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  Preface




  Indigenous people have long struggled to maintain their dignity in a rapidly changing world. For some indigenous peoples, that has meant retaining aspects of their cultural heritage. For others, it has meant creating ideological and physical spaces in modern societies through means of assimilation and differentiation. Often, as in the part of Mexico where I carried out this research, there is a blend of the two: indigenous people seek ways to retain aspects of cultural heritage and pride while demonstrating their competence and contributions in modern society.




  Meanwhile, across the globe we are becoming acutely aware of the limited resources and destruction humans have had (and continue to have) on our environments. Protecting environments is not strictly the work of conservation biologists and governments. Pertinent environmental issues range the gamut from littering, over-consumption and waste, use of fossil fuels, deforestation, agricultural practices, and modes of transportation, to name just a few. In each society or community the environmental concerns differ, owing to differences in the local needs, interests, and capacities. For an array of historical and sociopolitical reasons, which I will not unpack here, many of the most precious and biologically diverse environments remaining are places where marginalized indigenous people have, and continue to, live.




  We often associate modern technology with the rampant destruction of natural resources and environments—as though traditional forms of exploiting and interacting with environments did not have the magnitude of negative impacts that modern technologies do. In some respects, it is true that traditional modes of exploiting environments did not have nearly as large nor lasting of impacts as our current technologies do. However, because of the delicate (often frail) condition of many biologically diverse habitats, conservation of these areas has become even more complicated and urgent.




  There we have it—humans and environments. The implications are vast; our health, economies, and happiness all depend in some way on how we interact with our environments. Because we share this earth and its resources through varying forms of stewardship, it does effect all of us. But, coming back to the matter at hand (that is, why study these relationships in a protected area of Mexico), it has become the onus of indigenous peoples to help conserve biodiversity. Amidst their own struggle to succeed in the globalized twenty-first century, these peoples are also implied in efforts to conserve. There are two main reasons we need to keep indigenous peoples at the center of conservation work: (1) we assume that they have specialized knowledge and technology that is adapted to a specific environment and ecosystem; and (2) they are frequently the rightful stewards of places rich in biodiversity.




  Sustainable development is a paradigm that was developed in the 1980s to address this situation that many indigenous peoples were facing. The idea is that we can find ways to exploit natural and human resources now that do not compromise the ability of future generations to also benefit from those resources (Anand and Sen 2000). Regardless of my intentions to strictly study the relationships between traditional knowledge of plants and increasing modernity of indigenous people, I could not escape the pervasiveness of sustainable development activities in my fieldsite. I imagine that many of the people I worked with have felt the same way.




  To be an object of study is awkward, and so carrying out anthropological research has the added complexity of navigating the inherent discomfort felt by the communities where we work. Ethnographers suggest that our relationships with community members are sincere, meaningful, and lasting. Certainly, I continue to return to my fieldsite and maintain relationships with many of my key informants. Beyond the personal relationships I developed, the relevance of my research projects to local people is a main concern. The research I completed has both academic value and applied value to the people I worked with. My research, presented here, suggests that local people living in a protected area vary greatly in their cultural knowledge from one community to the next. Owing to this variation in cultural knowledge, it behooves those institutions charged with implementing sustainable development programs to give priority to local-level attributes. Armed with scholarly research, these communities have a stronger voice with which to advocate for their own goals.
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  Chapter 1


  Introduction




  This book is about traditional knowledge of medicinal plants in marginalized, developing, forested communities in west central Mexico. My appraisal follows the trajectories of three axes: conservation and development, health and livelihood, and medicinal plant knowledge. These axes intersect in more than one manner or aspect of life. Specifically, there are important historical, cultural, political, and economic aspects within and across each of these central themes. The ethnography I construct in this book expands and contracts around the three primary axes as I take into consideration the fullness of each theme and their intersections. My study is an anthropological exploration of the relationships between conservation and sustainable development, socioeconomic profile, health, and medicinal plant knowledge.




