatment of some ailments usually linked to the urban lifestyle, such as
hypercholesterolemia, anxiety, depression, sexual dysfunction, among others. In this sense, the
work contributes to the understanding of the local biocultural diversity (both plants and its
associated knowledge). The research followed usual qualitative ethnobotanical methods and
techniques, especially semi-structured and free interviews to 250 qualified informants, prior
informed consent. In addition, a bibliographic review about species biological activity and
studied effects were realized, in order to compare it with the locally assigned uses. An inventory
of plant products of 52 vascular plants (vegetables, legumes, fruits, condiments) locally
recognized as functional foods was obtained. Plants products belonging to 30 of the 52 treated
taxa are commercialized only within the restricted commercial circuit of the Chinese
immigrants. Therefore, these taxa are considered “invisible” for the majority of local inhabitants.
Plants products of the 22 remaining taxa are marketed in both the restricted Chinese circuit and
the general commercial one. Then, these taxa are “visible” for all residents. Local botanical
knowledge is evaluated from the circulation of plant products in local trade circuits. “Invisible”
taxa may become “visible” when entering the general commercial circuit. This “visualization
process” of plants products and its associated knowledge express the local botanical
knowledge dynamics.

Keywords: Ethnobotany; Urban Pluricultural Context; Local Botanical Knowledge; Chinese
Immigration; Argentina.
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INTRODUCTION

1. Urban Ethnobotany

In the last years, various contributions to
Urban Ethnobotany, in different parts of the
world, refer to the knowledge linked to the
traditions of different immigrant groups and
have constituted starting points for the
approach of the discipline. In several works,
the contribution of the ethnobotanical study
in the evaluation of different medicinal plants
and products, and its associated knowledge,
introduced by immigrants in their new urban
context was highlighted. In this framework,
ethnomedical studies recorded among
immigrants from different urban areas where
demonstrated the value of ethnobotanical
studies in the analysis of how the Western
medical system and other practices of
diverse cultures interact in urban pluricultural
contexts (Balick et al., 2000; Balick and Lee,
2001; Reiff et al., 2003; Pieroni et al., 2005).
Other works evaluate how immigrants adapt
to a new cultural context, studying the way of
using the medicinal plants linked to the
pharmacopeias of their respective countries,
recording which ones are still used, which
not, and which are the new species
incorporated in the urban local scenario
(Sandhu and Heinrich, 2005; Ceuterick et
al., 2008; Pieroni and Vandebroek, 2009;
Volpato et al., 2009; Monteiro et al., 2010;
Medeiros et al., 2012; Abreu et al., 2015,
among others).

In Buenos Aires-La Plata Metropolitan
Area, the Laboratorio de Etnobotánica y
Botánica Aplicada (LEBA) has conducted
studies on different plants and plant products
that are entered into the local urban context
by several immigrants segments, analyzing
the composition and dynamics of local
botanical knowledge (Pochettino et al., 1997,
2008, 2012; Arenas et al., 2011, 2015;

Hurrell and Puentes, 2013, 2017; Hurrell et
al., 2013, 2015a, b, 2016, Puentes and
Hurrell, 2015; Puentes, 2016, 2017).

2. Theoretical-methodological
framework

The theoretical-methodological framework
of this research based on a broad concept of
Urban Ethnobotany understood as the study
of the relationships between people and
plants in urban pluricultural contexts (Hurrell,
2014; Hurrell and Pochettino, 2014). Urban
pluriculturality it is enriched by the increasing
presence of diverse immigrants segments
which introduce plants and plant products,
and its associated knowledge into the local
scenario, i.e., respectively “tangible” and
“intangible” components (Ladio and
Albuquerque, 2016).

The urban botanical knowledge (UBK)
constitutes a complex set of knowledge and
beliefs about plants, parts thereof, and
derivative products. The UBK includes 1)
nontraditional knowledge: the taught and
learned in educational systems, and the
knowledge transmitted by the mass media,
specially the Internet (including the scientific
knowledge); 2) linked to traditions
knowledge: mainly origin traditions of the
segments of immigrants, a kind of
knowledge that cannot be considered
"traditional" because it corresponds to
homogeneous cultural contexts (Hurrell,
2014; Hurrell and Pochettino, 2014).

