
Ethnomedicinal uses of plants by the Lodhas  
tribal group of West Bengal, India

Sagari Chaudhury1,2,  Harish Singh1 and Chowdhury Habibur Rahaman2*
1 Central Botanical Laboratory, Botanical Survey of India, Howrah, India-711103 

2Department of Botany (UGC-DRS-SAP & DST-FIST sponsored)  
Visva-Bharati, Santiniketan - 731235, West Bengal, India 

*habibur_cr@rediffmail.com

Received: 17 March 2018               Accepted: 21 May 2018

Abstract
Lodhas of West Bengal utilize a diversified phyto-resources including forest flora for their 
survival. The ethnobotanical survey was undertaken in the selected Lodha populated villages of 
six districts of West Bengal, India during 2014-2017 with the objectives of documentation of the 
phyto-diversity used by the Lodhas and making an inventory to enrich the ethnobotanical data 
base of Lodha tribe, West Bengal. In this study, a total of 250 vascular plant species belonging to 
83 families along with 728 ethnobotanical uses which belong to the 12 numbers of use categories 
have been documented. Highest number of species utilized by the Lodhas belongs to the family 
Leguminosae (28), followed by Poaceae (14), Asteraceae (11), Dioscoreaceae (10), etc. Some of 
the important plants used more frequently by the Lodha people in the state of West Bengal are 
Aristolochia indica L., Asparagus racemosus Willd., Dioscorea alata L.,  D. glabra R. Baron, 
Hemidesmus indicus (L.) R. Br. ex Schult., Solena amplexicaulis (Lam.) Gandhi, etc. A number 
of traditional practices still exists among the Lodhas which are employed for conservation of 
local biodiversity and to ensure the sustainable livelihood of the Lodha people. 
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1. Introduction
The Lodha tribe of West Bengal has been 

declared as Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups 
(PVTGs) by the Government of India (Bhatt 
and Bhargava, 2006). They are categorized 
by a low rate of growth of population, pre-
agricultural level of technology and extremely 
low level of literacy (Particularly Vulnerable 
Tribal Group-Ministry of Tribal Affairs, 2012).  
Lodhas of West Bengal were designated as one 
of the ‘criminal tribes’ till the revocation of the 
Criminal Tribes Act of 1952, India. This criminal 
propensity of them is not hereditary; the most 
important cause of their criminality is the loss of 
their traditional means of livelihood (Bhowmick, 

1994). Nearly all areas of West Bengal have 
received attention of the ethnobotanists. Quite 
a good number of significant ethnobiological 
works of West Bengal have been carried out 
documenting the traditional uses of bioresources 
by different ethnic communities (Chaudhury 
et al., 2016; Das and Rahaman, 2014; Mitra 
and Mukherjee, 2009; Mondal and Rahaman, 
2012; Mukherjee and Bauri, 2011; Rahaman 
and Karmakar, 2015; Rahaman, 2012; Rahaman 
and Das, 2012; Rahaman and Pradhan, 2011; 
Rahaman and Saha, 2011). In West Bengal, 
ethnobotanical work has been focused mostly 
on dominant tribal groups like Santhal, Oraon, 
Bhumij, Mahali, Kheria, Munda (Bhakat and 
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Pandit, 2004; Das and Chattopadhyay, 2001; 
Ghosh and Sarkhel, 2013; Mitra and Mukherjee, 
2009; Pal and Jain, 1998; Rai Chaudhuri and Pal, 
1978), but documentation of the ethnobotanical 
knowledge  on Lodhas is very scanty (Chaudhury 
et al., 2017, Pal and Jain, 1989; Pant et al., 1993; 
Rai Chaudhuri and Pal, 1975; Sarkhel, 2014). It 
is interesting to note that most of the published 
literatures on Lodhas ethnobotany are either 
from the undivided Medinipur district or West 
Midnapore district of West Bengal , although 
the Lodhas are inhabited in other districts of the 
state like Alipurduar, Bankura, Purulia, South-24 
Parganas, Jhargram, etc. No systematic study 
on ethnobotanical knowledge of Lodha tribe 
has so far been carried out from those Lodha  
inhabited districts of West Bengal. According to 
Census of India, 2001, the population of Lodha 
and Kharia tribes in West Bengal was 1, 96, 933 
(Lodha- 84966 and Kharia-1,11,967) (Bhat and 
Bhargava, 2006).  In 2011, the population of 
Lodha, Kheria and Kharia tribes was 1, 08,707 
(Census of India, 2011). It is found that after 
ten years the population of Lodha, Kheria and 
Kharia tribes have be declined to a greater extent 
i.e. more than 88,000 . Though in the census 
report of 2011, the Lodha population has not 
been defined separately, but it indicates that there 
is a sharp decline of populations of the Lodhas 
including Kheria and Kharia tribes. Thus it is 
understood that population of the Lodhas are 
also declining very rapidly and there is an urgent 
need to document their indigenous knowledge 
about plants before it is totally vanished. In this 
scenario, present study has been undertaken to 
make an inventory of the phytoresources related 
to the existing traditional knowledge of this 
neglected ethnic group of West Bengal.  

