
Opinion
Volume 10 Issue 5 - September 2019
DOI: 10.19080/GJAA.2019.10.555796

Glob J Arch & Anthropol
Copyright © All rights are reserved by Suchita Tripathi

Ethnomedicine and Future Challenges

Suchita Tripathi*
Former Faculty, Department of Anthropology and Tribal Development, India

Submission: September 18, 2019; Published: September 26, 2019

*Corresponding author: Suchita Tripathi, Former Faculty, Department of Anthropology and Tribal Development, GGV, BIlaspur, CG, 495009, India

Glob J Arch & Anthropol 10(5): GJAA.MS.ID.555796 (2019) 0087

Introduction
One of the important characteristics of human life is health 

which depends on various other socio-cultural and physical 
aspects. Health is defined as state of physical, mental and social 
well-being and if any of these states are not well or body is not 
functioning properly due to some factors then the condition is 
called as disease and sometimes illness. This is what we know 
according to scientific facts. But there is found conceptual 
variations among the villagers, or tribal communities in context 
of health, disease or illness. Their ideology and viewpoint are 
somewhat different form scientific approach. They often think 
that it is God or supernatural powers or magic that controls and 
causes illness and disease. A medical practitioner cannot solve 
their problems just by prescribing some medicines. Here is the role 
of medical anthropologist who studies the causes and treatment 
of ill health and disease on the basis of native’s viewpoint, which 
may differ among different tribal communities [1]. Anthropologist 
tries to know what community members feels the reason behind 
disease, good or bad health, how do they treat such conditions on 
their own, what medicine or therapy they use to cure a person’s 
physical, mental ailments, what are the misconceptions they have 
about modern medicine or is there any taboos or fear they have 
regarding disease or modern medical system. On the basis of 
the collected data, medical anthropologist prescribes a solution 
which often fits to whole community member’s mindset and 
culture. In this way, a medical anthropologist works as a social  

 
doctor who is different from medical practitioner. Since time 
immemorial, tribal communities have preserved and maintained 
their traditional and indigenous knowledge of medicinal plants 
and animals. Every tribal group has a unique and specific 
knowledge of ethnomedicinal practices that differs from other 
tribal groups. Ethnomedicine is a kind of medical system among 
the tribal communities in which the community members utilize 
the medicinal plants [2] and animals to cure different diseases.

There are certain similarities and differences in between 
Ayurveda, Ethnomedicie and Biomedicine. Ayurveda share one 
thing common with Ethnomedicine is the traditional knowledge 
and use of herbal plant and some animal products like milk, ghee, 
honey, cow urine, cow dung etc. The difference lies in the fact that 
Ayurveda is in written form, is global, and universal and there is 
neither any use of meat or flesh of animals nor any performance 
of religio-magical rites for the treatment of diseases. Ayurvedic 
system prevents and cures the disease by yoga, meditation, 
philosophy of nature, and by use of herbal drugs. Opposite is the 
case of ethnomedicine where knowledge is oral not written and 
is limited to few, local, specialized, tribal medical practitioners 
called Baiga or shaman.

Ethnomedicine is more ethnic, more magical and less 
scientific [3]. It is study of healing practices of cultural groups and 
individual experiences about disease and illness. Ethnomedicine 
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allows use of medicinal plant and animal products and magical 
practices for curing the disease. Biomedicine is the modern 
medicine system which utilizes the bio-products for treatment of 
general fever, cold-cough, Gastro-intestinal problems as well as 
severe chronic diseases with the help of various modern electro-
magnetic therapies and instruments. It is based on pure scientific 
knowledge and techniques. Ethno medicine has its limitations 
that it cannot be effective for deadly diseases like cancer, diabetes, 
blood pressure. It can only be used for general cold-cough, 
gastric or liver problems, Joint pain etc. These shortcomings and 
limitation are major threat to this indigenous knowledge.

Ethnomedicine and Tribal Health
Since Human’s origin on earth, culture, a man-made 

environment was created by them for the satisfaction of their 
various primary, derived and integrative bio-psychic needs like 
hunger, thirst, sex, love, care, affection, shelter along with religion, 
political and socio-economic needs [4]. Out of this, for healthcare 
and fitness of body, medicinal knowledge has been developed. 
Since ancient days, early human ancestors have developed use of 
nature for survival, healthcare and treatment of diseases. They 
invented and identified medicinal properties of various plants, 
animal species and minerals for curative purposes [5,6]. In India, 
except Allopathy, all other medical systems like Ayurveda, Siddha, 
Naturopathy, Yunani, Homeopathy along with ethno-medicine 
mainly depends on herbal drugs for the treatment of diseases. 
Ayurveda is the oldest medical system which was developed 
nearly 4500- 500 BCE during vedic period and the ayurvedic texts 
were developed during 1000-800 BCE [7]. In ayurveda, there is 
mention of thousands of healing herbs, role of God and healer to 
restore health and demons causing disease. Some researchers 
found it to be contemporary with origin of Mesopotamian medical 
system. More than 70% of Indian population depends on herbal 
treatment [8]. Over 6000 of 15,000 herbal plant species have been 
used as herbal drugs or medicine by herbal medical practitioners 
in India [9]. Generally, Researchers made emphasis on studies 
of medicinal plants, downgrading the importance of medicinal 
animals. But recently, this area is also studied by various 
researches in which mention can be made of [10-14].

