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real (i.e. not a mere cataloguing device imposed on the data by the analyst), and
correspond to distinctly bounded groupings of ethnobiological taxa at different
levels of psychological and biological reality according to similar or comparable
internal degrees of variation within a category and external degrees of separation
between categories. His view of rank makes clear that the ethnobiological domain
is discretely partitioned by the folk taxonomist and not perceived in terms of con-
tinuous variation. The high degree of correspondence between native genera and
scientific species is offered as partial proof of the objective reality of natural
discontinuities encoded in folk classifications, whereas instances of
noncorrespondence are attributed to external influence by the cultural domain
(Berlin 1973). Life form (e.g. tree, vine) is defined as the second most inclusive
rank, broadly polytypic, encompassing a few morphotypes, recognized on the basis
of a small number of biocharacters, and perceptually natural although it frequently
crosscuts phylogenetically valid natural categories, such as Family. The generic
category (e.g. oak, maple) is considered the nucleus of the classificatory system,
typically the most numerous category, the first recognized by children, implying
the naturalness and effortlessness with which it is discriminated, named by pri-
mary lexemes, and mostly monotypic. Whereas most folk generics are observed to
be taxonomically included within taxa of life form rank, a minority of folk gener-
ics appears to be conceptually unaffiliated to life forms. Berlin accounts for the
taxonomic irregularity of the unaffiliated generics as resulting from morphologi-
cal aberrance (e.g. bromeliads) or special economic importance (e.g. cultigens)
(Berlin 1974, 1992).

An early alternative viewpoint to the universalist, intellectualist and objectiv-
ist perspective of Berlin was offered by Ralph Bulmer, who endorses an integral
ecological model of folk biological classification in which the importance of the
specific cultural and natural environment in determining the taxonomic space is
emphasized (Bulmer 1974:11-2). He considers the higher inclusive taxa (Berlin’s
life forms) as largely variable in configuration because local cultural as well as
perceptual criteria are used to construct the categorizations. In other words, the
generative criteria of categories — cultural significance, use patterns, and ecologi-
cal relationships in addition to morphology and behavior — do not produce
pancultural patterns because they are dependent on culturally and ecologically
specific circumstances which are numerous and variable (Bulmer 1974:20, 1967:6).
The highly inclusive taxa are regarded as logically natural, but they may not al-
ways be biologically natural (Bulmer 1970:1087; cf. Hunn 1987). Instead, Bulmer
argues that biologically natural reality is more closely reflected by the lesser inclu-
sive taxa which he labels the “specieme,” defined as the smallest perceptible natural
discontinuities differentiated lexically. This minimal natural unit is described as
being segregated not by single characters but on the basis of multiple overlapping
definitional criteria: morphological salience, habitat, and behavioral habits such
as nourishment, reproduction, etc. (Bulmer 1967, 1970, 1974). This definition is
nearly identical to Berlin’s concept of the folk generic.

Eugene Hunn (1976) rejects the strict taxonomic framework and instead elabo-
rates a more flexible and process-oriented perceptual model of folk biological
classification, which considers the structural complexity (e.g. taxonomic anoma-
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lies, like taxonomic structures) and variability of folk biological classification sys-
tems to be the product of the empirical perception of the classification space in
different environments. Life form and generic categories are distinguished by es-
sentially different perceptual processes: deduction and induction respectively. The
life form category results from deductive processes in the sense of being monothetic,
defined by a few abstract features, arbitrary, special-purpose, and artificial in a
biological sense. By contrast, the generic category involves induction in being
polythetic, a gestalt (i.e. whole image) pattern abstracted from the sharing of many
concrete attributes, general-purpose, and natural in a logical sense. The natural
perceptual salience of the generic is defined in algebraic terms as the higher criti-
cal ratio (CR) of a taxon or its higher inherent stimulus capacity [CR (t) > CR (t +
n), where +n indicates a taxon including t or included within it] (Hunn 1976:518-
527). Offering an explanation to the ponderable recurrent non-transitivity of certain
reported taxa, Hunn argues that this definition of the generic in terms of CR per-
mits a generic taxon to occupy different ranks depending more on empirical
phenomena than on theoretical axioms: the non-finite boundaries of taxa are gen-
erated by the variable prominence (CR value) of the perceptions. The theoretical
problem of the unaffiliated generic is thus resolved as “a situation in which the
same taxon is both a generic and a life form ... i.e. if CR(x) < CR(y) < CR(z), x, z I y”
(Hunn 1976:520).

