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ABSTRACT.- The debate over the distinction between life form and generic ranks 
provides the theoretical backdrop of this article. The case of the frailejón folk 
botanical taxon is described and an attempt is made to define its rank. The frailejón 
refers to a group of endemic plants of the high altitude páramo ecosystem (between 
the timberline and the permanent frost zone, 2,800 to 4,700 m a.s.L), distributed 
throughout the northern Andes mountains of South America. The center of origin 
and dispersion of this botanical group is the Venezuelan páramo, the precise 
location of the fieldwork upon which this article is based. Ecological and floristic 
characteristics of the páramo environment are described and the Paramero people's 
identification, classification, nomenclature, use, and ecological association of the 
frailejón ate reviewed. The evidence shows that the frailejón category is botanically 
polytypic and displays perceptual and taxonomic aspects of both life form and 
generic ranks. The high salience of this plant from morphological, utilitarian, and 
ecological points of view may help to explain this structural complexity. This case 
calls into question the validity and universality of a sharp distinction between the 
two ranks. 
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R E S U M E N - El contexto teorico de este articulo gira alrededor del debate sobre 
la distincion entre los rangos generico y forma de vida etnobiologicos. Un intento 
por definir el rango del taxon etnobotanico frailejón permite la incursion de los 
autores en el debate mencionado. Se conoce como frailejón a un grupo de plantas 
endemicas del ecosistema de alta montana tropical páramo (entre la linea continua 
de bosques y la nieve permanente, 2,800-4700 m.s.n.m.), el cual se extiende a lo 
largo de los Andes del Norte de Suramerica. El centro de origen y dispersion de 
este grupo botanico se localiza en los paramos venezolanos, justamente donde se 
llevo a cabo el trabajo de campo del que provienen los datos de este articulo. Se 
describen aqui las caracteristicas floristicas y ecologicas del ambiente páramo, 
ademas de detallarse los rasgos de identification, clasificacion, nomenclatura, uso 
y asociaciones ecologicas destacadas por los habitantes del páramo con respecto 
al frailejón. Nuestros datos muestran que la categoria frailejón es botanicamente 
politipica, ademas de presentar aspectos perceptuales y taxonomicos de tanto el 
rango generico como del de forma de vida. Tal complejidad estructural podria 
verse explicada mediante el alto grado de conspicuidad de este taxon desde 
diversos puntos de vista, morfologico, utilitario y ecologico. De esta manera se 
cuestiona la validez de una distincion discreta universal entre los dos rangos. 

Palabras clave: páramo, frailejón, etnobiologia, rango etnobiologico, flora andina. 



144 ZENT & ZENT Vol. 19, No. 2 

RESUME.— Le debat sur la distinction entre les formes de vie biologique et les 
rangs generiques sert de toile de fond theorique a cet article. Nous y decrivons le 
cas du taxon ethnobotanique frailejón et essayons de definir son rang. Le frailejón 
se refert a un groupe de plantes endemiques de l'ecosysteme de haute altitude 
páramo (entre la ligne superieure de la foret et la zone de neige permanente, 
2800-4700 m), disperse a travers les Andes du Nord de L'Amerique du Sud. Le 
centre d'origine et la dispersion de ce groupe botanique sont situes dans le páramo 
venezuelien, precisement la ou a ete menee la recherche sur laquelle est base cet 
article. Les caracteristiques ecologiques et floristiques de l'environnement du 
páramo y sont decrites et l'identification, la classification, la nomenclature, 
l'utilisation et l'association ecologique y sont passees en revue. Nos donnees 
indiquent que la categorie frailejón est botaniquement polytypique et presente 
egalement les aspects perceptuels et taxonomiques aussi bien des formes de vie 
biologique que des rangs generiques. L'importance de cette plante du point de 
vue morphologique, utilitaire et ecologique peut peut-etre expliquer cette 
complexite structurelle. Ce cas met done en doute la validite et l'universalite de 
la forte distinction entre les deux rangs. 

Mots cles: páramo, frailejón, ethnobiologie, registre ethnobiologique, flore andine. 

T H E O R E T I C A L B A S I S O F L I F E F O R M A N D G E N E R I C R A N K S 

T h e concep t of rank is a central e l ement in m o s t theoret ical formulat ions of 
folk b io logica l classif ication (Glick 1964; Ber l in e t al. 1 9 7 3 , 1 9 7 4 ; Ber l in 1 9 7 2 , 1 9 7 6 , 
1978 , 1992; Bu lmer 1970, 1974; K a y 1975; H u m 1976, 1977, 1982 , 1987; B r o w n 
1977, 1979 , 1984, 1987; Randa l l and H u n n 1984; Randa l l 1987; Wierzb icka 1985; 
At ran 1985 , 1987, 1993; At ran e t al. 1997) . The theory of Brent Ber l in (1992) de-
scribes a hierarchical organizat ion of b io logica l taxa into a m i n i m u m of three and 
a m a x i m u m of six major e thnobio logica l ranks , and this bas ic t axonomic structure 
has b e e n c o n f i r m e d for a c o n s i d e r a b l e n u m b e r of cu l tu res (cf. B r o w n 1 9 8 4 ) . 
Ethnobio logica l ranks are conce ived as be ing ana logous to the ranks found in sys-
tematic biology, in wh ich taxa occupying the same rank are mutua l ly exclusive. 
The fol lowing ranks, ranging from m o s t to least inclus ive , have b e e n recognized: 
k ingdom, life form, in termediate , generic , specific and varietal . Taxa of the same 
e thnobiologica l rank usual ly (but no t a lways) occupy the same level in a part icu-
lar t axonomic structure (Berl in et al. 1973:215; cf. A t ran 1993:53) . 

Whi l e the not ion of rank is an intui t ively appea l ing organizing concept for 
e x p l a i n i n g the o b v i o u s h i e r a r c h i c a l s t ruc tu res o b s e r v e d in m o s t (if no t a l l ) 
e thnobio logica l classif ication sys tems, the onto logica l , ep is temologica l , logical , 
perceptual , and biological status of e thnobio logica l ranking behav io r in genera l 
and of some of the individual ranks in par t icular have been a mat ter of consider-
able debate and d isagreement a m o n g the pr incipal proponents of e thnobio logica l 
theory. The discuss ion about the natura lness , intel lectual mot ivat ion, funct ional-
ity, and definit ional borders (i.e. intent ional and extensional l imits) of life fo rm 
and gener ic categories has b e e n especia l ly l ively and tendent ious , m a r k e d by sev-
eral compet ing points of view. 

Accord ing to Ber l in ( 1 9 7 6 , 1 9 9 2 ) , ranks are nonarbi t rary and psycho log ica l ly 
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real (i.e. no t a mere ca ta loguing device imposed on the data by the analys t ) , and 
cor respond to dist inctly b o u n d e d groupings of e thnobio logica l taxa at different 
levels of psychologica l and biological reality according to s imilar or comparab le 
internal degrees of var ia t ion wi th in a ca tegory and external degrees of separa t ion 
be tween categories . His v i ew of rank m a k e s clear that the e thnobio logica l domain 
is discretely par t i t ioned by the folk taxonomis t and no t perce ived in te rms of con-
t inuous variat ion. The h igh degree of cor respondence be tween na t ive genera and 
scientif ic species is offered as par t ia l p roo f of the ob jec t ive rea l i ty of na tura l 
d i s c o n t i n u i t i e s e n c o d e d i n f o l k c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s , w h e r e a s i n s t a n c e s o f 
noncor respondence are at t r ibuted to external inf luence by the cul tural doma in 
(Berl in 1973) . Life form (e.g. tree, v ine) is defined as the second m o s t inc lus ive 
rank, broadly polytypic, encompass ing a few morphotypes , recognized on the basis 
of a small n u m b e r of b iocharacters , and perceptual ly natural a l though it frequently 
crosscuts phylogenet ica l ly val id natural categor ies , such as Family. T h e gener ic 
ca tegory (e.g. oak, map le ) is considered the nuc leus of the classif icatory sys tem, 
typical ly the mos t numerous category, the first recognized by chi ldren, imply ing 
the natura lness and effortlessness wi th wh ich i t i s d iscr iminated , n a m e d by pri-
ma ry lexemes , and mos t ly monotyp ic . Whereas m o s t folk gener ics are observed to 
be taxonomica l ly inc luded wi th in taxa of life form rank, a minor i ty of folk gener-
ics appears to be conceptua l ly unaffiliated to life forms. Ber l in accounts for the 
t axonomic irregulari ty of the unaffiliated gener ics as resul t ing from morpholog i -
cal aber rance (e.g. b romel iads ) or special economic impor tance (e.g. cul t igens) 
(Berl in 1 9 7 4 , 1 9 9 2 ) . 

An early al ternat ive v iewpoin t to the universal is t , intel lectualist and object iv-
ist perspect ive of Ber l in was offered by Ra lph Bulmer , w h o endorses an integral 
ecological mode l of folk b io logica l classif ication in wh ich the impor tance of the 
specific cultural and natural env i ronment in de te rmin ing the t axonomic space is 
emphas ized (Bulmer 1974:11-2) . He considers the h igher inclusive taxa (Ber l in ' s 
life forms) as largely var iable in configurat ion because local cul tural as wel l as 
perceptual criteria are used to construct the categor izat ions . In other words , the 
generat ive criteria of categories - cul tural s ignif icance, use pat terns, and ecologi -
ca l r e l a t ionsh ips in add i t ion to m o r p h o l o g y and b e h a v i o r - do no t p r o d u c e 
pancul tura l pat terns because they are dependen t on cul tural ly and ecologica l ly 
specific c i rcumstances wh ich are numerous and var iable (Bulmer 1 9 7 4 : 2 0 , 1 9 6 7 : 6 ) . 
The h ighly inclusive taxa are regarded as logical ly natural , bu t they m a y not al-
w a y s be biological ly natural (Bulmer 1970:1087; cf. H u n n 1987) . Ins tead , B u l m e r 
argues that b io logica l ly natural reali ty is more c losely reflected by the lesser inclu-
sive taxa which he labels the "spec ieme," defined as the smallest percept ible natural 
discontinuit ies differentiated lexically. This min ima l natural uni t is descr ibed as 
be ing segregated not by single characters bu t on the basis of mul t ip le over lapp ing 
definit ional criteria: morpholog ica l sa l ience, habitat , and behaviora l habi ts such 
as nour i shment , reproduct ion, etc. (Bulmer 1967, 1970, 1974) . Th is defini t ion is 
near ly identical to Ber l in ' s concept of the folk generic . 

Eugene H u n n (1976) rejects the strict t axonomic f ramework and ins tead e labo-
rates a more flexible and process-or iented perceptua l m o d e l of folk b io log ica l 
classification, wh ich considers the structural complex i ty (e.g. t axonomic anoma-
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lies, l ike t axonomic structures) and variabil i ty of folk biological classif ication sys-
tems to be the product of the empir ica l percept ion of the classif icat ion space in 
different envi ronments . Life form and gener ic categories are d is t inguished by es-
sential ly different perceptual processes : deduct ion and induct ion respectively. The 
life form category results from deductive processes in the sense of being monothet ic , 
defined by a few abstract features, arbitrary, specia l -purpose, and artificial in a 
b io logica l sense. By contrast , the gener ic ca tegory involves induc t ion in be ing 
polythet ic , a gestalt (i.e. who le image) pat tern abst racted from the shar ing of m a n y 
concrete at tr ibutes, general -purpose , and natural in a logical sense. The natural 
perceptual sal ience of the gener ic is defined in a lgebraic terms as the h igher criti-
cal ratio (CR) of a taxon or its h igher inherent s t imulus capaci ty [CR (t) > CR (t ± 
n) , where ±n indicates a taxon including t or inc luded wi th in it] (Hunn 1976:518-
527) . Offering an explanat ion to the ponderable recurrent non-transit ivi ty of certain 
repor ted taxa, H u n n argues that this definit ion of the gener ic in t e rms of CR per-
mi t s a gener ic t axon to o c c u p y different r anks d e p e n d i n g m o r e on empi r ica l 
p h e n o m e n a than on theoret ical ax ioms: the non-finite boundar i e s of taxa are gen-
erated by the var iable p rominence (CR value) of the percept ions . The theoret ical 
p rob lem of the unaffiliated generic is thus resolved as "a s i tuat ion in wh ich the 
same taxon is bo th a generic and a life form. . . i.e. if CR(x ) < CR(y ) < C R ( z ) , x, z I y" 
(Hunn 1976:520) . 

