
 

Becerra Vera. 2021. Ethnobiology Letters 12(1):115–118  115 

Short Topical Reviews 

and compare the economic botany between 
genetically modified and organic cotton (Gossypium 
hirsutum) farms (Flachs 2015, 2016); and folk 
taxonomic studies of plant diversity (Heindorf et al. 
2020) and traditional plant use (Loko et al. 2018). 
Similarly, ethnobiological research around coffee 
(Coffea spp.) includes work that highlights traditional 
and Indigenous cultivation knowledge (Beaucage 
1997; Bandeira et al. 2002; Juárez-López et al. 2017), 
features coffee as an important regional cash crop to 
contextualize the bioecocultural heritage of other 
plants (Mekbib 2009), and explores coffee farm 
contributions to biological diversity (Bandeira et al. 
2002; Juárez-López et al. 2017). These studies teach us 
how crops meet human needs and influence human 
social worlds. 

Multispecies approaches open doors to 
investigate the social and biological contact zones of 
humans, plants, and other more-than-humans in 
agrarian worlds (Galvin 2018). Building from 
ethnobiological insights into the interactions between 
biota, environments, and people, multispecies 
approaches draw attention to the social dimensions 
that result from these relationships. Researchers can 
investigate the co-creation of ecological landscapes 
through and with crops by paying attention to this 

Introduction 
Ethnobiologists draw from social and natural science 
methods to build scientific understanding around the 
relationships between plants and people. While 
ethnobiologists collect various forms of evidence, 
there continues to be an emphasis on quantitative 
studies (Da Silva et al. 2014) with recent calls for 
“hypothesis-driven ethnobiology” (Gaoue et al. 2021). 
Multispecies researchers collect qualitative, 
humanistic, and other artistic evidence (e.g. https://
feralatlas.org) suitable to expand knowledge around 
the social roles of plants in relationship to humans. 
Both communities of research reach across 
disciplinary boundaries to study plants. While 
ethnobiologists more often incorporate quantitative 
elements in their studies (e.g. Bocinsky and Varien 
2017; Flachs 2015; Juárez-López et al. 2017), 
multispecies researchers lean toward qualitative 
approaches in their investigations (e.g.; Dove 2019; 
Guthman 2019; Kumpf 2020).   

Ethnobiologists take versatile approaches to 
investigate economically and culturally important 
crops. Examples include: experimental farming 
studies of maize (Zea mays) to determine how past 
farming communities adapted to climate challenges 
(Bocinsky and Varien 2017); studies that document 
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collective sociality (Flachs and Orkin 2019). In this 
short topical review, I outline multispecies approaches 
in agricultural crop studies, ethnobiology of coffee, 
and highlight the potential advantages of multispecies 
approaches in coffee research.  

Agrarian Contact Zones 
In this paper, I borrow from the concepts of contact 
zones and assemblages to define co-constitutions as 
spatial and temporal locations of world-making 
(Wilson 2019), where the relational context of all 
constituents shapes a system (Robinson and Remis 
2018). Co-constitutions result from entangled human 
and more-than-human social and biological elements 
that together also participate in the production of 
social and ecological change. Instances of multispecies 
approaches in crop studies that highlight co-
constitutions include Julie H. Guthman's (2019) work 
with strawberries (Fragaria spp.), Michael R. Dove's 
(2019) historical analysis with black pepper (Piper 
nigrum), rubber (Hevea brasiliensis), and sword grass 
(Imperata cylindrica), and Desirée Kumpf's (2020) 
investigation of tea production (Camellia spp).  

Guthman (2019) describes the strawberry industry 
as an assemblage, for this topical review, otherwise 
known as a co-constitution. For Guthman, the co-
constitution includes elements of political economy, 
scientific knowledge, migrants and labor, pathogens 
and chemicals, and other humans and more-than-
humans that together play a role in the fragility of the 
strawberry industry. Dove (2019) outlines how the 
introduction of black pepper, tea, and sword grass 
into agrarian co-constitutions expanded small holders' 
imaginations and cultivation strategies, often at odds 
with settler-colonial production regimes. Kumpf 
(2020) demonstrates how the lack of compensation 
for tea workers results in them ignoring tea tasting 
during production, which leads to lower quality tea. 
These studies highlight the role plants have on 
transforming human worlds. Refocusing attention to 
co-constitution in ecologies, where “organisms, 
elements, and forces cannot be considered in isolation 
but must always be considered in rela-
tion,” (O’Gorman and Gaynor 2020). 

