Ecologies of Friendship: Learning North American Practices of Care with Western
Herbalists

A Dissertation
Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School
of Cornell University
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

By
Charis Ford Boke
December 2018

© 2018 Charis Ford Boke

ECOLOGIES OF FRIENDSHIP:
LEARNING NORTH AMERICAN PRACTICES OF CARE
WITH WESTERN HERBALISTS
Charis Ford Boke, Ph. D.
Cornell University 2018
This ethnographic study of North American herbalists’ teaching practices is informed by
nearly two years of in-depth fieldwork grounded in participant observation at “The Center,” a
school of clinical herbalism in Vermont. At The Center, teachers understand human health as
reliant on human relationships with what they call “obligate ecologies”—that is, the ecological
others and places to which humans must practice accountability in order for all to thrive. They
frame the work of accountability through language of “connection,” “communication,” and
“friendship” across species, especially between plants and people. This dissertation argues that
by teaching how to be a “friend to the plants,” herbalists enable students to imagine the
entanglements of plants, people and environments, and then to act with reference to those
relationships. Using ethnographic and historical methods to understand their direct sensory
engagement with plants, I analyze their efforts to cultivate attentive relations across species as
part of herbalists’ practices of care.
Although the tools for critical analysis of what both “health” and “care” mean are
available, provided by social and historical studies of technology and medicine, few studies to
date have offered an in-depth analysis of health practitioners whose frame for teaching health
care for humans also necessarily involves teaching care for relations with other-than-humans and
environments. I offer a sustained engagement with the production of contemporary western
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herbalism as an “alternative” knowledge-practice to biomedicine. I position both the historical
production of western herbalism, and the contemporary practices of teaching and learning it, in
the context of the United States’ enduring the legacies, and ongoing practices, of settler
colonialism and its entailments. And I unearth the ways that herbalists learn to care for human
bodies because they learn to attend to, and care for, plants as friends and kin. I suggest that their
pedagogies and practices lay bare American modes of knowing, encountering, and producing
personal and environmental health today.
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Any benefit this work generates, I dedicate to the plants, and to the people who care for them.
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The Remedies
Half on the Earth, half in the heart,
the remedies for all the things
which grieve us wait for those who know the words to use to
find them.
Penobscot people used to make
a medicine for cancer from Mayapple
and South American people knew
the quinine cure for malaria
a thousand years ago.
But it is not just in the roots,
the stems, the leaves, the thousand flowers
that healing lies.
Half of it lives within the words
the healer speaks.
And when the final time has come
for one to leave this Earth
there are no cures,
for Death is only
part of Life, not a disease.
Half on the Earth, half in the heart,
the remedies for all our pains
wait for the songs of healing.
- Joseph Bruchac
with permission from the author

vii

Acknowledgments
As this dissertation germinated, sprouted, and grew, it had support from many different
sorts of others. My first and most important thanks go to the plants—without whom, literally
none of this would be possible. Thank you to the trees for giving so many of their bodies so I
could edit this document; thank you to the medicine plants for keeping my heart, spirit, and body
well enough to work; thank you to the small plants inside my house for letting me love you and
look at you every day. Thank you to all the other plants who shape my life on this earth. Thank
you to my excellent herbalist readers and co-theorists in Vermont and across the country—it is
your passion, perspective, and guidance which has created the grounds for developing this work.
Thanks to C. W., without whose support this work would not be completed. My thanks go to my
family. Ideas and words have always been my bailiwick, but you made me take them outside, to
weave them into the landscape of my own experiences, and I am grateful for that push.
Along similar lines, collaborators and co-conspirators in social, environmental, and
healing justice work facilitated my survival through some of the more difficult moments, as well
as the joyous ones: Roger Benham, Shreya Bhattacharya, Liz Blake, Mario Bruzzone, Anaar
Desai-Stephens, Danya Glabau, Jason Hirsch, Anna Grace Keller, Elizabeth Reddy, Melissa
Rosario, Greg Rothman, Ashley Smith, Ly Sudorn, Ethan Winn: I thank you for critical support
in thinking and practicing; with activism, justice work, and healing; in writing toward clarity,
accessibility, and passion; and in supporting life lived, and written, and felt, on our own terms,
together.
I am grateful for all my teachers—the ones I have chosen, the ones who have chosen me,
and the ones I did not recognize had taught me until after it was done. The ones in the academy,
the ones in herbalism, the ones in many worlds, and the ones who do not know boundaries.

viii

Major Jackson, Truong Tran, Ajuan Mance, and William Paden for guiding my words early on;
Peter Moran for guiding me, and yelling when it was warranted in the early stages of
ethnographic engagement; Stacey Langwick, Adam Smith, Paul Nadasdy, and Aaron Sachs for
believing in me from the first; Marcia Eames-Sheavly for connecting worlds. Your labors are a
kind of love, and I can feel it. Thank you.
A dissertation, or any extended effort, cannot be made without access to food, water,
shelter, warmth, and companionship. Though I am not a fan of Maslow, these things are still
true. I am deeply grateful for the financial support of various granting institutions. This research
was made possible by generous support from the American Studies Program, the Society for the
Humanities, the Institute for the Social Sciences, the Atkinson Center for a Sustainable
Future/Oxfam, and the Department of Anthropology at Cornell University, as well as from the
Francis Clark Wood Institute for the History of Medicine at the College of Physicians of
Philadelphia.
Where would any writer be without an audience? In my case, I was incredibly lucky in
the array of excellent readers and commenters on this text in its various stages. Thank you
especially to members of two writing groups sponsored by the Society for the Humanities
(Ecological Bodies and Writing Place): Ashley Smith, Anaar Desai-Stephens, Elizabeth Reddy,
Molly Reed, Matthew Minarchek, and Hayden Kantor. Fellows and leaders in the Rural
Resilience Research Program: Marygold Walsh-Dilley, Wendy Wolford, Rajeev Kumar Goyal,
Sara Keene, Ted Lawrence, Chuan Liao, Kasia Paprocki, Paul Simonin, Brian Thiede provided
inimitable assistance in early formulations of my research and writing. The writing tutors at
Cornell’s Knight Institute for Writing in the Disciplines were indispensable for pointing out how
the mechanical forms of my writing could better support the content development, and I thank

ix

them, especially Edward Curran and Stephen Kim. A deep bow of thanks goes Lucinda
Ramberg—teacher, co-thinker, and strong, sensitive scholar, you offered sustenance for this
process I did not get elsewhere. Fellow writers in Lucinda’s Writing Ethnography class
encouraged my experiments, whether they worked or failed, and for that I am most grateful: Elif
Sari, Alexandra Dalferro, Charlotte Howson, Jeffrey Mathias, Jinglin Piao, Justin Weinstock,
and Tess Wheelwright. And finally, Eleanor Andrews has been a steadfast interlocutor and editor
of this work in both formal and informal capacities for many years now; without her careful
attentions to concept, organization, structure and articulation, it would not be what it is.
Though much of what may be interesting and insightful in this document is a product of
the multiplicities detailed above, any errors are my own.

x

Table of Contents
Ecologies of Friendship: Learning North American Practices of Care with Western Herbalists
..........................................................................................................................................................i
Acknowledgments ........................................................................................................................viii
PREFACE ..................................................................................................................................... 14
Introduction: Cultivating Connections ........................................................................................ 23
Methodological Groundings ................................................................................................................. 26
Responsibility in Settler-Colonial Ecosystems .................................................................................... 30
Race, Identity, and Herbalism in the United States ........................................................................... 36
Knowledge in Translation: Putting the “West” in “Western Herbalism” ....................................... 40
Making Friends ..................................................................................................................................... 47
Friendship as Care Practice ................................................................................................................. 54
Making Up Ecologies ............................................................................................................................ 59
Ecological Bodies ................................................................................................................................... 63

Chapter 1: Landscapes and Practices of “Traditional Western Herbalism” ............................. 70
Countercultural Interventions: Antitoxics, Territory, Bodies .......................................................... 71
Going Back ............................................................................................................................................. 75
Settlement’s Wild Tendrils ................................................................................................................... 80
Vermont Landscapes: Creating a Place for Herbalism ..................................................................... 83
Regulation and Conservation ............................................................................................................... 85
Wildness and Work ............................................................................................................................... 90
Circulations: Context for Harvest ....................................................................................................... 92
Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................. 96

Chapter 2: A Politics of Bodily Evidence: Models for Thinking Herbalist Institutions ............ 97
Institutionalizing 21st Century Herbalism: Current Tensions ........................................................ 105
Lucy ...................................................................................................................................................... 109
Evidence and Experience .................................................................................................................... 111
Evidence Otherwise ............................................................................................................................. 116
Models for Thinking Professionalization .......................................................................................... 119
Making Evidence Work ...................................................................................................................... 123
Publics, Papers, and Policy at the Turn of the 21st Century ........................................................... 130
Tests, Tastes and Tinctures ................................................................................................................ 134
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 144

Chapter 3 Constitutions, Actions, and Efficacy: the Matter of Translation in Herbalism ..... 147

xi

Herbalism in Translation ................................................................................................................... 153
Translating Constitutions, Constituting Translations ..................................................................... 162
Constitutional Herbalism ................................................................................................................... 165
Testing the Senses ................................................................................................................................ 174
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 185

Chapter 4: Communicating with Plants: Herbalist Entanglements ......................................... 188
Divergent Temporalities ..................................................................................................................... 198
Form ..................................................................................................................................................... 202
Learning to See Forms ........................................................................................................................ 210
Communication on Whose Terms ..................................................................................................... 214
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 216

Chapter 5: Friendship and Responsibility Beyond the Clinic .................................................. 220
Response-ability I ................................................................................................................................ 220
Friend / Kin .......................................................................................................................................... 226
Assembling Herbalist Ecologies ......................................................................................................... 229
Response-ability II .............................................................................................................................. 233
Response-ability III ............................................................................................................................. 235
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................ 237

How to Learn How to Care: A Beginning ................................................................................. 242

xii

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1 Materia medica blank slate for note-taking. Each Materia Medica class focused on one
plant for which students filled out a separate form. .............................................................. 98
Figure 2 Classroom table with numbered plant medicine preparations for sensory (organoleptic)
testing .................................................................................................................................. 175
Figure 3 Close-up of two tinctures and one bowl of a dried and chopped root .......................... 176
Figure 4 Two page extract from materia medica notes on rose................................................... 180
Figure 5 Guidelines for understanding taste in a western herbalist context ................................ 182
Figure 6 Herbal student lies near artichoke, listening for its communication………………….191
Figure 7 Student sits with tulsi (holy basil) before harvesting…………………………………198
Figure 8 Students listening to instructions for good harvesting practices in the garden……….202
Figure 9 Motherwort (Leonurus cardiaca), Wikimedia commons……………………………..205
Figure 10 Images from the American Botanical Council's HerbalGram article on the Doctrine of
Signatures. Plants shown with the body part they benefit. .................................................. 208

xiii

PREFACE
I’ve been here before. It’s not our first time in the garden, but it feels like it. The ride out
of town felt fresh, for the few minutes it took us, winding through narrow streets with a
hodgepodge of single family houses and apartment buildings, out along the river. Past a
sugarbush, left onto a dirt road, up a long hill in deep hemlock shade. We pull our cars halfway
off the road, passenger-side wheels making gentle ruts in the spring mud. All of us—almost—
wear Muck boots, tromping through the muddy puddled grass toward the garden. It’s guarded by
two bulbous eleuthero bushes whose twiggy branches stretch well over my head. We clump
together—already several months into our training as clinical herbalists, people have staked
claims to friendship with particular others, walking together down the grassy path toward the
circular garden between wide beds of perennial medicinals: wormwood, motherwort, comfrey,
black cohosh, schisandra. We all know the deal by now, spreading out among the plants, silent
except for the squishing of boots on rain-wet earth, attending to which plant we’ll sit with. The
Garden Apprenticeship class opens this way each time, with fifteen minutes of sitting with a
plant, or a stand of many of the same plant. Sitting with, touching, breathing on and breathing in
their scent grounds our experiences with plants. From where I sit, with wormwood, I can see
Leah at the black cohosh, her face close to the dirt at its roots, gazing upward through its leaves
at the overcast sky. I see James, too, alternately staring off into space and doodling in his
notebook, waiting for this first section of class to end—it’s his least favorite part. Wormwood
calls my attention, and I touch silvery fronds, breathing its pungent exhalations and asking it
questions for the rest of the time before the students gather again.
When we students are back together, some people share smells and visions they
experienced with their plant for the day. One asked her plant “how do I do it?” and the answer
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came through immediately and clearly. Slowly, patiently, with clarity, keep going: this is what
she experienced the plant telling her. Sparrow, the teacher who is with us today and whose
garden this is, nods and listens. Like other days, she doesn’t explain or frame or justify what
happens when we sit with plants, whether we feel we’ve done it right or wrong. The students
finish sharing, and Sparrow shifts to today’s lesson, her raincoat swishes as she lifts her notes.
After a discussion, we’ll move into the garden beds and pluck the unwanted living things from
their roots so that medicinal plants can live.
She looks at each of us in turn. “We are an obligate part of this ecology.” A long pause.
“What that means is that we don’t have a choice about participating in the planetary ecology.
The role of an herbalist is to not just heal individuals with plants but to foster a space where
people start to rethink their relationship with plants, and to see them differently, over time. The
plants draw us in, start to change the way we interact with the world and the way that we actually
see things.”
Sparrow’s words are key to her thinking about herbalism: an obligate part of this ecology.
The notion that I am obligated to do certain things and be in certain ways, with the environments
I live in, calls to mind all kinds of relationships, responsibilities, requirements: a responsibility to
change how people relate with plants, the ability of plants to change people. Something thrums
to life in the organism of our large class. What does it mean to be in obligate relationship,
someone asks. What kinds of responsibilities do we have? How do we do it? And what about
other political issues, besides the environment? Several people are in this program because they
feel failed by the biomedical industrial complex, as they call it. They talk about power dynamics,
pollution, racism. How do you be responsible to your obligate ecology with so many difficulties?
The class discusses these questions. Sparrow says that it matters to her to think through those
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difficulties and figure out how to be in obligate relationship.
“In our minds, to whatever degree we’re unaware of our interdependence and
embeddedness in our ecology—to that degree we are unwell. That might manifest as emotional
issues, anxiety, feelings of being unsafe… a lack of sense of belonging is at the center of illness.
In the eighties and nineties, there was a move in alternative culture toward belonging to self, and
self-discovery. But we can’t know who we are until we know how we fit into our world. What
we don’t feel, even after that, is belonging to the earth. Humans have thought ourselves into a
corner. We are literally built to feel and practice—to feel relationship to the ground, and air, and
people.”
I remember this day, and these conversations, when Leon, another teacher, takes us to a
meadow later in the summer. We sit with plants for the first part of class, as in Sparrow’s garden.
Here, we’re in tall swishing grasses along pathways centered on a birch tree that Leon planted as
the energetic center of the garden. Goldenrod, vervain, monarda, plantain, burdock, mullein—
plants that like drier, sunnier places scatter across the acre of mostly treeless area bordering the
house and forest Leon owns. After we all share experiences of plant connection, he guides us off
into the edges of the forest. Here it’s mostly hemlock, with some birch mingling at the margins
of the field. The meadow might look wild except for the paths mown, and the stands of
medicinal plants growing strong among the emergent grasses—but the forest isn’t cultivated at
all, not in the same way. We go deeper into the woods, Leon talking casually about wildcrafting
and management, down a swamp-muddy path, across a creek with its own micro-ecology of
wetland plants, up a needle-soft hill through an evergreen forest on a path. Leon calls attention to
the arrangement of plants across the earth, talking about root structures and sensitivity to
sunlight. Some roots are exposed on the path, the mark of footsteps repeated over years—others
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bury themselves in the loam, stretching for hundreds of feet or more below where our eyes can
see or our hands can manage. At the creek the forest is cooler, transitioning from maple with
brush understory, to hemlock with acid soil and dense loamy carpets. Leon pauses us to look
around and take in this transition. We look up the creek and see where one kind of plant
community, the ones who don’t want to “get their feet wet” by having their roots in sodden mud,
give way to other plant communities happy with wet feet: lilies, watercress, wild ginger, and
horsetail unfold across the muddy banks.
We come to a place where the understory is open, and there are small low-lying plants
peeping out of various hillocks. Someone exclaims wintergreen! And Leon breaks off two round,
shiny green leaves from the plant’s highest point at an inch above the forest loam, passing them
around so each of us can smell and taste a piece. We start to talk about gathering medicinal plant
parts from uncultivated areas—a practice known as wildcrafting.
“When you’re wildcrafting, there are a couple of really important things to remember,”
Leon says. “How much should you take?”
Alice raises a hand. “I heard something like no more than 30% of a patch of the plant, is
that right?”
Rachel interjects, “No, I think it’s 10%.”
“That’s right,” Leon says, “only 10% of any given plant community, especially the
herbaceous shrubs that die back every year—or even less, if the plant you’re gathering relies on
the part you’re harvesting in order to reproduce itself.”
Sparrow adds, “After a while, if you walk around and observe lots of kinds of places, you
start being able to guess where you might find a plant. If you know where there are wet spots, or
dry spots, or spots protected from both sunlight and drenching rain, you start to be able to guess
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where in the woods or field medicine plants might be. You learn this by getting out there, a lot of
times, and looking. And you can ask the plants too, and ask the place you’re in where something
good might be—like you might ask your human friends.”
We look at the fir trees towering around us. There’s an abundance of hemlock and pine
needles, both of which make good medicine. It would be easy to gather enough for a family,
even a community. Around our feet is the smaller patch of wintergreen, only taking up a circle of
the forest floor about 8 feet across.
“How would you harvest enough wintergreen if you’re out wildcrafting? Maybe you
wouldn’t. Maybe you would think of an alternative—if you were using it for its antiinflammatory properties, black birch bark shares many of those same chemical compounds, and
there’s way more of it. Of course, you’d have to be careful not to harvest from the main trunk or
you’ll kill the tree, but often there are branches that fall off. You just have to think carefully
about what there is in abundance, and what you actually need right then, so it doesn’t become a
hoarding thing. The plants will only keep being here if we don’t disrespect them and take too
much. So also, you should always offer your gratitude to the plant you’re harvesting—I bring a
small gift of something, sometimes tobacco or food, to leave when I am wildcrafting.”
As we walk, Sparrow also describes how to think about buying medicine plants: you can
buy herbs that have been harvested in such a way so as not to damage the ecosystem they’re
embedded in. Distant ecologies of cultivation, harvest, shipping and market are brought into
focus even as we stand in the middle of the Vermont forest.
Wildcrafting is a labor of attention, then, in the woods and meadows. Like working in the
garden, it is a way of getting into right relationship with the medicinal and nonmedicinal plants
around us. Offering attention and gifts for plants we’ll kill by harvesting, whether in the garden
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or in the woods, is part of how we care for the ecologies of these plants. Leon and Sparrow and
our other teachers ground their herbalism in deep, iterative, long, complicated relations with
matters of life and death—for humans as much as for plants. The work of becoming an herbalist
is a work of learning how to pay attention—to plants, ecosystems, other humans, and ourselves.
Standing in the forest with Leon, thinking about gratitude and the idea of offering a gift to a
plant, I remember the first day of this program: a long Wednesday of introductions to concepts,
frameworks, class syllabi, and each other.
That day, the teachers worked to frame our presence in the class as something that
emerged in relationship to plants, meaning the ecosystems of our own lives, and to a calling.
Twenty-seven new people stood in a circle. We cautiously smiled at one another as we excused
ourselves, squeezing by in the crowded room. We chose chairs, draped coats, arranged Mason
jars of tea or travel mugs of coffee, found the toilet, looked for the water dispenser, found the
other toilet upstairs nestled among many rooms with closed doors. We settled in. The westfacing windows let in an ambient glow of winter light, one which strengthened over the course of
the day. Gently recessed overheads illuminated the grey tiled floor, and we took in the sink area,
the small library nook, and for today, at the center of the circled chairs, a small table draped in a
red and yellow scarf.
It was 2014, and we were at the beginning of our three-year clinical training program at
The Center, an herbal clinic and school of herbal medicine run by Leon and Sparrow and a few
other herbalists. Each of the class sessions that day were introductions—to the particular focus of
that class, why it was part of the curriculum, what we would learn over the year, and the
syllabus. Only a few of the classes ran for the whole year. Many more of them were limited in
duration, starting in January and ending in September like Food as Medicine, or starting in
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January, pausing in May to accommodate other courses’ need to be outside in the growing
season, and resuming in September like First Aid. Students were given all the syllabi for each
class on that first day so they would know what to expect. Lucy’s Energetics class was first,
followed by Leon’s Actions and Chemistry, and then Sparrow’s Materia Medica. That morning,
though, once shuffling had ceased, Sparrow opened the day officially, bringing a bowl of water
to the table at the center of the circle and lighting the candle resting there.
“You’re called here, each of you in a different way, by the plants, and we are glad to
have you. Maybe you’ve been a plant person for a long time, and maybe it’s new to you—
wherever you’re at, you are welcome here. If the idea of being friends with plants is new for you,
we invite you to sit with that and see what happens. If you already think of them as friends or
allies, we invite you to deepen that here.” She named the space we were in and some of its
histories, locating us in the lineage of herbalists it draws from. She noted that we were sitting in
the ancestral territories of the Abenaki, reminding us of the acts of violence that colonized this
place, and thanking the land for the space it offered.
The circle was large—many students and four teachers, as well as a teaching assistant,
gathered together shoulder to shoulder. Each spoke about where they came from and how they
arrived in this place, how they connected with plants. Many recounted tales of connection with
plants from their youth, stories bubbling up, detailing love and attention for plants that started at
four, or seven, or eleven, or twenty-five years old. They had spent time alone in the forest, or
loved their parents’ herbs in a container garden in the city, and sought out parks to walk in. Some
had studied with other herbalists in apprenticeship programs for a week, a month, a year, seeking
out this more institutionalized school because of its format and the opportunity for clinical
experience. Others had never encountered an herbal training program before. Some had moved
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across the continent for the program; one had seen the flyer in town and, on a whim, signed up.
After two hours of introduction, we took a break. I met Sarah as we waited to fill our
water bottles. She was in her late fifties, recently settled as resident of New Hampshire. “It’s a
long drive, 3 hours each way, but it’s worth it. It’s been something I’ve put off for too long,
doing an herbalism program. I’m nervous about it.” I smiled shyly. “Hey, that’s the same
direction I drive from! Maybe we can carpool sometime part of the way?” I felt excited at the
prospect of making a connection outside the school. In her other life, she told me, she was a
website designer and computer programmer. She took the plunge to come to “herb school” (as
we came to call it) when she felt, in the midst of a long struggle with Lyme disease and related
issues, that she could no longer put off the calling to learn about medicinal plants.
Over the following months, Sarah and I carpooled together, joined by Janie whose
weekly commute was even longer than ours. We all met in a train station parking lot, got cups of
tea at a nearby café, and drove an hour north to the school. On the way home, we sometimes got
dinner at the local cooperative grocery store’s hot bar. We talked in the car and on the phone
about the program and about other parts of our lives. I learned about Sarah’s struggles with
chronic illness, her desire to be seen and known, her passion for learning and healing work. I
shared with her my own passions, the long unfolding of my relationship to herbalism as a scholar
practitioner, and the hurts and wholenesses of my most intimate relationships. That first day,
though, not yet knowing these things about each other, we laughed in gratitude for each other’s
attention, and helped to arrange the chairs into rows behind the tables.
This is a story about plants and people. It is an analysis of some of the bodies,
relationships, and institutions of herbalism in the United States teaching and learning how to
attend to one another under the conditions of extractive capitalism and climate change. Resting
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in the fraught interstices of political activism, philosophical re-imagining, and the work of
healing ailments, this story attends to practices of care—to interventions imagined and enabled
through sensibilities of accountability and friendship between plants and people. In this
ethnography of herbalists’ teaching practices, I focus on how herbalists learn to care for plants,
humans, and environments. Herbalists understand human health as reliant on our relationships
with obligate ecologies—that is, the environmental others and places to which humans must be
responsible in order for all to thrive. They frame the work of responsability through practices of
connection, attention, care, and communication, all of which are key parts of making and
maintaining friendships with plants.
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Introduction: Cultivating Connections
This dissertation examines herbalism as a practice that strives to make people’s bodily
experience of the world different, better, and healthier. The work of herbalism requires careful
observation and engagement; learning to be an herbalist necessitates embodied and intimate
knowledges of medicinal plants and their environments. To understand how herbalists articulate
and practice the linkages among human health, plant health, and environmental health is key to
imagining a different kind of relationship and responsibility to multiple kinds of material and
lively others. In other words, an examination of herbalism provides rich material for thinking
about health in a country steeped in toxicities, racist violence, political turmoil, and
environmental degradation.
In this dissertation, I consider two key ethnographic observations drawn from my
research with herbalists at “The Center,” a Vermont-based school for clinical herbalism.1 First,
herbalists’ work with plants is predicated on an understanding that plants and people can be
“friends.” Second, the process of befriending plants, and becoming accountable in that
friendship, is grounded in herbalists’ understanding of “ecologies”, and articulated through
practices of care. I analyze the pedagogical practices teachers at The Center use to communicate
these entanglements of human and environmental health, with a focus on how teachers enable
students to learn intimate bodily practices to enact and experience “friendship” with medicinal
plants and their environments. I argue that that these pedagogical practices are intended to enable
new herbalists to frame the relationships among plants, people, and environments, and act with
reference to the material, metaphorical, political, and social stakes of those relationships.
The Center opened in 2006 and is an ever-more-formal institution for teaching, learning,
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All names have been changed.
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and offering clinical herbalism to the local community. Three teachers, Leon, Lucy, and
Sparrow, are the core faculty and founders of the institution, shepherding students through a total
of three possible years of training toward practice as clinical herbalists. The first year, their
pedagogical approach is self-consciously grounded in embodied learning through experiential
encounters. While each teacher has a particular orientation to embodied experiences, the
capacities of the body, and the persistence of particular kinds of knowledge over time; all of the
faculty share a commitment to blending “folk” and oral knowledge, experiential learning, and
technological, biomedical knowledge about herbal remedies, produced and publicized by
medical researchers, ecologists, botanists, epidemiologists and others. Their approach to teaching
plant-medicine works athwart but not always against the logics and practices of contemporary
regulatory structures and biomedicine. They teach and practice face to face with the fact that
biomedical and scientific modes of knowing and being in the world do not address most matters
of healing in ways that satisfy them.2 That is, herbalist notions of bodies, plants, and human-
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The faculty also shares a commitment to economic accessibility of plant-based holistic remedies, as well as a commitment to
organizational practices that resist hierarchical decision-making processes and labor distribution. They created an organizational
structure with explicit practices designed to help distribute labor and decision-making power over the group of directors, rather
than consolidating power in one person.2 Further, they seek to build relationships with clients in the clinic which “empower”
those clients toward healing. They frame the work of healing at the sliding-scale clinic (funded in large part by the tuition
students pay to train at The Center) as work of cultural and interpersonal healing, as much as healing the individual body. They
seek to move toward such healing through mechanisms like a payment structure for clients which has several options for noncurrency based “payments,” as well as through recognition that bodies are always entangled, with their health concerns, with
communities, families, social structures, institutions, and environments. This approach leads them to an analysis of how, for
instance, poverty and precarity effect nervous system health, in a way that situates unwell clients in broader social processes. As
one teacher put it, “accessibility [of the clinic] and spread of herbal medicine were key motivators” for starting the program. As
part of assembling ecologies that take into account sociality as well as environmental, herbalists balance the desire to respect the
plants and the labor that goes into growing and harvesting them (by asking for a sum of money, or a work-trade) and their desire
to provide deeply accessible services (by offering the option of “accepting a gift” of treatment). The invoice form has several
options on it. In 2014 they discontinued the option to “pay $0” after a student in the clinical training program said she “didn’t
want to work I clinic which doesn’t honor the gifts of the plants and practitioners.” Though this resonated deeply with the faculty,
they had to find a way for that “honor” to be expressed while also keeping fees for their services manageable and low cost for the
purposes of their mission. A visit to the clinic with a student clinician and her student observation partner entails a five page
densely filled form, a several hour long conversation, and a quick consultation with the presiding registered herbalist—one of the
core faculty. When the client receives the “bill” for services rendered, the document shows a nominal, optional fee for the clinical
appointment ($5-10). It also includes a price range for whatever medicinal herbs the clinician blends for her client’s tea or for a
tincture in a glass bottle, measured and weighed in the careful laboratory of the apothecary. There is a monetary value that has
been assigned for these things, though the price range is often between $7 and $150 per order of herbs, and clients can also
“choose to receive a gift at this time,” offering a short explanation of the circumstances that make them unable to pay any money.
Clients learn a little bit, in the process of reading their bill, about costs per ounce of tincture, about operating expenses of the
clinic, and about the local time-bank—through which they can choose to exchange hours instead of cash with the clinic. Though
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environment relations are always in tension with biomedical ways of knowing and being in the
world, but not always in disagreement about how to manage and understand human health and
plant properties. This tension produces The Center’s work as a political project, and The Center
itself as a space for fraught conversations about the nature, materials, and histories of therapeutic
interventions. This also is part of the reason they supported and encouraged my research.
In the chapters that follow, I describe how the contemporary North American settlercolonial and capitalist context gives rise to certain sets of knowledges and ways of occupying
space and envisioning health. In chapters 1 and 2, I lay the groundwork for analysis by
describing the emergence of contemporary western herbalism out of the countercultural
movement of the 1970s, and the politics of evidence that ground western herbalism’s
intervention in health and social issues. In chapters 3 through 5, I attend to translation processes
and to friendship practices to analyze the awkward ways in which white herbalists position
themselves both in the deep context of, and also in resistance to, settler-colonial notions of state
power and modes of knowledge production. I show how white western herbalists draw on those
knowledges to formulate promising but problematic political projects of embodied learning
focused on healing human relations with plants and environments, and through that, human
relations with other humans.
The potential for radicalism that contemporary western herbalism in America offers is
challenged by its own conditions of possibility—that is, capitalism and settler-colonialism. I
describe this dilemma throughout the dissertation, and detailing awkward attempts by white
people aware of racial and settler-colonial politics toward decolonizing medicine. In the end, I
suggest that in the practices of herbalist education, even embedded in the problematic spaces of
several prominent herbal preparations companies—like Mountain Rose and Galen’s Way--each donate significant amounts of
medicinal plants and preparations to The Center’s clinic, these in kind donations cover only a fraction of the expenses incurred by
clients who take their herbal medicine and their herbal consultation for a low cost—or for a gift.

25

the racist, capitalist settler-colony, there is possibility for radical hope to emerge through
practices of friendship and responsibility with plants and environments.
Methodological Groundings
My work with herbalists emerged from the collaborative generation of research topics
and co-theorization. As a scholar-practitioner working alongside them to generate the
coordinates of this research, teachers at The Center asked me to attend to “how our embodied
pedagogy works” (in their terms). I also developed my own critical scholarly exploration
alongside these questions. The faculty concentrate on developing their scientific expertise via
peer-reviewed scientific studies of biochemical assays and clinical trials for botanical remedies
and other such texts, as well as engaging with public scholarship on environmental health. As a
student, I learn about those remedies and texts, and, as a scholar, I inform them about
anthropologically grounded, historically contextualized readings of their work. Like me, the
teachers are interested in broadening and deepening the questions they ask about human health
and its entailments. Like me, they engage with current research in their field of practice. Like
me, they are concerned with the social impacts of their work and how they might make their
practices accountable to the people they learn from, the plants they use, and the communities
they serve. As an anthropologist, I am singularly well positioned to help them by attending
ethnographically to the effects of their teaching, as well as to the social and historical contexts in
which their work arises. So although they specifically requested my perspective on their
techniques of experiential, embodied teaching, they also supported my project and my questions
about power, institutional knowledge, professionalization, and the stakes of herbalism in a
settler-colonial context.
My participatory and ethnographic approach took a range of forms. I went to classes as a
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member of the first-year cohort at The Center, documenting modes of narration and physical
engagement as forms of pedagogical intervention. We went on trips to different medicinal
gardens, sitting with plants, weeding garden beds, learning about botany and medicinal uses, and
attending to how teachers framed the importance and purpose of those learnings. I conducted
formal interviews and had informal conversations with each faculty member, and semi-formal
interviews with students. I held several sessions for students to attend and reflect on the
successes and challenges of The Center’s pedagogical approach, designing the sessions so that
the information would be valuable to the Board as well as to my own research. I also accepted
The Center’s faculty’s request to serve on the Board of the school, which is a membership-based,
501c3 incorporated non-profit organization. While attending Board meetings, listening to
discussions on how to accomplish the school’s political and social visions on a shoestring
budget, and contributing my own reflections. I sought out support as a client at the school’s
clinic, working with third-year students to address my own medical needs while also asking
about and attending to how their training manifested in their work with me.
As a researcher committed not just to accountable relations but also to giving back to my
interlocutors in ways that are meaningful to them, I sought to become “response-able” to The
Center, in Aryn Martin et al.’s term (Martin A, Myers N, and Viseu A 2015). I did so in part by
participating as a Board member upon their invitation to run for election to that position as a
student representative to the Board; I also did so by continually attending to how my skill set and
presence could work with the needs of the organization for reflection on mission, vision, and
practice. Building on Karen Barad’s notion of response-ability as a property of agency (Barad,
Dolphijn, and Tuin 2012), Martin et. al. say that “response-ability not only underscores a
researcher’s ethical responsibilities to their worlds but also indexes a researcher’s capacity and
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willingness to be moved, in both the affective and kinesthetic senses of the verb ‘to move’.”
(Martin et. al. 2015) As a researcher, I am and have been committed to being moved by the
content and process of my work. This commitment enables me to build relations of fellow
feeling, or in other words, of empathy with my interlocutors and their political and social
projects. Part of becoming response-able in this context involved giving back to my interlocutors
in ways that are meaningful to them; including accepting The Center’s request that I serve on the
Board of the school, which is a membership-based, 501c3 incorporated non-profit organization.
The work of scholars re-thinking what “counts” as fieldwork and who gets to theorize has
shored up my thinking about such collaborative theoretical efforts. Because the teachers at The
Center had an “analytic interest and conceptual curiosity” in their own work, they guided my
initial research focus so that it was compelling for them, and so our conversations unfolded in
collaboration, with their reflective and analytical input shaping my exploration and my feedback
helping them interpret their own pedagogies. In Hadi Nicholas Deeb and George Marcus’s
words, “risking interpretations together” with herbalists interested in examining “their own
context of everyday practices” made this project possible (Deeb and Marcus 2011; 52).
Similarly, Christopher Gad and Casper Bruun Jensen have suggested that social science
researchers think of working “lateral” to our interlocutors as a way of shifting our perspective on
who is on top, so to speak, of any kind of knowledge (Gad and Jensen 2016). A lateral approach
is neither a “studying up” of experts nor a “studying down” on the lives of others, but rather
moving alongside, with different purposes but in the same domain of exploration. In this mode of
studying laterally, I work with herbalists to think together about care practices, and the
pedagogical cultivation of attention to bodies and plants. Practically speaking, this means that I
shared drafts of all chapters in this dissertation with my interlocutors, asking for their
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commentary both for the purposes of ensuring accuracy and to allow them an opportunity to
engage in the theoretical content. More broadly, I developed a scholarly analysis of herbalist
education that takes up the terms that they themselves use—ecologies, friendship, relationship
with plants. I account for their own theoretical understanding of these terms as well as offering
my own analysis of herbal medicine as a mode of re-imagining relations and articulating
resistance in the context of the United States’ settler-colony. In chapter 3, for instance, I describe
how Leon and his colleagues theorize knowledge-sharing as a mode of partial resistance to
normative and exclusionary institutionalization by highlighting the ways that Old Time
Medicinals tries to make knowledge available for other producers about navigating the
regulatory mechanisms of the FDA.
Most of my interlocutors aim at dismantling hierarchies of knowledge production in this
way. That is, they are interested in using their expertise to expand the capacity of people around
them, so that more people can share in that knowledge of plant medicine—importantly, they seek
to spread not just knowledge about but also particular practices with plant medicine among
students and clients. An ideal relationship with client or friend as articulated by The Center’s
faculty is one in which eventually, the client can grow, harvest, process, and make their own
medicine. Faculty and student clinicians alike understand their role with clients in the clinic to be
educational, helping the client develop skill in attuning to their own needs and making their own
plant medicines, eventually phasing out their reliance on the expert herbalist. These teachers are
not interested in keeping knowledge, analysis, reflection, and therefore power, to themselves;
they are interested in other kinds of power (tools, language, facilities) that allow them and others
to intervene individually and institutionally in systems of knowledge about bodies, plants, and
environments. Indeed, they are committed to re-imagining what herbalism can do to remake
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institutions of knowledge transmission about health, medicine, and the body.
Finally, my work has also been shaped by my identification as a scholar-practitioner. I
attended training as an herbalist because it was a fruitful site for ethnographic engagement, but
also because I wanted to gain confidence as a practitioner of basic herbal medicines myself.
During this training, I learned how to use plant remedies for my own ailments and make
suggestions about remedies for others. My engaged methodology offers a both a historicization
of herbalism, as well as a unique view of herbalism from a response-able inside-outsider
committed to caring critique.
Responsibility in Settler-Colonial Ecosystems
I am a white person, descended of European settler-colonists and raised in the Northeast
of the United States. I work with primarily white herbalists. Their ways of knowing plants and
bodies understands them as material parts of worldly relations that emerged from particular
historical contexts and their entanglements. The practices of herbal medicine provide hope and
possibilities for a reconciliation between humans and the planet, and between humans and other
humans, including new forms of “response-ability” to plants, environments, and bodies. But
there are implications for its practice on stolen, occupied land. This ethnographic and historical
account of contemporary North American “western” herbalism research therefore recognizes the
ongoingness of colonialism, namely how colonial and settler-colonial power politics have
created the possibility for its emergence. Still, white western herbalists are grappling with settler
anxieties about appropriation of Indigenous knowledge and belonging. They are undertaking
efforts to decolonize health, food, medicine, politics, and offering resistance to settler affects and
ways of knowing the world. Teachers at The Center consistently acknowledge the deep historical
and contemporary context of their practices, and work to come into accountability with Native
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communities across North America (detailed in chapter 5). And so, even as their work is
conditioned by white settler contexts, herbalists may be moving toward unsettling settler ways of
knowing and being (Tuck and Yang 2012; Simpson 2014; Geniusz 2009; Belcourt 2015; Smith
2012; Murphy 2017). I suggest that the white herbalists with whom I work, in their awkward
way, both recapitulate but also more importantly resist dominant ontological assumptions about
the possible relationships, connections, and communications between humans and plants. As
such, they are at least partially politically aligned with Indigenous projects.
To untangle how the settler-colonial context conditions herbalists’ practices, knowledges,
and activism, I turn to scholarship on the production(s) of scientific knowledge. Post- and
decolonial theory outlines ways of knowing and their consequences; in particular, Native and
First Nations studies literatures raise issues of knowledge sovereignty and translation between
knowledge regimes (see e.g., Geniusz 2009; TallBear 2013; Coulthard 2014). Studies of humanenvironment relations, and the recounting of their histories in the northeastern United States,
bring a critical perspective on how Indigenous presence and practice formed, and then was
erased by, settler-colonial presence and practice (see e.g. O’Brien 2010; Cronon 1983; Mitman
2007). Medical and environmental anthropological approaches to studying alternative medicine
and the resource economy of medicinal plants and their ecologies center issues of Indigenous and
localized rights to knowledge and botanical substances, dwelling on questions of ownership and
recognition as well as with matters of the blurred boundary between “folk knowledge” and
“science.” My research draws these literatures together with studies of complementary and
alternative medicine (CAM), of the resource economy of medicinal plants and their ecologies,
and the sensory, embodied relations between humans and plants that herbalists experience across
domains of practice (Hayden 2003; Mueggler 2011; Besky and Padwe 2016; Archambault 2016;
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Myers 2015; 2016).
The foundation of contemporary white western herbalists’ knowledge practices emerges
already contextualized by, and enabled through, particular settler-colonial modes of being in the
world. These modes structure not only how settlers and their descendants continue to occupy
land, space, and political power in North America, but also how relations to land, ideas about
space, and conceptions of political power emerge. Australian anthropologist Patrick Wolfe
argues that settler-colonialism is “a structure, not an event,” and is therefore processual, ongoing,
and ever in-formation through the legal frameworks of the settler-colony and practices of land
occupation (2000). Through legal as well as quotidian means, settler-colonialism formulates for
nonnatives particular affective modes of being in the world and occupying space that come to be
taken for granted. This presence is continuously experienced as invasion by Natives, but
experienced by most nonnatives as quotidian life (Rifkin 2014). In Mark Rifkin’s terms, this is
“settler common sense”: the taken-for-granted ways that nonnatives rely on the erasure or
effacement of Native presence in order to have room for themselves and how they understand
themselves to be able to occupy space, use land, have rights, establish communications.3 This
does not mean that descendants of settlers actively choose to occupy as a way of being, but
intentionally or not, descendants are always in the process of settling occupied land, and they
benefit from settler-colonial common sense space-taking and the affect it produces. Even
resistances against the state or the status quo (e.g., in the writings and life of Henry David
Thoreau) are conditioned by presence in the settler-colony.
Settler common sense is one organizing frame through which I understand what is
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In the same way, the continuous presencing work of Native, First Nations and Indigenous peoples has been called “survivance,”
a term which may also be applied to other marginalized communities—black communities, for instance, in the aftermath of
slavery’s long reach (Vizenor et al. 2008). Other scholars have referred to this as the “ongoingness” of community life-ways and
knowledge Belcourt 2015; Ahmed 2006; Smith 2012; Tuck and Yang 2014; Haraway 2013).
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available to be known and done by herbalists in contemporary Vermont. They operate
necessarily constrained by this “common sense” in terms of how they can experience their
belonging in, and ownership of, particular landscapes, although they are also keenly aware of the
histories that allow them to do this. When they rent a building, plant a garden, wildcraft on a
friend’s property, and purchase medicinal plant parts from Internet-based mail order companies
which source their products globally, white herbalists have access to the unthinking modes of
being in place, and belonging on land which Rifkin describes.
This common sense settler-colonialism produces ideological projects of race and
racialization (see e.g. Kauanui 2008; Kauanui and Wolfe 2012; Coulthard 2014; Deloria 1994;
Deloria 1998). Philip Deloria has suggested that the racialization of Nativeness served as a
political tool to remove Natives from land, and hide that very removal (1998), reterritorializing
land under settler rule of law and ideological commitments to the individual, the private, and the
corporate. Presence on the landscape as settlers was predicated, for them, on the non-presence of
Natives. To establish the general ability to imagine landscapes without peoples or human
relations and maintain the “purity” of their own relation to place, settlers erased Native
communities from the formal and informal ledgers of New England—a home territory called
ndakinna in Wabanaki languages (O’Brien 2010). This was achieved through demographic and
statistical means like “blood quantum” measurements, as much as through narratives of
difference and savagery (Deloria 1998). Indeed, “Indianness is at the heart of Americanness,”
especially the “savage” figure of the Indian/Native (Deloria 1998), which set off a particular kind
of white/colonial American identity in the early days of the colony. Together, these efforts were
a form of genocide (Wolfe 2006) necessary for New England’s landscapes to emerge as
occupiable by settler communities.
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Whiteness as a large-scale phenomenon, then, can be understood as conditioned by its
ability to erase Native presence to make space for settlers, as well as by its relationship to the
racialized “other” broadly. Vermont’s settler communities (where my herbalist interlocutors
work) were marked by erasures similar to, if not more severe than those in Connecticut, Rhode
Island and Massachusetts. For Vermont to become the kind of physical and imaginative
landscape it did—flexibly available for nonnative occupation, cultivation, change, and homemaking—those early colonial practices of erasure were required. The erasure and effacement of
Native presence, labor, and relations to environments in the early days of the settler-colony laid
the groundwork for settler-colonialism to continue unfolding today (Cronon 1983, O’Brien
2010).
More recent decolonial scholarship and practice refuses settler epistemologies and these
“common sense” ways of being (Tuck and Yang 2014; A. Simpson 2007), resists the taken-forgrantedness of settler occupation and other relations to land (L. Simpson 2014), and deconstructs
genetic or “blood based” racialization of Indigeneity (Reardon and TallBear 2012; TallBear
2017). Such work not only articulates again (and again) the fact of ongoing Native presence, but
seeks to move beyond recognition as the key term on which to engage the settler state (Coulthard
2014). It also offers new possibilities, informed by Indigenous epistemological engagements, to
understand what it means to be well in the world and specifically on this continent.
Herbalists walk an awkward line between settler-colonial common sense and relational
resistance to these settler common sense modes. Though in some ways they reproduce modes of
translating knowledge that run the risk of appropriation, they do so with the idea that there are
other ways of being in the world than the one indicated by settler common sense. For instance,
learning how to befriend medicinal plants gestures toward a deeper, activist desire for
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decolonizing or unsettling environments, health, medical institutions, and economics. They
remain aware of the potential power play of appropriation, but because they perceive that sort of
relationship to represent a truth about the material interconnectedness of the world, they do it
anyway.
These histories and presents of settler-colonial processes, particularly as they are
manifested in knowing and relating to land and nonhuman others, structure the kinds of
human/environment relations that white western herbalists mobilize. In particular, belonging in
the United States for settler colonists is both premised on the erasure of the Native and also
simultaneously predicated in terms set by ongoing ecological relations of Natives and lands. This
shapes herbalists’ approaches to knowing and relating with plants as “friends,” and their sense of
human embeddedness in what they call “obligate ecologies.” These are drawn out of Native
teachings about kinship relationships with plants and animals as powerful others—and,
importantly, out of settler-colonial interpretations of those teachings.
The very plant medicines herbalists use are imbricated in the historical and ongoing
processes of settlement. Some species of plants traveled to the Americas with colonists. A plant
commonly known in American English as “broad-leafed plantain” is known in
Anishinaabemowin as “white man’s footstep,” according to Anishinabe botanist and ecologist
Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013). Its Latin classification is plantago major, where “plantago” refers
to the foot. It is said to be among the first plants to travel with colonizers, but the link between
colonization and the plant runs deeper than the name: it thrived around white settlements where
soil was compacted and disturbed, and its use as a medicine stretches back in colonist lore. Plants
like plantain are transplants on this landscape, like white settlers—but in the early 21st century,
both appear to belong to the environment. Plantain is commonly cited by herbalists as a key
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“local medicine,” usually available in abundance and in most climate zones. Additionally, many
species native to North America are known to herbalists because of the teaching of Native plant
medicine practitioners—both historical and contemporary. In sum, settler common sense makes
some plants available for knowing, harvesting, and relating, and some teachers available for
learning from (as I describe in chapter 1). Herbalists also try to act with awareness about, and
resistance to the constraints of how capitalism shapes human/environment relations.
Race, Identity, and Herbalism in the United States
In part as a response to herbalists’ constraints and attempts at resistance to them, I
position this dissertation as a response to and conversation with American Studies as a realm of
scholarly exploration. Like all area studies foci, American Studies encompass a wide array of
methodologies, theoretical frames, and analytical politics. In the context of anthropological
endeavors, American Studies scholars have taken up large-scale questions of processes of
racialization, class formation, gendering of labor and family relations, as well as intersectional
engagement with identity politics and its unfolding. Critical ethnographic work on the production
of American biomedicine, democratic structures, economic interests, political powers, and
notions of nature and culture has attended to the ways that these factors emerge in particular
ethnographic fieldsites, shaping and shaped by histories of empire and colonization.
It is not possible here to do justice to the long tradition in American Studies of grappling
with matters of power, class, race, gender, and settlement that have been laid out by
Americanists across the several centuries since the nation-state’s creation—W.E.B. Dubois,
Alexis de Tocqueville, Alexander von Humboldt, Malcolm X, Michael Eric Dyson, Leslie
Marmon Silko, and J.D. Vance have offered critical cultural commentary across the years on
these matters (Du Bois and Alexander 2018; Tocqueville and Mayer 1988; Sachs 2007; X and
Perry 2008; Dyson 2000; Silko 1977; Vance 2018). Anthropologists and scholars like Glen
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Coulthard, Faye Harrison, Laura Ogden, Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, Kristina Lyons (et al),
and Angela Garcia, among others, help me to understand the weight of critical attention to
settlement and its ongoingness—as well as the ongoingness of Native efforts to remain alive,
visible, and in control of their nations and lives (Coulthard 2014; Harrison and Association of
Black Anthropologists 2010; Ogden 2011; Tuck and Yang 2012, 2014; Lyons 2016; Garcia
2010). Critical race theorists Kimberle Crenshaw, George Lipsitz, Peggy Macintosh, bell hooks,
and John Hartigan all contribute to this work’s effort to produce an analysis of herbalism
practiced by people who identify as or are classified as white, in the context of the shifting
racializations of whiteness of the United States (Crenshaw 1996; Lipsitz 2018; McIntosh 1988;
hooks 1992; hooks 1995; Hartigan 2017; Hartigan 1999).
As I write this, sitting in Burlington, Vermont, in a tea shop less than an hour from the
international border with Canada, sipping a black tea imported from a small plantation in Sri
Lanka, marketed and advertised to consumers as a limited specialty, it remains apparent to me
that part of the critical potential of anthropological endeavors in American Studies lies in the
ways we may engage fully with the problematics of the settler-colonial as a context, and its
constant unfolding through racialization and the process of class-formation. It is my hope that
this dissertation, and my research more broadly, may serve as such an intervention: focused on a
specific field site, ethnographically attentive to the ways that small-scale interactions denote, as
well as challenge, dominant modes of knowledge and practice at the contextual coordinates I’ve
outlined.
In this dissertation I refer to my interlocutors as “white western herbalists.” Though I
hope that the complexities and ambiguities contained in each of the elements of that phrase
become more evident through the analysis that follows, I pause here to examine what, exactly, it
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means to say “white” and “western” respectively, in this context. I take up the suggestion
articulated by many, but most relevantly here by John Hartigan (2003), that in order to do justice
to an analysis of whiteness and its potentials—including dominance and violence, but not limited
to those things—one has to attend to the particular circumstances in which that whiteness, or
rather, particular white people, emerge. Hartigan’s object of analysis is the “range of conditions
in the ‘social bottom’ of whiteness,” building from a focus on linguistic cultural markers like
“white trash.” (26)
Following a trail laid out by scholars in Black Studies and critical race theory about
“blackness” as a conceptual field, Hartigan suggests that a “cultural analysis of white people”
can neither take for granted a monolithic identification with particular forms of whiteness by
people currently racialized as white, nor can a conversation about whiteness be removed from its
connection to broader conversations about race and racialization in the United States. Hartigan’s
challenge to the ways that critical race studies approaches whiteness as an object of study is that
we attend both to the large-scale problems of “whiteness”—that is, the systems through which
whiteness as a category holds dominance over other racialized categories—and also to the
intimate emergences of white people into “whiteness” in ways that do not always mimic or
demonstrate that dominance. Far from denying the realities of white supremacist systems of
power that pervade United States cultures, politics, economics and more, Hartigan rather asks
that ethnographers attend carefully to what whiteness means in specific relational contexts.
My own research has taken place in a context marked deeply by whiteness—both specific
and general—and its many imaginaries. Rural Vermont is occupied by a majority white
population, and by many who self-identify as “hillbillies” (another of Hartigan’s terms of focus).
Some others discount the worth of their neighbors’ lives and livelihoods using the term “white
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trash.” Nearly all of the herbalists I have encountered—and all with whom I’ve worked closely
in Vermont—identify as white, and struggle with the kinds of histories and presents that the
identification and racialization carries with it. My attention to their whiteness in this analysis
relies on the careful, critical work of untangling the politics of racialization in the contemporary
United States like that Hartigan, hooks, George Yancy and others accomplish in their work
(ibid., see Yancy 2004; Yancy 2012). The observation made by activist and economist Theodore
Allen that the racial dividing of “black” from “white” was largely the work of plantation owners
in need of a mode of control over poor whites, and thus racialization emerged hand in hand with
the structuring of class formations (Allen 2012).4
I hope with this examination of herbalism as it is practiced by the predominantly white
community with whom I have worked, to offer an analysis of the ways that particular
“possessive investments in whiteness” in George Lipsitz’s felicitous phrase emerge (Lipsitz
2018). Also, however, the ways that herbalists work with their own whiteness to try to disrupt
the narrative of whiteness as only ever a tool for dominance. This text does not seek either to
apologize for the abuses of power of white people, historically or today, but to position particular
white people in their situated lives as they participate in, and frequently benefit from white
supremacist systems. I seek to examine how these herbalists try to confront the fact of their own
whiteness, examine its histories in each of their particular lives, and to come into better
relationship while still white. As Melba Beals suggested, perhaps whiteness—as a mode of
4

This fact, long taken up by anti-racist activists (class action etc) like many of my interlocutors, has been made the more
powerful by the emphasis of feminist and womanist Americanist scholars on the critical differences among women’s experiences,
and among LGBTQ+ people’s experiences. Sojourner Truth’s “Aint I A Woman” speech during the suffrage movement is often
cited for its powerful critique of white womens’ work in making black women’s struggle invisible. More recently, activist and
scholar Kimberle Crenshaw coined the term “intersectionality” to highlight the fact that black women’s experiences of misogyny,
patriarchal dominance, and discrimination were importantly different to white women’s experience, and therefore need to be
attended to and analyzed in different ways. Black queer feminist scholarship (Adrienne marie brown, alexis Pauline gumbs) has
highlighted that the use of the term itself was intended for thepurpose of sharpening black women’s analysis of their own lives in
the contet of a white supremacist system. However, the term has been taken up into many circles since, and has served as a useful
starting ground for examining both similarity and difference of experience by activists and scholars alike.
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occupation and dominance, as a practice of fear and power—is a state of mind, and a set of
bodily practices, that one can determine how to shift out of (Beals 2000). Rather than position
the whiteness of my white herbalist interlocutors as a hegemonic ideological structure from
which there is no escape and to which there is no answer or end, (as Michael Hardt and Antonio
Negri do in Empire (2000)) I position my examination of herbalists’ whiteness as a thing that is
full of awkwardness, partial escapes and connections, mistakes and openings, and efforts to
imagine the world otherwise.