H u n n (1987) later qualifies his posi t ion s o m e w h a t regarding the perceptual , 
b io logica l and logical bases of the life form rank. He admi ts that some life form 
taxa, notably "grass" , "bird", and "fish", display clearly induct ive "configurat ional 
in tegr i ty" s imilar to folk gener ics whereas other life forms, such as "herb" , "v ine" , 
" m a m m a l " , and " w u g " are indisputably deduct ive and artificial in nature. Mean-
whi le , " t ree" is cons idered to occupy an in termedia te posi t ion in a logical and 
biological sense - that is, lacking the natural configurat ional integri ty characteris-
tic of folk generics bu t never the less perceptual ly compel l ing . Th is qualif ication 
impl ies that the perceptual and logical dist inct ions b e t w e e n life form and generic 
ranks are no t as clear-cut as H u n n h imse l f s tated earlier, and instead the differ-
e n c e s are m o r e accu ra t e ly c o n c e i v e d as a c o n t i n u u m r ang ing f rom art if icial 
deduct ion at one pole to natural induct ion at the other. Thus the quest ion of wha t 
rank a taxa should be ass igned to m a y not be a s imple ei ther-or choice bu t rather a 
mat te r of degree of conformity to wh icheve r pole. 

Rober t Randal l and H u n n (1984) , bui ld ing upon H u m ' s earlier perceptual 
mode l , argue that h ighly inclusive folk b io logica l ca tegor ies comparab le in scope 
and function to life forms are mot iva ted by recogni t ion of functional (i.e. utility) 
and ecological (i.e. local b iodivers i ty) criteria in addi t ion to perceptual attr ibutes 
(i.e. behavior , morpho logy) , and therefore are cul tural ly idiosyncrat ic constructs . 
Randal l ( 1 9 7 6 : 5 4 3 - 5 4 5 , 1 9 8 7 ) further e laborates his opposi t ion to universal is t and 
essential ist t axonomic thinking in stat ing that the structure of folk biological c las-
sification resembles a perceptual ne twork based on the fuzzy logic of focal or 
prototypic categories wi th ex tended ranges rather than a rigid hierarchical s cheme 
conce ived vert ical ly in te rms of transit ive set inclusion and hor izonta l ly as mutu -
ally exclusive classes. Prototypicali ty facilitates the grouping of different organisms 
shar ing a range of features through inclusion at per ipheral posi t ions of the c lass 
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(i.e. categoric member sh ip grading, central nuc leus , and ex tended percepts ; see 
also Ga l 1973:206; El len 1975 :221 ; K e m p t o n 1978:44) . Bo th h igher inc lus ive and 
generic categories are said to be character ized by this focal-peripheral logical struc-
ture. Randa l l considers that generics frequently lack the at tr ibutes necessa ry for 
focal m e m b e r s h i p in a h igher inc lus ive ca tegory and the so-cal led unaffi l iated 
gener ics are those displaying un ique uses a n d / o r a typical perceptual at tr ibutes to 
the degree that they are comple te ly outs ide the ranges of the h igher inclusives . 

Scot t Atran , inf luenced by classic Aris tote l ian ph i losophy (cf. M a y r 1982; Ruse 
1992) , reaffirms the universalist , essential ist , and transi t ive t axonomic approach 
to e thnobiologica l ranking. He refutes H u n n in stat ing that life form and gener ic 
categories are equal in te rms of deduc t i ve / i nduc t i ve or m o n o t h e t i c / p o l y t h e t i c 
logical dis t inct ions, largely because b io taxa of all levels per ta in only to essences of 
k ind (i.e. under ly ing nature) and no t actual appearance . Logica l ly necessa ry fea-
tures are i m p o s e d on b o t h sor ts o f t axa a n d h e n c e there i s no v a g u e n e s s o f 
boundar ies a t ei ther level. At ran considers the difference b e t w e e n life-form and 
gener ic taxa as two-fold: the latter compr i se subsets of the former and the life 
forms divide the conceptua l ca tegor ies of b io logica l doma ins into a contras t ive 
lex ica l f ield. As a resul t , the l ex ica l s y s t e m m a r k i n g the life fo rms m a k e up 
fundamentum divisionis, indicat ing a logical fract ioning of the ca tegory into fea-
tures that are "posi t ive and o p p o s e d " a long one or more percept ib le d imens ions . 
The gener ics , by contrast , are character ized by a conjunct ion of features, and thus 
in order to define a gener ic i t is sufficient that the other gener ics lack one or more 
of its at tr ibutes. The par t i t ioning of a l iving k ind as a gener ic represents a logical 
fundamentum relationis, mean ing a relat ional segregat ion of b io forms into specific 
c o n f i g u r a t i o n s . M o r p h o l o g i c a l l y u n a f f i l i a t e d g e n e r i c s , a l s o r e f e r r e d t o a s 
monogene r i c life forms, display bo th divis ional and relat ional segregat ional as-
pects and therefore are s imply double indexed in t axonomic trees at life form as 
wel l as generic ranks (Atran 1 9 8 5 , 1 9 9 3 ) . 

The preceding review of the e thnobiologica l l i terature m a k e s clear that the 
concept of rank and in part icular the dis t inct ion b e t w e e n life form and gener ic 
ranks is a topic of wide ly contras t ing opinion. Major d i sagreements persis t re-
g a r d i n g the i s s u e s o f the p s y c h o l o g i c a l rea l i ty , u n i v e r s a l i t y , func t iona l i ty , 
transitivity, prototypicality, naturalness , and boundedness of folk biological ranks. 
Scientific acceptance of one or the other compe t ing v iewpoin t s wil l depend u p o n 
h o w wel l the theories conform to the empir ica l facts uncovered by further field 
invest igat ions. Studies of endemic b ioforms in geographica l ly restr icted and eco-
logical ly s tressed b iomes m a y be especial ly reveal ing here in the sense of test ing 
the outer empir ica l l imits of theoret ical explanat ion by giving due cons idera t ion 
to the so-cal led special or except ional cases . Accordingly, the present ar t icle con-
siders the case of the frailejón folk taxon a m o n g Venezuelan Pa ramero peasan ts in 
the context of the debate on e thnobiologica l rank. We consider the frailejón to be 
especial ly per t inent to this debate because i t appears to display d iverse percep-
tual, logical , and b io logica l features wh ich have been associa ted w i th b o t h life 
form and generic ranks. Thus our specific a im is to descr ibe w h a t these features 
are and analyze whe the r the frailejón should be defined as a life fo rm or an unaf-
filiated generic . 
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D E S C R I P T I O N O F T H E P A R A M O V E G E T A L B I O T Y P E S : 
T H E C A U L I R R O S U L A 

The h igh alt i tude ecosys tem k n o w n as páramo in the nor thern A n d e s exhibi ts 
a un ique vegeta t ion of about 3 ,000-4 ,000 species of vascular plants , of wh ich 6 0 % 
are considered to be endemic (Luteyn 1992:6) . A l though there are different defini-
t ions of páramo, based on floristic, geomorpholog ica l , c l imatic , phys ionomic and 
h u m a n features (see Lopez 1 9 9 3 , 1 9 9 5 for different not ions of páramo), plants are 
one of the mos t conspicuous features and not surpr is ingly const i tute one of the 
diagnost ic criteria for dis t inguishing this tropical h igh moun ta in zone . The recur-
rent presence of cer ta in botanica l types throughout the páramo habi ta t points to 
the h igh b io logica l potent ial i ty in te rms of species r ichness (Cuatrecasas 1968:165) 
as wel l as the ecological restr ict iveness in te rms of mophophys io log ica l develop-
m e n t . T h e m o s t c o m m o n life f o r m s are : C a u l i r r o s u l a ( c a u l e s c e n t r o s e t t e ) , 
Cryptofrutex (partially h idden, dwar f or prostrate w o o d y shrub) , Herba (herba-
ceous plant) , Fasc igramina (bunch grass) , Pro tere tum (mat or cush ion plants such 
as moss , l ichen and hepat ica) , Arbor (tree, usual ly smal l or even dwarfed but wi th 
distinct t runk and c rown) , Fru tex (woody shrub) and Suffrutex (subshrub: w o o d y 
a t the b a s e , h e r b a c e o u s a b o v e ) ( C u a t r e c a s a s 1 9 6 8 : 1 6 6 - 6 9 ; H e l d b e r g 1 9 9 2 : 1 5 ; 
Monas te r io 1980:22; Troll 1968:29; Lauer 1979:33) . 

The botanical e lement is c lear ly emphas ized in b iogeograph ica l descr ipt ions 
of the páramo as a h igh open h u m i d region character ized by the domina t ing pres-
ence of tussock, cushion and rosette plant communi t i e s (Lauer 1979:29-30) . These 
vegeta t ional ly dist inct landscapes are d iscont inuous ly dis t r ibuted in h igh eleva-
tion islands, be tween 2,800 and 4 ,700 meters above sea level (Vuil leumier 1979:186; 
Monaster io & Vuilleumier 1986:3), main ly throughout the Nor thern Andes of South 
A m e r i c a (Lauer 1979:29; Azoca r 1980:16) bu t wi th sparser format ions extending 
to Costa Rica in the nor th (Cordil lera de Talamanca , 11° N) and to H u a n u c o prov-
ince, Peru in the south (8° S) . Isolated páramo b i o m e s are also found in Panama , 
on the h u m i d eastern A n d e a n s lopes of Peru and Bol iv ia (Cleef 1978:367) and atop 
tepuy ( tabletop sands tone mounta in) formations in the Guiana Shie ld (Cleef 1983) . 
Moreover , h igh mounta in regions s imilar in ecological s tructure and function to 
the pa ramos can be found be tween the Tropics of Cance r and Capr icorn on all 
cont inents : the Centra l Andes (punas) , East Africa (afroalpine level) , Malays ia , 
Hawa i i , and N e w G u i n e a ( t ropica l -a lp ine level ; Troll 1968 :29 ; L a u e r 1979 :29 ; 
Monas te r io 1979:117; Monas te r io & Vuil leumier 1986:3) . I t should be ment ioned , 
however , that studies carr ied out in the C o l o m b i a n and Ecuador ian páramo have 
raised quest ions about the origin of this b iome , whe the r natural or h u m a n - m a d e 
(cf. Bals lev & Luteyn 1992; Leegaard 1992; Verweij & B e u k e m a 1992) . Specifically, 
observat ions of vegeta t ional dynamics in response to fires and grazing give some 
weigh t to the hypothes is that h u m a n activit ies are par t ly responsible for shaping 
this part icular env i ronment (Ramsay & Oxley 1996) . 

P a r a m o plant types are c o m m o n l y character ized by a n u m b e r of specia l mor-
phophys io log ica l features that crosscut phylogenet ic l ines and are thus expla ined 
as resul t ing from adapt ive convergence to the stressful c l imat ic condi t ions pre-
vai l ing in this env i ronment (Jahn 1931:105; Bi l l ings 1974 :403 ; M a n i 1980: 127) . 
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Signif icant cl imatic paramete rs include: cons iderable diurnal f luctuation of tem-
perature (up to 25°C difference be tween m i n i m a and m a x i m a ) , ocurrence of frost, 
d ry a tmosphere , h igh intensi ty and rapid change of ul t raviolet solar radiat ion, 
and strong winds . Such condi t ions , a long wi th h ighly dra ined soils, exacerba te 
the potent ial dehydra t ion of plants and therefore select for species wi th persis tent 
foliage and xeromorphic structure, despi te the constant ly h u m i d wea the r (Pittier 
1929:29; Tamayo 1958:13-15; Cuat recasas 1968:165; He ldberg 1992:21) . H igh hu-
midi ty is in fact largely offset by h igh solar radiat ion and low atmospher ic pressure, 
and consequent ly the vegeta t ion cover is specif ical ly des igned for efficient ab-
sorption and storage of water (Guhl 1982:43-44). The high rate of evapotranspirat ion 
induces the s low and s tunted g rowth of m a n y plants - for example , in ternodal 
spaces are often shorter (Pittier 1929:29; J ahn 1931:105; Troll 1968:30) , and also 
exerts select ive pressure on leaf size, shape , and structure. In regards to the latter, 
c o m m o n morpholog ica l traits include: spiral a r rangements ; spatulate , obova te or 
oblanceola te overal l shapes; lobed or dentate margins ; b road apices; p innate ve-
nation; pubescen t or tomentose surfaces; cor iaceous (i.e. leathery) texture; and 
th ickened epidermic cells (Pifano 1961:124; Guh l 1968:208; M a n i 1980:130; A z o c a r 
1980:19) . Especia l ly c o m m o n are the so-cal led "dwar f" and other low v o l u m e spe-
cies as wel l as plant types g rowing very close to the soil (especial ly in rocky sites) 
in order to max imize the capture of heat energy (Budowsk i 1968:157) , as is typical 
of cushion, cespi tose (i.e. tufted), and acaulescent (i.e. s temless) plants . 

