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ABSTRACT

Folk medicinal healers (Kavirajes) form the primary health-care providers to the predominantly rural
population residing in over 86,000 villages throughout Bangladesh. The Kavirajes treat various ailments with
whole plants or plant parts from which they make simple decoctions or pastes, which are administered orally
or topically. Their mode of treatment is simple, yet considerable variations exist between Kavirajes of even
adjoining villages as to the species of plant chosen for treatment of any given ailment. The objective of the
present study was to conduct a survey on folk medicinal use of plants in the village of Islampur in Natore
district, Bangladesh and the villages of Itaghati and Ataibidir in Rajshahi district, Bangladesh, which are
adjoining districts. Informed consent was obtained from the Kavirajes and surveys were carried out with the
help of a semi-structured questionnaire and the guided field-walk method, where the Kavirajes pointed out
medicinal plants during field-walks with the interviewers and pointed out their uses. A total of 87 medicinal
plants distributed into 44 families were observed to be used by the Kavirajes of the three villages surveyed.
The Fabaceae family contributed the highest number of plants (9), followed by the Solanaceae family (7) and
the Euphorbiaceae family with 5 plants. Whole plants constituted the majority of uses (27.0%), followed
respectively, by leaves (22.7%), roots (14.9%), seeds (9.2%), and fruits (8.5%). Other plant parts used included
stems, barks, flowers, and tubers. The various ailments treated included helminthiasis, sexual disorders,
respiratory tract disorders, pain, gastrointestinal disorders, skin disorders, urinary tract disorders, rheumatoid
arthritis, snake bites, yellow fever, cancer, alopecia, cuts and wounds, paralysis, burns, malaria, cholera, gall
bladder enlargement, diabetes, heart diseases, weakness, piles, obesity, placentitis, eye disorders, and hepatitis.
Since a number of modern allopathic medicines owe their discovery to studies of medicinal practices of
indigenous peoples, cumulatively these medicinal plants present significant potential for further scientific
research leading to discovery of lead compounds and more efficacious drugs.
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Introduction

Bangladesh is a developing country with a small industrial base. The population is predominantly rural,
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who lacks modern medicinal facilities and infrastructure. From time immemorial, the rural population of
Bangladesh has relied on folk medicinal practitioners (Kavirajes) as their primary health-care providers. The
Kavirajes rely on simple decoctions, paste or direct oral and topical administration of medicinal plants for
treatment of various ailments. Their methods are simple; yet by the extent of patient visits, it appears that there
is a considerable degree of patient satisfaction in their treatments. Since this practice by Kavirajes have
continued from ancient times, most Kavirajes have acquired extensive knowledge about medicinal plants – a
knowledge, which is kept within the family and usually passed on from generation to generation. The
ethnomedicinal data of the Kavirajes are yet to be extensively documented. On the other hand, this
documentation is important because medicinal plants and their indigenous uses can form a valuable source of
information for discovery of efficacious allopathic drugs (Cotton, 1996).

We have been conducting ethnomedicinal surveys throughout Bangladesh to get a comprehensive picture
of the medicinal plants used by the folk medicinal practitioners of the country. Since villages are the primary
units of habitation in Bangladesh, our ethnomedicinal surveys have focused on the village Kavirajes. During
the course of these surveys, it was observed that there is considerable variation between uses of medicinal
plants between Kavirajes, even of adjoining areas (Hossan et al., 2010; Rahmatullah et al., 2010; Naeaz et al.,
2009; Rahmatullah et al.,2009; Rahmatullah et al.,2009; Rahmatullah et al., 2009; Martin, 1995). The objective
of the present study was to conduct an ethnomedicinal inquiry in three villages of Natore and Rajshahi
districts, Bangladesh (it is to be noted that Natore and Rajshahi are adjoining districts).

Materials and Methods

Surveys were conducted in the villages of Islampur (Natore district) and Itaghati and Ataibidir (Rajshahi
district), Bangladesh. Natore and Rajshahi districts are adjoining districts in Rajshahi division, which falls in
the northern part of Bangladesh. The main occupation of the rural population in both districts is agriculture
and agricultural laborer. Modern medical facilities are absent in the villages. The nearest city with any modern
medical facilities is Rajshahi city in Rajshahi district. The rural population of all three villages was found to
visit Kavirajes for treatment of both common ailments as well as complicated ailments, which are difficult to
treat with modern medicines.

