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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

On the entrance door to a long-established complementary and 
alternative medicine clinic in the UK there is a sign that gives a 
menu of the therapies available. Amongst acupuncture, home-

opathy, healing, and many others is “Herbal Medicine (Western)”. This 
sign was put up in the late 1990s, with “(Western)” necessary to differ-
entiate herbal medicine from Chinese herbal medicine that was mak-
ing its presence felt on the high street in the UK. Eventually it became 
known as Western herbal medicine. 

As a healing art that has persisted yet is barely acknowledged in the 
West, Western herbal medicine appears to be a mass of tensions. Being 
“Western” is partly a claim to modernity, yet it uses many plant species 
that would have been used hundreds of years ago. Stewart1 suggests 
that while herbal medicine can be understood as a traditional medicine, 
putting “Western” before “herbal medicine” aligns it with a European 
philosophical basis. Most of its practitioners are not medical doctors, but 
their training includes much orthodox medicine. As a medical approach 
it transfuses much black-boxed knowledge from orthodox medical cur-
ricula, yet it prescribes “dirty pharmaceuticals” made from once living 
organisms, often including unknown and unquanti!ed constituents. 
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Nissen and Evans2 point out that there is no generally agreed-upon 
de!nition of Western herbal medicine. They argue that it is sometimes 
aligned with a scienti!c or “phytotherapeutic” approach to prescribing 
herbal medicines for patients, while others look to its American roots in 
the physiomedical and eclectic traditions which were taken up in the 
UK, or to the concepts of holism or vitalism, or to a practice that uses 
plants that are mostly native to Europe and North America. 

Some of these plants can be found growing in the UK between cracks 
in the pavement as well as in parks and gardens and in the countryside, 
yet they may also be borrowed from other traditions such as Ayurveda 
and Chinese medicine. Jackson-Main3 points out that Western herbal 
medicine can be a misleading term in that it breaches cultural and 
national borders and uses herbs and approaches from other traditions 
outside the West. He argues that it “almost de!es de!nition”.

As a Western healing art it is practised in the UK, America, and 
Canada, but also in the southern hemisphere countries of Australia 
and New Zealand. Western herbal medicine refers to a large geography 
yet practitioners often prefer to use medicines that they know as local 
plants. Its dominant language is English but some herbalists seek to 
understand what plants are telling them. Contradictions and tensions, 
of course, are not speci!c to Western herbal medicine. Referring to 
Chinese medicine and other medical traditions undergoing modernisa-
tion as well as to biomedicine, Scheid4 states that “Wherever we look, 
syncretism and ambiguity abound.” Despite the presence of plurality 
in diverse healthcare practices, Western herbal medicine has its herbal 
medicines—living plants that have somehow become medicinal. But 
what more can we say? This book seeks to unravel aspects of Western 
herbal medicine in the UK, arguing that a particular element of Western 
herbal medicine inherently produces differences within and between 
practices. However, a caveat is necessary here: despite Western herbal 
medicine being the subject matter, the reader is reminded that Western 
herbal medicine is a concept and does not exist as a bounded object. 
Rather, it is something to work with. 

While much of the landscape and profession of Western herbal medi-
cine is in"uenced by science, an intention of the current work is to inves-
tigate whether this involvement with science captures the experience of 
herbalists or whether something else is also going on. This necessitates 
bringing the herbalists themselves vocally into the presented material, 
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something that has been largely missing from previous work. And if 
their voices are to be heard then their beginnings must be attended to. 
One aim is to identify why and how people come to be herbalists, to 
join a profession that is marginalised within healthcare practices, at the 
centre of modernity yet using age-old tools. Another aim is to consider 
what impact the once living-ness of herbal medicines has on herbalists, 
their practices and Western herbal medicine. A !nal aim is to contextu-
alise this within wider conceptual and theoretical frameworks and to 
look for resonances in other knowledge practices. 