The morphophys io log ica l traits m e n t i o n e d above over lap no t jus t d iverse 
phylogenet ic classes bu t also different geographica l regions , be ing m o s t prevalent 
in the p rovenance zones of the con tempora ry páramo species . Ev idence of open 
habitats popula ted by páramo-l ike vegeta t ion is found in pol len data of the Midd le 
Eocene (Van der H a m m e n & Cleef 1986:172) . However , i t is be l i eved that the mos t 
l ikely direct precursors of páramo vegeta t ion evo lved as ear ly as five mil l ion years 
ago in the Ear ly P l iocene (Van der H a m m e n & Clee f 1986:173) . T h e first indica-
tions of a definitely páramo vegetat ion date to the Late Pl iocene or Ear ly Pleistocene 
geological per iods , a round 1.9 mil l ion years ago (Van der H a m m e n 1979:55; Van 
der H a m m e n & Cleef 1 9 8 6 : 1 7 5 , 1 8 2 ) , and point to a neot ropica l origin. Later, bo -
tanical traits or iginat ing from the holar t ic or austral-antarct ic regions appear on 
the scene (Van der H a m m e n & Clee f 1986:175; Monas te r io 1980:22) . Bo th groups 
of plants successfully adapted to the páramo envi ronment , the neotropicals to the 
low tempera tures and the holar t ics /aus t ra l -an tarc t ics to the tropical thermal re-
g ime, in wh ich the diurnal range of tempera ture far exceeds the annual range . 

It is the neotropical Caul i r rosula life form (perennial caulescent rosette) that is 
of mos t interest to us here. The presence of this p lant type dis t inguishes the h igh 
elevat ion ecosys tems of the tropics from those of the tempera te la t i tudes (Smi th 
1981:1) . Smi th (1981) affirms that i t evo lved independent ly in the h igh m o u n t a i n 
bel ts of Eas tern Africa (Senecio, Carduus, and Lobelia), Sou th A m e r i c a (Espeletia and 
Puya), Hawai i (Argyroxiphium), and N e w Guinea (Cyathea), bu t is no t found in the 
extra-tropical h ighlands . In the Nor thern Andes , i t is represented p r imar i ly by 
m e m b e r s of the genus Espeletia (Asteraceae) , and is d e e m e d the m o s t dis t inct ive 
b io type of the páramo b i o m e (Cuatrecasas 1968:167, 1979 , 1976:43-4) . Th is p lant 
appears in the form of large rosettes (10 to 100 cm diameter ) , wi th whi t i sh-grayish 
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to ye l low-gold , pubescen t to tomentose (a l though a few species are g labrous) , 
densely basa l or radical oblanceola te leaves (10 to 70 cm long, 3 to 50 cm broad) , 
and wi th usual ly ye l low (al though orange-reddish in some species) scapose and 
b rac teo la te f lowers . T h e y are e i ther acau le scen t o r erect ( u n b r a n c h e d w o o l l y 
t runks) , reaching heights up to 10 meters in undis turbed páramo. The Caul i r rosula 
is also represented by some plants of the genus Puya (Bromel iaceae) bu t its pres-
ence in the páramo is less c o m m o n than Espeletia. 

The genus Espeletia d isplays an extraordinar i ly h igh degree of diversif icat ion 
and endemism, compris ing about 150 species (Luteyn et al. 1992:74) . As more speci-
m e n s o f this g roup o f p lants w e r e co l lec ted , ana lyzed and desc r ibed by Jose 
Cuat recasas (1934, 1954) , the leading t axonomic exper t of the group, significant 
differences in habi t and inflorescence were discovered and consequent ly the group 
was reclassified into seven dist inct genera based on the differential shar ing of cer-
tain floral, fruit and other characters . The entire grouping w a s then reconsidered 
a s a n e w s u b - t r i b e , t he E s p e l e t i i n a e ( H e l i a n t h a e t r i be , A s t e r a c e a e f a m i l y ; 
C u a t r e c a s a s 1 9 7 6 : 4 7 ) . T h e s e v e n gene ra (Carramboa, Tamania, Libanothamnus, 
Ruilopezia^ Coespeletia, Espeletiopsis, and Espeletia) co r respond to var ious t axonomi-
cal ly significant g rowth forms: three types of trees, four categories of acaul i r rosula 
(acaulescent rosette) , and two kinds of caul irrosula (one of wh ich is subdiv ided 
into two types). The latter group includes the mos t characterist ic " form of frai lejón" 
(Cuatrecasas 1976:45; Rob inson 1981:35) : 

The b io type of 'caul i r rosula ' wi th short or long s tem, is the m o s t character-
istic feature of the plant life of the h igh tropical mounta ins . I t accounts for 
the p h y s i o g n o m y of the mos t part of the páramo vegeta t ion (Cuatrecasas 
1976:46) . 

The Espelet i inae inhabit an area stretching about 1,700 km from Llanganat is , 
Ecuador to El Avila, Venezuela , wi th the largest concent ra t ion of taxa be ing found 
in the Sierra Nevada de Mer ida in Venezuela (Cuatrecasas 1986:274) . All seven 
genera , four of wh ich are endemic , as wel l as 65 endemic species are found in the 
Venezuelan Andes a lone (see Figure 1). Thus b iogeographica l ev idence suppor ts 
the hypothes is that this latter area cor responds to the center of or igin and disper-
sion of this botanical sub-tribe (Cuatrecasas 1986:275; Robinson 1981:35) . The genus 
Polymnia, wh i ch typical ly inhabits tropical mounta in forest zones , is be l ieved to 
be ancestral to the sub-tribe. E. neriifolia Sch. Bip. , one of the 15 arborescent forms 
wi th a current ly wide distr ibution, has b e e n identified as the m o s t pr imi t ive m e m -
ber (Smith 1981:2) . 

Somet ime during the Pl iocene or Pleistocene, the Andes reached their present 
height (Schubert & Vivas 1993 :29 ,307 ; James 1975:62-63; Vuil leumier & Ewer t 1978) 
and probably about the same t ime an ancestor of the Espeleti inae evolved "along 
the Venezuelan A n d e s " (Cuatrecasas 1986:275). Early to Middle Pleistocene sedi-
ments from the Venezuelan High Andes have been analyzed for paleoecological 
reconstruction (Rinaldi 1993:200; Salgado-Labouriau 1986:203). The principal sources 
of pollen and spores from this per iod are the Asteraceae and Gramineae , including 
members of the Espeleti inae. I t is bel ieved that the proto-Espeleti inae were peren-
nial, evergreen, woody, shrubby, branched, and had xeromorphic foliage (Rinaldi 
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FIGURE 1- Geographic Distribution of the Espeletiinae Sub-Tribe. 

1993:201-202). Isolated islands of páramo environment were probably invaded by a 
proto-Espeleti inae, "presumably by genotypes of arborescent forest species similar 
to E. Neriifolia- producing numerous isolated populat ions. This comparat ive isola-
tion combined wi th n e w selective forces imposed by the páramo environment , 
apparently contributing to extensive speciat ion" (Smith 1981:3). 

The seven genera of the Espelet i inae exhibi t var ious bioforms and occupy con-
fined areas. The genus Tamania for example is mono typ ic and restr icted to ve ry 
part icular areas; i t consists of med ium-s ized trees and is found only in the páramo 
of the Tama-El Cobre mass i f (Cuatrecasas 1986:275) on the Venezue lan-Colom-
bian border. Seven arboreal species be longing to the genus Carramboa are restr icted 
to the c loud or h u m i d mounta in forest of the Mer ida A n d e s (Cuat recasas 1986: 
286) in the States of Trujillo, Mer ida , Lara , and Tachi ra in Venezuela . T h e genus 
Libanothamnus is character ized by trees of xeromorphic structure and shows a ve ry 
wide distr ibution, from the Co lombian Tama páramo, th roughout the w h o l e Ven-
e z u e l a n A n d e a n Cord i l l e r a , a n d e v e n a p p e a r i n g i n the V e n e z u e l a n C o a s t a l 
Cordi l le ra . T h e character is t ic form of Ruilopezia is a b r a n c h e d or m o n o c a r p i c 
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caul irrosula and i t is restr icted to the ecotone b e t w e e n the páramo and the m o n -
tane forests, wi th the except ion of four species that inhabi t open páramo, from 
Lara State, Venezuela in the east to the C o l o m b i a n border in the wes t (Cuat recasas 
1986:281) . The genus Coespeletia, descr ibed as a polycarpic (i.e. p roduc ing mul -
tiple fruits) caulirrosulan biotype, is endemic to Mer ida State, Venezuela wi th some 
species adapted to the dry desertic paramos (Cuatrecasas 1986:298). The Espeletiopsis 
are also character ized by the caul irrosula form, bu t some individuals reach up to 
1 2 m e t e r s , " r a i s i n g the i r s c l e r o p h y l l o u s r o s e t t e t o t he top o f t he c a n o p y " 
(Cuatrecasas 1986:283) , in c loud forest, whereas others g row mos t ly in the more 
open pa ramos . Finally, the Espeletia, wh ich is of p r ime concern to us here , is " the 
m o s t representa t ive genus o f the eco log ica l concep t o f páramo" (Cuat recasas 
1986:288) . Espeletia is a gregar ious genus special ly adapted to co ld and h u m i d 
habitats , deve loping bes t in the páramo proper even though i t has a low repro-
duc t ive ra te . I t u sua l l y a p p e a r s as the d o m i n a n t s p e c i e s in a l t i t ud ina l ly or 
topographica l ly c i rcumscr ibed , spatial ly segregated communi t i e s (e.g. at the top 
of peaks) , wh ich over p ro longed per iods m a y thus differentiate into sub-species 
or n e w species (Cuatrecasas 1986; S tu rm & Range l 1985; Smi th 1 9 8 1 ; Rob inson 
1981) . Abou t 45 species of Espeletia are repor ted for the Mer ida p a r a m o s (Vareschi 
1970:293) , wh ich correspond to the area of f ie ldwork descr ibed in this article. S o m e 
of these species are endemic to local ized areas and others also exhibi t a ve ry re-
str icted distr ibution. 

R E S E A R C H S I T E A N D F I E L D M E T H O D S 

The f ie ldwork on wh ich this research is ba sed took p lace in two glacial val leys 
in the páramo moun ta in level ranging from the t imber l ine to the border of the 
snowcap . The two locali t ies are s i tuated in the nor the rnmos t par t of the Nor thern 
Andes in the Mer ida Cordil lera, Venezuela ( 7 ° 3 0 ' - 1 0 o 1 0 ' N and 69°20 ' -72°50 ' W; 
Schuber t 1980:29) , wh ich is d ivided into a Nor the rn R a n g e (Culata) and a South-
ern R a n g e (Nevada) (see F igure 2 ) . T h e first locality, the Las Gonza l ez va l ley 
(3100-3800 masl) in the Conejos páramo extends seven k i lometers and is located 
in the nor thwes t sector of the Nor thern Range . In 1988, the va l ley had a resident 
popula t ion of 144 people dis t r ibuted a m o n g 22 d ispersed homes teads . By 1992 
some families had emigra ted to another moun ta in va l ley or closer to the city of 
Mer ida , and the popula t ion w a s reduced to 84 people . The second locality, the 
Mica rache val ley (3000-3700 mas l ) , located wi th in the Llano del Trigo páramo in 
the south-central par t of the Southern Range , is about six k i lometers long and is 
h o m e to 75 peop le g rouped into 12 family compounds . Environmental ly , bo th 
val leys display the characterist ic glacial and per iglacial features c o m m o n through-
out the páramo habi ta t (Schuber t 1980) . Culturally, the people are mono l ingua l 
Spanish-speaking peasant farmers w h o mainta in a traditional páramo subsis tence-
oriented lifestyle, a l though some marke t par t ic ipat ion has recently b e e n adopted . 