2. Materials and Methods
Regular and systematic ethnobotanical 

surveys were carried out in selected Lodha 
populated villages of Paschim Medinipur, 
Jhargram, Bankura, Purulia, Alipurduar and 
South 24 Parganas districts of West Bengal, India 
during 2014-2017 in different seasons (Figure 
1, Map). PIC was taken from the informants. 
A semi-structured interview was prepared in 

local language (i.e. Bengali in Oriya accent) 
before interviewing the informants (Martin, 
2008). During field survey two methods namely 
walk in the wood (in situ method) and freshly 
collected plant materials (ex situ method), have 
been employed for collection of information 
regarding uses of phytoresources by the Lodhas. 
These two methods are suitable tools  used by the 
ethnobotanists all over the world to get maximum 
precise information (Thomas et al., 2007). A total 
of 178 informants were interviewed during this 
survey. Collected plant specimens were identified 
with the help of local flora (Anonymous, 1997; 
Paul et al., 2015) and one set of herbarium 
specimens deposited as voucher at the Central 
National Herbarium, Howrah (CAL). Herbarium 
specimens of another set were deposited in the 
Ethnobotanical Herbarium of Central Botanical 
Laboratory, Botanical Survey of India, Howrah 
for future references. The scientific names of the 
plant species were updated from ‘The plant list, 
2010’. 

3. Results and Discussion
The present investigation has been carried out 

to record the information regarding traditional or 
folk uses of plants by the Lodhas as medicine, 
wild edible, fodder, non timber forest products, 
poison, narcotic, dye, etc. (Figure 2). The plants 
associated with the sacred groves, religious 
faiths and beliefs of the Lodha tribe were also 
documented.

In this study, 250 species with 728 ethno 
botanical uses have been recorded which are 
used by Lodha tribal community for various 
purposes of their livelihood. The recorded 250 
plant species belong to 83 families which are 
distributed in three major groups of vascular plants 
- dicotyledons (202 species), monocotyledons 
(46 species) and pteridophytes (2 species). The 
highest number of species used by the Lodha 
people are from the family Leguminosae (28 
species), followed by Poaceae (14), Compositae 
(11), Apocynaceae (11), Dioscoreaceae (10), etc.  
Recorded 250 species have been enumerated in 
a tabular form along with their families, field 
numbers and use categories (Table 1).
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Fig.1. Map of the surveyed districts of West Bengal, India

The  250 recorded plant species were used 
for 728 ethnobotanical uses which are grouped 
under 12 use categories like B-Beverage, 
C-Conservation, F- Fodder, DY- Dye- yielding 
plants, EM- Ethnomedicine, V-Veterinary, WEP- 
Wild edible plants, MIS- Miscellaneous, MR- 
Magico-religious, N- Narcotic, NTFP- Non-
timber forest product, P-Poison and PI-Poison 
indicator. About 215 number of plant species 
come under the use category of ethnomedicine, 
which is followed by wild edible plants category 
or WEPs (112 species), Non timber forest 
products or NTFP (32 species), 22 species as 
veterinary plants, 18 species for magico-religious 
and conservation purposes, 15 as miscellaneous 
purposes, 10 as poison, 5 as fodder, 5 as narcotic 
and 2 as poison indicator. 