A total of five Kavirajes, who practiced in the three villages were interviewed during the present survey.
Kaviraj Abdul Mannan was from Islampur village, Kavirajes Md. Abdul Jalal and Md. Abul Hossain were
from Itaghati village, and Kavirajes Md. Abdul Karim Sarkar and Kaliprada Das were from Ataibidir village.
Informed consent was obtained from the Kavirajes prior to interviews. Interviews were conducted with the help
of a semi-structured questionnaire and the guided field-walk method as described by Martin (1995) and
Maundu (Maundu, 1995). In this method, the Kavirajes took the interviewers on guided field-walks through
areas from where they collected their medicinal plants. Plants were pointed out, and their local names and uses
given to the interviewers. All interviews were conducted in the Bangla language, which was spoken commonly
by both interviewers and Kavirajes. Plant specimens were collected and dried in the field and later brought
back to Bangladesh National Herbarium for identification.

Results and Discussion

A total of 87 plants distributed into 44 families were observed to be used by the Kavirajes for treatment
of various ailments. The Fabaceae family contributed the highest number of plants with nine plants, followed
by the Solanaceae family with seven plants and the Euphorbiaceae family with five plants. Other important
families included the Acanthaceae, Amaranthaceae, Araceae, Combretaceae, and the Vitaceae family. The
results are summarized in Table 1. It was observed that the Kavirajes of the three villages surveyed used whole
plants and plant parts like leaves, stems, barks, roots, flowers, fruits, seeds, and tubers in their treatment of
various ailments. Unlike most other parts of Bangladesh, whole plants were used the most, constituting 27%
of the total uses. This was followed by leaves (22.7%), roots (14.9%), seeds (9.2%), fruits (8.5%), stems and
barks (5.7% each), tubers (3.5%), and flowers (2.8%). The Kavirajes did not use combination of plants in their
treatments.

A single plant part or a combination of plant parts was used to treat a single ailment or multiple ailments.
For instance the tubers of Amorphophallus campanulatus Blume ex Decne was used as an antidote to
poisoning, diarrhea, or dysentery. The tubers of Lasia spinosa (L.) Thwaites were used for treatment of
rheumatoid arthritis, constipation, and to purify blood. From the number of plants used for treatment of
ailments, it appeared that gastrointestinal disorders were the most prevalent affliction, followed closely by
sexual disorders (including both sexual dysfunction as well as sexually transmitted diseases), respiratory tract
infections, and sprains, cuts or wounds. A total of 35 plants were used for treatment of gastrointestinal
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disorders, which included diarrhea, dysentery, blood dysentery, gastritis, and colic. It appeared that alopecia
was also fairly common within the village population; a total of 6 plants were used to treat this ailment.
Helminthiasis was another common ailment, for a total of 10 plants was used for its treatment. This is not
surprising. Villagers in Bangladesh mostly live under conditions of poor sanitation and drinking water supply.

It was interesting to note that the Kavirajes also treated AIDS (acquired immuno-deficiency syndrome).
Rauwolfia serpentina (L.) Benth. ex Kurz was used for treatment of AIDS. This makes it a potentially very
important plant for AIDS is now afflicting millions of people world-wide and the costs for treatment of its
secondary symptoms is beyond the limits of most persons in the developing countries. On top of it, the disease
cannot be cured in its entirety. The Kavirajes also used medicinal plants for treatment of two other debilitating
diseases affecting millions of people in both the developed and the under-developed world. These two diseases
are diabetes and rheumatoid arthritis. Diabetes has been reported to affect 171 million people worldwide in
the year 2000 and is projected by the World Health Organization to affect 366 million people by the year
2030. Rheumatoid arthritis has also a worldwide distribution with an estimated prevalence of 1-2% of the total
world population. Five plants were used to treat diabetes and eight plants for the treatment of rheumatoid
arthritis. Since diabetes cannot be cured with modern allopathic medicine, the five plants used by the Kavirajes
for treatment of diabetes, namely, Mangifera indica L., Coccinia grandis (L.) J. Voigt, Lawsonia inermis L.,
Syzygium cumini (L.) Skeels, and Cynodon dactylon (L.) Pers. present considerable potential for a breakthrough
in diabetes treatment. The same applies to the eight plants used by the Kavirajes for treatment of rheumatoid
arthritis, namely, Lasia spinosa (L.) Thwaites, Enydra fluctuans Lour., Terminalia arjuna (Roxb. ex DC.)
Wight & Arn., Euphorbia neriifolia L., Moringa oleifera Lam, Paederia foetida L., Datura metel L., and
Datura stramonium L.