The con tempora ry h u m a n inhabi tants of the páramo, k n o w n as Parameros, 
display a cultural pat tern wh ich is l ikely the result of syncret izat ion processes 
b e t w e e n Ind ian a n d H i s p a n i c popu l a t i ons . T h e p e r m a n e n t ( i .e . y e a r - r o u n d ) 
prehispanic h u m a n presence in the Venezuelan pa ramos has no t ye t b e e n conc lu -
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FIGURE 2- Map of the Field Study Sites and Surrounding areas. 

s i ve ly d e m o n s t r a t e d , b u t a r c h a e o l o g i c a l ( W a g n e r 1 9 6 7 , 1 9 7 3 ; R i v e r a 1 9 9 2 ) , 
e thnohis tor ical (Rodiguez Xuarez 1558; AH Mer ida 1 7 9 1 , 1803 , 1804 , 1806 , 1807 
and 1837; S i m o n 1627) and e thnographic data (Lopez 1992) conf i rm at least a very 
longstanding seasonal h u m a n presence. O n e m a y infer the survival of Indian traits 
m ixed wi th Hispanic cultural features a m o n g con tempora ry Pa ramero people , 
especial ly in regards to subsis tence strategies and speech habi ts (i.e. ant iquated 
Spanish dialect laced wi th some indigenous-der ived lexical i tems) (Lopez 1992) . 
The Parameros t radi t ional ly main ta ined a subs is tence-based e c o n o m y and this 
emphas i s has changed little except that some cash-cropping i s n o w pract iced. The 
ma in economic activit ies include field agricul ture (with pota toes as the ma in crop 
plant) , dooryard gardening (secondary crops, medic inal plants, and f lowers) , cattle 
husbandry (on a very small-scale , wi th no more than a few animals per family) , 
occas ional fishing (primari ly trout), and the gather ing of a w ide var ie ty of wi ld 
plants (most ly for local consumpt ion or occas ional ly for sale) . The cons t ruc t ion of 
paths, lodgings , fences, and p lows are impor tant ancil lary activit ies. 

The first author carr ied out intensive f ie ldwork from M a r c h to A u g u s t 1988 , 
dividing her t ime b e t w e e n the two sites men t ioned in rotat ing s tays of 3-4 weeks . 
Both authors par t ic ipated in a fol low-up s tudy in D e c e m b e r 1992 and aga in in 
June 1998, wh ich were l imited to the Las Gonza lez communi ty . T h e research con-
sisted main ly of botanica l col lect ions and sys temat ic in terv iews wi th 90 people of 
different s ex a n d age g roups , 60 in the L a s G o n z a l e z c o m m u n i t y a n d 30 in 
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Mica rache . Addit ionally, 40 chi ldren aged four to 12 (18 girls and 22 boys ) from 
these two locali t ies and another páramo communi ty , Gavid ia (Southern Range ) , 
were in te rv iewed individual ly about the m o s t sal ient páramo plants . Three kinds 
of data were thus obtained: botanica l mater ia l (plant spec imen col lect ions) , oral 
e thnographic data ( interviews about e thnobotanica l topics) , and behaviora l eth-
nographic data gathered through daily part icipant observat ion wi th the Parameros . 
A total of 1121 botanica l samples were col lected wi th 23 pa ramero col laborators in 
the Nor thern Range and 27 col laborators in the Southern Range . The samples were 
depos i ted in the M a n u e l Oval les He rba r ium at the Venezuelan Cent ra l Univers i ty 
and have b e e n part ial ly identified by the curator, S tephen Tillett. T h e in terv iews 
account for the core of the data on wh ich the present paper is ba sed and covered a 
range of e thnobotanica l topics and techniques : free associa t ion l is t ing of p lant 
names , recording of nomenc la tu re and act ivi ty s ignatures dur ing p lant col lect ion 
trips, quer ies about the morpholog ica l characters and ecologica l ranges of par-
ticular p lant types, and free ranging conversa t ions deal ing wi th plants held wi th in 
the househo ld compounds . In addi t ion to direct quest ions about par t icular plants , 
the Parameros were also asked to define the páramo envi ronment , th rough a set of 
c i rcumscr ibed quest ions such as: " W h a t is the páramo?", " W h a t character is t ics of 
the env i ronment ( landscape, animals , plants , etc.) define the páramo?", "Where 
does the páramo beg in? and end?" . All bu t one Pa ramero (98 .9%) men t ioned the 
frailejón as the mos t character is t ic env i ronmenta l feature, in reference to the entire 
range of sal ient features (and no t jus t bo tan ica l parameters ) of this ecosys tem. 

F r o m the beg inn ing of f ie ldwork, i t b e c a m e evident that the Parameros are 
wel l acquain ted wi th the ex t reme cl imat ic condi t ions of the páramo (wide daily 
tempera ture f luctuations, frost, constant ly h igh humidi ty, etc.) and h o w these in-
f l u e n c e o r n u r t u r e p a r t i c u l a r p l a n t s t ha t g r o w a l m o s t e x c l u s i v e l y i n th i s 
envi ronment . Plant gather ing is a dai ly act ivi ty a m o n g the Pa rameros and mos t 
peop le possess an impress ive knowledge of a large n u m b e r of the plants inhabit-
ing the i r loca l e n v i r o n m e n t . No s ign i f i can t d i f fe rences i n p l a n t k n o w l e d g e 
according to gender were detected, a l though sys temat ic compar i sons were not 
made . A l though there i s no formal m e t h o d of teaching local bo tan ica l knowledge , 
the e lder ly impar t their w i s d o m to the younge r genera t ion dur ing trips m o v i n g 
l ives tock to n e w grazing ranges , work ing distant farm lots, and plant gather ing 
excurs ions . The latter act ivi ty is or iented to f inding plants for househo ld use and 
for sale in rural and urban marke ts , where cons iderable d e m a n d exists for certain 
spec imens , especial ly medic ina l plants . 

P A R A M E R O C L A S S I F I C A T I O N OF T H E FRAILEJ6N 

Analys i s of the data suppor ts the be l ie f that the dai ly c lose contac t of the 
Parameros wi th plants s t imulates al ternat ive e thnobotanical classif icat ions orga-
nized on the basis of three distinct semant ic d imensions: morphologica l , ecological 
(or contextual ) , and util i tarian. This three-part classification sys t em reflects the 
different w a y s that plants can be cogni t ively dis t inguished or assoc ia ted and is 
product ive and flexible by nature, thus easi ly permit t ing the peop le to s i tuate (or 
add ) a n y p l an t ( i nc lud ing n e w ones ) t hey e n c o u n t e r w i t h i n the i r b o t a n i c a l 
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encyc loped ia . Al l Pa rameros possess a bas ic or core k n o w l e d g e of their p lant 
envi ronment , mean ing that a large n u m b e r of plants are c o m m o n l y identif ied and 
n a m e d by everyone. However , this basic knowledge is media ted by an individual ' s 
part icular life exper ience wi th the flora (Lopez 1991) . 

The frailejón is the first p lant group learned and apprehended by children. I t 
was a m o n g the first five k inds of plants men t ioned by 8 7 % of the 40 chi ldren inter-
v iewed, and a m o n g the first 10 plants s tated by all respondents . Fur thermore , the 
frai le jón w a s also cons idered to be the s ingle m o s t representat ive p lant of the 
"pá ramo proper" habitat . We hypothes ize that the ex t reme overal l sa l ience of this 
plant is enhanced by the c o m b i n e d effect of i t be ing regarded as s imul taneous ly 
salient on morphologica l , util i tarian, and ecological grounds. T h u s the frai le jón i s 
cogn i t ive ly ou t s t and ing due to its h igh ly d is t inc t form, mu l t i p l e u se s in the 
P a r a m e r o s ' everyday life, and floristic conspicuousness (i.e. numer ica l dominance 
wi th in the vegeta l communi ty ) . A lmos t the entire s ample of adul ts in te rv iewed 
under l ined its p ronounced impor tance from all three points of view. The classifi-
ca t ion o f the f ra i l e jón f rom e a c h po in t o f v i e w a n d the s ign i f i cance o f e a c h 
d imens ion for the rank de terminat ion of this folk botanica l ca tegory wil l be con-
sidered next . 

Morphological Classification - Accord ing to Pa ramero oral t radit ion, the group 
of plants cal led frailejón acquired its n a m e as a result of its perce ived s imilar i ty to 
a friar wa lk ing part ial ly h idden by the fog or mist . As this e tymologica l tale w o u l d 
suggest , i t is our a rgument that the frai lejón t axonomic group is perce ived by the 
Parameros as a complex yet uni tary (i.e. gestalt) image , thus s imilar to the w a y 
folk generics are normal ly perceived. At the same t ime, however , o ther cogni t ive 
features of this class sugges t i t cor responds to the rank of life form. We argue that 
one reason for this case of cogni t ive complex i ty (and indeed ambigui ty ) is the fact 
that percept ion of group dis t inguishing morpho log ica l features actual ly occurs a t 
two levels of abstract ion. On one hand , the Pa rameros recognize g lobal at tr ibutes 
such as size, shape, and texture that cor respond to abstract at t r ibutes (cf. H u n n 
1976:509) and usual ly define segregates of larger inclusivity. We con tend that this 
process (deduct ion) generates the frailejón ca tegory as a fundamentum divisionis 
(Atran 1993) . The second level focuses on the conca tena t ion of un ique structural 
par ts of the plants , l ike f lowers or inflorescence, pubescen t or tomentose leaves , 
s temless (acaulescent) or l igneous s tems (monocaule ) , succulence and depth of 
roots or rh izome, as wel l as al t i tude above sea level where the plant habi tual ly 
grows. The referential features here are equivalent to concre te at tr ibutes (Hunn 
1976) and usual ly genera te segregates of lesser inclusivi ty cor responding to the 
min ima l discont inui t ies in nature (cf. Ber l in et al. 1974) of the conceptua l form 
descr ibed as fundamentum relationis (Atran 1993) . However , we in tend to s h o w 
that such relational (or induct ive) processes also form a core part of the organiza-
tion of the frailejón taxon in a h igher inclusive sense. In sum, our analys is of the 
frailejón as a morpho logy-based folk botanica l taxon identifies bo th divis ional 
and relat ional conceptua l processes as responsible for the ca tegory genera t ion . 

The taxonomic status of frai lejón in relat ion to the other h igher inc lus ive rank 
categories of the Paramero botanical classification sys tem clearly suggests its p lace-
men t a t this h igher t axonomic level. The Paramero life forms uncove red by the 
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present research include five taxa wh ich have b e e n c o m m o n l y repor ted in the eth-
nobotanica l l i terature (cf. Ber l in et al. 1 9 7 3 , 1 9 7 4 ; B r o w n 1984) : drbol ' t ree ' , arbolito 
' smal l tree or bush ' , bejuco ' v ine ' , yerba ' he rb ' , and pasto ' g rass ' . Two other cul-
ture-specific categor ies , frailejón and dictamo, are no t inc luded wi th in any of the 
aforementioned taxa, but are classified during free associat ion list exercises as kinds 
of mata 'p lant ' , the n a m e d unique beg inner of the domain . Thus from a pure ly 
t axonomic perspect ive it appears thai frailejón and dictamo co r respond to the life 
form rank level. Nomenc la tu ra l and b io logica l ev idence also suppor t this conc lu-
sion. Cons is ten t wi th previous formulat ions of the ha l lmark character is t ics of the 
life form rank (Berl in 1992) , these taxa are n a m e d by p r imary l exemes and const i -
tute classes c o m p o s e d of h ighly polytypic and b io logica l ly d ivergent organisms. 
In addi t ion to these h igher inclusive taxa, several unaffil iated gener ics have also 
b e e n identified: carta ' cane ' , musgo 'moss ' , paja ' s t raw' , and papa 'po ta to ' . H o w -
ever, the degree of polytypical i ty wi th in these latter ca tegor ies is no tab ly smal ler . 1 

The considerable polytypical i ty and b io logica l d ivergence of m e m b e r s wi th in 
the frai lejón class has b e e n p roposed as part ial ev idence of its status as life form 
rank. Figure 3 provides a t axonomic schemat ic representat ion of the internal dif-
ferentiation of the class as wel l as the cor respondence of folk to scientific taxa. 
F r o m a folk s tandpoint , the group is d ivided into at least 20 different n a m e d segre-
gates at the first descending t axonomic level , whi le five of these categor ies s h o w 
further differentiation into subtypes on a still lower t axonomic level for a total of 
27 terminal taxa. Meanwhi l e , this s ame inventory of plants i s classif ied by scien-
tific sys temat ic botanis ts into at least five genera: Espeletia, Gnaphalium, Lucilia, 
Oritrophium and Paragynoxis, all in the As te raceae family, the last three k inds b e -
ing of neo-tropical or igin (Asteraceae; Lu teyn et al. 1992:74) . Four of these genera 
(all bu t Paragynoxis) are in turn polytypic . The Espeletia group is especia l ly di-
verse , wi th thir teen distinct species be ing represented here. I t is interest ing to no te 
some departures in the cor respondence of folk to scientific taxa. F ive species of 
Espeletia (E. weddelli, E. moritziana, E. aurantia, E. lindenii, and E. spicata) are mi ld ly 
overdifferentiated (into two or three folk segregates per scientific species) . On the 
other hand , underdifferentiat ion of scientific species and genera is obse rved in 
jus t two terminal folk taxa, frailejón morado (three species of Orithrophium) and 
frailejón amarillo grande ( two species of Espeletia). 

