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Abstract 

The tribal communities of India harbor an extensive and unique knowledge of medicinal plants, passed down through 

generations and deeply intertwined with their cultural heritage. This ethnobotanical survey investigates the medicinal 

plants used by various tribal groups across India, aiming to document the species, their local names, parts used, preparation 

methods, and therapeutic applications. The study employed field surveys, interviews with traditional healers, and an in-

depth review of ethnobotanical literature to capture the rich tapestry of plant-based knowledge that continues to play a 

crucial role in tribal healthcare systems. More than 100 plant species were identified, each with specific uses ranging from 

common ailments like fever and digestive disorders to more complex conditions such as diabetes, malaria, and 

inflammatory diseases. The findings underscore the critical role of traditional healers who utilize these plants in their day-

to-day medical practices, often blending rituals and spiritual beliefs with physical treatments. The study also highlights 

the cultural and ecological importance of these medicinal plants, revealing how their use is not just about health but is 

also deeply connected to the tribes' spiritual beliefs and way of life. Despite the rich diversity of this knowledge, there are 

growing concerns over its survival, as rapid modernization, habitat loss, and diminishing interest among younger 

generations threaten to erode this invaluable cultural asset. The survey calls attention to the urgent need for conservation 

efforts that protect both the plants and the traditional knowledge systems that sustain them. Additionally, it advocates for 

the integration of this indigenous wisdom into mainstream medicine, promoting sustainable utilization and the potential 

development of novel therapeutic agents. By documenting the ethnobotanical practices of tribal communities, this study 

aims to provide a foundation for future research in pharmacognosy, conservation, and the sustainable development of 

plant-based medicines. It also emphasizes the importance of protecting indigenous knowledge rights and ensuring that 

tribal communities benefit from the use and commercialization of their traditional resources. Ultimately, this paper seeks 

to illuminate the vast potential of tribal ethnobotany in addressing contemporary health challenges and contributing to 

global medicinal plant knowledge. 
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Introduction 

India, with its rich cultural and biological diversity, is home to over 700 tribal communities, constituting approximately 

8.6% of the country’s total population. These tribal groups are dispersed across various regions, from the dense forests of 

the Western Ghats and the northeastern hills to the arid landscapes of Rajasthan and the central highlands of Madhya 

Pradesh and Chhattisgarh. For centuries, these communities have relied on the natural environment for their sustenance, 

shelter, and, most significantly, their healthcare needs. Among the most valuable aspects of their cultural heritage is the 

traditional knowledge of medicinal plants, which continues to play a vital role in tribal health and wellbeing. Ethnobotany, 

the study of the relationship between people and plants, particularly in indigenous contexts, offers valuable insights into 

how these tribal communities interact with their natural surroundings. Tribal knowledge of medicinal plants is not merely 

an aspect of folk medicine; it represents a holistic approach to health that integrates physical, spiritual, and ecological 

dimensions. Traditional healers, often referred to as Vaidyas, Pujaris, or Bhomas, serve as custodians of this ancient 

wisdom, using medicinal plants to treat a wide range of ailments—from common colds and digestive issues to more 

complex diseases such as diabetes, cancer, and mental health disorders. The significance of documenting this 

ethnobotanical knowledge cannot be overstated. As the world faces mounting healthcare challenges, including the rise of 

drug-resistant pathogens and the increasing prevalence of chronic diseases, traditional medicinal plants offer a largely 

untapped reservoir of bioactive compounds with potential therapeutic benefits. Furthermore, the World Health 

Organization (WHO) has recognized the importance of traditional medicine, urging the integration of these practices into 

modern healthcare systems to promote more inclusive and sustainable healthcare solutions. 
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However, the traditional knowledge of tribal communities is under severe threat due to rapid socio-economic changes, 

deforestation, environmental degradation, and the encroachment of modern lifestyles. Younger generations, influenced 

by urbanization and modern education, often show less interest in traditional practices, leading to a gradual erosion of this 

knowledge. In addition, the commercialization of medicinal plants, often without adequate benefit-sharing with 

indigenous communities, poses ethical and ecological challenges, further endangering both the plants and the wisdom 

associated with them. This study aims to conduct a comprehensive ethnobotanical survey of medicinal plants used by 

tribal communities in India. By documenting the species used, methods of preparation, and the cultural context of their 

use, this research seeks to preserve this invaluable knowledge for future generations. The survey covers diverse tribal 

regions, including the Western Ghats, Eastern Himalayas, and central Indian tribal belts, to capture the vast range of plant-

based therapies employed by these communities. 