Among other relatively uncommon diseases treated by the Kavirajes was yellow fever, which was treated
with Aristolochia indica L. Dengue, untreatable with modern allopathic medicine was treated by the Kavirajes
with the medicinal plant Croton bonplandianum Baill. Some other difficult to treat diseases included cancer
and tumor (treated with Wedelia chinensis (Osbeck) Merr. And Basella alba L.), gall bladder enlargement
(treated with Swertia chirata (Roxb. ex Fleming) H. Karst.), and hepatitis (treated with Curcuma longa L.).

Table:1Medicinal plants used by the Kavirajes of three villages of Natore and Rajshahi districts, Bangladesh
Serial Number Scientific Name Family Name Local Name UtilizeD Part AilmentS
1 Andrographis Acanthaceae Kalomegh Leaf, stem Emetic (agent that induces

paniculata (Burm. f.)  vomit), anthelmintic (agent
Wall. ex Nees tha t  expe l s  o r  de s t roys

intestinal parasitic worms),
sexual disorders.

2 Justicia adhatoda L. Acanthaceae Bashok Leaf, root Anthelmintic, cough, sedative,
sprain.

3 Justicia Acanthaceae Bish-torok Leaf, stem, root Appetizer, anthelmintic.
 gendarussa L.

4 Aloe vera Aloaceae Toruni Whole plant Ecbolic (helping to increase
 (L.) Burm.f. contractions and so 

 uterine facilitate delivery),
irregular menstruation, wound,
appetizer, blood dysentery.

5 Achyranthes .Amaranthaceae Apang Leaf, root, stem Blood dysentery, toothache,
 aspera L.  wound, sciatica (pain resulting

 from irritation of the sciatic
 nerve), induce abortion, eczema.

6 Aerva sanguinolenta Amaranthaceae Bish-jon Whole plant Tonic, sedative, dermatitis.
 (L.) Blume

7 Amaranthus  Amaranthaceae Kanta-khudurey Leaf, root Leucorrhea,cough,
spinosus L  dysentery.

8 Mangifera indica L .Anacardiaceae Aam Fruit, seed Impo tency ,  d iabe tes ,  eye
disorders.

9 Carissa carandas L. Apocynaceae Koromcha Fruit, seed Cough, appetizer, vitamin C
source, cold.

10 Hemidesmus indicus Apocynaceae Anantamul Stem, root Leucorrhea, gastritis, ulcer.
 R.Br.

11 Rauwolfia serpentina Apocynaceae Sarpagandha Leaf, root AIDS, snake bite, headache.
 (L.)Benth.ex Kurz

12 Alocasia macrorrhizos Araceae Man-kochu Whole plant Leucorrhea, constipation,
(L.) G. Don.  edema, sex stimulant.

13 Amorphophallus  Araceae Ol Tuber Antidote to poison, diarrhea,
campanulatus  dysentery.
Blume ex Decne
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Table 1: Continue
14 Colocasia Schott Araceae Mukhi-kochu Whole plant Colic, indigestion.

esculenta (L.)
15 Lasia spinosa (L.)  Araceae Joka,Kata-kochu Tuber Rheumatoid arthritis, blood

Thwaites  purification, constipation.
16 Typhonium  Araceae Ghetu-kochu Whole plant Anthelmintic, antidote to

trilobatum (L.)  poison, spleen enlargement.
Schott

17 Aristolochia Aristolochiaceae Ishwarmul Leaf, root Tonic, snake bite, yellow
indica L.  fever.

18 Calotropis Asclepiadaceae Laal-akondo Whole plant Acne, leprosy, asthma,
 gigantea (L.) Ait.f.  sedative, burn.

19 Enydra fluctuans Asteraceae Helancha Whole plant Rheumatoid arthritis,
Lour constipation, itch, impotency,

appetizer, edema.
20 Vernonia patula Asteraceae Jowhanti Whole plant Tonic, leucorrhea.

