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Reflections on the theoretical advance in
ethnobiology: are we pointing to the wrong
direction?
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ABSTRACT

Over the past 30 years, a series of ethnobiological studies has presented and discussed
theoretical scenarios, new hypotheses to be tested, as well as relevant research questions
based on dialogue with different disciplines. However, the production of these articles of
important theoretical relevance has not accompanied an increase in the number of studies that
contribute to the advancement of scientific knowledge in ethnobiology. In this manuscript, |
discuss some of the main reasons that can lead to the large number of works that reflect little
on their theoretical contributions, with the aim to minimize these problems, so we can favor the
progress in the area for the coming years.

Keywords: Ethnobotany; Theoretical Contributions; Research agendas.

Laboratério de Investigagdes Bioculturais no Semiarido, Universidade de Pernambuco, Campus Petrolina, Rodovia BR 203, Km
2, s/n — Vila Eduardo, Petrolina, PE 56328-903, Brazil.

* Corresponding author. DAE-mail address: washington.ferreira@upe.br

SIGNIFICANCE STATEMENT

| contribute with the presentation of different aspects present in ethnobiological studies
that do not favor the theoretical advancement of the area over time. Reflecting on the
reasons that contribute to a low quality of studies, from a theoretical point of view, can help
in directing future research that will allow advances in ethnobiology for the coming years.

INTRODUCTION

Understanding the relationships of human
groups with different environments involves
assessing the performance of different
factors that model these relationships at
multiple scales (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2016;
Albuquerque et al. 2019a). Ethnobiology, as

a complex and interdisciplinary science, can
contribute to the understanding of the
mechanisms that act in people's interactions
with their environments (particularly with
biota) and, therefore, allow the construction
of actions aimed at solving social-ecological
challenges on the planet (S6ukand et al.
2020; Volpato et al. 2020). For ethnobiology
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to favor the understanding of people-
environment relations and their practical
applications, it is necessary to reflect on how
far this discipline has been advancing both
theoretically and methodologically.

Some studies have been contributing to
the theoretical advancement of ethnobiology,
producing a set of questions and hypotheses
that allow directing investigations to test their
predictions in different environments. For
example, Johns (1990) proposed the human
chemical ecology model to investigate the
complexity involved in the relationships
between people and plants, for food and
medicinal purposes, based on an ecological
and evolutionary scenario. In another
example, Phillips and Gentry (1993a)
presented a hypothesis to explain the
cultural importance of plants based on the
availability of these resources in the
environment, which is also based on an
ecological scenario. Other studies, since the
1990s, have produced questions and
hypotheses that reflect theoretical advances
in ethnobiology (a synthesis of the
hypotheses produced for ethnobotany can
be found in Gaoue et al. 2017).

However, even with efforts made for
theoretical advancement, a number of
ethnobiological studies are descriptive,

highlighting a list of useful resources and
their uses in different human groups, failing
to show a clear relationship with theoretical
research questions and/or with the relevant
hypotheses testing that is necessary for
advancing in the field (Albuquerque and
Hanazaki 2009). In addition, since the
1990s, there has been an increase in the

number of studies using quantitative
methods. However, these were not
necessarily  associated  with  original
questions and hypothesis testing

(Albuquerque 2009). This suggests that the
presentation of questions, hypotheses and

theoretical scenarios in different
ethnobiological studies has not favored an
improvement in the quality of studies.

It is evident that, in the last 10 years, a
set of articles presented new proposals and
theoretical reflections on ethnobiology,
particularly from the interaction with different
disciplines, such as ecology and evolution
(Reyes-Garcia et al. 2016; Gaoue et al.
2017; Albuquerque and Ferreira Junior 2017;
Albuquerque et al. 2019a). However, the
publication of these studies does not
guarantee an increase in future research (in
the next 10 years) that incorporate these
theoretical reflections to promote the
advance in the knowledge of complex
relationships between people and biota.
Thus, here | intend to evaluate the reasons
that lead to a predominance of studies that
reflect little on their theoretical contributions
to ethnobiology over time. Reflecting on
these points, | believe that we can promote a
direction for future work that encourages
greater theoretical construction in the
coming years.

Are we reflecting on the terms and
concepts we use?

A component that can hinder the
theoretical construction of the discipline is
linked to the use of terms that are unclear
and are not always defined in research.
According to McClatchey (2005),
ethnobotanical studies have used a set of
imprecise terms that are very general and
lead to confusion among peers. In this case,
| think it is necessary to reflect more and
more on the terms we use, their precision
(MClatchey 2005), as well as the important
concepts used in ethnobiology. For example,
the study by Reyes-Garcia et al. (2007) has
highlighted the need for conceptual
standardization in ethnobotanical studies
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that investigate inter-individual variations in
local knowledge.