 

The objectives of this study are threefold:  

1. Documentation of Medicinal Plants: To identify and document the medicinal plants used by various tribal groups, 

including local names, parts used, preparation techniques, and specific therapeutic applications. 

2. Cultural and Ecological Significance: To explore the cultural, spiritual, and ecological dimensions of medicinal plant 

use, highlighting the intricate relationship between tribal communities and their natural environment. 

3. Conservation and Integration with Modern Medicine: To advocate for the conservation of both the medicinal plants 

and the traditional knowledge associated with them and to explore ways in which this indigenous knowledge can be 

integrated into modern healthcare practices. 

 

By providing a detailed account of the medicinal plants used by India’s tribal communities, this study aims to contribute 

to the broader understanding of ethnobotany and its relevance in contemporary medicine. The findings have implications 

for biodiversity conservation, sustainable healthcare, and the protection of indigenous knowledge rights, emphasizing the 

need to value and preserve these cultural treasures amidst the challenges of modernity. 

 

Documentation of Medicinal Plants 

The study was conducted through a combination of field surveys, direct interviews with tribal healers (locally known as 

Vaidyas, Pujaris, or Bhomas), and a review of existing ethnobotanical literature. Surveys were carried out in key tribal 

regions, including the Western Ghats, Eastern Himalayas, and central tribal belts of Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and 

Odisha. Data collection involved identifying plants, recording local names, parts used, preparation methods, and specific 

ailments treated. The authenticity of the data was cross-verified with secondary sources, including herbarium collections 

and botanical texts. The documentation of medicinal plants used by tribal communities in India is a critical step in 

preserving traditional knowledge and understanding the therapeutic potential of these plants. The ethnobotanical survey 

covered diverse tribal regions, including the Western Ghats, Eastern Himalayas, and central tribal belts of Madhya 

Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, and Odisha. Through field surveys, interviews with traditional healers, and a review of existing 

ethnobotanical literature, the study identified over 100 medicinal plant species commonly used by various tribal groups. 

This section elaborates on the key aspects of this documentation, including the identification of plant species, their local 

names, plant parts used, preparation methods, and specific therapeutic applications. 

 

Identification and Local Names 

Each tribal community has its own unique nomenclature for medicinal plants, often reflecting the plant’s appearance, 

habitat, or primary use. For instance, Andrographis paniculata is commonly known as “Kalmegh” among the tribes in 

Odisha and Chhattisgarh, highlighting its association with treating fevers. The documentation process involved recording 

these local names, which are crucial for understanding how knowledge is passed down orally and ensuring accurate 

identification in traditional contexts. Botanical identification was conducted in collaboration with local healers and 

verified through herbarium samples and taxonomic references. 

 

Parts Used and Preparation Methods 

The therapeutic efficacy of medicinal plants often depends on the specific parts used, which may include leaves, roots, 

bark, seeds, flowers, or the whole plant. Different parts of the same plant can serve distinct medicinal purposes. For 

example, the root of Withania somnifera (Ashwagandha) is primarily used for stress relief and enhancing stamina, while 

the leaves may be employed for topical applications to treat skin conditions. The documentation focused on detailing 

which plant parts are used and their preparation methods, as these vary significantly across regions and healers. Preparation 

techniques are diverse and adapted to the available resources.  
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Fig 1: Select Medicinal Plants in Tribal Regions of India 

 

Common methods include: 

1. Decoction: Boiling plant parts in water to extract the active compounds, often used for leaves, stems, and roots. For 

instance, Tinospora cordifolia (Giloy) stems are boiled to create a decoction that is consumed to boost immunity and 

treat fevers. 
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2. Infusion: Soaking plant parts in hot water without boiling, commonly used for delicate flowers or leaves that lose 

potency when boiled, such as the infusion of Ocimum sanctum (Tulsi) leaves for respiratory issues. 

3. Powdering and Mixing: Drying and grinding plant parts into a fine powder, which is then mixed with other substances 

like honey, milk, or water. This method is often used for roots and barks, such as the powdered fruit of Terminalia 

chebula (Haritaki) used as a laxative. 