Tribal people generally live in forest areas where they 
become familiar with a variety of plant and animal species which 
they sustainably use for their food, medicinal purposes [15]. 
Deforestation and displacement to other places very much effect 
their culture and economy Roy Burmen [16] and loss of medicinal 
plant and animal species very much affect their ethnomedicinal 
practices. like cure of general ailments, fever, gynecological 
problems etc. [17]. In a study, it is found that in whole world, more 
than 50,000 plant species are identified to have medicinal value 
[18].

In one study, in the semiarid northeastern region of Brazil, 
results suggest that the use of zoo therapeutics in the region 
is continual, and indigenous knowledge about these curative 

practices is an integral part of the local culture. Such studies 
concerning with use of animal-based medicines gives us a 
pathway to understand cultural interactions between human 
and environment since past days. A good number of contribution 
has been made by different scholars and scientists in the field of 
Indian ethnomedicine in which mention can be made of studies by 
Brijlal,1993 Maheshwari et.al( 1981,1986, 1990, 1996,1999), Naik 
(2003), Tirkey (2004), Rai & Nath (2005), Shukla & Chakravarty 
(2006), Shrivastava & Sharma (2010) etc.

 With time, due to its limitation to cure only small-scale 
diseases, and development of other types of medicines, drugs, 
this knowledge has been continuously vanishing. But still, most 
of the tribal communities in India has survived this knowledge 
and are using this knowledge and therapy. In one of the states 
of Chhattisgarh, many tribal communities are still using 
ethnomedicinal practices for cure of various diseases. God has 
gifted Chhattisgarh with abundant biodiversity as 44 percent of 
the state geographical area is covered by Forests [17]. Tribals 
of Bastar and other regions of Chhattisgarh use ethnomedicinal 
practices for treatment of various diseases like cough, cold, fever, 
skin diseases, stomach problems, healing wounds, etc. by using 
different parts of various plant species that in turn strengthens 
traditional healthcare practices in village and also helps in 
conservation of indigenous knowledge of tribals [19]. 

Tribals also have ethno-medicinal knowledge (ethno-
gynaecology) for female health issues and gynaecological problems 
like menstrual pain, menopause, leucorrhoea, infertility, delivery 
and abortion etc [20]. Gonds, Kamars, Murias, Marias, Halbas, 
Saoras, Birhors, Baigas and Binjhwars cure these problems by 
using flower, stems, roots, leaves, pulp, bark etc. of various plants 
and herbs. Every tribal group has unique and different technique 
of using these herbs. Other states with tribal rich population are 
also practicing this knowledge. Some of the tribes in India like 
Oraons and Gonds have started to take modern medicine along 
with ethnomedicine. Many of the tribal populations in the world 
have started use of CAM therapy for curing the diseases [21]. but 
still there is lack of documentation of this cultural heritage and 
few limitations which are needed to be removed by increasing 
awareness among the people [22,23].

Conclusion
Ethno medicine is a traditional knowledge which should be 

preserved as is thought to be vanished in near future. Large scale 
exploitation of natural resources and dependency on chemical 
resources in pace of development by human beings open a 
pathway for future insecurity of natural resources and ultimately 
loss of human lives. Ethno medicine will be a good option for 
future generations as it is a technique which involves sustainable 
use of natural resources which is very important for life on planet 
earth. In present era, there is going to be scarcity of fresh air, water, 
food and other natural resources which will affect the survival of 
plant and animals including human beings on earth. Therefore, 
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in order to keep our planet green and live, we need to go back 
to our traditional culture and heritage which gives us lesson of 
sustainable development with limited and balanced use of natural 
resources without destroying them so as to make them available 
for future generations. Ethno-medicine is such knowledge of 
old people mostly tribal’s which utilizes nature in balance for 
the welfare of society by treating their diseases and ailments 
with the help of herbs and medicinal animals. It is the cultural 
heritage of tribal people in which they heal and cure the disease 
by using some zoo-botanical products and practicing magico-
religious rituals. They have firm belief in their traditional medical 
system and have fear and misconceptions about the modern 
medicine system. Therefore, it is need of time to remove all fear 
and mistaken belief from their mind about modern medicine or 
allopath, to make tribal youths aware about use and benefits of 
both their traditional knowledge of medicine and also modern 
medicine system.

Due to some of its drawbacks like limitation of medicinal 
knowledge to only few persons of the society, status of local culture 
not universal, absence of written form, treatment and healing of 
only small-scale diseases, its future is supposed to be in danger. 
Therefore, in India, medical pluralism and CAM medicine therapy 
(co-existence of both conventional medicine along with alternative 
medicine system). is very much demanding in present scenario. In 
this way, we can not only preserve our age-old traditional healing 
system and culture for future generations but will also combat 
with dreadful diseases and future challenges. Documentation of 
ethnomedicinal knowledge, adoption of it as carrier option among 
the tribal youths and promotion of CAM therapy will not only 
help in preservation of this cultural legacy but also will help in 
economic upliftment and sustainable development of the society.
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