Hunn (1987) later qualifies his position somewhat regarding the perceptual,
biological and logical bases of the life form rank. He admits that some life form
taxa, notably “grass”, “bird”, and “fish”, display clearly inductive “configurational
integrity” similar to folk generics whereas other life forms, such as “herb”, “vine”,
“mammal”, and “wug” are indisputably deductive and artificial in nature. Mean-
while, “tree” is considered to occupy an intermediate position in a logical and
biological sense - that is, lacking the natural configurational integrity characteris-
tic of folk generics but nevertheless perceptually compelling. This qualification
implies that the perceptual and logical distinctions between life form and generic
ranks are not as clear-cut as Hunn himself stated earlier, and instead the differ-
ences are more accurately conceived as a continuum ranging from artificial
deduction at one pole to natural induction at the other. Thus the question of what
rank a taxa should be assigned to may not be a simple either-or choice but rather a
matter of degree of conformity to whichever pole.

Robert Randall and Hunn (1984), building upon Hunn'’s earlier perceptual
model, argue that highly inclusive folk biological categories comparable in scope
and function to life forms are motivated by recognition of functional (i.e. utility)
and ecological (i.e. local biodiversity) criteria in addition to perceptual attributes
(i.e. behavior, morphology), and therefore are culturally idiosyncratic constructs.
Randall (1976:543-545, 1987) further elaborates his opposition to universalist and
essentialist taxonomic thinking in stating that the structure of folk biological clas-
sification resembles a perceptual network based on the fuzzy logic of focal or
prototypic categories with extended ranges rather than a rigid hierarchical scheme
conceived vertically in terms of transitive set inclusion and horizontally as mutu-
ally exclusive classes. Prototypicality facilitates the grouping of different organisms
sharing a range of features through inclusion at peripheral positions of the class
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Significant climatic parameters include: considerable diurnal fluctuation of tem-
perature (up to 25°C difference between minima and maxima), ocurrence of frost,
dry atmosphere, high intensity and rapid change of ultraviolet solar radiation,
and strong winds. Such conditions, along with highly drained soils, exacerbate
the potential dehydration of plants and therefore select for species with persistent
foliage and xeromorphic structure, despite the constantly humid weather (Pittier
1929:29; Tamayo 1958:13-15; Cuatrecasas 1968:165; Heldberg 1992:21). High hu-
midity is in fact largely offset by high solar radiation and low atmospheric pressure,
and consequently the vegetation cover is specifically designed for efficient ab-
sorption and storage of water (Guhl 1982:43-44). The high rate of evapotranspiration
induces the slow and stunted growth of many plants — for example, internodal
spaces are often shorter (Pittier 1929:29; Jahn 1931:105; Troll 1968:30), and also
exerts selective pressure on leaf size, shape, and structure. In regards to the latter,
common morphological traits include: spiral arrangements; spatulate, obovate or
oblanceolate overall shapes; lobed or dentate margins; broad apices; pinnate ve-
nation; pubescent or tomentose surfaces; coriaceous (i.e. leathery) texture; and
thickened epidermic cells (Pifano 1961:124; Guhl 1968:208; Mani 1980:130; Azocar
1980:19). Especially common are the so-called “dwarf” and other low volume spe-
cies as well as plant types growing very close to the soil (especially in rocky sites)
in order to maximize the capture of heat energy (Budowski 1968:157), as is typical
of cushion, cespitose (i.e. tufted), and acaulescent (i.e. stemless) plants.