  The Research Questions




  The goal of my study was to understand and describe the local history, political structure, economic and health profiles in some indigenous communities in west central Mexico. This book explains in ethnographic detail the relationships between conservation, health, and livelihood in the Sierra of Manantlán Biosphere Reserve (the Reserve), giving depth to previously unanswered questions. To do this, I narrate the dynamic system of relationships in a protected area where indigenous people live, specifically the cultural juncture where medicinal plant knowledge is expressed. Protected areas are locations that receive special protection (normally through laws and policies) because of their unique environmental and/or cultural value. My research posited: to what extent do economic activities and past illness experiences explain the differences in knowledge of medicinal plants held by members of the same cultural group?




  Globalization means increasing interconnectedness of indigenous and local people across boundaries—an unfolding process accompanied by transmissions of knowledge and value systems. By focusing on traditional medicinal plant knowledge (a very elaborated cultural sphere), the study I present in the following chapters is situated to help (de)construct and understand the ways that the livelihoods and culture of indigenous people are associated with medicinal plant knowledge.




  The research I present here is significant because it shows that, contrary to what might be expected, there is not an obvious, direct, linear relationship between increasing “modernization” or economic development with the loss of traditional knowledge. Economic changes are central components of the ways in which individuals and communities are facing new problems and opportunities in contemporary Mexico. Furthermore, this research helps to address the possible correlations between variation in livelihood and socioeconomic profile, medicinal plant knowledge, and other factors related to sustainable development and management of forest resources.




  In this study, I collected data that can be used to compare intracultural variability of traditional knowledge cross-culturally. Methodologically and theoretically, anthropology has lacked a consistent system for collecting data regarding variation of traditional knowledge within cultural groups. I collected data that can be considered in light of previous work in the Reserve, and prior research in other geographical areas that has been collected at the individual, household, and community levels. An important element of rigor in this study research is the value of understanding the heterogeneity of economic activities within and across communities.




  Anthropologists and social scientists have some key reasons for our interest in studying cultural knowledge. First, economic activities are a defining characteristic of human experiences, and I delve deeply into the livelihoods of the Reserve in this ethnography. Second, exposure to global worldviews is becoming increasingly significant, and I explore these in depth in three towns in the Reserve. Third, there is a lack of understanding of the individual characteristics contributing to differences in knowledge about forest resources, which my research seeks to clarify. Fourth, health is a central concern in all societies that demands ongoing development and reformation of systems to promote health. Lastly, cultural heritage—the basis of this ethnography—is a valued aspect of human capital.




  My research may also have some potential relevance for ongoing economic programs and initiatives with explicit goals of sustainable development and conservation in the Reserve. The sustainable development paradigm promotes use of natural and human resources in ways that do not compromise the ability of future generations to also exploit the resources (Anand and Sen 2000). This paradigm of improving social and economic opportunities is congruent with many conservation goals, and thus sustainable development has become a guiding theme in the management of protected areas, especially in Mexico (Halffter 1995).




  Economic and social “development” may lead to unknown or unpredictable changes in cultural knowledge systems. The research findings I lay out in the coming chapters will help advance knowledge both in and of the communities of the Reserve. If we know what types of economic “development” do not lead to loss of traditional knowledge, than we can advocate for policies and practices that promote not only sustainable economic development, but retain cultural heritage as well.




  Study Variables




  Ethnomedical knowledge includes allopathic and traditional systems, namely all the methods used to maintain and restore health. I restricted my research to “medicinal plant knowledge” (MPK) referring to the local botany and botanical products that are used in the traditional treatment of illness and promotion of health. The term medicinal plant knowledge is unique to my book; in related studies it is common to refer to “traditional ecological knowledge” as TEK, from which I am distinguishing the type of knowledge I studied. Related terms such as traditional knowledge and cultural knowledge are often used interchangeably to refer to the broad rubric of knowledge and ways of knowing held by cultural groups and transmitted through tradition. I refer simply to MPK, which is synonymous to ethnomedical botanical knowledge, local medical plant knowledge, or indigenous botanical medical knowledge.