 (Dryand.) Merr.
21 Wedelia chinensis Asteraceae Bhingo-raaz Whole plant Cancer, alopecia.

 (Osbeck) Merr.
22 Impatiens Balsaminaceae Dhoiloch Leaf, flower Sexual disorders, cooling.

 balsamina L.
23 Basella alba L .Basellaceae Pui-shak Whole plant Tonic, tumor, anti-

hemorrhagic, burn.
24 Bombax ceiba L. Bombacaceae Shimul Bark, root Tonic, sexual disorders,

 edema.
25 Cannabis sativa L .Cannabaceae Bhang Leaf, root Sedative, paralysis, narcotic.
26 Terminalia arjuna .Combretaceae Arjun Bark, fruit Leucorrhea,rheumatoid

(Roxb. ex DC.)  arthritis,infertility,
Wight & Arn  weakness.

27 Terminalia belerica Combretaceae Bohera Fruit, seed Stimulant, impotency.
 (Gaertn.) Roxb.

28 Terminalia chebula Combretaceae Horitok iBark, fruit Infections, indigestion.
 Retz.

29 Costus speciosus Costaceae Keaw Tuber Anthelmintic, dermatitis,
 (J. König.) Sm.  appetizer, leucorrhea,

 impotency, glassiness of skin.
30 Kalanchoe pinnata CrassulaceaePatharkuchi Leaf, stem Colic, sexual disorders,

(Lam.) Pers.  appetizer.
31 Coccinia grandis Cucurbitaceae Telakucha Whole plant Cough, diabetes, dysentery,

(L.) J. Voigt  emetic, burn.
32 Cuscuta reflexa Cuscutaceae Shorno lata Whole plan tAlopecia (loss of hair),

 Roxb.  acne, skin glassiness.
33 Dioscorea .Dioscoreaceae Lota-bor iWhole plant Sprain, anti-inflammatory.

 bulbifera L
34 Croton bonp .Euphorbiaceae Moithajhura Whole plant Paralysis, sedative, dengue,

landianum Baill  impotency
.

35 Euphorbia neriifolia Euphorbiaceae Kuth-raaz Whole plant Blood purification,
 L.  constipation, boils, rheumatoid

arthritis,  colic (severe abdominal
pain caused by spasm, obstruction,
 or distention of any of the
 hollow viscera, such as the
 intestines), dermatitis.

36 PedilanthusPoit. Euphorbiaceae Bera-chita Whole plant Tonic, pain, edema, leprosy.
 tithymaloides (L.) 

37 Phyllanthus .Euphorbiaceae Amloki Fruit, seed Vitamin C source, alopecia,
emblica L  appetizer.

38 Tragia involucrata L .Euphorbiaceae Bichut iLeaf, root Tonic, alopecia, dermatitis.
39 Albizia procera Fabaceae Bai-keowra Leaf, bark, seed Stomachache, emetic,

(Roxb.) Benth  headache, anthelmintic.
40 Cassia alata L. Fabaceae Bhai-chondal Wholeplant Eczema,wound, anthelmintic,

dermatitis, leucorrhea.
41 Cassia occidentalis .Fabaceae Kashundi Leaf, flower, seed Itch, appetizer, anti-

 L inflammatory, asthma, whooping
cough, leucoderma (partial or
 total loss of skin pigmentation,
 often occurring in patches).

42 Cassia tora L .Fabaceae Moni-pata Whole plant Sexual disorders, headache.
43 Clitoria ternatea L .Fabaceae Aparajita Leaf, root Wound ,  de rmat i t i s ,  acne ,

sedative.
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Table 1: Continue
44 Desmodium Fabaceae Jhonjhoni Whole plant Infertility, dermatitis.

 gangeticum
(L.) DC

45 Erythrina Fabaceae Parijaat Leaf,bark Diuretic, appetizer,
variegata L.  leucorrhea, anti-inflammatory,

constipation.

46 Mimosa pudica L .Fabaceae Lajjaboti Leaf, root Impotency, appetizer, spleen
enlargement.

47 Pterocarpus. Fabaceae Rokto-chondon Whole plant To stop bleeding, colic,
santalinus L.f  expectorant, irregular

 menstruation, sprain.
48 Flacourtia indica Flacourtiaceae Bayuch Leaf, bark Tonic, headache, appetizer.