In addi t ion to the inc luded taxa m e n t i o n e d above , three o ther segrega tes 
(viravira,familia del frailejón, and sin nombre ' no n a m e ' ) are tentat ively g rouped 
under the frai lejón folk ca tegory in figure 3 (marked wi th the b roken l ines) . The 
first of these refers to m e m b e r s of the genera Icurtegia and Gnaphalium, whe reas 
the latter two were identified as cor responding to the genus Senecio. However , this 
inclus ion refers only to a qual i ta t ively more dis tant (i.e. ex tended range) connec -
tion, ba sed on the fact that the informants refrained from directly cal l ing them 
frai le jón, bu t did express ly recognize some degree of affinity th rough s ta tements 
such as: "esa esfamilia del frailejón" ' that be longs to the family of the frailejón'', 
"o sea que van juntas porque son del mismo familion" ' they go together because 
they be long to the same family ' , and "esas son la misma cosa" ' they are the same 
thing' . These ex tended range taxa are cited here as provid ing part ia l ev idence in 
suppor t of our c la im that the h igher inclusive ca tegory in fact const i tu tes a graded 
or fuzzy set class. 
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Nomencla tura l ly , the entire class can be des ignated by the p r imary l exeme of 
frailejón. At a lesser inclusive level , frailejón a lso n a m e s the class pro to type or 
focal taxon, identified botanical ly as Espeletia schultzii. This taxon m a y also be called 
frailejón común,f. chiquito, or /. de embojotar queso, bu t this b inomia l i ty is op-
tional and i t i s more c o m m o n l y omit ted . We have des ignated this t axon as the 
class pro to type due to the fact that a large n u m b e r of our paramero col laborators 
explici t ly identified i t as the "true frailejón" or "proper frailejón". The other lesser 
inclusive taxa are n a m e d by s imple unproduct ive pr imary lexemes (e.g. arrastrada, 
tutana, tauco, and chirique),2 complex product ive p r imary l exemes (e.g. frailejón-
cito and frailejonote),3 secondary l exemes (e.g. /. amarillo, f. dorado, f. e'indio, 
etc.) , u n n a m e d or cover t ca tegor ies (familia de frailejón and sin nombre), and 
tertiary l exeme const ruct ions ( e .g . / . amarillo fino, f. amarillo grueso,f. amarillo 
grande, etc.) . Nomenc la tu re is not , however , a consis tent indicator of t axonomic 
level s ince bo th p r imary and secondary l exemes contras t a t the first lower inclu-
sive level , whereas primary, secondary, and tert iary l exemes contras t a t the lowest 
i n c l u s i v e l e v e l . F u r t h e r m o r e , t he p r i m a r y l e x e m e f r a i l e j o n c i t o i s a c t u a l l y 
po lysemous , referring in one case to a polytypic class c o m p o s e d of species of the 
Gnaphalium and Lucilia genera and in the other case to the mono typ i c taxon also 
k n o w n a s / , morado, m a d e up of var ious species of the Orithrophium genus . 

A strictly t axonomic m o d e l of the frailejón g roup, as depic ted in figure 3, un-
deres t imates the true complex i ty of the internal s tructure of this folk category. A 
considera t ion of the contras t and combina t ion of d iagnost ic at t r ibutes used to dis-
t inguish the different types of frailejón is necessa ry in order to get a bet ter grasp 
of the var iable perceptual dis tances a m o n g different taxa and to apprecia te our 
c la im that this folk ca tegory encompasses e lements of bo th life fo rm and generic 
ranks. Table 1 presents a list of the diagnost ic morpholog ica l , ecologica l and utili-
t a r i a n a t t r i b u t e s a c c o r d i n g t o e a c h fo lk t a x o n . T h e i n v e n t o r y o f s p e c i f i c 
morpholog ica l at tr ibutes found in this table (second co lumn) can be ana lyzed in 
te rms of thir teen abstract (i.e. w ide ly appl icable) at tr ibutes or d imens ions of op-
posi t ional contrast : (i) p lant shape (rosette or not ) , (ii) p lant s ize (large vs. smal l ) , 
(iii) plant s t em habi t (acaulescent vs . s t emmed) , (iv) leaf color, (v) leaf length or 
size (short vs . long, thick vs. thin), (vi) leaf toughness ( tough vs. b land) , (vii) leaf 
texture ( tomentose vs . pubescent ) , (viii) f lower color, (ix) f lower s tem (scapose vs . 
nonscapose ) , (x) f lower texture (hairy vs . smooth ) , (xi) f lower disposi t ion (com-
p o u n d vs . n o n c o m p o u n d ) , (xii) root t o u g h n e s s , a n d (xii i) root s ize . Cer t a in 
at tr ibutes are somet imes t ransparent ly n a m e d in secondary lexemes indicat ing 
lower inclusive taxa; for example , color (/. amarillo, f. plateado,f morado, f dorado, 
etc.) , s ize (f. gigante,f. chiquito, etc.) and texture (f. motoso,f. tieso, etc.) . P roduc-
tive secondary l exemes reflecting the cultural context (f. e'indio, f. cigarrón, e tc . ) , 
as opposed to ecological context , we re also recorded. Taxa at the lowes t inc lus ive 
taxa are usual ly dis t inguished by nomenc la tu re referring to the at tr ibutes of leaf 
size and color (e.g. /. amarillo grande, f. amarillo fino, f. dorado fino, f. plateado 
grueso, tutana blanca). The typical ecological range, main ly referring to different 
al t i tudinal levels , of the plant const i tutes another impor tan t def ining feature (see 
third co lumn) bu t this is rarely expressed in the nomenc la tu re (to be d i scussed 
be low) . The distr ibution of morpholog ica l at tr ibutes wi th in the set of segregates is 



T A B L E 1. Fo lk perceptual , ecological and uti l i tarian diagnost ic features involved in the d iscr iminat ion of the different 
"c lasses of Frailejon" 

Name (s) Morphological Ecological Utilitarian 

frailejón, f. comun, f. 
de embojotar queso, 
f. chiquito 

g r o w s a t t ached to the 
g r o u n d , l o n g f i rm whi t i sh -
g ray i sh c o t t o n y b a s a l l eaves 
in rose- l ike a r r a n g e m e n t s , 
in tense y e l l o w c o m p o u n d 
flowers. 

g r o w s in g r o u p s 
t h r o u g h o u t the en t i re 
páramo range** 

Leaves:: w r a p p i n g mater ia l for cheese , bu t te r or eggs ; b e d d i n g for domes t i c 
an imals ; mat t ress stuffing; pa t ch ing of ho les in h o u s e wal ls ; sponges , for 
c l ean ing h o u s e h o l d artifacts a n d for pe r sona l ba th ing ; toilet paper ; femin ine 
sani tarv napk ins ; an ima l food; h u m a n food. Underground stem (tureca): fire 
b u r n i n g fuel. Scape and flowers : o rnamenta l , in chr i s tmas nat iv i tv scenes , 
m o r t u a r v arcs , a n d spir i tual altars. Roofs : medic ina l . Seedlinvs : med ic ina l , g o o d 
for hea l ing nasa l a n d b ronch ia l infect ions (destiladeros) and n e c k pa ins (hoyas). 

frailejón de fabrica 
fina 

whi t i sh -g ray i sh c o t t o n y 
l eaves in rose- l ike a r range-
m e n t , ha i ry s t em. 

re la t ive ly f l a t o p e n 
spots , i n p r o p e r 
páramo*** 

Scape and flowers:: o r n a m e n t a l . 

frailejón amarillo l o n g y e l l o w c o t t o n y l eaves , 
b r a n c h e d f lower s tem. 

g r o w s i n p a t c h e s n e a r 
l akes , in páramo bajero 
( l o w e r p á r a m o ' ) * * * * 

Leaves:: b e d d i n g of d o m e s t i c a n i m a l s ; ma t t r e s s stuffing; s p o n g e s , for c l ean ing 
h o u s e h o l d art ifacts a n d for p e r s o n a l ba th ing : toi let paper . D r y underground stem 
: fire b u r n i n g fuel. Scape and flowers : o r n a m e n t a l . 

frailejón amarillo 
fino 

grows attached to the ground, 
yel lowish slightly hairy leaves 
in rose-like arrangement , 
c o m p o u n d f l o w e r s . 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Underground stem : fire b u r n i n g fuel. Roots : m e d i c i n a l . 

frailejón amarillo 
grande 

l o n g b r o a d y e l l o w c o t t o n y 
l eaves , o r ange - r edd i sh 
c o m p o u n d f lowers . 

g r o w s i n the h i g h e s t / 
co ldes t a reas o f t h e 
páramo* 

Stem : fire b u r n i n g fuel. Leaves : d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g . Whole plant: 
o r n a m e n t a l . 

frailejón amarillo 
grueso 

s t emless , g r o w s a t t ached to 
the g r o u n d , b r o a d t o u g h 
y e l l o w h a i r y l eaves in rose -
l ike a r r a n g e m e n t . 

g r o w s i n g r o u p s n e a r 
rocks , h i g h e s t / c o l d e s t 
a reas o f the pá ramo* 

Leaves:: d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g ; ma t t r e s s stuffing; p a t c h i n g of h o l e s in h o u s e 
wa l l s ; s p o n g e s , for pe r sona l ba th ing ; f emin ine san i t a ry n a p k i n s ; toi let paper . 

frailejón dorado 
l o n g b r o a d y e l l o w c o t t o n y 
Heaves, o r a n g e c o m p o u n d 
f lowers . 

g r o w s i n the h i g h e s t / 
co ldes t a reas o f t h e 
páramo* 

Roofs : m e d i c i n a l . Leaves : o r n a m e n t a l . 

frailejón dorado 
fino 

long s m o o t h greenish-
whit ish leaves in rose-like 
ar rangement , short thin s tem. 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Roofs : m e d i c i n a l . Stem : fire b u r n i n g fuel. Leaves : d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g . 

frailejón e'indio long f i rm silver-green co t tony 
leaves in rose-like arrange-
ment , shor t thin s tem. 

g c r e e k de l tas a n d 
d r i e d l a k e b e d s , i n 
p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * 

Scape and flowers:: o r n a m e n t a l . Roofs and leaves a n d Stem resin : med i c ina l . Leaves 
: s p o n g e s , for c l ean ing h o u s e h o l d i t e m s a n d p e r s o n a l ba th ing ; a n i m a l food; 
h u m a n food . 



