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Abstract 

Ethnobotany, the science of survival, has evolved from a discipline that largely 
documented the diversity of plant use by local people to one focused on 
understanding how and why people select plants for a wide range of uses. This progress 
has been in response to a repeated call for theory-inspired and hypothesis-driven 
research to improve the rigor of the discipline. Despite improvements, recent 
ethnobotanical research has over-emphasized the use of quantitative ethnobotany 
indices and statistical methods borrowed from ecology, yet underemphasized the 
development and integration of a strong theoretical foundation. To advance the field of 
ethnobotany as a hypothesis-driven, theoretically-inspired discipline, it is critical for 
emerging ethnobotanists to be exposed to ethnobotanical theories in a systematic way. I 
developed over four years an advanced undergraduate course on theory and methods in 
ethnobotany that attracted the interest of students. This course taught students how to 
critically read published papers, identify major scholarly trends and theories in the 
discipline, and use it as a starting point for their hypotheses. Such effort led to published 
papers in peer reviewed journals by student participants, suggesting that a large-scale 
implementation of this instructional approach can yield tangible results. For this effort to 
expand beyond this case study, I postulate that providing a clear synthesis of existing 
theoretical lines of research on people-plant interactions will focus future ethnobotanical 
research toward delineating the theoretical bases for plant selection and use by people. 
To achieve this, with doctoral students in my lab, we reviewed seventeen major theories 
and hypotheses in ethnobotany that can be used as a starting point for developing 
research questions that contribute to advancing our understanding of people-plant 
interactions. For each theory or major hypothesis, we identified its primary predictions 
and testable hypotheses and then discuss the degree to which these predictions or 
hypotheses have been tested. Developing research projects to test these predictions will 
make significant contributions to the field of ethnobotany and create the critical mass of 
primary literature necessary to develop meta-analyses and to advance new theories in 
ethnobotany. 
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