To illustrate an interesting case,
Albuquerque and Hurrell (2010) point out
that different terms with the prefix "ethno"
have been proposed, although without
following a reflection on the differences and
limits between these different terms. In
addition, the authors also indicate that the
term ethnobotany has been used with
different meanings throughout the studies,
suggesting that researchers have performed
little  theoretical and  epistemological
reflection in the field (Albuquerque and
Hurrell 2010). For example, ethnobotany can
be thought as the "science of the other", the
knowledge belonging to the studied human
groups. In this case, | think that ethnobotany
would be the knowledge of one or more
cultures on plants and the researcher's
objective would involve registering and
organizing that knowledge. On the other
hand, ethnobotany can be interpreted as the
knowledge developed by scientists who seek
to study people's relationships with plants in
different cultures (Albuquerque and Hurrell
2010). Thus, the researcher would collect
data on human knowledge and behavior in
relation to plants, analyzing this data from a
scientific view (to answer questions, test
hypotheses, following the scientific method)
that does not belong to the studied group.
Confusions about the meaning of the term
ethnobotany can occur in several descriptive
studies that use expressions such as
ethnobotanical knowledge of a community X.
Considering the frequency of using these
expressions without clarifying their meaning,
a young researcher in the field, for example,
can use these expressions without reflecting
on its epistemological consequences. The
confused use of these terms can lead to
young researchers in the area confusing the
object of research with science, as pointed
out by Albuquerque (2013).

In addition to the confusion of terms
among researchers in our field, when
observing the interdisciplinary nature of
ethnobiology, the dialogue with different
disciplines poses the challenge of reflecting
on the concepts that we import from other
sciences. For example, more and more
ethnobiological studies are using the idea of
resilience based on the dialogue with
ecological scenarios to investigate the
dynamics of systems based on the
knowledge and practices of human groups
involving biota (Ladio and Lozada 2008;
Reyes-Garcia et al. 2014; Diaz-Reviriego et
al. 2016; Torres-Avilez et al. 2019). However,
Ferreira Junior et al. (2015) pointed three
different interpretations on resilience present
in ethnobiological studies. These were: (1)
structuralist interpretation, based only on the
number of resources known and used by a
group to infer about the system's resilience;
(2) functionalist interpretation, which takes
into account the functions exercised by the
resources in the system; (3) processual

interpretation, focusing not only on the
functions but also on the processes that
shape the systems, as important for
assessing resilience. These  different

interpretations show that we need to assess
how we are importing concepts from other
areas, in addition to suggesting that we
should always make it clear which
interpretation is used in our works, to avoid
misinterpretations in future works that use
the same scenario.

Still according to Albuquerque and Hurrell
(2010), when considering the different
interpretations of terms between the studies,
it would be interesting to promote an
integration among researchers to reflect on
the different uses of the terms and how it
affects the advancement of knowledge in
ethnobotany. This raises an interesting point
that | make in this manuscript. Even if we
have different visions and approaches within
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ethnobiology, which in fact is necessary for
the construction of any scientific discipline, it
would be ideal to propose integrations in
research programs aimed at research
questions and common objectives.
Considering the different perspectives for
ethnobotanical studies, these common
research questions would be tackled in
different ways so that we have a complete
picture of the complexity involving
interactions between people and biota. Thus,
the different perspectives would complement
each other to meet common sets of
questions and objectives.

The methodological debate can not
be misaligned of their theoretical
contributions

In addition to the confusion between the
object of study and ethnobiology as a
science, there also appears to be another
confusion between science and the
methodological approach employed.
Recently, in Brazil, Ming and Hidalgo (2020)
showed an interview by the authors with the
recently deceased Dr. Javier Caballero, who
clearly defends that, in addition to the debate
on qualitative and quantitative methods, it is
necessary to reflect on the question of
research first to define the best
methodological approach to follow. This
refers to a recent history in ethnobiology,
with  the emergence of "quantitative
ethnobotany", which has appeared in several
publications since the 1990s. Quantitative
ethnobotany has emerged as a response to
criticisms related to low scientific quality in
ethnobotanical studies (see Phillips and

Gentry 1993a,b). However, subsequent
publications began to focus more on
quantitative indices than on building

research questions relevant to advancing
scientific knowledge.

The study by Ramos et al. (2012)
observed that most of the ethnobotanical
works that cited the studies by Phillips and
Gentry (1993b) and Bennett and Prance
(2000), which are among the most cited
articles in the area and relevant from the
theoretical point of view, did not consider the
theoretical contributions or methodological
aspects of these studies. Besides that, the
authors observed the presence of more
citations related to methodological than
theoretical contributions, which may be
associated with the idea that a good
scientific work must involve quantification
(not necessarily a theoretical contribution)
(see Ramos et al. 2012). In this sense, when
considering the increase in the number of
studies that use quantitative and statistical
methods without necessarily accompanying
an advance in scientific knowledge in the
area, Albuquerque (2013) indicates that
researchers have confused the (quantitative)
method as a synonym for good science.