Ethnobiology of Coffee 
Coffee is the second most traded commodity 
worldwide and is recognized for its cultural value 
among producers and consumers (West 2012). 
Ethnobiological studies on coffee have explicitly 

focused on the negative economic and environmental 
impacts that result from neglecting Indigenous 
knowledge (Beaucage 1997), as well as investigated 
the insights from Indigenous and traditional 
knowledge in maintaining agroforests (Bandeira et al. 
2002) and biodiversity (Juárez-López et al. 2017). 
Other ethnobiological studies include coffee grounds 
in investigations of folk remedies for injuries from 
stingrays (Da Silva et al. 2020). In the related field of 
ethnomedicine, researchers examine coffee leaves for 
potential human health benefits (Chen 2019). 
Collectively, these studies demonstrate how people 
make use of coffee to meet economic, biodiversity, 
and human health goals. Multispecies approaches can 
expand these strategies to gain further insight into the 
nuances of co-created coffee ecological and social 
worlds. For example, Anna L. Tsing, Andrew S. 
Mathews, and Nils Bubandt (2019) outline how coffee 
rust fungus (Hemileia vastratrix) only became an 
epidemic due to multispecies histories that involve 
capital, ecology, humans, and more-than-humans 
together transforming a landscape. 

Multispecies Openings  
Following the examples of agrarian co-constitutions 
help to outline essential areas of multispecies coffee 
research.  Like Guthman's (2019) analysis with 
strawberries, the coffee industry results from the co-
constitutions between political, social, economic, and 
biological elements. Dove’s (2019) studies with 
pepper highlights the role of cash crops with colonial 
histories of displacement and local innovation, as also 
seen with coffee. Kumpf's (2020) investigation with 
tea sheds light on how coffee ecologies connect to 
labor and production regimes that influence 
multispecies co-constitutions that affect coffee quality 
and taste. Coffee agriculture includes various 
cultivation strategies linked to political, social, 
colonial, economic, biological, and ecological 
histories. More-than-humans are inseparable from 
these histories and have an active role in shaping 
coffee landscapes. Similarly, cultivation strategies 
impact more-than-humans. Multispecies approaches 
can provide the platform to observe these different 
dimensions. Studying coffee landscapes as 
multispecies co-constitutions presents opportunities 
to enhance our understanding of the biological and 
social dimensions of human, plant, pathogen, 
chemical, and other more-than-human ecologies.  
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Conclusion 
In sum, ethnobiological studies provide insight into 
how plants meet human needs and interests. 
Multispecies approaches offer researchers the 
opportunity to expand on these studies to include 
how the interactions between humans, plants, and 
more-than-humans together shape and transform 
landscapes. Applying a multispecies approach to crop 
studies highlights the effects of more-than-humans on 
ecological and social elements in agrarian worlds. This 
offers a view beyond ecological change as an effect of 
human manipulation over the environment. Studying 
coffee co-constitutions has theoretical and 
methodological implications for humans and more-
than-humans. While climate change discourse centers 
humans as the main drivers in environmental change, 
it also draws attention to the interlinked elements of 
the social and biological world. Multispecies studies of 
coffee can provide insight into these interlinked 
elements and relationships that together form 
ecological landscapes. This can expand knowledge 
around the relational contexts in coffee ecologies and 
help identify what multispecies collaborations are 
impacted by climate change. As scholars from 
different disciplines incorporate a multispecies 
approach to coffee research, they must also expand 
methodological toolkits to address the social and 
biological elements that form coffee ecologies. In this 
aspect, studying coffee co-constitutions can benefit 
from the ethnobiological skill of linking the social and 
natural sciences (Quinlan and Quinlan 2016).   
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