The theoretical-methodological frame also
assumes that the UBK is not accessible in a
direct way, but can be extrapolated from the
“actions” that this knowledge orients, like
discourses, practices, strategies of selection,
use and consume of plants and its products.
At the same time, those actions become
evident through the circulation of plant
products within the local commercial circuits
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that include the “general” circuit and the
“restricted” circuits of diverse immigrants
segments. Plant products that circulate
inside the general commercial circuit are
"visible" for all local urban dwellers (including
all the immigrants). Plant products circulating
within the restricted commercial circuit of
each immigrants segment are visible to
members of that particular segment and also
some urban residents (non-immigrants and
immigrants from others segments) interested
in specific plants products. However, the
exclusive products of the commercial circuit
of a particular immigrants segment are
"invisible" for the majority of the inhabitants
of local pluricultural context.

At times, some invisible plant products
and their associated knowledge become
"visible" by entering the general commercial
circuit. This becoming is called here
"visualization process”. This begins when a
product of a species restricted to the
commercial circuit of the immigrant
segments (invisible) is present in the general
commercial circuit, especially in health food
stores (locally called "dietéticas"). These
shops install the product and encourage its
consumption, and transmit information about
its characteristics, uses and modes of
employment (associated knowledge). This
first knowledge diffusion is enhanced by the
media, the Internet in particular, which plays
a fundamental role in knowledge
transmission because it acts in a fast way
and into multiple directions at the same time.
In this context, the media and the “dietéticas”
act as true “visualization agents” (Hurrell,
2014; Hurrell and Pochettino, 2014). The
distinction between invisible and visible plant
species, for the majority of the local urban
dwellers, constitutes not only a conceptual
distinction but also a methodological tool to
address the study of the visualization
process, i.e., the local urban botanical

knowledge dynamics (Hurrell and Puentes,
2017; Puentes, 2017).

The presence of plant products in local
commercial circuits, the general one and the
restricted to the immigrants, allows
specifying the visibility or invisibility of plant
species, and also the visualization of certain
species over time. However, although
commercial circuits are necessary to assess
the invisibility and visibility of plant products,
the economic processes and marketing are
not sufficient to explain the ethnobotanical
context in which “invisibility” or “visibility” has
its meaning. In a more complex framework,
the commercial circuits are circulation paths
of plant products (tangible elements) and, at
the same time, these circuits act as
communication systems where plant
products carry their associated knowledge
(intangible elements) that gives them
meaning.

3. Chinese immigration

This contribution presents the results of
ethnobotanical research about functional
plant foods introduced and commercialized
by Chinese immigrants in the Ciudad
Autónoma de Buenos Aires, Argentina. All
the species here presented belong to the
Traditional Chinese Phytotherapy, in this
sense this contribution complements the
results obtained in a previous work on that
issue (Hurrell and Puentes, 2017). The
segment of Chinese immigrants was
selected because it is one of the groups of
immigrants with the most outstanding
presence in the study area, and at present is
one of the fast-growing immigrant groups in
the country.

From the ethnobotanical point of view,
Chinese immigration constitutes an
important source of new plant products (food
and medicine), especially in the last twenty
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years, which enrich the local botanical
knowledge composition.

Argentina received "massive" immigratory
waves in the mid-nineteenth century and the
first half of the twentieth century. Most of
those immigrants were of European origin,
especially Italians and Spaniards that settled
in a large part of the country. This migration
flow has 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 immigration
called "recent" occurred, not massive and
localized in the Buenos Aires Metropolitan
Area. The Chinese immigration, looking for
better economic conditions, is framed into
the context of this recent immigration
process (Bogado Bordazar 2003; Hurrell and
Pochettino, 2014; Hurrell and Puentes,
2017; Puentes, 2017).

4. Functional foods and
nutraceuticals

Plants for "eating and healing" (Etkin and
Ross, 1982; Pieroni and Price, 2006; Chen,
2009) are usually considered functional
foods and nutraceuticals. “Functional foods”
are foods consumed as a source of nutrients
and to maintain health or reduce the risk of
diseases, with or without knowledge of how
or why they have such benefits (Kalra,
2003).

“Nutraceuticals” are functional foods used
for the prevention and treatment of diseases,
and the consumers know how or why are
beneficial to health, e.g., the orange juice. In
this context, what it is a functional food for
one consumer can act as a nutraceutical for
another (Kalra, 2003; Pochettino et al., 2012;
Hurrell et al., 2016).