Knowledge in Translation: Putting the “West” in “Western Herbalism”
Teachers at The Center articulate their position, and related responsibility, as white
settler-colonists on stolen land drawing on knowledge from historically colonized communities
across the planet. They draw on varied traditions from across the globe which are and have been
enabled by colonial knowledge gathering and translated in particular ways through
knowledge/power relationships. Such translation, in fact, enables the circulation of plant
materials and knowledge about plants from one plant-medicine system to another—for instance,
from Ayurveda or Anishinaabe medicine practices to western herbalism. Translation sets the
stage for herbalists to work across “folk” or “traditional knowledge” as well as “biomedical” or
“scientific” knowledge about plants. At the same time, however, herbalists run the risk of
rendering invisible the continued presencing of Native communities and knowledges. I draw on
scholarship on the intersections of Indigenous Knowledge or “Traditional Ecological
Knowledge” (IK/TEK) and other forms of knowledge that are expropriated and erased as they
are translated into “western” frameworks of practices that become called science, medicine, and
knowledge (see, e.g., Nadasdy 1999, 2005; Morgensen 2011; Reardon and TallBear 2012;
Coulthard 2007; Brown 2003).
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The term “western” or the imagined place locator of “the west” has long been linked with
practices of the subordination of colonized places, and the knowledge of people experiencing
colonial violence. In short, “the west” as an organizing tool for thinking, and its corollary
“western” has become, in much scholarly work, synonymous with processes of imperial
domination. Franz Fanon’s classic critique of this process outlines the way “western”
imperialists come to think of the idea of the western as dominant,the modern, and the “correct,”
against which others are measured (Fanon 2005; Fanon 1994). More recent work building on his
and others’ engagements in subaltern and postcolonial scholarship deconstructs the hegemony of
“the west” and even any coherence it might have had as a scholarly concept (Chakrabarty 2001;
Spivak 1988; Raghuram, Madge, and Noxolo 2009; Gandhi 1998).
What, then, do we make of the fact that herbalists use it as a key term that describes their
practices with medicinal plants? It is indicative of the organizing power of the term “western”
that it so closely indexes the translational capacities and amalgamating forces of colonial empire
building that herbalists, too, take it up, even with a stated commitment to anti-imperialist politics.
They mobilize the term precisely because it gathers ways of knowing together. Integrating,
layering, and translating different modes of medical knowledge together is key for my
interlocutors, who specifically and intentionally call this gathering practice a “western”
herbalism. They do this first because their approach is rooted primarily in the historical
medicines of Europe and the Middle East, and next, more subtly, because “western” indexes that
work of gathering, problematic though it may be to take on a mantle of imperial knowledge
formations. Recent critiques of the frameworks of knowledge imagined to be hegemonic point
out that though “western” and “biomedicine” and “science” as terminology each indicate
historical hegemonic power, there remains the argument that the center of that power is created
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out of indigenous knowledge, and the relationships between colonizers and indigenous peoples.
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro suggests that Amerindian perspectivalism is not merely a place
bound or culturally specific way of knowing—but rather, and importantly, has become central to
the production of anthropological concepts about knowledge generally (Viveiros de Castro
2014).
Historiographic attention to colonial botanical exploration and ethnographic attention to
contemporary practices like drug development and ecosystems conservation reveal how
knowledges about plant materials circulate (Mueggler 2011; Escobar 1998; Nadasdy 1999;
Geniusz 2009; Good and Good 1993; Ellen 2016; Cooper 2007; Raffles 2002; Ellen et. al. 2000;
Forsyth and Walker 2008; Kimmerer 2015). Many pharmacopoeial uses of these plants emerged
through botanical exploration as a factor of colonial expansion, as explorers circulated and
translated local knowledges into the domain of “science.” Environmental anthropologists Roy
Ellen and Holly Harris show these “hidden epistemic origins” of “emergent scientific practices,”
as European ethnobotanists in the 16th century recorded and transferred medical knowledges
from Asia and the Americas into European pharmacopoeia and practice. Thus the process by
which the scientific method itself, as well as many of its terms for understanding “natural” facts,
were predicated in exploratory practices engaged by Europeans who at turns extracted,
colonized, and settled various locations around the world (Ellen, Parkes, and Bicker 2000;
Chakrabarty 2001). And lest the practices of colonization and expropriation be removed to a
distant past (by the dominant narratives of settler common sense), anthropologist Cori Hayden
describes ongoing “bioprospecting” by pharmaceutical companies in Mexico as a contemporary
colonialist practice (2003). Hayden argues that although pharmaceutical companies are now
mandated to “give back” to the communities from which they take knowledge and practice about
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plants, it remains unclear how, exactly, that giving back ought to work.
This is the crux of the issue of recognizing IK/TEK in relation with “western”
knowledges. The development of contemporary scientific ecology as language and practice
foregrounded abstracted, quantitative knowledge about places, rather than storied, emergent,
contingent and contextual relationship with them. For example, Julie Cruikshank highlights how
certain kinds of knowledge are valued over others, articulating a place-attentive critique of the
valorization of a universalizing, abstract “scientific knowledge” (2005). Plants, other beings, and
varied knowledges of them (Indigenous Knowledge, or IK, in their terms) were made
anonymous in forming the groundwork for “science” (Ellen and Harris 2000). Less
straightforward are matters of ownership—can knowledge be owned? What are the
consequences for stealing or appropriating knowledge over time? Detangling the threads that
have been woven by power, statecraft, regulatory mechanism, the invisibilizing process of
“science” as a mode of knowledge production is a complex task.
Scholarship on “translation” addresses some of these issues. The question of translation is
often taken as one that presupposes concrete imagined wholes between which to translate. It is
assumed that 1) cultures are bounded entities, 2) knowledge gleaned in one context can be
knowable in similar ways in another context; and 3) meanings can be shared between imagined
bounded sets of knowledge, mapped over each other at least in metaphor, if not in material
reality. Jean Langford’s idea of “enframing” is useful here (2002). “Enframing” describes the
process by which western structures of knowledge production—i.e., the institutional medical
university—come to encompass, surround, and define Ayurvedic practices and knowledge as
though they had clear boundaries, to create a coherent whole practice.
But as many anthropologists of the late 20th and early 21st century have argued,
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“cultures” and “traditions” are neither statically bounded nor impenetrable, and so the work of
translation is always only partial. Indeed, what is happening in herbalism troubles the neat
explanation of taking up one set of knowledge (always already in translation) and fitting it into a
new set of practices. It is difficult to ascertain what, exactly, has been translated, from what,
when, and by whom (Clifford 1988). Anthropology has historically grappled with the slippery
nature of un-bounded practices in translation by turning to terminology like “hybridity,”
“syncretism,” and, in some contexts, “mestizaje” or “creolization” (Palmié 2007, 2013; Stewart
1999; Alonso 2012). But even these notions suggest the idea of a former, or an elsewhere, that
was “pure.” Anthropologist Charles Stewart, for instance, wants to keep the notion of the
porosity of cultural boundaries, but resists the notion of syncretism—that is, the easy combining
of cultural elements—for thinking about that porosity (Stewart 1999). Instead, Clifford’s claim
that “the pure products go crazy,” at its heart, says that there never were pure products, and that
any set of practices or categories by which one comes to know the world is always a
construction, always already in translation.5 Syncretism, he suggests, presupposes several
purities or what I might call, à la Haraway, naturalcultural facts. And of course Bruno Latour’s
argument against the very notion of modernity relies on a critique of the idea of purity, when he
suggests that if to be modern is to be neatly bounded, none of us have ever been so (Latour
1993).
Once clear boundaries are created around a form of knowledge, then there is work to
translate across those boundaries. But this changes
…the form, the social place, or the meaning of a text, object, person or practice
while simultaneously seeming to keep something about it the same… different
social worlds emerge through forms of communication that presume and often
mark practices, objects, genres, and texts as recontextualizable, thereby mediating
5

Here, he was riffing off of William Carlos Williams’ poetic formulation.
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among the domains of knowledge/action that the communications themselves
play a role in enacting and separating. (Gal 2015: 226)
Bringing knowledge into new contexts is therefore not a matter of fitting a plug (e.g., of “this
plant is good for that ailment”) into a hole (e.g. of “this knowledge system lacks an etiological
understanding of this ailment”). Rather, to build with Marilyn Strathern’s notion of partiality
(2004), and Donna Haraway’s notion of the situatedness of knowledge (1988), “facts” about
plants and bodies are always only partially available for knowability in other contexts, regardless
of how many forms of power are exerted upon them. Their partial knowability is contingent on
histories of colonial exploration, the dominance of a particular system of scientific knowledge
production, and more. To be clear, those systems are not totalizing in shaping how information is
mobilized and used, just as the ongoing context of settler-colonialism fully conditions all aspects
of life “inside” (Chakrabarty 2001; Sachs 2003; Spivak 1988; A. Simpson 2007; L. Simpson
2014; Smith 2012).
So although it is tempting to think western herbalism as an example of syncretism,
knowledge is only ever partial and situated, and that projects of translation of knowledge
practices for herbalism are not only conditioned by their histories, but are also emergent in their
own awkward modes of partial resistance to those histories. Herbalists’ knowledge of medicinal
plants from South and East Asia, and from South America or North America, is predicated on
these histories. Herbalists understand bodies in relation to plants, environment, seasonal change,
and bodily processes through the concept of constitution. This understanding is produced
through these histories of colonization and violence, and sometimes cooperation, as they layer
multiple practices of knowledge together to learn about bodily constitution, plant energetics, and
diagnostic techniques.
The tension between erasure and ongoingness is evident in western herbalists’ key
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textbooks, which draw extensively on knowledge gained by white herbalists in the last forty
years from Indigenous teachers across the Americas—teachers whose work with plants has been
grounded primarily in particular ecosystems, and whose knowledge and work with those localto-them plants is transplanted into the learning processes of herbalists across the continent.
Sometimes the historical trajectories of knowledge lineages are outlined in these books, and
sometimes they are not. Some herbalists articulate imagined wholes under the names “western
herbalism,” “Ayurveda,” “Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM),” “Native North American plant
medicines” and “historical European traditional herbalism.” But the idea of a concrete whole that
is knowable as “Ayurveda,” for instance, exists only because of the long history of state
dominance and colonial power in South Asia (Langford 2002; Alter 1999).6 Similarly, TCM has
become a set of codified, if internally diverse, practices partially in response to the rise of world
markets commodifying Eastern medical practices, and a Chinese state promoting a version of
health with “specifically Chinese characteristics” (Kuriyama 2011; Hare 1993; Scheid 2002;
Farquhar and Zhang 2012; Farquhar 2002). These practices, as we know them today, are already
conditioned by long histories of European colonial and settler-colonial knowledge practices,
violences, extractions, and codifications.
Still, herbalists are deeply embroiled in conversations about how knowledge about
medicinal plants has been acquired through processes shot through with power—colonial
historical power, the power of white people in a settler-colonist United States, the power of
economic forces driving botanical exchange over the internet and oceans. They think carefully
about their own responsibility to the varied communities from which herbal medical knowledge
6

Some state authorities build links between systems of medicine and national or cultural identity claims to cultural authority, or
worse, cultural purity of a form. For instance, the contemporary Indian government, headed by Hindu nationalist politicians,
mobilizes Ayurvedic medicinal systems as the “proper” kind of medicine for India in terms of its purported history as a “Hindu
form of medicine” (Langford 2002) This mobilization is tangled in a political and social web of a contemporary Indian landscape
where Islam, Christianity, and Indigenous religious traditions are often threatened with or exposed to physical violence. In this
context, it matters what kinds of political and social work underlies claims to “traditional knowledge.”
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has emerged, resulting in different enactments of relationship with various communities but
which, nonetheless, marks their attention to the histories of how clinical knowledge about
herbalism has been produced. In the end, herbalists are conditioned by, participant in, and aware
of the processes of historical expropriation and translation. They themselves attend to the politics
of the circulation of knowledge about medicinal plants, to human political power, and to their
responsibility to communities from whom they gain knowledge or materials.
Making Friends
The key analytical objects in this dissertation—ecologies and friendship—emerged first
for me as herbalist’s categories. I contextualize and historicize what they mean by these terms in
examining how they teach. To understand what herbalists mean when they say “we are part of
obligate ecologies… for which we must learn to care,” I trace the contexts in which ecologies
and care—as a practice of friendship—emerges, as well as what is made possible for herbalists in
conceiving of plants as friends, and in experiencing their friendships as material realities.
The herbalist term “friendship” refers to the bodily orientation of attention, attunement,
and relationship that herbalists develop through intimate connections with plants by tasting them,
touching them, and sitting with their living bodies. Plants feed herbalists and their material
becomes medicine; herbalists give plants time, attention, and labor. Herbalists relate both to
“plants” in general, and to “a plant” specifically; in other words, acts of fellow feeling and care,
are enacted with particular plants who know how to deal with particular kinds of problems.
Teachers support their narrative and didactic stance that a good herbalist is a friend to the plants
through experiential engagement such as tasting, touching, smelling, observing, sitting with
plants. This requires bringing environmental processes into explicit relationship with human
actions and sensibilities, acknowledging responsibility to plants, in the context of medicinal

47

practice. An orientation characterized by friendship prompts and enables herbalists to attune to
those interconnections in a way that moves toward thriving, as Myers and Hustak might put it.
Herbalists learn to be attentive to the whole cycles of their plant friends’ lives—growing in
multiple environments, living and thriving (or not), dying, circulating in global flows of
commodities, becoming medicine. To be a responsible friend, herbalists have to learn how to
attend to the plant itself and also to its ecosystemic entanglements, the diverse factors that impact
the lives and uses of medicinal plants. Students come to an embodied understanding of the
sufferings, vulnerabilities, and risks of these intimate others. This process—coordinating
attention to a plant, its living conditions, and how those entangle with human bodily health—is
one in which herbalists layer together already-multiple and entangled ecosystems in order to
work on human and plant health.
These friendships are material relations that, sometimes more successfully than others,
resist definition in capitalist terms or resource-use orientations. Friendship with plants takes a
philosophical and political stance that makes claims about what both plants and people are
capable of—beyond relations based in economics or exchange. To herbalists, it is not irrational
to befriend beings understood by EuroAmerican knowledge practices to be “nonsentient”—like
plants. They question dominant philosophical and practical frameworks for knowing bodies,
plants, and relationships. An important part of the work of herbalism is to engage medicinal
plants not merely as “objects,” but as creatures with their own, not-related-to-human life,
capacities, and actions. This frames plants as having the capacity to deal with illness and also to
relate to humans, and shapes friendships with plants by demands of responsibility. For the
herbalists at The Center, this approach is grounded in their understanding of Native North
American traditions of relating to land and environmental others as active, agentic, lively kin.
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This mode of relationship-building tries—awkwardly—to learn from Native practices of kinship
with plants and other animals while trying not to appropriate Native modes explicitly and while
necessarily inhabiting the affective common senses of the settler-colonial state. Friendship
therefore re-aligns the priorities of the herbalist, pushing the ontological boundaries of
experiences amid capitalist, colonialist settings.
This relationship contrasts with the ways that people practicing with modernist, scientific
knowledge and power have racialized much of the plant and animal life of the planet in ways
similar to how Indigenous people have been racialized. That is, plants, animals, and Indigenous
communities worldwide have been made available to colonial dominance in the ways that some
people (extracters of natural resources, land-grabbers, etc) have conceived of them objects
available to be used or killed (Reardon and TallBear 2012; Muñoz et al. 2015; Kauanui and
Wolfe 2012; Kirksey 2015a; Kirksey 2017; Hartigan 2017).
This problematic and violent approach to plant, animal, and Indigenous life as somehow
less effective or worth than modernist European science has been true even in anthropological
scholarship. Paul Nadasdy suggests that anthropological inquiry has been stunted by its inability
to take seriously the possibility that First Nations understandings of other-than-humans as active,
thoughtful, intentional, and always in relation with humans describes a material, as well as a
metaphorical, reality (Nadasdy 2007:26; see also Cruikshank 2005). This reality, he suggests,
extends beyond merely human sociality. In doing so, scholars would be better positioned to
acknowledge how “EuroAmerican ontological assumptions” have shaped anthropological
analysis of Indigenous relations with other-than-humans and curtailed predominant
anthropological our own understanding of that physical, material, and social relationality.
Similarly, Julie Archambault has written about how humans come into deep relationship
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with plants, understanding narrations of “love” and practices of care for plants in Mozambique as
both “literal and metaphorical” (Archambault 2016). These framings are useful to think with
because, if love between people and plants is literal, and kinship or reciprocal relationship
between people and plants is a material as well as metaphorical reality, herbalists’ efforts to
become friends with plants can be understood as part of a project that seeks to rewrite the
epistemic grounds on which plants and human bodies can be known. This is not just a matter of
doing better or more efficient or different health care—it is a challenge to the philosophical and
political underpinnings of western epistemics, particularly to the nature of personhood.
It is possible for herbalists to think about cultivating friendships with plants in part
because of the resuscitation, or reimagination, of vitalist traditions from old Europe. It is also
possible because of the traditions and practices of many communities on this continent that span
thousands of years. Eduardo Viveiros de Castro has suggested that the very questions
anthropology asks are shaped by early disciplinary engagements with Indigenous relations with
other-than-human beings in the Americas since its inception(Viveiros de Castro 2014). Scholarly
examination of diverse Indigenous cosmologies from across so-called North and South America,
as presented by scholars like Irving Hallowell, Viveiros de Castro, Marisol de la Cadena, Zoe
Todd, and Wendy Makoons Geniusz has continued anthropological conversations about the
nature of communications and relations between humans and other-than-humans, though such
considerations are certainly not limited to those areas (Hallowell 1964; Viveiros de Castro 1992;
de la Cadena 2015; Todd 2017; Geniusz 2009).
These explorations grow out of a long anthropological tradition of thinking critically
about the social connections afforded between humans and other beings, practices, and places.
Irving Hallowell’s now-classic chapter exploring the ways that “Ojibwa” (as he called his
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Anishinaabe interlocutors) cosmology understands other-than-humans not just as relations, and
kin, but as therefore themselves also people. He examines how Anishinaabe notions of who
counts as a person, and who can therefore access things like relationships, rights, responsibilities,
and more, makes “sociality” a field that includes all beings, not just humans (1964). Importantly,
there are plants and animals in that understanding who, because of who they are as other-thanhuman people, are more powerful than people—and it is part of Anishinaabe life to understand
human power and capacity always only in the context of intimate, nonoptional relations with all
kinds of others. Claude Levi-Strauss’s germinal rethinking of the relation between “the
mythical” and “the social,” for instance, addressed the multiplicity of ways that humans can
relate with other-than-human powers and beings seriously (Levi-Strauss 1962). However, for
many scholars following Levi-Strauss’s particular structuralist lineage, analysis of ritual and
communicative acts attempted with other-than-human beings (like spirits, plants, animal totems,
etc) has focused on the ways that humans take up the specter of other-than-human beings in
order to reproduce strictly human social relations.
Later researchers have found more to these processes than social reproduction. For
instance, P. Wenzel Geissler and Ruth Prince’s argument for “the importance of substantial
relatedness for medicinal capacity and effects” (2012: 190), suggests that such relatedness of
substance means that human connections with plants extend beyond mere usage, into the realm
of what Viveiros de Castro might call the experiential “metaphysics of the other” (Viveiros de
Castro 2014). North American herbalists agree with such a suggestion: that healing is not
coterminous with acts or with substances alone, but rather with the relations and connections
enabled and marked by them. What those relationships look like, and how they are facilitated by
different modes of communication with other-than-humans, it ought to go without saying,
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manifests differently in different places.
Métis scholar Zoe Todd examines what it means to be in relationship with fish as otherthan-human beings as a deeply Indigenous project (Todd 2017). She attempts to take human and
other-than-human beings in the same frame, and at the same level of capacity for influence and
entanglement, incorporating careful attention to systems, institutions, and histories of explicit
forms of power and occupation that mark those relations. Alongside other Native, First Nations,
and Indigenous scholars, she calls attention to how the knowledge forms of settlers have tried
and failed to overwrite Indigenous relations (see e.g. Reardon and TallBear 2012; Society 2006).
Robin Wall Kimmerer, a botanist whose focus is bryology (the study of mosses) suggests that
Native relations with plants and places create what she calls a “grammar of animacy”—that is,
languages and modes of communication among animate beings, which include plants and human
animals among others. Humans learning to read a grammar of animacy entails coming into
connection with other-than-human people, recognizing their capacities, and attending carefully to
relationship with them.
Friendships with plants are about recognizing the possibilities of empathy and becomingtogether, of interconnectedness with the biological other that does not rely on understanding it as
strictly human in order to be capable of friendship (Haraway 2016). Feminist scholarship on the
socialities of care is largely focused on human care for humans—but sometimes addresses otherthan-human material entailments (see Alaimo 2016; Choy 2011; Feldman and Ticktin 2010;
Fortun 2001; Nguyen 2010; Petryna 2002). Haraway and other scholars attend to the possibilities
of agency, intention, motion, and relation among humans and the multiple others with whom we
share the world. Julie Cruikshank’s ethnographic insights on glacial attention are helpful here
(see also Myers 2016b, 2016a; Puig de la Bellacasa 2015, 2011; Haraway and Goodeve 2000;
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Haraway 2016; Latour 2004; Bennett 2009). Cruikshank’s consideration of human communal
relations with glaciers shows how people understand different forms of animacy that can enliven
attention to what needs care (Cruikshank 2005). The responsibility and relationship of Tlingit
and Athapaskan communities to glaciers highlights the stakes of communication, and being-incommon with other-than-human entities. Fry bacon on a sentient, feeling glacier, which is easily
offended by the smell of bacon grease, and the glacier just might kill you. This understanding
emerges through Athapaskan ways of knowing and relating with the world, something that nonIndigenous people disregard in their knowledge of how to relate to glaciers.
Herbalists also articulate human affliction, plant well-being, and relationships between
people and plants more broadly, together. By “articulating together,” I mean that teachers train
herbalists’ bodies and attentions to be affected by their environments. I follow Bruno Latour in
understanding “articulation” in this sense (2004). Latour’s articulate subject is one
that learns to be affected by the others—not by itself… a subject only becomes
[interesting] when it resonates with others, is effected, moved, put into motion by
new entities whose differences are registered in new and unexpected ways.
Articulation thus does not mean ability to talk with authority… but being affected
by differences. (2004:5)
Articulation, then, is a process of drawing-together in relationship: herbalists plant and tend
gardens, sit and talk with plants, harvest cultivated medicines, gather plants from forests, fields,
streambanks and roadsides. They offer gratitude to living plants and make tea and tincture
medicinal preparations with plant parts. They blend and grind and taste powders. They laugh
with plants and each other. Learning to articulate plants and humans together, to befriend plants,
enables herbalists to re-imagine the relationship between human and more-than-human health.
White herbalists’ work in befriending plants, and in attending to environments, then,
echoes and sometimes mimics Native practices of coming into these relationships. This is at once

53

powerful and problematic. White settler herbalists have access to these practices, whether
articulated exactly in the way Kimmerer does or not, because of a long history of learning from
Native herbalist teachers; but also of the long violences of settler-colonialism.
Herbalists’ friendships with plants invoke conversations about environmental justice, for
instance, the uneven distribution on human bodies of toxic burdens. What happens to the broadly
humanist notions of justice, accountability, empathy, solidarity, and responsibility, in the
practices of friendships with plants? How does the herbalist notion of friendship with plants and
obligate ecologies strive toward a relationship-building with multiple kinds of usually-othered
human and nonhumans, and relations with them?7 Reimagining relationships with plants as
friendships highlights those relationships’ demands for attention, cultivation, and discerning
attunement—balancing hard truths, compassionate actions, difficult engagements, listening,
nurturing, and more.
Friendship as Care Practice
Herbalists actively extend relationships, and therefore care, across race, class, and species
boundaries and into broader environments. Because of the ways that their practices of attention
and relationship work as interventions in health, care for human others takes into account their
environments, which include social, political, and economic elements as much as watersheds and
air flows. Herbalists’ attempt to examine beings in their environments—humans and plants
alike—aims at generating capacities for relationship and friendship. Their formulation that good
herbalism entails “friendship with plants” is at once a practice of care, an attunement to
7

One strong critique of both posthumanism (especially its particular instantiation in object-oriented ontologies, e.g. Harman
2011; Bryant, Srnicek, and Harman 2011; Brown 2001; Bennett 2009) as well as multispecies studies lies in the cogent
observation that humans have not proven particularly adept at recognizing the personhood of other humans consistently—so why
should researchers’ attention move on to plants, animals, rivers, and mountains before sorting that out? I fully agree with such
observations especially from recent scholarship on environmental justice and caring geographies. However, thinking with
friendship as a frame for understanding plant-relations in resistance to dominant ontological assumptions, and in conversation
with indigenous approaches to relationship, still strikes me as a useful intervention.
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naturalcultural entanglements, and a critique of colonial-scientific modes of knowledge about
health and well-being. I analyze their work as seeking to practice a layered ethics of care,
conditioned and shaped by the structures, affects, and placemakings enabled by settler-colonial
modes of presence. These practices both emerge from, and produce, relationships.
Herbalists’ care ethics are enacted through practices of 1) alignment with some plants,
and not others; 2) responsibility to plant life in general, and to medicinal plants specifically; 3)
solidarity with humans and plants living under the conditions and constraints of capitalist logics
of relation in different environments worldwide; 4) empathy with plants; and 5) material mutual
aid—plants aid humans with medicines, and herbalists attempt to help plants through
conservation, listening, gardening, and tending. As geographer Victoria Lawson puts it,
Care ethics focuses our attention on the social and how it is constructed through
unequal power relationships, but it also moves us beyond critique and toward the
construction of new forms of relationships, institutions, and action that enhance
mutuality and well-being… Care ethics suggests that we build spatially extensive
connections of interdependence and mutuality, that we attend to the ways in
which historical and institutional relationships produce the need for care…and
that we take up social responsibility in our professional practices. (Lawson 2007)
Science studies scholar Maria Puig de la Bellacasa’s research with permaculture practitioners is
instructive here, namely their attention to soil as a biological other which needs caring attention,
and the stakes of that project. Like Puig de la Bellacasa’s permaculturists, herbalists “put caring
at the heart of [their] search of alternatives for hopeful flourishing for all beings” (Puig de la
Bellacasa 2010, 2015, 2017). For Puig de la Bellacasa, the practices, ethics, and orientations of
care are the vital theoretical categories that focus her analytical attention.
Care work requires decisions about whose bodies and lives to directly nourish and
support, and whose to pay less attention to, or even, in the case of some plants, to kill so that
others may thrive. Herbalists’ wrestlings, in the form of pedagogical engagement with students

55

around how to mobilize care practices under fraught conditions, offer a fertile site for this
discussion of the intersections of ecosystemic and human health. Care may require choices to
value one entity over another, for instance, in weeding a garden bed. In other words, to nourish
relationships with some plants, others must die. This becomes a powerful and telling metaphor
about the work of care and violence over the long sweep of history of the American empire. The
story becomes nauseating when one considers the ease with which such logic has been applied,
historically and in the current moment, to relations between humans. The making live and letting
die, as Michel Foucault would have it, of some humans over others under imperialist white
supremacist capitalism, rears its ugly head inside similar sentiments (Foucault 2001). Eugenics
movements, indeed, the abduction and enslavement of African peoples over four hundred years,
the genocide of Jewish people in Europe, and the ongoing mass murder of Native people on this
continent all operate by a similar logic. It goes without saying that the people perpetrating
genocide have different political purposes in mind. At the heart of the issue, though, is that
“care” as a concept and practice cannot be taken at face value as of equal benefit to all.
I understand care, then, to be a set of practices and orientations that are not always selfevidently, obviously “good” in the sense of always only maintaining life. What is care for one
plant may be death to another. A political logic that enables the thriving of some people
disconnects the abilities of others to thrive. What enables the care offered through a supply of
herbal medicine for a human is almost always death for one or more medicinal plants. This is
analogous to Angela Garcia’s description of care as contingently and contextually enacted, in her
ethnography of heroin addiction. Garcia suggests the ways in which “care” as a practice of
solidarity or mutuality can be “bad” or nonproductive of what is seen as a socially good, healthy
body (2010). She highlights the differential ways “care” practices emerge, dependent on context
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and relationship: a person addicted to heroin may care for another person addicted by providing
access to drugs, while that behavior would be anathema to caring between clinic staff and a
client. The nature of care, then, changes by context.
Understanding care as a practice of solidarity might sometimes present effects that are
not unequivocal goods—choices that require valuing one entity over another, for instance, in
weeding a garden bed. In other words, to nourish some relationships, others must die, or be let to
wither on the vine. I understand care, then, to be a set of practices and orientations that are not
always self-evidently, obviously “good” in the sense of always only maintaining life. Rather,
herbalists’ critical care practices, attentive to ecosystems as emergent sets of relations that can be
layered together in the act of using medicinal plants to care for humans, demonstrate forms of
care destructive to individual plants in order to support care for a larger whole. Thus, the kinds of
care that herbalists practice with plants is always already in conversation with cycles of living
and dying, taking death to be a part of a living process in which multiple entities are
assembled—rather than as a dramatic, awful, final end to the life of an individual. In their dying,
medicinal plants enable ongoing material and social relations with humans. In this way, herbalist
practice magnifies and refracts the troubling darknesses of friendship as a practice of care in the
context of the settler-colony.
Carla Hustak and Natasha Myers build a case for using an “involutionary mode of
attention” when examining relationships among different species—that is, an approach to
thinking about the world that assumes relationship and interconnectedness, rather than
competition and the production of difference. Noting that even Charles Darwin, often perceived
to emphasize only competition among species, was fascinated by collaborative processes such as
the co-evolution of a particular wasp and orchid, Hustak and Myers suggest turning to an
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ecological ethic of care that dwells in “response-ability” between species:
It is in encounters between orchids, insects, and scientists that we find openings
for an ecology of interspecies intimacies and subtle propositions. What is at stake
in this involutionary approach is a theory of ecological relationality that takes
seriously organisms as inventive practitioners who experiment as they craft
interspecies lives and worlds. (Hustak and Myers 2012: 106)
In other words, through interspecies intimacies, ecological relationality is possible and even
necessary. Herbalists encounter plants and animals and soils in the world of medical botany and
plant medicine making, and they encounter the problems of changing temperatures, shifting
hydrological patterns, weird seasonality, eroding landscapes, and toxic burdens. They, too,
engage with plants via “interspecies intimacies” that “take seriously organisms as inventive
practitioners,” and that these intimacies enable them to articulate care practices, in friendship
with plants.
Learning how to come into friendship with medicinal plants gestures towards herbalists’
deeper, activist desire for examining what it would take to decolonize or unsettle environments,
health, medical institutions, economics. The awkward line that herbalists walk is that they are at
once caught up in settler colonial knowledge practices and common-sense affective relationships
to land and place, as well as always trying to articulate ways to be in relational resistance to
settler common sense modes of knowledge about plants, places, and the world. Thus, though in
some ways they necessarily reproduce modes of layering, translating, and appropriating
knowledges, they do so with the idea that there are other ways of being in the world than the one
indicated by settler common sense, or by a separation of nature and humanity, or nature and
culture, or body and mind, or plant-life and human-life. Herbalists remain aware of the potential
power play of appropriation involved in growing relations with plants under the sign of
friendship, but because they perceive that sort of relationship to represent a truth about the
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material interconnectedness of the world, a necessary articulation of the possibilities and
consequences of friendship with plants, they do it anyway. I understand friendship to be in part
herbalists’ mode of refiguring of ecology as a way of working with networked relationships, in
resistance to a hierarchicalizing, commodifying relationship. Friendship enables new kinds of
attention not just to living plants but to the circulation of plant parts for which the modes of
knowing systems in ecological relations do not always allow.
Making Up Ecologies
Herbalist use of the term “ecology” creates a key frame for their understandings of
interconnectedness among plants, people and place. An ecology is a complex, dynamic and
partly intentional assemblage of forces which, following humans’ inextricable and obligate
relationship with it, can enact effects on human bodies and environments alike. Like
anthropologists, herbalists find the concept of an ecosystem and the notion of ecologies broadly
as powerful descriptive tools for understanding what it means to be human—and to strive to live
well—on the planet in this moment.
Teachers and students speak of herbalism both in the language of scientific ecology and
also in terms of affective, intimate, relational encounters with the world at hand. They use the
word “ecology” in a scientific sense, to denote an interconnected web of living creatures like
birch trees, squirrels, humans, low-lying wintergreen plants, and (theoretically) nonliving things
like loamy forest soil, streams and rivers, granite pebbles and subsurface bedrock. The language
of scientific ecology—climate zones, endangered species, migration routes, species succession—
and biochemistry help them translate and understand what kinds of communication can happen
between humans, plants, and places. Herbalists also rely on their own sensorial relations to the
environments around them, teaching students about ecological connectedness and obligate
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ecologies through experiential encounters with plants in gardens, on trips to forests and fields,
and through learned or intuitive attunement to the earth under their feet. In articulating what is
entailed in particular ecologies, herbalists unearth and constitute the kind of entangled
relationships necessary for becoming friends with plants.
Ecology’s political valence—that is, the capacity that the notion and study of “ecology”
to make interventions into particular social and policy decisions about how to understand and
manage human-environment relations—has changed over time. Over the years, ecology as a
science has been mobilized for a variety of purposes, describing the world but also serving
different claims about how the world should be, and who should do what in order to make it so.
In the late 19th century, the prevailing notion of ecologies held that ecosystems needed to be
allowed—without human contact—to be kept “wild,” or “natural.” Humans were seen as as
“interfering” with ecosystems from the “outside,” which became part of the justification of the
conservationist movement in the late 19th and early 20th century (Mitman 2007). In that modality
of understanding ecologies, humans are nothing if not disruptive to an ecology. During
colonization, landscapes were split into two categories narratively and materially (wild or
managed in European fashion), enabling the development of scientific ecology as language and
practice (Cronon 1983). The strategic mobilization of “wilderness” and “wildness” as language
underpinned settler-colonists’ sense of their “right” to take over a landscape mistakenly
understood as “nonworking” or uncultivated. At the same time, other spaces and places were
“productive” ecologies in the economic sense, forests for timber or fisheries for food, and
ecology as a concept there invoked a need not for sequestration but rather intensive management
(Bavington 2011; Nadasdy 2005; Mathews 2017). Scientific ecology as it is practiced now,
therefore, is deeply entangled with Rifkin’s “settler common sense.”
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In this context, the foresters and naturalists of the late nineteenth century laid out the idea
of balance, or “dynamic equilibrium” as a ground for understanding the study of ecosystems
(Mitman 2007; O’Brien 2010). The idea emerged as a American and European framework for
understanding how humans and environments, including plants, animals, weather, topography,
etc. interact and relate, operating on scientistic terms rooted in colonial sciences. At that time,
natural and social sciences relied on understandings of human/environment relations as “static,
equilibrial…and premised on assumptions about a balance of nature” (Scoones 1999:480). But
the idea of equilibrium began to lose power in the 1970s (Scoones 1999). Scholars in ecological
sciences developed “new ecological thinking,” with new terminology (e.g. sustainability,
resilience, resistance, dynamism, temporality) to help them think through and understand under
what conditions particular human/environment relations emerge. This was an understanding of
environments as unpredictable, chaotic and resilient. In conversation with these developments in
other fields, social scientists have moved away from the “balance” concept as a good explanatory
model for human/environment relations, and toward analytical modes that account for
uncertainty, disequilibrium, and structural issues of power. Today, we find ourselves in the socalled Anthropocene, an epoch defined as such by geologists with reference to the permanent
changes human practices have made to the surface of the earth.8 In this context, as scientific
consensus suggests the planet may soon become uninhabitable for humans, anthropologists have
again shifted the way that ecology as a concept is mobilized. Contemporary development of the
ecology concept is in subtle and sometimes overt conversation with political, social, and
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Social scientists have not gone gently into the night of the Anthropocene, offering critiques ranging from gentle to strident
about the implications of the name and of the materials encompassed by the name. I critique the term directly elsewhere (See e.g.
Bellamy, Brent R., and Matthew Schneider-Mayerson, eds. [2019]. Loanwords to Live With: An Ecotopian Lexicon.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press; Howe, Cymene and Pandian, Anand, eds. "Lexicon for an Anthropocene Yet
Unseen." Theorizing the Contemporary, Cultural Anthropology website, January 21, 2016. https://culanth.org/fieldsights/803lexicon-for-an-anthropocene-yet-unseen.)
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biological ideas about demands of living in an epoch where planetary processes are so directly
impacted by human lifeworlds. In the last decade, with more attention to multispecies
relationships and assemblages, anthropologists have continued to use ecology as a way of
organizing attention to human/environment relations. For instance, Haraway’s naturecultures has
sharpened the metaphorical gathering tool that ecosystemic thinking and ecological analysis
offered, by including bodies, landscapes, communities, even buildings.
Herbalists’ wrestlings with ecologies fall along this historical continuum. They parallel
not only Indigenous North American understandings of human-environment relations, but also
narratives that emerged at different moments in the histories of scientific ecology and scholarly
conversations today. Herbalists tend to understand ecologies, plant-lives, and human bodily
processes with a notion of balance as a goal. Though they do not take up the scientific ecological
notion of “dynamic equilibrium” wholesale, the idea of balance, both material and metaphoric,
underpins how they think about how bodies work, how bodies and environments come into
relationship, and how to intervene in both of these processes. Responses to unbalanced
ecologies,for herbalists, include acts like growing medicinal plants, wild-harvesting medicinal
plants, and nurturing particular patches of land so that endangered medicinals might better thrive,
as I discuss further in chapter 1.
However, although the notion of “equilibrium” and balance may not accurately describe
all of the ways that environmental processes work, at the very least it provides a moral ground
from which to argue that certain human activities are acceptable, and others are unacceptable
(Worster 1995a, 1995b; Scoones 1999). Moving away from notions of equilibrium can create a
crypto-libertarian stance and divorce individual action from moral responsibility. Indeed, this is
one of the critiques of the recent naming of the Anthropocene. And so the herbalists’ “obligate