T A B L E 1. Con t inued 

Name (s) Morphological Ecological Utilitarian 

frailejón gigante large s ing le s t e m hairy-
plant , g r a y - w h i t e l eaves in 
rose- l ike a r r a n g e m e n t . 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Leaves:: s p o n g e s , for c l ean ing h o u s e h o l d i t ems a n d for p e r s o n a l b a t h i n g (of 
ch i ld ren) ; toi let paper . Stem resin : c o m b u s t i b l e fuel. 

frailejón platea'o f i rm s i lver ha i ry l e aves in 
rose- l ike a r r a n g e m e n t , th ick 
soft c o m p o u n d f lower w i t h 
l o n g s t em. 

h u m i d a reas i n p r o p e r 
páramo*** 

Roofs : med ic ina l , in fus ion for a l lev ia t ing a s t h m a a t tacks , c o u g h a n d b ronch i a l 
infec t ions . Resin : fire b u r n i n g fuel. Scape and flowers: o rnamen ta l . 

chirique g r o w s c lose to g r o u n d level , 
s i lver i sh s l ight ly ha i r ly 
l eaves in rose- l ike a r r ange -
m e n t . 

w e t - r o c k y areas in 
p r o p e r p á r a m o a n d 
higher***** 

Whole plant:: o r n a m e n t a l . 

frailejón platea'o 
fabrica gruesa 

g r o w s c lo se to g r o u n d level , 
l o n g s i lver ha i ry l eaves , 
l o n g b r a n c h e d f l o w e r - s t e m . 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Scape and flowers:: o r n a m e n t a l . Roofs : med i c ina l . 

frailejón platea'o 
fino 

s ing le shor t a n d th i ck s t em , 
l o n g s i lver ha i ry l e aves in 
rose- l ike a r r a n g e m e n t , 
b r a n c h e d f l o w e r - s t e m . 

páramo calentano 
( ' w a r m e r 
páramo')****** 

Scape and flowers:: o rnamen ta l . Roofs : med i c ina l . 

frailejón tieso,f. 
verde 

smal l p lan t , g r o w s c lo se to 
g r o u n d level , sma l l a n d thin 
g r een i sh l eaves , l a rge th ick 
roots . 

w e t - r o c k y a reas i n 
p r o p e r p á r a m o a n d 
higher***** 

Roofs : med i c ina l . Seedlings : m e d i c i n a l , g o o d for hea l i ng nasa l a n d b r o n c h i a l 
infec t ions and n e c k pa ins . Whole plant: a n i m a l food . 

frailejón casco 
e'burrol tauco 

sma l l p lant , g r o w s c lose to 
g r o u n d leve l , l o n g g reen 
l eaves , l a rge th i ck t o u g h 
roots . 

w e t - r o c k y areas in 
p r o p e r p á r a m o a n d 
higher***** 

Roofs : m e d i c i n a l , m i x e d w i t h F. morado for c u r i n g b ronch i a l infec t ions . 

frailejón lanoso s ing le h a i r y s t em , soft o r 
b l a n d c o t t o n y l eaves in rose -
l ike a r r a n g e m e n t . 

l o w e r p á r a m o a n d 
p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * * * 

Leaves:: s p o n g e for p e r s o n a l ba th ing ; toi let pape r ; f emin ine san i t a ry napk ins . 
Leaves and roots : med ic ina l , p r e p a r e d as a tea a n d d r u n k for re l i ev ing ches t 
pa in . 

frailejón de fabrica 
lanuda 

w h i t e - g r e e n h a i r y s t em , 
ha i ry l eaves a t t a ched to 
s t em , w h i t e h a i r y c o m -
p o u n d f l o w e r s . 

montana ( ' c losed 
c a n o p y forest ' ) a n d 
p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * * * * * 

Leaves:: d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g ; ma t t r e s s stuffing; p a t c h i n g of ho le s in h o u s e 
wa l l s ; s p o n g e s for p e r s o n a l ba th ing ; toilet paper . 



T A B L E 1. Con t inued 

Name (s) Morphological Ecological Utilitarian 

frailejón largo b r o a d w h i t i s h ha i ry l eaves , 
lo ts o f y e l l o w i s h c o m p o u n d 
f lowers . 

m a i n l y l o w e r p á r a m o 
a n d less so in p r o p e r 
páramo*** 

N o uses repor ted . 

frailejón de algodon c o t t o n y sma l l p lant , shor t 
ha i ry s t em , lots o f w h i t e -
g reen leaves . 

ent i re páramo range** Leaves:: d o m e s t i c a n i m a l bedd i jng ; ma t t r e s s stuffing; p a t c h i n g of h o l e s in h o u s e 
wa l l s ; Scape and flowers : o r n a m e n t a l . 

frailejoncito grows close to g round level 
bu t wi th very short hairy 
s tem, lots of whi te-green 
cot tony leaves, c r eamy-
yel lowish c o m p o u n d flowers. 

en t i re páramo range** N o u s e s repor ted . 

frailejoncito 
pequeño 

sma l l c o t t o n y p lan t , l o n g 
g ray i sh l eaves . 

g r o w s n e a r rocks in the 
h i g h e s t / c o l d e s t a reas 
o f the pá ramo* 

Whole plant:: o r n a m e n t a l . 

frailejoncito 
mot'uo 

smal l c o t t o n y p lan t , b l a n d 
off-white ha i ry l eaves . 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Whole plant: o r n a m e n t a l . Leaves : d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g . 

frailejoncito motoso small cot tony plant , g rows in 
a chain-l ike a r rangement and 
forms mattress-l ike patches , 
whi t i sh ha i ry leaves, 
yel lowish-whi te f lowers . 

g r o w s in h u m i d soi ls 
i n t h e p r o p e r 
páramo*** 

Roofs : m e d i c i n a l , for c o u g h a n d ches t pa in . Whole plant:: m e d i c i n a l , p r e p a r e d 
a s b e v e r a g e a n d t aken for m e n s t r u a l a i lmen t s a n d v a r i c o s e ve in s . 

frailejón morado/ 
mora'o 

t iny p lan t , g r o w s v e r y c lo se 
to g r o u n d level , g r een h a i r y 
l eaves , whi te -v io le t 
c o m p o u n d f l o w e r . 

w e t a n d s h a d y spots , 
n e a r l akes a n d 
s w a m p y l ands , i n the 
p r o p e r p á r a m o * * 

Roots, leaves and flowers : m e d i c i n a l , p r e p a r e d as a b e v e r a g e a n d taken for 
d iges t ive a n d c i rcu la to ry d i sorders ; c o m m e r c i a l - m e d i c i n a l , f a m o u s a s t h m a 
remedy . 

frailejón cigarron grows close to g round level 
bu t wi th short s o m e w h a t 
ha i ry s tem, green hairy leaves 
in rose-like a r rangement , 
violet c o m p o u n d f lower . 

g r o w s a m o n g rocks i n 
the h i g h e s t / c o l d e s t 
a reas o f the pá ramo* 

Whole plant: m e d i c i n a l : a n i m a l food . 

frailejonote sma l l t ree, t o u g h b r o a d 
s l ight ly ha i ry l eaves , w h i t e 
ha i ry f l ower s . 

g r o w s in monospec i f i c 
s tands or forest pa t ches 
of f ew spec ies in the 
p roper pá ramo*** 

Stem : cons t ruc t ion , h o u s e or fence po le ; t e chno log ica l , shaft of agr icu l tu ra l 
tools . Woody parts : fire b u r n i n g fuel. Leaves:: s p o n g e , for c l ean ing tools . 



T A B L E 1. Con t inued 

Name (s) Morphological Ecological Utilitarian 

frailejón de arbolito smal l tree b u t taller than 
f ra i l e jono t e , t o u g h ob long 
ha i ry leaves , wh i t i sh f lowers . 

g r o w s in g r o u p s in the 
c l o s e d c a n o p y forest o r 
l o w e r p á r a m o * * * * * * * * 

Stem : cons t ruc t ion , h o u s e or f ence po le ; t echno log ica l , shaft of agr icu l tu ra l 
tools . W o o d v par t s : fire b u r n i n g fuel. 

arrastrada s t emle s s p lan t , g r o w s c lose 
to g r o u n d leve l , y e l l o w i s h -
w h i t i s h h a i r y l eaves in rose -
l ike a r r a n g e m e n t , c r e a m 
co lo red c o m p o u n d f l o w e r s . 

g r o w s i n the h i g h e s t / 
co ldes t a reas o f the 
páramo* 

Scape and flowers: o r n a m e n t a l . Whole plant: a n i m a l food. 

tutana sma l l c o t t o n y p lan t , g r o w s 
in a cha in - l ike a r r a n g e m e n t , 
w h i t i s h ha i ry l eaves , ha i ry 
s tem. 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Whole plant:: a n i m a l food, ea t en bv cat t le . Leaves : d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g ; 
cons t ruc t ion , p a t c h i n g for h o u s e wa l l s 

tutana blanca c o t t o n y plant , g r o w s in a 
cha in- l ike a r r a n g e m e n t , 
w h i t i s h ha i ry l eaves , w h i t e -
y e l l o w i s h f l o w e r s . 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Leaves:: d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g ; cons t ruc t ion , p a t c h i n g for h o u s e wa l l s . 

viravira s l ight ly ha i ry s t em , c r e a m -
w h i t e ha i ry a n d c o t t o n y 
l eaves , c r e a m - w h i t e 
c o m p o u n d f l o w e r s 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Roots and leaves : m e d i c i n a l , p r e p a r e d as a b e v e r a g e a n d as a pou l t i c e ( app l i ed 
to feet ) , for c u r i n g in f luenza , fever, hype r t ens ion , a n d b o d v aches . Leaves:: 
d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g . 

viravira macho t o u g h s l ight ly ha i ry s t em , 
c r e a m - w h i t e ha i ry l eaves , 
ha i ry c o m p o u n d f l o w e r s 

g r o w s i n g r o u p s i n the 
l o w e r p á r a m o * * * * 

C o u n t e r i n d i c a t i v e as fire b u r n i n g fuel o r as d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g . 

viravirón t o u g h h a i r y s t em , c r e a m -
w h i t e ha i ry l eaves , ha i ry 
c o m p o u n d f l o w e r s . 

p r o p e r p á r a m o * * * Leaves:: d o m e s t i c a n i m a l b e d d i n g , e spec ia l ly rabbi t s . Leaves and flowers : 
m e d i c i n a l , p r e p a r e d as a b e v e r a g e a l o n g w i t h the f lowers of F. comun a n d 
d r u n k as a c o u g h supressan t . 

familia del frailejón 

sin nombre 

sma l l c o t t o n y p lan t , w h i t e 
ha i ry l eaves , y e l l o w f l o w e r s . 

ha i ry h e r b , o b l o n g h a i r y 
l eaves , y e l l o w f l o w e r s . 

g r o w s in g r o u p s in the 
l o w e r p á r a m o * * * * 

g r o w s i n g r o u p s i n the 
l o w e r p á r a m o * * * * 

N o u s e s r epor ted . 

Whole plant:: o r n a m e n t a l ; a n i m a l food , e a t e n bv cat t le . 

* o v e r 3 8 0 0 - 4 0 0 0 m a s l ap rox . 
** f rom 2 5 0 0 to 4 7 0 0 m a s l ap rox . 

' b e t w e e n 3 2 0 0 - 4 0 0 0 m a s l ap rox . 
''* b e t w e e n 3 0 0 0 - 3 5 0 0 m a s l ap rox . 

f b e t w e e n 3 0 0 0 - 4 5 0 0 m a s l ap rox . 
"* b e t w e e n 2 0 0 0 - 3 0 0 0 m a s l ap rox . 

******* 
******** 

b e t w e e n 1 5 0 0 - 3 5 0 0 m a s l ap rox . 
b e t w e e n 1 9 0 0 - 3 0 0 0 m a s l ap ro 



FIGURE 4 - Nonflowering Individual of the Frailejon comun (Espeletia schultzii). 
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not entirely even or random. Not ice that several specific attr ibutes are more wide ly 
d is t r ibuted a m o n g n u m e r o u s m e m b e r s o f the group , name ly : rose t te shapes , 
acaulescence , pubescen t leaves , whi te-s i lver-green colored leaves , and scapose 
f lowers. These are in effect the dominan t morpho log ica l at tr ibutes that define the 
entire grouping, and indeed their c lustered yet var iable dis t r ibut ion throughout 
the class point to the exis tence of a prototypical gradient . The frailejón (comtin) is 
character ized as an acaulescent rosette, wi th long (5-100 c m ) whi t i sh-grayish firm 
pubescent basa l leaves , ye l low scapose c o m p o u n d flower, and grows up to ap-
prox imate ly one mete r h igh (see Figure 4 ) . Thus the morpho log ica l m a k e u p of the 
focal taxon largely coincides wi th the at tr ibutes that are found to be dominan t 
throughout the entire class . 

The vary ing signif icance of the abstract at t r ibutes a m o n g different taxa wi th in 
the group, the exis tence of a class prototype, and the impl ied class m e m b e r s h i p 
gradient point us toward the generic- l ike (i.e. configurat ional set) aspects of this 
life form-like category. However , the perceptual complex i ty and indeed ambigu-
i ty of this category, whe the r generic or life form, b e c a m e apparent to us dur ing 
in terviews in wh ich we asked our Paramero col laborators to n a m e the defining 
features of the frai lejón group in general and the prototypic frai lejón in part icu-
lar. On one h a n d , a n u m b e r o f t h e m w e r e s i m p l y u n a b l e to abs t r ac t s ing le 
morpholog ica l features and sugges ted that the m o s t appropr ia te w a y to k n o w the 
plant is s imply to look at it, thus imply ing that they apprehend the group as a 
gestalt-l ike totality. On the other hand , a minor i ty of peop le did po in t out some 
abstract at tr ibutes, such as plant shape, referring par t icular ly to the rosette ar-
r angement ("una mata redonda que se abre desde el centro" 'a round plant that 
opens from the cen te r ' ) , the pubescen t leaf (lanosa 'woo ly ' , algodonosa ' cot ton-
l ike ' , cobijosa 'b lanket- l ike ' ) , a n d / o r the scapose flower (flores altas ' tall f lowers ' ) . 
Such express ions s e e m to provide us wi th a divis ional (i.e. posi t ive and opposed) 
type of contras t wi th the other so-cal led life forms. 