The morphophysiological traits mentioned above overlap not just diverse
phylogenetic classes but also different geographical regions, being most prevalent
in the provenance zones of the contemporary paramo species. Evidence of open
habitats populated by paramo-like vegetation is found in pollen data of the Middle
Eocene (Van der Hammen & Cleef 1986:172). However, it is believed that the most
likely direct precursors of paramo vegetation evolved as early as five million years
ago in the Early Pliocene (Van der Hammen & Cleef 1986:173). The first indica-
tions of a definitely paramo vegetation date to the Late Pliocene or Early Pleistocene
geological periods, around 1.9 million years ago (Van der Hammen 1979:55; Van
der Hammen & Cleef 1986:175, 182), and point to a neotropical origin. Later, bo-
tanical traits originating from the holartic or austral-antarctic regions appear on
the scene (Van der Hammen & Cleef 1986:175; Monasterio 1980:22). Both groups
of plants successfully adapted to the paramo environment, the neotropicals to the
low temperatures and the holartics/austral-antarctics to the tropical thermal re-
gime, in which the diurnal range of temperature far exceeds the annual range.

It is the neotropical Caulirrosula life form (perennial caulescent rosette) that is
of most interest to us here. The presence of this plant type distinguishes the high
elevation ecosystems of the tropics from those of the temperate latitudes (Smith
1981:1). Smith (1981) affirms that it evolved independently in the high mountain
belts of Eastern Africa (Senecio, Carduus, and Lobelia), South America (Espeletia and
Puya), Hawaii (Argyroxiphium), and New Guinea (Cyathea), but is not found in the
extra-tropical highlands. In the Northern Andes, it is represented primarily by
members of the genus Espeletia (Asteraceae), and is deemed the most distinctive
biotype of the paramo biome (Cuatrecasas 1968:167, 1979, 1976:43-4). This plant
appears in the form of large rosettes (10 to 100 cm diameter), with whitish-grayish
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Micarache. Additionally, 40 children aged four to 12 (18 girls and 22 boys) from
these two localities and another paramo community, Gavidia (Southern Range),
were interviewed individually about the most salient paramo plants. Three kinds
of data were thus obtained: botanical material (plant specimen collections), oral
ethnographic data (interviews about ethnobotanical topics), and behavioral eth-
nographic data gathered through daily participant observation with the Parameros.
A total of 1121 botanical samples were collected with 23 paramero collaborators in
the Northern Range and 27 collaborators in the Southern Range. The samples were
deposited in the Manuel Ovalles Herbarium at the Venezuelan Central University
and have been partially identified by the curator, Stephen Tillett. The interviews
account for the core of the data on which the present paper is based and covered a
range of ethnobotanical topics and techniques: free association listing of plant
names, recording of nomenclature and activity signatures during plant collection
trips, queries about the morphological characters and ecological ranges of par-
ticular plant types, and free ranging conversations dealing with plants held within
the household compounds. In addition to direct questions about particular plants,
the Parameros were also asked to define the paramo environment, through a set of
circumscribed questions such as: “What is the paramo?”, “What characteristics of
the environment (landscape, animals, plants, etc.) define the paramo?”, “Where
does the paramo begin? and end?”. All but one Paramero (98.9%) mentioned the
frailejon as the most characteristic environmental feature, in reference to the entire
range of salient features (and not just botanical parameters) of this ecosystem.

From the beginning of fieldwork, it became evident that the Parameros are
well acquainted with the extreme climatic conditions of the paramo (wide daily
temperature fluctuations, frost, constantly high humidity, etc.) and how these in-
fluence or nurture particular plants that grow almost exclusively in this
environment. Plant gathering is a daily activity among the Parameros and most
people possess an impressive knowledge of a large number of the plants inhabit-
ing their local environment. No significant differences in plant knowledge
according to gender were detected, although systematic comparisons were not
made. Although there is no formal method of teaching local botanical knowledge,
the elderly impart their wisdom to the younger generation during trips moving
livestock to new grazing ranges, working distant farm lots, and plant gathering
excursions. The latter activity is oriented to finding plants for household use and
for sale in rural and urban markets, where considerable demand exists for certain
specimens, especially medicinal plants.