 (Burm.f.) Merr
49 Swertia chirata t Gentianaceae Chirota Leaf, seed Malaria, gall bladder

Roxb.ex fleming)  enlargement, cholera.
H. Karst.

50 Anisomeles Lamiaceae Gobura Whole plant Dysentery, cough, alopecia.
 heyneana Benth.

51 Ocimum  Lamiaceae Ram-tulsi Whole plant Cough, appetizer, dysentery,
gratissimum L.  fever.

52 Ocimum sanctum L. Lamiaceae Seth-tulsi Whole plant Sedative, cough, cold.
53 Careya arborea Lecythidaceae Moni-khurha Leaf, stem, root Emetic, ecbolic.

 Roxb.
54 Leea macrophylla Leeaceae Him-polash Leaf, root Impotency, headache, cough,

Roxb. ex Hornem  cold.
55 Allium sativum L.  Liliaceae Roshun Bulb I n d i g e s t i o n ,  s e d a t i v e ,

impotency.
56 Asparagus  Liliaceae Shotomool Leaf, root Sexual disorders, anti-

racemosus Willd hemorrhagic, sore throat, night
 blindness, blood dysentery.

57 Lawsonia inermis L. Lythraceae Mehedi Leaf, stem,root Diabetes, heart diseases, blood
dysentery.

58 Hibiscus rosa. Malvaceae Joba Whole plant Appetizer, anti-hemorrhagic.
sinensis L

59 Sida cordifolia L .Malvaceae Brela Whole plant Astringent, leucorrhea, colic.
60 Cocculus hirsutus  Menispermaceae Dhui-lota Whole plant Gonorrhea, eczema, malaria.

L. Diels
61 Tinospora crispa Menispermaceae Bashi-shondori Whole plant Sprain, eczema, sedative.

(L.). Hook.f. & Thoms
62 Moringa oleifera .Moringaceae Sajna Leaf, bark, seed Hypertension, rheumatoid

Lam  arthritis, leprosy, conjunctivitis,
 pain.

63 Syzygium cumini Myrtaceae Jaam Fruit, seed Tonic, diabetes.
(L.) Skeels

64 Nymphaea nouchali  Nymphaeaceae Laal-shapla Leaf, flower Anti-hemorrhagic, wound.
Burm.f.

65 Averrhoa. Oxalidaceae Kamranga Fruit, seed Tonic, vitamin C source,
carambola L appetizer.

66 Piper longum L .Piperaceae Pipul Leaf, flower Tonic, weakness.
67 Axonopus Poaceae Chapla-ghas Whole plant Allergy, sprain.

compressus (Sw.)
 Beauv.

68 Bambusa Poaceae Bash Whole plant Edema, anti-inflammatory,
arundinacea  sedative, wound.
(Retz.) Willd

69 Cynodon dactylon .Poaceae Durba Whole plant Leucorrhea, gonorrhea,
(L.) Pers diabetes,  stop bleeding,

infertility.
70 Paederia foetida L. Rubiaceae Paad-pata Whole plant Tonic, rheumatoid arthritis,

colic.
71 Aegle marmelos .Rutaceae Bael Leaf, fruit, seed Indigestion, cooling,

(L.) Corr  appetizer, loss of libido,
 weakness, paralysis.

72 Murraya koenigii  Rutaceae Gondho-pata Leaf, root Appetizer, perfume.
(L.) Spreng

73 Cardiospermum Sapindaceae Jaal-koroi Leaf, root Tonic, impotency, weakness.
halicacabum L.
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Table 1: Continue
74 Datura metel L. Solanaceae Kalo-dhutra Leaf, fruit, seed R h e u m a t o i d  a r t h r i t i s ,

anthelmintic, carminative
(inducing the expulsion of gas
fromthe stomach and the
intestines), acne, impotency,
antidote to poison.

75 Datura Solanaceae Sada-dhutra Leaf, root, seed Rheumatoid arthritis,
stramonium L. sedative.

76 Physalis minima L .Solanaceae Potka Leaf, root Tonic, piles, fistula.
77 Solanum indicum L. Solanaceae Brihoti-begun Whole plant Fever, cold.
78 Solanum nigrum L .Solanaceae Kack-machi Leaf, root Tonic, constipation.
79 Solanum surattense. Solanaceae Kontikari Root, fruit Sedative, asthma, alopecia.