62

ecologies,” grounded in ideas of an ecological balance, are again more radical, as they include
human participation and enables different understandings of the kinds of relationships possible,
and articulable, between humans and plants.
Ecological Bodies
Herbalists train their students’ and their own bodily attention to notions of
interconnectedness through the metaphors of ecology, and through the material processes that
link bodies and environments in systems. That attention enables them to work with humans and
plants to move them, as different kinds of beings, toward thriving. The body they teach, because
it occurs in a particular place with particular relationships (e.g. embedded in, and itself an
environment), is contingent. But the process by which they learn to interpret bodily signs renders
all bodies potentially available for knowledge and interpretation. Any body, regardless of
circumstance and environment, can be made available for interpretation through their
understanding of the shape and content of that body’s ecosystemic relationships. Highlighting
how herbalists frame bodies as ecosystems enables me to articulate, in theoretical terms, the
parallel between bodies and environments that herbalists draw in material terms.
For a long time, bodies were taken for granted in anthropology and other fields, as the
obvious biological ground for sociality (see e.g. Durkheim 2008; Turner 1967; de Certeau 2011;
Turner 1980; Scarry 1985). But there has been a push against this taken-for-granted body,
suggesting that it is in fact a site for the production, maintenance, process, and emergence of the
complex phenomena anthropologists analyze just as much as an “institution,” a “government,” or
a “ritual”. In some analyses, the body serves as a vessel, a passive biological substrate—as the
concept of zoe, or bare life (Foucault 1977; Arendt 1973, 1970; Agamben 1998). In others, the
body is an active part of the makeup of most things, from daily encounters to power relations
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(Farquhar 2002; Farquhar and Zhang 2012; Butler 1993; Mauss 1973; Santner 2012; Rose 2007).
Bodies not only interact with environments, but are also themselves environments, an
idea made obvious in using ecology as a mode of analysis for ecosystemic relations and in the
growing biological understandings about the bacterial, viral, protozoal, and fungal co-inhabitants
humans and other animals live with (Haraway 2003; Myers 2015; Hustak and Myers 2012;
Cruikshank 2005; Wilson 2015). Bodies are neither singular, continuous entities, nor truly “our
own,” as described in Heather Paxson’s discussion of the boundary troubles raised by what she
calls a “microbiopolitics” of human bodies and their encounters with food. Through an
examination of microbes in sickness and in health, and in the production and consumption of
artisanal cheese, Paxson points out that “our” bodies are not “our” own, at least not on the terms
we have for the most part come to understand them, inhabited as they are by many other
organisms than "us” (Paxson 2008; Petryna 2002; Rose 2007; see also Strathern 2004; Weiss
2011; Weiss 2012 on bodily and object partibility). If a body can be an ecology, home and host
to organisms, toxins, and relations, both “us” and “not-us” simultaneously, engaged in
“sympoesis” or a creative becoming-together of different orders of things in Haraway’s terms
(Haraway 2016), that body is therefore crafting relations continuously with other-than-humans.
That body is also always already in yet other ecologies—systems layered in systems, webs
within webs—weaving relations with the multiple kinds of others that are “outside” what was
once called “the body proper” (see e.g. Lock and Farquhar 2007 for deconstruction of the body
proper).
Similarly, recent work in environmental justice studies considers how human bodies
relate to and co-constitute environmental settings. The body is not a neatly bounded object
separate from its environments. For instance, Michelle Murphy considers how a building—that
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most seemingly human of all features on the landscape—is an ecology itself, in the context of
other ecologies, and outlines how it impacts the human body, another embedded ecology, with
its own multiplicity of relationships (2006). Murphy uses the concept to analyze each layer of her
ethnographic attention: bodies with mysterious ailments as ecologies, floors on office buildings
as ecologies, the institutional infrastructures that enable the use of certain building materials as
ecologies, and the movement in and out of buildings as a movement among ecologies. The
layered ecologies of “sick buildings” highlight how relationships among relationships—
ecologies within ecologies—unfold in sometimes indeterminate and unpleasant ways. Sick
buildings measure themselves on ailing bodies—in ways that are undetectable with scientistic
modes of machine-knowing. Murphy’s is also an account, therefore, of how some knowledges,
and the practices and technologies that generate them, come to be valued above other
knowledges. Individual bodily experience as knowledge and its politics of evidence gets
entangled in relationship with other-than-human things.
In the same vein, scholar of environmental justice Giovanna Di Chiro uses the concept of
“embodied ecologies” to argue against the utility of analyses that focus only on large scale
matters of the relation between global systems and bodily realities (Di Chiro 1997, 1998, 2000).
This entails careful attention to the politics of knowledge production about bodies, chemicals,
and their relations. For both Murphy and Di Chiro, the concept of ecology enables the
articulation of sets of relationships, and relationships with relationships that are always embodied
and evidenced through bodily encounter. This relationship between health and environments was
articulated much earlier in North American history, demonstrated by Conevery Valencius in how
westward-moving colonist frontierspeople in the early 19th century wrote and talked about the
relationship between landscapes, ecologies, and bodies (2003). Valencius’s historical miasma
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sufferers show how resources, time, and communications about the relationship between human
bodies and ecologies have circulated among health care communities in the United States over
time. These examples help trace the longstanding relationship between notions of human bodily
health, community well-being, and environmental circumstances.
Contemporary herbalists do not reference the work of environmental justice scholars as
directly as they do the work of well-known anti-toxins activists like Rachel Carson—but their
framings are effectively environmental justice framings like di Chiro’s, as they take up the
notion of bodies as ecologies, embedded in multiple, layered ecologies. Herbalists’ work traces
these connections, both in how they are trained and how they then address the sufferings of
friends and clients. For herbalists, bodies are ecosystems and are also entangled in ecosystems.
Rather than separate symptoms of a suffering human body from, for instance, the mass death of
gut microbes created by various industrial and medical processes, herbalists understand the two
processes together.
Herbalists’ pedagogical project links bodies, plants, and ecosystems metaphorically and
materially to teach students how to befriend plants. An herbalist body is one entrained to
particular kinds of articulate skillfulness. To be affected by difference is to let the process of
paying attention change the learner’s bodily capacities—and it is this learning process in which
herbalists are engaged (see Scheid 2002). In similar ways, Andrew Mathews (2017) describes the
production of always already partial relations between human, plant, animal, and soil in the
context of forestry, and attends to how foresters learn how to see (see also Myers 2011).
To understand how herbalists train their students’ bodily attentions and skills, I draw on
Rachel Prentice’s analysis of how surgeon’s bodies are trained (2013). She argues that surgeons
become attuned not just to how to hold instruments, but also to the feelings that their supervisors
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see as necessary for successful surgery, what she calls “affective scaffolding” (Prentice
2013:120). Affective scaffolding describes how instructors entrain a medical student’s bodily
actions, feelings, and capacities for attention, and is indispensable to the production of an
articulate surgeon.
I build on Prentice’s affective scaffolding to understand how herbalists learn the bodily
skills and attentions necessary to practice their craft. A good herbalist is a friend to the plants,
and therefore attentive to the layered relationships and knowledge practices between and within
ecosystems that make plant medicines available. A good herbalist is also one whose sight,
hearing, other bodily sensibilities, and intution are trained to attend to human and plant others in
particular ways. I document how herbalists learn these processes of embodied attention in
chapters 3 (on learning bodies), 4 (on learning plants), and 5 (on learning friendship).
Though I refer to herbalists who work toward these attentions as engaged in care
practices, I also find it useful to understand their work as “articulating together” different kinds
of information in order to synthesize knowledge and practice with plants and people, recalling
again Latour, on the process by which one “learns to be affected by difference” (2004:5). In the
context of herbal medicine, an herbalist’s body is affected by differences—tastes, smells,
sensations, symptoms, modes of knowledge. Herbalist teachers try to produce well-articulated
herbalist bodies capable of being in relationship with plants and with their own bodily process.
The process by which herbalists learn to translate with their own bodily sensations, and
with descriptions of their friend’s bodily sensations, follows another set of translations, ones that
enable them to address bodies through a unified framework. These translations happened when
particular knowledges from India, China, and Native communities traveled to emerge in western
herbalism. Colonial science, among other factors structuring the history of biomedicine’s
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emergence as a dominant mode of shaping health interventions, involves a standardization of the
body as an object with certain parameters (see e.g. Lock and Farquhar 2007; Lock 2008; Lock
1993). But herbalist teachers both resist the biomedical parameters for standardization, and also
reproduce the ideals of standardization through their understandings of bodily health as a matter
of constitutional make-up and process (discussed in chapter 3). No central standard construction
emerges of the bodily constitution in western herbalism: rather, only features that may be
differently combined. The terms of the constitution, and the conditions of possibility for how a
body can be interpreted through their unified framework ground their understandings of bodily
health. Each body is particular in how it manifests those terms, and how it fits with the unified,
but internally diverse, framework of constitutional understandings. Different set of parameters
(more flexible, in Emily Martin’s formulation, Martin 1994) emerge through translations of
different systems of medicine, which in turn shape the standards by which herbalists read the
body. Translation is key to how herbalists learn about the bodies of other humans in the context
of globally circulating, culturally contextual, historically situated knowledges. I analyze how
teachers educate students into an understanding of a body as an ecology in chapter 5 especially,
and how herbalists attend to plants as other-than-humans capable of communication and relation
with humans in chapter 4. It is to these bodies, always already imbricated in a toxic world,
always already materially entangled with other kinds of stuff, other processes, other beings, that
herbalists learn to attend, using notions of ecologies to gather together the things they must
attend to.
Herbalists actively acknowledge histories of violence and systems of power as part of the
conditions of possibility for their work, and mobilize understandings of “obligate ecologies” and
“friendship with plants” as part of a matrix of response and resistance to the structures of settler-
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colonial knowledges. This means that even while they practice in the context of extractive
histories and presents, their work to befriend plants and come into responsible relationships
within “obligate ecologies” is explicitly political. There is a tension, then, between the political
project of understanding plants as friends and bodies as ecological, and the political project of
decolonizing—each project could involve overlapping goals, methods, and objects of
intervention. White western herbalists strive to bring their practices of care for plants into
relationships of friendship, and they articulate their responsibility to human-community relations
through efforts to attend to long material realities of colonization and racism.
Though I learn much from Native studies and decolonial scholarship about the perils and
promises of projects that seek to undermine settlement and colonization in the United States and
Canada, this project does not claim a strictly decolonial intervention. Rather, it traces how
herbalists’ efforts to befriend plants, and to understand themselves as in obligated relationships
with ecologies, might offer potential—fraught, awkward and partial—modes of re-reading how
we might understand human environment relations in the context of settler colonist realities.
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Chapter 1: Landscapes and Practices of “Traditional Western Herbalism”
In this chapter, I set the stage for the historical re-emergence of “traditional western
herbalism,” as practitioners call it, in white communities, through a brief analysis of the
counterculture movement of the 1970s. These countercultures, where participants articulated
desires to resist or overthrow status quo systems of knowledge, practice, relationship and more,
underpin how the practices of white western herbalism are diversifying and shifting in today’s
regulatory and social environment. I describe the American outgrowth of this herbalism by
tracing the movements of individual herbalists across the social landscapes of herbalism in the
1970s and on changes in land use nationally and in Vermont. Today, western herbalism is an
emergent and internally diverse field of practice, unevenly institutionalized, and on the way to
particular forms of professionalization. There are tensions among different practitioners around
ongoing changes in medical products industries; the perceived capabilities of biomedicine to
address human ills; public desires for “other” options; and the degree to which biomedical
practices include or encompass holistic approaches. I ground this examination by attending to
how herbalists across the United States have taught and learned in the last 50 years, as well as
how herbalists in Vermont understand human-environment relations through notions of wildness.
I ask: what historical, social, and material factors have enabled this professional school of
clinical herbalism to emerge, both in the broader context of United States herbalisms, and in the
specific place in central Vermont? Several major changes that have reshaped Vermont society
since World War II. First, changes in land use in the United States in the post-World War II
boom opened the way for “alternative” cultural mobilizations in the area. Geographic and
demographic shifts in industrial and agricultural labor, including subsidies for agricultural
commodities, the institution of interstate highways, and development for tourism each had a
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dramatic impact on who visited, lived in, and worked in Vermont. I discuss some of these
processes and their relevant implications in summary form here. Next, partially in reaction to
some of those changes, counterculture movements across the United States in the 1960-70s
played a key role in setting up various resistances to status quo systems of politics, medicine, and
bodily practices. The Center’s current success relies on the historical production of a particular
kind of landscape, economy, and set of resources in Vermont, and this production is linked to the
sweeping shifts in United States politics, economics and society between 1950 and 1990.
Herbalists at The Center trace the origins of what they call “Western herbalism” to the 1970s,
when counterculture movements collided with medical and political systems, and some of their
members took medicine into their own hands. Those people sought teachers of plant medicine
among Native healers in the Northeast, Southwest, and Lakes regions. They turned to the
botanical knowledge of European traditions and that which came to them through colonial
botanical exploration and partnership with practitioners in India and China. And they also turned
to countercultural fascination with “eastern philosophy and spirituality,” as it was called.
This chapter examines the ways that countercultural – but profoundly American – stories
about labor, rurality, and nature influenced the emergence of herbalism as an “alternative”—and
how that, then, makes necessary The Center’s particular pedagogical approach. Major shifts in
United States socialities and politics made it possible for some people to 1) want "natural" or
plant based medicine, 2) come to have greater access to, and desire for, rural spaces, either as
property for purchase or as sites to which to escape, and 3) value and valorize relationships to
land that “produces” stuff.
Countercultural Interventions: Antitoxics, Territory, Bodies
In the late 1960s and 1970s, a variety of Americans for a variety of reasons wanted to get
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“close to the land”. White and primarily middle-class counterculturists linked insights from the
anti-toxics movement and the budding environmental movement to their discontent with urban
and suburban life. Black and Native communities had similar concerns, as they had been
disproportionately sickened by the production of chemical fertilizers, petroleum processing facilities, toxic runoff and
leaks, widespread use of pesticides, and changes in food price and availability, especially post-World War II.

Many in those

communities pointed to the long legacy of slavery, the ongoingness of settler-colonial power
dynamics, and systems of racist disenfranchisement which made thriving difficult. At the
intersection of these concerns, herbalism’s popularity grew as one potential intervention into the
effects of postwar capitalism on both the body and the environment.
The anti-toxics movement and the development of industries around “natural” and
“organic” foods and products were spurred by a number of factors, glossed broadly here. Rachel
Carson’s enormously influential Silent Spring, first published as a series of New Yorker articles
and later as a book (1962), detailed the effects of the pesticide DDT on bird populations, telling a
tale of a silenced, emptied world that was at once speculative science fiction about possible
futures as well as scientific fact about the present moment. Next, a series of widely publicized
toxic leaks across the United States, such as at Love Canal and Three-Mile Island, became trump
cards in the still-unfolding story of citizen-science activism around toxic exposures. These
incidents occurred amidst the looming threat of nuclear annihilation. Anti-toxins advocates
joined the rhetoric of anti-war and anti-nuclear activism, connecting concern for population
survival with concern about individual bodily health (see e.g. Masco 2006; Masco 2008; Masco
2004a). The anti-toxics movement catalyzed conversations about the necessity of considering
simultaneously various aspects of human/environment relations: globalizing militarized
landscapes, military substances, systemic racisms, and emergent bodily health concerns.
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The premise of Carson’s Silent Spring was that humans and other animals live embedded
in ecological systems—and that humans cannot, therefore, poison one part of their environment
(“weeds” or “pests”) and expect that other parts, including human health, will not be adversely
affected. This position is frequently articulated by several herbalists with whom I worked, to frame what it means to think
about health ecosystemically. Early

voices in the movement likened the growth of Western herbalism to

what historian Carolyn Merchant might call the desire to return to Eden, where the plants,
animals, air, water, and landscape are designed to meet human needs (Merchant 1992; Merchant
1989). Indeed, Jethro Kloss’s influential cookbook and herbal guide was entitled Back To Eden
(Kloss 2004 [1939]). A set of guidelines for practicing “natural health” through food and plant
medicine, it was first published in 1939 at the height of New Deal economics’ ideas about how to
organize society and health. The second edition came out in 1972, and was then regularly
republished until 1985. Its rediscovery in the 1970s by people looking for different information
about health, eating, and medicine was mirrored by an outpouring of information about the
failures and potential dangers of conventional medicine in publications like Mother Earth News
and the short-lived, but also influential, Whole Earth Catalog. Throughout, a narrative linking
bodily health to (unpolluted, non-urban) nature helped to create the notion of herbalism as an
“alternative” not only to biomedicine, but also more broadly as an alternative relationship with
environments. These (often politicized) alternative modes of eating, healing, loving, and relating
with environments set the stage for schools like The Center to emerge, even many years later.
A diversity of motives drove individuals and small groups to rural homesteads and
communal farming efforts. People’s reasons for moving from (generally) urban areas to rural
ones grew out of different experiences of consumer capitalism and unevenly distributed
structural violences. In other words, black people generally went “back” for different reasons
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than white people. Even so, many Back to the Landers were committed to minimizing
consumption and maximizing connection to human community and land. Ideas about saving the
world from toxicity, cultural malaise, political corruption, and war by returning to a land-based
form of (mostly manual) labor suffused the Back to the Land movement. The publications and
books described above. enabled the expression of a general shared ethos and philosophical
approach to returning to the land, undergirded by engagement with the anti-toxics movements.
These publications also helped Back to the Landers equip themselves with knowledges they
thought necessary to thrive in rural, agrarian settings.
Herbalism was one response to notions of bodily and cultural toxicity and illness that
served many different sorts of Back to the Land narratives—white and black, as well as
movements for Native sovereignty. It was taken up by counterculturists alongside other
practices, such as small-scale agriculture, localized currency and non-monetary exchange, and
changes in family structure and co-habitation. These practices helped people involved imagine
Back to the Land as a political and social movement. I discuss the shape of this political
landscape here, to situate the emergence of herbalism as a concrete—though diverse—set of
practices. As demonstrated in the prefatory ethnographic vignettes, questions of humanenvironment relations are, for herbalists, always already part of conversations about their
histories, politics, and possibilities. Their practices are grounded in 1) attempts to reimagine the
possibilities of notions of health, body, love, and relationship; 2) an articulation of decentralized
and populist methods for intervening in ailments perceived as at once bodily and also cultural;
and 3) a set of practices always already caught up in the long, violent history of appropriations of
land, materials, and knowledges from Native communities and communities of color.
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Going Back
Though the Back to the Land movement is usually described as overwhelmingly white
and middle class, white people were not the only ones disillusioned by America’s racist, classist,
misogynist, and heteronormative institutions (Jacob 2006; Agnew 2005). In fact, in many ways,
white counterculturists came late to the party of systemic critique. By the time the 1970’s version
of the Back to the Land movement rolled around, black communities and their allies had been
protesting and pushing for systemic change around civil rights for decades. The Civil Rights Act
of 1964, and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 instituted formal legal protections for the rights of
black and African American people, but systemic and institutionalized racism did not disappear.
Simultaneously, the American Indian Movement (AIM), just one branch of broader pan-Indian
activism, also emerged when the publicity around abuses in tribal boarding schools was fueling
righteous anger in response to three hundred years of violations of Indigenous bodily
sovereignty, recognition, self-governance, and treaty rights (see e.g. Bates 2016; Amerman
2003). In “going back,” then, black and Native communities of resistance sought territorial
sovereignty and the rights to recognition as subjects under the settler-colonial law of the United
States. The “back to the country” movement advocated by Black Power activists emerged from
different experiences, as historian Russell Rickford points out (2017). Black Power activists had
a range of motivations, from territory for a New Africa in the South to bodily and food
sovereignty, from the banks of the Mississippi Delta to Guyana and Detroit (Rickford 2017).
These communities mobilized the language and practice of territorial sovereignty in a diversity
of places (urban, semi-urban, rural farmland) to frame their movement and claiming of territory.
By contrast, white counterculturists sought places to “do their own thing” individually,
regarding sexual behavior, food production and consumption, political activism, the shape of
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families and cohabitation, and labor (Sherman 1991). These politics showed tension between a
libertarian politics of individual choice (in wanting to be left alone in the country) and needing to
engage collectively in anti-war and anti-toxins activisms for policymaking. But white
counterculturists also sought “connection” through a different relationship with time, land, and
food—and for some, a different opportunity for mental and physical health in places they felt
were “outside” of the contaminating forces of dominant (urban) culture. As Jacob put it,
“…neohomesteaders [were] motivated as much by defenders of ecologically sensible living like
Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, and E.F. Schumacher as they [were] by those writers who focus
exclusively on the importance of a simple life in the country” (Jacob 1997:5).
Black Power activists advocated a “back to the country” movement in the same era,
though that movement emerged from different histories and experiences, as historian Russell
Rickford points out. They discussed and acted on going back to the country with different
purposes ranging from the seizure of territory for a New Africa in the South, to the enactment of
bodily and food sovereignty for black communities, whether along the banks of the Mississippi
Delta, in Guyana, or in the middle of Detroit (Rickford 2017). Rickford argues that black
communities mobilized the language and practice of territorial sovereignty in a diversity of
different places (urban, semi-urban, rural farmland) in order to frame the purpose of their
movement and claiming of territory. According to Jacob and to Agnew, on the other hand, white
Back to the Landers had removed themselves to sparsely populated rural places in the United
States where they had heard that land was cheap and they might connect with others who shared
their social orientations and, perhaps not incidentally, their perceived skin color. These
populations made up the overwhelming majority of those who went to Vermont in order to go
“back.” Key sites for the movement were the Northeast United States, including New England
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and New York, and the West Coast broadly, including central and northern California as well as
the mountains and coasts of Oregon and parts of Washington. The differences in the two parallel
movements’ notions of what counted as good territory to try to return to was, again, rooted in
communal histories and contemporary experiences.
Both movements linked morality with manual labor even as the kinds of manual labor
which were necessary or possible changed. Blacks going back to the country critiqued the
challenges of bodily life under racist capitalism. As Rickford puts it,
…black American dissidents explored possibilities for mass resettlement [and]
associated agrarianism with self-reliance and virtue, the long history of black
subjugation in the rural South notwithstanding. The equation of rural settings with
cultural rehabilitation undermined agrarian nationalism’s quest for an
alternative to the values of capitalism and consumerism. (Rickford 2017b: 958,
emphasis added)
Black movements back to the country, then, connected manual labor on the land (agrarianism)
with possibilities outside of the economic and social realities of systemic racism, excessive
consumption, and moral degradation. But in the white version of the movement, participants
focused on living “ecologically well” (Jacob 2006) Their ecological practices included “selfreliance” through agrarianism, similar to those advocated by the black movement, though with a
very different understanding of what constituted “self-reliance” and its politics. Though both
sought ecologically sound, self-reliant living, and to disconnect from “toxic” economic systems
of production and consumption, black communities did so as a critique of racist extractive
capitalism and its impacts on their ability to thrive, and whites did so primarily as a critique of
the effects on toxic extractive capitalism on nonhuman nature. Their discourse tended to obscure
the raced and classed relations that had structured the uneven and racialized distribution of
manual labor, though it shared concerns about consumption and pollution with black back to the
country activists. Thus two narratives motivated returns to the land: one about claiming territorial
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sovereignty as a mode of black power, the other about claiming individual bodily sovereignty as
a way “out of” capitalist exchange.
Participants of both movements understood themselves to be resisting not only economic
or racializing systems, but also medical systems.: remember that these movements grew in part
out of the antitoxics movement. Again, members of the parallel movements experienced the
settler-colonial realities of American society, labor organization, and economic processes
differently. Black bodies were and remain more likely than white bodies to be exposed to high
levels of toxicity and more complex repercussions of ill health (Checker 2005; Nelson 2013).
The long history of white biomedical practitioners’ experimentation on black, Latinx and Native
bodies, in combination with the curtailment of women’s bodily autonomy by the misogynist
practices of white male doctors, meant that marginalized communities—blacks, Natives, and
women in particular—had good reason to mistrust biomedical systems (Enright 2000; Nelson
2013; Ernst and Harris n.d.; Moore and Pandian 2003; Duffy 2011; Weasel 2004). Linked to that
mistrust, the rise of citizen science in the moment of the antitoxics movement motivated
counterculturists in their thinking and action around relationships with ecologies, pollution, and
toxicity (Goldman and Schurman 2000; Brulle and Pellow 2006; Ley 2009; Zavestoski 2010;
Brown et al. 2004). In white Back to the Land groups, avoiding systems of medical practice
perceived as exploitative, reductionist, and elitist played out in choices to eschew doctors and
hospitals, for example, seeking homebirths and plant remedies instead of hospital births and what
they perceived as toxic drugs.
This is a key point of articulation between the dual Back to the Land movements,
counterculture movements more generally, and the rise in popularity of herbal medicine—the
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question of sovereignty in the systems of power that are state territorialization, capitalist
economics, and biomedicine.9 Rickford highlights these connections:
Though black power’s fascination with land reflected specific deliberations about
the trajectory of African American struggle, broader political influences shaped
the discussion. Other contemporary groups—from Puerto Rican radicals who
wished to liberate their homeland to insurgent American Indians who mounted a
brazen reoccupation of San Francisco’s Island of Alcatraz between 1969 and
1971—linked self-emancipation to control of sovereign territory. The veneration
of open land also generated parallel New Left and counterculture campaigns,
including hippie communes and other ‘back-to-the-land’ experiments. Like the
ecology movement that blossomed in the early 1970s, these ventures decried the
decadence and destructiveness of consumer society while attempting to
reconceptualize human relationships to ‘natural’ environments. (2017:961)
Interwoven in Rickford’s articulation of how Black Power activists engaged with questions of
territory, belonging, and rights are questions about land-based human/environment relations in
the United States. These were affected how people imagined labor to be best practiced in the
remaking human/environment relations, by whom, and under what constraints. It is around these
constraints that the white movement and the black and American Indian movements diverged.
The “sovereignty” that white counterculturists wanted was a sovereignty of the individual
body. “Do your own thing,” they said—rather than making claims to particular territories of
belonging and political legitimation. “Tune in, turn on, drop out,” another famous and
individualizing rallying cry, articulated the benefit of individual mind-altered experiences as part
of a cultural revolution. This phrase highlights how many of them sought to disconnect from
existing problematic institutions and social processes more than they sought to change them. To
“drop out” was to remove oneself from social expectations and modes of economic organization,
to abandon or rethink traditional family structures and common labor regimes, or to shun
9

The Red Power movement, modeled on the Black Power movement, re-articulated long-standing problems with the recognition
of treaty rights through a language of sovereignty. Indians (as the legal category of belonging) and Natives (a category that nonenrolled Indigenous people also claim) continue to articulate these political claims to treaty rights and belonging on the land in
resistance to the abuses of the United States government (Johnson 1994; D’Arcus 2003; McKenzie-Jones 2014).
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educational institutions. Though many dropouts were “political,” more were motivated by a
desire not to be beholden to the institutions and practices of politics per se. Certainly some white
counterculturists counted institutional racism and exploitative capitalism among the undesirable
social processes from which they wished to remove themselves. However, considering the
frequency with which white Back to the Landers framed their lives and labor in terms of socalled “neoprimitive” practices, linking themselves to Indian and Native tradition with minimal
thought of the appropriative politics involved, it is safe to say that the predominant narrative of
white Back to the Landers did not revolve around how to actively change or dismantle racist,
colonialist systems.
Furthermore, as I outlined in the Introduction, the white counterculture of the 1960-1970s
was also enabled by imaginaries of Nativeness that led to neoprimitive practices and modes of
dwelling as key to particularly “American” modes of liberation. Living in tipis, donning clothing
understood to be “Indian” in heritage, and gathering and hunting food, for instance, were fairly
common practices, if only partially mobilized. Deloria has suggested that the “Indian” as a figure
enabled settlers to resist British rule by enacting plays of “savagery” in response to tariff disputes
and British power in the colonies Thus, notions of a “simpler life” were closely associated with
the valorization of the “noble savage” in white Back to the Landers’ counterculture narrative.
But the land was only available to go “back” to because it had been evacuated, narratively and
materially, of Native bodies. Thus these narratives and practices served as an instantiation of
what Rifkin calls “settler common sense.”
Settlement’s Wild Tendrils
European settler-colonialism, especially through practices of expansion in the 19th
century, articulated connections between bodily health and landscape or ecological health. Settler
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descriptions of the “health of the country,” as Conevery Valencius argues, had much to do with
where relatives came, or did not, to continue settlement (Valencius 2003).10 These articulations
conditioned which territories came to be read as inhabitable, and for what reasons. The
prevailing understanding of settlers was that the general environment and “miasmas” were the
primary cause of disease. Miasmas gave way to narratives of allergic landscapes, as settlers
reacted to plants (like ragweed) that they had accidentally carried to the Northeast with them, as
Gregg Mitman documents, tracing the path of ragweed’s growth along with the railways that
came to grid the landscape in the late 19th century (2007). Land had been overlaid with these
grids of colonist technologies of mapping, roads, and electrical lines, and with the notion and
boundary-making practices of ownership (see e.g. Anderson 2006; Smith 1978 on the relation
between mapping practices, colonial dominance, and state-making forms of ownership).
William Cronon and other historians have documented how “wild” environments once seen as risky, allergenic, and
savage, came to be considered salutary and in need of protection in the late 19th- and early 20th centuries (Cronon 1996; Bugbee
1974; Adler 2006; Solnit 2003; Sachs 2013; Carr 1998; Cronin 2011). The public came to understand “nature” and “the wild” as
capable of healing bodily ailments and easing the stresses of labor—especially the newly emergent form of office-labor. The
wilderness became a site for particularly “American” interventions in white people’s body politics, but excluded, in practice as
well as in word, black and Native enjoyment and healing in those sites (see Finney 2014 on racism in environmentalism). Antitoxins activists and Back to the Landers later articulated interventions into bodily politics as a powerful remedy for the ills of
civilization—even though the target audience was limited to largely white and middle class communities. These are the nodes
through which I track the connections of herbalism to American notions of nature, and the fraught production of alternative
politics, medicines, and bodily being.
The 1970s saw the resurgence of herbalism as the “alternative” medicine as we now know it. White, middle class
participants in counterculture movements sought to reframe histories of health, body, gender, societal organization and more.

10

Removal of one’s person from allergic landscapes served as the primary cure for allergic asthma for those who could afford it
between the advent of railways and the later development of antihistamine drugs (Mitman 2007; see also Schuster 2011 on the
relationship between "fresh air," emotional health, and urban stress). If disease was caused by place, then, and environment, cures
were best rooted in mobility. These general etiological linkages between landscape, place and health predominated approaches to
treatment until the late 19th century, when smallpox broke out and made germ theory easier to substantiate. The epidemics of the
turn of the century, and the arguments about vaccination and variolation that followed them around the continent, were key to the
consolidation of federal and state power over individuals’ encounters with medicine and abilities to choose treatments.
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Jacob understands this reframing ethos as “resistance to overriding social forces” (1997: 20), outlining how it blossomed into a
variety of projects during the Back to the Land movement of the 1970’s. But the “rebirth” of herbalism was only thinkable
because of settler-colonial attempts to erase some knowledges, in concert with the persistence of those very knowledges. Further,
the ways that health practices institutionalized around what medical anthropologists now call biomedicine created the possibility
for herbalism as a practice with seemingly clear boundaries.
In what follows I detail how Vermont’s

political, social, and physical landscapes tracked

national shifts in ideas and practices about toxins, pollution, rights, and the need to legislate the
value of wilderness. All of these broader issues came into play in Vermont, where many
residents and in-migrants turned to “alternative,” “natural,” and “herbal” medicines. First
advertised in the 1930s as a tourist destination, by the mid-1970s, Vermont had become one of
several ideal places to go “Back to the Land.” Conservation practices developed and spread,
alongside the remaking of Vermont as a pastoral haven for elite second home owners or middleclass Back to the Landers—changes I detail below. Concomitantly, livelihoods and labor on
Vermont’s landscape changed. Gone were the early 19th century days when hillsides and
farmlands were 80% deforested; gone, too, were the rivers chock full of huge logs floating to
sawmills, so thick you could walk across the Connecticut River’s full span. Uncultivated forests,
left in parks and conservation areas to their own designs, or managed by individual farmers and
owners under Current Use regulations, became the “wilds” that visitors so loved to wander in.
By the early 21st century, fewer loggers roam the forests, though they are not gone. Instead, a
subculture of forest and wildlands foragers has emerged, bringing another kind of labor to the
landscape. Foragers are not new, though foraging as a practice taken up by white Back to the
Landers, along with a broader aesthetics—and ethics—of particular human-environment
relations, is still emerging.
Taken together, the Back to the Land movement, its sister movements for voting rights,
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black power, women’s right to bodily autonomy, and movements for recognition of Native
treaties including territorial and political sovereignty, help contextualize the moment when white
western herbalism emerged and migrated to Vermont. Its practices sought—and in their current
forms, still seek, with some awareness of the historical tensions they indicate—to articulate a
social and sensory resistance to dominant politics around labor, land, and embodiment.
Vermont Landscapes: Creating a Place for Herbalism
In the Introduction, I detailed how the erasure of Abenaki presence in Vermont allowed
for its emergence as the imaginative home of American whiteness, which then enabled the
emergence of countercultural communities and particular notions of land use in the mid 20th
century as the state de-industrialized. The State of Vermont has now officially recognized four
Abenaki bands—Cowasuck, Sokoki, Missisquoi, and Elnu—and each band now has land
somewhere in the state. Those facts are recent, though, with state recognition for the Elnu Tribe
of the Abenaki and the Nulhegan Band of the Coosuk Abenaki Nation in 2011, and for the
Abenaki Nation of Missisquoi and the Koasek Traditional Band of the Koos Abenaki Nation in
2012, more than 300 years after settlers first arrived. Federal recognition and its (debatable)
benefits, however, have not been forthcoming (see e.g. Coulthard 2014).
Most historical records as created by colonists have erased Native communities’
presence, as Jean O’Brien points out (O’Brien 2010). This had lasting impacts on Back to the
Land movements, and continues to impact contemporary herbalism. White settler possession of
land and white belonging overlaid Vermont landscapes in the narratives and imaginations of
Back to the Landers, even while Abenaki communities resisted eugenicist onslaughts in the
1920s and 1930s (Gallagher 1999) and Native youth across the continent were brought to
boarding schools to “take the Indian out of them” (Ruhl 2011; Bates 2016; Lomawaima K.
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Tsianina 2009). Robert Vanderbeck has argued that Vermont is central to these “imaginative
geographies of America whiteness” as, in the mid to late 20th century, the state came to stand in
for the imagined ideal whiteness of the United States and the settler-colonial roots of that process
(Vanderbeck 2006).
Vermont’s territory and imagined landscape, then, came to play a key role in the white
Back to the Land movement. Historian Dona Brown finds the first “Back to the Land” narratives
set in Vermont around 1930 (Brown 2011:154), suggesting that by that time, the “rocky upland
acres” depicted in those narratives of Vermont’s suitability for movements to the country “did
not conjure up visions [for city dwellers] of the unending and hopeless toil of a peasant, but of
the Back to the Lander’s dream of security, independence, and self-sufficiency” (Brown 2011:
179, emphasis added). Back to the Land stories of that era were told by and for people looking
for a way out of the precarity of life and work in urban and semi-urban world. Security, one
might argue, became linked narratively with moral claims about the sanctity of manual labor,
especially compared with narratives about the dangers and dirts of city life. But veiled in notions
of security are structures of racism and the two were often difficult to disentangle.
For instance, key figures in the Back to the Land movement were Helen and Scott
Nearing. They moved Back to the Land in Vermont in an earlier era—the New Deal 1930s. Their
books figured prominently on the shelves of Back to the Landers. “Living the Good Life: How to
Live Simply and Sanely in a Troubled World” told the tale of their “19 year experiment”
(Nearing 1973 [1954]). Their practical guide to agriculture, construction, animal husbandry and
maple sugaring in Vermont offered guidelines for new homesteaders who picked them up in the
1970s (Nearing and Nearing 1950). These detailed guides were not the only practical and
ideological advice for newcomers to the movement, though. As Sherman points out, “For
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guidance in the dying-out Vermont traditions, the hippies sought advice from locals. They also
ordered ‘how-to’ pamphlets—ironically, free from the federal government—on everything from
candle-making to root cellars” (77).
But the Nearings had arrived during the time of New Deal relocations that were
subsidized, for some people, by federal funding through the Subsistence Homestead Act of the
New Deal (see e.g., Lord, and Johnstone 1942; Maloney 2011; Carriker 2010). Though the
Nearings’ move to Vermont was not federally subsidized, it occurred in the context of a moment
when such moves were supported—for some people. New Deal relocations and the
Homesteading Act unfolded just after the Vermont Eugenics Survey had finally been dismantled,
its programs of forcible institutionalization and “voluntary” sterilization of “undesirables”—
mostly people of color, Native people, and poor people—part of the long shadow of Nazi
Germany’s eugenicist rise to power (Gallagher 1999). Thus, though the Nearings’ move to
Vermont was undertaken by different means of support than the New Deal government, and was
not explicitly engaged in eugenicist imaginaries of a white Vermont, it and all homesteading in
its wake is marked by those historical legacies. Self-reliance as a narrative and set of practices,
then, must be understood as hard to take hold of, and not equally accessible to all.
Regulation and Conservation
In the early 1960s, Vermont saw an influx of homesteaders, tourists, and skiers, looking
for the pastoral ideal. They looked for open farmland dotted with cattle or sheep, interspersed by
scenic drives through arching maples or rugged hilltop routes lined with conifers. They were
enabled in part by the paving of the final miles of the Interstate highway system in the Northeast,
which historian Christopher Klyza et al. suggest had the “most widespread effect on the Vermont
landscape,” of any infrastructure project to date, both physical and socio-political (Klyza,
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Trombulak, and McKibben 2015; Sherman 2000; Albers 2002; Browning 2011; McNichol
2006). State-sponsored efforts to rebrand Vermont as a tourist destination for skiing and other
recreation built on the newfound easy access the Interstate provided. For instance, developers
took out ads for condominia or single-family rental houses in ski resort areas in Vermont Life, the
state-sponsored magazine founded in 1946 to advertise the “Vermont Experience”. And it
worked. The state’s population grew 10-15% per year on average over the 1960-1980 period,
reversing nearly a century of shrinking small towns (Albers 2002).
But land-use demographics shifted significantly as well, with a significant number of lots
and housing units purchased as second homes for people seeking respite from the stresses of
their more urban or suburban lives—which meant income sources and tax bases shifted too. The
housing boom raised property tax rates, as old farmland suddenly became valuable as vacation
homes, pricing some Vermonters out of their own homes, and pushing others to sell property
with new “scenic” value regardless of its farming or forestry capacity.11 Crucially, second-home
owners were taxed at a different (lower) rate than locals. The education property tax rate for
primary residences, “Homesteads,” is higher in most towns than that for “Nonresidential”
property tax—which covers second-home owners (see Vermont Department of Taxes 2017).
This riled “native” Vermonters, for whom being “from Away” came to indicate people with
access to financial and social resources, compared to the rural poverty or bare economic
sufficiency many Vermonters continued to experience. Indeed, the Interstate ushered in an era of
greater mobility for many, but not most Vermonters. Finally, along with the value of all real
property grew the number of people who not only put new demands on systems of education,
11 The rise in tourism, plus the ongoing industrialization of dairy farming and changes in public health regulations for food
production, meant big adjustments, and frequent failures, of Vermont farmers’ livelihoods. Between 1953 and 1970, the number
of dairy farms fell more than half, even as milk production increased by 30%. This consolidation paralleled trends in farming
across the nation, thanks in part to to commodity subsidies. Though the image of the pastoral dairy landscape, with its scenic
open lands dotted with Holstein or Guernsey cows and woven through with fences, stone walls, and swaths of mixed forest was a
powerful force in creating the image of Vermont as a tourist destination, dairy is not the force it once was in Vermont’s land use.
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medicine, and transportation, but also had different ideas about what land should look like, how
it should be used, and how to govern it. Ironically, the increased land prices and property taxes
were leading to the subdivision of farms or forest cutting to pay those taxes (Klyza, Trombulak,
and McKibben 2015:150).
The coming of the interstate, the change in the number of people who were not yearround residents, and subsequent debates over development and local control all generated a
flurry of citizen action, policy change, and social tension. Some of this tension had been
prefigured by other institutionalizations: in 1963, in response to the changes in land use and fears
over “sightliness” and toxicity, a group of citizens formed the Vermont Natural Resources
Council (VNRC). VNRC’s mission states:
Through research, education, collaboration and advocacy, VNRC protects
and enhances Vermont’s natural environments, vibrant communities, productive
working landscapes, rural character and unique sense of place, and prepares the
state for future challenges and opportunities. (Vermont Natural Resources Council
n.d.)
VNRC mobilizes several common refrains that frame 20th and 21st century land use in Vermont:
“natural environments,” “working landscapes,” “rural character,” and “sense of place” each recur
in the languages of the state’s tourist industry and conservation movements. The effect of the
VNRC on state legislation and regulatory politics has been profound—not least so immediately
after its formation.
In 1970, Vermont’s Legislature drafted and ratified Act 250 in direct response to three
central concerns: first, the rapidly increasing development of housing and resort facilities for
tourists and second-home owners, and concomitant concerns about the pollution of water
(through runoff and higher rates of traffic). The second concern was the gradual consolidation
and centralization of farming that created economic deprivation for those who had to sell their
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land or change their farming practices, and created the conditions for more serious agricultural
runoff such as slurry from cow manure, pesticides, and herbicides. Finally, Act 250 also
responded increases in tourism and development that triggered concerns among conservationist
environmentalists about habitat loss, and the maintenance of the “scenic character” of Vermont’s
landscape.
Act 250 represented a startling break from the long, post-settlement tradition of local (in
this case, town) control over land use and development—although it was not a complete break,
as conservative legislators blocked the second part of the two-part act, likely because of this
override of local control. The first section of Act 250 is a set of criteria for reviewing
development projects of a certain size. The second part of the act as it was written intended to
create state-level planning commissions—but without it, as Gregg and Sherman respectively
point out, Act 250 is merely a regulatory guideline, rather than a regulatory and planning
document (Gregg 2013; Sherman 2000; Milne et al. 2009; Agency of Natural Resources 1970;
Agency of Natural Resources n.d.). Planning was something best left, some said, to regional and
town commissions—an argument that echoed Vermont’s long-standing debate over the scope
and desirability of “local” control versus state control. The absence of structures for planning
processes in Act 250 effectively left the legislation without any “teeth.”
At that time, the Vermont State Legislature amended the Vermont Municipal Regional
Planning and Development Act (Chapter 117) to come into alignment with Act 250’s focus on
environmentally sound development and the regulation of it. With its town-by-town adoption of
zoning regulations which separated industrial and commercial activities from residential areas,
the “Growth Management Act” (Act 200 of 1967) sought to “improve the effectiveness,
coordination, and comprehensive view of planning at the local, regional, and state level.”
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Municipally managed zoning regulations are an effective current example of the tensions around
state and local control, as well as around management of different kinds of activities. They also
index how notions of environmental vulnerability, resilience, and human-environment
connectedness have emerged in Vermont. In the early 21st century, towns with zoning have
classified every inch of terrain as one or another “zone:” industrial, residential, agricultural, and
some hybrid zones. Different kinds of structures, activities, and relations can take place in each
zone. Zoning, one policy in a broad array of local, state, and national regulatory measures for
relations with and use of land, conditions the possibilities for human presence on and action on
landscapes, including that of herbalists. Where can one grow a garden? How close to the road?
When and how might one ask permission to wildcraft on land owned by another person, by the
town—ought one ask permission at all? The tensions between ideals of property, privacy and
ownership and ideals of wildness, free movement, and unregulated use of environments are
central to reckoning with herbalists’ relations with land, and wildness, in Vermont.
Without the land use management laid out in the 1960s and 70s and supported by groups
like VNRC, it is likely that Vermont would not have kept drawing tourists and second-home
owners in large numbers. Private but well-connected groups like the Vermont Land Trust, the
Upper Valley Land Trust, and the Association of Vermont Conservation Commissions, joined
with local groups like towns’ historical societies and conservation commissions and state
lawmakers. These public/private partnerships in land conservation were, as Klyza and
Trombulak put it, “the greatest innovation in land conservation in the modern era” (2015:168169). Their joint efforts in articulating, in the 1960s, what Vermont should not accept—rampant
development, mass sales of land for exploitation without oversight, the loss of “scenic” farmland
and forested mountains, the pollution of water and air—laid the groundwork for the regulatory
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labor of many people over many years to create what Vermont’s landscapes still offer, namely a
sense of a place set apart, valued by old-time Vermonters and newcomers alike.
This is also linked to the subtle and not-so-subtle ways that Vermont, as Vanderbeck has
pointed out, becomes a repository for the imagined whiteness and idealized agrarian rurality of
America. As Joe Sherman has said, “Growth threatened Vermont’s special sense of place, yet
maintaining that sense of place, with its pastoral outlook, open spaces, and small towns,
threatened to make Vermont elitist, an upscale getaway for the rich.” (1991:140) This tension
between desires for conservation of a pastoral idyll and desires for a working landscape and a
thriving economy is still present today in Vermont’s landscape politics. Today, Vermont is still
home to many who came “back” in the 70’s and 80s for a semi-subsistence lifestyle. Because
coming Back to the Land was for most a choice, many did not stay gone-back, but left rural areas
after a period of experimentation, or transitioned from a homestead subsistence lifestyle to one
which included paid work (Sherman 2000; Agnew 2005).
Wildness and Work
Vermont's landscapes, understood by herbalists, conservationists, vacationers and
recreators alike to be full of "wild" places, became in time sites for the enactment of particular
kind of land-based labor of herbalists: wild foraging or “wildcrafting” for food and medicine.
This particular mode of human/environment relations generates questions both generally about
bodies in environments, but also explicitly about the commodification of medicinal plants.
Looking at notions of wildness in the United States, and in Vermont, helps us to examine how
herbalists configure, and intervene in, these relations. Wildcrafting is widely understood among
herbalists and other foragers as gathering edible and medicinal plants from “uncultivated” places
like forests, meadows, swamps, deserts, mountainsides and more. Foraging for food, especially
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for wild spring edibles, has long been a subsistence practice of the rural poor, even after it was a
practice of survival for all humans. It has also become over the years a niche craft labor for
which consumers in the co-operative grocery stores and the farmers’ markets now pay top dollar.
In herbalist communities in Vermont, working, wandering, and harvesting in the “wild”
offers an important corollary to working, harvesting, and sitting in gardens. It is framed as a
bodily practice of engaging with whatever landscape is at hand, acknowledging that all places
are touched by histories of human labor of some kind, and paying attention to an environment on
its own terms. This can include learning to notice plants growing in sidewalk cracks or city
parks, paying attention to how much wintergreen versus how much black birch is available in a
given place, or examining what grows in the ground between rows of corn, at the edges of
highways.
A contemporary wildcrafter may not eat all that she pays attention to, or could gather.
The corn may be sprayed with pesticides, after all, and the oil-salt-sand-chemical runoff of roads
means that burdock at the highway’s edge is as large as it is because it is cleaning up all those
toxins from the dirt. Even the dandelion leaves and roots on your neighbor’s lawn just might be
that gloriously largen by virtue of chemical fertilizers. This means you don’t want to eat it, based
on the understanding of principles of “bioaccumulation” which imply that in ingesting enough
plant material to make a medicinal difference, in some cases our human bodies would also be
absorbing ever more toxic a load of other chemicals, depending where the plant grows. So part of
the labor of wildcrafting involves an engagement not just with the plant itself as a member of a
medicinal species, but also with its environment and other human action in it.
Recall how The Center’s core teachers lead students into gardens, forests, and meadows
of Vermont in the Preface—and how they link relations with those specific places with notions
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of responsibility and attention that broaden outwards. The act of wild harvesting itself, though
most herbalists do not do it often, undergirds how the teachers frame students’ relationships
between bodily health, land, and in this case, labor on the land. Leon describes offering gifts to
plants as a practice that shapes the reciprocal relationships that herbalists try to cultivate with
plants and places. Sparrow articulates a relationship of obligation to the ecologies in which
humans live. Lucy talks about the key element required in her definition of good herbalism:
friendship with plants, practiced in ongoing relations in various environments. Thus, the virtues
of wildcrafting have only partly to do with the end use of the plant that the wildcrafter gathers.
Wildcrafting is as much a landscape ethos and ethic of care as it is a concrete practice of
gathering food. It is part of how herbalists determine and demonstrate their involvement in that
ethos. To wildcraft is to identify with a particular set of relations—to root oneself in the
knowledge of a particular place well.
Circulations: Context for Harvest
Key aspects of the pharmacopoeial, clinical, and practical uses of medicinal plants
emerged primarily through colonial botanical exploration as a factor of colonial expansion,
which continues contemporarily as bioprospecting practices in pharmaceutical companies. In
Vermont, in the context of an herbalist movement that emerged in conversation with the ethics of
care for land, environments, and human bodies articulated through the political and social
moments of Back to the Land and anti-toxics activism, The Center has developed a politics of
awareness about how and where they source their medicines—wildcrafted or not. Like other
institutions of herbalism, it sources a significant amount of its materia medica from local
commercial growers and mail-order companies who in turn source both domestically and
internationally from growers and wild-harvesters. The Center orders 85% of the materia medica
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in the apothecary at The Center from Mountain Rose, an online herbal products wholesaler that
follows strict guidelines about “ethical wildcrafting” and “good labor practices.” They also order
bulk tinctures from herbal supplement producer Galen's Way, which account for 80% of their
apothecary’s alcohol-based remedies. The other 20% of tinctures, dried plant matter, oils and
other preparations comes from their own gardens and tincture-making (40%), other local growers
(55%) or local wildcrafting (5%). In short, although wildcrafting as labor on the land holds a
strong place in the idea of what it means to be an herbalist, because of the amount of plant
material needed to support a clinical setting, it plays less of a role practically at The Center.
Herbalists who work at smaller scales—for family, neighbors and friends—are
sometimes able to wildcraft and garden their own medicinals. However, even at a small scale,
they still run the risk of monitoring by the FDA. The trade in commercial herbal medicines
including bulk dried herbs and tinctures, which are classified as “dietary supplements” by the
U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), is regulated in the same way as multivitamins,
minerals, and so-called nutraceuticals.
In 1997, the herbal products market made up nearly half of the $12.2 billion market in
alternative therapies (including herbal medicine, massage, megavitamins, self-help groups, folk
remedies, energy healing, and homeopathy), and had grown significantly since 1990 (Eisenberg
et al. 1998). Within the larger context of “complementary and alternative medicine” (CAM), we
see a massive upward trend in spending on supplements, with herbal products leading the way in
that trend. According to The Institute of Medicine (US) and National Research Council (US)
Committee on the Framework for Evaluating the Safety of Dietary Supplements, “in 2002, sales
of dietary supplements increased to an estimated $18.7 billion per year, with herbs/botanical
supplements accounting for an estimated $4.3 billion in sales.” And more recently, sales of
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herbal products increased 7.5% in 2015 in the U.S., with sales totaling US$6.92 billion
(American Botanical Council 2016). Most people buy these products over the counter with little
or no consultation with a practicing herbalist—this is part of why some herbalists share the
FDA’s concerns about regulations around mass produced herbal products in the industrial
setting.
With this robust national market in herbal products, it is unsurprising that small-scale
herbalists in Vermont find it unnecessary to wildcraft or grow all their own medicinal plants.
Furthermore, a clinic like The Center needs far more material than one wildcrafter, or even
several, can provide, and certainly more, on an annual basis, than the gardens and uncultivated
environments of rural Vermont could sustain, in terms of plant regeneration. Lucy and other
Center faculty frequently self-identify as “weedy” herbalists, or “wild” herbalists, meaning they
prefer to suggest medicinal plant blends that consist mostly of locally abundant plants. However,
most clients will not actually go out and make their own medicine, and constraints on time and
access to appropriate environments means that The Center’s staff and students cannot make all
remedies from local plants. Given the rising levels of consumption of herbal remedies today, the
making herbal medicines available in ways that herbalists think are most useful becomes a
problem of scale. Herbalists have to take into account the local and regional availability of the
plant; whose labor is going into its growing, harvest and processing; and where it is grown. In
this broad context of herbal circulations, Vermont's landscapes, understood by herbalists,
conservationists, and vacationers alike to be full of "wild" places, become sites for the enactment
of this land-based craft labor.
Wildcrafting as a practice and an ideal can help to contextualize the emergence of
herbalism as “natural” medicine linked productively with rural labor and bodily practices as
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elements key to herbalists’ articulation of how individual health is constituted. For herbalists,
wildcrafting is a way to labor on the land and also to connect with nonhuman others. It is
grounded in a relation to the landscapes around them—or the landscapes and situations around
those who harvest for them—in terms of practices and narrative histories linking agricultural and
forest labor with morality and health. Though many wildcrafters follow the 10% harvest rule of
thumb that Leon outlined in the preface, not all do so with the explicit gratitude he advocates, or
relating to non-human nature as though it was full of persons, subjects, or coherent others with
whom the wildcrafter can build a relationship. The Center’s particular training in the practice of
gratitude and relationship with plants when wildcrafting makes this orientation possible for
students.
The notion of wildcrafting as labor that connects herbalists directly to their local
environments emerges in how students at The Center go into meadows and forests to learn to
read the landscape and think about ethical harvesting practices. It is also more broadly a way of
attending to what labor means more generally for herbalists, and how herbal medicine practices
highlight the entanglement of people, plants, and environments. Wildcrafting, then, is an ethical
approach that informs herbalists’ attitude toward the labor of working with and gathering
medicinal plants wherever they find themselves—whether physically displaced from the site of
their plant parts’ origin or nearby. For herbalists, though, wildness is not only limited to the rural
landscapes of field and forest. “The wild” can be found where weeds break through cracks in
sidewalks—often those “weeds” are medicinally potent, though if they are found in urban areas
they are more likely to be tainted with heavy metals and therefore suitable for harvest, just
respect. Wildcrafting, or laboring to recognize (if not harvest) the wild in its emergent qualities,
is a bodily labor of paying attention to what the landscape holds in all its parts—including those
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that seem to be anthropogenic. In this way “wild” crafting is in part the labor of recognition of an
entangled landscape in which human and other-than-human activity cannot be separated. The
framework of wildcrafting enables herbalists across a diversity of urban, rural and semi-rural
landscapes to engage particular places in the context of a whole planet of dense and dynamic
human-environment entanglements.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have provided some historical and social context to show how Vermont
as a place and as a set of community orientations came to be a welcoming landscape and cultural
home for The Center. Together, these threads lay the groundwork for understanding what
herbalists at The Center do, and why and how they do it. I have outlined several broad social and
political contexts for contemporary herbalism’s emergence—the ongoingness of the settlercolonial context; the subtle and not-subtle realities of systemic racism; the conceptual power of
whiteness in America; and the force of notions about territory, conservation, wilderness and land
use. Those broad histories influenced the formation of rural labor as a desirable ethical
orientation to land; the return to the land of counterculturists in the 1970s and the consequences
of that return; and the impact of the anti-toxics movement on awareness of environmental
entanglement. This grounding in the mid-20th century carries through to chapter 2, as I examine
how changes in regulatory regimes around food and medicine have shaped herbalists’ intellectual
histories, institutional forms, modes of labor, and uses of herbal products.
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Chapter 2: A Politics of Bodily Evidence: Models for Thinking Herbalist
Institutions
“Ok, we’re gonna get going,” Sparrow says, the Google classroom open on the digital
board behind her. As the door through the vestibule opens and closes again, the upstairs toilet
flushes and footsteps rumble down the stairs. 11 am at The Center on a Wednesday, and
everyone has a fresh cup of their favorite herbal infusion, or black tea, or coffee, in front of them.
Mid-spring air breezes in through the windows, carrying the scent of loam and rotting leaves
uncovered at last by snowmelt. Living leaves half-unfurled across the parking lot dapple the
classroom with shadows.
Sparrow clicks on a Google slideshow, opening to a picture of a bush covered in dark red
berries. “Our plant for Mat Med today is schisandra,” she says, gesturing theatrically at the
board. From the back someone says “ooh!,” exclaiming in surprise and delight and opening a
notebook. Sparrow hands a tincture dropper bottle to a student in the first row, and a bowlful of
dried berries to another. As she begins to talk about this berry, its plant, its origins from the
Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) pharmacopoeia, the tincture circulates and we start to fill
in our Materia Medica forms (see Fig. 1).
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Figure 1 Materia medica blank slate for note-taking. Each Materia Medica class focused on one plant for which students
filled out a separate form.