PARAMERO CLASSIFICATION OF THE FRAILEJON

Analysis of the data supports the belief that the daily close contact of the
Parameros with plants stimulates alternative ethnobotanical classifications orga-
nized on the basis of three distinct semantic dimensions: morphological, ecological
(or contextual), and utilitarian. This three-part classification system reflects the
different ways that plants can be cognitively distinguished or associated and is
productive and flexible by nature, thus easily permitting the people to situate (or
add) any plant (including new ones) they encounter within their botanical
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encyclopedia. All Parameros possess a basic or core knowledge of their plant
environment, meaning that a large number of plants are commonly identified and
named by everyone. However, this basic knowledge is mediated by an individual’s
particular life experience with the flora (Lépez 1991).

The frailejon is the first plant group learned and apprehended by children. It
was among the first five kinds of plants mentioned by 87% of the 40 children inter-
viewed, and among the first 10 plants stated by all respondents. Furthermore, the
frailejon was also considered to be the single most representative plant of the
“paramo proper” habitat. We hypothesize that the extreme overall salience of this
plant is enhanced by the combined effect of it being regarded as simultaneously
salient on morphological, utilitarian, and ecological grounds. Thus the frailejon is
cognitively outstanding due to its highly distinct form, multiple uses in the
Parameros’ everyday life, and floristic conspicuousness (i.e. numerical dominance
within the vegetal community). Almost the entire sample of adults interviewed
underlined its pronounced importance from all three points of view. The classifi-
cation of the frailejon from each point of view and the significance of each
dimension for the rank determination of this folk botanical category will be con-
sidered next.

Morphological Classification.— According to Paramero oral tradition, the group
of plants called frailején acquired its name as a result of its perceived similarity to
a friar walking partially hidden by the fog or mist. As this etymological tale would
suggest, it is our argument that the frailején taxonomic group is perceived by the
Parameros as a complex yet unitary (i.e. gestalt) image, thus similar to the way
folk generics are normally perceived. At the same time, however, other cognitive
features of this class suggest it corresponds to the rank of life form. We argue that
one reason for this case of cognitive complexity (and indeed ambiguity) is the fact
that perception of group distinguishing morphological features actually occurs at
two levels of abstraction. On one hand, the Parameros recognize global attributes
such as size, shape, and texture that correspond to abstract attributes (cf. Hunn
1976:509) and usually define segregates of larger inclusivity. We contend that this
process (deduction) generates the frailején category as a fundamentum divisionis
(Atran 1993). The second level focuses on the concatenation of unique structural
parts of the plants, like flowers or inflorescence, pubescent or tomentose leaves,
stemless (acaulescent) or ligneous stems (monocaule), succulence and depth of
roots or rhizome, as well as altitude above sea level where the plant habitually
grows. The referential features here are equivalent to concrete attributes (Hunn
1976) and usually generate segregates of lesser inclusivity corresponding to the
minimal discontinuities in nature (cf. Berlin et al. 1974) of the conceptual form
described as fundamentum relationis (Atran 1993). However, we intend to show
that such relational (or inductive) processes also form a core part of the organiza-
tion of the frailején taxon in a higher inclusive sense. In sum, our analysis of the
frailejon as a morphology-based folk botanical taxon identifies both divisional
and relational conceptual processes as responsible for the category generation.