Confusing the method with science has a
negative consequence for the theoretical
advance of ethnobiology, since researchers
invest more in the methodological approach
in their studies than in building relevant
questions or testing hypotheses. In this
case, Albuquerque (2009) argues that we
need to abandon the discussions that only
seek to assess whether qualitative or
quantitative  methods are better for
conducting ethnobotanical investigations. It
would be more interesting to organize
systematic investigations that favor progress
in understanding the relationships between
people and plants, which employ qualitative
and/or quantitative methods (Albuquerque
2009). This does not mean that reflecting on
methodological approaches is not important,
but that they are focused on how much each
approach can help us answer relevant
questions. The simple debate between a
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qualitative-quantitative approach without a
theoretical  reflection  (questions  and
hypotheses) has not led to an advance in the
knowledge of a science as important as
ethnobiology to meet increasingly complex
contemporary challenges linked to people-
environment relations.

Are we proposing common
research agendas in ethnobiology?

According to McClatchey (2006), the low
quality of published ethnobotanical studies
may be associated with unequal access to
quality articles and texts on research
methods among researchers from different
countries. However, this reality has been
modified in the last 10 years, with greater
access to articles available on the internet,
the presence of Open Access journals
specialized in the field of ethnobiology (for
example, Journal of Ethnobiology and
Ethnomedicine, Ethnobotany Research and
Applications, Ethnobiology and Conservation
and Ethnobiology Letters), and with the
production of new books that highlight
research methods in ethnobiology and
ethnoecology (see Albuquerque et al. 2014;
2019b). Particularly in the last 10 years, the
problem of low quality of studies can no
longer be justified by the lack of access to
quality materials (see Albuquerque 2013).
We are certainly dealing with a more
complex problem. In addition to the points
discussed in the previous topics (confusion
between the object of study and the method
with science), | believe that we still need to
move forward in a joint effort to build
common research agendas.

A set of publications in ethnobiology has
placed the need for agendas to direct
ethnobiological studies. For example,
Albuquerque (2013) points out the need to
build global research strategies and to

create common research agendas that can
guide the conduct of new research. These
agendas may involve regional investigations
with standardized methods that allow the
use of data collected in different areas to
answer questions at a global level
(Albuquerque 2013). For example, the
recent macroethnobiological approach may
favor the realization of ethnobiological
studies aimed at answering questions on
larger spatial scales (Albuquerque and
Medeiros 2012; Gutiérrez-Santillan et al.
2019), allowing a targeting of research
agendas. In this case, it is important in the
macroethnobiological approach to employ
systematic reviews and meta-analysis, which
require local studies in different regions to
collect data in a standardized way to allow
comparisons (Albuquerque and Medeiros
2012; Gutiérrez-Santillan et al. 2019).

In the last 10 years, researchers have
presented a set of theoretical,
methodological and practical questions that
can direct investigations in ethnobotany
(Albuquerque et al. 2019c) and in
ethnopharmacology (Reyes-Garcia 2010),
contributing to the construction of common
agendas. In addition, several studies have
produced theoretical scenarios and
hypotheses that can help to build research
agendas aimed at testing their predictions in
different environments (see, for example,
Johns 1990; Phillips and Gentry 1993a,b;
Albuquerque and Ferreira Junior 2017;
Albuquerque et al. 2019a). Gaoue et al.
(2017) synthesized the theoretical advances
of ethnobiology, highlighting a set of
hypotheses developed, and some of them
tested, over time. Finally, the work of Ludwig
and El-Hani (2020) presents perspectives for
new paths for theoretical reflections and
practical actions related to ethnobiology.

With this diversity of scenarios and
hypotheses present in ethnobiology, it would
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be advisable for any researcher in the field
to access research questions, theoretical
scenarios and hypotheses already
developed before starting any new study.
This is important both to test hypotheses
that have not yet been investigated in
different environments and to develop new
hypotheses based on theoretical scenarios
constructed in ethnobiology or in other
disciplines it dialogues with.

The exercise of building common
research agendas will be important to bring
answers to increasingly complex social-
ecological challenges on the planet. The
recent case involving the COVID-19
pandemic illustrates how much
ethnobiological studies in the future must
modify their research strategies (from a
theoretical and practical point of view) to
consider the complexity involving the
relationships between people and the
environment. For example, Volpato et al.
(2020) points out that the current pandemic
imposes on ethnobiological studies a
direction of questions based on scenarios
from different disciplines that consider
processes that occur in multiple temporal
and spatial scales. In this case, human
cognitive biases can influence people from
different regions not to notice and not to
prepare for certain environmental threats (as
in the case of the current pandemic of
COVID-19), particularly when they are
caused by factors (such as human actions
directed at environment) that require time for
its consequences to be noticed (see
Gongalves-Souza et al. 2020). All of these
are relevant issues for future ethnobiological
studies, so that it can meet current
challenges associated with problems of a
social-ecological nature.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

For Ethnobiology to experience a
significant theoretical advance in the coming
decades, | believe that it is relevant to think
about the above points and clearly accept
the complexity of ethnobiology as scientific
knowledge. We can no longer confuse the
object of study and the method with the
science. Maintaining these
misinterpretations can even delay the
construction of research agendas for the
future.
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