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Can we do plant ethnography? This question presses 
from several directions. A recent burst of philosophical 
engagement with vegetative life forms highlights a range 
of intriguing possibilities concerning their sentience and 
intelligence. Also, a glaring blind spot is being revealed in 
the ‘species turn’: animals seem fine, yet a line is drawn 
at considering photosynthesizing, sessile entities. But 
perhaps the most compelling reason to pursue this ques-
tion lies in the possibility it holds for expanding the scope 
and relevance of ethnographic methods and theorizing. 
Through each of these intellectual concerns, we see an 
opportunity to test the strictures of anthropocentrism and 
the possibility of reorienting the place-based attention to 
sociality that is central to ethnography

* * *
The starting point for answering this question is to 

establish what kind of subjects plants are. A plethora of 
studies reveal that they are communicative, agential and 
social. There is a well-established scientific consensus that 
vegetative organisms ‘perceive, assess, learn, remember, 
resolve problems, make decisions and communicate with 
each other by actively acquiring information from their 
environment’(Gagliano 2015). The question of their intel-
ligence remains open and involves some nettlesome issues 
centring on what constitutes cognition and how our species 
biases may limit our ability to think about this subject.1 

But clearly, in the course of daily life, plants engage in 
elaborate forms of perception, interpreting and responding 
to their immediate environments and the other life forms 
they encounter. Importantly, such perceptions and engage-
ments involve coordinating their responses to the envi-
ronment with conspecifics and a vast host of mutualistic 
organisms that comprise the rhizome through which their 
roots encounter the microbial worlds in soil. Of interest to 
anthropologists here is the capacity of plants to respond 
differently in relation to conspecifics on the basis of kin-
ship – as in humans, it’s a means for sharing resources and 
coordinating actions – and the fact that they generate and 
reproduce manifold cooperative interactions with different 
species via mycorrhizal fungi symbiosis. And if anyone 
questions their agency, please consider the jungle-draped 
ruins of Mayan cities or the overgrown lots, factories and 
warehouses in many post-industrial urban areas.

So why not consider plants as ethnographic subjects? 
Surely, a surge of responses come quickly to mind, most 
hinging on the fact that ethnography has traditionally been 
applied to humans and it remains, as a boutique form of 
social knowledge, a redoubt for humanist sensibilities 
about meaning-bound subjects. Without language – even if 
they are communicative – how are we to approach plants?2 
The problems and impediments escalate from this point. 

The kind of expertise it takes to be conversant with flora 
is not easily accessible for ethnographers; more problem-
atically, pervasive plant blindness characterizes modern, 
urban-bound humans. We have a difficult time noticing 
plants at all, and a species-as-décor sensibility leads most 
of us to see them only as background wallflowers. Most 
challenging of all, the vast majority of the socializing that 
plants do is underground and inaccessible through tradi-
tional ethnographic techniques in the field.

* * *
But the reasons to persist anyway are also plentiful, as 

are the available resources for doing so. Starting with the 
latter, a century-old research programme for considering 
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exactly these questions already exists. Phytosociology 
studies plant communities, their composition, develop-
ment and the relationships of species within them. This 
scholarly line of enquiry, which reaches back to Alexander 
von Humboldt’s work on ‘the geography of plants’, has 
variant traditions and schools of thought (Southern 
European, Northern European, Russian, American, etc.) 
but is commonly concerned with describing vegeta-
tion types and developing classifications of habitat type. 
This discipline sustains an attention to floristic sociality 
in terms that resonate with ethnography’s interest in 
place-based communities, but it largely lacks an attention 
to the interpretive work of its subjects, as they sort out 
belonging and difference through a series of relationships 
which are alternately competitive and cooperative. Hence, 
in learning about the sociology of plants, ethnographers 
can also contribute something, based on our repertoire for 
thinking about interpretive subjects.

Another resource lies in the fact that much of botany, 
like ethnography, is based on fieldwork. We have analo-
gous concerns and interests; botanists also learn from the 
field and also struggle with issues of how to analyze and 
represent local-global configurations and assemblages. 
Indeed, as I found in my recent fieldwork in Spain, botan-
ical gardens are offering up intriguing examples of ‘living 
ethnographies’ through the floral arguments they make in 
their displays about the structure of plant communities 
(Hartigan 2017). 

On the basis of these intellectual correspondences, I 
found it quite easy to both access and adopt botanical forms 
of expertise, which is a founding purpose of such botanical 
gardens. I also found, to my surprise, that it is not simply a 
quantitative endeavour. Field botanists may develop quite 
personable relations with their subjects; they lay a great 
emphasis on drawing their subjects by hand, and they rely 
on such depictions because they focus attention so well on 
particularities of form, location and orientation. Beyond 
the field, though, there is an immense amount of lab-based 
research that can be tapped for calibrating above-ground 
observations with estimations of what’s happening under-
ground. Certainly, dealing with the claims and practices of 
scientific knowledge requires a critical stance, as adopted 
in Science and Technology Studies – but more on the 
reflexive dimension of all this below.