The taxonomic status of frailején in relation to the other higher inclusive rank
categories of the Paramero botanical classification system clearly suggests its place-
ment at this higher taxonomic level. The Paramero life forms uncovered by the
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FIGURE 3.- Taxonomic Representation of the Frailejon Folk Category
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Nomenclaturally, the entire class can be designated by the primary lexeme of
frailejon. At a lesser inclusive level, frailejon also names the class prototype or
focal taxon, identified botanically as Espeletia schultzii. This taxon may also be called
frailejon comiin, f. chiquito, or f. de embojotar queso, but this binomiality is op-
tional and it is more commonly omitted. We have designated this taxon as the
class prototype due to the fact that a large number of our paramero collaborators
explicitly identified it as the “true frailejon” or “proper frailejon”. The other lesser
inclusive taxa are named by simple unproductive primary lexemes (e.g. arrastrada,
tutana, tauco, and chirique),> complex productive primary lexemes (e.g. frailején-
cito and frailejénote),? secondary lexemes (e.g. f. amarillo, f. dorado, f. e’indio,
etc.), unnamed or covert categories (familia de frailejon and sin nombre), and
tertiary lexeme constructions (e.g. f. amarillo fino, f. amarillo grueso, f. amarillo
grande, etc.). Nomenclature is not, however, a consistent indicator of taxonomic
level since both primary and secondary lexemes contrast at the first lower inclu-
sive level, whereas primary, secondary, and tertiary lexemes contrast at the lowest
inclusive level. Furthermore, the primary lexeme frailejéncito is actually
polysemous, referring in one case to a polytypic class composed of species of the
Gnaphalium and Lucilia genera and in the other case to the monotypic taxon also
known as f. morado, made up of various species of the Orithrophium genus.

A strictly taxonomic model of the frailejon group, as depicted in figure 3, un-
derestimates the true complexity of the internal structure of this folk category. A
consideration of the contrast and combination of diagnostic attributes used to dis-
tinguish the different types of frailejon is necessary in order to get a better grasp
of the variable perceptual distances among different taxa and to appreciate our
claim that this folk category encompasses elements of both life form and generic
ranks. Table 1 presents a list of the diagnostic morphological, ecological and utili-
tarian attributes according to each folk taxon. The inventory of specific
morphological attributes found in this table (second column) can be analyzed in
terms of thirteen abstract (i.e. widely applicable) attributes or dimensions of op-
positional contrast: (i) plant shape (rosette or not), (i) plant size (large vs. small),
(iii) plant stem habit (acaulescent vs. stemmed), (iv) leaf color, (v) leaf length or
size (short vs. long, thick vs. thin), (vi) leaf toughness (tough vs. bland), (vii) leaf
texture (tomentose vs. pubescent), (viii) flower color, (ix) flower stem (scapose vs.
nonscapose), (x) flower texture (hairy vs. smooth), (xi) flower disposition (com-
pound vs. noncompound), (xii) root toughness, and (xiii) root size. Certain
attributes are sometimes transparently named in secondary lexemes indicating
lower inclusive taxa; for example, color (f. amarillo, f. plateado, f. morado, f. dorado,
etc.), size (f. gigante, f. chiquito, etc.) and texture (f. motoso, f. tieso, etc.). Produc-
tive secondary lexemes reflecting the cultural context (f. e“indio, f. cigarrén, etc.),
as opposed to ecological context, were also recorded. Taxa at the lowest inclusive
taxa are usually distinguished by nomenclature referring to the attributes of leaf
size and color (e.g. f. amarillo grande, f. amarillo fino, f. dorado fino, f. plateado
grueso, tutana blanca). The typical ecological range, mainly referring to different
altitudinal levels, of the plant constitutes another important defining feature (see
third column) but this is rarely expressed in the nomenclature (to be discussed
below). The distribution of morphological attributes within the set of segregates is






TABLE 1. Continued
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FIGURE 4.- Nonflowering Individual of the Frailejon comiin (Espeletia schultzii).
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not entirely even or random. Notice that several specific attributes are more widely
distributed among numerous members of the group, namely: rosette shapes,
acaulescence, pubescent leaves, white-silver-green colored leaves, and scapose
flowers. These are in effect the dominant morphological attributes that define the
entire grouping, and indeed their clustered yet variable distribution throughout
the class point to the existence of a prototypical gradient. The frailejon (comiin) is
characterized as an acaulescent rosette, with long (5-100 cm) whitish-grayish firm
pubescent basal leaves, yellow scapose compound flower, and grows up to ap-
proximately one meter high (see Figure 4). Thus the morphological makeup of the
focal taxon largely coincides with the attributes that are found to be dominant
throughout the entire class.