From these aims the research question was eventually arrived at. 
How do people become drawn to learning and practising Western 
herbal medicine and what is the relationship between these entryways, 
the rest of their narratives, Western herbal medicine, and developments 
beyond Western herbal medicine? The objectives of the research thus 
became: to research the history of the development of the profession in 
the UK; to identify and critically evaluate the social science literature 
on Western herbal medicine; to identify herbalists with a wide variety 
of approaches to practice; to collect their biographic narratives using an 
interview methodology that seeks to cede control to the interviewee; 
to collect ethnographic data from the observation of consultations; to 
develop a theoretical and conceptual framework for the research that 
arises out of the primary data; to develop an approach to the analysis 
of the data collected that keeps the cases and voices intact but allows 
theoretical exploration; to compare the social science and historical 
data with the collected cases; and to identify spheres beyond Western 
herbal medicine that offer fruitful associations with the !ndings of the 
primary research. 

Book outline

To state the obvious, Western herbal medicine is important to itself. 
In the UK, it is important to the 800 or so practitioners that make up its 
numbers as well as to their patients and the training institutions and 
professional associations. Beyond itself, Western herbal medicine is of 
interest to a powerful sceptic lobby in the UK that sees it lacking a solid 
evidence base and is opposed to its political recognition as a healthcare 
practice. However, looking beyond itself and its local politics, Western 
herbal medicine, in its engagement with living plants and with herbal 
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medicines, will be shown to have relevance to those that seek to move 
the human from the epicentre of everything and look to new ways of 
working with the nonhuman.

This book will show that hidden experiences of meetings with 
plants, where the boundaries between herbalists and plants meet 
and are blurred, are important in some herbalists’ routes to studying 
and practising and are also to be found in the later parts of these and 
other herbalists’ narratives. This constitutes the “push” and “pull” of 
“enchantment”, which will be seen to be a sensual affective energy 
that spreads throughout many, but not all, of the narratives and which 
embraces both more scienti!c and more traditional ways of doing herbal 
medicine. This enchantment sometimes starts before formal study 
begins, including at very young ages. It will be argued that herbalists’ 
meetings with plants and herbal medicines allow herbalists to draw 
easily from a diverse range of in"uences that others may see as incom-
mensurable, and challenges the view that Western herbal medicine is 
being “mainstreamed”, “taken over” or “co-opted” by science. Despite 
the profession’s engagement with science and politics, with modernity 
necessarily separating herbs from herbalists, it will be shown that herb-
alists meet with plants and herbal medicines in ways which challenge 
the assumption of human exceptionalism. Other traditions that use 
herbal medicines, such as Chinese medicine, Kampo, Ayurveda, and 
Unani Tibb, arguably have practices that have more solid and direct 
connections to, and articulations with, their histories, origins, and foun-
dational philosophies. This book suggests that at least a part of Western 
herbal medicine is formed gravitationally by the herbs themselves as 
living plants in relationship with the herbalists who prescribe them. 
Meadowsweet, horsetail, yarrow, lady’s mantle, hawthorn, betony, 
black cohosh, sage as well as species not indigenous to the West such 
as the various ginsengs, as living plants and as medicines made from 
them, are in relationships with their herbalists. And this has arguably 
been the case for a long while, meaning that the tradition of Western 
herbal medicine is made up of, at least partly, herbalists’ relationships 
with plants.

The centrality of herbs and their sensual ability to enchant herbal-
ists raises questions about the agency of living plants and of herbal 
medicines. It also raises questions about how the relationship between 
herbalists and plants may be reconceived. There are developments 
in plant sciences as well as in the social sciences and humanities that 
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resonate with the cases and with the current exploration of Western 
herbal medicine, and these will be considered in the later sections of 
this book. Recent work in the plant sciences relates plant physiology 
to spheres of interest that had previously been restricted to the animal 
and human sciences, including the study of behaviour and communica-
tion, raising questions as to how plant intelligence and agency should 
be considered. There are also signs of change in the social sciences and 
humanities, where the journey to nonhumanism, aspects of posthuman-
ism and various ontological turns have permitted the decentring of the 
human to include plant-speci!c concepts such as “plant thinking” and 
“plants as persons”. These new ways of looking at the world resonate, 
to varying degrees, with the cases of individual herbalists discussed, 
and with Western herbal medicine. 