5. Research objectives

The basic objective of this contribution is
to present for the first time the inventory of
species considered functional foods
introduced and marketed by Chinese
immigrants in the Ciudad Autónoma de
Buenos Aires. This inventory represents a
descriptive approach that is relevant in that
is the necessary condition for an
interpretative evaluation of the visibility and
invisibility of the Chinese functional foods
and their associated knowledge within the
local pluricultural context. The study of
visualization process implies an original
methodological tool with usefulness
confirmed in several works carried out in the
LEBA in recent years. In this sense, this
contribution provides a new background to
the urban ethnobotany research and show
the importance of immigrant groups in the
study of local botanical knowledge.

This contribution includes plant products
recognized as functional food and
nutraceuticals, some of those taxa are
visible to local inhabitants and others are
invisible for most of them. In both cases, the
new taxa imply a rise in the biocultural
diversity within the urban pluricultural
context. The research included: 1) an update
of the plant products marketed in both
commercial circuits, general and restricted to
immigrants, and the visibility of the
respective species; 2) the registration of the
locally assigned uses, both food and
medicinal; 3) the information about biological
activity and effects studied in the academic
field. The first point aims to answer these
research questions about the useful species
and products: What is the current inventory
of the plant species surveyed? Which
species are invisible and which are visible?
The second and third points aim to answer
the questions about the knowledge
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associated with the species: What are the 
locally assigned uses of the plant species 
surveyed? Do the assigned uses correspond 
to the academic research about effects and 
biological activity of treated species? In 
short, it is about contributing to the 
composition and dynamics of local botanical
knowledge.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

  1. Study area and involved 
actors

  Buenos Aires-La Plata Metropolitan Area 
has a total area of about 5,000 square 
kilometers, in which live about 15,000,000 
inhabitants (as of 2014). This metropolitan 
area is the largest in Argentina in both size 
and population, and the second in South 
America (after São Paulo Metropolitan Area, 
Brazil). In this frame, the Ciudad Autónoma 
de Buenos Aires has 202 square kilometers 
and about 3,000,000 inhabitants, according 
to the 2010 National Census (INDEC, 2018). 
Also according to this census, about 12,000 
immigrants were registered for the whole 
country, about 9,000 from the People's 
Republic of China, and about 3,000 from 
Taiwan. Of the total Chinese immigrants in 
Argentina, 44% lives in Buenos Aires city, 
and about 39% in Buenos Aires province, 
about 83% for the Buenos Aires-La Plata 
Metropolitan Area (Hurrell et al., 2015b;
Hurrell and Puentes, 2017).

  The most visible presence of Chinese 
immigrants centered in a sector of Belgrano 
neighborhood called "Barrio Chino"
(Chinatown), where five large supermarkets, 
various restaurants, and shops were 
installed, and also cultural events related to 
Chinese festivities are organized. These 
characteristics replicate the profile of the 
Chinatowns in other metropolitan areas of

the world (Porterfield, 1951; Sassone and
Mera, 2007; Cerrutti, 2009, Hurrell and
Pochettino, 2014; Grimson et al. 2016). The
five supermarkets offer plant products for the
Chinese segment, other immigrants, and
also for local residents looking for new
products. Towards 2000, the Barrio Chino
received about 15,000 visitors every
weekend (Bogado Bordazar 2003). Those
supermarkets introduce diverse plant
products and constitute true dissemination
centers for both products and their
associated knowledge.

2. Field works

2. 1. Ethnobotanical techniques

The ethnobotanical fieldwork focused on
the five large supermarkets in the Barrio
Chino (the total of Chinese outlets) to
analyze the commercial circuit of
immigrants, and 120 health food stores
(locally called “dietéticas”) of the general
commercial circuit to evaluate the visibility of
plant species in the local scenario. In total
125 outlets were studied without interruption
since 2005. Four visits per year, one for
each season, were made to cover all fresh
products. The selection of the health food
stores started at random and continued until
the saturation of information about the
investigated plant elements.

The research methodological approach
was strictly qualitative, based on usual
ethnobotanical techniques like participant
observation (interacting with sellers in the
plant products survey), free listings, free and
semi-structured interviews, applied
according to the specific literature (Martin,
1995; Quinlan, 2005; Stepp, 2005; Bernard,
2006; Etkin and Ticktin, 2010; Albuquerque
et al., 2014). In particular, semi-structured
interviews' questions focused to identify the
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food and medicinal uses of plant products,
as well as its diffusion level. With prior
informed consent, 250 qualified informants
were interviewed (two for each outlet). They
are sellers of both sexes and different ages
(between 25 and 60 years old), and all of
them demonstrated knowledge about the
properties of the plant products they sell and
guide the consumers on the ways of use.