  I limited my study of medicinal plant knowledge to botanical products and did not seek to identify what people do or report the capacity, which would include practical and skills dimensions (Reyes-Garcia et al. 2006). The research I present herein does not address traditional medicinal knowledge related beyond the knowledge of plants—and specific remedies or preparations were not recorded. The permissions to collect data regarding MPK restricted me from doing so (I elaborate a complete discussion of how I obtained permission to carry out this research later in the chapter).




  Anthropologists continue to look at the various social and demographic factors that influence theoretical knowledge, as well as the relationships between economic activities and shared cultural knowledge. Past research on MPK has not emphasized a quantitative measurement of individual illness histories, but has instead relied on community-level availability and general usage of biomedicine versus non-Western medicine (Buenz 2005; Vandebroek et al. 2004). Based on the existing understandings of the dynamic relationships between experiences and specialized knowledge, I expected that there would be significant interactions linking MPK with economic activities and illness experiences.




  Availability of different health services and therapeutic options influences an individual’s use of services and knowledge of the respective medicine. Likewise, the socioeconomic profile of an individual influences the types of specialized cultural knowledge a person will have. Mexico is a vastly diverse nation, with many types of indigenous groups and a history of colonization that have helped contribute to a medically pluralistic society (Napolitano 2002). Health needs of communities are influenced by the types of livelihoods—the ways that people interact with their environments and make a living. It is because of these dynamic interrelationships between livelihood, health, and MPK that I explore the layers of local realities and expand to consider macro-processes implicit in the daily lives of people in the Reserve.




  Model for the Study




  My research for this book was carried out in a protected area among marginalized, self-identified “indigenous” communities in west central Mexico. The geopolitical location of the Reserve is significant not only because of the interestingly complex way of life in the communities studied, but also because of the explicit goals of sustainable development and conservation in the Reserve. There are various programming initiatives that stakeholders utilize to engage in sustainable development and conservation programming within the Reserve.
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  I carried out this research in the Reserve, which is a highly diverse environment in which ecological conservation and sustainable development have been focal activities (Benz et al. 1994; Gerritsen 2002). In the Reserve, as in other “developing” areas of Latin America, connections with the outside world are increasingly significant and influential at local levels. This book explores the connections between livelihoods, reported illness experiences, and differences in MPK in three communities within the Reserve. My research begins to explain variation between MPK and the economic profile and personal illness history. Figure 1.1 provides a rough visual illustration of the principle variables and their relationships. The goals of my research were to: identify economic activity profile, capture individual illness history, and test MPK, in order to better understand the various relationships (or arrows) that exist. MPK and individual illness history are likely to be interrelated since experience informs and contributes to the creation of knowledge and understanding. The bold arrow leading from “economic activity profile” to “medicinal plant knowledge” indicates that I expected a strong relationship of influence, whereas the dashed arrow leading in the reverse direction acknowledges that the influence in the reverse direction is limited or only seen in special cases (such as traditional healers).




  The visual model in figure 1.1 helps to clarify the interrelatedness of all of the principle research variables, and the relative importance of each in addressing the research problem. Of course, these are not discrete variables, but overlapping, interacting, non-discrete aspects of life in the Reserve and Mexico. I expected that those individuals who work for waged labor and interact more with the regional markets, and who have had fewer illness experiences in which traditional medicine was used, would possess less MPK than other community members who work in the local forest area, and who have used traditional medicine more frequently in their illness experiences.




  [image: Figure 1.2. Study objectives and main hypothesis. Objective 1a: Identify current MPK held by a representative sample of adult men and women in Ayotitlán, Telcruz, and Zacualpan. Objective 1b: Determine significant patterns of variation in MPK. Objective 1c: Record the life histories of self-described traditional healers or medicinal plant experts. Objective 2a: Record the illness histories of research participants and their household members. Objective 2b: Identify any relationships between the average illness histories in a community and the average MPK for each community. Objective 3a: Explore the relationships between sustainable development, conservation, and MPK in the Sierra de Manantlán Biosphere Reserve. Objective 3b: Identify variation in economic activity profile of households. Hypothesis: Communities where the average household economic profile is characterized predominantly by non-farming activities will have less MPK on average than other study communities.]