An examina t ion of the var iable dis t r ibut ion of at tr ibutes a m o n g the different 
types of frai le jón permi ts us to chart the pat tern of g raded member sh ip (i.e. per-
ceptual dis tance from the proto type) wi th in this grouping. Grada t ions m a y be 
observed in terms of particular attributes: s tem habit (or height) , for example, ranges 
from acaulescent (pega'o al suelo, 'a t tached to the ground') (e.g. / . comun E. Schultzii; 
f. dorado E. aurantia;f. mora'o O. venezuelense, O. limnophilum;f. motoso L. Longifolia; 
f. motu'o G. Antennarioides) to monocau le (e .g . / . largo G. moritzianum;f. gigante E. 
alba;f. platea'o E. Floccosa;f. e'indio E. cf. lindenii) to tree-like (up to 3 mete rs tall) 
(e.g. frailejonote P. venezuelae; f. de arbolito E. neriifolia). But , due to the mul t ip le 
over lapping of certain attr ibutes, the dis tance of a taxon from the pro to type can 
also be interpreted as a function of the n u m b e r of at tr ibutes that i t does no t share 
wi th the prototype, as depicted in figure 5. Those taxa (tutana, f. largo, frailejonote, 
f. fabrica lanuda, f. morado, f. de arbolito, frailejoncito, a n d / , cigarrón) s h o w n 
wi th in the outer r ing of the concentr ic circle drawing, labeled as "gener ic con-
trast", differ from the focal frailejón (comun) by five or more specific at tr ibutes. 
We consider that this n u m b e r of differences adds up to a conf igurat ional gap of 
gestalt-l ike proport ions , ins tantaneously apprecia ted from its genera l aspect , and 
thus similar i f not equal to the contras t b e t w e e n dist inct folk gener ics . Those taxa 
(f. dorado, f. tieso,f. gigante, f. lanoso,f. de algodón a n d / , casco e'burro) depic ted 



Winter 1999 JOURNAL OF ETHNOBIOLOGY 165 

K e y : 
A - Arrastrada 
F - Frailejon (Comun) Fd - F. dorado Fj - Frailejoncito 
Ff - F.defabrica fina Fdf - F. dorado fino Fjp - Frailejoncito pequeho 
Fa - F. amaril lo Fg - F. gigante Fjm - Frailejoncito motu'o 
Faf - F. amarillo fino Ft - F. tieso Fj t - Frailejoncito motoso 
Fag - F. amarillogrande Fb - F. casco e'burro Fk - Frailejonote 
Far - F. amarillo grueso FI - F. lanoso T - Tutana 
Fp - F. platea'o Fo - F. de algodon Tb - Tutana blanca 
Fpr - F. platea'o Ff l - F. fabrica lanuda V — Viravira 

fabrica gruesa Fe - F largo Vm - Viravira macho 
Fpf - F. platea'o fino Fm - F. morado Vr - Viraviro'n 
Ch - Chirique Fc - F. cigarro'n Sn - S innombre 
Fi - F. e'indio Fs - F. de arbolito Fif - Familia del frailejón 

FIGURE 5. - Relative Perceptual Map of the Frailejon Higher Inclusive Category. 

in the midd le r ing, labeled as " m i x e d specif ic-generic contras t" , differ f rom the 
focal taxon by three or four specific attributes. This level of difference is pe rhaps 
more than wha t we wou ld expect to find be tween folk specifics (cf. Ber l in 1992:102-
1 0 8 ) , b u t w e w o u l d s t i l l h e s i t a t e t o p o s t u l a t e a n i n s t a n t l y r e c o g n i z a b l e 
configurat ional or total image (i.e. gener ic) contrast . Rather, i t appears to be s o m e -
where in be tween . Those taxa (arrastrada, f. fabrica fina, f. e'indio, f. amarillo, 
a n d / , platea'o) inc luded in the inner ring, labeled "specif ic contras t" , differ from 
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the class prototype by no more than one or two specific at t r ibutes, not iced by 
detai led inspect ion, and therefore cor respond to the expec ted difference b e t w e e n 
folk specifics. With in some of the smal l circles, we have d rawn even smal le r circles 
to i n d i c a t e i n c l u s i v e s u b o r d i n a t e t axa . Taxa a t th i s l e v e l are d i s t i n g u i s h e d 
nomencla tura l ly by a tertiary l exeme (e .g . / . plateado fino, f. plateado grueso) that 
refers to a ve ry specific formal at tr ibute, and thus are s imilar to wha t Ber l in has 
cal led folk varietals . Finally, the taxa be long ing to the far ex tended range of the 
class (viravira, familia de frailejón and sin nombre) are s h o w n in a smal ler par-
tially tangent , s l ightly over lapping circle. 

Ecological Classification - The s trong cogni t ive associa t ion of the frailejón w i th the 
páramo landscape is reflected in the use of ecological attributes to define the h igher 
inclusive class as wel l as to dis t inguish a m o n g the lower inc lus ive taxa. By eco-
logica l a t t r ibutes , we m e a n the hab i ta t o f the p lan t as exp res sed in t e rms of 
al t i tudinal range , geological features, humid i ty condi t ions , or interspecific asso-
c i a t i o n s . T h e e c o l o g i c a l p a r a m e t e r m a y i n fac t b e m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n 
morphologica l criteria w h e n i t comes to conceptua l iz ing the entire grouping of 
plants , for the mos t c o m m o n answer to our ques t ion about w h a t are the defining 
features of the frailejón w a s that i t is a p lant that g rows exclus ive ly in cold envi-
ronments and unique ly in the páramo. Thus a h igher level of consensus could be 
observed regarding the ecological definit ion of the frai lejón as opposed to the 
naming of diagnost ic morpholog ica l traits. 

The f ra i le jón not only s tands out as the m o s t ubiqui tous and consp icuous 
b io type in the páramo, bu t i t is also c o m m o n to find more than one species inhab-
i t ing the s a m e area. T h e p ro to typ ica l Espeletia schultzii d i sp lays the b roades t 

FIGURE 6 - A Typical Paramo Landscape Dominated by Frailejon Plants. 
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distr ibution (growing be tween 2 ,500 and 4 ,700 m.a.s.l.) and is usual ly the domi-
nant species th roughout its entire range (see Figure 6 ) . D u e to its exceed ing ly 
c o m m o n appearance over the landscape , i t is somet imes aptly cal led the frai le jón 
común. No other frai le jón segregates are explici t ly n a m e d by ecologica l features, 
bu t the ecological range is nonethe less an impor tant at tr ibute recognized and ver-
ba l ized by m a n y of our Paramero col laborators . Par t icular types of f ra i le jón are 
c losely associa ted wi th different moun ta in ecological zones . S ix such zones , corre-
s p o n d i n g t o d i s t i n c t a l t i t u d i n a l r a n g e s , t o p o g r a p h i c f e a t u r e s , a n d b i o t i c 
communi t i e s , we re recorded: montana ' c losed c a n o p y forest ' , boca e' páramo 
' pá ramo-fores t e c o t o n e ' , páramo bajero ' s u b p a r a m o , g radua l s l ope ' , páramo 
calentano ' subparamo, steep s lope ' , propio páramo ' p á ramo proper ' , and filos 
mas altos/frios ' supe rpa ramo ' (cf. Lopez-Zen t 1995) . Within the páramo proper, 
more geographica l ly c i rcumscr ibed mic roenv i ronments are d iscr iminated and ex-
pressed through a var ie ty of terms, such as: barrolcanada ' c reek conf luence or 
del ta ' , pedregal ' r ocky pa tch ' , pantanal ' s w a m p y land ' , laguna ' l ake ' , laguna 
tapada 'dr ied up lake ' , seco 'd ry region ' , sabana ' re lat ively flat open spot ' , and 
bosque ' w o o d e d spot ' . T h e / , e'indio, for example , is frequently found growing in 
h u m i d soils, such as the creek deltas or dr ied lake beds , and / . morado typical ly 
inhabits s w a m p y lands (see Table 1). 

Utilitarian Classification - The cons iderable uti l i tarian signif icance of the frailejón 
plant group should also be cons idered an impor tan t cogni t ive proper ty that con-
tributes to its overal l recogni t ion value , in a col lect ive (i.e. h igher inclus ive) as 
wel l as individual (i.e. lower inclusive) sense. M a n y of our col laborators verbal ly 
identified the h igher inclusive ca tegory wi th a not ion of genera l and recurrent 
utility. A sampl ing of their s ta tements to this effect include: "esa es la mata que 

FIGURE 7.- Parameros collecting Frailejon. 



168 ZENT & ZENT Vol. 19, No. 2 

mas jusamos nosotros" ' that ' s the plant that we use the mos t ' , "esa se usa pa' 
toi'tico, ¡ e sa si es güena!" ' that 's used for everything, it real ly is (a) good ( thing) ' , 
or "a nosotros todo lo más la buscamos diario, no ve que crece en todo la'o aqui 
en el páramo" ' above all e lse , we look for it on a dai ly basis . D o n ' t y o u see that it 
grows everywhere here in the pa ramo . ' (see Figure 7) . 

A total of twen ty use classes explici t ly recognized by the Pa rameros have b e e n 
identified (Lopez 1991:364-372) , of which twelve describe uses of different frailejón. 
These include: medic ina l , o rnamenta l , f i rewood, an imal feed, h u m a n food, con-
struct ion, an imal bedd ing , h u m a n bedd ing , pe rsona l hyg iene , c lean ing agent , 
fertilizer, and food wrapping . The mos t wide ly appl icable use class i s medic ina l , 
s ince near ly half of the te rminal taxa in the group are recognized for such func-
tion. The dist i l led essence of the roots off. comun, f. morado o r / , e'indio compr i se 
the mos t c o m m o n key ingredients , a long wi th other herbal roots , of the jarabe 
paramero. This wel l k n o w n elixir, i t is be l ieved , is e n d o w e d wi th mul t ip le cura-
tive propert ies , inc luding a cure for the so-cal led jumores . 4 Frailejón. amarillo 
fino, f. dorado, f. dorado fino, f. platea'o fino, a n d / , platea'o fabrica gruesa m a y 
also be used to prepare the jarabe paramero, bu t are not cons idered as essent ial as 
the previous types. The leaves of f . cigarrón are soaked in miche ' cane l iquor ' and 
poul t iced on the soles of the feet (plantillas) in order to al leviate fever, whi le a tea 
is prepared us ing the who le plant and drunk as a r emedy for severe headache 
(almorranas). The s tem resin o f / , e'indio is bo i led and then rubbed onto rheu-
mat ic b o d y parts . The roots and leaves of this s ame plant are imb ibed in order to 
rel ieve cough and chest pain, and more impor tant ly are cons idered ins t rumenta l 
in restor ing the vital internal organ k n o w n as cuajo.5 The root of / . platea'o is 
famous as a cough depressant and is even sold on the marke t on a smal l scale . 

N u m e r o u s nonmedic ina l uses of the frailejón were also men t ioned and ob-
served. The tender hear ts of / . común and / . e'indio are cons idered edible , and 
a l though rarely eaten n o w a d a y s were formerly c o n s u m e d in soups or confect ions. 
The leaves of several kinds, mos t c o m m o n l y / , dorado, f. amarillo a n d / , comun, 
are used in the fabrication of domest ic an imal shelters (for horses , mules , catt le, 
poultry, dogs , and cats) , in the manufacture of tamos 'mat t resses ' , or for ch inking 
drafty house wal ls . Leaves are also used as sponges for c leaning utensi ls or for 
personal ba th ing and hygiene , as feminine sani tary napkins (during the mens t rua l 
per iod) , and as handkerchiefs . The prototypical frailejón, somet imes cal led / . de 
embojotar queso, is appropr ia te ly used 'for wrapp ing cheese ' or eggs . The w o o d y 
s tem of the frailejonote is h e w n in order to manufacture horcones (structural poles 
in the houses ) , fences and garrochas 'agr icul tural tools ' . The entire inven tory of 
uses according to plant type is descr ibed in the fourth co lumn of table 1. 

W h a t is the classificatory significance of the mult iple use pat tern out l ined here? 
I t is logical to suppose that the everyday special-use of var ious types of leaves , 
s tems, roots, and f lowers w o u l d provide sufficient mot ive for the P a r a m e r o s ' abil-
i ty to discr iminate minute similari t ies and differences a m o n g the different species . 