4. Topical Applications: Using plant pastes or poultices directly on the skin to treat wounds, burns, or skin infections. 

For example, the rhizome paste of Curcuma longa (Turmeric) is applied as an antiseptic. 

5. Smoking and Fumigation: Burning plant parts and inhaling the smoke or using the smoke for disinfecting spaces. 

Datura stramonium leaves, for instance, are sometimes used in fumigation rituals to alleviate asthma symptoms. 

 

Specific Therapeutic Applications 

The therapeutic applications of medicinal plants documented in this study are extensive, covering a wide range of common 

and complex ailments. Traditional healers have developed intricate knowledge of plant combinations and dosages, often 

tailored to individual needs. Below are some key examples of medicinal plants and their uses: 

 

1. Andrographis paniculata (Kalmegh): 

- Uses: Known for its bitter properties, it is widely used to treat fevers, malaria, and liver disorders. 

- Preparation: Leaves and stems are boiled, and the decoction is consumed twice daily. 

- Cultural Note: Often considered a 'miracle herb' for its wide-ranging benefits among the tribes of Odisha. 

 

2. Curcuma longa (Turmeric): 

- Uses: Anti-inflammatory, antiseptic, and used for treating wounds, skin diseases, and respiratory ailments. 

- Preparation: Rhizome is ground into a paste for topical use or boiled in milk for internal consumption. 

- Cultural Note: Ritualistically used in purification and healing ceremonies across multiple tribal cultures. 

 

3. Tinospora cordifolia (Giloy): 

- Uses: Known as a powerful immune booster, antipyretic, and anti-diabetic. 

- Preparation: The stem is boiled to create a bitter decoction that is consumed regularly. 

- Cultural Note: Revered as ‘Amrita’ or the nectar of immortality in tribal folklore. 

 

4. Emblica officinalis (Amla): 

- Uses: Rich in vitamin C, it is used to enhance immunity, treat digestive disorders, and as a general tonic. 

- Preparation: Fruits are often eaten raw, dried, or as part of herbal formulations with other medicinal plants. 

- Cultural Note: Associated with longevity and often consumed during festivals in tribal regions of Madhya Pradesh. 

 

5. Rauvolfia serpentina (Sarpagandha): 

- Uses: Traditionally used for treating hypertension, insomnia, and snake bites. 

- Preparation: Roots are powdered and taken in small doses; caution is exercised due to its potent effects. 

- Cultural Note: Valued as a sacred plant with protective properties against evil spirits in several tribal communities. 

 

6. Ocimum sanctum (Tulsi): 

- Uses: Widely used for respiratory issues, infections, and as a general health promoter. 

- Preparation: Leaves are chewed raw, boiled in teas, or used in poultices. 

- Cultural Note: Considered holy and often planted around tribal homes as a protective herb. 

 

Role of Traditional Healers 

Traditional healers play a pivotal role in maintaining and transmitting ethnobotanical knowledge. Healers often inherit 

their skills through familial lines or rigorous apprenticeships, learning not just the medicinal properties of plants but also 

the spiritual and ritualistic aspects of healing. They act as vital links between the community and its natural environment, 

preserving the cultural heritage of plant use. Interviews revealed that healers possess not only a deep understanding of the 

medicinal plants but also the ecological wisdom of sustainable harvesting practices that ensure the availability of these 

plants for future generations. 

 

Challenges in Documentation 

Despite the rich diversity of medicinal plant knowledge among tribal communities, the documentation process faces 

several challenges. Language barriers, the secretive nature of traditional healers, and the remote locations of many tribal 

groups make comprehensive documentation difficult. Furthermore, there is a risk of knowledge loss as younger 

generations increasingly turn away from traditional practices. This highlights the urgency of recording and preserving this 

knowledge before it is irreversibly lost. The documentation of medicinal plants used by Indian tribal communities reveals 
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a wealth of traditional knowledge that is not only scientifically valuable but also culturally significant. These plants, with 

their diverse therapeutic applications, reflect centuries of indigenous experimentation and adaptation. Preserving this 

knowledge is critical not just for the benefit of the tribal communities but also for the broader field of medicinal research, 

conservation, and sustainable healthcare development. 