  The overarching goal in my study is to describe cultural orientations to health and environment in the Reserve though a historical and political perspective, so I developed seven specific research objectives to rigorously answer how economic activity profile and illness experiences relate to MPK. My central hypothesis seeks to look for trends in the relationships between economic activities, illness experiences, and MPK in the Reserve.




  Organization of the Book




  There are three essential axes, or themes, in this book: socioeconomic aspects of indigenous livelihoods, health, and cultural knowledge (specifically, MPK). These themes are explored through an understanding of the historical, economic, and political complexity of indigenous people living in the Reserve. The objectives present a structured way of exploring the dimensions of livelihood, health, and cultural knowledge in the context of a protected area—a fact that constrains and influences the health experiences and livelihood strategies of peasants living in the Reserve. For these reasons, I work to articulate a detailed appreciation of the political and economic history of Mexico and the Reserve. Identification of the fieldsite was an important component of my research. I needed to find an appropriate cultural area in which to study MPK and use of forest resources—a protected area was ideal. The remainder of this chapter will detail my process of finding my fieldsite and accomplishing the data collection. The methods used in this research are mixed—both quantitative and qualitative. The rationale behind the choice of these mixed methods and some comments on the specific procedures used are presented. In particular, I will discuss the relationship between myself as an investigator entering the community and the hurdles involved in that process.




  I dedicate chapters 2 and 3 to introducing the cultural landscape and history of the Sierra of Manantlán and the current Biosphere Reserve. Within Mexico, there are various indigenous groups and geographical regions that cannot homogenized into a single short story. It is important to thoroughly understand the history of Nahua people in these mountains, their interactions with colonists, and current day interactions with each other and outside institutions. In the Reserve, the human presence dates back prior to the Nahua, to whom the indigenous people living in the Reserve claim ancestry (Laitner and Benz 1994). Though the Nahua language is no longer used on a daily basis in the communities, many of the forest resources are known commonly by their Nahua names. The focal sustainable development activities in the Reserve are centered on: the controlled extraction of forest resources; management of agricultural lands and livestock; and ecotourism (Gerritsen 2002; Jardel 1992). Included in this discussion is a description of the ways that people in the Reserve use natural resources, namely agriculture and animal husbandry. I also describe the ways that peasants in the Reserve make a living and how they relate to their forest resources. The primary goals in this chapter are: to identify the economic activity profiles prevalent in my study sample, to describe similarities and differences within and between sample communities, and the representativeness of my sample. It is important that my study sample be representative of their communities so that my model has applicability to understanding trends of sustainable development and conservation in the Reserve.




  Chapter 2 provides a brief history of the people in the Reserve, and a description of the society and culture of the study communities. The local cultural traditions are important to understanding the identities of people living in the Reserve. The prevalence of Catholicism, resulting from a history of colonization and religious syncretism, has shaped modern identities in the Reserve. Though there is not a lot of detail known about the region prior to colonization, we do know some about the indigenous roots. I also offer this discussion in light of larger trends and historical events in Mexico. Later in chapter 3, I discuss the role of conservation and sustainable development in Mexico, and specifically on a biosphere reserve. The relevance of sustainable development and conservation goals is central to understanding MPK in the Reserve because of the lived realities created by being on such a protected area.




  In chapter 4, I delve into the theoretical and methodological questions of cultural knowledge and economic activities related to livelihoods. The freelisting methodology I used to help measure cultural knowledge is important because of the simplicity of the device and its utility in anthropological investigations. Owing to its versatility, and the inherent simplicity of the freelisting technique, it is good for measuring intracultural variation in knowledge (Quinlan 2005).




  Returning to the theme of natural resource management in a protected area, chapter 5 describes the ways that the Reserve is constituted and governed. I give some examples of the different ways that conservation and sustainable development programming is being carried out in the Reserve in chapter 6. I discuss these examples in terms of the sociopolitical dynamics of decision-making and accountability.




