Book Reference:
Herbal Medicine,
page 180.

Puzzling Plants

ANY HUNDREDS OF YEARS before Linnaeus

developed our current system of classification

(back in 1753), Muslim scientists were collecting
vast numbers of plant species and sorting them according to
their uses. Their knowledge of herbal medicines was extensive
and impressive, and coupled with access to information on
earlier attempts to classify plants, they developed sophisticated
methods of classifying the living world. One Muslim scientist
— Ibn al-Baytar of Malaga, Muslim Spain - studied 3000 plant
species and their medical properties, and recorded his findings
in a vast encyclopedia. The scientific skill of ‘try it and write
what it does’ goes back a long way! In this activity, students
classify useful plants before exploring the pros and cons of
herbal medicine in today’s world.

Curriculum links

11-14 QCA 7d - variation and classification

« compare different styles of recording observations
« explore different ways of classifying living things
QCA 9m - investigating scientific questions

« consider the strength of evidence in relation to the
question investigated

Learning objectives

Students will:
o Learn about the pioneering work of Muslim scientists on plant
classification

« Explore the pros and cons of herbal medicine in today’s world

Running the activity

Starting the activity

Display Activity 5a (either projected or as an OHT). Point out the
differences in plant knowledge between pre-Enlightenment Europeans and
scientists from the Muslim world.

Ask students, in small groups, to

o discuss the three questions at the bottom of the page

o classify the plants on cards made from Activity 5b into sensible groups
Encourage students to draw out these points in their discussions: plants
were used as remedies, for food, clothing and building; Muslim scientists
were particularly interested in recording the medicinal properties of plants;
they used the skills of collecting, observing, recording data and classifying.




Running the activity continued...

Encourage students to try different methods of classifying the plants on
the cards; part way through this activity, reveal that Muslim scientists were
particularly interested in classifying plants according to remedy, and get
students to try doing this themselves.

Running the main part of the activity

Ask students - either individually or in small groups - to read the
information ‘from the packets’ of herbal and conventional remedies
(Activity 5c¢, 5d, 5e), decide which ones they would choose if required, and
justify their choices. Their answers can be used to discuss issues such as:

1. How do we know the remedies are effective (what evidence is there)?

2. Perceptions about herbal remedies being more natural or ‘better’ than
artificial ones, especially with the sleeping pills example where the
active chemicals in both the herbal and the conventional medicine are
essentially the same (alkaloids)

3. Should we always use drugs (natural or artificial) anyway?

Ask students to prepare for the debate, as described on Activity 5f. Make
sure you have some students planning to speak for each ‘side’! Then run
one large debate or get students debating in small groups.

Running the plenary
Lead a discussion to bring out the following points:

o Much of what scientists do today is trial and error

 Hundreds of years ago Muslim medics and plant scientists gathered
vast amounts of knowledge about plants. Many of their findings are still
useful in today’s world

Web links

http://observer.guardian.co.uk/magazine/story/0,11913,1157031,00.html
This is an article discussing the new EU regulations (from a particular
viewpoint!)
http://www.muslimheritage.com/topics/default.cfm?articleID=525

More details about the work of the Muslim scientists in this activity

http://muslimheritage.com/topics/default.cfm?ArticleID=515
An article about agricultural developments in the Muslim world
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