Angie tastes it and hands it to me, raising her eyebrows at me. I pull the glass dropper out of the
brown bottle, pumping the rubber top for a little bit of the alcohol extract, and put two drops on
the back of my hand, between thumb knuckle and index finger, as we’ve been taught. Raising it
to my lips, I inhale, smelling not just the sharp aroma of the high-proof alcohol but something
tangy. Placing my lips around the drop on my hand, I lick it off, slowly, tasting. Still tangy.
Spicy! The back of my head feels open, suddenly, like there’s more clarity there. I love this
flavor. Smiling, I pass it to Sarah. She puts a drop on her hand and licks.
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“Ooh, wow,” she says under her breath, eyes wide. “That’s… intense.”
The dropper circulates until everyone has taken a drop or two and registered its flavors
and sensations. The berries, too, circulate, each of us dipping our fingers in the bowl to feel their
hard, small, wrinkled round bodies. We smell them, crack open a few to look inside, touch them,
look carefully. When both have passed through everyone’s hands, Sparrow pauses her discussion
of growth patterns, harvest times, and how to be careful of provenance when buying
commercially.
“So, what are folks tasting?” A question that grounds each Mat Med class. We’re
learning the languages with which to speak about medicinal flavors.
“It’s like, sweet but spicy,” Angie says.
“Yeah, but it was also REALLY intense to me, like packed with energy—it made my
heart feel open somehow,” Sarah adds.
“I tasted pungent?” someone adds, uncertain. Elrod suggests that it’s sour but also sweet.
“Yeah, great,” says Sparrow, turning from the board where she had written all these
words. “What else? How about the energetics? Who felt it was cooling?”
“I don’t know,” Ash says, “it tasted warming to me. But definitely dry.”
“You all mostly got it. It’s definitely drying, or “astringing” in traditional western terms,
and sour, and somewhat pungent but not too much. And it’s got a kind of neutral energy—it can
be warming or cooling depending on the condition, though it tends toward cooling because it’s
sour. It’s also often stimulating for folks.”
We add these collected observations—our own, our classmates’, and Sparrow’s definitive
labeling, to our Mat Med sheet for schisandra. Tasting this plant’s extract brings us into a
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different kind of learning space where we can connect the information we gather from the lecture
and discussion to our direct experience, filtering different kinds of knowing together.
Following this attention to taste, touch, smell, and sensation, I examine in this chapter the
kinds of evidence that matter to herbalists, how they emerge, their relationships to one another,
and how they enable an institutionalizing politics of knowledge for The Center. At stake in the
learning spaces of western herbalism are questions about evidence and medical knowledge. The
countercultural moment that created the possibility of resurgent herbal medicine practice among
white and middle class communities opened possible modes of knowledge about bodies, plants
and health. And these practices have been very successful, an indication that a wide array of
people are convinced that there are other things to know about bodies, plants, and health than
what biomedicine has to offer. But herbalism’s emergence as a powerful set of narratives and
practices about how to know health is more complicated than just acting as a foil for
biomedicine. Herbalist knowledge is in contradistinction from biomedical knowledge but also
partial relation with it.12
Herbalism reveals a particular politics of evidence as herbalists make claims about plants’
healing capacities and about herbalism as a system of knowledge. I ask: whose evidence, and
evidence for what purposes, has shaped western herbalism as a set of intellectual orientations?
And how does its institutionalization make claims on regulatory structures, as it tries to at once
hold on to, but also move out of, a space of alternative-ness? This is the heart of the argument in
this dissertation: herbalists’ pedagogical, pharmacological, and clinical practices shift the kinds
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Some accredited schools of biomedicine offer optional curricula in complementary and alternative medicine forms, including
botanical medicine, nutritional supplementation, Chinese medicine and acupuncture, massage and nature therapy. A naturopathy
degree involves the same kind of training that medical doctors go through, with the addition of long-term and non-optional
engagement with coursework in nutrition and supplementation with botanical and mineral remedies. In some states,
“naturopaths” can enter legal medical practice, but naturopaths are not evenly recognized across the nation, and only in a few
states can their services be covered by insurance.
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of evidence acceptable to work on human health, and the kinds of care necessary for
naturalcultural entanglements with environments and plants.
Lucy, Leon, and Sparrow claim the experience of a trained herbalists’ sensory skills as a
form of knowledge that can provide evidence: for plants’ medicinal qualities; for plant
preparations’ strength, composition, and capacity for efficacy; and for bodily states of wellness
and illness. These claims are in contrast to biomedical ideals, which developed in tandem with
the networks and institutions that regulate ingestible substances (food, pharmaceuticals,
supplements),which consider somatic or bodily experiences unreliable evidence in part because
they are not understood to be easily reproducible. Herbalists suggest that reproducibility is not
possible in any case, because each body, plant, and ailment are distinct, albeit with some shared
features. It is in these conversations about evidence, and the relation of bodily experience to
legitimate knowledge, where herbalists make their most meaningful contribution to human
health.
To address these questions of evidence and its politics, I build on the work of feminist
historiographers and ethnographers of medicine, contamination, and embodiment. Herbalists
produce knowledge, in my analysis, in partial relation with and contradistinction from
biomedical knowledge. They make what Giovanna di Chiro calls a “strong objectivity,” that is,
one grounded in a multiplicity of different forms of evidence. Using multiple knowledge tools—
including smell, haptics, audition, and intuition—alongside technologies for vision (microscopy,
clinical trials observation, personal observation, viewing of plants and plant preparations),
herbalists develop a problematic, partial, situated perspective that allows them to become
answerable—that is, response-able—to what they learn to see. These are the sorts of knowledge
science studies scholar Donna Haraway calls “situated knowledges,” which I analyze through Di
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Chiro’s notion of feminist strong objectivity (Di Chiro 2000; Di Chiro 1992; Di Chiro 1997).
Here, I render visible both the accounts of the real world that herbalists interpret through their
various forms of taking up evidence, and also how they respond to “real world” problems of
health access, ecological wellbeing, and naturalcultural entanglements of wellness and illness
experiences.
Haraway’s incisive analysis of the politics of knowledge has become a germinal text for
conversations about the production of knowledge generally, and for a feminist reading of that
work (1988). For her, tensions around the social structures that produce truth claims, on the one
hand, and the material facts of the world, on the other, creates the problem of
how to have simultaneously an account of radical historical contingency for all
knowledge claims and knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognising our
own ‘semiotic technologies’ for making meanings, *and* a no-nonsense
commitment to faithful accounts of a ‘real’ world, one that can be partially shared
and that is friendly to earthwide projects of finite freedom, adequate material
abundance, modest meaning in suffering, and limited happiness. (ibid:579,
emphasis in original)
My own analysis of the politics of evidence in herbalism is grounded in Haraway’s notion of the
“radical historical contingency,” or situatedness of “knowledge claims and knowing subjects.”
For her, this approach emerges in conversation and critique with scientistic ways of knowing.
She seeks a way to articulate “partial, locatable, critical knowledges sustaining the possibility of
webs of connection called solidarity in politics and shared conversations in epistemology” (584)
as a feminist project of examining the production of science. On the one hand, she sees the tools
and forms of knowledge construction as social processes worthy of critique; on the other, she
notes a tendency in early feminist scholarship to merely deconstruct and dismantle those
constructions and tools without offering alternatives. As a project of recuperating tools (vision,
for her) and modes of knowing (scientistic) as also embodied, also partial, and also situated,
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Haraway’s intervention invited critical examination of all the modalities through which
knowledge is made. Like Haraway and other scholars with feminist commitments, I remain
unsatisfied with the limits of mere critique: my analysis of herbalists suggests that diagnosis
(observation of the issues and underlying factors) must account for relationships and, more
importantly, must lead to active intervention—therapeutics with plant medicine and relationship
maintenance.
Sparrow articulates the political and practical parameters of herbalist work succinctly
when she says to the class, “We don't treat. We don't prescribe. We don't practice medicine. We
consult, we recommend, we suggest, we offer clients a service to guide them through their own
wellness choices.” The strict guidelines she outlines emerge as a result of the legislation passed
first in the early 20th century regulating medical education, and subsequently a number of
different regulatory moments throughout the century. There is currently no legal way that
someone trained as an herbalist can dispense herbal preparations and say that they are “practicing
medicine. ” Herbalist educators like Sparrow are therefore emphatic and directive about
language use with magazine readers and students respectively. Herbalists still run the risk of
citation or arrest for “practicing medicine without a license” should they use language in their
promotional materials or with clients that claim “diagnosis, “prescription,” or “treatment,” the
mistake that Sparrow inveighs against. Such language may lead to censure by regulatory bodies.
Sparrow’s comments highlight the fact that one element of how herbalism became “alternative”
relates to the production of different politics of evidence. The stakes for that evidentiary politics
lay, and remain in, the question of legitimacy in medical practice, the role of institutions and
regulatory bodies in maintaining the dominance of certain modes of knowledge production, and
the ways that scientistic tools for knowledge production rose to dominance.
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In this chapter, I argue that herbalists’ focus on bodily experience as a mode of producing
evidence and knowing plants helps them to articulate their status as an alternative mode of
medicine. I first trace institutional and intellectual history of herbalism through the development
of one of the teachers—Lucy—as an herbalist. Next, I consider how a politics of evidence about
plant-based remedies manifests in conversations about the regulation of herbalists and their
remedies. The story of medical professionalization at the turn of the 20th century shows how
certain modes of knowledge and evidentiary standards came into use, shifting “herbalism” as a
field into a space of differences (Abbott 1995). The archival records of professionalizing medical
practice across the United States at the turn of the 20th century also prefigure how contemporary
herbalist knowledge at the turn of the 21st century about plants and bodies is codified, framed,
and presented as “legitimate.”
Next I outline how a manufacturer of commercial herbal products (OldTime Medicinals)
came under the scrutiny of the Food and Drug Administration, specifically around how they
measure and know their herbal remedies. In particular, I follow the work of Leon, another
teacher at The Center, who was also the consulting herbalist for OldTime; he worked to shift the
evidentiary standards that they FDA will accept. Examining these intellectual and institutional
histories through Lucy’s story about how herbalists learn their craft, and Leon’s story of
regulatory environments for herbalism, sets the stage for a deeper understanding of what is at
stake in training herbalists to listen to and befriend plants. I trace the ways these teachers’
lineages have influenced The Center’s pedagogical possibilities and political orientations,
examining how standards of knowledge and evidence generated in the moment of medical
professionalization at the turn of the 20th century come to matter; and how herbalism’s early
intellectual and practical claims to radicalism and a different politics of knowledge also still
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matter, and constitute the philosophical heart of the movement. Claims about experience, and the
training of sensory experience, opened the way for what anthropologist Michelle Murphy might
call an herbalist “technoscience otherwise,” and it is that “otherwise” I trace here (Murphy
2006). The work of herbalists’ technoscience otherwise relies on bringing together diverse
modes of evidence, knowledge, approaches to experiment, and bodily analysis. At stake is what
counts as health, and as medicine, in the 21st century United States.
Institutionalizing 21st Century Herbalism: Current Tensions
Over the last fifty years, traditional western herbalists have learned their craft in a
diversity of settings. Initially, individual apprenticeships over long periods of time dominated.
Many herbalists in the early years of this resurgence were self-taught, relying on historical
medical texts, from Galen (17th century) to the Eclectic physicians (19th century), to learn classic
uses of plant medicines. Practitioners like Rosemary Gladstar, David Winston, David Hoffman,
Susun Weed and others offered classes, wrote books, and resourced the resurgence of white
western herbalism as markets increased for “natural health” products. Some teachers sought to
formalize, professionalize, and institutionalize their teaching, designing multiple year programs
with clinical components; other teachers have not, choosing to stick with the “traditional”
apprenticeship mode. In sum, some herbalist education has shifted toward a form of
institutionalization recognizable by dominant forms of learning, such as reading biochemical
assay studies of plant constituents, while still drawing on practices of direct encounter with
living plants and medicinal substances grounded in long histories.
The Center’s teachers carry with them in their bodies and life histories much of this 20th
century history of changing learning practices. Lucy’s primary herbal learning experience was
with herbalist teacher David Winston, whose own practice started during the era of the
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counterculture movements I outlined earlier. Leon describes himself as largely self-taught, citing
as key instructors Galen and Dioscorides (physicians writing and practicing in Greece during the
1st and 2nd century C.E.), Paracelsus (a Swiss physician writing and practicing in the 15th century
C.E.), the Thomsonians and the Eclectics (physicians of the 19th century in the Americas).
Sparrow studied primarily at the Tai Sofia Institute in Maryland, one of the first schools of
clinical herbalism associated with a different form of institutionalization of herbalist knowledge.
She also studied as an apprentice with several herbalists running their own solo apprenticeship
programs. For all of them, their pedagogical engagement also includes conferences as well as ad
hoc workshops, “herb walks,” and informal study groups.
These different spaces for learning trace the divergent politics of knowledge and power
espoused by herbalists. Many, especially those who align themselves with herbalism as part of an
explicitly radical project of political liberation, resist institutionalization in the form that The
Center has created. Others understand their herbalism teaching and practice as part of a personal
effort to survive in a world that they experience as an assault on their senses and wellbeing. This
stance, as well as the fact that many herbalists live in far-flung places, means that distance
learning courses—by mail or online—have become popular. Teachers who operate distancelearning courses also sometimes take on one or two live-in or commuter apprentices for hands-on
learning in small-scale, practical settings. Though this constitutes most “apprenticeships,” the
term is also used to describe varied modes of teaching. Some last six months, with classes once
or twice a month on the weekends; others extend for a year or more, with more than two days a
week of training in classes or workshops. Some are run by individuals, and others by small
collectives. Some are offered by practitioners with public recognition, and others by people
whose names are known in their area but not much further. New apprenticeships and schools
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form each year across the country, with new mixes of formality, time commitment, styles of
teaching, and explicit politics. What they share is the use of plants as materials of medicine, and
an interest in reimagining health in the United States.
One prominent herbalist organization in the United States is the American Herbalists’
Guild (AHG). Founded in 1989 by a loose group of herbalist conference-goers, the AHG was at
the forefront of efforts to gather herbalists in more formal sets of institutions. The AHG website
narrates their beginnings as follows:
The shared vision of an herbalist guild was first verbalized in the mountains of
Breitenbush, Oregon, where each year a large group of professional herbalists
from all parts of the nation gathered to teach, walk together in ancient forests,
soak in mineral-rich hot springs and discuss issues important to herbalism.
Discussions at the Breitenbush retreats always included the vision of creating a
guild for dedicated herbalists and serious herbal students. A 1989 letter from
Michael Tierra invited herbalists from all regions of the country to come and
exchange ideas about what this guild might become. On the weekend of February
17, twenty herbalists gathered at the Santa Cruz mountain home of Christopher
Hobbs and Beth Baugh to initiate the organization of the guild, and the long hours
of discussion that followed proved productive.
This website narrative reveals how individuals with names recognizable to other herbalists serve
as the foundation of producing institutions legible within herbalism (Michael Tierra’s published
works are often used as teaching tools for many herbal schools; Christopher Hobbs and Beth
Baugh are also widely-known practitioners). Today, the AHG serves as, among other things, a
resource for connecting clients with clinicians, students with schools and apprenticeships, and
trained herbalists with AHG certified mentors. Their index of schools, though, is filtered through
their membership: schools can list themselves on the website only if the institution or one of its
teachers is registered as a member.
Anyone can join the AHG, but certification as a Registered Herbalist can only be
achieved after an arduous process of testing and interviewing, and practicing for a certain
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number of hours at a certified herbal clinic. However, meeting the criteria lends an herbalist the
right to append to their name the letters RH-AHG: Registered Herbalist, American Herbalists
Guild (American Herbalists Guild 2013). This process is understood by some practitioners as the
only “real” certificate of practice. It is one way of legitimizing an herbalist’s work in the eyes of
other herbalists, and provides a more standardized system by which clients can judge the training
of a particular herbalist. But the certificate only provides minimum legal protection against
getting sued for “practicing without a license.” Furthermore, use of and (financial) access to the
certification process is not widespread enough that large numbers of herbalists have such a
certificate. It suits the purposes of herbalists practicing in clinical settings, and provides
important registration of herbalists, formalizing their presence as clinicians to clients. For other
herbalists, though, whose work takes place at kitchen tables, fields, and community classes, such
a certification is out of reach—and not, in the end, desirable for many. Skepticism about the
utility of certification is largely predicated on the sense that herbalism is better done “under the
radar” of regulators, and what it might mean for the “great diversity of herbalist practice” if
certification were mandated.
Producing legitimacy in terms of biomedical standards of evidence may not be at the
forefront of all herbalists’ minds, but it does play a central role in the creation and maintenance
of structured curricula like that used at The Center. In other words, herbalists’ attempts to make
their work legitimate to regulators and to the general public is shaping how they teach herbalism.
Part of the professionalization of herbalists as they seek to make new possibilities for legitimate
medicine through changing politics of evidence relies also on a change in institutional forms.
Some herbalists are moving away from a network model, which marks the legitimacy of
practitioners primarily by social connections, toward a (biomedically inflected) way of
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demonstrating who is a “good herbalist.” Herbalists seek these forms of legitimation while also
trying to maintain a connection with a notion of their practices as alternative, or lateral to
biomedicine in meaningful ways.
I sketch the variety of modes of learning herbalism today to set the stage for
understanding Leon, Lucy and Sparrow’s own approach to teaching and contributions to the
institutionalization of The Center. Each had taught before forming the collaborative, and brought
with them experiences as learners as well as understandings of the social and political potential
of organizing their teaching into an institution in particular ways.
Lucy
Before moving to Vermont, Lucy worked at a mail-order herbal products company in the
Mid-Atlantic region as the Quality Control manager, teaching herbal medicine classes on the
side. That job was an outgrowth of her study at the Herbal Therapeutics School of Botanical
Medicine, now called David Winston’s Center for Herbal Studies. She studied there for three
years in the late 1980s, the first years of the school’s operation. After her time as a student, she
taught herbal pharmacy, field botany and other subjects as an assistant instructor at the school.
These are some of the subjects that she teaches at The Center, where, she says, her teaching
practice has become “even more rigorous and integrated,” in response to the wide availability of
information through the Internet. As the oldest of the three faculty at The Center, Lucy has lived
through more of the shifts and changes in contemporary western herbalism.
When I went to herb school in the 1980s, there were only a handful [of schools].
There were only a few small gatherings, and now there’s lots, because those
teachers have been teaching and now we’re teaching, and now I have students
who are teaching… It’s mushroomed, which is wonderful. The good thing about it
is that they’re all teaching from their experience… they use herbs in their life,
they hang out with herbs, they grow herbs, and they’re the ones teaching. This
makes me really happy…
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…when I started, it was hard because there weren’t even very many books. Of
course there were Susun Weed’s books and Dave Hoffman’s books, and also
older ones like Back to Eden, which is terrible… so that connection has grown
enormously… And the way a lot of people are teaching, with a lot of medicine
making and a lot of hands on stuff, it’s not in the head, it’s connection with the
plants—eating the plants and brewing the plants.
So that’s what excites me about what’s going on with herbs. That, and the level of
inquisitiveness and learning has grown enormously. When I was in herb school,
nobody talked about [clinical] studies. I don’t know if there weren’t any studies.
First off, there weren’t little computers in those days, they had just started. Apple,
Mac, just tiny desktops. There was no Internet when I was in herb school. So the
level of understanding was all straightforward traditional apprenticeship style…
most of those early teachers have grown enormously, continued to learn, done
research, delved into cool stuff. And we’re encouraging our students to learn
more, investigate more, understand things on a deeper level, and I think it’s
tremendously exciting. It’s not just a folk practice anymore, it’s really well
educated… Well, it’s still a folk practice, but it’s a well-educated folk practice…
and I think that’s really cool.
On the one hand, it’s not like we have to validate ourselves [through laboratory
and clinical trials], but we are, just in our own curiosity… And all we need to do
is Google it or look it up on PubMed and find out. So it’s exciting to me that
herbalists have risen to that and are not just like [she puts on a dull tone of voice]
‘oil’s good for this…’ Now we’re like ‘ok, how does it do that…’ [Because of
technological tools] we can validate ourselves [in biomedical terms]—even
though we shouldn’t need to.
Here, Lucy gives a snapshot of her experience in the unfolding context of late 20th-century
western herbalism. She traces not just the development of her own knowledge, but also the
people, materials, and practices through which it evolved—and how each kind of knowledge
shapes the field of practice differently.
When Lucy says that herbalism is now “well educated folk practice,” she is pointing at
the integration of multiple ways of knowing plants, bodies, medicine and worlds, manifested in
The Center’s pedagogical approaches. Integrating clinical trials, chemical assays, individuals’
abilities to taste plant components, and herbalists’ direct relationships with plants, this form of
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contemporary western herbalism is not dogmatic about which kinds of knowledge are “true,” but
rather, as she suggests, wants to build a web of multiple forms of knowledge about efficacy. This
approach informs not just her teaching but also how each class at The Center relates to others.
For Lucy, herbalists “ can” but “don’t have to” verify their knowledge using biochemical
assays and trials. She is at once validating long-held folk scientific knowledge about plant
medicine, but also recognizing, as many herbalists do, the usefulness of biomedical science’s
tools. At the same time, there are limitations to these tools: across the North American western
herbalist community, conversations are unfolding about the ethics of using knowledge gained
through animal trials, for instance. There are also debates about the extent to which herbalists
“ought” to standardize practices and formulas so as to make themselves legible and legitimate to
regulatory bodies. Lucy’s approach to teaching, integrating chemical testing of plant parts with
“traditional uses” reflects her excitement about how herbalist knowledge expands, simultaneous
with her skepticism about the necessity of these particular systems of knowledge. For Lucy,
clinical trials offer a supplement to knowledge already gleaned in centuries-long conversation
with plants, environments, and experienced herbalists and healers.
Evidence and Experience
To say that one can know plants by tasting, growing, touching, nurturing them locates
evidence and its production outside a status-quo paradigm for health. Direct experience as a
mode of learning and mutual aid as an ethic of care underpinned how herbalist practices and
companies grew out of health justice movements as political projects (see Katz 1981; Kropotkin
1902 on mutual aid and solidarity as political modes). According to Lucy, since those days in the
1970s, shifts in evidentiary forms have been due in part to the expansion of the network of
herbalists and to the Internet, where formerly distant communities of practice have come into
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conversation with each other, sharing information and perspectives.
Historian Joan Scott’s reading of the kinds of evidence that “experience” offers is helpful
to think through what Lucy’s trajectory and her description of herbalism’s trajectory has to teach
us about modes of knowledge at The Center and herbalism’s broader currents (1991). Scott says
that scholarly “experience” as a mode of evidence-making is only available for people with
particularly normative backgrounds (white, male, class-privileged):
What counts as experience is neither self-evident nor straightforward; it is always
contested, and always therefore political. The study of experience, therefore, must
call into question its originary status in historical explanation. This will happen
when historians take as their project not the reproduction and transmission of
knowledge said to be arrived at through experience, but the analysis of the
production of that knowledge itself… Experience is, in this approach, not the
origin of our explanation, but that which we want to explain. (1991: 797)
Scott’s approach to understanding the claims historians make about “experience” as a
normativizing move in their analytical work helps illuminate herbalists’ rhetoric about their
pedagogy around embodied experience with plants. That is, they say embodied experience sets
them apart as practitioners and is distinct from biomedical practice.
However, medical anthropology has demonstrated that all learners of a skilled craft,
trade, or profession like medicine are always already learning with their bodies and through
kinetic experience. Biology and chemistry are embodied, experiential and experimental (Myers
2015); surgery is an embodied and affective practice (Prentice 2013); evidence about
atherosclerotic bodies is made differently available for medical knowledge in different subspecialties (Mol 2002). So the reason that herbalists can claim embodied experience as central to
their distinctive pedagogy lies in the fact that biomedical practice is commonly understood to be
disembodied (on the part of the physician), and understood to be practice that generalizes bodies
toward an ideal-type (usually middle-class white male). Though anthropologists and other social

112

scientists of medicine may have convincingly argued that medical practice is a matter of bodily
attunement, public perception has not followed. Thus herbalists’ focus on sensory experience as
evidence is not so different from modes of knowledge practiced—if not always acknowledged—
in biomedical sciences. As an outgrowth of colonial sciences and their development, using the
experience of taste, touch and smell is neither so distant from biomedicine as it might at first
glance seem to be, nor is it at odds with it entirely.13 What is most distinctive, then, is not the
general evidentiary role that experience plays.
A key difference between biomedical practitioners and herbalists, though, lies in how
they produce knowledge for themselves about the materials of their medicine, and its bodily
effects—where herbalists taste and smell and try plant-medicines to understand their effects,
biomedical doctors are not generally encouraged to sample all the pharmaceuticals they could
prescribe. Thus, it is the substances about which herbalists’ experiences produce knowledge:
whole plant preparations, made from plants conceived as beings with whom humans can have
intimate relations, instead of as resources; and whole bodies understood to be shaped by
constitutions and individual tendencies, but always already in relationship with the world around
them. Contemporary regulatory measures have moved away from bodily attunements, seeking
evidence produced by machines (such as isolated molecular structures) to stand in for the tastes
and smells that trained bodies can identify. In response to the gray area of what counts as
evidence about medicines and health, herbalists make political and social interventions into
regulatory worlds, seeking to shift how federal and state monitors allow them to identify
medicines with trained bodily senses.
I draw on Michelle Murphy’s felicitous concept of the “technoscientific otherwise” to
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Consider for instance “sugar sickness,” an early term for what biomedicine now calls diabetes, which was often diagnosed in
part by a physician smelling a body’s sweat, or tasting its urine for characteristic maple-syrup-like sweetness.
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frame how herbalists bring together multiple knowledge forms and practice modes (2004).
Murphy uses “technoscience otherwise” to describe the work of feminist consciousness-raising
groups of the 1970s, when many learned collectively about the structure and function of the
vagina, cervix, and uterus through direct observation—of others’ bodies and their own—by lay
practitioners, as part of a broader political project of bodily power, sovereignty, and medical
knowledge. “Technoscience otherwise,” Murphy says, is
a real world instantiation of the claim that what counts as truth or nature would
look different if science were practiced otherwise…To describe the efforts of this
technoscience-otherwise as if observations were its primary concern would be a
distortion of the project. The careful attention lavished on the minutia of
reproductive anatomy produced more than a fine-grained apprehension of bodies,
it was also a political act intended to redistribute power. (2004:120, emphasis
added)
It is at this final juncture—mobilizing knowledge forms considered dominant in order to imagine
what else knowledge and science could be, as a key element of shifting social and political
power into the bodies and lives of women as knowers of themselves—that vaginal selfexaminations meet herbalist practices of embodied knowledge. Both are political projects that
use, in part, scientific tools and modes to produce the possibility for an otherwise, another
option. This is a critical part of how herbalists want to be experts. Those trained in clinical
settings have highly specialized knowledge practices. Even so, rather than keeping those
practices to themselves, a significant part of their work tries to upset or decenter dominant health
knowledge. An herbalist technoscientific otherwise seeks to re-center experience, the ability to
know one’s own body, to know about plants, and to experience agency, power, and visibility in
the world. As Murphy put it, “it was only within an assemblage of other social and discursive
technologies that these instruments of vaginal self-exam opened up the possibility of seeing
"another way"… Crucial to this assemblage was the practice of consciousness raising”
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(2004:124) Herbalists’ pedagogical projects of layering together multiple forms of evidence to
make claims on dominant forms of knowledge, are necessary to create the “assemblage” of
experience and somatosensory knowledges in plant medicine that does political work.
This is part of how their projects of refiguring what evidence counts, for what, and to
whom, seeks to address its always-already embeddedness in the knowledge politics of the
racialized settler-colony. Murphy situates “experience” as a practical phenomenon that makes
truth-claims always “in assemblages of technical, social and discursive methods,” and I seek to
situate herbalists’ mobilization of experience as evidence in similar ways. Multiple forms of
evidentiary practice are available to herbalists, and they rely on them differently for different
audiences. But building knowledge through those multiple forms, and mobilizing it in multiple
directions, is possible for them because of how they are situated in the racialized capitalist
settler-colony. Those broader histories demand an accounting for the experiences available to
herbalists and their clients.
Western herbalism’s approach to understanding efficacy as a factor of the relationship
between plants and bodies—emergent, contextual, and specific—tries leaves room to allow
practitioners using different forms of evidence to talk to each other. Especially as clinical
practitioners, the matter of evidence for efficacy is of central importance to The Center’s
teachers. In what remains of this chapter, I describe how earlier models of medical
professionalization, and modes of regulating those professions through valorizing some kinds of
evidence over others, set the stage for the contemporary boundary-work of herbalists, regulators,
and biomedical practitioners. Claims about experience, and the training of sensory experience,
opened the way for an herbalist “technoscience otherwise,” and it is part of that “otherwise” I
trace here. The work of herbalists’ technoscience otherwise relies on the bringing-together of
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diverse modes of evidence, knowledge, approaches to experiment, and bodily analysis.
Evidence Otherwise
Whether or not to use medical jargon is not mere nit-picking over words, but a
question of intent. For even if you avoid using the forbidden words, yet by your
actions demonstrate that your purpose is to diagnose and treat illness, you may
still be practicing medicine. How then does one not diagnose medical illnesses
and not treat such illnesses? This is a practical matter that delves into the root of
one’s philosophy of herbal practice.
--Robert Wicke, Plant Healer Magazine (Wicke, in Hardin et al. 2014)
Published in an Internet magazine for practitioners, herbalist Robert Wicke calls attention
to the letter of regulatory law, and points out that herbalists cannot be practitioners of medicine
in the sense dictated by the American Medical Association. How, then, do they teach and learn
what it means to use botanical remedies? The answer lies in part in the production of social
capital for each herbalist, the development of word-of-mouth connections with fellow herbalists
and clients, and name recognition of oneself or ones’ teachers. It is through four-year training
programs like that at The Center that an herbalist social capital can be gained. The production of
symbolic social capital is key to herbalism’s intellectual and institutional processes, as evidenced
in Andrew Abbott’s analysis of professional boundary-making and marking. The work of
boundaries, as Abbott suggests and I demonstrate in the context of western herbalism, relies on
the production of certain politics of evidence. Boundary-making and these politics of evidence
play an important role in producing “experience” as a mode of knowledge that reveals some of
the fault lines running between herbalism as a “complementary and alternative medicine” (CAM)
and biomedicine. Herbalist institutions like The Center, and like the conferences and listservs on
which herbalists debate, produce social and symbolic capital through institutionalizing a
technoscience-otherwise of herbalist knowledge, certificate-granting and social networking. The
modes of training offered at The Center enables herbalists to recognize one another even outside
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of institutional settings. This capacity to recognize one another is itself a form of social capital,
in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms (Bourdieu 1984), and it also enables that symbolic capital to turn into
material capital and access to economic resources, by helping herbalists validate each other’s
work to those who are not already in the institutional network—that is, potential clients and
students.
Symbolic capital, driven through the passage point of particular politics of evidence,
helps potential clients and fellow herbalists determine whose practice is legitimate, and who
ought to be trusted. Certifications of completion from clinical training schools like The Center
carry a reputation among herbal medicine communities, outside of any standardized national
testing system. The clinical programs that carry this social capital tend to be run more like
“schools,” in that they have classroom-based teaching spaces, multiple teachers work with
students at all levels, and formalized syllabi and required readings.
When The Center began, classes were small, 7 or 9 people, and there were three formal
years of study. The first year, “Herbal Basics for Families,” was a program of 336 hours of
herbal medicine training over a year—from January to December—that could stand alone,
should students only want preliminary training. The second and third years were the formal
clinical training, comprising 1,020 hours of classroom contact plus extensive hours in clinic and
formulary training. At the time of writing, all core faculty and most “adjunct” faculty are ciswomen—Leon reduced his teaching and directing role in 2016. This trend reflects the gender
dynamics of the student body, where 70-90% of the students are cis-women, 10-15% are transor gender-nonconforming, and 10-15% are cis-men. All faculty, as well as all but one or two
students, identify as white.14

14

There is much more to be said about the gendered labor relations of producing the “care” that herbalists enable. Further, the
marked lack (especially in a school that draws students from across the Canadian border and from many states in the United
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At the time of this research, The Center had recently moved from a two-room suite in an
office building to the entire two floors of a nearby building, and expanded their numbers such
that there were 24-30 first-year students and 9-15 second- and third-year students. The size of the
second- and third-year student body is smaller in part because the third year students are required
to work in the clinic for 170 hours, but clinic rooms are limited.
Leon describes the lead-up to creating the school as “a year of meeting and organizing
with members of the Thyme Valley free herbal clinic who were looking to develop a sustainable
(read: funded) way to keep the clinic moving forward.” The Thyme Valley free clinic had
opened around 2003, offering free or low cost consultations and herbal remedies to clients.
Rosemary Gladstar, having moved from California to Vermont in the 1990s, offered her living
room in 2003, perhaps recognizing the social capital of her imprimatur: she is known widely as
the “fairy godmother of herbal medicine.” She did not participate directly in the clinic, as she
was still running her own apprenticeships. The Thyme Valley clinic operated for four years, at
which point some of the practitioners sought to build separate institution to combine the “free
clinic” with education. For this, they drew on Leon’s herbal apprenticeship model. He has said
that in the advanced apprenticeship he ran from 2004-2007, concurrently with Thyme Valley’s
clinical work, he had “had success with an education-drives-income model, with tuition
subsidizing clinical work.” Sparrow, Leon, and Lucy drew on this model to imagine a financially
sustainable free herbal clinic. In recent years they have moved away from this model to one in
which clients may pay part or all of the expenses associated with making plant preparations. The
fee structure includes several tiers of options: from full pay (twelve dollars an ounce of tincture,
for instance) to partial pay on a sliding scale, to “receive a gift.” The latter option is framed as a

States) of people of color can tell us something meaningful about the kind of “alternative” being produced in western herbal
medicine in the Northeast U.S..
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potential part of the healing process—receiving a gift of time and services has the potential to
build relationships of care rather than ones of economic exchange.
The technoscience otherwise of The Center is informed by these politics around access,
power, and bodily knowledge. The faculty strives to ground the school in horizontal decision
making and democratic control over process. They also strive to create innovative economically
accessible structures to enable students and clients to access training and health care. The
Center’s structure and pedagogical approach roots it in the radical politics around access, power,
and bodily knowledge that early western herbalism grew out of. The health and environmental
politics of the early 21st century create a different set of political possibilities than those of the
1970s, though, which are opened by the Internet, an upsurge in a market for CAM, and
biomedicine’s boundary-making work and herbalism’s responses to that work. I describe the
latter below.
Models for Thinking Professionalization
I recall the reader’s attention to Sparrow’s directive to students from the introduction to
this chapter: “We don't treat. We don't prescribe. We don't practice medicine. We consult, we
recommend, we suggest, we offer clients a service to guide them through their own wellness
choices.” Although the prohibitions around language and practice intention seriously delimit the
kinds of claims that practitioners not certified as medical doctors can make, they also ironically
uphold and invigorate the philosophy of health espoused by herbalists. If, as they say, any power
to heal rests in the plants and the person who is ailing, not in the hands of the expert herbalist,
herbalists need not lay claim to ultimate knowledge—at least, not the kind indicated
commonsensically by the phrase “practicing medicine.” Here is where herbalism’s different
politics of evidence begins, in the question of legitimacy in medical practice, the role of
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institutions and regulatory bodies in maintaining the dominance of certain modes of knowledge
production, and the ways that scientistic tools for knowledge production rose to dominance.
These conversations resonate with debates among different schools of physicians in the late 19th
century (namely Eclectic, Homoeopathic, and Regular). Contemporary herbalism has been
shaped by the early 20th century codification of medical education through anatomical and
mechanistic (biological, chemical, physical) sciences. That codification of education was linked
to a parallel creation of rules around how medicinal substances were understood to work,
through what forms of knowledge and evidence they could be understood, and who could be
recognized as a practitioner of medicine.
These issues still shape the stakes of herbalism, as evidenced in how teachers frame what
they teach, the content and structure of classes at The Center, how students are taught to know
plants, and the systems of evidence that produce herbalist knowledge. 19th century disputes
among practitioners about kinds evidence and legitimacy of practices helped produce regulatory
prohibitions on the language and practice that health practitioners can legally use. Herbalists I
have worked with attribute the downfall of whole-plant remedies as a tool for medical practice,
and of “holistic herbalism” in the United States more generally, to the Carnegie Foundationfunded Flexner Report of 1910. That report was of broader cultural processes toward
standardization, regulation, and legislated safety measures that impacted the fields of medical
practice. Herbalists orient to an identity as “alternative” practitioners, bolstered by historical
narratives of the ways plant-based medicine has alternately been suppressed and resurged. These
narratives play a key role in maintaining the boundaries that maintain herbalism as distinct.
Contemporary understandings of herbalists’ alternativeness situates them further outside
biomedicine than histories of materia medica use and politics of knowledge might suggest. Even
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so, anxieties about whose medicine is legitimate and why, is at the root of the American Medical
Association (AMA)’s current and historical concern about who can practice medicine
(Federation of State Medical Boards (FSMB) and National Board of Medical Examiners
(NBME) 2017; Dalmia 2009). It is also at the root of Robert Wicke’s warning, quoted earlier, to
herbalists against using “medical jargon” and any activity which could be construed as
“practicing medicine.”
Practitioners of what was called “Regular” medicine in the early 20th century—what we
now know as biomedicine—justified their work and modes of knowing through scientific
language and credentialing processes, and publicized that justification via journals, speeches,
conferences, and regulations, the then-emerging tools of professionalization. Like herbalists and
regulatory regimes today, “irregular” and Eclectic medical practitioners vied with Regular
physicians and regulators to determine what kinds of evidence counted in the production of
medicinal materials and practitioners. For instance, the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1905 was
centered on regulating the advertisement of “nostrums”—that is, preparations purported to be
“medicinal,” produced by practitioners not deemed to be “real” physicians. This demonstrates
the government’s early concern with “quack” practitioners and “charlatan” medicines. Further
acts, regulations, and governmental bodies unfolded, growing broader and more frequent after
World War II. In the FDA’s own “Brief History,” available on their website, they document this
process as follows:
•