It has been noticed that 215 plant species are 
used in 472 ethnomedicinal uses by the Lodhas 

of West Bengal. Among the 472 ethnomedicinal 
uses, 28% are used as monoherbal preparation, i.e. 
single plant is involved in one herbal preparation 
and 72% are of polyherbal preparations 
where more than one plant is used in a single 
ethnomedicinal preparation. As far as the method 
of preparation and mode of uses are concerned, 
139 preparations are used as paste, 105 as 
powder, 46 as fresh and raw, 50 as decoction, 8 
as soaked in water, 48 as juice and sap, 27 as 
boiled, 10 as cooked, 12 as roasted, 6 as oil, 1 
as ash, 4 as warm, 3 as for chewing, 2 as fried 
and 3 as burnt to cure the disorders. Most of the 
remedies are administered  orally  (64%) which 
are followed by topical (35%) administration and 
inhalation (1%). During preparation of remedies, 
some adjuvants like milk, honey, crystal sugar 
or ‘michhri’, mustard oil, rice powder or ‘chawl 
guro’, rice washed water or ‘chawl dhua jal’, 
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egg, rice beer or ‘handia’, country liquor, 
coconut oil, coconut water, Papaver sominiferum 
or ‘afim’ are commonly added. Dosages and 
duration of remedies may vary according to  the 
severity of ailments and age of the patients. It 
has been observed that for 472 ethnomedicinal 
uses, leaves are used by the Lodhas in highest 
number (145 in number), followed by root (88), 
fruit (79), bark (44), whole plant (36), latex 
(21), stem (12), seed (11), tuber (18), flower (8), 
rhizome (17), stem sap (2) and thorn (2). Here, 
215 ethnomedicinal plant species are used in 
the preparation of 472 formulations which are 
used in curing about 23 categories of diseases/
ailments like Dermatological disorder (53 
species), Gynecological disorder  (49 species), 
Muscular-skeletal system disorder (44 species), 
Gastro-intestinal and digestive system disorder 
(60 species), ENT and respiratory disorder 
(26 species), Diabetes (21 species), Urinary 
disorder (8 species), Male disorder (7 species), 
Hypertension (3 species), Hair care (9 species), 
Fever and Pain (32 species), Dog bite (5 species), 
Snake and scorpion bite (23 species), Insect bite 
(2 species), Dental care (9 species), Nervous 
system disorder (2 species), Malaria and jaundice 
(8 species), Chicken pox (1 species), Piles (6 
species), Cancer (2 species), Physical Weakness 
(2 species), Obesity (5 species) and Pediatric 
care (5 species).

It is noticed that about 101 plant species along 
with their 487 number of ethnobotanical uses are 
reported here for the first time from the Lodhas of 
West Bengal. Nearly 320 of the ethnomedicinal 
uses are also found new, as they have not been 
recorded earlier in the reports on ethnobotany of 
Lodhas from West Bengal as well as India (Jain, 
1991; Pal and Jain, 1989; Pant et al., 1993; Rai 
Chaudhuri and Pal, 1975; Sarkhel, 2014). Some 
of the uses of medicinal plants by the Lodhas 
found new are: Baliospermum solanifolium, 
Cheilocostus speciosus, Desmostachya bipinn 
ata, Ehretia laevis, Cannabis sativa are used 
in gynecological treatment; Alstonia scholaris, 
Artocarpus  heterophyllus, Capparis zeylanica, 
Ehretia laevis are reported for skeletal and 
muscular diseases; Gouania microcarpa for 

ear pain; Cajanus scarabaeoides helps to quit 
smoke; Cleistanthus collinus, Salacia chinensis 
for hair growth and treatment of dandruff, to 
get rid of lice; Mimosa rubicaulis used in fever 
and Madhuca indica as tranquilizer. Out of 215 
medicinal plants used by the Lodhas, very few of 
plant species have been studied for the scientific 
validation of their therapeutic properties. It is 
the need of the hour to study this vast medicinal 
plant diversity of Lodha medicine systematically 
and to validate their ethnomedicinal claims. 

A number of traditional practices for 
conservation of plant resources have been noticed 
among the Lodha tribe of West Bengal. Like 
other tribal communities, Lodha community in 
West Bengal has the traditional belief that plants 
are sacred in nature. Near the village premises 
or in the forests, some areas covered with plants 
are considered by the Lodhas as sacred groves 
and are protected due to their religious faith 
or taboos. These plants and forest areas are 
protected since ages and utilized only for socio-
cultural and religious practices like worship, 
death ceremonies and other temple rituals. The 
plants like Symplocos racemosus, Baliospermum 
solanifolium, Vanda tessellata etc., are worshiped 
as God by them and are prohibited from being 
destroyed. 