2.2. Products and samples

In all cases, samples were obtained in all
the outlets, designated with an alphanumeric
code, and deposited in collections of the
LEBA. Commercial products, including
fragmented plant materials, tinctures, dietary
supplements (tablets, capsules), among
others, indicate its components in their
official labels. When it was necessary, the
plant materials were identified based on
external morphological characters. For the
updated scientific names, The Plant List
(2013) and The International Plant Names
Index (2015) were consulted. The
descriptive and distributional data about the
species were obtained from Flora of China
(Wu et al., 1995-2013).

Chinese plant products correspond to
fruits, vegetables, legumes, and some
condiments, whose therapeutic uses belong
to the Chinese Traditional Phytotherapy.
Except for Coix lacryma­jobi L., valued as
functional food, cereals were excluded from
this survey due to the great diversity of its
products, which will address in the near
future.

2.3. Locally assigned uses

The “locally assigned uses” (both food
and medicinal) were constructed based on
data coming from: 1) the interviews; 2)
products labels and prospectus; 3)

information available in graphic media and
Internet, that orients the strategies of
selection and consumption of many urban
residents interested in obtaining new plant
products (Hurrell et al., 2015b; Puentes,
2017). The Information from these sources is
mostly coincident and was checked with the
available general literature (Zhu, 1998; Yang
et al., 2003; Newman, 2004; Hu, 2005; Shi
et al., 2005; Hempen and Fischer, 2009; Liu,
2011; Goldberg, 2012; Adams and Lien,
2013; Simoons, 2014; Liu et al., 2015a).

3. Revision work

Field works were complemented by a
review of the available literature about
biological activity and effects evaluated for
each treated species. In this regard, we
consult various websites, especially PubMed
(2018). The search was carried out by
scientific name and when necessary
keywords such as "biological activity", and
“specific effects” (e.g. "sexual dysfunction")
according to the assigned local uses. In
cases of several references for the same
effect, the most current ones were selected.
This kind of revision also performed in
previous contributions (e.g., Arenas et al.,
2015; Hurrell et al., 2015a,b, 2016; Puentes,
2016, 2017; Hurrell and Puentes, 2017).
This review becomes pertinent because it is
useful information for knowing what uses
has academic support, and what uses
require validation studies in that context.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 summarizes the results obtained
for 52 taxa, presented by its scientific name
in alphabetical order. For each taxon, the
botanical family, geographical distribution,
vernacular names, marketed products, and
samples were included. The Chinese
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vernacular names appear in bold-italic, the
Spanish and English names in italic.
Samples codes indicated between brackets,
the samples from Barrio Chino in bold.

Locally assigned uses included both food

(F) and medicinal uses (M). The uses in italic
correspond to the Chinese Traditional
Phytotherapy. Last, the biological activity
and effects studied, as well as the respective
references, are indicated.

Table 1. Chinese functional foods and nutraceuticals: plants and products commercialized in the
Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, Argentina.
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1. Plants and plant products

The total of 52 species registered
corresponds to 24 botanical families (Figure
1). These species correspond to vegetables,
legumes, fruits, and condiments that are
locally recognized as functional foods. Of the
52 treated taxa, 29 (55.77%) corresponds to
vegetables and legumes: Allium fistulosum,
A. schoenoprasum, A. tuberosum, Apium
graveolens ‘Secalinum’ Group, Arctium
lappa, Benincasa hispida, Brassica juncea,
B. oleracea var. albiflora, B. rapa var.
chinensis, B. rapa var. glabra, Coix lacryma­
jobi, Colocasia esculenta, Cucumis melo
‘Makuwa’ Group, Dioscorea japonica,

Glycine max, Ipomoea aquatica, Lablab
purpureus, Lactuca sativa var. angustata
‘Asparagina’ Group, Luffa aegyptiaca,
Momordica charantia, Nelumbo nucifera,
Perilla frutescens, Phyllostachys
bambusoides, P. edulis, Raphanus sativus
var. longipinnatus, Solanum melongena,
Vigna angularis, V. radiata, V. unguiculata
subsp. unguiculata.