Even if much of floristic sociality occurs below ground, 
we still have plenty to work with above the surface, if 
we are able to open up the category of ‘behaviour’ and 
not limit it to characterizing what animals do. Biologist 
Anthony Trewavas is an excellent guide here. Trewavas 
sees behaviour in plants as ‘phenotypic plasticity’, a form 
of action in which movement manifests through morpho-
logical change. This version of behaviour is strikingly 
attuned to ethnographic concerns with place and its con-
stitutions. This plasticity, Trewavas (2015) writes, is ‘a 
phenotypically local response to local signaling’. Such 
‘plasticity enables the phenotype to accurately occupy 
local space, change its phenotype as it grows, forage accu-
rately for resources, competitively exclude neighbours 
and construct, within genetic/environmental limitations, 
its own niche’ (ibid.). 

Analyzing such local dynamics in relation to species 
being is part of what ethnography is designed to do. For that 
matter, plants are far more attuned to place than humans, 
in that their ‘behaviour is inextricably linked to environ-
mental signaling. Because plants are sessile organisms, 
they may perceive more environmental signals and with 
greater sensitivity and discrimination than the roaming 
animal’ (ibid.). Plants may be far more exquisite ciphers 
of ‘place’ than the mammals examined by ethologists 
and ethnographers. Further, plants can actively constitute 
place, as is conveyed with the concept of niche construc-

tion, which ‘involves … competitive and cooperative two-
way signaling between individual and environment that is 
important in community structure’ (ibid.).

* * *
So, getting back to the question of why we should regard 

plants as ethnographic subjects. The reasons are manifold. 
First, as mentioned above, we modern subjects suffer from 
an inability to see and think about plants. How better to 
overcome the notions of alterity and otherness that make 
plants so difficult to comprehend than to start by revealing 
their parallel capacity for socializing.3 For all the interest 
in ‘greening cities’ or the nascent recognition of the ‘live-
liness’ of infrastructures, there remains a fundamental 
ignorance of plant life that can be assailed through the 
imaginative application of ethnography.4 

There are theoretical reasons for doing so as well. 
Starting with the ‘chemical turn’, as anthropologists begin 
to focus on analyzing ‘the play of enzymes, affects, and 
reagents in ecological assemblages’ (Shapiro & Kirksey 
2017). Nicholas Shapiro and Eben Kirksey describe how 
‘chemicals have seeped into the ethnographic imagination’, 
characterizing ‘chemosociality’ (in parallel to biosociality) 
as involving ‘novel, altered, attenuated relationships that 
emerge from shared and shifting chemical ecologies’ 
(ibid.). What better subjects for such enquiries than vegeta-
tive life forms whose volatile emissions, gaseous hormones 
and root exudates form signalling vectors and systems of 
cues through which they socialize with conspecifics and 
neighbouring species? In studying ‘chemosocial communi-
ties’, Shapiro and Kirksey acknowledge the challenge for 
ethnographers in acquiring, mobilizing and interpreting 
instrumentation for gauging the presence and activity of 
chemicals, but they point out that such technical devices 
may be conjured through ‘do-it-yourself’ practices – advice 
that holds true for plant ethnographers as well.

Other theoretical developments may also be engaged 
via plants, such as the turn toward ‘thin description’ and 
‘flat ontology’. These efforts to shift the locus of cultural 
analysis from hermeneutic models of depth and interi-
ority to the vibrant surfaces of things may be most fully 
glimpsed in the challenge of depicting the living sociality 
of plants. For that matter, taking plants (and animals) as 
ethnographic subjects may prompt a second wave of the 
‘reflexive turn’. Analogous to concerns raised in the 1990s 
about how an ethnographer’s (racial, gendered, classed, 
etc.) identity shapes their capacity to see and report on 
‘the field’, encountering plants ethnographically genera-
tively highlights the forms of species being that contour, 
constrain and influence efforts to depict other life forms. 
Starting with our skin, which shirks from too much sun-
light, and our proclivity for motion, is it possible to learn 
from a plant before our attention wanes or our body aches 
to move? Insights will come from attempts to answer this 
question via a species-level reflexivity, rather than simply 
concluding in the affirmative or negative.

What kind of contribution can be made this way? 
Ethnographic approaches to plant sociality have the 
capacity to transcend the limitations that bind botanists to 
‘natural’ settings and habitats. Much of what they know 
derives from studying symbiotic communities in old-
growth forests.5 Ethnographers are more adroit at focusing 
on the ‘blasted landscapes’ of the Anthropocene, which may 
reveal novel ways by which vegetative life socializes (Tsing 
2017). These are the kinds of settings where plant ethnog-
raphers such as Natasha Myers, Bettina Stoetzer, Nick 
Kawa, Theresa Miller and the authors in this volume are 
working.6 Their projects range far beyond the kinds of eth-
nobotany that have long characterized cultural anthropolo-
gists’ interest in plants. The crucial shift in all these efforts is 
regarding floral entities as more than representations and as 
something we have to understand and learn from. l
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See Baluška et al. (2010) as 
well as Gagliano (2015).
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see Eduardo Kohn’s (2017) 
discussion of biosemiosis in 
How forests think.

3. On their alterity, see 
Michael Marder (2013), but 
on perceptual commonalities 
between humans and plants, see 
Chamovitz (2012).

4. On the liveliness of 
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ethnographic collection online 
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5. See Wohlleben (2016).
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Hartigan (2017).
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