In order to explore Western herbal medicine a route has been chosen 
that starts with what has been largely absent from the limited research 
that has been carried out to date: the voices of herbalists themselves, 
presented as words in “thick” cases. The backbone of the research is 
a narrative approach to gathering interview data, namely that found 
in the biographic narrative interpretative method that allows the sub-
jects to tell their stories without interruption. This minimalist-passive 
approach to interviewing reduces the likelihood of the researcher miss-
ing elements and themes that are important to the subjects. Without 
this method, it is unlikely that the research question would have been 
arrived at. Ethnographic methods were also used to provide both back-
ground information and substantive descriptions, particularly of con-
sultations. The research is then presented as selected cases of individual 
herbalists. 

Part I of the book starts with a look at the fragmented history of 
Western herbal medicine in the UK. It is fragmented because it has 
not had a clari!ed position within the academic !eld of the history of 
medicine, rather than because it has not been persistent, if marginal, 
as a medical practice. The book will then address the political history 
of herbal practice in the UK, which looks at the profession’s !ght for 
survival and recognition, before exploring the profession’s engagement 
with science. The social science research on Western herbal medicine 
is then reviewed, where Nina Nissen’s work resonates with directions 
that will become important for the development of arguments in this 
book. Part II begins with an account of the methodology used. The 
reasons for herbalists being drawn towards studying and practising 
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herbal medicine are then described, with some herbalists having “vis-
ible entryways” that are arguably unsurprising. This is contrasted with 
the “hidden entryway” herbalists, who had various “meetings” with 
plants, often at a young age, including being “called” by plants. These 
accounts are presented here because they form the foundation for this 
book and for the selection of its conceptual orientations, which are then 
described. The starting point for this is Max Weber and his arguments 
about the disenchantment of the modern world. David Abram, Broni-
slaw Szerszynski, and Jane Bennett are then drawn on to suggest that 
enchantment is alive and well in the modern world, including in West-
ern herbal medicine. Josephson-Storm is turned to, in order to suggest 
that, just as the social sciences have historically promoted both human-
ism and looked beyond it, so Western herbal medicine is a patient-cen-
tred practice that radically embraces nonhumans. 

The cases are then presented in part III, !rst the visible entryway 
herbalists and then the hidden entryway herbalists. Each case is !rst 
made up predominantly of the herbalist’s own words, followed by a 
re"ective section that looks at how the entryways relate to the rest of 
the narrative. The book then looks beyond the cases, arguing that it is 
the enchanted meetings with plants, that is, with creatures from another 
kingdom, and with medicines made from them, that allows difference to 
be easily brought into practices and into Western herbal medicine. The 
argument is also made that enchantment is a sensual affective energy 
and is found in both scienti!c and traditional approaches to practice, 
with both often easily existing within the same practitioner. The cases 
are also compared to social science research as well as the history of 
Western herbal medicine and the profession’s engagement with science.

In part IV the enchantment of plants is explored through recent 
developments in plant science and in vegetal philosophy which point, 
respectively, to the enchanting power of similarities and of differences 
between humans and plants. This turn to plants is then situated within 
the growing !eld of critical plant studies and established academic dis-
ciplines before locating this, more broadly, within growing attention to 
the nonhuman in academia. Finally, the implications of increased plant 
agency are considered for understanding Western herbal medicine, 
resulting in the proposal, following Michael Marder, that the concept of 
“grafting” can help us understand something about the agency of herb-
alist-plant-herbal medicine assemblages in Western herbal medicine. 


