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Abstract

This dissertation is an outcome of a collaborative work with the Mambila Dictionary
Project, to which it contributes Mambila names for 173 vascular plants (65 identified with
scientific names), and voucher specimens of 60 plant species deposited at the herbaria at

Yaounde, Cameroon, and Kew, UK.

Situated within the wider debate concerning the preservation and loss of biocultural
diversity, I focus on the plant knowledge of 39 Mambila women and men of varying ages.
As this study is the first ethnobotanical project conducted in the area of Somié, in the
Cameroon- Nigeria borderland, I aim to establish the basic categories in the local
classification of plants. I also aim to identify the factors influencing the general pattern of
ethnobotanical knowledge and the degree of knowledge sharing and knowledge loss,
particularly in relation to age, gender and level of education measured in years spent at
school. I primarily focus on theoretical and practical knowledge, that is, the ability to name
plants, and the practical skill to identify plants and their uses as well as to put this

knowledge into practice.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1 Theoretical context and background

Traditional knowledge embodies ecological adaptations of humans to diverse environments
and has the potential to serve as a basis for the preservation of biological and cultural
diversity (Brush 1993, Maffi 2001). Many of the ecological relations recognized by
traditional peoples are often little, if at all, known to Western science because they tend to be
place-specific and shared only by the resident cultural groups. The concept of culture as
“shared knowledge” (Kroeber and Kluckholm 1952) or a “pool of shared information”
(D’Andrade 1987, in Reyes-Garcia 2001) is well established in anthropology and implies that
people differ in the amount of information they share. Scholars have studied intra-group
variability of knowledge (Romney, Weller and Batchelder 1986:325; Berlin 1992, Boster
1986, Ellen, 1979, Hunn 1982) and have found that this distribution is not random, but
patterned. Among the variables that have been found to pattern the intra-cultural variation of
ethnobotanical knowledge, in particular, are age (Phillips et al. 1993), gender (Boster 1986),
kinship (ibid), acculturation (Zent 2001), level of integration with the market economy (Benz
et al. 2000, Caniago et al. 1998, Reyes-Garcia 2001), national language (Benz et al. 2000,
Zent 2001) ethnicity, and informants’ type of activities. Studies on the intra-cultural variation
of ethnobotanical knowledge in various cultures have given clues to the reasons and the
extent of knowledge loss and decay (Zent 2001, Hill 2001), the patterns of ethnobotanical
knowledge transmission (Lozada et al, 2006) the implications for the conservation, protection
and resilience of traditional knowledge and biodiversity (Nemoga 2004; Zent, 2004; Ghimire
et al, 2005), and to mechanisms of adaptation to environmental changes (Muller-Schwarze

2005) in various populations.

Since the 1990s, numerous studies have raised our awareness of the fact that “the ongoing
loss of biodiversity is paralleled and interlinked with the “extinction crisis” affecting
linguistic and cultural diversity” (Maffi, 2001:601; Turner, 1995).

Many of the knowledge systems of the innumerable traditional cultures in resource-rich
African countries such as Cameroon have not been documented and are currently facing

growing threats of knowledge erosion related to language loss, acculturation, migration,



growing population densities and rapid changes in social structure. This dissertation
approaches ‘traditional’ ethnobotanical knowledge as the body of plant knowledge shared
and orally transmitted among the Mambila in Somié village, constantly produced and
reproduced as a “consequence of a practical engagement with everyday life” (Ellen, 2003:
65). It aims to examine individual ethnobotanical knowledge shared and orally transmitted

n

among the Mambila of Somié in order to potentially contribute to " a systematic
understanding of humanity's most widespread and ancient form of knowledge" (Reyes-G.
2007:introduction ).