Fruits correspond to 15 taxa that
represent 28.85% of the total: Averrhoa
carambola, Citrus japonica, C. maxima, C.
medica, C. × microcarpa, Dimocarpus
longan, Diospyros kaki, Litchi chinensis,
Lycium barbarum, Nephelium lappaceum,
Prunus mume, Pyrus pyrifolia, Schisandra
chinensis, Syzygium samarangense,
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Ziziphus jujuba. Last, condiments and
flavorings correspond to 8 taxa, 15.38% of
the total: Armoracia rusticana, Cinnamomum
cassia, Curcuma longa, Cymbopogon
citratus, Illicium verum, Kaempferia galanga,
Saccharum officinarum, Zingiber officinale. It
is important to note that some species
considered as vegetables are as well use as
a condiment, e.g., Allium species, Brassica
juncea, Perilla frutescens, and some Citrus
species.

The plant products commercialized by
Chinese immigrants are very diverse. Fresh
plants and its parts (like leaves, culms,
underground organs, and fruits) proceed
from orchards (locally called "quintas"), as
affirming the interviewed people of Barrio
Chino supermarkets. The orchards are
located in periurban areas of the Buenos
Aires-La Plata Metropolitan Area, mainly in
the sector known as “green belt” or
“horticultural belt”, near La Plata district. The

presence alone of these Chinese crops 
represents an increase in the metropolitan 
area agro-biodiversity. In addition, cultivation 
allows maintaining the knowledge 
associated with the plants uses (Medeiros et 
al., 2012). This subject will be a reason for a 
future contribution. On the other hand, 
packaged plant products, including fruits and 
vegetables preserved in syrup, jams, juices 
and other beverages, also pickled, dried or 
powdered, are imported from China or other 
countries. The diversity of products and its 
associated knowledge represent an increase
in local biocultural diversity.

2. Therapeutic uses

  Table 1 also shows that the locally 
assigned uses mainly correspond with the 
biological activity and effects studied. In part, 
this correspondence is due to the 
dissemination of scientific knowledge

Figure 1. Number of species per botanical families.
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through the Internet, which is part of the
locally assigned uses construction, what is
reflected in the sales arguments of many
products (e.g., "The effect of this product is
scientifically proven..."). On the other hand,
knowledge linked to Chinese tradition is also
spread by the Internet as arguments for sale
(e.g., “The benefits of this ancestral
product....”). Besides, the Traditional

Chinese Phytotherapy as a millenary
practice has been an important source of
research for the Western science, as show
the extensive literature on the subject
mentioned before (e.g. Adams and Lien,
2013). With some few exceptions, the
academic use categories equal or exceed
the locally assigned use categories (Figure
2).

Figure 2. Biological activity and evaluated effects within the academic context.

The relevance of some local uses
categories (hypocholesterolemic, anxiolytic,
antidepressant, sexual enhancer, among
others), reflect the need to respond to health
representative problems of the urban
lifestyle (Puentes, 2017). In this frame, the
academic use categories disseminated by
the media (associated with the nontraditional
knowledge) guide the selective strategies of
plant products by the local urban consumers.

3. Species visibility

Of the total of 52 treated species, 30
(57.69%) are exclusive of the trade circuit of
Barrio Chino, i.e., the species are invisible
for most of the local inhabitants: Allium
tuberosum, Apium graveolens ‘Secalinum’
Group, Armoracia rusticana, Benincasa
hispida, Brassica juncea, B. oleracea var.
albiflora, Cinnamomum cassia, Citrus
maxima, C. medica, C. × microcarpa, Coix
lacryma­jobi, Colocasia esculenta, Cucumis
melo ‘Makuwa’ Group, Dimocarpus longan,
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fresh rhizomes from the Barrio Chino, while
dried or powdered rhizomes and extract in
capsules (dietary supplement) are selling in
the dietéticas of the general commercial
circuit (visible). In both cases the uses linked
to Chinese traditions remain invisible for the
majority of local inhabitants; however, the
species are visible for the study area
context.

The distinction between invisible and
visible species products for most of the local
inhabitants is a conceptual distinction related
to 1) the knowledge "linked to traditions"
associated to products of invisible species
(circulating in the restricted commercial
circuit of Chinese immigrants); and 2) the
"nontraditional” knowledge associated to
products of visible species (circulating in the
general commercial circuit).