 

Table 1: Medicinal Plants and Their Uses in Tribal Regions of India 

Plant Name Local Name Tribal Region Parts Used 
Preparation 

Methods 

Therapeutic 

Applications 
Cultural Notes 

Andrographis 

paniculata 
Kalmegh 

Odisha, 

Chhattisgarh 
Leaves, Stems Decoction 

Fever, Malaria, 

Liver Disorders 

Considered a 

'miracle herb' in 

tribal folklore. 

Curcuma longa Turmeric All over India Rhizome 
Paste, Boiling 

in milk 

Wounds, 

Inflammation, 

Respiratory 

Issues 

Used in 

purification and 

healing 

ceremonies. 

Tinospora 

cordifolia 
Giloy 

Odisha, 

Maharashtra 
Stem Decoction 

Immunity 

Booster, Anti-

diabetic, 

Antipyretic 

Revered as 

‘Amrita’ or 

nectar of 

immortality. 

Emblica 

officinalis 
Amla 

Madhya 

Pradesh, 

Rajasthan 

Fruit 
Raw, Powder, 

Juice 

Immunity, 

Digestion, 

General Tonic 

Associated with 

longevity, used 

in festivals. 

Rauvolfia 

serpentina 
Sarpagandha 

Assam, West 

Bengal 
Root Powder 

Hypertension, 

Insomnia, 

Snake Bites 

Sacred plant 

believed to 

protect against 

evil spirits. 

Ocimum 

sanctum 
Tulsi All over India Leaves Infusion, Paste 

Respiratory 

Issues, 

Infections, 

General Health 

Holy plant, 

grown around 

homes for 

protection. 

Terminalia 

chebula 
Haritaki 

Jharkhand, 

Odisha 
Fruit 

Powder, 

Infusion 

Laxative, 

Digestive 

Health 

Regarded as the 

'King of 

Medicine' in 

Ayurveda. 

Withania 

somnifera 
Ashwagandha 

Rajasthan, 

Madhya 

Pradesh 

Root, Leaves 
Powder, 

Decoction 

Stress Relief, 

Stamina, Skin 

Conditions 

Used in rituals 

for health and 

vitality. 

Azadirachta 

indica 
Neem All over India Leaves, Bark Paste, Infusion 

Skin Disorders, 

Antiseptic, 

Anti-

inflammatory 

Used in sacred 

rituals, known 

as a purifier. 

Centella 

asiatica 
Brahmi Northeast India Whole Plant 

Infusion, 

Decoction 

Memory 

Enhancement, 

Anxiety Relief 

Used in mental 

health rituals 

and for brain 

health. 

Bacopa 

monnieri 
Brahmi Northeast India Leaves 

Decoction, 

Infusion 

Cognitive 

Function, Stress 

Relief 

Valued for 

enhancing 

mental clarity in 

rituals. 

Aegle 

marmelos 
Bael Central India Fruit, Bark 

Juice, 

Decoction 

Digestive 

Disorders, 

Respiratory 

Ailments 

Used in 

religious rituals 

for protection. 

Plumbago 

zeylanica 
Chitrak Central India Root Paste, Infusion 

Skin Diseases, 

Digestive Issues 

Involved in 

traditional 

ceremonies for 

healing. 
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Clerodendrum 

serratum 
Bharangi Western Ghats Roots, Leaves 

Decoction, 

Paste 

Respiratory 

Disorders, 

Cough 

Used in 

traditional lung-

clearing rituals. 

Adhatoda 

vasica 
Vasaka Northeast India 

Leaves, 

Flowers 

Decoction, 

Infusion 

Asthma, 

Bronchitis, 

Cough 

Leaves used in 

rituals for 

respiratory 

health. 

 

Cultural Significance and Threats 

The study highlights the cultural and spiritual significance of these medicinal plants among tribal communities. Traditional 

healers often incorporate rituals and spiritual beliefs in their healing practices, which are seen as integral to the treatment 

process. However, the knowledge and use of medicinal plants are increasingly under threat due to factors such as 

deforestation, modernization, and loss of interest among the younger generation. The overharvesting of certain plants also 

poses a threat to biodiversity and sustainable use. 