They have immense knowledge regarding 
the time and seasons of collection of medicinal 
plants or plant parts. In respect of the time 
and seasons, some restrictions are there 
for collection of plants. Alstonia scholaris, 
Anacardium occidentale and some other 
medicinal plants are not being collected during 
their flowering seasons. Byttneria herbacea, 
Aristolochia indica, Catharanthus roseus are 
most preferably collected in the morning. Diurnal 
as well as seasonal restrictions in collection or 
harvest of such medicinal plants ensure their 
conservation to some extent.  

During harvest of the underground parts of 
some useful parts, some portions of their root, 
tubers, rhizomes, etc., are left underground by 
the Lodha people as vegetative propagules for 
next growing seasons. In this way, important wild 
plant species like different species of Dioscorea, 
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Smilax zeylanica, etc., are conserved. Moreover, 
underground parts of Curcuma caesia, Curcuma 
aromaticum, Euphorbia fusiformis are kept in 
cool places of the house for cultivation in next 
season and thus the germplasm of all these 
important plant species is being maintained year 
after year. 

For certain valid reasons access to the forest 
resources by the Lodha people is very limited. 
Hence, many of this forest dwelling tribes have 
opted for agriculture as an alternative means of 
their livelihood. Generally, cultivation of a few 
rice varieties is encouraged among the farmers 
considering their high yield. It is interesting to 
note that in spite of their poor yield, few numbers 
of landraces of many crops including rice are 
being cultivated by the Lodhas even now. Two 
rice land races namely “Badsha vog” and “Mota 
hajar dash” are cultivated by them in Paschim 
Medinipur. In this way, germplasm diversity of 
landraces of certain crops is being maintained. 

Establishment of kitchen garden in their 
house premises is a common practice among 
the Lodhas. Many important plant species are 
planted and maintained round the year in their 
kitchen gardens, so they can use the plants 
whenever required. Mostly, herbaceous plants 
are planted in the kitchen gardens like Cannabis 
sativa, Curcuma caesia, Carica papaya, Piper 
betle, etc. Moreover, Morus indica, Pteros 
permum acerifolium, Diospyros malabarica, 
Azadirachta indica, Litsea glutinosa, different 
Ficus species and many other plants of utmost 
importance are also planted by the Lodhas in the 
village premises and nearby houses to conserve 
the phyto-resources. 

4. Conclusion
From this study, it is clearly understood 

that the Lodhas of West Bengal have very rich 
traditional knowledge regarding utilization and 

conservation of the phyto resources. About 
250 species of angiosperms and pteridophytes 
are used by the people of Lodha tribe in the 
12 numbers of use-categories which basically 
highlight a large body of information regarding 
ethnobotanical knowledge of this primitive 
tribe on locally available phyto-resources and 
its sustainable uses. Further studies have to 
be conducted to document more information 
regarding the traditional knowledge of this tribal 
group attached with the plant resources from 
other states of India. Finally, an inventory of 
the Ethnobotany of Lodha tribe of India can be 
prepared compiling all the state level information 
documented. The information on ethnobotany 
of the Lodhas of West Bengal documented in 
this study will also protect the IPR of this tribe. 
Further, scientific validation of ethnobotanical as 
well as ethnomedicinal claims need to be carried 
out through phytochemical and pharmacological 
studies for the development of novel compounds. 
More attention has to be paid for the conservation 
of important plant species used by Lodhas. 
Combination of both modern conservation 
strategies and traditional conservation practices 
is needed to frame the conservation strategy for 
protection of the vast phyto-resources used by 
this vulnerable tribe. 
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Fig. 2. Phytodiversity used by the Lodha tribe, West Bengal:  A. Collection of plant specimens with the tribal; 
B. Interview taken among the tribal;  C. Medicine man and priest of Tapoban, Paschim Medinipur;  D. Medicine 
man, Gaya Prasad Bhakta, giving information about the roots of Curculigo orchioides; E. Salacia chinensis, 
fruits used in hair care; F. Cannabis sativa, leaf used in the treatment of dysmenorrhea
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