The invisible/visible distinction is also a
methodological tool, which deals with the
study of the visualization process of invisible
species that become visible (Hurrell, 2014;
Hurrell and Pochettino, 2014; Puentes,
2017). For this contribution, 30 of the 52 taxa
treated. This methodological tool also allows
evaluating the dynamics of the local
botanical knowledge because the
visualization implies a contextual change in
which the knowledge "linked to traditions"
becomes "nontraditional".

CONCLUSIONS

The Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires
constitutes a pluricultural context defined by
the coexistence of diverse segments of
immigrants, as occurs in the great capitals of
the world. In Buenos Aires city is remarkable
the recent presence of Chinese immigrants
who carry out commercial and cultural
activities in a specific city sector called
“Barrio Chino”. In it, five great supermarkets
introduce various plant products linked to

Dioscorea japonica, Ipomoea aquatica,
Kaempferia galanga, Lactuca sativa var.
angustata ‘Asparagina’ Group, Litchi
chinensis, Luffa aegyptiaca, Momordica
charantia, Nelumbo nucifera, Nephelium
lappaceum, Perilla frutescens, Phyllostachys
bambusoides, P. edulis, Prunus mume,
Saccharum officinarum, Syzygium
samarangense, and Ziziphus jujube (Figure
3). Remaining 22 species (42.31%) have
also products in the general commercial
circuit, i.e., the species are visible: Allium
fistulosum, A. schoenoprasum, Arctium
lappa, Averrhoa carambola, Brassica rapa
var. chinensis, B. rapa var. glabra, Citrus
japonica, Curcuma longa, Cymbopogon
citratus, Diospyros kaki, Glycine max,
Illicium verum, Lablab purpureus, Lycium
barbarum, Pyrus pyrifolia, Raphanus sativus
var. longipinnatus, Schisandra chinensis,
Solanum melongena, Vigna angularis, V.
radiata, V. unguiculata subsp. unguiculata,
and Zingiber officinale.

The species “visibility” is a continuum
between two extremes: broadly visible (e.g.,
Glycine max, Lycium barbarum, Zingiber
officinale) and scarcely visible (e.g., Brassica
rapa var. chinensis, B. rapa var. glabra,
Lablab purpureus). The case of broad
visibility of Lycium barbarum, the "goji", is
remarkable. Its presence was registered as
a medicinal plant in the local "dietéticas" six
years ago (Hurrell et al., 2013). Since then,
its diffusion was very fast, mainly enhanced
by the Internet.

Visibility is an attribute of the species,
although some of its products are invisible.
For example, Arctium lappa has exclusive
(invisible) products from the Barrio Chino as
a functional food and has therapeutic
products (herbal materials, mother tinctures)
disseminated in the dietéticas of the general
commercial circuit (visible). Curcuma longa
also has exclusive (invisible) products: the
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Figure 3. Examples of “invisible” species commercialized in the "Barrio Chino". A. Brassica juncea,
Chinese mustard. B. Ipomoea aquatica, water spinach. C. Lactuca sativa var. angustata 'Asparagine',
stem lettuce. D. Dioscorea japonica, Japanese yam. E. Cucumis melo 'Makuwa', Korean melon. F.
Momordica charantia, bitter cucumber.
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Chinese traditions. In this context, the
ethnobotanical research included plants and
plant products recognized as functional
foods and nutraceutical. The supermarkets
of Barrio Chino (restricted commercial
circuit) and 120 health food stores (general
commercial circuit) were surveyed, with the
aim of evaluating the plant products visibility.
In total, 52 taxa were found in the Barrio
Chino, 30 of which are exclusive to this
circuit, and 22 are also marketed in health
food stores of the general commercial circuit.

The 52 taxa are represented by plant
products that correspond to vegetables,
legumes, fruits and condiments, all
belonging to the Traditional Chinese
Phytotherapy. Food and medicinal locally
assigned uses and their biological activity
and the studied effects were evaluated. The
30 exclusive taxa of the Barrio Chino are
invisible for the majority of local inhabitants.
The 22 taxa of both restricted and general
trade circuits are visible for all the residents.
The methodological tool that implies the
distinction between invisible and visible taxa
shows that invisible plant products may
become visible by entering the general
commercial circuit. In this sense, in addition
to contributing to the knowledge of new
species and their products introduced by
Chinese immigrants (that increase the local
biocultural diversity), this research
contributes to the understanding of the
dynamics of local botanical knowledge
through the plant products circulation.
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