1938: Congress passes The Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic (FDC) Act of 1938,
which requires that new drugs show safety before selling. This starts a new system of
drug regulation. The Act also requires that safe limits be set for unavoidable
poisonous matter and allows for factory inspections. The Federal Trade Commission
is given power to oversee advertising for all FDA regulated products except
prescription drugs. FDA states that sulfanilamide and other dangerous drugs must be
given under the direction of a medical expert. This begins the requirement for
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prescription only (nonnarcotic) drugs (see 1951 Durham-Humphrey amendment).
(FDA 2006).
A few years later in 1941, good manufacturing practices (GMPs) were developed as an ideal for
the production of medicine. Some legislation opened new avenues for herbal remedies, however:
in 1976, the Proxmire Amendments exempt food supplements from FDA regulations on potency
(Khatcherissian 1999). More recently, in the 1990s, dietary supplements (under which category
herbal remedies fall) came to have specific labeling requirements (including warnings and
disclaimers) and regulations for GMPs. Now, after more than a hundred years of work on the
part of legislators, regulators, and medical practitioners to help the broader public understand
what is, and what is not, “medicine,” and how one can tell, the penalties are steep for those who
accidentally or intentionally transgress.
In the last few decades, the use of "natural products" and wellness services operating
outside of biomedical fields have increased. As of 2007, around 38% of adults in the United
States use some form of Complementary and Alternative Medicine (CAM), with “Natural
Products” emerging as the most prevalent single category (Barrett 2003; American Botanical
Council 2016; NCCIH 2011; Eisenberg et al. 1998). Some factors behind the rise in public
interest in CAM include concerns about the expense and efficacy of biomedical treatment for
chronic medical concerns, as well as a general sense that biomedicine's lacunae can be well
addressed through CAM. But this upsurge in the use of natural products may say more about
certain concepts and categories—i.e. “natural” and “alternative” medicine—being newly
measured as survey data, and less about how and when people have been using herbal medicines,
today and historically. That is to say, it is likely that ailing people have routinely accessed nonpharmaceutical and non-biomedically prescribed remedies over the last hundred years of
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biomedicine proper, and that the surge in CAM usage is more about the survey tool and the
wider availability of supplements to purchase, than a change in behavior.
The question arises, then, in what way do regulatory structures like those of the FDA and
AMA shape the landscape of contemporary herbalism, and when are they almost irrelevant to its
actions? I answer this question by analyzing how regulatory frameworks understand, and
regulators respond, to different kinds of evidence—in historical archives as well as in
contemporary practice. Professionalization of medicine in the early 20th century gives a model
for understanding how professionalization of herbalists at the turn of the 21st century lays claim
to legitimacies on new-to-them territory. Part of the professionalization of herbalists as they seek
to make new possibilities for legitimate medicine through changing politics of evidence relies
also on a change in institutional forms. I do not claim that the two historical moments I have
outlined—late 19th and early 21st century, respectively—are exactly analogous. Rather, I seek to
describe how standards for evidence, professionalization, boundary work, and bodily politics
have influenced how medicine is practiced and knowledge about medicinal substances produced.
Making Evidence Work
Because of its rapid expansion, changes in CAM have led to regulatory responses rooted
in the question of evidence—itself rooted in the professionalization of biomedicine. Archival
records from the F.C. Wood Institute for the History of Medicine at the College of Physicians in
Philadelphia (founded in 1787, one of the oldest medical institutions in the country) show the
role that evidence, and the production of standards for measuring evidence, plays in ongoing
boundary work among herbalists and biomedical practitioners. 15 These include medical journals,
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These include conference proceedings from the Eclectic Medical Institute and the New England Ecletic Medical Association,
as well as formularies from Eclectic and Regular physicans, including those of John Wyeth and Brother; John Scudder; and Jos.
McManus & Co.. I also examined speeches given by prominent physicians at commencements of medical schools and
conferences of Eclectic, Regular, and Homoeopathic physicians respectively. Pamphlets in the Wood Institute’s holdings on
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advertising pamphlets, pharmaceutical compendia, and sectarian medical conferences, all on the
rise in the late 19th century, where the boundary-making and institutionalization of professional
medicine played out. Much has been said about the practices, powers, and policies through
which “Regular” medicine—what we now know as biomedicine—came to dominance (see e.g.
Bates 2002; Bliss 2011; Comelles 1997; Ernst and Harris n.d.; Porter 2001; Derkatch 2016;
Good 1998). Here, I focus on one character in the story of the professionalization of biomedicine
at the turn of the 20th century, to offer a potential model for thinking about how herbalists at the
turn of the 21st century have been engaged in professionalizing themselves, and in what ways the
question of evidence has come to the fore.
From 1885 through 1910, Regular medical journals published letters and articles
discussing the need for medical education and legislation. Published authors were primarily
Regular physicians concerned with matters like ensuring purity of medicine formulation,
certification and professional conduct of practitioners, and advertising of services and products
not yet formalized, codified, or made uniform by state or federal bodies. Among the muchsmaller, though very active, Eclectic and Homoeopathic communities, an analogous discussion
played out as practitioners called for more diversity of medical practice, and for the “regulation”
of medical workers by public opinion rather than by legislative overhaul. They shared the
Regulars’ concerns about potential for quackery and poisoning, but were also concerned that
more extensive regulations could hamper their ability to practice their craft. Much has been said
about the practices, powers, and policies through which “Regular” medicine came to dominance
(see Bates 2002; Bliss 2011; Comelles 1997; Ernst and Harris n.d.; Porter 2001; Derkatch 2016;

Homoeopathy, and from the Ohio Medical Institute and the College of Physicians’ records itself further informs my thinking
here, especially the ways that those series document Regular physicians’ growing efforts to make boundaries. These included
“The Regulation of Medical Practice, The Supervision of Hospitals;” “Official register of physicians and surgeons in the state of
California,” and “The Three ethical codes: the code of ethics of the American Medical Association, its constitution and by-laws;
the code of ethics of the American Institute of Homoeopathy; the code of ethics of the National Eclectic Medical Society.”
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Good 1998). Here, I focus on one character in this story, to offer a model for how herbalists at
the turn of the 21st century have been professionalizing themselves, and how the question of
evidence has come to the fore.
Henry Beates was a Philadelphia physician born in 1857 to a prominent Philadelphia
family. He was a proponent for modes of professionalization that would enable the medical field
to draw firmer boundaries around itself; his work was a central reason that medical education
changed from three years to four, as he had coordinated a group of students who wanted a more
comprehensive, longer education (Williamson, Leland M. et al., eds. 1898). With deep
connections with powerful physicians who were trying to codify and professionalize medicine
along the lines of allopathic, Regular practice, he “did more, perhaps, than any other one to aid in
the establishment of conditions favorable to the present style and form of university education”
(ibid:35). In 1894, at the age of 37, Beates was appointed to the State Board of Medical
Examiners, a position of influence over medical education and regulation of medical practice.
Conference proceedings from the 1890s and early 1900s repeatedly feature his keynote addresses
and polemic papers on improving public perception of Regular physicians, and creating policy
that would support a monopoly on the healing market by Regular medicine. Beates also served
on Medical Education at the National Confederation of State Medical Examining and Licensing
Boards. Beates later became one of three members of newly formed “Committee on Dr.
Abraham Flexner’s Report.” The Flexner Report described the results of two-year study (19071909) evaluating the efficacy of medical training by surveying medical schools across the nation
and pronouncing what ought to be codified as appropriate medical education. It had had been
commissioned by the powerful Carnegie family, and was published under the aegis of the
Carnegie Endowment, leading to dramatic changes in regulation and policy surrounding whose
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medical practice was legitimate. It played a significant role in creating legally recognized,
formally instituted allopathic medicine as we now know it. Beates, in short, had deep
connections with powerful physicians who were trying to codify and professionalize medicine
along the lines of allopathic, regular practice.
At the time of his first exhortations in the mid-1890s, Beates had suggested that an overt
move to standardize medical practice would be unwelcome to the general public, who wanted to
have their pluralism (not his term), and therefore, it would be vital to change public perceptions
of medicine first. As he wrote in an article for the Pennsylvania Medical Journal in 1901, “How
Should the Practice of Medicine Be Legally Defined?”
Lay press education [about the importance of medical science for progress will be
important to secure] support of the general public which will root out those
adverse influences referred to, but which find confronting us the question
presented in our title. Then, and only then will it be impossible for such farces as
exist under the names of vitapath, mentapath, osteo-path, divine healer, Christian
scientist, Zionist and all such ilk, to be practiced under the protection afforded by
the technical interpretation of what constitutes the practice of medicine. Observe
that these evils prevail because of the imperfections of medical legislation, and
that because these systems receive liberal patronage, the included influences are
so great, that until the laity is properly instructed, it would be dangerous to
attempt to amend our compromise Acts of Assembly, with the purpose of
perfecting the law, and determining the natural death of these empty
nothingnesses. The present partially corrective laws have been secured by so
narrow a margin, that premature effort toward their amendment would be defeated
by the phoases [sic] of commercialism being considered… (Beates 1901)
He suggests here a slow crawl toward comprehensive legislation and regulatory measures around
whose practices were to count as real medicine. Nonetheless he wanted to streamline the process
by which people became doctors, pushing for a single State Board of examinations in every state
and the disenfranchising of “irregular” practitioners.16 Collaborating with other allopathic
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“Irregular” practitioners, as they were then called, came to be loosely or directly implicated as “quacks,” insofar as their
systems of knowledge were not filtered through the processes of formal medical schools (for an analysis of the process by which
quacks were identified, vilified, and discredited, see Porter 2001). Beates thought these “other schools”—Christian Science,
magnetism, osteopathy, water curers and more—were “evil” in their treatment of a public he framed as naïve. Homeopathy and
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(Regular) physicians, he framed the regulation as a campaign for “public awareness” about
“quacks” in terms of public safety. Public education campaigns run by Regular physicians like
him eventually succeeded in discrediting “irregular” practices through advertisements and public
service announcements that encouraged the public to question the legitimacy of any but a
“Regular” physician with credential from a Regular college of medicine, accredited by a Regular
state board.
Regulars wanted to ensure that the general public and regulatory bodies would see things
their way—that “medicine” was “Regular medicine.” Sociologist Andrew Abbott, writing about
British apothecaries’ professionalization in the late 19th century, suggests that when a social
space is already “filled with entities,” as the space of medicine was filled with many kinds of
practitioners at the turn of the 20th century, “the only ways to radically change arrangements in a
social space are to delegitimize old differences or to emphasize new ones. The former strategy
yokes entities together, the latter divides them” (Abbott 1995:10). To secure the market on
medicine as a practice and make their practice the predominant one, Regular physicians first
emphasized similarities—between them and Eclectics, at least, with the length and manner of
schooling, and indeed, most Eclectics got swept up into the fold of Regular medicine. They then
created differences, drawing lines among practitioners in terms of advertising, curricula with
fundamental sciences, state examination boards, clinical training programs, experience with
vaccination, etc. Like the Abbott’s apothecaries in Britain, who instituted examinations as a key
to certification as an apothecary, Regulars and Eclectics came to “change the way one looked at
the space of differences” among different sorts of practitioners during the late 19th and early 20th
century. Professionalization unfolded as a boundary-making process, as “things emerge not from

Eclecticism—fields of practice to which many 21st century herbalist trace their intellectual roots—were not on his “hit list” of
“irregular” practices to oust from the realm of legitimate medical education, at least not at the time.

127

fixed plans, but from local accidents and structures,” and that “separations themselves emerged
as independent, unconnected boundaries long before it made any sense to speak of social work as
a social entity” (Abbott 1995:5-7).
Some of these shifts in the “space of differences” among practitioners played out in a
long debate over whether or not a physician who advertised (in magazines, newspapers,
billboards) could be considered legitimate; others played out in terms of questioning the
evidence of efficacy of various materials of medicine.17 Medicines in this era were rife with
people doing different things with their hands or water or spirits, or plants or leeches or minerals,
or heat, or relocation to the southwest or the northwest or the coast or the inland seas. The
question of regulation of medical education, as well as regulation of the medical products
industry, was also taken up by a variety of institutions. The American Medical Association
(AMA) had become incorporated in 1897 as a body that could shape legal regulation of medical
issues just at this moment of fervor for professionalization and standardization. In 1904, Regular
physicians working through the AMA limited the advertisement of “nostrums” and physicians’
services, and in 1905 they placed limits on the claims manufacturers could make about the
efficacy of substances—whether glossed as food, medicine, or supplements. That latter
regulation was a result of AMA members’ push on the federal government to pass the Pure Food
and Drug Act in the name of public safety.
What can Beates’ activism within the context of the growing power of regulatory bodies
tell us about the politics of evidence that shaped the emergence of allopathy, and later
biomedicine, as the domain of legitimate medical practice? Between 1860 and 1920, many
practitioners and workers sought to professionalize their labor in the United States. The new and
17

For a case in point, see the letters of one W.C. Brinkerhoff, who was struck from the alumni rolls of the College of Physicians
and Surgeons of Chicago and his certificate of practice refused because he had advertised himself as a doctor in publicly
circulated periodicals, and thus was considered “unprofessional” in his conduct (Brinkerhoff 1890).
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emerging sciences of biochemistry, biology, microscopy, anatomy, and physiology took hold as
practices which best characterized “medical knowledge.” These emerging modes of evidence,
part and parcel of the process of professionalization and standardization in medicine, represented
changes in how to see the world: with what tools, and whose blood, as Haraway has
provocatively put it (2016).
Medicine, then, and the “practice of medicine” can be described as a field of practice that
was produced through what the “boundary projects” of Regular physicians (Abbott 1995).
Medical practitioners variously engaged, or tried to disengage from, boundary making work in
journal articles and conferences. This happened in a variety of ways. It happened when funders
supported research in anatomy and microscopy as well as research into how practitioners were
best trained. It happened through closed-door sessions between men of political power and
Regular physicians about what should count as real medicine. It happened through increasing
regulation and legislation, as a result of those closed-door sessions, of medicinal products. It
happened with the consolidation of the board examination for clinics, hospitals, private practice
and schools.
Each of these disparate projects of generating knowledge, of making boundaries, and of
rendering some objects of knowledge “medicine” and others not, played into a larger project,
what we now know as the professionalization of biomedicine. Abbott observes that such projects
cannot be known as such while they are happening, but are more likely to be identified ex post
facto. He says “social entities come into existence when social actors tie social boundaries
together in certain ways. Boundaries come first, then entities,” (1995:p2) and though it is the
entities that we learn to recognize, it is the making of boundaries that creates the conditions of
possibility for an entity to exist—like biomedicine, and like herbalism. Regular physicians
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became professional through practitioners’ formation of associations, journals, conferences, and
examination boards. By consolidating a clear set of things that were theirs to do, and evidentiary
standards that were framed on their terms, this relatively small group determined how medicine
ought to be practiced, and by whom. Claiming certain bodily labor and modes of evidence as
their “turf,” as Abbott puts it, Regular physicians staked out the boundaries of what is now
known as allopathic medicine. In doing so, they also created the “outside” of allopathy.
Publics, Papers, and Policy at the Turn of the 21st Century
Regular medicine and its now-dominant offspring, allopathic biomedicine, ground their
evidentiary politics in mechanistic understandings of materials (plants and people) as partible,
and best analyzed in their parts—the evidentiary forms preferred by the “fundamental sciences”
which were central to Regulars’ claim on greater legitimacy. This is what the powerful team at
the Carnegie and Rockefeller Institutes, via the Flexner Report, had declared that medical
knowledge should be based in: “science.” At the time, that meant dissection, bacteriology,
chemistry, and an overall orientation toward the body that divided it into parts. Molecular
structure and chemical composition of plants were measured and visualized through developing
technologies, separated using advances in chemistry, and analyzed using advances in microscopy
and other tools. The partibility of both bodies and plants were necessary for the Regulars’
medical philosophy, which suggested that a part of a body was toxic and needed to be flushed, or
that a chemical constituent part of a plant was more controllable, therefore more knowable, and
therefore more likely to be effective than a whole plant with a complex chemistry.
The notion of partibility is not unique to medicine, though perhaps it reaches its apex in
practices of dividing wholes (bodies, organs, blood, plants, medicines, chemicals) into parts, in
order to put them back together better. These forms of knowledge and their narration supplanted
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approaches to working with medicinal plants that leaned on direct experience of taste,
seasonality, and vital energies—evidence that whole-plant practitioners at the time, and
herbalists today, consider central to knowledge about plants. Instead, a given plant’s medicinal
efficacy was framed as measurable in terms of “active” and “inactive” or “inert” constituents.
One mode of measuring the complex chemistry of a plant as it interacts with a human
body are randomized controlled trials (RCTs). RCTs are a mode of producing knowledge, and
they are understood commonsensically to be a definitive mode of knowing medicinal efficacy
and its causes, in biomedicine (though they are also complicated and internally contested; see
Petryna 2007; Petryna 2005; Petryna 2006; Biehl and Eskerod 2007; Dumit 2012). The standards
of proof that RCTs demand are not evenly applied or distributed, as rhetorician Colleen Derkatch
points out—they rely on a concept of efficacy that is “flexible within biomedicine to draw
inflexible lines around it” (2016). Nonetheless, the methods of RCTs—blinded trials,
standardized bodies, identical white pills—are central to the production of biomedical truths
about drugs, and about effects (Dumit 2012). Because RCTs help us understand both the
production of the medicine as a substance, and also the production of its bodily effects, they are
useful to read the politics of knowledge about medicines, both plants and pharmaceuticals (see
e.g. Craig 2012; Chudakova 2017; Chudakova 2015).
The 1998 Journal of the American Medical Association’s special series on
Complementary and Alternative Medicine (JAMA CAM) outlines precisely how standards of
proof for what a medicine is, and how it works, are imagined to function through framing by
RCTs as a mode of knowing. The JAMA CAM issues were published in a moment when
biomedical practitioners and their regulators recognized that CAM use far outstripped the use of
conventional biomedicine both in terms of numbers of people using it and in terms of gross
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dollars spent on it. They sought to understand how and why people found greater efficacy, of
whatever nature, from CAM practices, echoing the turn of the 20th century move that Beates and
his colleagues made when they created the boundaries of legitimacy for biomedicine by turning
the public eye on the question of efficacy. Derkatch’s close reading of these issues interrogates
what she calls the “tactics of measurement,” tactics that demand standards and types of proof
that, by their very epistemic nature, CAM practices often cannot provide. She characterizes the
JAMA move to “take CAM seriously” as a move that occurred only on its own terms and “in
response to challenges at its borders.” For her, RCTs do the boundary-work of biomedicine
through their way of producing knowledge and their standards of proof.
Herbalists draw on languages and methods of RCTs as a tool for classroom teaching
alongside direct experience in Mat Med class, as highlighted at the opening of this chapter.
These efforts are attempts to claim social and epistemic authority, mobilizing the language and
modes of knowing that biomedicine favors. I find Derkatch’s framing of the boundary work
RCTs do useful for understanding what kinds of evidentiary claims herbalists try to make. She
writes:
Professions protect themselves against boundary invasion by situating their own
expertise and modes of practice as the standard by which others ought to be
measured…[which has the ironic effect that] alternative practitioners organize
themselves in order to meet the scientific demands placed upon them. (37)
The potential consequences for biomedical practitioners of a “boundary incursion” by herbalists
into legitimate medical practice, as made possible through use of RCTs and other methods of
biomedical measurement are: losses of market share by pharmaceutical companies; loss of
financial input to insurance companies; and (further) loss of perceived dominance of, and trust
in, biomedicine as a mode of knowing health. For herbalists, such incursions could have the
consequences of greater visibility of their modes of knowing health, greater public trust of and
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knowledge about plants as medicine, more legitimacy for practitioners, and, importantly, less
risk of legal censure for practitioners of herbalism.
However, because of the way standards of proof are set up by biomedicine’s preferred
modes of knowledge, herbalism has to contort its practices in order to even begin to test itself.
Sienna Craig discusses this process in her documentation of RCTs for zhije 11, the “birth helping
pill” of Tibetan medicine (Craig 2012). Some of the modes of efficacy of that herbal formula—
for instance, the blessing offered by a lama over medicines—are incommensurable with the
evidentiary politics of RCT practices and modes of measurement. Similarly, Tatiana Chudakova
analyzes Siberian emchi practicing a form of Tibetan medicine, pointing out the care-labor
required to produce their modes of efficacy (2015). Chudakova points out that efficacy is not a
property inherent in the substance of the plant, mineral, or animal part, but is rather a condition
produced by attention and manual labor on the part of the practitioner. However, though it may
be necessary to produce effective amchi medicine, a Buddhist blessing for a medicinal substance
is incommensurable with paperwork for RCTs filed with the health ministry. Similarly, RCTs
and biochemical assays as evidentiary forms cannot adequately measure, on their own terms, a
western herbalist’s intention set as part of a medicinal formula for a particular person. Blessings
and intentions are slippery elements of producing efficacy in both amchi worlds and western
herbalist worlds.
Slightly easier to accommodate and translate into RCT and other forms of partible
analysis is the notion of organolepsis—that is, the well-trained sensory organs of the herbalist—
and it is through this evidentiary passage point that herbalists at The Center seek to train their
students, and, crucially, to make changes to how the FDA understands what counts as proof of an
herbal product’s “purity.” Below, I detail OldTime’s attempts to negotiate the FDA’s regulatory
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requirements for “proof” of standardization of their herbal products, seeking to establish
epistemic authority first for the trained body of the herbalist, and next for more accessible,
affordable testing mechanisms. These claims to epistemic and social authority articulates with
RCTs and standardized measurements as proofs alongside, rather than against, embodied and
experiential knowledge of plants. In chapters 3 and 4, I offer evidence for how pedagogical
practices to entrain herbalists’ embodied senses unfold alongside knowledge of biochemistry,
molecular structure, and clinical trial outcomes of herbal products.
Here, though, I focus on the tension between these kinds of evidence—and the politics
they track and resist—and its role in shaping the institutional and intellectual forms and histories
of herbalism. Challenges by herbalists about what kinds of evidence can and should count never
deny the utility of biochemical assays. Instead, they seek to articulate, as I’ve suggested, what
Michelle Murphy might call a “technoscientific otherwise,” cracking open the possibilities for
gathering and engaging with multiple knowledge forms. I examine now what claims are made,
and how, by way of plants’ places in western herbalist pharmacopoeia, and by way of how
students are drawn into a particular philosophy about relationships with plants. As Robert Wicke
says above, the root philosophy that informs a practice is key to understanding practitioners’
intents. And although there is concern in herbal medicine worlds about using the “correct” words
to avoid persecution, there is also a resonance between an herbalism that crafts relationships with
plants grounded in mutual respect, and an “intent not to practice medicine,” or rather, in a
positive way, an “intent to promote wellness” guided by a client.
Tests, Tastes and Tinctures
I drive across the frost-heaved train-tracks toward a fundraiser in a warehouse on a
waterfront. It’s a Friday, the evening before the grand opening of a new herbal clinic called Deep
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Ground, located at the corporate headquarters for OldTime Medicinals. Deep Ground
Apothecary will offer sliding scale services to any client, regardless of ability to pay. It features a
core team of three herbalists, several other staff, and a few associated practitioners of “other
healing arts.” Entering the reception lobby, I see Leon, who waves. He leads me toward the large
main room and the noisy gathering of herbalists and their friends. As we walk, he points out the
soon-to-be-clinic rooms along the hall, facing both the windows and the defunct tracks. Deep
Ground partnered with OldTime to carve out space for a clinic after OldTime outsourced
production of their herbal tincture line to a manufacturer in the Pacific Northwest—the result of
events I recount below. The clinic rooms are simply furnished, holding two chairs, a table, and
several plants apiece on sound-dampening wall-to-wall carpet. At the end of the hallway, we
enter a large open space, where forty foot ceilings with exposed girders, huge windows, and
acoustics to match remind us we’re in a warehouse, despite the giant indoor plants. To the left
side of the room is a huge bar, one made of a single slab of a large tree. Apothecary workers
concoct medicinal cocktails—sparkling water with a tincture or a tonic. I choose the Chocolate
Love Tonic, an OldTime Medicinals blend sold at natural foods stores as an aphrodisiac and
“health tonic.”
Herbalists and others connected to OldTime Medicinals or to the new clinic fill the room.
Most are white, ranging in age from 17 to 80. Graceful scarves flow from many shoulders, hemp
pants and button-down cotton shirts are at home with each other, and in the low light augmented
by candles. A small group of young OldTime production employees sport casual jeans, brightly
colored shirts and thick hand-knit wool hats slouched over their ears. Leon pulls me into a
conversation.
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“So, OldTime Medicinals’s not going to use this space anymore, and it’ll become the
clinic?” Maria, another experienced herbalist, asks Leon, though there are four of us in the circle.
“Yeah, because of the FDA’s scrutiny, Annabella18 realized she has to move the actual
tincture production offsite. There just wasn’t enough room or enough money to be able to get a
whole new [production] kit up and running that would be satisfactorily to code for the FDA.”
Maria, Leon and I are each aware of the almost two year long (at that time) process that OldTime
Medicinals has been subjected to by the FDA. In the early 2000s, the FDA started to enforce
regulations meant for large-scale producers of “dietary supplements” on smaller-scale producers
of herbal products. A “supplement” by the FDA’s definition is a non-medical, over-the-counter
sort of ingestible commodity, and herbal remedies are classified under this rubric for the
purposes of regulation. Many companies developed of larger scale facilities like this one in
response to growing market demands, as well as to the FDA’s scrutiny. The FDA’s demands of
OldTime represents a case of what some herbalists perceive as the over-zealous regulation of
medicinal plants which, though effective, are also essentially safe, by the standards of
measurement herbalists adopt.
“No, no,” says Leon in response to our sympathy about the company’s plight, “I really
get why they want to do it. Given the scale of the supplements industry, and the fact that there
have been some cases of adulteration, mostly in vitamins, I understand why they think they have
to do it like this. It’s good to know what’s in your products.” In this, he outlines one stance on
regulatory bodies—a stance with which not all herbalists agree. He references a spate of
adulterations on the supplements market, one which has meant that producers of all supplements,
including the large market in herbal products, have been under extra scrutiny.

18

The owner of OldTime Medicinals.
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Companies like OldTime who are cited by the FDA for perceived mis-steps are asked to
do many things. For instance, OldTime had to upgrade their computer software for record and
processing purposes, change their documentation of plant provenance, run remedies through a
mass-spectrometer chromatograph to verify that the plant is what the herbalist says it is based on
its chemical profile, and finally engage the FDA in a long conversation about what kinds of
documentary evidence could demonstrate satisfactorily that they know what is in their products.
The first interaction between the FDA and OldTime was an inspection in 2013. During
that inspection, FDA officials recorded “observations” that they later used to issue an official
Warning to OldTime. This Warning informed OldTime that they were out of compliance with
manufacturing standards and testing abilities of their remedies. OldTime replied by offering
“new monographs [describing testing and constituents] for certain components.” In response, in
November 2014 the FDA sent another warning, to which OldTime had to respond within 15
business days. This was a more strongly worded letter, a formal Warning Letter, documenting
concerns about “adulteration.” Specifically the FDA wanted OldTime to address a failure to
“establish component specifications for identity that are necessary to ensure that the
specifications for the purity, strength, and composition of the dietary supplements manufactured
using the components are met.” In other words, inspectors from the FDA did not believe that
OldTime could offer evidence that their tincture blends held the plant material they said they
held.
The methods by which the FDA wanted OldTime to ensure purity, strength, and
composition include both recordkeeping (noting provenance of herbs, batch numbers, strictly
monitored production records for tincture and extracts, including timing of the batch making)
and mechanized testing to trace the “active” constituents of a remedy (through chromatography
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and other tools that are very expensive and difficult to access). The FDA’s requirement for this
kind of measurement is an outgrowth of the histories of how medicine professionalized around a
particular concept of what counts as evidence of plants’ biochemistry. The FDA was specific in
what it considered “inadequate component specifications,” stating:
…your firm’s response [outlining improvements in monograph and recordkeeping practices] is inadequate as it only contains corrective actions for verifying
weighing and blending operations. It did not contain any information regarding
maintaining specific MMRs for each unique formulation of dietary supplement
that you manufacture.
OldTime spent tens of thousands of dollars between 2013-2016 on hiring consultants, upgrading
infrastructure for producing herbal “supplements,” and wrangling with the FDA over their
perceived lack of diligence. An MMR is a “master manufacturing record,” that is, a series of logs
that documents the movement of raw materials, weights, measures, processes, mechanized
sensory testing of quality and components, human interventions, appropriate storage, bottling,
and batch testing. It is these MMRs that are contained in binders on top of the yellow and red
cabinets in the hallway at OldTime’s warehouse. In the end, in 2015, though the company kept
its key employees, formulators and visionaries, OldTime decided “that it would be easier to
outsource to a manufacturing partner” rather than ensure their own facilities were up to difficultto-achieve specifications. It outsourced production to a partner whose facility is dedicated to
producing herbal supplements. The company and its outsourcing partners are therefore now
equipped with machinery and process-flow for documentation that will stand up to FDA
scrutiny.
Next to the cabinets with the MMR binders sit two refrigerators labeled Sammy and
Jenny. Leon tells me that FDA regulations require that all refrigerators be identified. “Most
companies use numbers, but we used the names of two of the staff’s kids to humanize the
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process,” Leon says. Authorized employees check the refrigerators at precise regular intervals for
their ability to maintain the appropriate temperature to comply with FDA orders. Those
employees sign and date the time logs hanging on the side of the refrigerators.
The yellow cabinets also hold other records. Papers that a staffer will soon file are
stacked on top. The insides hold thousands of pages of older records detailing the numbers and
dates of different batches of tincture, how they were tested, who signed off on their purity and
constitution, how the randomization of the test was ensured, and what the results of the test were.
The paper documents are accompanied by samples of the tincture in very, very small bottles.
OldTime Medicinals, like some other large herbal products retailers, focuses on producing herbal
tinctures. A “tincture,” in herbal speak, is a liquid remedy made by soaking whole plants or,
more often, parts of plants like the roots, leaves, or flowers, in a solution of alcohol. The
percentage of “full grain” (95%/190 proof) alcohol varies depending on the desired
constituents—a higher percentage may destroy some key components like long-chain
polysaccharides, so some water must be carefully weighed, measured, and added, depending on
the plant. Any solution that comes out at less than 35% alcohol by volume, though, runs the risk
of decaying—water and plants together create decay, or what we might otherwise call rot, and
alcohol is what mediates decay, preserving the medicinal capacities of the plant.
A significant part of what OldTime Medicinals19 are required by the FDA to document
revolves around where plants came from and how well the tinctures are made. Documenting the
provenance of a plant, and of all the ways it has been managed, processed, stored and shipped,
speaks to its “authenticity” in the eyes of regulators. The perceived value of this documentation
is a direct outgrowth of both Eclectic desires for potency and purity in plant preparations, as well
19

I became familiar with the process OldTime went through both through my conversations with Leon and through examining
the public letters that the FDA sent to OldTime, archived on their website. Also worth noting is a phrase Leon used in a few
conversations and workshops: “enchanting with paperwork.” I unpack this framing of paperwork elsewhere.
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as in FDA-instigated food regulatory practices. By saving, dating and numbering the dried plant
samples from which OldTime makes its medicine, staff can prove to inspectors that the plant is
what they say it is. Documenting how workers determine an appropriate ratio of alcohol to water
for the maceration—the period of time the plant is soaked in the liquid—is another step in
authenticating and legitimizing what will be the final product. Documenting the length of time
the maceration was prepared, the date it was extracted (when the plant matter was strained out),
by whom, and under what conditions, is another step. Without these kinds of documents—what
Leon calls the “paper trail” for a batch of medicine—an herbal products company runs the risk of
fines and suits from the FDA.
“Now there’s no production on site, it’s just paperwork tracking and sample testing from
different batches,” Leon continues his reflection on the utility of the FDA’s crackdown:
The difference for us, though, is that we know that herbalists can be trained to
know with their bodies—with their eyes, their sense of scent and taste—what a
plant is, what an extract is made of, and whether it’s good. Where [organolepsis]
falls short is actually just in the extracts that have more than one plant in them—
but the chromatograph doesn’t do a good job with that either. Really, the carefully
trained herbalist is the best chance we have to know what’s actually going on in a
plant product, and we’re working with the FDA now to help figure out how to
make that official.
The FDA’s standard mechanisms for measuring the strength, purity and efficacy of a biomedical
substance—like penicillin, for instance—make sense. Medicines like penicillin were created
through knowledge practices that also produced the regulatory politics of evidence of the FDA.
Technological biomedicine developed alongside these regulatory processes, and FDA standards
for appropriate evidence for efficacy, success, and health rely largely on contemporary
biomedical knowledge. Herbalists, however, are committed to “whole plant medicine,” and
biochemical molecular assays are not an effective way to measure the strength, purity and
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efficacy of a plant remedy. The best way, as Leon puts it, is “using a well-trained herbalist” who
has honed his or her senses to be able to taste the efficacy of the remedy.
Like Bruno Latour’s “articulated nose,” the herbalist has senses well enough trained to
attune, and attend, to the minute differences among plant remedies. The body, he says, has to be
gradually educated into articulation (Latour 2004). Herbalists train their attention to multisensory
stimuli about plants and bodies, involving most prominently the senses of touch (haptics), smell,
taste, and vision. Is the preparation strong enough—is it as strong as the last version? Does it
have unwanted other elements in it—is it the plant we think it is? Is it the same as the other ones
we’ve made? The trained herbalist will know, with their nose, their taste buds, and the sensations
in their body, especially an herbalist that has tasted many batches. That taster is someone whose
body is refined as a detecting tool, one which herbalists say is more effective than a mass
spectrometer can ever be, for single herbal remedies, and equally as effective as a mass
spectrometer for remedies with multiple components.
Based on this understanding, Leon and OldTime entered negotiations with the FDA
around the question of evidence. After moving toward documentation compliance as well as
manufacturing compliance with their move to outsource production,
We really wanted clarity from FDA as to what they really wanted for
specifications… in February 2016, we went down to the district office outside of
Boston to outline our plan and ask for clarity. We were essentially berated, and
told that chemical analysis was necessary. This was a drag (expensive, not really
for us, but we were thinking about small-scale folks) but also really good because
FDA was now on the record with some specifics! So [OldTime] came up with a
method to use organolepsis and spectrophotometry (ultraviolet and visible light,
not infrared which is a great method too).
Key to note here is that Leon and others at OldTime worked to develop a language and codified
practice around herbalists’ modes of sensory knowledge that could fit into the language and
practice recognized by the FDA. In the long conversation with the FDA, OldTime sought to get
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the FDA to recognize organolepsis as a viable practice for generating evidence about herbal
remedies. In addition, they developed a new machine-based method of testing that will be
financially accessible to more herbalists. OldTime’s priorities in working through what might
otherwise have been one company’s problem expanded outward to take into consideration a
broad community of herbal practitioners. Leon says “We like this method because the machine
can cost as little as $2,000 and uses no "consumables" like solvents, pressurized gases,
chromatography columns, etc...” which would, of course, cost small producers even more of
their profit margin. Here, he and others at OldTime were thinking about what kinds of regulation
would benefit members of the herbalist community broadly, and how to enable more herbalists
and producers to generate evidence satisfactory to regulators, rather than focusing on their own
market share. He demonstrates this, too, when he publishes, as he has for several years, openaccess documents about navigating interactions with the FDA. His intent is to provide the
herbalist public the information that OldTime had to pay to gain over several years of
inspections, upgrades, and ultimately outsourcing decisions.
What can this story about OldTime’s experience with the FDA tell us about the current
state of herbalists’ radical health politics? Two key points emerge: first, that the herbal
supplements market production is unevenly distributed across American landscapes of wealth
and class, including access to resources and medical care, and therefore that any regulatory
mechanism affects different producers or consumers differently, in some important ways
undermining the ability of herbalists to be ideologically self-determining and to help their clients
be the same. As former core and current adjunct faculty at The Center, Leon has spent a long
time thinking with other herbalists about how to make herbal medicines affordable to everyone.
This commitment, as well as the fact that he and other herbalists prioritize the trained senses of
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an herbalist to discern plant-preparation strength and components over biochemical testing,
emerges through OldTime’s search for methods that would meet the specific needs of the FDA’s
requirements, but not be inaccessible to most small and medium scale herbalists. Though
OldTime Medicinals as a company has enough collateral and market stability to absorb the
challenge of paying for consultants to help them through the FDA process and later for the
outsourcing of their production, many other smaller scaled herbalists do not. This means that the
economic and social effects of the regulatory crackdown on producers are unevenly distributed,
and it is this uneven distribution that OldTime is trying to address by developing inexpensive
modes of analysis. As of the current writing, regulators at the FDA seem open to including
organoleptic assay by trained herbalists as a mode of producing evidence about plant products, as
well as to the ultraviolet-spectrum light assay.
The second key point is that the regulatory pressure that OldTime and other mid-scale
herbalist production companies have experienced highlights what kinds of evidence regulators
will accept as demonstrating a reliable, reproducible piece of evidence about a plant. These
conversations about evidence create the boundaries around “legitimate” practice. Both the
regulatory system and herbalists as practitioners understand certain kinds of evidence as the most
useful, the most accurate, and the most efficacious information about plants. As Joan Scott and
Michelle Murphy have respectively demonstrated, claims such as these to bodily, sensory
knowledge as a form that can (or cannot) be institutionalized, create the possibility for making
demands on other systems of knowledge. The differences between those kinds of evidence have
been shaped vitally by the historical process of professionalizing medicine and its regulation, and
also by a countercultural resurgence which questioned the modes of evidence that biomedical
regulators have come to take for granted. The boundary-work of now-professionalized
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biomedicine continues to determine whose practices count as real based on tools for producing
knowledge, and systems for teaching knowledge about medicines and bodies that emphasize or
deemphasize, respectively, the practitioner’s body as a key site for producing the situated,
partially connected knowledges necessary for working on health.
Conclusion
Late 19th and early 20th century contestations over what a plant is, how it works, and who
was allowed to know how to use medicines set the stage for what we now know as biomedicine
or allopathy to become the dominant practice of knowledge about bodies and medicines. The
professionalization of medicine at the turn of the 20th century created the conditions for the
current dominance of a molecularized way of relating to plants. This way of relating to plants is,
and was, inextricably intertwined with ways of relating to the body. In an era of rapid advances
in technology for visualizing and treating disease, the medical profession began to consolidate
around one particular approach to medicine. Microscopic technologies improved, paving the way
for the detection of bacteria, viruses, and plant chemistry; anatomical understanding advanced by
tools and practices for dissection and visualization of the body; biological and pharmacological
studies of bodily encounters with medicinal plants deepened and formalized.
This consolidation of knowledge around these practices, the creation of the field of
“allopathic medicine,” and the effects of such knowledge practices on medical education,
regulation, and public perceptions of “good medicine” unfolded. It was during this
professionalization process that the precursors to what is now called “western herbalism” (the
Eclectics, in particular) became positioned as “alternative” to that mode of allopathic knowledge
that developed out of Regular medicine. That process laid the groundwork for the counterculture
movement of the 1970s to generate “herbalism” as a seemingly new and internally diverse set of
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practices. Contestations over whose knowledge, training, and materia medica were the most
robust represented what Donna Haraway characterizes as “struggles over how to see,” that is,
“struggles over what will count as rational accounts of the world” (Haraway 1988:587). I
described a series of historical and contemporary encounters between diverse claims to “rational
accounts of the world.” I examined different kinds of situated knowledge about medical
materials like plants, medicinal practices like the harvesting, drying, and formulating of
medicines, and etiological understandings of bodily process and disease.
How do herbal therapeutics render evidence about plants and people legible? How do
they make claims to the legitimacy and translatability of that evidence across boundaries of
practice? In this chapter, I built on the historical and social underpinnings I have outlined in
chapter 1 to describe how “alternative” medicine seeks to claim legitimacy in the broad context
of biomedical politics of evidence regulated by allopathic understandings of plants, bodies, and
disease. Examining how contemporary herbalists articulate claims to legitimacy of their
botanical medicine practice, I asked how particular practitioners come to be trusted or distrusted
by clients or other herbalists. Pedagogical practices at The Center serve to instill a sense of what
(legal, social, political) claims that students (who will become practitioners) can make: about the
circulation of certain remedies as “natural,” about the utility of practices for understanding
“active ingredients,” and about their practices of rendering plant medicines legible and legitimate
across systems of medical knowledge.
The intellectual and institutional story of herbalism in Vermont is only one segment of
the web of western herbalism across the continent. It emerges both as a partial alternative to the
politics and modes of knowledge upheld by biomedicine, and as a way of taking care of oneself
and one’s neighbors. The founding faculty of the school sought alternative structures to frame
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their work, taking the cooperative ethos of their counterculturist forebears and weaving it into the
institutionalization of herbal medical knowledge. Medicinal practices and the politics of evidence
that underpin them are always situated, contextual, and problematic. I offer this contextualization
of key relevant moments in herbalist intellectual and institutional histories to understand how
The Center’s efforts to systematize “alternative” ways of knowing about health and other-thanhumans seek, also, to enable herbalists’ capacities to foment social change. As western herbalists
working in the context of (ongoing) colonization, faculty have available to them many forms of
knowledge gleaned from across the globe. Their systematization and organization of alternative
evidentiary standards and forms of knowledge enables them and the herbalists they train to
intervene in systems of biomedical knowledge about bodies, plants, and environments.
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Chapter 3 Constitutions, Actions, and Efficacy: the Matter of Translation in
Herbalism
In this chapter, I describe how herbalists learn to articulate together diverse kinds of
knowledge about plants and bodies in order to offer efficacious plant-based remedies. I analyze
the production of these kinds of knowledge and their corollary notions of efficacy as central to
crafting an institution that can speak to, critique, and make demands for recognition in the
context of contemporary biomedical practices. Through direct sensory experiences including
drinking teas, reading charts, listening to lectures, writing notes, walking and harvesting in
gardens and forests, herbalists learn to evaluate how plants work as medicine with human bodies,
how well they work, by what processes they work, and under what conditions. Efficacy in
herbalism is contingent, always emergent in translated relationship between plant and person,
and across systems of knowledge. It is not an inherent property of a medicinal plant but rather
one that emerges in relationship with particular bodies at particular times: efficacy can be found
only in the interaction of materials. To accomplish this understanding of the efficacy of plant
medicines on human bodies, they have to learn not only about bodies, but also about how bodies’
material realities relate to plants’ material realities. They do so by layering together forms of
knowledge drawn from diverse practices around the world, including interpretations of South
Asian Ayurvedic knowledges, Native North American medical knowledges, Chinese medical
knowledges, and western biomedical scientific knowledges.
By gathering constitutional understandings from different, displaced knowledge systems
and mapping them alongside one another, and by learning plant-body relationships through the
taste and action, herbalists create a schema—albeit a flexible and contingent one—that makes it
possible to address any body through their approach. The kind of body they produce for
interpretation is one that can be used to make claims about herbalism’s legitimacy next to
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biomedicine, and in the context of pharmacological debates about the efficacy of plant
medicines. Teaching this model of the body as universally addressable by plants in different
combinations, which in turn are known through a framework of tasting that universalizes
knowledge about plants’ medicinal capacities, is key to the work of The Center as an institution
of herbalist knowledge.
***
Laptop keys click away, some people poke at iPad screens with a gentle tap, and others
scribble notes in longhand as Lucy walks us through the basic groundwork for the Energetics
class. She reminds us of one of the philosophies that guide our approach to herbal practice.
“As above, so below. What does that mean?” She opens it up to the class. Someone
ventures, “Well, basically it means, at least to me, in my experience, that what happens with the
world is kind of mirrored in what happens with the body. Like, hot weather dries things out. And
hot temperatures in the body make it dry, too.”
“Yes, that’s it, exactly! And it’s broader than that, too. We are a reflection of nature, a
manifestation of nature, ruled by the same physical laws. The water in our blood vessels flows in
much the same way as the water in brooks and streams—capillaries and veins. Whether you’re
heating a teakettle or running up a mountain, the water does the same thing—it gets warmer, it
moves faster.”
Angela responds: “Yeah, so like, a fever dries you out? Or how people might burn
themselves out working too much?”
Lucy throws up her arms in delight. “Yes, exactly! There’s lots of little details like this,
and this is why working with elements as a key part of understanding constitutions can feel
overwhelming at first, but we have a finite amount of possibilities. We want to be even and
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balanced, not overspent in any particular direction. Here, we’re talking about the traditional four
elements of western vitalist practice, not the Greek humoral elements. Later we’ll discuss
[Chinese elemental theory and Ayurvedic elemental approaches]. First, we can look at these as
how these manifest in us, [in our bodies].”
She starts to write on the board, solidifying the connections, making it clear what students
ought to write down.
Earth is our MATTER—our bones and our flesh. Our protein! Fat!
Fire is our LIFE SPARK & HEAT
Water is our FLUIDS—blood, lymph, spinal fluids
Air is our BREATH—inspiration, motion, wind
There are multiple names for fire constitution in DIFFERENT SYSTEMS:
Ayurvedic: pitta
Humoral: choleric
TCM [Traditional Chinese Medicine]: fire
Fire people are:
constitutionally hot
dressed lighter, less warmly
less quilts on their beds
sleeps and sits more spread out
easier to get dehydrated
fiery constitution tends to be MORE kinetic
faster metabolism
faster digestion
more/faster active circulation
dispersive energy of hot
prone to injury bc going full speed ahead
like to be very athletic/ride motorcycles
prone to things like hypertension
other kinds of tension
tend toward inflammatory conditions
As she finishes speaking these words and writing them on the whiteboard, students groan, laugh
and sigh from different sides of the classroom, recognizing elements of their own lives or that of
friends and family in the descriptions Lucy has given. The first set of constitutional
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correspondences that appear to herbal students are always, inevitably, the student’s loved ones.
“I wonder if he’s really a fire person,” Sarah thinks to herself, considering what she might do to
support someone with a normally hot constitution who tends to overwork themselves and “boil
their kettle dry.” As students take notes on “fire,” “earth,” “water,” and “air” constitutions, Lucy
adds, “I’m totally kapha, an earth person. So that means I get a little sluggish in the winter, I
have to be sure I get out and moving because otherwise I get so cold and depressed. Also I like to
feed everybody! Even the markers!” She holds up the blue refillable whiteboard marker and
grins at us.
Lucy’s narrative framing for understanding bodily “truth” through constitutions shapes
how her students can interpret the bodily signs of health, personality, and illness. The (perceived)
material, bodily reality of constitutional difference between people is why herbalists say that
“people will react differently to the same plant,” and the labor of the herbalist is to mobilize their
trained senses to make a “good match” between plant and person. This process of matching
enables herbalists to choose effective remedies for their clients. A constitution, for western
herbalists, is a term that gathers together many aspects of a person’s physical tendency,
personality, energy, habits, and more. The key function of the concept of constitution is this
ability to gather together disparate elements to understand a client’s “baseline” state, in order to
interpret appropriate interventions. Constitutions and the kinds of bodily states they describe are
a core component of The Center’s teachings on how medicinal efficacy must be produced—
always in conversation between the energetics (temperature and moisture) and tastes of the plant
medicine and the constitutional energetics of a particular human body.
Students’ musings on their own constitutions and those of people they know and love
provide direct examples as heuristic practice-bodies for learning how to read a body. Lucy has
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outlined the key elements of understanding the constitution of a body—that is, its baseline
tendencies when it is in a balanced state. Suffering, of many sorts, is understood in this form of
herbalism as at least partly rooted in constitutional imbalance.
Students put themselves on regimens of herbs and nourishing foods to temper potentially
out-of-balance constitutions—Sally takes cooling, moistening herbs like marshmallow as a tea to
ease the painful vaginal dryness she experiences in times of stress in the warm spring. I add
cinnamon and ginger to warm up the oatmeal I eat in the morning, and to the otherwise cooling
herb blend of ashwagandha and astragalus that helps my immune system. Becky stays away from
milk because it can produce stagnation and she is already a cold, slow person—she too takes
ginger. It is in part by learning to recognize the signs and symptoms of particular constitutional
tendencies or imbalances in their own bodies, and in the bodies of those they know intimately,
that herbal students learn how to attend to constitutions, broadly speaking.
Alongside learning bodily constitutions, herbalists learn plant energetics (temperature and
moisture). Ingesting plant preparations to taste them entrains herbalists’ abilities of smell and
taste as capacities of the entire body. The body an herbalist examines and addresses is constituted
by qualities of moistness, dryness, tightness, looseness, coldness and warmness, stuckness and
flowing. These are the same kinds of terms on which herbalists understand environments to be
constituted. Thus, the qualities of the body echo the qualities of the world. This is the narrative
frame that herbalist teachers use to help their students relate bodily tendencies to worldly
process, and to plant effects, translating across species experience to do so. It is not just plant
effects that have constitutions or energies, but also the plants themselves. That is, plants are hot
or cold or in between, moist or dry or in between. They are slow or fast, corresponding to their
temperature, like an atomic reading of the elements. Plants, like bodies, have atoms, molecules,
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and blood chemistry—and energies, essences, and seasons. By articulating ways of knowing the
world that have emerged from biological sciences with those that emerge from lively
engagements with plants, herbalists come to understand a body responsive to multiple sorts of
input. The molecular chemistry of one plant may affect one body in a particular way, and that
plant chemistry cannot be disambiguated from energetics—so, too, the molecular body of the
person taking the plant medicine cannot be disambiguated from its energetic constitutional
tendencies.
The western herbalism The Center helps produce works with a version of the human
body, and a version of plant medicines, which can be addressed through (layered, translated)
practices of attention. These practices of attention allow for bodies to be at once highly
particular, but also enframable within the context of a “universal” object of analysis.
Constitutional analysis offers a kind of generalized framework allowing herbalists to interpret the
signs and symptoms of a particular body in a particular time by linking medical knowledges
from around the world and mapping their ways of knowing onto one another. These mapped
knowledges enable The Center to seek recognition from other institutions of medical practice,
including biomedicine, based not merely on their capacity to produce effective plant remedies for
particular bodies, but more importantly, their capacity to enframe, encompass, and describe a
universal way of knowing bodies.
Teachers at The Center offer three ways to understand constitutions. The first, “western
vitalism,” traces its roots to vitalist physicians in 19th century Europe and North America, and
through that, back to ancient Greek humoral theory. Herbalists gloss the second constitutional
framework as “Ayurvedic tradition,” which emerges in this classroom as a condensed version of
cosmological and medical understandings of bodies traced to medical histories of the Indian
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subcontinent. The third constitutional framework is “Traditional Chinese medicine,” understood
by herbalists as a compendium of the medical knowledge of long traditions in the area now
known as China. Each of these modes of medical knowledge have afforded insights into how a
body works and ails. As herbalists mobilize them, they are always in a process of translating
knowledge systems across each other in order to understand bodies.
In this chapter, I first set the stage for understanding translational processes of knowledge
making; next, I detail how translations between already-translated systems of knowledge form
the basis of teaching western herbalism’s approach to understanding constitutions; and finally, I
touch on how these layered translations create the evidentiary grounds for understanding how
plants are made to be medicinally effective on constitutional bodies. I argue that it is in the
formation of particular, deeply relational understanding of plant capacities and human bodies,
and explicitly sensory approach to evidence and efficacy, that herbalists articulate both their
claim to legibility by contemporary biomedicine, as well as their claim to a status as a
meaningfully different set of practices. Attending to processes of translation among modes of
knowledge and evidence is one approach that helps herbalists sharpen their tools of evidentiary
politics.
Herbalism in Translation
Tracing the overlapping of bodily and plant energetics, this chapter details two kinds of
translation practices. First, herbalists learn to attend in bodily ways to the illness experiences
they treat and the efficacy of their remedies by framing humans and plants as beings of related
orders whose qualities and tendencies can be translated into one another. The process of
translating plant qualities into terms metaphorically and materially analogous to human
symptoms is a key step in herbalists’ abilities to produce effective plant medicines. Many
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contemporary western herbalists work with the concept of “whole plant medicine” as they trace
its emergence from the vitalist traditions of the 19th century. Whole plant vitalism suggests that
the full range of medicinally effective plant chemistry and energetics is most available and safe
when taking plants prepared “whole” (as described in chapter 2). Herbalists articulate this
holistic vitalist stance in opposition to medicines that isolate molecular constituents.
Vitalist knowledge is grounded in the direct bodily experience that teachers strive to
create in students: a sensory familiarity and the idea that plants, like people, have “vital energies”
linked to health. These are the learning processes I document in this chapter. They supplement
that kind of knowing about plants with the kind of knowledge that contemporary biochemical
medicine enables. Biomedicine works with plants by focusing on isolated and purified chemical
“constituents,” suggesting that only by standardizing extracts and processing plants until those
constituents alone are available, will plant-based medicine become safe and effective. This
approach is grounded in a techno-scientific and future-oriented attitude of mechanistic discovery,
relying on live-animal, in-vitro, petri dish, and mass-spectrometer chromatographic testing to
unearth the “capacities” of plants. For herbalists, plants emerge processually as medicines, and
trained observation of plants and their capacities and qualities forms the core of how herbal
medicine works (or fails to work). A capacity, in my analysis, is a combination of herbalists’
understanding of the plant’s physical interaction with the tissues of the body when taken as a
medicine, as well as the plant’s more-than-physical engagement with human emotion, spirit, and
intuition, as herbalists understand it. It is from capacities—the conjoined forces of a particular
plant and a particular person—that medicinal efficacy and knowledge emerge.
Jane Bennett has suggested that part of the quality of an “effect” is that it is what happens
after or during, something, and cannot necessarily be determined beforehand (Bennett 2009; see
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also Deleuze and Guattari 1987; Massumi 2011). If observing an effect is the most stable and
predictable way to determine that something has happened, and that effect is the pivot point for
determining, bounding, or identifying relationships, where is one to draw a demarcating line in
terms of which effects are worthy of analytical attention? The kinds of capacities that plants hold,
and the kinds of effects they can have, are not limited to those that herbalists observe in their
own, or a friend’s body after taking a tea or tincture. Plants’ capacities also vary across the span
of time during which herbalists engage with them—when they are alive, as they are harvested,
dried, and prepared, and when they are ingested or applied as explicitly medicinal substances.
All through these processes, plants hold a series of different capacities. Those capacities are in
the starkest relief for herbalist teachers first when students learn to sit with plants, and next when
students and clients take a plant preparation into themselves with the goal of shifting a bodily
state—that is, when the plant is made into, or becomes, a medicine. Tim Ingold offers a useful
analysis of action on this point of becoming, when he suggests that the prevailing notion of
action as enabled first by the production of a mental model, and then by physical action in the
world, is insufficient to account for the material and metaphorical relations between people and
stuff in the world. Rather, to understand what capacities a thing (a plant, an environment, a
person, a medicine) can have, one must take into account the resistance, demands, or qualities of
the material itself. I take his suggestion that things are made in movement and material
relation—in process, action, encounter—understand what it means that plants hold many
capacities which may emerge differently in different relations. In the context of western
herbalism, then, I understand capacities to mean: “this substance can do this thing, but that
doesn’t mean it always will.” After a medicinal encounter with a plant, the plant’s capacity
emerges (or not) as a particular effect.
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To understand how plants’ capacities might come to have certain effects—and to make
those effects more regular and predictable—herbalists’s second mode of translation is in their
teaching practice, which they practice by layering systems of knowledge together. Biomedical
understandings of chemical constituents and active ingredients appear in students’ notes about
rose petal medicine next to information about 19th century Eclectic uses of the plant. A
biochemical analysis of schisandra tincture takes its place alongside Chinese medical knowledge
purported to be thousands of years old. Chemical constituents are measurable and knowable by
machine-testing, idealized as fixed indicators of the medicinal capacity of a plant. Herbalists,
however, understand plant capacities as more fluid and shaped by social-ecological
circumstance, as Sienna Craig might frame it (2012). Both ways of knowing efficacy are
internally complex and un-fixed (see e.g. Dumit 2012 on how pharmaceutical companies attempt
to fix drugs in place). However, the drug as idealized in western biomedicine has the same
capacity, and the same effect, on every body.20 This is not to say that drugs do, in fact, work on
every body the same way, but the idea of predictability and reproducibility of effects as linked to
the isolation of chemical constituents has had a powerful effect on perceptions of what drugs are.
The ideal plant medicine for western herbalists has similar capacities, and similar effects, but
because of bodies’ contingent nature, they do not imagine even the ideal plant medicine to have
identical potential effects on every body. Much of how capacities of medicines become effects,
then, has to do with the social ecologies in which they are mobilized.
Tatiana Chudakova, in her work with Buddhist medicine (sowa rigpa) in Siberia,
suggests that for Tibetan and Russian practitioners of plant-based medicine (emchi), “efficacies
emanate from living beings,” where “living” means relating and translating—it is from the
20