  Chapters 7 and 8 switch gears, as I focus on the third and final axis of this book: medical pluralism and health profile in Mexico and the Reserve, specifically. I look at the general health profile and health priorities in Mexico because they shape the policies and programming of services available in the Reserve. Furthermore, the health needs of the communities in the Reserve reflect the broader trends in marginalized communities in Mexico, so it is appropriate to supplement the primary data collected for this study with national level, secondary, data. I look at mothers and children as indicators of the health in a community and discuss the ethnomedical pluralism present in contemporary Mexico. I also discuss the prevalence of medical pluralism in the Reserve where individuals choose different treatment pathways.




  Continuing the ethnographic description of ethnomedical systems in the Reserve, I present the results of my research of traditional medicine and traditional healers in chapter 8. Using the in-depth interviews I conducted with key informants who are considered experts in traditional medicine in their communities, I demonstrate the reasons for the persistence of the perceived value of traditional medicine and medicinal plants. I also present the interviews conducted with biomedical practitioners in the study communities, providing a context for understanding medical plurality in the Reserve.




  Evaluating the study hypothesis is important because it illuminates some relationships between the three central axes—health, livelihood, and conservation—that contradict common assumptions about traditional knowledge and modernization. For example, I found that those individuals who have used traditional medicine less frequently in their own illness experiences are not more likely to have less MPK. There is not a clear, linear relationship between the amount of MPK community members have, on average, and other socioeconomic indicators. I explain how my results compare to prior studies regarding MPK in the Reserve, and in other societies. Since there is no linear model associating the loss of traditional knowledge with increasing modernity, the contribution of my book is first and foremost as a case-specific ethnography.




  Finally, in chapter 9 I unpack the significance of my research for the community members in the Reserve through the example of the Traditional Medicine House in Ayotitlán. I use this example to illustrate the potential value of thinking about development and conservation projects as sets of trade-offs and hard choices, rather than seeking the ever elusive “win-win” strategy.




  Fieldwork in the Sierra of Manantlán




  The remainder of this chapter provides a detailed account of my fieldwork activities during the data collection period. I conducted the research for this study in the Reserve from January 2007 through May 2008. As I previously indicated, my research for this book aimed to: identify economic activity profile, capture individual illness history, and test MPK in the Reserve. My fieldwork had four stages: (1) preliminary preparations and orientations to the Reserve, (2) collection of raw data, (3) construction of study variables and analysis of model, and (4) dissemination of the study findings. The first stage of the fieldwork was essential to constructing the research instruments and achieving permissions to carry out the data collection. Next, I collected raw data on economic and social activities and personal illness history, and administered the test of MPK. The third phase of my research was the analysis of data and construction of indices for the variables. Here, I focus on the methodologies during my first two phases of fieldwork; chapter 8 deals extensively with the construction of the research indices and looking for trends. In the first phase of research, I used three primary modes of data collection: (1) household surveys; (2) individual tests; and (3) life history interviews of key informants.




  Preliminary Preparation and Orientations to the Reserve




  Once I had identified my research topic of MPK and its relationship to so-called “development” and “modernization,” I began to look for a good field site. I had read Bruce Benz’s and colleagues’ work on inventorying forest resources in the Sierra of Manantlán. In one critical paper (Benz et al. 2000), they attempted to account for loss of indigenous plant knowledge in relationship to modernization and other socioeconomic differences within the Reserve. Their research, however, did not lead to conclusive results-perhaps partially a result of using secondary and aggregate data instead of looking for variation within communities at the household and individual level (Benz et al. 2000). I realized that my research could build directly on the studies that they had already done in the Reserve, so I sent an e-mail to Dr. Bruce Benz. He agreed about the potential scholarly contributions of my research, and via electronic communication directed me to the town of Autlán de Navarro, where my fieldwork story begins.




  My fieldwork began in January 2007 when I began to simply get to know the community of Sierra of Manantlán—its organizations, institutions, communities, and people. I began by simply being present and available to the community members to answer questions or get acquainted. I focused on listening, not asking too many questions—introducing myself and my interests when asked (which was quite often). I was simultaneously absorbing and being absorbed. Doing so enabled me to avoid wandering in and asking questions that would have been unprecedented and, in all likelihood, answered dishonestly. In fact, one of the first things people would repeatedly tell me was “Pues, es que siempre vienen de alla. Llevan las plantas y se van,” (Well, foreigners always come [from the USA and Canada]. They take plant [samples] and they leave). The notion of ongoing cultural and material imperialism is palpable in Ayotitlán (one study community), and to lesser degrees in the other study communities.




