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Abstract
Women have played a foundational role in the evolution of botany, influencing diverse areas such

as taxonomy, physiology, ecology, conservation, ethnobotany, and herbarium science. From historical

field explorers and specimen collectors to contemporary researchers and educators, women have been

instrumental in expanding scientific understanding, preserving biodiversity, and transmitting traditional

plant wisdom. Their contributions have not only advanced plant science but also promoted sustainability

and environmental awareness. Despite encountering significant historical and social hurdles, female

botanists have led groundbreaking research, influenced policy, and inspired future generations. This paper

highlights the multifaceted roles of women in Botany and emphasizes the importance of recognizing their

achievements to foster a more equitable and innovative scientific community.
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Introduction

Although frequently under-acknowledged, women have been pivotal contributors to Botany,

ranging from early keepers of ethnobotanical knowledge to modern molecular researchers. The manner in

which we view women's relationship with Botany today and in the future will significantly influence our

capacity to halt the global erosion of plant biodiversity, particularly regarding plants useful to humans.

Literature reviews suggest that women collectively possess the majority of the world's knowledge

regarding plants. Historically, the necessity of daily survival tasks has dictated that women accumulate

this expertise. In roles ranging from housewives and plant gatherers to home gardeners, herbalists, seed

custodians, and plant breeders, women predominate in plant biodiversity management. They manage the

bulk of plant resources used by humans globally, especially in tropical regions rich in biodiversity. This

management extends across villages, farms, homesteads, woods, and pastures. However, the majority of

plant biodiversity research neglects gender, leading to incomplete scientific findings regarding plant

variety, human-plant relationships, and the causes of genetic erosion.

Plant Taxonomy
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Women have been vital to the field of plant taxonomy, significantly advancing the identification,

classification, and documentation of species. Their contributions encompass fieldwork, research,

illustration, and institutional development.

​ A) Field Exploration and Collection: Botanists such as Eliza Frances Andrews and Anna Levy

bravely explored remote regions, collecting specimens that enriched herbarium collections and expanded

the known scope of plant diversity.

​ Species Identification and Classification: Through meticulous observation of morphological traits,

women have described and classified new species, resolving taxonomic ambiguities and refining

nomenclature.

​ B) Botanical Illustration and Publications: Many women have excelled in scientific illustration and

writing, producing references that remain essential for clarification of plant classifications.

​ C) Herbarium Curation and Education: As curators, women have preserved plant biodiversity for

scientific study and, as educators, have utilized these resources to advance botanical knowledge.

​ D) Breaking Barriers: By actively participating in science, these women challenged gender

stereotypes, paving the way for greater inclusion in botanical research.

Physiological and Ecological Research:

In the realms of physiology and ecology, women have led groundbreaking research on how plants

function, interact, and adapt to their environments.

​ A)Pioneering Physiological Discoveries: Scientists like Barbara McClintock and Elena Conti have

elucidated mechanisms regarding plant growth, photosynthesis, hormone signaling, and stress responses.

​ B)Climate Change: Adaptation: Ecologists such as Dr. Camille Parmesan have led research on plant

responses to climate change, documenting shifts in distribution and flowering timelines.

​ C)Ecosystem Dynamics: Female researchers have been instrumental in understanding nutrient cycling

and species interactions, shaping conservation efforts.

​ D)Innovative Methods: Women have developed and applied cutting-edge techniques, such as isotopic

tracing and remote sensing, to study physiology and ecology.

​ E)Leadership and Policy: Women often bridge the gap between research and policy, advocating for

sustainable ecosystem management based on scientific findings.

Conservation and Ethnobotany

Women serve as a critical bridge between science and culture, playing a central role in

biodiversity conservation and the preservation of traditional knowledge.
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​ A)Traditional Knowledge Keepers: Women frequently hold deep, intergenerational knowledge

regarding medicinal plants and food crops, which is vital for ethnobotanical research.

​ B)Community-Based Conservation: Figures like Wangari Maathai have demonstrated how women

lead grassroots movements to restore degraded habitats and manage natural resources sustainably.

​ C)Ethnobotanical Documentation: Female ethnobotanists document indigenous plant uses,

preserving cultural heritage and identifying new sources of medicine and food.

​ D)Sustainable Practices: By promoting agroforestry, organic farming, and seed saving, women

maintain biodiversity and ecosystem health.

​ E)Empowerment: Involving women in conservation projects simultaneously improves livelihoods,

gender equality, and environmental outcomes.

The Role of Women in the Domestic Sphere:

While often dismissed as purely domestic, the household is a hub of technical knowledge and

biodiversity preservation.

​ A)The Homemaker and Housewife: Domestic duties such as gardening, harvesting, and processing

food require a high degree of traditional technical knowledge, often taking decades to master. The kitchen

is perhaps the most undervalued site of plant biodiversity conservation.

​ B) Culinary Gatekeepers: Women often control the flow of food in the home. Culinary traditions,

passed from mother to daughter, dictate which plant varieties are grown and conserved. For example, in

the Andes, specific potato varieties are maintained solely because they meet distinct culinary needs like

soup-making or freeze-drying.

​ C) Preservation Specialists: Domestic work entails complex post-harvest processing. Women possess

specialized knowledge on how to detoxify, ferment, and store plants, transforming seasonal harvests into

dependable, year-round food security.

​ D) Genetic Conservation: In regions like Mexico, immigrant women transplant native varieties into

urban home gardens to maintain their cultural diet, effectively conserving genetic diversity in new

environments.

Women as Gatherers, Gardeners, and Healers:

​ Gatherers: In many rural economies, women are the primary foragers, contributing nearly 79% of

gathered vegetative food. They typically operate in distinct "women's spaces," collecting different species

than men.
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​ Gardeners: Home gardens, often managed by women, are multifunctional spaces providing food,

medicine, and fuel. These gardens serve as reservoirs for useful plants that might otherwise be lost to land

clearance. Women also use these spaces to educate children on crop management.

​ Herbalists: With 80% of the world relying on traditional medicine, women act as the primary

herbalists and midwives. Unlike male shamans who may focus on ritual, women often hold the practical

knowledge of curing everyday ailments with hundreds of specific plant combinations.

​ Seed Custodians and Breeders: Women are prolific plant breeders. In Rwanda, women cultivate over

600 bean varieties, and in Peru, over 60 manioc varieties. They select crops not just for yield, but for taste,

storage, and processing qualities.

Addressing Gender Bias in Research:

Ethnobotany faces a significant methodological flaw: researchers frequently interview only men,

assuming they represent the community's collective knowledge. Since women and men often possess

distinct botanical expertise, excluding women results in a distorted view of biodiversity and the loss of

critical information regarding plant utility and management. Most ethnobotanical publications on

women's health are written by men who have interviewed native men, effectively filtering women's

expertise.

Conclusion

Women have played an indispensable role in advancing botanical science across multiple domains,

including taxonomy, physiology, ecology, conservation, ethnobotany, and herbarium curation. Their

pioneering fieldwork, meticulous research, and dedication to education have expanded our understanding

of plant life and its importance to ecosystems and human societies. Despite historical barriers, women

botanists have broken stereotypes, led influential projects, and preserved traditional knowledge, shaping

modern botany into a more inclusive and interdisciplinary field. Recognizing and supporting women’s

contributions is essential for continued innovation and sustainability in plant sciences.
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