This is, needless to say, a reduction of the varied realities of how drugs are actually understood and used by medical doctors, as
they accumulate specific experience with patients who take them. But the fact remains that the valorization of isolated
constituents relies on the idea that medicines can be standardized such that their effects may be made similar across all bodies.
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building of relationships that herbalists learn how to understand how plants may intervene in
bodily well-being (Chudakova 2015). Chudakova suggests that for Tibetan and Russian emchi,
“making medicines is a kind of world making”(ibid.). This holds true for teachers and students of
western herbalism as they construct relationships to plants as living creatures, plants as medicinal
materials, and plants as markers of ecological change. For the emchi Chudakova spends time
with, a material becomes medicinal in part because of the kinds of relations that it enables. Thus,
the transition of plant, animal, or mineral into a medicinally efficacious substance is a matter of
its movement through space, time, and through its various intersections and interactions with
other materials, and with humans. For her interlocutors, a medicine is an event that involves
particular human bodies interacting with particular plant preparations in particular places at
particular times. However, she writes, “at the same time, phytotherapists frame plants as
polyvalent agents and as more than the sum of their bioactive parts, in that their bodily effects
are never singularly targeted” (Chudakova 2017). Thus, Chudakova draws on her interlocutors’
frame for understanding efficacy as processual, alive, and emerging out of polyvalent agents to
understand herbalists’ work with plant capacities and effects. I build on Chudakova’s articulation
of efficacy, to understand western herbalists’ notions of action and efficacy as also always
contingent and relational. I examine how identifying, relating with, translating, and unearthing
capacities through observing effects helps students build the attunement necessary to develop
intimacy with plants.
Western herbalists draw together knowledge identified from multiple sets of current and
historical practices, layering them across each other and translating them into each other. As I
have discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, these systems of knowledge are made
available for translation into western herbalist terms and systems by the workings of
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colonialism’s histories and presents: particularly settler-colonial relations with Native North
Americans, but also in the context of British, Spanish, and Dutch colonial botanical explorations
in Asia and South America. These translational layerings impact herbalists’ understanding of
what evidence counts, and is available to be translated—what can be taken up into their own
political and social health projects as useful tools for intervening in western biomedical
paradigms. I turn to Jean Langford’s conceptual work with “enframing” to understand the
process herbalists engage with by layering and translating multiple modes of understanding
bodies, medicine, and the world together in the same conceptual and material space (Langford
2002). Langford uses enframing to describe the process by which western structures of
knowledge production—i.e. the institutional medical university—come to encompass or
surround Ayurvedic practices and knowledge as though those practices had clear boundaries,
with the purpose of creating a coherent whole practice. In her analysis of the institutionalization
of Ayurvedic medicine and incorporation into accredited colleges in India in the last decades of
the 20th century, Langford aptly describes the process by which the diversity of medical practices
across South Asia became “Ayurveda.” She suggests that Ayurvedic education is itself part of
producing the authenticity of Ayurvedic medicine as a coherent whole through enframing it into
an institution. This enframing disciplines Ayurveda’s forms into singular practices, away from
the plurality of medical practice history across the subcontinent, to produce legibly legitimate
practitioners of one form of medicine:
The idea of authenticity is one feature of a modern mode of knowledge that
understands persons, social spaces, and knowledge itself through an opposition
between reality and its representation, between content and form, between private
and public. In the modern world this opposition is so taken for granted and
ingrained as to be self-evident…The most potentially transformative event here is
not so much the introduction of specific institutional forms and their attendant
mythologies (such as anatomy) and phenomenologies (such as docile bodies).
Rather it is the introduction of an episteme whereby an institutional structure is
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understood to contain and represent a particular content or function… (Langford
2002: 19-20, emphasis added)
Medical knowledge is “pure content” in Langford’s account of the institutionalization of
Ayurvedic education. The politics of Ayurveda is imagined to be separable from whatever form
through which it is taught or transmitted. Ayurveda, as a system understood by western colonial
epistemologies to be neatly bounded and easily enframable or encompassed (see e.g. Cepek
2011) by western knowledge traditions, can thus be lifted out of whatever forms used to transmit
it, and set down into a western form or framework for transmission. This lifting and enframing is
at the heart of the many kinds of violence that colonialist acquisition of knowledges and
practices does across the surface of the planet. Langford suggests that the institutionalization
shaped modern Ayurveda as a bounded whole, in ways it did not previously exist, and it was this
process that made it possible to enframe it. It is further possible because the institutionalization,
and the unification of Ayurveda’s wholeness, occurred within the space of the encompassing
western knowledge framework.
Social scientists of medicine have demonstrated the difficulties of translating between
different medical knowledges. Shigehisa Kuriyama has discussed the incommensurability
between the Greek and Chinese “pulse” as a diagnostic object—they are “called” the same name
in translation across languages and felt with the fingers in the “same” place, but are not at all the
same thing. The meaningful ontological and epistemic differences result in very distinct
understandings of what the body is, how it works, and how to treat it when it ails (Kuriyama
2011). Similarly, Stacey Langwick has discussed the distinction between degedege and malaria
as therapeutic objects, suggesting that though postcolonial biomedicine wants to “translate”
degedege to malaria and treat it as “the same” disease, that translation fails repeatedly because
what needs to be treated, and by what materials, is fundamentally a different set of worlds in
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each malady (Langwick 2011). The body that degedege arises in is a different body, in terms of
its responses and requirements for treatment, than the body in which malaria arises. Treatments,
thus, have to be distinct. Only sometimes are anti-malarial drugs effective for treating degedege.
And only sometimes do responses to degedege end an infection with a malarial parasite. The
efficacy of the treatment has to do, in that case as much as in western herbalist’s work, with what
kind of body is being addressed, and through what epistemic systems.
What are the translations that arrive already in herbalists’ translations of South and East
Asian medicines, of biomedicine, and of Native North American medicines? As Charles
Saunders Pierce would have it, this is an act that translates ways of knowing that arrive already
in translation: “…the uptake [of a sign and object relationship] is already a translation from sign
to reaction, from one person’s uptake to another” (quoted in Gal 2015: 228). In herbalism, first is
the buried translation of the body politics and place-based nature of those medical languages, and
how those politics surface in their original languages partially, and are then partially translated
into English from Mandarin, Hindi, Marathi, Sanskrit, Tibetan, Mohawk, Anishinaabemowin,
Wabanaki. The third layer of translation is the possibility that herbalists see for mapping these
systems onto one another, enabled by the similarities in how they have been translated into
English language.
Enabled by the ways these medical concepts, practices and objects have been translated
from multiple languages into English, herbalist teaching tools articulate different kinds of
bodies—and different understandings of how to respond to them—into the “same” fleshly object.
I draw on Susan Gal’s description of this process, when she suggests that translation changes
…the form, the social place, or the meaning of a text, object, person or practice
while simultaneously seeming to keep something about it the same… different
social worlds emerge through forms of communication that presume and often
mark practices, objects, genres, and texts as recontextualizable, thereby mediating
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among the domains of knowledge/action that the communications themselves
play a role in enacting and separating. (Gal 2015: 226)
Teachers use pedagogical tools like charts, diagrams, and correspondence wheels (which I detail
below) to recontextualize multiple knowledge systems, and to assist with the institutionalization
of a universalized body with its set of possible relationships to plants and to the world. They
make these different worlds into productive cohabitants in an herbalists’ knowledge by
mobilizing them alongside each other, framing each form of knowledge as one which, though
using different language, claims to address the “same” body, plant, or phenomenon. In many
ways herbalists hold biomedical terminology and ways of knowing the body and plants on an
equal footing to Ayurvedic and Chinese medicinal terminology and ways of knowing. They
refuse to give western biomedical science the position par excellence in the verification of
medicinal efficacy in western herbalist terms. Herbalists’ production of an institution of western
herbalism capable of describing a universal body to make claims on biomedical systems of
regulation, then, is in constant tension with the fact that in their pedagogical and clinical practice,
biomedical terminology and versions of the body do not hold prominence, but rather are one set
of knowledges among many. Not only do herbalists learn to shift the narrative frame of their
engagement with a person’s symptoms based on what kinds of language or understanding of the
body that person has, they also learn how to translate the objects of knowledge—the symptoms
themselves, through interpretation of the tissue states—that seems most relevant in the moment.
Determining relevance in a way that is then effective for addressing human ailment is,
apparently, a matter of years of practice. But at The Center, multiple knowledge regimes of
reading plants, ecologies, and bodies are offered as tools for learning, with the idea that each
student will take up that which is most useful for them, and disregard that to which they are not
drawn.
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Though of course herbalists do not narrate their knowledge-layering project as a
colonialist one, the specific practices by which they bring together knowledges from East Asia,
South Asia, Europe and the Indigenous Americas echo longstanding practices of colonial
appropriation of knowledges. I examine the translations of plants and bodies, the knowledge
systems that shape medical approaches to them, the politics of those systems, and the
consequences of those translations for herbalism. Efficacy is narrated and experienced through
translations across medical knowledge. The constitutional body being effected is not a singularly
“Chinese medicine” or an “Ayurvedic” or a “western” body. Herbalists’ frames for working with
bodies lay claim to universality by the work of drawing on all of these frames at once. They do
so not only to produce medicinally efficacious plant-remedies for clients, family, and
themselves. They also do so, at an institutional level, to build a system of medical knowledge
called “western herbalism” with internal coherence, that can speak to other systems of
knowledge about regular, predictable outcomes of relations between people and plants as
medicines.
Translating Constitutions, Constituting Translations
When Chinese, Ayurveda, European, and Native American medical knowledges are
made to fit in the same frame, contemporary western herbalism’s practices enact a kind of
violence parallel to that of biomedicine, against the sovereignty, or potential sovereignty of
practitioners of those modes of knowledge. They are staking claims to the ability of western
herbalism’s knowledge framework to encompass all other knowledge frameworks. Herbalists are
not intentionally engaged in this powerful encompassing work, though that is one result of the
ways their pedagogical approaches translate many systems together. When speaking about
Chinese or South Asian medical knowledge, teachers frequently say “there is more to traditional
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Chinese Medicine (TCM) than this, and more to Ayurveda than this, but this is what we have
time to cover.” They encourage students to explore these bodies of knowledge further.21 The
systems of knowledge they use are available to be brought together, to hold such a body, because
of the ongoing nature of colonialism, and in the case of knowledge gathered from Native North
American communities, settler-colonialism. Colonialism, then, is the political, social, and
material reality that makes multiple kinds of practice available for white, middle class
practitioners’ use.
They hold this problematic reality in sight even as they mobilize this multitude of
different understandings of energetics, constitutions, and actions so as to make a claim about the
link between bodily relationship with plants and efficacy of plant medicines. This claim helps
herbalists to produce a universalizable, legible body and system of analyzing that body, a system
which they hope will become acceptable in quotidian medical practice in the United States. In
this process, the histories and complexity of the many systems disappear.
Western herbalists at The Center design their approach to teaching herbalism in ways that
describe Ayurveda and Chinese medicine as relatively coherent wholes, which are themselves
translations, or amalgamations, of multiple pre-existing forms. Herbalists work to link western
herbal medicine and its energetics with the “authenticity,” as Langford terms it, of presumably
“ancient” world traditions like Ayurveda and “traditional” Chinese medicine. They do so to
facilitate their own claims to “authenticity” and knowledge about bodies and plants. The process
of translating Ayurvedic and Chinese medical knowledge into the lexicon of western herbalism
unintentionally engages in the same process that contemporary institutional bio-prospectors reenact, of historical colonial botanical exploration. Botanical explorers historically, as well as
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I plan to address how students seek further training in Ayurveda or Chinese medicine, traveling to other cities or countries, in a
later article.
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contemporary bioprospectors, take plants from colonized areas; they also continue to take
knowledge about medicine, bodies, and plants held by the local community members who told
explorers about the plants. This process, as I have described earlier, created the basis of what we
now know as bioscience and scientific medicine, while omitting the Indigenous, place-based
character of those knowledges (see e.g. Brown 2003; Hayden 2003; Cooper 2007). So too does
western herbalism draw on knowledges from East and South Asia, and from Indigenous
communities on this continent, without explicitly taking into account the process by which those
knowledges are acquired. “Experience” as a category of knowledge, bodily encounter with other
humans as a mode of knowing constitution, and codeswitching between interpretations of
constitution, is available to the western herbalist because of histories of settler-colonial power
that situate white knowers and practitioners as capable of traversing multiple epistemes and
plucking what seems useful to them from those epistemes, without the relationships and
responsibilities that might come with inhabiting the space of being in the world through such an
episteme.
If we understand colonialism as ongoing processes across the world, rather than as a
fixed historical period, and the systems and institutions of the United States to be thoroughly
embroiled in its ongoingness, we can read the translational work that herbalists do in their
teaching as at least complicit in, if not actively reproducing, colonialist fantasies of the discovery
of exotic knowledge that can help to form and frame a “universal” answer to medical problems.
Choosing some parts of knowledges and omitting others is a process of power. Producing power
in their ability to encompass other systems of knowledge and absorb them, and meld them
together into a theoretically coherent whole, enables herbalists to produce a “universal” system
for understanding the body, which in turn makes it possible for herbalists to build coherent
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educational institutions. As herbalists at The Center create such an institution, grounded in an
articulation of a universal body, they make claims on biomedical worlds, where universalized
bodies are understood. What counts as effective medicine and for whom is always in motion;
what makes people feel better is always dependent on what is or is not available for them to feel
and do. Efficacy, as narrated and experienced by millions of consumers of herbal products across
the United States, and dozens of clients at The Center’s clinic, serves to elide the political work
ongoing beneath these claims to efficacy and bodily knowledge and treatment.
Constitutional Herbalism
For modern herbal medicine [humoral theory] is a little archaic, but since many of
us are more western in our orientation, we can relate to the constitutional types
proposed by this system… Hippocrates and humoral theory gave us concepts like
moderation and balance. Aristotle, who was a student of Plato, linked up the
hot/cold/moist/dry of the body to the [worldly] elements. It was Galen, though,
who was the chief writer about and popularizer of these approaches to bodies and
healing. In humoral theory, many of the things we talk about are things, also
essences, also forces. Fire, for instance, or water. But we are [each of us] all of
these. We’re going for perfect balance in life—equal proportion of all of these
things. The more dominant the element, the more obvious it is, and maybe the
more problematic it is…
-Leon, Energetics class
Some people’s livers make more cholesterol than others. But that’s not a
guarantee that you’ll have high cholesterol. Pitta constitutions make more
cytokines and are generally more inflamed than the average kapha person. This
has effects on emotions, on waking up stiff, predisposition to cardiovascular
disease by having a lower level of ability to deal with inflammation.
-Sparrow, Energetics class
Now that I have outlined the historical and contemporary problematics of translating multiple
systems of knowledge into western herbalism, I offer a further twist to the story. If we note that,
as Gal has suggested, translation is a process of recontextualizing a text, object, practice (etc.) as
though something about it remains the same, we may also note that herbalists engage just as
thoroughly in translating and recontextualizing biomedical practice into the terms offered by
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South and East Asian medicines, and Native medicines. Polysaccharides—the name of a
chemical structure—becomes the taste of “sweetness” and therefore, in Chinese medical terms, a
marker of certain kinds of efficacy. Cytokines—the biomedical name of a chemical element that
can produce inflammation in a human body—become symptoms of an overheated “pitta” in
Ayurvedic terms. Not all of herbalists’ translations aim in the direction of producing truths
digestible by biomedical ways of knowing. Herbalists also conscript biomedical terminology into
the work of demonstrating other evidence for efficacy. Sparrow and Leon highlight taste,
energetics, action and constitutions here as the focal point of herbalist learning. They also draw
together several ways of knowing the body, medicine, and plants, holding “cholesterol” and
“cardiovascular disease,” in the same knowledge frame as “pitta constitutions,” “tastes,”
“actions,” “essences,” and “forces.” The former are objects of primary analysis and therapy in
biomedical contexts; the latter are objects of primary analysis and therapy in herbalist contexts—
both are nuanced, situated, related, and well-developed systems for producing knowledge about
the world. Though herbalists want to make claims to legibility in the eye of biomedical
practitioners, they also observe the historical and contemporary power dynamics at play. An
herbalist technoscience otherwise, to draw on Michelle Murphy’s term again, enables these
translations. Technoscience otherwise enables thinking multiple “systems” together: in part
because the systems are made available for knowledge within the same system.
Below is a chart from my fieldnotes that pulls these multiple modes of medical
knowledge—globally far flung and historically rooted in particular places and cultures—into
alignment. Herbalists use environmental materials, metaphors, and processes such as planetary
motion, or the “wheel of the year,” to help teach constitutions. The chart aligns bodily
constitutional types with seasons, temperatures, and states of relative moisture:
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This table maps several ways of knowing temperature, energy, and moisture as qualities
of the human bodily experience alongside each other—a “vata” constitution, the term drawn
from Ayurvedic systems of medicine, rests between the “earth” and “air” elements of vitalist
humoral energetics. Those vitalist elements are spread around a space intended to indicate the
wheel of the solar calendar year, with the earth element more or less corresponding with north
and the fire with south. Each element also relates in places with Chinese five-phase medicine
elements—metal and wood—and Chinese concepts of yin and yang. Yin and yang are not
strictly elements of a particular person’s constitution, but rather the different flows of energy that
enable the body to exist. The chart also, importantly, notes terminology that may map more
readily on to biomedical analyses of the body—“mental,” “emotional,” “physical” and
“spiritual” aspects of the being. Western uses of Chinese medical theories in herbalism draw
primarily on the Five Phase model for understanding bodies and bodily health tendencies, a
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system which draws on the metaphors of “elemental” bodily substance as well, but in this case
the elements are water, wood, fire, earth and metal. These elements, rather than being directly
linked with seasonality, are related to one another in how they transform and “feed” each other—
in Traditional Chinese Medicine, water feeds wood, wood feeds fire, and so on. Ayurvedic
approaches to bodily constitutions and their links to other natural processes, in a western reading,
is said to be grounded in a monsoonal ecology that has three primary seasons—dry, hot, wet.
Thus, the constitutional types that western herbalism uses from Ayurvedic theory are vata
(windy/dry), pitta (fire), and kapha (wet/heavy/earth). They learn the four or five elements in
European vitalist understandings of the body (sanguine, melancholic, choleric, and phlegmatic)
linked with seasonal understandings of the elements of life—air, earth, fire and water. In both of
these systems of reading constitutions, bodily tendencies (like hotness, or dampness) are framed
and interpreted with both seasonal and social aspects of health in mind.
When presenting the above constitutional chart, herbalist teacher Leon explained the
basic understanding of constitutions and their relevance to herbalism as follows:
We live on a spinning sphere called the earth which is always in motion, always
going through cycles. Matter on the planet can be reduced to the four elements of
earth, air, fire, and water. Fire that keeps us warm, breath that goes in and out of
us, water and earth that make up our bodies. Each of us has cycles—we all go
through the cycles of the day, and of the year. Also of life—from youth, to young
adult, middle age, elderly. Where we get our constitution is the balance of
elements within us—often, but not totally, inherited.
…If we start out with a fiery constitution we tend to go there—we tend to use our
strengths. The opposite can be true—a fire person who is an elder might be
reflective, writing memoirs, teaching/guiding others. If they take that to an
extreme, they can end up cold. Even a fiery person who is living in a cold climate,
in elder years, eating too much ice cream, person can end up with symptoms of
cold, which you might call depression.
A vata, air, metal person can be idealistic to the point of not nourishing
themselves well, who can end up in the cold/depressed state. It’s easy to go in the
same direction as our constitution, and the other variables [which play into
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whether it becomes a problem] are the time of life and stuff. We can end up with
different kinds of imbalance.
The tissue states [on the other hand, which is what we examine as herbalists,] are
not our constitution. They are the extremes of what can happen to our body and
our being if we get too far into any of these hot, cold, moist, dry qualities.
Cultivating the deficient element is the most useful strategy to help balance
people out. If you want to help the 35 year old pitta who is working and going too
much, it is best done by cultivating the earth element. We have to think about
what’s the missing element—in this case, yin, earthy, physical, need to eat well
and rest. They could do things like build a house, cultivate a garden, [to get some
of those qualities on board].
An overly watery person [on the other hand] wants to make sure they nourish
their fire so that their dampness circulates; maybe do some breathing exercises to
get the air in there, cultivate spiritual practice, engaged in creative projects to
keep from the water from being overwhelming, drowning in emotions.
Leon’s explanatory examples illustrate the breadth of what counts as part of a constitution, and
how herbalists read a disordered set of symptoms. It builds on the general framework that Lucy’s
teaching offered early in this chapter. Leon layers language from Ayurvedic explanatory models
for constitutional types (pitta, vata) next to language from Chinese models (metal, yin) and that
from European vitalist models (earth, water, phlegmatic) alongside biomedical notions of
depression. By doing so, he brings together multiple systems of medical knowledge about
constitutions, coordinating them to help students learn how to read particular bodies. He
translates them together to produce a vision of a body that can be universally addressed through
western herbalist notions of balance and capacity. This body is a constitutional body on which
plant medicines and related modalities of treatment can be effective.
Physical temperature, emotions, energy, clothing, exercise, dry skin, over-commitment,
eating habits, political position, and social stability—all these elements articulate together to help
the herbalist recognize and establish constitutional patterns in themselves and their friends. The
chart discussed earlier highlights some physically observable elements, like hot or red skin, and
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some elements which, in order to be noted, require the cultivation of particular sensate skills. The
chart and Leon’s description each emphasize the importance of students’ abilities to work with
translations among diverse phenomena such as weather, climate, time of year, bodily habits, and
more to assess what plant medicine might help a person in their ailment.
Herbalists frame a person’s constitution as a set of patterns and tendencies related to their
bodily function: what they eat and how often; what makes them feel good; how their digestive
function tends to work; whether they tend to feel hot or cold, excited or mellow, as I described in
the vignette that opened this chapter. The metaphors drawn by the kinds of elemental model
theories described above frame underlying reasons for such bodily habits when suffering humans
arrive at the herbal clinic, or when students assess themselves and their families informally. This
chart offers a concrete example of how herbalists use narrative to layer and translate systems of
knowledge across each other in order to teach about bodies and plants. It also shows how this
process enables bodily symptoms to be mapped onto ecological phenomena. Herbal teachers line
one system of understanding up next to another on the white board; students take notes. Through
accustoming themselves to the alignment of several modes of medical knowledge, models for the
body, and relationships with the world, students then begin to recognize relations between these
diverse understandings of how human bodies function and suffer.
A biomedical understanding of plant medicines would suggest that herbalists, in learning
to taste plants, are learning to associate particular flavors, which correspond to chemistries, with
particular possibilities for intervention in the body. A constitutionally-informed, translationbased understanding of plant medicines would suggest that in order to effectively match a need
for intervention with a human body, the herbalist has to be intimately—that is, through bodily
experience—familiar with the qualities of plants so as to match them with the energetics of a
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person’s constitution. To do this, they translate between modes of speaking and knowing plants
and bodies, taking up the language and practices of chemistry, or the language and practice of
vitalist theory, or the language and practice of Ayurvedic constitutions when the work of one of
those practices will support the claim they want to make. These translations and articulations are
necessary to create a distinct form of practice called western herbalism. In short, multiple
possibilities emerge from an approach to efficacy guided by herbalists who bring plants, bodily
symptoms, and worldly circumstances together, layered and translated into each other.
For herbalists, the body’s “constitution” is the gateway to understanding how a plant will
work on a body. Herbalist students think about and work with the bodily constitutions of friends
and clients understanding that the several possible distinct medical understandings of
“constitution” each describe the interaction of a body with its world. Western herbalists’
suggestions for particular people are always grounded in observation of that person’s
constitution, working simultaneously in social terms, ecological, and biomedical terms (see e.g.,
Lock and Nguyen 2010 on "biosociohistorical complexity;" Craig 2012 on "social ecologies;"
Lock 2012 on epigenetics and material entanglements with environments). Chronic stress, toxins,
climatic factors, infectious disease, anxiety, racism, classism, sexism are all forces which impact
the body. It is through the body and its tendencies that they encounter and address (or not) such
conditions, and it is to the body’s responses to these conditions that herbalists attend when they
formulate remedies. Biomedicine’s scientific knowledges travel alongside this diversity of other
ways of knowing the body in herbalist education.
By framing constitutions in terms both familiar (what is more so, after all, than “the
weather,” or the commonsense notion of depression?) and unfamiliar (how is a person a “metal”
or “pitta” constitution?), students try to gain an understanding of what a person will feel like to
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another person. These terms rely on the student’s ability to ask questions of clients that help
determine constitutional habits and to understand what direction a person’s general constitution
might tend toward. The development of these haptic and sensory skills creates an affective
scaffolding that links herbalists’ bodily sensations and recognitions to worldly patterns. Inside
the context of western herbalism, they can decide which of several systems of knowledge about
the relation between seasonal cycles, social relations, and bodily temperature and moisture will
be most useful for addressing a particular person’s symptoms.
As a result of these layered knowledge systems, bodily constitutions appear to western
herbalists both fixed and mutable. The constitution is a stable baseline of tendencies, but unwell
people especially have shifting constitutional presentations which herbalists approach using the
terminology and system that fits the person’s symptoms and tendencies most accurately. After
learning to assess bodily health through layered systems of energetics, herbalist students then
have to learn how to suggest appropriate and effective plant remedies to address symptoms. That
process, too, involves a translation among medical knowledge systems. And translation always
involves mistranslation, omission, forgetting.
The notion of efficacy of medicinal plants on bodies is always dynamic and in process;
always relational between herbalist and body, herbalist and plant, plant and body. Systems of
knowledge gather, through herbalist practice, into modes of efficacy. The work of gathering
knowledges happens both in consideration of bodily constitutions and with reference to plant
energetics. I document the relation between bodily and plant energetics, as well as the labor of
sensing and knowing how a body and a plant will work together—determinations which are the
goal of training students in “organoleptic analysis.” Organoleptic analysis is a term that describes
how bodily sensations, sensibilities, and attunements can be understood as a form of
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knowledge—in herbalism, it is what is required to know a plant with multiple senses.
By attuning ever more finely to a vocabulary—sensed and linguistic—with which to
articulate human herbalist bodies with plant bodies, herbalist training makes manifest the
differences between humans and plants. By attending to multiple ways of understanding
differences among plants’ medicinal qualities, and between plants and humans, herbalists
cultivate an ability to shift knowledge frames. They shift frames based on their observation of the
state of the world around them in a given moment, and based on the interaction—with a client
who feels more comfortable with biochemical language to explain plant efficacy, for instance,
versus a person who feels more comfortable talking about the resonances of ecological energies
in a plant as the source of its efficacy.
To be able to shift frames, herbalists have to be familiar, themselves, with the languages,
narratives, and kinds of bodies that biochemical understandings of plants can affect, as well as
the languages, narratives, and kinds of bodies that constitutional-energetic understandings of
plants can effect. That is to say, herbalists themselves translate across modalities of practice,
bringing them together in their efforts to address human bodies, changing narrative frames when
needed to explain different actions of plants. This process also, essentially, changes the kind of
body being addressed by plant medicine. Part of how herbalists learn to hold together these
different kinds of bodies, and to take up several modes of knowledge articulated together, is
through the pedagogical tools offered in materia medica class. Truth claims about bodies are not
singular, but can be multiple, and the making of them is only possible after entraining one’s
attention to the various factors in bodies and plants’ tastes, and then to match them. When
learning to understand plant medicine’s capacities and effects on humans, herbalists work
directly with plant extracts to get to “know” them. Personally experiencing the tastes of different
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plants with their own mouths and guts, then, is central to herbalists’ learning about medicinal
plants’ efficacy, where learning constitutions entails learning multiple modes of knowledge
about bodies, environments, and relationships between them to produce the possibility of
efficacy. Learning plant tastes requires a different set of translations. It is to the learning of taste
as a factor in producing effective plant medicines that I now turn.
Testing the Senses
Producing efficacy in western herbalism requires a labor of care, as Tatiana Chudakova
has suggested. In addition to understanding how to interpret and translate bodily symptoms
across synthesized knowledge forms in order to claim a universal approach to bodies, herbalists
must also be familiar with the qualities of plants themselves—their taste, energy, and chemistry.
Students gain this familiarity through direct encounter with plant medicines themselves. They
grow, tend, and harvest plant medicines; they make tinctures, teas, and glycerites. And, in a
learning process of utmost importance, in the materia medica class, they take parts of plants and
their preparations into their own bodies, tasting the preparation and learning the plant through
their own sense of taste and smell. Learning to taste plant medicines is central to how they work
to institutionalize and stabilize an herbalism that incorporates the flexible art of diagnosis and
plant preparation. I recall to you the materia medica class detailed in the Preface, when students
encounter a plant through taste, touch, and scent—here I describe the testing of those forms of
knowledge.
***
The great thing about working [by learning with tastes] is that you don’t need to
memorize the applications of plant medicines because you’ll be working with the
actions plus energetics of a plant, and you’ll be able to figure out what kinds of
plants will do what, based on knowing those things.
-Lucy, teaching Energetics
It’s quiet in the classroom, except for the rustling of a few papers and the clink of glass
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droppers against the sides of dishes. Twenty-two students move throughout the classroom,
looking at their test papers, making notes, waiting in line to taste medicinal plants. The table at
the front of the room is arrayed with bowls, plates, and bottles holding pieces of whole, dried
plants, powdered plant parts, or alcohol-based preparations of plants. None of them are labeled
except with a number, and the numbers echo on our test papers. For the test of our
organoleptic—that is, sensory, bodily knowledge—of plants, we are offered twelve different
plants or preparations to identify by taste, smell, sensation in the mouth, and visual inspection.
Students circulate with their test papers, slowly tasting and smelling and looking. With a
drop or two of tincture placed on the flat of skin between index finger and thumb joint on the
back of the hand, then licked or sucked into the mouth, some get a faraway look as they
contemplate the flavor and sensation the tincture brings. Others poke and prod at the dried plant
material, provoking one or another medicinal substance to release its scent, or they put a tiny bit
in their mouth, searching for the taste that will inform them how the medicine works, and what it
is. Someone exclaims “oh! yeah!” and makes quick notes on their exam. Others hope for their
own epiphanies about which plants are which, what tastes and flavors alert them to the plants’
identities, and what the plant is “good” for—what kinds of efficacy the plants’ taste indicates to
the student’s attuned senses.

Figure 2 Classroom table with numbered plant medicine preparations for sensory (organoleptic) testing
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Figure 3 Close-up of two tinctures and one bowl of a dried and chopped root

For some plants, students put drops or bits of root in their mouths repeatedly, seeking
with their taste buds to determine whether the plant is… elecampane or osha? Comfrey or
plantain? Bitter or acrid? Slippery or bland? Teachers use this part of the materia medica final
exam to test students’ abilities to sort out specific, medicinally effective flavors. At stake is first
our ability to remember not just which plants align with which flavors, gleaned from previous
exposure to that plant preparation. At stake is also our ability to recall what specific medicinal
properties that plant may have on particular bodies, based on our bodily knowledge of the
medicinal efficacy of those flavors.
This test is a marker of progress for herbalists learning to become attentive with their
bodies—to plants and the efficacious sensations they produce, and later, to other humans’ bodies
and their needs. By the time of this test, students have spent seven months in training. Materia
medica class was the most sustained chance students had to combine individual bodily
encounters with the plants, alongside a raft of condensed didactic knowledge, delivered by
teachers’ lectures or coursework texts, about those plants. In almost every class, students met a
new plant, tasted a tincture or tea made with it, looked at and touched and smelled its whole
form. Teachers intend for students’ bodily memories of the taste of plants to become evidence
about rose, schisandra, plantain, hawthorn and other plants.
Clinical trials produce a certain kind of knowledge about how plants relate to bodies, as
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do the chemical assays produced by a mass spectrometer’s reading of a plant’s molecular
constituents that teachers present to students. These two knowledge forms articulate with
herbalists’ readings of plants’ energetics (built, again, on multiple kinds of knowledge) in
teachers’ pedagogical approach to sharing evidence for plant medicine’s efficacy. To learn to
taste, smell, see and sense here is a matter of measuring ability through translational processes.
To get to this point, students have learned how to translate and integrate multiple kinds of
knowledge by synthesizing biochemical information, their own knowledge of taste and smell,
knowledge gathered from historical documentation, and results from clinical trials.
This test demonstrates the sensory modes of synthesis and translation, with regards to
taste as a mode of making evidence through processes of translation. Judith Farquhar’s work on
the medicinal efficacies of taste in Chinese medicine is helpful here, as she addresses the felt
encounter between medicinal flavors in foods and people’s bodies (Farquhar 2002; see also
Farquhar and Zhang 2012). Drawing on materia medica from many different pharmacopoeia
across the planet, western herbalism expands the categories of which plants and materia count as
having effective tastes. Taste and energetics are premised on the active, attentive engagement of
the herbalist; the interaction of the herbalists’ senses of taste and smell with the trigger of
memory; and the bodily engagement with taste as medicinally effective.
The kinds of information that herbalist students absorb into their bodies and the attention
they learn to offer to plant preparations allow them to not merely identify, but also to work
productively with plant medicines. That information and attention is framed in terms of
energetics, constitution, and taste. Taste and the effects of the plant are linked, first in how they
work to help students remember plants’ uses, but also in their actual work on suffering bodies. A
person with a hot constitution will react differently to a heating plant preparation like cinnamon
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than a person with a cool constitution, for instance—where cinnamon’s heating and stimulating
properties might be an appropriate remedy for someone who “runs cold” constitutionally, it
might overheat a “hot” person, making them jittery or overstimulated. Exceptions to this may be
if the person with a hot constitution has a cold or cooling disorder, in which case cinnamon
might be an appropriate intervention to rebalance the constitution. Though plants have definitive
qualities, energies, and tastes that can guide herbalists in understanding how they (can) work,
without extensive experience evaluating constitutions, an herbalist will not be able to offer truly
effective remedies with the diversity of energetics and tastes available. To properly address a
human bodily condition with plant remedies, the energies, habits and tendencies of the body in
question have to be explored—otherwise a proper match cannot be made between a plant and a
person. To illustrate how herbal students learn to translate bodily experience of taste into
understandings of biochemistry and medicinal efficacy, I offer here (Fig 4) the first two pages of
a materia medica worksheet I filled out for rosa spp. (rose) during my time as student.
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Figure 4 Two page extract from materia medica notes on rose

Efficacy is explicitly produced translationally in the context of these materia medica
forms. Biomedical clinical trials and chemical assays come along with 19th century settlercolonist logics of medicinal efficacy, as well as approaches to plant medicine understood to be
rooted in Traditional Chinese Medicine or broadly East Asian forms of plant medicine. In this
rose form, several characteristics of taste are listed (astringent, tiny sweet), and two major notes
180

about energy (cool/dry). But under subsequent sections, the information recorded reflects on the
connection between taste, energy, and medicinal efficacy.
Under “Specific Indications/Patterns,” my notes recorded the teachers’ words as she
blended attention to information from the Doctrine of Signatures, taste and energetics readings of
a plant:
Just as there’s a real beautiful warm quality to the open flower, but there’s also a
tight protectiveness to it. Thorns, tight buds. A capacity on the part of rose to say
you know, you have to get through, and it’s helpful to have a protective boundary
before you get to the sweet stuff. Traditional Chinese Medicine talks about the
pericardium [a protective sac, in biomedical terms, around the heart] as a
protective spirit whose job is to protect the heart.
It is through this kind of weaving together diverse approaches to reading and working with plants
and their preparations that herbal students learn how to connect taste with efficacy, and to
understand efficacy as a process produced through entanglements of flesh, feeling, sensation, and
interaction.
The table below details a perspective on the basics of how taste as an experience is
connected with other relevant qualities of a plant medicine—energetics (temperature and
moisture), constituents (biochemistry), examples of such plants, uses, and adverse reactions.
Where the previous document discussed ways that rose medicine interacts with bodies, the
following details a comparative reading of taste and efficacy factors in a number of plant
examples. Thus, modes of reading a plant’s medicinal capacities from several approaches to
plant-medicine come together to form a picture of a plants’ capacities. One can read this table as
a way of translating chemical constituents into tastes—or, vice versa, of reading tastes as
indicative of particular chemical constituents. This kind of chart can, among other things, serve
to translate the world of organoleptic training—embodied knowledge—to the world of chemical
assays and mass spectrometry.
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Figure 5 Guidelines for understanding taste in a western herbalist context