  The process of obtaining approval to work in the Sierra of Manantlán communities began in January 2007 when I contacted the Management of the Biosphere Reserve and the University of Guadalajara South Coast Campus (CUCSUR, from the Spanish Centro Universitario de la Costa Sur). At CUCSUR, there is a core interdisciplinary team of researchers at the Manantlán Institute of Ecology and Biodiversity (IMECBIO). The IMECBIO (part of CUCSUR), located in the urban center of Autlán, Jalisco, is the interdisciplinary research team that measures and leads assessments of the interactions between humans, environment, and organizational programming throughout the Reserve. Preliminary participant observation and integration into the community were beneficial in two primary ways. First, I developed relationships of recognition, familiarity, and trust in the community. I received an official letter of cooperation from the Director of the IMECBIO and developed a working relationship with the Management of the Reserve.1 Through these relationships with relevant institutions, I used appropriate channels to contact the Ayotitlán Community Council and presented my research prospectus to them at their May 2007 meeting (I eventually received permission to carry out the study in Ayotitlán in early November 2007). Ayotitlán and Telcruz are within the same ejido (governing and decision-making unit). I also made presentations to the Zacualpan Commission of Communal Goods (elected leadership) in May 2007.




  Second, this period of preliminary work informed the development of the research problem. Spending time in the community illuminated the daily reality of domestic migration, the importance of cultural patrimony, and the environmental concerns that swing in the balance. It became clear early on that community members are actively negotiating these concerns and (re)prioritizing. I presented a Spanish version of my research prospectus to both the Director of the Reserve and the Director of the Institute on Ecology and Biodiversity at CUCSUR, as well as a number of other instructors and researchers at CUCSUR. During this process, I had lengthy discussions with local academic stakeholders in the CUCSUR regarding my research propositions. These extended discussions were particularly helpful as I selected my sample communities (Zacualpan, Telcruz, and Ayotitlán) and devised a strategy for collecting the data necessary to answer my research question. These three communities were selected because of their variation in proximity to regional market centers (Colima, Manzanillo, and Autlán) and their varying degrees of modernity and marginalization. They were recommended to me by these local researchers who are very familiar with the various communities in the Reserve, and I was cautioned to have a back-up community for Ayotitlán which is considered very difficult for carrying out research. Ayotitlán is the most marginalized and most “indigenous,” Zacualpan one of the most modern, peri-urban of the communities in the Reserve, and Telcruz was included as a gradient in between Ayotitlán and Zacualpan. By September 2007, I received final approval from the Institutional Review Board of my home university, Case Western Reserve, for all of my instruments (questionnaires and semi-structured interviews), my processes and procedures for obtaining informed consent from community members, and my research announcements to the communities.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png
Medicinal Plant
Knowledge

effects Individual Iliness History

Gender-Age-Education

effects

effects

Economic Activity Profile
Social Change-Globalization-
Migration-Modernization-
Development

Figure 1.1. Conceptual model of the principle axes.
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Objective 1a: Identify current MPK held by a representative sample of adult men|
and women in Ayotitlén, Telcruz, and Zacualpan.

Objective 1b: Determine significant patterns of variation in MPK.

Objective lc: Record the life histories of self-described traditional healers or me-|
dicinal plant experts.

Objective 2a: Record the illness histories of research participants and their
houschold members.

Objective 2b: Identify any relationships between the average illness histories in a
community and the average MPK for each community.

Objective 3a: Explore the relationships between sustainable development, con-
servation, and MPK in the Sierra de Manantlan Biosphere Reserve.

Objective 3b: Identify variation in economic activity profile of households.
Hypothesis: Communities where the average household economic profile is char-|

acterized predominantly by non-farming activities will have less MPK on average|
than other study communities.

Figure 1.2. Study objectives and main hypothesis.
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