C O N C L U S I O N 

The Paramero percept ion and classif ication of the frailejón p lant group have 
b e e n rev iewed here and i t w a s found that this folk taxon exhibi ts features charac-
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teristic of bo th life form and gener ic ranks. In a t tempt ing to expla in this case of 
classificatory ambiguity, we b e g a n by point ing out that i t is h ighly significant from 
different cogni t ive and behaviora l points of v iew: morpholog ica l , ecologica l , and 
util i tarian. On one hand , the outs tanding sal ience of the h igher inc lus ive ca tegory 
of frailejón vis-a-vis other such categories is due to the c o m b i n e d effect of the 
dis t inct appea rance of its m e m b e r s , i ts c o n s p i c u o u s p r e sence t h roughou t the 
p a r a m o landscape , and the great n u m b e r and f requency of uses . On the other 
hand , d iscr iminat ion of lesser inclusive taxa wi th in this folk botan ica l group is 
also enhanced by the knowledge of par t icular at tr ibutes according to three (in-
stead of jus t one) semant ic d imens ions , thus leading to the cons iderable internal 
t axonomic var ia t ion we have descr ibed here. 

The taxonomic evidence reviewed here showed that the frailejón is not grouped 
under any of the more c o m m o n (i.e. cross-cul tural ly present) life form categor ies 
abstracted by the Parameros . The frailejón, a long wi th the díctamo,6 are h igher 
inclusive categories un ique to Paramero folk bo t any that appear to be genera ted 
by more than pure ly b iomorpho log ica l criteria, thus conf i rming B u l m e r ' s (1979) 
c la im that h igher inclusive categor ies are const ructed u p o n ecologica l and cul-
tural considera t ions . The life form status is also sugges ted by the group ' s b road ly 
polytypic and b io logica l ly divergent composi t ion . F r o m a folk s tandpoint , at least 
20 lower inclusive taxa were identif ied and a few of these taxa are further differen-
t ia ted at a l ower level . Scientif ical ly, all m e m b e r s of the g roup b e l o n g to the 
As te raceae botanica l family, bu t they encompass six genera , three of w h i c h are in 
turn polytypic for a total of seventeen species (and poss ib ly more s ince de termi-
nat ions of some of the plant mater ia l col lected are still in progress) . M e a n w h i l e , 
the fuzzy set character of the h igher inclusive ca tegory is sugges ted by the d iscov-
ery of cover t categories of plants cons idered to be long to the "frailejon f ami ly" 
bu t not des ignated as full-fledged frailejon. 

Categorical complexi ty is also reflected in the nomencla tura l pat terns observed 
here. The te rm frailejón is used po lysemous ly to refer to the h igher inclusive group-
ing of all the plants d iscussed above or to the lower inclusive prototype exclusively. 
However , the pro to type can also be n a m e d by the al ternat ive b inomia l construc-
t ions o f / , chiquito, f. común, o r / , de embojotar queso. Significantly, the modif iers 
refer to salient morphologica l (i.e. plant size), ecological (i.e. populat ion frequency), 
and use (i.e. food packag ing) features respectively. A m o n g other taxa a t the lower 
inclusive level, one observes a var ie ty of nomenc la tu ra l forms: secondary produc-
t ive l exemes , p r imary product ive l exemes , and p r imary unproduct ive l exemes . At 
the lowes t inclusive level , secondary or ter t iary l exeme combina t ions are found. 

Turning to the identif icat ion of taxa, we have argued that two cogni t ive pro-
cesses are involved here. The h igher inclusive concep t of frailejón is app rehended 
as a total image p h e n o m e n o n , wi th the prototypical at tr ibute c o m p l e x serv ing as 
the focal image for the entire group. With in the group, a range of percep tua l dis-
tance b e t w e e n the prototype and other lower inclusive taxa w a s obse rved b a s e d 
on a count of the n u m b e r of shared attr ibutes. S o m e taxa differ f rom the pro to type 
by no more than one or two very specific features, indicat ing that the perceptua l 
gaps b e t w e e n them are relat ively small . M e a n w h i l e other taxa are percep tua l ly 
more per iphera l in that they differ from the pro to type in a more in tegral way, by 
at least five dist inct at tr ibutes (pubescence or tomentos i ty of the leaves ; shape of 
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leaves; acaulescence or monocaulescence , etc.). The degree of contrast among lower 
level taxa thus ranges from folk specific-sized to gener ic-s ized gaps . The finding 
of generic-l ike perceptual contrasts at the lower inclusive level gives further weight 
to the c la im that the h igher inclusive ca tegory of frailejón approx imates the rank 
of life form and should no t be cons idered as mere ly an unaffiliated gener ic . In 
other words , the solut ion of double indexing this t axon a t bo th ranks mus t be 
ruled out on empir ica l grounds. Fur thermore , w h e n descr ibing the affinity of more 
distant taxa to the prototype, Pa rameros tend to speak of one to a few abstractable 
at tr ibutes such as long whi t i sh hairy leaves , scapose f lowers / in f lo rescences , and 
acaulescence . This sort of deduct ive d iscr iminat ion for purposes of associat ing 
perceptual ly more distant taxa wi th the pro to type impl ies that a divis ional con-
trast be tween the h igher inclusive grouping and other h igher inclusive categor ies , 
howeve r latent, i s in fact be ing made . We have also observed that individual mor-
phologica l attr ibutes of the frailejón are some t imes abst racted in order to provide 
a reference mark for descr ibing other plants , such as ' this p lant is round or has 
wool ly leaves , l ike the frailejón'. 

T h e prototypic structure of the h igher inclusive frailejón segregate and the 
range of var iable perceptual contras ts a m o n g lower inclusive taxa provide a chal-
l enge to Be r l i n ' s (1992 :31) p r e v i o u s def in i t ion o f r ank as " c o m p a r a b l y s ized 
perceptual gaps ." In short , we be l ieve that a mode l of rank based on rigid not ions 
of perceptual discreteness and ca tegory b o u n d e d n e s s is unab le to expla in the em-
pirical complex i ty observed in the frailejón concept . In our opinion, a con t inuum 
concept of rank provides a bet ter fit b e t w e e n mode l and data in the case s tudied 
here. Tha t is because i t is more consis tent wi th the concep t of g raded ca tegory 
membersh ip and more important ly is more capable of account ing for certain higher 
inclusive biological taxa w h o s e perceptual sal ience is more natura l or integral than 
others. Regard ing the latter point , we concur wi th H u n n ' s (1987) observat ion that 
some h igher inclusive (i.e. life form) categories are as perceptual ly natural as folk 
generic categories or somewhere in be tween , and p ropose that the frailejón is one 
of them. This f inding in turn suppor ts the posi t ion that perceptual sal ience is con-
tr ived more as an empir ica l issue rather than a theoret ical ax iom, and therefore 
the part icular b iological , ecological and cul tural context is a potent ia l ly impor tant 
inf luence on the structure and depth of e thnobiologica l r ank observed in different 
cultural set t ings. 

Accordingly, we offer an empir ica l ecological explanat ion of the paradoxical , 
rank-crossing m o d e of classifying the frailejón group. O u r explanat ion focuses on 
the peculiar evolut ionary and biogeographical history of this plant grouping within 
the p a r a m o b iome . Cuat recasas (1986:274) has wri t ten that the original center of 
the Espele t i inae (Asteraceae, tribe Hel iantheae) is found in the Venezuelan Andes , 
in the Cordi l lera de Mer ida . I t is we l l k n o w n that centers of or igin of b io logica l 
genera and species are m a r k e d by h igh diversif icat ion of organisms wi th in a rela-
t ively c o m p a c t area . Divers i f ica t ion is a t t r ibuted to the fact that p rocesses of 
specia t ion are a s sumed to have longer histories (i.e. more t ime in w h i c h to diver-
sify) in these regions . W h e r e the p rocess of divers i f icat ion i s o lder a n d m o r e 
advanced one should also expect to find a greater range of differences a m o n g 
species s ince some specific dist inct ions reflect relat ively recent separa t ions whi le 
others are the result of more ancient separat ions. Thus s o m e species of frailejón/ 



Winter 1999 JOURNAL OF ETHNOBIOLOGY 171 

Espeletia found in the p a r a m o have d iverged relat ively recent ly and are differenti-
ated for systemat ic purposes on the bas is of the n u m b e r of pet io les shown. In fact, 
a n u m b e r of the key traits used by b iosys temat is t s to identify different species of 
Espeletia involve the f lorescence or reproduct ive parts , wh ich often appear for short 
seasonal per iods in the pa ramos , thus for m u c h of the year the plants do no t dis-
p lay f lowers or fruits. I t just so happens that the Espele t i inae geographic center 
n a m e d by Cuatrecasas cor responds to the local env i ronment w h e r e our f ie ldwork 
took place . H o w does the local popula t ion respond w h e n the local area they in-
habi t is a center of b io logica l or igin and dispersal m a r k e d by h igh diversif icat ion 
local ly of a group of related organisms? In this case we see the smal le r differences 
(recent changes) t reated as contrasts at the specific r ank and the larger differences 
(ancient changes) t reated as gener ic dist inct ions. M e a n w h i l e the overal l h igh b io -
log ica l d ive r s i ty o f this c l ade w i t h i n the s a m e loca l e n v i r o n m e n t s t imu la t e s 
classificatory t reatment of the group as a segregate at the life form rank. 

Finally, we w o u l d l ike to point out a more genera l s ignif icance of the present 
case s tudy for the advancement of e thnobio logica l theory. The s tudy of endemic 
or dis tr ibut ional ly l imited plants or an imals and of folk classif icat ions sys tems 
opera t ing wi th in ecologica l ly un ique regions such as centers of b io logica l or igin 
and dispersal or stressful ecosys tems m a y serve to expand and refine the current 
outlines of e thnobiological theory. For too long, theorists have regarded these kinds 
of organisms or areas as except ional and hence theoret ical ly uninformat ive . We 
hope to have s h o w n on the cont rary that the s tudy of so-cal led aberrant organ-
isms and spatial ly restr icted ecosys tems m a y provide useful theoret ical insights . 

NOTES 

1 Certain genera of the Bromeliad (e.g. Puya) and Orchid (e.g. Elleanthus) families are also 
treated as unaffiliated generics because they are not included within any higher inclusive 
taxon. 

2 The last three segregate names mentioned here appear to be of Indian origin, judging 
from their phonetic characteristics. However, no linguistic studies of the aboriginal lan-
guages of this region were made before they ostensibly went extinct nor can it be con-
firmed (although speculation abounds) that speakers of these languages survived to the 
present day. Notice that the botanical terms are primary lexemes, as may be expected of 
folk generics. 

3 The primary lexemes, frailejon-cito 'small frailejón' and frailejon-ote Targe frailejon', 
contrast according to the dimension of size, the lexemic form thus consisting of two mor-
phemes (plant name + size modifier suffix). 

4 fumores refers to a Paramero ethnomedical concept, somewhat difficult to apprehend 
because there is no precise equivalent in modern medical thought. It is tentatively trans-
lated here as an infection that affects different body parts or functions, such as the bron-
chus, circulatory system (e.g. varicose veins), or menstrual cycle. A frequently mentioned 
symptom of this infection is white urine. 
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5 The Parameros believe that the concept of human beingness entails the possession of at 
least four vital elements: the body, the soul, the cuajo, and the paletilla. The latter two are 
said to be located in determinate positions within the human body and there they should 
remain still or only move slightly within well defined restricted spaces. Such areas are 
delimited differently according to the age, sex, and fertility status of a person. The cuajo is 
situated above the abdomen to the right side of the navel and the paletilla is housed just 
below the right rib cage in the upper section of the stomach. Maintaining the correct posi-
tioning of these organs is considered to be absolutely critical to the continued life and 
health of human beings. Thus any abrupt or sudden movement of them can endanger the 
life of a person. The sudden appearance of unexplained disorders or pain, especially ab-
dominal ailments, are interpreted as symptomatic of such movements. In the event of their 
movement, the Parameros deem that the correct position can be restored only by way of 
sobas 'massages' performed with certain plants, and therefore they regard such plants as 
permitting and extending their lives. 

6 The díctamo consists of at least nine folk species and is highly polymorphic, perhaps 
more so than the frailejón category. Three species of this group have been identified as 
belonging to three different botanical families (Poaceae, Campanulaceae, and Gentianaceae). 
The main criteria for class inclusion appear to be cultural (i.e. ideological) and functional: 
that is, these plants are considered to be invested with chemical-spiritual powers relating 
to notions of vitality and immortality among the Parameros and thus they are typically 
employed in the concoction of youth elixers and the like (see Lopez 1991: 310-312, 371-373, 
413-414). 
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