Here, when herbalists refer to “Western Medicinal Uses,” they mean medicinal
approaches shaped by 19th century Eclectic medicine, Native North American medical
knowledges, and European plant medicine, rather than to contemporary “western herbalism,”
which draws in other systems of medicine as well. This particular chart is focused on helping
herbalists learn to first detect tastes (sweet, true salt, mineral salt, bland/slippery) and then to
translate them into medicinal effects. It gives a language for the possibility of shared sensory
experience about plants. The sweet-tasting medicinal plants that appear in this chart also have a
warm/moist energetics—that is, they are warming to the body, stimulating circulation and
digestion, and they bring moisture to tissues that might be dry. But not all plants that are sweet
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share this warm/moist energetics. This chart is intended as a teaching tool to outline the kinds of
translations and relationships that herbal students can expect to learn, tracing first their own
experiential, sensory encounter with the plant down through the chemical constituents that
enable that sensory encounter. Polysaccharides are long-chained sugar molecules, which is a
basis for a plant’s sweetness. Then, the chart draws the students’ sensory experience and
newfound understanding of its enabling chemistry through particular plant examples
(presumably the student has tasted one immediately before or during examining the chart), and
through the medicinal uses and adverse reactions to that kind of plant—based first on the taste
experience of the plant. By aligning biochemistry next to, and in conversation with, energetics
and taste, this chart represents an effort to bring together different kinds of medical knowledges
which hold fundamentally distinct understandings of what a body, plant, or symptom is and what
should be done about it.
The mass spectrometer test which can reveal the presence and quantity of
polysaccharides in a plant preparation operates through a mechanistic approach to knowing the
world which understands all things as partible, and molecules as the operative part of effective
medicine. A plant, and an herbalist’s body, are relevant in very different ways to the knowledge
forms produced by a mass spectrometer than they are to the knowledge forms produced by an
herbalists’ body. An herbalists’ body might taste a preparation of marshmallow root or slippery
elm bark powder as “sweet” and “moist,” taste tendencies that usually translate into
“polysaccharides,” but they will understand the qualities “sweet” and “moist” themselves to be
also medicinally effective as tastes.
This chart brings together a proliferation of differences—in what a body is, what a plant
is, and what effective medicine looks like. These differences emerge also with other materia
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medica teachings that bring western biomedical chemical knowledges alongside taste, intuition,
and “folk wisdom.” Herbalists are interested in enabling their students, by holding these different
approaches together, to engage in conversations and connections with a diverse array of
practitioners—even those for whom embodied sensory knowledge of plants’ tastes and efficacies
does not “count” toward making it possible to address maladies. One might say that charts like
this help herbalists “translate” from one knowledge frame to another, but as Shigehisa Kuriyama
points out, translation cannot commensurate some differences. Rather, in western herbalism,
differences are gathered together to speak with each other for different bodies, audiences, or
needs. To bring these systems of knowledge together but insist that both be articulated is to
suggest that they are importantly similar, but that neither can truly be collapsed into the other—
that there is something important and necessary about both kinds of information, about both tools
by which the plant preparation is known (the mass spectrometer and the herbalist’s body).
The purpose of the table above, and all the tables that bring different knowledge forms
into conversation, is to give students a sense of how the different elements connect and relate to
one another. Herbalists contrast a model that understands efficacy to start with taste, and with
plant energetics related to taste, with that of a biomedical model less interested in taste as an
active property. In their terms, taste is not a side effect or a symptom of a food or medicine.
Rather, it plays a key role in learning about the efficacies of a plant, recalling what those
efficacies can address in an ailing human, and working actively with the body to promote health.
Becoming attentive to plants’ tastes as kinds of capacity, herbal students also therefore
attune not just to taste, but to other ways of translating and layering knowledges about the world.
Locating efficacy in the relational processes between herbalists and plants enables an orientation
to thinking, communicating, and the world grounded in the articulations-together of bodies,
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ecologies, plant tastes. In other words, efficacy as known through tasting is the process by which
the relationships among bodies, plants and world materialize, and the process by which a
universalizing experience is framed, pedagogically, to help students engage with the body as a
part of a broader world. This process happens at a very personal level for herbalists engaged in
this sensory re-attunement enabled through processes of translation.
Conclusion
Faculty at The Center teach herbalists to use their senses of taste, smell, touch, eyesight,
and intuition to learn about plants’ medicinal efficacies. The sensate knowledge of the body
plays a key role in teaching and learning medicinal efficacy, narrated through frameworks that
translate together diverse systems of medical knowledge to create a universal body, and universal
understanding of plant medicine, in the context of an institution that can then make claims on
biomedical legitimacy. Efficacy is contingent, and always emergent in translated relationship
between plant and person, and across systems of knowledge. Efficacy, then, is not an inherent
property of a medicinal plant but one that emerges in relationship with particular bodies at
particular times. Efficacy can be found only in the interaction of materials. Herbalists translate
systems of knowledge narratively, through knowledge objects like cytokines, energies,
cholesterol, humors, planetary forces, emotions, and balance. They also translate them materially
through engagements with plant taste and action, to produce relationships of correspondence and
universalizing connection between plant qualities and the treatment of human symptoms.
By looking at how herbalists teach (and learn) constitution and efficacy, and how notions
of efficacy are produced in translating across modes of knowledge to read human bodily wellbeing, I examined in this chapter how a human body is rendered sensible for herbalist attention.
Translation produces the possibility of efficacy in western herbalism, and sets its own stage by
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producing a constitutional body available for analysis, grounded in gathered epistemes. This
chapter shows how herbalists teach students the tools with which they can intervene to support
the fleshly being of the unwell body. The modes of narration of what a body is and how it
corresponds with plants and ecologies unfold in a way that turns to the effects of the “external”
world on the body. Learning plants’ medicinal efficacy through embodied engagement with their
preparations, and learning human bodily wellness and illness in terms of “constitutions,”
herbalists articulate ways of knowing the body that are bound up with ecological entanglements.
Attention to the bodily practices and discourse of the herbalist classroom opens a space for me to
address the stakes of a body translated into relationship with diverse plant beings. Different
elements of herbalists’ training in reading human bodies enables them to understand the
interpenetrations of human bodily conditions.
These pedagogical practices ideally enable herbalists to address each client’s particular
and historicizable bodily experience through their own sensory knowledge of plant preparations.
A body that is at once deeply individual in its historical experience (of family, environment, diet,
genetics, symptoms, cultural entanglements, etc.) is also at the same time a thing which can be
related with the universal categories proposed by constitutional frameworks in translation that
understand the body as ecological and social. This is a tension between a body with the capacity
to hold specific political, social, ecological histories, and a body which can be framed as
universally interpretable. Where, in ideal biomedical practice, nominally “a drug is a drug is a
drug” (to riff off Gertrude Stein’s observation about roses, which are also drugs; Stein and Hurd
1966) and each drug ought to offer all bodies “the same” treatment, herbalists distinguish
constitutional analysis by emphasizing the ability of this knowledge frame to produce particular
knowledge about bodies so that plant remedies may be tailored to the specifics of that particular
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body. Bodies are particular, then, but herbalists interpret and address their ailments through a
method of constitutional analysis that allows for correspondences among bodies and
environmental processes. In turn, these analytical tools are grounded in a mode of knowledge
that seeks to offer a universal framework for understanding bodies—even if there is no singular
idea of “the body universal” at work in herbalism.
The ethnographic material in this chapter focuses on the layering, relational tools that
herbal students are given in the classroom to learn how to understand these two kinds of
translations—between modes of medical knowledge, and between human bodies and plants. For
herbal students trying to decide what kinds of plant preparations—based on their own experience
of taste and knowledge of the materia medica—will suit a client, the tools I describe here help to
delineate the types of constitutions. Because herbal students learn through a general framework
for reading the imbalances of the body and not are required to adhere to one or another
‘tradition’ of knowledge regimes, but rather just to start by acknowledging that bodies are caught
up in everything around them, the what, when and how of bodily illnesses and their remedies are
both mobile and temporally contingent. Learning to read constitutions is, like learning to taste
herbal preparations, a matter of learning to attend to many kinds of differences and translating
them into a universalizable framework that can hold those differences without collapsing them
totally. For herbalists, this process involves all the sensory modalities available to them in their
own bodies. The goal of sensory engagement with plants and people is that these kinds of
knowledge come together in herbalist practice to make effective, active medicine.
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Chapter 4: Communicating with Plants: Herbalist Entanglements
Again we pour out of packed cars, smelling of wax, sweat, palo santo, and the bulk herb
section of the co-operative grocery store. Two large dogs greet us enthusiastically, hopping
around in the sunlight between the house and the studio. Sally comes out of her house, arms
laden with sarongs, and hands them off with instructions to place them in a large circle on the
still-damp grass. Just south of the medicine-wheel garden, we gather our bodies together on the
sarongs, shoes off, basking in the outdoors.
We’re here to learn from Sally about how to get to know plants, and how we as herbalist
students can get to know ourselves as part of the world that plants also live in. Most of us have
never met her, though she’s another well-known local herbalist. She practices from her house,
tending her gardens, occasionally traveling for conferences, leaving the dogs and the watering to
her husband and apprentices. After all our introductions, she begins the story she wants to tell us.
We live in a society where it's easy to forget that we are connected with other
parts of the world. With plants, with animals, with the earth. This disconnection,
our sense of disconnection, is at the heart of many ailments we see today. But it's
not necessary--this disconnection is part of a system that is broken. I want to tell
you, to remind you, that it’s our birthright to be in connection—not separate from
nature, but part of it.
Looking around the circle, she makes eye contact with each student in turn.
I have a friend, another herbalist, who has been teaching about plants and herbal
medicine for many years. He had a practice in his workshops of asking people, as
they open the workshop, to touch the earth. Out of hundreds of people over many
years, everyone would close their eyes and touch the ground or the floor beside
them. Only one person ever touched themselves.
She pauses. There is a silence around the circle as some people nod and others make eye contact
with each other, a subtle unspoken “yes!” passing between them. The idea of ourselves as part of
nature is not new to us—we’ve had similar conversations all year so far. But nobody has put it
quite in this way yet. Suggesting we let all that settle in our hearts, Sally asks for volunteers to
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help hand out Dixie cups arrayed on trays. The cups hold a rose elixir that she made specifically
for the class—she heated rose petals in honey and sparkling water on low heat until the rose
scent and flavor and color suffused the drink. "As you're taking it in, pay attention to where it
goes in you. Open to what it has to say to you, listen to how it is in your body. Take notes on
what you notice. Be, and exchange, with the plant." For several minutes, we sip the elixir,
making notes or drawings or doodles in journals.
Several people share what they learned, heard, and felt with rose.
"My heart felt warm, it felt like it opened," said Amanda, who spreads her hands
outwards from her chest with a large smile.
"I felt safe,” said another student.
After everyone has shared their reactions, Sally sends the class off to find a plant on her
property to sit with.
"Bring your journal," she says, "Offer the plant your gratitude and listen. See what
comes."
We all wander in different directions—toward the cultivated beds of the garden or across
the lawn to the paths into the forest. Some sit with trees, some with herbaceous plants low to the
ground. Some find rare medicinals, and others find a stand of fifty of the same plant in the
garden. Wormwood, motherwort, comfrey, lady’s mantle, elecampane, black cohosh, schisandra:
medicine plants around the garden have human companions, sitting, listening, watching,
touching, sensing plants. I sit with a hawthorn tree, its rough bark scratching my face, its small
fruits dropping around me as I look up into thorny branches. Breathing out, I think about how
that plant thrives on my exhaled CO2. Breathing in, I think about how it gives me oxygen in
return. Breathing out, I examine its parts. Breathing in, I feel its leaves, holding them lightly and
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waiting gently to see what comes. Looking across the garden through my own blurry eyes, in a
slightly altered state, I notice someone singing quietly to the plant they sit with, someone else
with their head down among the roots of a cohosh
stand, smelling the soil, and someone else weeping,
holding the sticky furry leaves of comfrey.
After ten minutes, Sally blows her conch
shell to summon people back. She waits until
everyone returns to ask for any thoughts, and
several students share their experience before Sally
starts speaking again.
We are all a part of the earth already. This
practice of sitting with plants has helped me
recognize the value of vulnerability. It's Figure 6 Herbal student lies near artichoke,
easier to be vulnerable with a plant, with a listening for its communication
tree--the way that they speak back is so
different than a human. We still have to work to listen to what they share, though,
because we are so accustomed to being defensive. But as you recognize those
defensive parts, as you become more vulnerable, it is easier to hold your own
power in a soft and gentle way, to open, soften, make space. With this practice,
we can respond differently to what arises in the world.
Sally gave the students an assignment that day: sit with plants at least 4 times before next class at
her house. The instructions for how to encounter and interact with plants that students sat with
were as follows:
With the plants:
Introduce yourself.
State your intention clearly--why are you here with this plant?
Ask for what you need--if you ask, you step into the flow of being present with
what is--in another person, in a plant or tree, in the land.
Also practice being present to yourself, what it is with you.
Pay attention to the shifts that happen in your body when sitting with a plant.

Sally suggests that meeting plants is a sensate bodily state that slows heart rates and helps us pay
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attention to breath and the green growing world right there with us. We should greet and thank a
plant like a friend, or a mentor, and “listen” for what it might have to “say.” I put these terms in
quotation marks because they are imperfect representations both of herbalists’ intended
meanings (though they use the terms) and of the sensory reception of plant communications,
which is often felt, sensed with parts of the body other than auditory speech. When Sally asks
students to sit quietly with the rose elixir, she frames the interaction between student and plant
carefully, suggesting that it is possible for an individual to have a relationship with the “essence”
or innermost energies of a plant spirit. These individual relationships also imply the possibility of
common experiences, since the way the exercise is framed suggests that participants will have a
relatively similar encounter with “rose” in its elixir form.
Through engaging with a living plant on its own territory, herbalists learn that the shape
of the plant tells them something about the place, and about the plant’s life, and about what it
contains. They learn that if they slow down, open themselves, and ask politely, the plant may, in
some guise, offer them insight into particular questions. They learn that the flavors of a plant,
even after it has died and been preserved in a tincture or tea, may be able to teach them about the
energy of that plant’s life. Through reading a wooded and gardened landscape where pathsides
are rife with burdock, dandelion, plantain, herbalists learn that they can attend to the soil, how it
has been tamped too tightly and densely as a result of human use and needs time to recover. A
plant’s growth pattern and its relationship to soil and human activity creates a sign—a form of
communication—that flows across the species divide. To understand it, we need to understand
what plants do with their bodies, with the vegetal pace of their growing roots breaking the
hardpack, shifting the soil. Sally guides students toward experiences and encounters with plants
that can help them understand what she means by plant communication, then asking us to
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consider what the plant tells us about that place. These are practices that herbalists learn in order
to let themselves be changed by the plants and their needs, desires, and knowledges.
In this chapter, I examine how herbalists glean and make knowledge about plants as
living beings and as medicines through pedagogical practices that build their ability to attune to
plant communications. Herbalist teachers’ work with “plant time” and the Doctrine of
Signatures, the two practices I describe here, aims at “reconnecting,” in their terms, the bodily
reality of an herbalist student with the physical and conceptual factors of plants’ lives. And this
process, for them, creates the conditions for communication. I describe how herbalist teachers
frame, and teach, those communications between human bodies, plants, and their ecologies. I
describe herbalists’ physical and narrative pedagogical practices in and out of the herbal studies
classroom as key components of how students experience the possibility of plant
communication.
These pedagogical practices teach attunements to form and modes of animacy that, in
turn, enable herbalists to experience communication with plants. First, addressing how herbalists
work with plants’ forms, I describe how students learn to read plants’ shapes, growth patterns,
and presence in particular landscapes through a mode called the Doctrine of Signatures. Students
use this method for reading plant forms alongside scientific botany, medicinal chemistry, and
ecology. The Doctrine of Signatures is grounded in medieval Christian mysticism and has been
reclaimed by some 20th century herbalists as a (relatively) secular practice of reading plants’
shapes and their location in particular ecosystems.
Second, to address how herbalists understand plants as animate—and humans able to
become animate with plants—I explore how herbalists learn to sit with living plants, “getting
down to plant time,” in order to attune intuitively to the plants’ lives. I show how herbalists’
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bodily shifting of their own engagement with timescapes becomes necessary to feel as though
communication with plants is possible. In considering both form and animacy, the narrative
practices of the teachers play a key role in framing and guiding how students actually experience
plants—helping students understand what bodily sensations to pay attention to as potentially
related with plant communications, and how to tune in to them. I examine ethnographic evidence
for shifts in the capacity of herbalists’ bodies to sense plants, in order to think methodologically
about how herbalists engage across human-vegetal species difference.
Herbalists frame plant time as a sensate bodily state that rests on slowing heart rates,
paying attention to breath and ecological surroundings, greeting and thanking a plant in its own
ecosystemic context, and attuning to plant communications. Because the most common place for
practicing plant time is in the first part of each Garden Apprenticeship class, it serves explicitly
as a transition from a world (of driving, reading, radio, music, work, computers, phones,
chattering) understood as too much, too fast, too full, too scattered, to enable real attention and
intention. Plant time can be read, then, as a practice of meditation, where practitioners access a
deeper self, or a higher truth, rather than a lively other in a plant. Indeed, several students
explicitly use language of mindfulness meditation practices to talk about how they enter into the
state of plant time, discussing breathing techniques and resting in awareness; some also use that
language to talk about their experiences “inside” plant time with their companion plant. “Getting
down to plant time” is an iterative, temporally embodied, and explicitly sensory practice that
enables attention, attunement, and ultimately care, across biologies.
Through becoming intimate with plants, herbalists learn how to care for a world with
beings, and needs, beyond the human. After Karen Barad, I might call this process not just
becoming intimate, but also a process of becoming animate with plants (Barad 2012; Barad
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2007). Barad has suggested that agency and the ability to act is always an enactment. Agency is
not a property of a bounded individual, but rather is an active process, produced in collaboration
between multiple sorts of beings. It is inter-agency, always intra-action: action and agency
cannot happen without relationships among different kinds of materials and actors. If so, then
part of what herbalists are doing when they get down to plant time is learning how to become coanimate with vegetal others, coordinating across divergent experiences of temporality.
Communication with plants generates sensate relations before, and in many cases, more
importantly than, cognitive, verbal stimuli (on affect and sensation as "precognitive, but not
presocial," see e.g. Massumi 2011; Massumi 2002; Mazzarella 2009). Herbalists learn attention
to plants as subjects which can both address and be addressed through bodily encounter. I find
Eduardo Kohn’s thoughts on the possibility that “communicative acts” are not limited to human
behaviors helpful for thinking through the dilemmas presented by herbalists’ practices of
communication across seemingly vast differences of being in the world. He suggests that
anthropologists ought to “[pay] careful attention to the specific modalities through which
communication is attempted with different kinds of beings,” pointing out that struggles to
communicate “reveal certain formal properties of relation… that are neither the contingent
products of earthly biologies nor those of human histories but which are instantiated in, and thus
give shape to, both” (Kohn 2013:19).22
Following Kohn’s provocation to look for the formal properties of relation that enable
plant-human relations, I probe the question of what communications between plants and humans
looks like. To what extent can humans recognize and receive plants’ efforts to communicate?
What do humans do with plant communications—how do herbalists make sense of the
22

Kohn also recently reminded us of Gregory Bateson’s question, “where, exactly, along the length of a cane, do I start?” The
question prompts a reflection about the interpenetration of bodies and bodily experience with the “other” materials of the world.
If a body needs a cane to be able to walk, why do we insist on thinking of the cane as something other than a part of the body?
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information, sensation, and material they receive? I attend to how herbalists use biologists’
studies of plant electrical signals to talk about plants’ ability to communicate more generally, as
they learn that plants at least sometimes demonstrate intentional communications, even across
vegetal species difference. Using language of contemporary biosciences enables them to make
plants’ communications visible and legible to a wider audience, even as they integrate into that
framework intuitively sensate modes of engaging with plants. Teachers suggest to students that
because “living plants and humans both have electrical systems and fields of energy” that at the
very least, some subtle electrical connection between plants and people is possible. Though no
herbalist proposes that plants and humans experience the world in the same ways, many suggest
that there are enough likenesses between human and medicinal plant lives that humans might, in
fact, be able to listen, feel, and learn with plants.
Unpacking these narrative, didactic, and experiential pedagogical frameworks gives me a
way to examine herbalists’ methods of attuning to plants and how they experience
communication with plants. In addition to thinking with the “specific modalities” of
communication that herbalists engage, I return to the framework of translation that I laid out in
chapter 3 for understanding how herbalists layer modes of knowledge to produce a body (and
plants) open to universal, ecologically grounded interpretation. Here, I draw on translation to
understand what it means, for herbalists, to communicate across species difference.23
Critics of the idea that nonhumans may have capacities for agency and communication
argue that it is merely projecting human capacities onto them, suggesting that they are merely
anthropomorphized. But for others, anthropomorphization does not do justice to the wide range
of animacies, agencies, energies, ethics, and ways of being in the world. They push multispecies
23

As such an interpenetrating practice of becoming-animate across species might just be able to bring humans into a realm where
we are “mangled together” as Andrew Pickering put it—that is, mixed inextricably up in each other’s processes, lives, and
material bodies—in the practice of becoming animate in the world (Pickering 1995).
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scholarship to consider further what possibilities open up if we imagine that plants are not
merely capable of relationship, agency, and desire (defined in human terms), but indeed that
human agency, relationship and desire has much to learn from plants. As Natasha Myers
suggests, “what we call anthropomorphism may actually be evidence of our capacity and
willingness to open ourselves to others, to let other modes of embodiment inflect and transform
our own” (2015:58.) Myers draws on her earlier research with protein modelers, and how they
teach themselves about proteins by practicing what she calls “molecularizing” themselves—
through body posture, exercises stimulating imagination, and dialogue about what proteins want,
need, and feel. Mary Siisip Geniusz and Wendy Makoons Geniusz have suggested that
difficulties in ways of paying attention lies at the heart of the problem with a scientistic approach
to the world (Geniusz 2009). Their suggestion is grounded in conversation with a wide
community of Indigenous scholars who contest the “primitivization” of Indigenous and nonscientistic modes of engaging with plants, showing how those knowledges are refined, careful,
and deeply engaged with the material of the world, and suggesting that they are the only ethical
mode of understanding and engaging with other-than-human beings (Geniusz 2009; Muñoz et al.
2015; TallBear 2017; Buhner 2004; Geniusz 2015; Armbrecht 2013; Kimmerer 2015; Povinelli
2002; Smith 2012; Rifkin 2017; Smith 2017).
Colonial knowledge projects and practices have made certain forms of knowledge
available to white herbalists, and have generated certain notions of “truths” about what it is
possible to know about the world through valorizations of “traditional ecological knowledge.” At
stake in white herbalists’ translations of parts of Indigenous ways of engaging with plants is a
tension around whose knowledge can be taken up, how, and by whom. At the same time, white
herbalists work in an awkwardly productive way at the real intersections of these conditions for
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knowledge production to try to intervene in health—of bodies, environments, and plants, through
generating friendships with plants. The confluence of these tensions, histories, and sensations
lays the groundwork for herbalists’ movement toward communicating with plants.
Plants’ capacities for communication, as understood by herbalists, bear little resemblance
to classic understandings of human communication. Herbalists seek to discover how a plant is
most itself, and what it might have to teach and communicate about how to be in the world from
that stance. They may occasionally imagine human qualities into plants, but that imagination is
not the limit or the goal of their engagements with plant form and animacy. Myers refers to the
ability of humans to accompany plants in meaningful bodily ways, to attempt to “plantalize” or
“planthropomorphize” themselves to gain a deeper understanding of plants’ material lives.
Herbalist teachers’ framings and experiential exercises act as guidance for how to open and how
to “let other modes of embodiment…transform our own,” and I discuss here how a shifted bodily
orientation to plant-time can help herbalists become
“plantalized” for communicative possibilities (Myers
2013).
Reading herbalists’ efforts to communicate
with plants as attempts to “open” themselves “to
others,” I argue that working with the Doctrine of
Signatures and learning how to get down to plant time
as a sensate state enable herbalists to cultivate
particular modes of bodily attention that try to
mitigate the species divide. Through these practices,

Figure 7 Student sits with tulsi (holy basil)
before harvesting

herbalists’ understandings of what plants are capable
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of opens up. As their experiences build on one another, as students’ daily contact with plant
materials and living plants increases, individuals develop their own attunement to particular
plants, practices, and needs. The kind of agency an herbalist can enact, then, in gathering,
growing, and preparing medicinal plants, is entangled with the kind of agency a plant can enact
in helping humans, communicating through form and animacy.
Divergent Temporalities
Plant time as a practice makes space for cross-species connections. It honors the
difference between human and vegetal temporalities—the cycles of germination, growth,
maintenance, seeding, and dormancy or death that are months, years, or decades long. The
practice strives for a shift in sensory relations and attention to an immediate, intimate world of
vegetally-paced life. In this case, the concept and practice of plant time is more about shifting
bodily sensibilities of time than assigning a particular fixed understanding of how plants
experience time.
Philosopher Michael Marder suggests that we can only partially approach vegetal timelives, either in imaginative exercise or in practice. He outlines three different kinds of time in
which plants participate:
1) the vegetal heterotemporality of seasonal change
2) the infinite temporality of growth and
3) the cyclical temporality of iteration, repetition, and reproduction
(Marder 2013; 95-97)
But none of these sorts of time are the sorts that herbalists mean, exactly, when they say: “get
down to plant time.” What they suggest, with that phrase and with the practices I describe, is that
seeking a physical connection, and sensing an energetic resonance with the plant in its own
setting can generate other kinds of connections and the potential for communication. Herbalists
do not imagine they will actually root into the soil to approximate a plant-like groundedness and
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experience of place—but they report feeling grounded when they work directly with some plants.
Using Marder’s frame to think about teachers’ pedagogical tools for grounding helps to
understand what else herbalists are trying to do by attuning to plant-worlds. Marder argues for
reading plants’ capacities as distinct from, but not lesser than, human ones. He suggests that
human philosophy and thought can approach plant-thinking, but only if humans jettison a few
core concepts about plants—their devaluation, their lesserness, their rootedness as a signal of
lack of motion and lack of capacity, and, perhaps most importantly, the idea that a plant is a
single entity that grows of its own accord. Rather, he suggests, a plant’s actual physical life has
many capacities for engagement, communication, relationship, and more—though enacted
differently from human ones.
Differences are what makes communication valuable, for herbalists—if plants spoke the
same languages, held the same knowledges as humans, communication might not be as
educational or revelatory. How, then, might one engage across both the alterities and similarities
between humans and plants, recognizing similarities enough to connect and communicate, but
appreciating differences as the conditions for learning and healing? What does it mean to count
information received while interacting with plants as communication? What does it mean to take
seriously the generative, emergent, multiple, and collaborative nature of cross species
communication? I understand such questions, unearthed by herbalists’ practices, through
Marder’s approach:
Vegetal life expresses itself without resorting to vocalization. Aside from
communicating their distress when predators are detected in the vicinity by
releasing airborne (or in some cases belowground) chemicals, plants, like all
living beings, articulate themselves spatially; in a body language free from
gestures, “they can express themselves only by their postures”.
In using the word ‘language’ to describe vegetal self-expression in all its
spatialized materiality, I am not opting for a metaphor. What I propose instead is
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that contemporary philosophy include plants in the tradition of treating language
neither as a means of communication nor as something exclusively human.
The language of plants belongs in the hypermaterialist tradition that… is alive to
the spatial relations and articulations between beings, animate or inanimate. Plantthinking, in turn, cannot but rely on material signification that bypasses conscious
intentionality and coincides with the very phenomenality—the modes of
appearance—of vegetal life.” (2013, 75)

Using Marder’s terms, when herbalists “get down to plant time” at the beginning of a session,
they tune their sensory awareness to that which is around them—to “spatial relations and
articulations between things.” In other words, if humans approach plants thinking that we are
meeting a singular individual, we will not find a self. We will only find a self when we attune to
the distributed and multiple elements that come together to enable vegetal life. This is an
articulation of plants as ecological assemblages with capacities to absorb and give away
nutrients, chemicals, and more. Communication with plants for herbalists is a matter of
communicating with an assemblage. A plant, or several plants, is the ostensible focus but, as
many herbal students describe, sitting with the plant allows them space to imagine themselves in
the plants’ world—meeting it partway, as Marder suggests. In doing so, students report not just
visualizing the assembled relations that enable the plant’s life, like flows of water, sunlight on
leaves, wind through stems, nutrients in soil—they also report feeling some of those assembled
elements of the multiplicity of the plant.
Meeting the plant in its ecological multiplicity, and framing that work as “plant time,”
opens up an affective space for herbal students and practitioners to conceive of communication,
and indeed, of bodily being, in a different way. That way does not negate the distinction between
the rooted, distributed self of the plant and the more evidently mobile, seemingly skinbound self
of the human. But it does allow for a kind of sensory resonance with plant-human difference and
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similarity to bubble up. William Mazzarella and Brian Massumi each suggest that the concept of
“affect” is best read as a state of bodily experience that is “pre-cognitive but not pre-social”
(Mazzarella 2009; Massumi 2002). In the same way, this distributed and assembled
communication, though primarily a felt sense, is not “pre-social”; rather, it allows herbalists to
imagine plants, in their interconnected multiplicity of self, as social others with whom build
relationships. This framing, read alongside Barad’s intra-action, may help us better understand
who is communicating, what is being communicated, and how it is received.
Marder has also written that the “the suggestion
that the plant is ‘a collective being’ implies that its body
is a non-totalizing assemblage of multiplicities, an
inherently political space of conviviality” (2013, 85).24
Herbalists would agree with Marder’s suggestion that
plants open a space for conviviality—that is, for living
together, and becoming animate together. Their practices
suggest an awareness that plants are collective beings,

Figure 8 Students listening to instructions
for good harvesting practices in the garden

beings always only emergent in relationship and
assemblage with collectives of others. When an herbalist

comes to get down to plant time, she brings her body, her own history, her own capacity, to bear
on the connection with the plant as a collective being. What this means is that bodies, plants, and
communications are all only enabled by their emergent enactments as participants in particular
relationships, situated in particular historical and environmental contexts.

24

Or, as Natasha Myers puts it more succinctly: “Perhaps thinking and reasoning are overrated. Perhaps there are things that
plants can do that we can as yet barely imagine.” (2015, 62)
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Form
In this section I explore how the teachers in the vignettes that opened this chapter, and in
other moments, use narrative and experiential pedagogical practices to involve the physical form
of plants and the landscapes they grow in, to guide students learning how to relate to plants. In
the first year of the program, students spend several hours a week in direct engagement with
plants. This happens both in the classroom-based narrative framings of how to understand plants’
forms, as well as in experiential encounters with living plants out of doors. This section outlines
the conflicts around what kinds of plant-human communication are possible in a mode of
knowledge like the Doctrine of Signatures, and what mistakes and miscommunications become
perhaps inevitable. Herbalists learn about the Doctrine of Signatures both as a historical method
of working with medicinal plants and also as a contemporary mode of learning from plants’
forms, structures, habits, and habitats. I am less concerned here with how the Doctrine of
Signatures has helped herbalists determine the medicinal uses of plants—teachers routinely
frame the Doctrine of Signatures as potentially problematic and troublesome as a definitional
tool for medicines. I am more interested in the general proposition that teachers’ narrative
framings suggest: that plants offer signs, communications, that can become legible for humans.
The point here is that herbalists learn to be affected by the specificity of plants, discerning forms
from landscape, forms from other forms. If, as Eduardo Kohn has noted, “all life is semiotic, and
all semiosis is alive,” (2013, 16), then these ethnographic moments detailing the building of
relationships across species difference flesh out how communicative, signing relationships can
emerge between humans and medicinal plants.
What happens if we reclaim the Doctrine of Signatures as one starting point for
understanding the potentials of co-presence and communication, albeit flawed and incomplete,
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between humans and plants? The history of the Doctrine of Signatures entangles with Christian
mysticism and creationism, as well as with the early relation between those beliefs and the
production of scientific knowledge. What could we learn by acknowledging the history of the
Doctrine of Signatures as a situated concept which has been broadly debunked as a primary way
of knowing medicinal qualities, and yet may still be helpful as a way into understanding how
humans and plants might communicate and sign together?
To address these questions, I return to the narrative framings that herbalist educators offer
students. Lucy leads us through an introduction to the Doctrine of Signatures in “Observation,
Intuition and Intention” class:
“Ok, so the Doctrine of Signatures has been around for a really long time,” she says,
pulling up a slide of a motherwort plant.
“The basic idea is that nature gives us clues as to how to use plants. We can look for
those clues by looking at the plant itself.”
o Where does it grow?
o What is its structure, leaf shape, arrangement?
o How does the leaf attach to the stem?
o What’s the stem shape, leaf texture, size, venation?
o What are its stems, roots, and flowers like?
She writes these questions on the board, and we note them down.
“For instance, we can look at motherwort, and learn something about it—you can see it
has opposite leaves, branching alternately at really regular intervals all the way up the square
stem. It’s a regular and predictable structure, very rhythmic in its repetition.” She uses her hands
to touch the whiteboard where the image of the plant projects its leaves, holding fingers straight
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and touching the leaves with the side of her hand. The blade of her hand parallels each pair of
opposite leaves, shifting ninety degrees left and
right around the stem to echo the pattern of the
leaves as the pairs alternate their orientation up
the stem.
“One of the main uses for motherwort is as
an anxiolytic, helping with anxiety, and one of the
major ways it does that is by regularizing the heart
rate and strength of the cardiovascular system. So
the stem is like a big vein—it’s hollow, even—
and the leaves going up are like the regular,
steady heartbeat.”
She goes on to describe several other

Figure 9 Motherwort (Leonurus cardiaca),
Wikimedia commons

plants as we look at them on the screen and
speculate about what they might be good for. Passionflower is a tangly vine—used for people
whose thoughts are tangled up, it calms the mind, soothes mental tension. It demonstrates its
meaning and efficacy in the opposite way that motherwort does, in that passionflower shows the
condition it treats, whereas motherwort shows the effect that it has. These kinds of connections
between form and function, and differences as to how those connections are read and
interpreted—unfold across humans’ observations about the plant world. As she tells us about
how herbalists read flower shapes, as well as the moistness, dryness, and ecological location of
plants, she also describes ongoing debates among herbalists about the utility of the Doctrine of
Signatures.
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“There can be conflicting signs, so you have to combine this approach with other
knowledge about plants—like what you learn from experienced herbalists in classes, or from
books.” Students dutifully note the possibility of failed readings of plant signs, learning that it is
not now, as it was in earlier centuries, a primary way of determining plants’ medicinal
capacities.25 At The Center, the Doctrine of Signatures is a mode of knowledge that involves
cultivating an attentive, friendly relation between herbalist and plant. This mode is not taught,
it’s important to note, in the material medica class: rather, it is outlined as a practice for honing
attention in the “Observation, Intuition and Intention” curriculum. This class grounds its
interventions in cultivating the individual, felt sense of relationship between student and plant—
not in producing provable, reproducible, generalizable truths.
The Doctrine of Signatures emerges in contemporary herbalism both through vitalism,
which learns to interpret for human purposes the potentials of the growing, living landscape of
medicinal plants, and through a model which reads plants as beings with capacities to do, know,
and communicate. In this class, teachers focus on helping students learn knowledges more rooted
in a vitalist tradition of plant and landscape observation—though it is subtly present, the explicit
language of “spirit” comes into play less readily. Vital energy (or vitality) and spirit are two
ways that herbalists talk about the general ontological proposition that plants are more than mere
objects for human use. This exploration of form and animacy in western herbal medicine has as
much to do with observing how students’ bodies sense and feel—and what teachers say their
goals are for students learning to sense and feel—in their training. Each term indicates the
capacity of a plant to have, if not a self per se, at least a very obvious kind of capacity to affect
and interact with the world. And in learning how to work with plants’ signatures, herbalists also

25

Critics of the Doctrine of Signatures focus on the fact that there are many more plants with a particular “signature”—that is, a
shape, structure, or tell-tale location—than could possibly correspond to treating a particular body process.
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learn to pay attention to the energy of a plant and its ecosystem. The Doctrine of Signatures came
to serve as an important, if not always entirely central, aspect of contemporary western
herbalism’s model for reading, and working with, medicinal plants.
The origins of the Doctrine of Signatures lie in Christian understandings of the world as
enlivened by the touch of God, with elements like medicinal plants put in place for human use. It
was drawn also into less explicitly religious understandings when philosophers and medical
practitioners framed signatures as elements put in place by “nature,” rather than by the singular
hand of God. Whatever its origins, the effect of that signing was a human ability to understand
plants as communicative entities. Understanding plants as enlivened by some kind of force—
whether it is a plant-essence, nature’s vitality, or a plant’s spirit—opens up the ontological field
for plants to be endowed with capacities which could be called “interior,” or “spirit,” that are
distinct from but related to their “exterior,” or form, which in turn allows them to sign with
humans. Herbalists learn to pay attention to this relationship between plants’ potential interior
state and their exterior signs by attuning their own bodies to the various sensations of
encountering plants. Students attend ever more finely to plants’ shape, size, location, tactile
sensation and smell, in addition to the less definable intuitively felt sense of the plant.
Generally speaking, the kinds of intuited, embodied, experiential knowledge enabled by a
connection with the divine are not held to be valid in the face of what we now know as science.26
That same enlivening god that mystic herbalists like 11th century German Benedictine abbess
Hildegard of Bingen and 14th century English anchoress Julian of Norwich cite as the force that
greens the world—“viriditas” in Hildegard’s words (Bingen 1998; of Norwich 2006)—inspired
Jakob Boehme, a Christian mystic living in Germany in the late 16th through the early 17th

26

Of course, science as we know it is rooted in a history shot through with attestations to the benevolence, intelligence, and
capability with which a Christian god created the universe.
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century, to write in his treatise The Signature of All Things:
Thus every Thing which is generated out of the internal has its Signature; the
superior Form, which is chief in the Spirit of the Working in the Power, does most
especially sign the Body, and the other Forms hang to it; as it is to be seen in all
living Creatures, in the Shape and Form of the Body, and in the Behaviour and
Deportment, also in the Sound, Voice, and Speech; and likewise in Trees and
Herbs, in Stones and Metals; all according as the Wrestling is in the Power of the
Spirit, so is the Figure of the Body represented, and so likewise is its Will, so long
as it so boils in the Life-Spirit. (Boehme 1350)
For Boehme, there is no living thing (a plant, a person, a landscape) that does not sign by
exhibiting external symptoms of its internal state—thanks to the “Spirit of the Working in the
Power.” The “Body” and other “Forms” carry such “signatures,” as they are things with an
interior, and therefore can have an exterior that echoes their interior. The “Life-Spirit” of the
living “Form” is expressed externally, through the form’s shape, sound, and behavior. For the
“interior” to be expressed, it must be some kind of Spirit, power, essence, or self-ness that has
the capacity to express itself—or that an actor, like a God, can make be known on the outside.
Boehme’s approach represented at the time a departure from previous understandings of how to
read human and nonhuman forms and landscapes, insofar as it framed the “essence” or “spirit” of
the form as vital to its being in the world. Furthermore, it suggests that all living creatures have
essences—interiority—which are expressed on the outside of their forms. This is a contrast to
Christian and other doctrines where the capacity for interiority is generally ascribed only to
human animals. To extend that capacity for interiority to plants suggests not just that they have
spirits which live “inside” the form of their body, but that those spirits might have the capacity
for knowledge, communication, and action.
Boehme’s work was influenced by an early 16th century German physician commonly
called Paracelsus who is cited as a major lineage-figure by many herbalists (Wood 2005;
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Stillman 1917). Paracelsus suggested that “Nature marks” the growth of plants “according to its
curative benefit” (Paracelsus and Waite 1894). He grounded this perspective in a medical model
that held the human body to be a microcosm of nature and the universe more broadly. This
model is usually called the “hermetic” model. He identified a close relationship between human
bodily parts and plant bodily parts: if a part of a plant looked to him like a part of a human, it
might be used to treat an ailment of that part of the human. He developed this hermetic model
into consideration of colors, tastes, and growth patterns of plants and their relationship with
human colors, energetics, and growth patterns.

Figure 10 Images from the American Botanical Council's HerbalGram article on the Doctrine of Signatures. Plants
shown with the body part they benefit.

Boehme and Paracelsus’s accounts of the world are in accord with herbalist Hildegard of
Bingen and other Christian mystic healers that the other-than-human world has signs for humans,
indicating what to do and how to do it (medicinally). These thinkers and physicians had different
ideas about what caused those signs to inhere in plants and other substances (God in Boehme’s
description, nature in Paracelsus’, and viriditas in Hildegard’s, a word she used to describe the
greening force of a Christian god emergent in nature). But each provided an outline for how to
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read “nature” so as to access its medicinally effective capacities. Though diverse practices across
the planet during and prior to Boehme’s era held that objects and creatures of all sorts had the
ability to be possessed, to act, to be agents in the world of humans and to shape human lives, it
was in Paracelsus’s, and later, Boehme’s, era that “signatures” began to be explicitly read on the
fleshly being of plants, animals, and people.
At The Center, teachers build, sometimes explicitly, on a Paracelsian approach to the
Doctrine of Signatures as a mode of reading and interacting with medicinal plants and their
landscapes. To work with those plants, they draw from the medical philosophy of Eclectic
vitalism as it was practiced by physicians of the late 18th and 19th century. Eclectic physicians
held that diseases did not emanate from “bad” parts of the body but rather from “external
pernicious influences,” and preferred to find remedies that worked for a particular patient rather
than cure-alls that relied on a model of plant capacities that limited each plant to one or two
capacities. A move to vitalist philosophy shifted the etiology of disease and illness from “impure
processes” (in the Greek humoral model, loosely put) within the body to processes largely
caused by external entities in concert with “imbalances” in the body which rendered it incapable
of coping with those external influences.27 Like Boehme and Paracelsus, 19th century Eclectic
physicians held that creatures—plants, people, animals—were in metaphorical and literal
correspondence with the world around them. Not only did bodies, especially those of plants,
indicate on the exterior of their forms (and in their growth patterns) what ailments they might be
useful for; humans, also, exhibited a correspondence between internal and external states. The
balances of the body could be read through understanding the external signs properly, the legacy
of which practices we can see in herbalism’s reading of the human body. This way of reading the
27

Some physicians posited very small animals as the cause of illness—in Antony van Leeuwenhoek ‘s work in translation in the
17th and 18th century, these were “animalcules.” The terminology that replaced the animalcule was “microbes,” in Louis Pasteur
and Robert Koch’s work in the 19th century (Leeuwenhoek and Hoole 1800; Pasteur 2008; Gradmann 2010).
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body prefigures the way that herbalists today use the Doctrine of Signatures as a mode of
receiving communications from plants.
Learning to See Forms
Shown below are two tables that herbalists use to teach their students the Doctrine of
Signatures’ basic principle: that the Form of things (as Boehme puts it) can communicate
something about their capacities. These tables depict the relationship between plants’ ecosystems
(under which conditions they grow), their energetics (discerned through taste-based qualities, the
kind of plant-vitality which is detectable by common human senses), and their effects on the
body (describing the changes to the human tissue state enabled by the plant). The two columns
listed under each ecosystem help the learning herbalist understand what kinds of plant in which
place might either “mimic” (provide the same effect as that ecosystem) or “counteract” (provide
an opposite effect) a particular human bodily condition. Claims about bodies and their needs and
functions are tangled up here in claims about plants’ forms, functions, and relational capacity
with human bodies.
Part 1: Ocean and Rain forest
Ocean/Coastal

Temperate Rain Forests

Mimic

Counteract

Mimic

Counteract

Energetics

cool/moist

neutral (warm or cold/dry

cool/moist

warm/dry

Plant Examples

Irish moss; Bladderwrack;

Sea rocket; Scotch lovage;

Saw briar root;

Wild ginger; Spice

Dulse; Kombu; Glasswort;

Seaside goldenrod; Sea

Solomon’s seal;

bush; Beth root;

Orache;

Lavender; Seacoast

Ginseng

Wild geranium

angelica; Eyebright; Usnea
Demulcent; Soluble bulk

Stimulating diuretics that

Demulcent; Soothe

Counteract damp,

fiber; Moistening to tissue;

decrease fluids and salt

irritated, inflamed tissue

boggy conditions;

Mineralizing; Increase

levels; Stop excess

in the bowel, stomach,

Carminative; Relieve
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Effect on the

water retention; For

secretions in sinuses,

mucus membranes, and

congestion (head

Body

deficient kidney yin

lungs, and bowels

on skin

colds, intestines);

conditions

Diaphoretic;
Astringent

Part 2: Mountains and Plains
Mountains

Energetics

Mimic

Counteract

Mimic

Counteract

cold

hot/warm and dry

windy

warm/cool and dry

Pulsatilla; Arnica;

Coca; Osha;

Mormon tea

Echinacea; Monardas;

Plant Examples

Effect on the Body

Plains

Lomatium; Grindelia;

Artemisias: Pleurisy root;

Cow parsnip

Blue vervain; Willow;

Helping to balance

Increase oxygen

Decongestant;

Stimulate immune system; Move

extreme conditions of

levels; Antibacterial;

urinary

stagnant conditions of body

physical or emotional

Antifungal; Antiviral;

complaints

(digestion, sprains, strains, bruises.

trauma; In excess such

arthritis, lymph) and mind and spirit;

plants are toxic

Relieve symptoms of flu-like
conditions; Anodyne; Antiinflammatory

According to this chart, in a Temperate Rain forest ecosystem ginseng (Panax
quinquefolius) will mimic that ecosystem’s general state (cool and moist) in its effects on the
human body—it will cause the human body to feel and be more cool and moist. “Demulcency”
essentially means that the plant causes a slippery, slimy effect somewhere in the body—creating
sensations of coolness and moisture. A different plant from the same ecosystem—wild ginger,
for instance—will counteract coolness and moisture in the human body. In the language of the
chart, a body experiencing too much coolness and moisture would be in a “damp, boggy
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condition.” Wild ginger will counteract that sign (dampness) of the ecosystem by drying out the
tissues of the body (in its capacities as an astringent), by opening the pores and warming up the
body to cause a sweat (in its capacity as a diaphoretic), and by helping the digestive system move
(in its capacity as a carminative). In other words, this chart draws together not just the plants’
shapes as a way of reading their signatures; they also consider the places they grow, and the
conditions of those places, in analogous relation with the condition of the ailing human body in
question. Here, we come back explicitly to the senses as a mode of knowing—and in this case, a
mode of knowing differences among plants based on energetics, that can lead to a deeper
understanding of the plant’s life force, of its healing capacities, and of its possible information to
communicate.
The chart articulates a way to think of plant signatures as a matter of “Behavior” in
addition to “Form” in Boehme’s terms. Behavior, in this case, emerges in the growth patterns
and ecological zones that plants occupy. Herbalists learn to attune their senses to the shape and
characteristics of the form of the plant at the same time as considering its habitat. And as a result,
bodies take in plant medicines that have particular ecological signatures, or meanings, and
communication happens between the state of the body’s tissues and the ecological information of
the plant.
This attunement happens differently for herbalists than it does for, say, a conservationist.
When thinking with plants deemed “invasive” by wildlife biologists and others, most herbalists
do not take as critical a stance about those plants and their wild mobilities as many
conservationists might. Most herbalists are more interested in the efficacies of plants than in their
“official” provenance, and if a plant shows up in a place (like Japanese knotweed in North
America in the latter half of the 20th century), most herbalists assume there is a reason for it to be
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there. Those reasons are often cited are ecological (the plant is filling a niche opened by a
change) or are grounded in the needs of other humans and animals. Japanese knotweed is an
example par excellence of the latter: herbalists connect the rise in populations of Japanese
knotweed directly with the rise in infection rates with tick-borne illnesses like Lyme disease.
Japanese knotweed, in fact, in herbalism, shares some “signatures” with Lyme—namely, it is
difficult to get rid of once it has set in in its niche (the disturbed roadside or the compromised
human body, respectively). And, in fact, it is partially on this homeopathic principle (like treats
like), and partially on the basis of chemical assays, that many herbalists consider Japanese
knotweed to be a first-response herbal remedy for people living with Lyme. In brief, “invasives”
are not a bad thing for herbalists—as with any moment of trying to read a plant in and with its
landscape, herbalists imagine what the plant needs, and what needs it fills—in other words, they
work to determine what its presence in a place communicates, rather than demonizing it for
relocating.
Herbalists’ attention to plants and their places includes an element of reading for the
vitality or spirit of the plant. Herbalist vitalism as inspired by the Doctrine of Signatures can be
understood as a mode of re-enchanting the world (per Jane Bennett and other new materialists,
e.g. Bennett 2009; Harman 2011; Brown 2001). Through the centuries that element has traveled
with the concept of Doctrine of Signatures, sliding into place in a primarily secular or pagan
world of contemporary western herbalism.28 When an herbalist looks over a landscape, or at a
particular plant to learn something about it by reading its signs, he reads that plant as a being
with an interior—an essence, or vitality, or a spirit, depending on his preferred term. When the
plant, as an other, can also have interiority, that interiority is conditioned by the assembled

28

Though there are many practitioners of herbalism whose work is grounded in contemporary or historical Christianity, most
teachers and students at The Center do not work directly with Christian tradition.
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relationships with its environment. Thus, as they consider what kinds of medicinal potentials the
plant may have, herbalists notice and create a different, more intimate kind of relationship in the
context of the forest—not just with singular plants, but with the relationships which make them
possible in that moment.
Communication on Whose Terms
Biologists have recently noted that plants—that is, trees, herbaceous shrubs, grasses, and
more, with the collaboration of fungi—communicate with one another. For the most part, these
communications are accomplished through pheromones released into the air, or through
electronic signals through mycorrhizal networks of fungus, connecting plants in the soil
(Kimmerer 2015; Jung et al. 2012). Many communications of both kinds happen only between
individuals of a species in an area—for instance, a deer gnawing at the bark of a poplar tree can
trigger the tree to release a pheromonal warning signal that travels across the grove of similar
trees, triggering an upsurge in the production of browse-deterring chemicals in the bark. Other
communications move across species, relying on mycelial fungal networks to facilitate the
exchange of resources—water and nutrients—among the root clusters of plants connected by that
network (Simard et al. 1997).
Biologists’ “discovery” of plants’ abilities to exchange information and resources for
health thrilled the world of western biosciences. However, Native and First Nations peoples of
this continent have long maintained that plants—indeed, many beings other than humans—hold
the capacity to communicate. The fact that other-than-humans communicate differently than
humans should not be a barrier to an understanding that they are, in fact, capable of
communication. As biologist and ecologist Robin Wall Kimmerer puts it,
[Science concluded]… that plants cannot communicate because they lack the
mechanisms that animals use to speak. The potential for plants were seen purely
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through the lens of animal capacity… There is now compelling evidence that our
elders were right—the trees are talking to one another… The mycorrhizae may
form fungal bridges between individual trees, so that all the trees in a forest are
connected. These fungal networks appear to redistribute the wealth of
carbohydrates from tree to tree… They weave a web of reciprocity, of giving and
taking. (2015:20)