The varying significance of the abstract attributes among different taxa within
the group, the existence of a class prototype, and the implied class membership
gradient point us toward the generic-like (i.e. configurational set) aspects of this
life form-like category. However, the perceptual complexity and indeed ambigu-
ity of this category, whether generic or life form, became apparent to us during
interviews in which we asked our Paramero collaborators to name the defining
features of the frailejon group in general and the prototypic frailején in particu-
lar. On one hand, a number of them were simply unable to abstract single
morphological features and suggested that the most appropriate way to know the
plant is simply to look at it, thus implying that they apprehend the group as a
gestalt-like totality. On the other hand, a minority of people did point out some
abstract attributes, such as plant shape, referring particularly to the rosette ar-
rangement (“una mata redonda que se abre desde el centro” ‘a round plant that
opens from the center’), the pubescent leaf (lanosa ‘wooly’, algodonosa ‘cotton-
like’, cobijosa ‘blanket-like’), and /or the scapose flower (flores altas ‘tall flowers’).
Such expressions seem to provide us with a divisional (i.e. positive and opposed)
type of contrast with the other so-called life forms.

An examination of the variable distribution of attributes among the different
types of frailején permits us to chart the pattern of graded membership (i.e. per-
ceptual distance from the prototype) within this grouping. Gradations may be
observed in terms of particular attributes: stem habit (or height), for example, ranges
from acaulescent (pega’o al suelo, ‘attached to the ground’) (e.g. f. comiin E. Schultzii;
f. dorado E. aurantia; f. mora’o O. venezuelense, O. limnophilum; f. motoso L. Longifolia;
f. motu’o G. Antennarioides) to monocaule (e.g. f. largo G. moritzianum; f. gigante E.
alba; f. platea’o E. Floccosa; f. e’indio E. cf. lindenii) to tree-like (up to 3 meters tall)
(e.g. frailejonote P. venezuelae; f. de arbolito E. neriifolia). But, due to the multiple
overlapping of certain attributes, the distance of a taxon from the prototype can
also be interpreted as a function of the number of attributes that it does not share
with the prototype, as depicted in figure 5. Those taxa (tutana, f. largo, frailejonote,
f. fabrica lanuda, f. morado, f. de arbolito, frailejoncito, and f. cigarrén) shown
within the outer ring of the concentric circle drawing, labeled as “generic con-
trast”, differ from the focal frailejon (comiin) by five or more specific attributes.
We consider that this number of differences adds up to a configurational gap of
gestalt-like proportions, instantaneously appreciated from its general aspect, and
thus similar if not equal to the contrast between distinct folk generics. Those taxa
(f. dorado, f. tieso, f. gigante, f. lanoso, f. de algodon and f. casco e’burro) depicted
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the class prototype by no more than one or two specific attributes, noticed by
detailed inspection, and therefore correspond to the expected difference between
folk specifics. Within some of the small circles, we have drawn even smaller circles
to indicate inclusive subordinate taxa. Taxa at this level are distinguished
nomenclaturally by a tertiary lexeme (e.g. f. plateado fino, f. plateado grueso) that
refers to a very specific formal attribute, and thus are similar to what Berlin has
called folk varietals. Finally, the taxa belonging to the far extended range of the
class (viravira, familia de frailejon and sin nombre) are shown in a smaller par-
tially tangent, slightly overlapping circle.