To date, only a few ethnographic works exist about the Mambila (Rehfisch, 1956; Zeitlyn,
1994). Ethnobotanical surveys in the wider area have mainly focussed on the ethnobotanical
lore and management practices of the Tikar (Zapfack, 1999; Dounias et al, 2001) and the
Fulbe (Blench, 2006), and the only existing Mambila plant names documented in Mona
Perrin’s dictionary of the dialect of Atta village (Perrin and Mouh 1995) were more
linguistically than ethnobotanically informed. Considering this lack of scholarly literature
and the differences in dialects between the Mambila villages, it is of interest both for the
disciplines of ethnobotany and linguistics to document valuable ethnobotanical knowledge
as well as the factors that influence its variation and sharing within a community. There is
consensus among linguists and educators that mother tongue education is vital for effective
teaching, and it is stated in the UNESCO resolution of 1952 that “mother- tongue education
on the formative level is most desirable” (Batibo, 2001). Bearing in mind that a large
percentage of any traditional language is related to plant and animal names (Pawley, 2001:
236), properly prepared literacy materials such as a dictionary are of urgent necessity for
language preservation and, consequently, the preservation of biocultural diversity,
especially in areas with high language endangerment such as the Cameroon- Nigeria
borderland. "Nigeria and Cameroon are recognized as being the two most linguistically
heterogeneous countries in Africa; indeed with 700 - 800 languages between them (roughly
12% of the world's languages), they constitute one of the most linguistically diverse areas in
the world, despite having well below 1% of the world's population. The borderland shared
by these countries is perhaps their most densely populated area, linguistically speaking. It
might come as no surprise then that today we find this to be a region with a relatively high
incidence of language endangerment" (B. Connell, pers. communication, and

http://lucy.ukc.ac.uk/dz/connell/Mori/MoribundIngs.html).
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The Mambila Dictionary Project has been carried out by Bruce Connell from York
University, Canada in collaboration with David Zeitlyn from Kent University and the local
Mambila language committee. It began as a spin-off of other funded research on Mambila
and related languages (e.g. Connell 1998), in part as it related to that work, and in part
because it was seen by both the researchers and the local community as a means of
contributing something to the community" (B. Connell, pers. communication 2009). Based
on the data of this ethnobotanical "groundwork", future studies interested in the preservation
of biocultural diversity will be able to examine how new independent variables such as
socio-economic change or increased ethnic and religious mixing affect the intra-cultural

variability of ethnobotanical knowledge among the Mambila of Somié.

1.2. Aims and objectives

The objectives of this dissertation are:

* to document Mambila domains of plant knowledge and identify culturally salient
plants.

* to find out the variance in naming (theoretical knowledge), and identifying plants,
their habitats and their uses (practical knowledge).

* to find out the variance in the knowledge of preparing and using plants .

* to study the relationship between this variability and independent variables such as
age, gender and level of education (measured in years spent at school).

* to collect voucher specimens of approximately 80 named Mambila plants and supply

their uses and scientific names for the Mambila Dictionary Project.

1.3. Hypotheses

My working hypotheses at the onset of the study were:
* older women/men are expected to have a higher level of ethnobotanical
knowledge than younger women/men.
* individual ethnobotanical knowledge will be influenced by gender; names and
knowledge of plant use might show differences due to different gender roles.
* level of formal education measured by years spent in school is expected to be

negatively associated with ethnobotanical knowledge.
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1.4. Chapter contents

After the introduction of theoretical context and background, aims, objectives and hypotheses
stated at the onset of the study, chapter two introduces geography and history of the area, and
describes the ethnographic background of the Mambila in Somié village. Ethical background
to the project and methodologies used in sampling informants, collecting, storing and
analysing data, and in collecting and identifying voucher specimens, are explained in chapter
three. The following chapter describes the local system of plant classification, and focuses on
basic plant categories, nomenclature and ethnoecological categories established through free
lists and questionnaires. Chapter five gives an overview over the basic domains of Mambila
plant knowledge, which were established through quantitative and qualitative methods. The
next section of the dissertation aims to examine patterns in the variation of ethnobotanical
knowledge with regards to lexical and substantive knowledge and the levels of consensus
within and among the focus groups. In the final chapter, I present a discussion of the factors
that influence patterns of knowledge variation established in chapter six, followed by a final

conclusion of the outcomes of the project.
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