This communication is materially grounded. Carbohydrates and pheromones might be small but
they are more tangible to the average reader than loose concepts like “energy” or “intuition,”
terms also frequently mobilized by herbalists to describe how plants and humans communicate.
Kimmerer discusses mycorrhizae facilitating trees talking to each other, describing how those
fungal networks create the capacity for plant communications and relationships with others. For
herbalists who take up the claims articulated by ecologists and biologists like Kimmerer, what is
at stake is plants’ abilities to intentionally and knowingly exchange things—information,
understood through bioscientific terms of pheromones, carbohydrates, and networks. Here,
Kimmerer offers an observation similar to Michael Marder’s: that “intention” and “knowledge”
are capacities plants have, even if we with our human intentions and knowledges might be
unable to determine what, exactly, counts as plant intentionality. Kimmerer and herbalists share
the conviction that plants’ exchange of information and materials with particular other plants
indicates their ability to relate, and therefore to communicate, with one another.
Herbalists work with scientific biological research like Kimmerer’s to understand plants
as able to communicate, and indeed, able to choose when, how, and with whom to communicate.
This is the relational space opened up through the practice of plant time and the learning tool of
the Doctrine of Signatures. These modes of knowledge—sensory, embodied, attentive to plant
differences—helps students learn the possibilities of communications between plants and
humans. Plant time as I have described it is a practice for tapping into those capacities for
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relationship and communication. How do herbalists’ claims relate to and line up with biologists’
knowledge? How do they stake a claim to the legitimacy of plant time and plant communication
as knowledge and practice by implicating hard sciences as part of their framing? By attempting
to move into plant time, herbalists construct a fleshly, embodied mode of attuning to such social
and material entanglements.
Herbal teachers, then, teach through practices that help students learn to attend to plants
in a different way, shifting their bodily orientation to plant-time. Natasha Myers calls this
process of paying attention “attunement” to the material entailments and desires of other
elements of the world, “pulling and propelling them into new modes of inquiry, and new lines of
flight” (Myers 2015, 60; Hustak and Myers 2012). These embodied engagements with plant-time
enable herbalists to attend to the possibilities of plant communications between plants and
people, and may help herbalists become “plantalized,” in Myer’s terms (2013). That is,
practicing getting down to plant time can help herbalists learn to pay attention in new terms,
terms shaped by plants.
Attention to form and animacy, to the assembled, relational, contingent and in-motion
nature of plant-human relations as a practice helps herbalists attune their senses, and to cultivate
response-ability with plants. Herbalists notice, through touch, sight, smell, intuitive connection,
and other sensations, plants’ capacities to respond to human presence. Through these practices,
herbalists cultivate their capacity to communicate, following an iterative path from attention to
attunement through to cultivating the capacity to notice and understand plant communications.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have described two central elements of herbalists’ training to learn
communication with plants. First, I described how students learn “plant time” to cultivate the
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ability to respond to, and experience response from plants. Next, I described learning how to read
plants’ forms as signs of their medicinal capacities, and the entailments of that process of
attention for classroom and clinical work. These are the groundwork for understanding the
communicative entanglements of human worlds with plant worlds. More to the point, for this
consideration, these elements of herbalists’ training demonstrate a general orientation to plants as
animate and active beings that can communicate even across species difference and biological
divergence. Plants are active beings for herbalists, rather than passive objects for human use.
Through these discussions, I have suggested that attending with multiple senses—
becoming multiply attuned via our “own” sensorium—to the worlds and bodies of plants makes
it more likely that herbalists can actively participate in the formation of assembled animacies,
shaping the emergent consequences of interactions. 29 The Doctrine of Signatures, fallible though
it may be as a method of determining medicinal capacities of plants, nonetheless offers one set of
guidelines for attuning herbalists’ senses to the communicative capacities of plants. I have also
suggested that plant time practices helps herbalists shift their felt sensations of time. Plant time
as a pedagogical tool seeks to bring herbalists into relationship with forms of intention,
knowledge, and communication across plant-human differences that, in their difference, also
bring human and plant worlds together. Translations of knowledge from plant time are sensate,
intuited, only infrequently vocalized, and then only inadequately explained, say herbalists;
translations of knowledge with the Doctrine of Signatures are partial, suggestive, guidelines
only. Supported also by observations about material communications and sharing between plants
as documented by ecologists and biologists, these herbalists bring an inspirited, sometimes
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See e.g. Myers 2011; Myers 2015; Hustak and Myers 2012. Though, with Barad, it might be equally interesting to argue that
there is no such thing as “our own sensorium.” That which we experience as the complexity of “our own” bodily sensation is,
according to an agential realist read on the world, entirely assembled in intra-action with the conditions and materials of
everything else around us.
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enchanted, vitalist layer to their knowledge-making with plants. They gather together multiple
understandings of plant animacy.
What might it mean for humans to become animate with plants? One possibility is that by
practicing plant time, human bodies can become more sensitive to small changes of temperature,
wind, sunlight, to their presence in place with other plants, soils, and animals—the lively world
of which humans are a part, but not in charge. Herbalists frame their work as a process of feeling
their way into presence with plants in order to root themselves, in the mess and muddle of
humanity, into the growing world of the planet they live with, whether green and lush, or sandy
and stark. In herbalist’s pedagogical framings, plants and humans are “agentic” only insofar as
they respond to one another—and this kind of communication only emerges in assembled,
entangled actions and relationships. Becoming animate with plants through plant time rests in the
material fact of human lives’ link to other biologies. Not only are we, like plants, part of our
watersheds and airways, cycling and recycling the materials of the world through the flesh of our
cross-species bodies. Getting down to plant time entails a practice of feeling our way into the
bare materiality of plant-human co-existence. In doing so, as philosopher Michael Marder
suggests, we trouble the idea that human agency is the standard to which to hold other agencies.
None of these pedagogical modalities for learning with plants suggest that plants and
people are the same—in fact, it is the lively differences between plants’ capacities to make
chemicals using solar power, soil, experience and minerals and humans’ capacities to move
around (among other things) that make “medicine” happen. Herbalists suggest that these lively
differences matter not just for the sake of human illness, but for the sake of the ever comingtogether and fading away of connections across the complexity of the world. By attempting to
share some aspects of experience, sensation, and time with plants, herbalists seek to formulate,
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practice, and embody a more communicative multispecies relationship to ecological politics.
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Chapter 5: Friendship and Responsibility Beyond the Clinic

Response-ability I
She just hated the dandelions in her lawn. I don’t know why, but she hated them. She
thought they were weeds. So she sprayed them with chemicals, maybe it was Roundup.
And she did that a few times in a row, and her lawn had no dandelions, but she started
getting really sick. I told her, well, if you spray them, you’ll get sick, because it’s a
poison. And dandelion root is the thing which will help your body deal with that poison.
If we relate to ourselves as nature, we recognize… We can't poison the water, the plants,
the soil, the bees without poisoning ourselves… On one hand, I'm happy that more and
more people are focusing on the environment through the climate change movement, but
on the other hand, it pisses me off because climate change is not as immediate as the bees
dying, or the water being polluted by fracking… Now the environmental movement is
about climate change, not about pollution, and even though pollution is part of it, …[the
current approach] seems a little less personal than “I'm accumulating poisons.”
Lucy frames human health needs through the relationships humans have with the others
of the world. Poison for plants is poison for humans. Dandelions die when poisoned; also,
dandelions help humans recover from poisoning. Humans make choices to poison or not poison
dandelions. For some humans, poisoning dandelions is part of their practice of care for their
vision of a perfect lawn; for other humans, saving dandelions, harvesting and drying their roots,
and respecting their lives and medicine is a practice of care. The care we offer to dandelions
reveals what relationship we have to ourselves as “nature,” as beings and bodies entangled in
ecological webs. To understand our entanglement, herbalists consider deeply its materiality, how
ecological distresses of our era roost in the flesh of our own existence. When Lucy demands to
know why people don’t realize that “when they poison the earth they poison themselves,” and
when she articulates good herbalism in terms of friendship with plants, she is asking us to think
concretely about what our objects of care are, or should be, in a moment of ecological disruption.
She grounds her approach to teaching herbalism through showing the material and metaphorical
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connectedness between humans and plants, and through that link, between human and ecological
worlds. She wants to help students link their own bodily experiences to their local ecologies, and
to think about the less immediately palpable effects of their work with plants, on ecologies across
the continent and globe. This process iterates outward, linking one set of material relations with
the next. Like many herbalists, Lucy sees humans as inextricably rooted in such relationships
with other vital materials. Bees, plants, soils, poisons, environments, and watersheds are all
assembled together with humans and their actions in her frustrated commentary on climate
change activism. Human health cannot be taken apart from these other material considerations.
For her, climate change as a “global” phenomenon cannot be understood apart from its material,
daily visibilities. Lucy is suggesting, rather, that until and unless we experience our own bodies
as part of “nature,” we cannot understand our relation with planetary issues like climate change.
Her words resonate with Carla Hustak and Natasha Myers’ suggestion to think with
“involutionary momentum” as a way into “an ecology inspired by a feminist ethic of responseability” (Hustak and Myers 2012). Hustak and Myers describe how species respond to each other
and relate across experiential differences, arguing that these responses, and response-abilities, are
key to addressing problems like pollution, toxicity, and climate change. Lucy pushes her students
to become intimate with their vital others in similar ways. By developing practices of attention to
affect and entanglement, and expanding their curiosity and willingness to engage, herbalists
come to an embodied understanding of the sufferings, vulnerabilities, and risks of intimate
others.
What is a good herbalist? How does one know? What kind of relationships,
responsibilities, and attentions must one cultivate, to become a good herbalist? Where does
herbalism happen, with whom? I ground this chapter in an exploration of the friendships that
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herbalists describe as the sites of their practices of care. Herbalists teach their students to relate
with plants as friends—plants as vital, agentic others deserving of care-ful attention. When I
asked her the above question—what is a good herbalist?—Lucy emphasized her motivation for
teaching. Good herbalists, she said, don’t just say things like “this herb is good for that
condition.” As Lucy put it, “More than just using them for healing, an herbalist is a friend to the
plants. A good herbalist is someone with good connection to plants, a good understanding of
plants. The more deeply and completely you understand the plant, the more you can relate it to
someone who needs that plant.” Lucy’s approach to medical herbalism is grounded in the
cultivation of relationship—specifically, of friendship—not just with human clients but equally
and also with plants.
She shares this understanding of relationship, attention, and responsibility to plants with
other faculty at The Center. Sparrow’s response to the question was similar: “The herbalists’ role
here is not just to heal individuals with plants, but really to foster a space where people start to
rethink their relationship with plants, and to see them differently, over time. The plants draw us
in and put a spell on us, and they can start to change the way we interact with the world and the
way we actually see things…. I guess, herbalists have a responsibility to approach working with
plants as a process of relationship building.” When she says that the plants “put a spell on us,”
Sparrow invokes plants’ capacities as mystical qualities with the power to act directly and
agentically to influence human lives. She instructs her students that the plants can act
thoughtfully to draw humans into their understanding of the world. By saying that herbalists’
work is to “foster a space where people start to rethink their relationship with plants,” she frames
herbalism in terms of a responsibility not just to fellow humans and their health, but also to
transforming human relationships with plant life. Sparrow wants her students to know, too, that
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the plants can change our minds—both in the material, physical sense at the cellular level, and in
terms of the senses by which we experience the world. Being “drawn in” by plants becomes a
concrete practice for herbal students in classes at The Center, as they drink teas made from plant
parts, sit with living plants, and share plant medicines with others.
Through this narrative framing and others like it, Sparrow suggests that plants can
communicate with humans in a way that, if we are paying attention, we can understand. As
students learn to pay attention, working with plants as beings with whom they can have active
relationships, she suggests they’ll learn to hear what plants have to tell about the health of the
soil, the water, the air, the planet, and humans.
Elena, another teacher at The Center, says that she doesn’t feel that she is doing any
healing work at all with plants—merely introducing one being, a human client, to another being,
a plant: “I resist the “healing” term just because I don’t feel like it’s me that’s doing any of the
healing, I feel like I’m just a facilitator…. I am just the, in that case, the matchmaker, fully. You
know, like, “I’d like you to meet a [plant] friend of mine who knows a lot about this thing.” Like
Lucy, Elena frames plants as capable of friendship with humans, and capable of knowing about
human needs. She “resists the ‘healing’ term” because she wants to resist the notion that humans
fully control what happens when administering plant remedies for ailing bodies—rather, she
places the power in the plant itself and its capacities. This identification as a facilitator also
speaks to the description in chapter 2 of how herbalists are limited in their abilities to make
claims about practicing medicine. However, though Elena’s unwillingness to call herself an
expert healer might be in part because of legal issues, it is also, and more importantly, about a
philosophy that centers the relational potentials between plants and ailing people.
These teachers help their students understand the connection between human health to
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ecological health through three pedagogical stages. First, they foment encounters between plants
and herbal students, as detailed in previous chapters. Next, they frame those encounters as
building friendships with plants. And finally, they describe those friendships as part of an ethics
of care for working on the entanglements of human and ecological health. Lucy describes
connections between people and plants and Elena articulates her role in connecting people with
plants as matters of friendship. The possibility of multiple kinds of cross-species relationship
makes room for welcoming of plant-others as friends, relating with them as fellow animate
beings with their own experiences and modes of communication. Such attention to plants enables
them to cultivate a working, intimate relationship with vegetal others across species boundaries,
and suggests and that plants have something important to communicate, once one is attuned to
them in a response-able way.
I read these relationships, or friendships as Lucy calls them, as ones that seek to enact an
ethic of care (Lawson 2009; Lawson 2007; Held 1995; Held 2006; Smith 2004; Smith 2009;
Duffy, Albelda, and Hammonds 2013). Victoria Lawson suggests that an ethics of care
… suggests that we build spatially extensive connections of interdependence and
mutuality, that we attend to the ways in which historical and institutional
relationships produce the need for care…and that we take up social
responsibility in our professional practices. (Lawson 2007).
In this chapter, I analyze how herbalists seek to practice friendship with plants as a practice of
mutual interdependence which is always conditioned and shaped by the structures, affects, and
placemakings of settler-colonial modes of presence and by demands of response-ability.
Understanding and articulating relations with plants as friendships requires herbalists to widen
the scope of care and to layer diverse ecosystems together in order to build right relationships.
As settlers, the herbalists I worked with engage with Native narratives of plants as kin, but also
resist claiming kinship with plants as their own terminology. Friendship as a term, I suggest,
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provides a useful but awkward way of indexing the potential personhood, agency, and liveliness
of plants, while seeking not to appropriate Native modes of knowledge. It links herbalists’ forms
of care to questions about whose knowledge can be used, for what purposes, and by whom. In
this context, herbalists seek to build institutions and relations that enhance mutuality and
wellbeing—key to an ethics of care—while necessarily also inhabiting the affective common
senses of the settler-colonial.
Making friends with plants is a form of active resistance to dominant frameworks for
knowing bodies, plants, and relationships. It is herbalists’ attention to entangled ecologies, and
willingness to change their own modes of communication in order to come together with plants,
that enables them to generate care practices for plants themselves when considering human
health. In other words, herbalists learn to care for human bodies because they learn to attend to,
communicate with, and care for, plants as friends. Friendship becomes, then, one of the “new
forms of relationship” that Lawson argues can be opened up through an ethics of care—here, a
relationship between bodies and plants in the context of the relational ecosystems they already
inhabit. Making friends and making kin also entail understanding oneself as in a relationship of
response-ability, and obligation, to the other.30 To become animate together in response-able
relations always means trouble, in the sense that lively relations encompass death, decay, and
pain, as much as they include joy and mutual thriving. Plants do not demand that herbalists learn
to become response-able, at least, not in ways that rise immediately to the surface of quotidian
attention. Rather, becoming response-able friends with plants is an active choice that herbalists
make, informed by long somatosensory training. In previous chapters I described how herbalist
30

Craig Holdredge (2013) suggests that thinking of plants as individuals is what has led to the wholesale destruction of various
ecosystems—when a plant is read as singular, a forest full of trees can be cut down and read as a loss of a number of individuals
which, based on the philosophy of infinite growth, will just regenerate. Holdredge, in agreement with Natasha Myers, suggests
that moving out of thinking with concrete divisible objects—the world of isolable things—is the necessary philosophical,
phenomenological, and ontological shift for engaging with plants on their own terms—and indeed, beginning to change the
violent, extractive, and destructive realities of late capitalist industrial relations with other-than-humans.
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teachers instruct students to engage plants and bodies together with their narrations of this
experiential learning as making friends with plants. Here, I demonstrate the central thesis toward
which I have written this dissertation: that herbalist teachers engender practices of care for plants
through a lens of friendship; that those practices of care are generated through pedagogical
modes that teach attention; and that caring friendship with plants is grounded in the ways
students learn to communicate with plants. I explore the matter of friendship in greater depth.
Then I turn to three moments in which friendship with plants leads herbalists to new modes of
theorizing the body and the world in terms of obligation, response-ability, and engagement.
Friend / Kin
Plants as friends are vital others whose needs and proclivities are not identical to human
ones, but whose lives nonetheless entangle with human ones. For herbalists, when a plant is a
friend, or could be, humans can build meaningful healing relationships with them. Paul Nadasdy
has described relationships between deer and hunters in the communities of the Kluane First
Nation of Yukon Territory as long-term, and multigenerational—in the sense that “the same”
deer will return to offer itself for the same hunter to kill repeatedly, provided that the hunter
treats the deer’s offering of its life with appropriate respect (Nadasdy 2011; Nadasdy 2005;
Nadasdy 2007). In this way, deer and hunters have meaningful relations and communications
across differences—but, for Kluane hunters, the agency of the deer also implies that the deer is a
kind of person.
White herbalists do not often suggest that plants are people directly, nor do they
frequently use the word “kin” to describe the relation between humans and plants. However,
some of how they describe friendship with plants are analogous to how Nadasdy describes what
kinds of persons exist in the Native understandings in which they work and live. Métis scholar
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Zoe Todd also examines what it means to be in relationship across species—she writes about kin
relations with fish as a deeply Indigenous practice (Todd 2017). She takes human and other-thanhuman beings in the same frame, and at the same level of capacity for influence and
entanglement, incorporating careful attention to systems, institutions, and histories of explicit
forms of power and occupation that mark those relations. Alongside other Native, First Nations,
and Indigenous scholars, she calls attention to how the knowledge forms of settlers have tried
and failed to overwrite Indigenous relations (see e.g. Reardon and TallBear 2012; Society 2006).
I suggest that friendship is a framing device for herbalists to understand their own relations with,
and obligations to, plants—one which allows them to learn from Indigenous philosophies while
awkwardly attempting not to appropriate them. The kinds of responsibility and relation entailed
here are not classified under juridicolegal “rights” frameworks as imagined by settler-colonial
law. Therefore, the relations of personhood entailed between people and plants are not limited by
notions of human personhood. Friendship with and responsibility to plants must be practiced
differently than with other humans.
Donna Haraway, analyzing such entanglements of rights and responsibilities among
humans and other-than-humans, suggests that “making kin” out of many kinds of beings can
help:
My purpose is to make “kin” mean something other/more than entities tied by
ancestry or genealogy. The gently defamiliarizing move might seem for a while to
be just a mistake, but then (with luck) appear as correct all along. Kin-making is
making persons, not necessarily as individuals or as humans. (Haraway 2015:161)
Making kin, for Haraway, is key for what she calls “relations of significant otherness,” building
on Marilyn Strathern’s notion of partial connections (Strathern 2004). Haraway has suggested
that all things are imbricated in “naturecultures” (1989). She suggests it is incumbent upon
anthropologists to understand how kinship and kin-like relations (what she calls “oddkin”
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relations (2017) and “companion species” (2008)) can emerge under the heading of
naturalcultural processes. By drawing the terms nature and culture together, Haraway highlights
the entangled facticity of human with more-than-human life on earth (Haraway 2003). These
kinship relations are processual, but not necessarily linear and progressive, requiring learning
another creature’s habits, habitats, comforts and confusions. She has suggested that this moment
we live in demands new modes of making kin across species difference, and among
multiplicities of different experiences. This is necessary, she suggests, in a world that has
conditioned (many) humans to think in disconnections and differences, rather than in the material
and metaphorical coming-together that is the teeming of life on the planet. As she puts it,
…all earthlings are kin in the deepest sense, and it is past time to practice better
care of kinds-as-assemblages (not species one at a time). Kin is an assembling sort
of word. All critters share a common “flesh,” laterally, semiotically, and
genealogically. Ancestors turn out to be very interesting strangers; kin are
unfamiliar (outside what we thought was family or gens), uncanny, haunting,
active. (ibid:162)
Engaging in kinmaking as a process, then, means recognizing personhood in the biologically
other, though not in rendering them into strictly human persons. The plant species that colonizers
carried as burrs in their coats, the fungi and insects and spiders that traveled on trade ships across
oceans, the wayward anti-depressant drugs flooding the watersheds: attending to what Eben
Kirksey calls “ecological assemblages” requires that we pay attention to other than humans, and
try to act in accordance with this multispecies attention (Kirksey 2015b; see also Shapiro and
Kirksey 2017; Masco 2013; Tsing et al. 2017; Choy et al. 2009).
The process by which herbalists come to know plant medicines is explicitly a process of
assembling relationships. Herbalists build friendships with plants through exchanges of time,
attention, energy, and labor, tasting them, touching them sitting with their living bodies, working
with them as friends to determine how to deal with particular problems, as Elena put it earlier.
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This echoes Haraway’s framing of kin-making as an assembling process. Learning to articulate
plants and humans together, to befriend plants, also enables herbalists to re-imagine the
relationship between human health and more-than-human health. At The Center, students are
meant to learn viscerally what it feels like to be “with and of the earth,” as Haraway put it, made
of the same stuff as plants, fish, and watersheds, and to be shaped by the same forces (ibid.: 55).
They are meant to learn how their particular embodiment of earthiness matter in order to help
others come into a similar visceral knowledge of themselves as parts of the earth. Herbalists’
response to the question “what kind of kin are plants?” is: friends. Allies. Companions in health.
Lucy and the faculty at The Center fellow-travel with theorists like Donna Haraway through their
observations that “nature” and “the human” cannot be disarticulated from each other. Herbalists
both attend to and depend on the already-relational nature of both human bodies and plant lives.
The ways that humans build friendships with other humans is always shaped by social and
ecological contexts. In order to be friends with plants, too, they have to pay attention to these
multiple contexts. Friendship not just as embodied practice of care but also a practice of hope—
one that thinks, acts, and feels from a stance of possibilities, rhizomatically through a darkness
and richness of troubled entanglements toward a more generative future in which humans may
consistently again experience themselves in relation with the many other beings and processes of
the planet.
Assembling Herbalist Ecologies
Environments entangled in herbalist practice include the human body, its bacterial
microbiome, its cellular processes, its tissue state, its food intake and access to water, its
connection with human community. Environments of particular medical plants are also
entangled: the high dry desert mountains where osha root flourishes, for instance, and the
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patterns of rainfall, wind, animals foraging, cattle wandering, forest clearance, wildfire, housing
development, and temperature change. The multitude of environments in which yarrow grows
around the world, for instance, make it more or less bitter or able to stop bleeding depending on
the ecological stresses the plant experiences. Peppermint plants grown on organic farms in
Bulgaria, for instance, are carefully mounded and pruned and watered and sheltered by laborers
who keep pests away, nurture soil, and coax growth to ensure whole, richly red petals to dry and
ship to the U.S. marketplace, but this may change the chemical composition of the plant itself,
shifting its medicinal capacities (Armbrecht 2016).
Eben Kirksey’s ethnographic study of amphibian science in Central America asks how to
think ecologies in the Anthropocene through hope, love, and the possibility of recuperation. He
offers “ecological assemblage” as terminology for thinking with connections between species,
when those connections are taken in combination with classic anthropological questions of
power, history, structure, and agency. For him, “ecology” as a concept gathers both the necessary
(e.g., food plants) and the often overlooked (e.g., weeds) into relation with humans, highlighting
the relationships between humans and environments, and relationships between those
relationships. Anthropologists attending to ecological assemblages try to move beyond notions of
culture as neatly bounded and nature as in equilibrium (as in cultural ecology); beyond just
accounting for systems of power and flows of capital in combination with environmental and
cultural processes and materials (as in political ecology), and beyond the nature/culture
epistemological divide. Kirksey’s notion of ecological assemblages asks that we understand
ourselves to be hopefully, care-fully bound up with the products of ongoing, layered relations on
the planet. Learning from Kirksey’s approach, I suggest that the kind of attention to, and
embodied engagement with the world that herbalists practice requires a labor of gathering
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different forms and processes; it is a labor that demands capacities for hope and response-ability.
In the ecotones in hemlock forests of the northeast, with their acid soils above granite
bedrock, moist and cool or snowy and chilly, understories of scrubby brush plants are sometimes
used for medicine when they are senescent and died-back in the winter under the snow cover.
There, all sorts of animals traipse through: mice, shrews, voles, raccoons, skunks, deer, coyote,
moose, bear, and human, even the occasional wild cat. These mammals carry, feed, or attract
various insects—ticks and mosquitos and fleas and blackflies—and with them, bacteria, protozoa
and viruses. The human labors of foraging, tending, and harvesting herbs encounter processes of
microbiota, vector-borne illnesses, and rodent habitats. Plant and animal ecologies come into
contact with human social ecologies: our singing, suffering, fighting, moving, and eating.
Interconnected complexities of watersheds and minerals drifting off with the topsoil to the sea
become entangled with herbicides and pesticides from farm fields, pharmaceuticals urinated in
excess, dumped drugs, and the airscapes that buffet jet planes as they pour exhaust into the
stratosphere carrying in their bellies plant medicines for the marketplace in the U.S.
Through their intimate friendships with and response-ability to plants, herbalists
assemble mutable and interpermeable human bodies, plant bodies, bioregions where plants are
grown and gathered, and networks of global trade of plant parts and medical-botanical
knowledge. Herbalists’ strategies for intervening in the problems of ecological disruption—
which always already involves human health—are embodied and local responses to those
interpermeable elements. These embodied, local practices are narrated as a key way to intervene
in big problems. Geographers Kelvin Mason and Kye Askins attend to individual and bodily
experiences in the context of knowledge-production about the climate. They suggest paying
attention to bodies and embodiment can help address climate issues directly through place-based
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methods, arguing that a feminist intervention can
…develop more attuned understandings of the ways in which individuals are
embodied in place, living everyday lives that are inherently relational across a
range of spaces and places… Also important to consider is feminist work
recognizing the materiality of the body within the politics of representation—a
‘politics on the ground’ (Pratt 2004)—as part of both re-scaling climate justice
issues and reconceptualizing society and nature. (Mason and Askins 2013)
Mason and Askins suggest that the body and place both serve as analytical opportunities to
rethink what a politics of place, or concept of society and nature, can offer in addressing climate
issues.31 Training at The Center teaches students to attend to all of these contacts, conversations,
entanglements, and effects. Modes of transport and practices of harvest are not invisible to welltrained herbalist—she assembles ecologies, making visible the threads binding human health to
multiple landscapes, processes, and places around the planet. She assembles ecologies in order to
understand both the etiologies of dis-order and dis-ease and also their modes of treatment. In so
doing, she articulates together the body with other ecologies.
Herbalist practices of attending to entanglements and their entailments suggest that plant
and human action, agency, knowledge, and animacy arise together. Rather than reading plants as
individual (or even species-group) agents with particular capacities that they choose to mobilize,
and humans as individuals holding similar, singular characteristics, herbalists read human and
plant capacities as co-emergent and entangled. Medicine with plants, then, is only possible in the
encounter created by the “intra-action” between herbalists and plants, to draw on physicist and
science studies scholar Karen Barad’s term (Barad 2012). In a 2012 interview discussing the
material and metaphorical entanglement of the processes of the universe, and articulating agency
31

This is especially important to avoid ways of thinking that create a linear deterministic relationship between the individual, the
community, the state or bioregion, and the global governance and climate reality (see also Di Chiro 2000; Chiro 2008; Marston
2000; Murphy 2006; Fortun 2001; Eichelberger 2012). Political ecologist and anthropologist Elisabeth Middleton argues for a
radical localness of analysis, and a move away from a focus on “big ideas” like colonialism (and, I would add, “the state” or “the
globe”) to recognize the material character of the actually existing traces of such ideas (Middleton 2009). Other scholars follow
the calls for such radical localism that takes seriously those voices that are usually marginalized—voices and experiences of
people of color, working class backgrounds, marginal immigration status, and more.
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as a not-merely-human property of matter, she put it that
agency is about response-ability, about the possibilities of mutual response, which
is not to deny, but to attend to power imbalances. Agency is about possibilities for
worldly re-configurings. So agency is not something possessed by humans, or
non-humans for that matter. (Barad, Dolphijn, and Tuin 2012)
Herbalists’ practices of friendship with plants highlight these “possibilities of mutual response”
among different kinds of beings—they create “possibilities for worldly reconfigurings,” together
with plants, in their efforts to come into animacy and agency together. But how do these worldly
reconfigurings emerge? How might response-ability it extend outward from plants and places?
Though the somatosensory learning described in previous chapters lay the groundwork at the
level of each herbalists’ own bodily process of coming into mutual response with plants, how
does that speak to broader, “worldly” processes of agency and responsiveness?
Response-ability II
In early 2016, The Center included a new addition to the student handbook. It consists of
a 2-page document detailing the community service projects that students at different levels are
asked to complete (20 hours the first year, 10 hours the second year). Given that all students also
hold jobs outside of their training, the requirements are not excessively time consuming. During
the pilot year of the community service requirement, The Center reports that
…students contributed over 400 hours of their time to community engagement
and solidarity projects. Project hours included:
•

•

•

Over 80 hours dedicated to The Center’s clinic, classroom, apothecary and
gardens. Activities included planting, weeding and watering medicinal
plants; processing plants to be used in the apothecary; completing a
hydrosol distillation project; and reviewing The Center’s student journal.
Over 73 hours of Vermont-based apothecary work at RAILYARD in
Burlington, Mandala Botanicals in Orange, and Sweetgrass Herbals in
Lincoln.
20 hours cataloging herbs at the Pringle Herbarium in Burlington
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•
•
•

Over 30 hours of farm and garden work at Foster Hill Farm in Calais, a
community garden in white River Junction, and a wildlife refuge in Stowe.
15 hours of herbal education at Camp Grounded and in the community at
large, including herb walks, blind herb tastings, and first aid remedies.
Over 11 hours of medicine making that was sent to Standing Rock, the
Orlando Grief Project, and the Stone Cabin Collective.

Time was also dedicated to the following projects and organizations: Justicia
Migrante, Orlando Grief Care Project, Planting Hope, Source to the Sea
Connecticut River Watershed Cleanup, the Kestrel Land Trust, Vermont Refugee
Resettlement Program, Girls Rock Vermont, Stone Cabin Clinic, and the
Plainfield Fast-Squad.
Sparrow is responsible for curriculum development and oversees the community service projects.
She, like me, gets the emails from Remedios, a local group that provides holistic care for migrant
workers in Vermont, asking supporters to grow medicinal plant seedlings for migrant workers’
gardens. She, like me, sees the invitations to provide material, logistical support for the herbalists
and healers going each year to The Stone Cabin Collective’s Native health camp at Black Mesa,
or to Haiti’s post-earthquake, post-hurricane recovery, or to South Dakota’s Lakota anti-pipeline,
anti-mining camps (Standing Rock Camp of 2015-2016 is listed in the beneficiaries above).
With these curricular requirements and suggestions for where to fulfill them, The Center
lays claim to its political orientation, and its stance on responsibility (in their terms) and care.
The commitment of the board and the faculty to collaboration, and their resistance to traditional
forms of governance was already evident in directorial structure and in how discussions of
gender, race and class as important factors in health issues and outcomes had been integrated in
classes. The community service requirement accomplishes something else. Learning how to
attend to health in their community service contexts teaches herbalists again, differently, how to
pay attention to people’s particular bodily material situatedness: not just in watersheds, soils, air,
food, social networks, but access to social and economic power (which of course relates to the
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former).
If part of how to care for plants is understanding their context, so too is understanding
humans’ context in learning how to care for humans (see e.g. Nelson 2013 on the Black Panther
Party's community health clinics as a social-ecological answer to racist health disparity). The
disparate systems that herbalists draw together to know the body include social networks and
social-ecological settings, which create particular health conditions. Through community service
work, herbalist students can learn human community as always in relationship with
environments—an ecology of relationships that can, itself, manifest energetic imbalances.
This context of the racialized, capitalist settler-colony, with its various relations of
violence (anti-Indigenous, anti-black, queer and trans-phobic, misogynist, xenophobic,
extractive, profit oriented, etc.), sets the stage for the necessity of “community service work” to
begin with. Thus, it is under these conditions of violence that the kinds of response-ability
herbalist students are asked to learn—in friendship with plants, and in accountability with other
communities—grow into different forms. Hope and care are always already practiced in the
ongoing context of violence, overt or subtle, and herbalists’ work is no different. What is distinct
here is how herbalists seek to use somatosensory attunements to cultivate a felt sense of
response-ability across difference: across different communities, life experiences, species
divides, environments, and political systems. Friendship with plants, then, is entangled, always,
with the shapes that these violences produce, and is asked to become response-able to them.
Response-ability III
In her comments about the link between the intimacy of bodily experience (being
poisoned), human action that impacts the environment (applying poisons to lawns), and having a
desire to act beneficially on behalf of an entire at-risk planet (taking care of plants, people and
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environments), Lucy highlights how herbalism’s practices inflect attention to climate, planet, and
epoch through the intimate experience of the body. Her conviction that humans are part of the
earth, always already in relationship with other-than-humans, brings her to suggest that we ought
to understand the consequences of our actions in terms of that entanglement. To communicate
this conviction to students, Lucy relies on the embodied and experiential pedagogical methods I
have outlined in this dissertation.
Herbalists make bodily experience central to creating knowledge about plants,
environments, and humans’ place in these contexts. Their pedagogical approach, starting with
directly embodied encounters with plants narrated in terms of building relationships, helps
students not just to learn words and definitions about plants, but to feel their own bodily
sensations link up with plants and their environments. In classes focused on the use of particular
plants as medicines, students taste teas and tinctures made from those plants to know them more
intimately. In classes out in the garden or the forest about growing, harvesting, or wild-crafting
medicinal plants, students sit with plants, breathing and being present and listening with many
senses to attune to the ecology of the area, and to the plants themselves. Dandelion root infusions
for people dealing with poison are a key remedy that Lucy and other herbalists offer to support
the liver—one of the major organs that processes toxins and undesirable substances out of the
body. Learning to taste dandelion, for herbal students, is part of coming to know how it can work
with their bodies—and how living dandelions share with students and clients the fact of being
living creatures in the world. Both the material of plant medicines and the sensate reformulation
with the world around them enables humans to clarify their own bodily relationship with the
ecological others of the planet.
Knowledge about the world and its production through bodies is only part of the way that
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herbalists learn to attend to relationships with other-than-humans. They are not just making
knowledge about human bodily health and its causes: they are making relationship with the
other-than-humans that shape bodily health and illness experience. The intervention of an ethic
of care lies exactly in the place where herbalist students start to sense, in their gut, the
entanglement or bound-upness of their own bodies with other-than-human worlds. Frustrated by
poisons, Lucy articulates the embeddedness of humans in the environments they live with.
Herbalists’ projects are comprised through the production of iterative relations with humans
alongside other-than-humans. These are differently arranged and formulated depending on the
different objects at hand.
I suggest we have to think with care ethics that entangles and assembles bodies and their
sensations right alongside plant worlds, climate change, shifting climate zones, watersheds,
changing forager populations, and more. How do we do this? What potential(s) do herbalist
embodied pedagogical approaches have for strong objectivity, or a technoscience otherwise, to
return to Michelle Murphy’s terms (Murphy 2006; Murphy 2004; Murphy 2017)? How might we
think with herbalists about contemporary bodies as potential points of inflection for tackling the
big problems of our epoch? This pedagogical production of friendship, filtered through and
productive of an ethic of care and responsibility is key to understanding the body as a point of
inflection for big natureculture problems, and as a location for the sensate practices that produce
particular evidence for plant medicine’s efficacy as a relational tool.
Conclusion
By highlighting the friendship-making of herbalists, I have suggested that in any
encounter, diverse materials and processes always assemble. Taking herbalists’ claim seriously
that bodily experience is in some cases the best kind of knowledge to have about a place,
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situation, or process, I ask how to articulate bodily experience and its attentions, enabling
multiple sorts of embodied encounters with plants, animals, and fellow processes of the planet,
cultivating a sense of how to befriend across species difference. The framing device of climate
change, while it produces the big data necessary for moving policy, money, and crafting
orientations to future risk, does not seem to be always successful at moving individuals to
examine their entanglements—materially as well as metaphorically—with environments. This
disjuncture is especially sharp in economically privileged communities in the Global North. The
role of the body in the production of data—that is, information—understood as relevant for
questions of climate change, ecological risk, etc., is problematic when the data most useful to
policy stories happens in aggregate.
The problem of rendering individual experience relevant as data is, as I have discussed,
not the case in environmental justice literature, or in feminist medical anthropology, each of
which are fields of scholarship in which writers render bodily experience as legitimate forms of
evidence. In environmental justice work, the body forms a palpable link between individual
emplacement and anthropogenic effects on ecological realities. In feminist medical
anthropology, the body is a key site for the production of knowledge—thus, the idea of the body
as making, holding, and sharing knowledge is not new. What is important about how herbalists
mobilize it are the interventions they make in what counts as medicine and in how people
experience themselves as in relationship with other-than-human beings and processes. Herbalists
address these issues through both extending care beyond the human skinbound body, and
rendering multiple kinds of materials and processes palpable in encounters with suffering
humans and medicinal plants.
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***
“Human beings are with and of the earth.”
-Haraway
“We cannot poison plants without poisoning ourselves.”
-Lucy
“We are part of our watersheds.”
-Sparrow
“The doings of situated, actual human beings matter.”
-Haraway
All of these phrases motivate particular understandings of human presence on the planet.
Articulated variously by anthropological theorists and herbalists, their statements echo each
other. Herbalists and scholars’ narration of their convictions does not, however, usually stabilize
new understandings of belonging, and new political and social modes of relation. That work is
best accomplished through experiences of the body. As teachers grounded in experiment-based
experiential education, herbalists would agree with anthropologist Saba Mahmood’s claim that
rote bodily practices in some cases precede the articulation and feeling of connection, devotion,
relation (Mahmood 2005). For this reason, teachers ask students to drink plant-medicine tea, sit
with plants, dwell in forests, fields and swamps, attuning their bodily rhythms to plant worlds.
The affective scaffolding that helps herbalist students come to understand that they are with and
of the earth, that their doings actually matter, starts with that direct experience, and it is through
experiencing themselves as with and of the earth that herbalists come to frame their herbal
medical practices in terms of response-ability to the earth.
A key element of herbalists’ ethics of care lies in this willingness to step into this
response-ability to plants. Herbalist teachers help their students and clients cultivate that
willingness through the process of becoming embodied along with plant kin—tasting, sitting,
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learning, listening with them. Through their friendships with plants, practiced as an ethic of care,
herbalists at The Center produce the possibility of friendly relations involving humans on an
equal footing with plants, landscapes and other than human communities, characterized by
friendship, and its practices of response-ability, gathering kinship, and honing attention.
The clinical herbalists I’ve worked with have spent years thinking carefully about how to
craft intimate relations with other-than-humans and the environments of the planet to address
exactly this problem of bodily disconnect from the consequences of our relationships with otherthan-humans. They’ve spent years, too, figuring out how to teach students about these
connections in a way that roots their understanding of their own ecosystemic belonging deep in
the matter of their body—in their fleshly being in the world. How might we bring this intimate,
sensate, bodily knowledge into contact with the problem of climate change?
I propose here that herbalists’ pedagogical approaches to teach the practices of care serve
to create new possibilities for (awkward, settler-colonial) political claims to relation with otherthan humans. I suggest that if scholars and practitioners take up the challenge of generating such
friendly relations, they may help us feel our way into living better. I discuss the “mattering” of
climate change and the extractive capitalist settler-colony as an intimate thing—literally,
matter—that is best felt in close encounters. And I suggest that the matter of climate change is
made palpable, immediate, and intimate in part through the care-ethics that herbalists practice.
Entangling bodies with plant friends is a practice of care that extends the bodily project of caring
for the self and the human community out through networks of ecological others. In effect, the
ethic of care developed by herbalists reframes intimate friendships and kin-making relationships
that economic processes of settler-colonialism and ideologies of individualism have obscured
with their focus on profit and individual success.
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The stories we tell in social sciences are by definition stories about how the planet only
ever manifests in places—and in bodies that tell stories about those places. Friendships with
plants of the sort proposed by herbalists are lived, experienced, sensate realities. If we can attend
to them, with multiple bodily senses and an ethic of care, we might shift how humans relate to
earth-others. Herbalists want to encourage direct, embodied relationships with the substance of
our world—with plants, watersheds, soils, air, animals—so as to enable humans to sense
themselves as part of the planet. If herbalists’ modes of embodied education and work with
medicinal plants has something important to tell us about how to live well on earth, shouldn’t we
be asking how to make it broader, bigger, how to ensure it has a greater impact? I described here
some of the ethics of care that herbalists are always in response to. With their work, they position
friendship as both a set of practices and therefore also a set of response-abilities: we can know
the world through care, and we must practice the difficult, contingent, and not always pleasant
work of friendship in order to be accountable to plants, and their environments. Herbalists’ care
ethics produces a friendly theoretical framework for reading the problems of ecological
entanglement and the ways climate, plants, watersheds and more entangle with human bodily
health.

241

How to Learn How to Care: A Beginning
Students arrive at The Center with their own sets of already-assembled relations to the
world. They bring their own political, social, and community commitments, which shape how
they extend their engagements with herbalism, and what they see and understand in the
sufferings of people who come to them in clinic. They bring, and learn of, different
understandings of the failures and changes in institutions intended to offer health in the United
States broadly. They bring knowledge of, and learn more about, toxicities in water, soil, air, and
other bodies. They come closer, during their training, to information about how bodies absorb
the stresses of the world around them—not just overt toxicities in water, but subtle and pervasive
ones like racism and stress.
The kind of intentionally intimate relationality between humans and plants I describe in
this dissertation is the ground for their conceptualizations and practices of care, which has
developed in rural Vermont in the context of entwined institutions, ecologies, and toxicities. I
use a social scientific and historicizing lens to attend to how herbalists shift their own and others’
experiences with the material world. As I do so, I describe how the body burdens of burgeoning
environmental toxicity, the ongoing violences of the settler-colony, the legal framework of
biomedicine, and the entailments of environmental change create the conditions to which
herbalists are responding. Though herbalists’ contributions are different than mine, they also
make simultaneously theoretical and embodied interventions into conventional knowledge about
bodies, other-than-human life, and environments (see e.g. Paxson 2008; Brad Weiss 2011). It has
been the work of this dissertation to engage generously and seriously with these projects.
Herbalists’ practices and theories have critical implications beyond the bounds of their
friendly encounters with medicinal plants or clinical practice. In particular, their pedagogical
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practices are responses to recent histories of the politics of medicine in the global North. They
understand the implications for human individual and collective health, and for plant wellbeing,
looking toward a climate-change threatened future shaped by the long, slow violences (Nixon
2011) of what bell hooks calls “the imperialist white supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy”
(Hooks 2009) and its form in the settler-colony of the Northeastern United States. I considered
here how herbalists shift their relationships to their communities and environments in accordance
with their analysis of, and felt sense about, these processes. By doing so, this dissertation
explores what it means to live well on earth.
Herbalism is about observations of and engagements with the world mobilized in the
service of making people’s bodily experience of the world different, better, healthier—enabling
people to feel as though they are thriving. It is a fundamentally interventionist practice, and
students of herbalism are seeking an education in how to change immediate states of being. The
training of herbalists is theoretically informed but is not only theoretically inclined. When
herbalist students go to class, teachers try to instill in them a direct, embodied sense of
connection with plants and ecologies—as well as a set of direct experiences of their own
bodies—so that students can make meaningful, informed, material differences in the qualities of
life of the people and plants they encounter.
Herbal students learn what it is to care for plants on their own terms, by visiting plants
where they grow, by listening to stories about them and by sitting still and quiet with plants.
Visiting burdock, dandelion, black cohosh at home, herbalists make room for the plant’s be-ing,
beyond its usual status for humans as an object. Herbalist educators help their students construct
a fleshly, embodied mode of attending that shifts perception and sensation so that plants as
beings become palpable, and emerge as a relation, a kind of friend to care for—which means,
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sometimes, to kill. Their teaching also frames care for plant friends as vital to the work of allying
with, caring for, human communities and people. They work with a variety of materials, people,
process, and more, to formulate what “health” is in the context of naturalcultural assemblages.
They create direct material experience as a way of opening up friendly relations, ones in which
people experience their own connections to plants. This process renders the world sensible in
particular places at particular times. It makes human bodily experience relevant as part of the
living planet, instead of corollary or epiphenomenal to it—or even, as in so many of our stories
about humans’ role on the planet, only ever a force for destruction. With this work, the world and
our relations to and in it are rendered palpable in the immediacy of our experience.
These chapters interrogated what herbalists do and how they feel as they learn to taste
plants, react to them, produce knowledge about their potential efficacies on certain bodies at
certain times, and, finally, assemble ecologies in connection with them. I engaged critically and
ethnographically with how herbalists learn to be herbalists and the kinds of caring attention that
this process teaches them. I offered histories of ecological landscapes and their imaginaries
alongside histories of medical institutionalization. I examined an herbal institution and its
pedagogies. Finally, I described the production of friendship, obligation, and response-ability as
care ethics in practice. Each of these historical and ethnographic explorations makes evident my
dissertation’s argument: that herbalists’ tools for teaching how to befriend plants, and to take on
response-abilities with plants, position them to intervene meaningfully into the health and
wellbeing of bodies, ecologies, relationships, and politics in the context of the settler-colony,
ecological risk, and climate devastation.
I have also articulated, with herbalists, some possible steps forward, thinking analytically,
ethnographically, and practically, about the world that humans occupy with other kinds of
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beings. The stakes are healthy human life on a planet undergoing climatic change, and in the
context of systems of power which create uneven access to, control over, and knowledge about
what constitutes well-being. Too many of us, even when we are weighed down by facts and
studies and trials and news, find the concept of climate change and widespread ecological
disruption hard to grasp. We might “get it” intellectually—we might understand the facts that
have been produced by natural and social scientists, as they have demonstrated the
unquestionable impact of human life on the atmo-, bio-, strato-, and lithospheres of the earth. We
might understand that driving a car, flying in an airplane, and eating commercially raised beef
are individual actions caught up inextricably in the production of changing climactic conditions,
and that our wholesale exploitation of the resources of the planet have led to the naming of this
new Anthropocene epoch. As scholars and people with relatively privileged access to social and
economic resources, we might, in fact, have visceral reactions to our own complicity. As we do,
if we do, we understand that there is a difference between knowing a set of facts about a
situation, and feeling those facts as motivations for shaping day-to-day life.
Care work for plants and humans addresses climate change and ecological disruption not
by articulating them in terms of whole oceans or parts per million of carbon dioxide or of clear
cut Amazonian forests, although those articulations are relevant for telling stories about why
intimate forms of care are necessary. Rather, this care for other-than-human beings and processes
happens through the intimacies and vegetal pace of affective and embodied relation across
different domains of experience.
Herbalists offer a way of teaching and learning embodied intimacy, then, with other-thanhuman kin—and therefore an approach to understanding a different kind of responsibility to
ecological others. As Arctic anthropologist Lisa Stevenson reminds us, hope, care, and love, are
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tasks “whose outlines cannot be traced in advance,” (Stevenson 2014:174) but must instead be
lived through and experienced in all their diverse, difficult possibilities in order to be understood.
The question then becomes: how might we enable more people to cultivate the sensate
relationship with their immediate worlds—the planet as they actually experience it—so as to
enable an iterating-outwards of awareness about our own embeddedness in that planet’s
environments and beings? Right here, right now, wherever here and now is.
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