 

Conservation and Integration with Modern Medicine 

To preserve this rich ethnobotanical knowledge, there is a need for concerted conservation efforts, including in-situ and 

ex-situ conservation of medicinal plants, protection of indigenous knowledge rights, and awareness programs highlighting 

the value of traditional medicine. Furthermore, integrating traditional knowledge with modern medical practices can open 

new avenues for drug discovery and the development of alternative therapies, particularly for diseases where conventional 

medicine has limited efficacy. 

 

Conclusion 

The ethnobotanical survey of medicinal plants used by tribal communities in India provides valuable insights into the 

profound relationship between indigenous knowledge and the natural environment. The documentation of over 100 

medicinal plants from diverse tribal regions underscores the richness of traditional healing practices that have been 

developed, refined, and passed down through generations. These practices, deeply embedded in the cultural and spiritual 

fabric of tribal societies, reveal an intricate understanding of plant properties, preparation methods, and therapeutic 

applications that continue to play a crucial role in primary healthcare among these communities. One of the most 

significant findings of this study is the high degree of specificity and sophistication in the use of medicinal plants among 

different tribal groups. Each community’s approach to plant-based medicine is uniquely tailored to their environment, 

cultural beliefs, and the specific health needs of their people. For example, the use of Tinospora cordifolia (Giloy) as an 

immune booster and antipyretic, Rauvolfia serpentina (Sarpagandha) for hypertension and insomnia, and Curcuma longa 

(Turmeric) as an anti-inflammatory agent are testament to the advanced understanding of plant pharmacology by these 

communities. Such knowledge highlights the potential of these traditional remedies in addressing some of today’s most 

pressing health challenges, including chronic diseases, infections, and stress-related disorders. 

 

The study also emphasizes the cultural and ecological significance of medicinal plants. For many tribal communities, 

plants are not merely sources of medicine but also hold spiritual and symbolic meanings, integral to their identity and 

heritage. Rituals involving plants like Ocimum sanctum (Tulsi) and Azadirachta indica (Neem) showcase the deep 

reverence these communities have for nature, viewing plants as protectors and healers in both a physical and spiritual 

sense. This cultural dimension underscores the importance of preserving not just the plants themselves but also the 

traditional knowledge systems that give them meaning and context. However, the research also brings to light several 

challenges threatening the survival of this invaluable knowledge. Rapid urbanization, deforestation, environmental 

degradation, and the encroachment of modern lifestyles pose severe risks to both the natural habitats of medicinal plants 

and the traditional practices associated with them. Younger generations are increasingly disconnected from their ancestral 

knowledge, influenced by modern education and the allure of urban life. Additionally, the commercialization of medicinal 

plants, often without fair benefit-sharing with indigenous communities, raises ethical concerns about biopiracy and 

exploitation. 

 

Given these challenges, the study calls for urgent measures to document, preserve, and protect the ethnobotanical 

knowledge of India’s tribal communities. Conservation efforts must include not only safeguarding the medicinal plants 

through sustainable harvesting and habitat protection but also ensuring that the traditional knowledge associated with 

these plants is recognized, respected, and integrated into broader healthcare systems. This requires collaboration between 

local communities, researchers, policymakers, and conservationists to create frameworks that protect indigenous rights, 

promote sustainable practices, and foster the transmission of knowledge to future generations. Furthermore, there is 

immense potential for integrating traditional ethnobotanical knowledge with modern medicine. Scientific validation of the 

medicinal properties of these plants can lead to the development of new drugs, dietary supplements, and therapeutic 

protocols that are both effective and culturally appropriate. For instance, compounds derived from plants like 
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Andrographis paniculata (Kalmegh) and Withania somnifera (Ashwagandha) have already shown promise in clinical 

research, underscoring the untapped potential of traditional remedies in contributing to global health. 

In conclusion, the ethnobotanical survey of medicinal plants in tribal regions of India highlights a rich and complex system 

of traditional medicine that remains relevant even in the face of modern healthcare challenges. Preserving this knowledge 

is not only vital for the cultural heritage of tribal communities but also for the broader quest to discover new, sustainable, 

and effective healthcare solutions. By valuing and integrating this ancient wisdom into contemporary practices, we can 

ensure that the healing power of nature continues to benefit both present and future generations. The study serves as a 

reminder of the profound interconnectedness between humans and the natural world and the need to respect and protect 

this delicate balance as we advance in our pursuit of health and wellbeing. 
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