Ecological Classification.— The strong cognitive association of the frailejon with the
paramo landscape is reflected in the use of ecological attributes to define the higher
inclusive class as well as to distinguish among the lower inclusive taxa. By eco-
logical attributes, we mean the habitat of the plant as expressed in terms of
altitudinal range, geological features, humidity conditions, or interspecific asso-
ciations. The ecological parameter may in fact be more important than
morphological criteria when it comes to conceptualizing the entire grouping of
plants, for the most common answer to our question about what are the defining
features of the frailejon was that it is a plant that grows exclusively in cold envi-
ronments and uniquely in the paramo. Thus a higher level of consensus could be
observed regarding the ecological definition of the frailejon as opposed to the
naming of diagnostic morphological traits.

The frailején not only stands out as the most ubiquitous and conspicuous
biotype in the paramo, but it is also common to find more than one species inhab-
iting the same area. The prototypical Espeletia schultzii displays the broadest
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FIGURE 6.- A Typical Paramo Landscape Dominated by Frailején Plants.
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leaves; acaulescence or monocaulescence, etc.). The degree of contrast among lower
level taxa thus ranges from folk specific-sized to generic-sized gaps. The finding
of generic-like perceptual contrasts at the lower inclusive level gives further weight
to the claim that the higher inclusive category of frailejon approximates the rank
of life form and should not be considered as merely an unaffiliated generic. In
other words, the solution of double indexing this taxon at both ranks must be
ruled out on empirical grounds. Furthermore, when describing the affinity of more
distant taxa to the prototype, Parameros tend to speak of one to a few abstractable
attributes such as long whitish hairy leaves, scapose flowers/inflorescences, and
acaulescence. This sort of deductive discrimination for purposes of associating
perceptually more distant taxa with the prototype implies that a divisional con-
trast between the higher inclusive grouping and other higher inclusive categories,
however latent, is in fact being made. We have also observed that individual mor-
phological attributes of the frailejon are sometimes abstracted in order to provide
a reference mark for describing other plants, such as ‘this plant is round or has
woolly leaves, like the frailejon’.

The prototypic structure of the higher inclusive frailejon segregate and the
range of variable perceptual contrasts among lower inclusive taxa provide a chal-
lenge to Berlin’s (1992:31) previous definition of rank as “comparably sized
perceptual gaps.” In short, we believe that a model of rank based on rigid notions
of perceptual discreteness and category boundedness is unable to explain the em-
pirical complexity observed in the frailejon concept. In our opinion, a continuum
concept of rank provides a better fit between model and data in the case studied
here. That is because it is more consistent with the concept of graded category
membership and more importantly is more capable of accounting for certain higher
inclusive biological taxa whose perceptual salience is more natural or integral than
others. Regarding the latter point, we concur with Hunn's (1987) observation that
some higher inclusive (i.e. life form) categories are as perceptually natural as folk
generic categories or somewhere in between, and propose that the frailejon is one
of them. This finding in turn supports the position that perceptual salience is con-
trived more as an empirical issue rather than a theoretical axiom, and therefore
the particular biological, ecological and cultural context is a potentially important
influence on the structure and depth of ethnobiological rank observed in different
cultural settings.

Accordingly, we offer an empirical ecological explanation of the paradoxical,
rank-crossing mode of classifying the frailejon group. Our explanation focuses on
the peculiar evolutionary and biogeographical history of this plant grouping within
the paramo biome. Cuatrecasas (1986:274) has written that the original center of
the Espeletiinae (Asteraceae, tribe Heliantheae) is found in the Venezuelan Andes,
in the Cordillera de Mérida. It is well known that centers of origin of biological
genera and species are marked by high diversification of organisms within a rela-
tively compact area. Diversification is attributed to the fact that processes of
speciation are assumed to have longer histories (i.e. more time in which to diver-
sify) in these regions. Where the process of diversification is older and more
advanced one should also expect to find a greater range of differences among
species since some specific distinctions reflect relatively recent separations while
others are the result of more ancient separations. Thus some species of frailejon/
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