 Burm.f
80 Solanum torvum Solanaceae Tipa-begun Leaf, fruit Sedative, skin eruption,

Swartz  paralysis.
81 Abroma Sterculiaceae Ulot-kombol Leaf, stem, bark Leucorrhea, scabies.

augusta L.f.
82 Clerodendrum Verbenaceae Vite Whole plant Tonic, gastritis, dermatitis,

viscosum Vent.  dysentery.
83 Vitex negundo L. Verbenaceae Nishinda Whole plant Anti-dandruff, obesity, leprosy,

cough, placentitis (inflammation
 of the placenta), anthelmintic,
 itch, headache.

84 Cayratia trifolia Vitaceae Ghai-gobla Whole plant Dermatitis, edema.
 (L.) Domin.

85 Cissus Vitaceae Haar-bakosh Whole plant Tonic, sprain, sedative.
quadrangularis L.

86 Vitis latifolia Roxb. Vitaceae Haar-pollob Whole plant Infections, dermatitis.
87 Curcuma longa L .Zingiberaceae Holud Tuber Gonorrhea, anthelmintic, sore

throat, hepatitis, appetizer,
allergy, eye disorders.

Surveys were conducted in the villages of Islampur (Natore district) and Itaghati and Ataibidir (Rajshahi district), Bangladesh.

Discussion:

The components of folk medicine as a healing modality, has long been ignored by medical practitioners
for various reasons. The first and foremost reason is that many medicinal plants used by folk medicinal
practitioners remain to be investigated through modern scientific methods. The relevant phytochemicals need
to be identified and proper evaluations need to be made on their mode of action and possible toxicities. The
second reason is an inherent distrust on supposedly “ancient” modes of treatment, which many modern medical
practitioners believe to be a combination of superstitious beliefs and placebo effects. On the other hand, more
and more modern research is validating the use of medicinal plants, which are used by traditional medicinal
practitioners throughout the world for treatment of various ailments. Syzygium cumini (L.) Skeels, used by the
Kavirajes for treatment of diabetes is one example of a medicinal plant obtained in the present survey where
scientific research is validating its use by the Kavirajes. Hypoglycemic effect has been reported of defatted
seeds and water soluble fiber from the seeds of this plant in alloxan-induced diabetic rats (Pandey and Khan,
2002). The ethanolic extract of seeds of this plant also reportedly increased body weight and decreased blood
sugar level in alloxan-induced diabetic albino rats. The extract also demonstrated improvement in the
histopathology of pancreatic islets (Singh and Gupta, 2007). Anti-diabetic, therapeutic, and anti-oxidative effects
have also been reported for an ethereal fraction of ethanolic extract of seed of the plant in streptozotocin-
induced diabetes in male rats (Mandal et al., 2008).

The potential value of the knowledge of traditional folk medicinal practitioners and their use of medicinal
plants should not be underestimated. A recent review has shown that approximately 25% of modern
medications have been plant derived, while 75% of new drugs against infectious diseases that have arrived
between 1981 and 2002 originated from natural sources (Bedoya et al., 2009). Several leads from plant sources,
like curcumin, resveratrol, baicalein, boswellic acid, betulinic acid, ursolic acid, and oleanolic acid are now
studied as possible drugs for the future against inflammatory diseases (Gautam and Jachak, 2009). Anti-cancer
agents from plant sources currently being used or undergoing clinical trials include vinblastine, vincristine,
nevelbine, etoposide, teniposide, taxol, taxotere, topotecan, and irinotecan (Wang, 1998). Taken together, all
available reports indicate that knowledge about the traditional use of plants must not be ignored.

The folk medicinal practitioners of Bangladesh have been practicing and using medicinal plants in their
practices from time immemorial. As such, cumulatively, they possess a vast store-house of medicinal plant
knowledge. The present survey thus presents an enormous potential for further scientific studies to be carried
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out on the plants reported. It is expected that these studies can lead to discovery of lead compounds, which
in turn can be a tool for development of better drugs. Moreover, if scientific studies validate the use of
medicinal plants by the Kavirajes, that would present further impetus towards conservation of these plants,
which are rapidly becoming endangered in their wild habitat.
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