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ABSTRACT 
 
 Plants have always served human beings not only as medicines, i.e. for treatment of diseases, but also for 
prevention of diseases. That ‘prevention is better than cure’ is something that is readily agreed to by both 
doctors and patients. Bangladesh rural population on one hand lacks access to modern medical amenities like 
doctors and clinics, and on the other hand suffers from various diseases due to lack of proper sanitation and the 
lack of proper drinking water. In fact gastrointestinal disorders and respiratory tract infections are quite common 
among the rural population of Bangladesh. As such, they consume different plants at different times of the year, 
which according to them as well as practitioners of folk medicine can serve as effective preventions against 
various clinical disorders. Modern science has also recognized the importance of various plants and their 
constituents as viable factors towards prevention or at least reducing the incidences of ailments like 
cardiovascular disorders and cancer. The objective of the present study was to conduct a survey among the 
population of a randomly chosen village, namely Silakhana in Bagerhat district, Bangladesh. It was observed 
that the village population sixteen plants or plant parts for prevention of diseases like helminthiasis, 
gastrointestinal disorders like dysentery, diarrhea or constipation, loss of memory, loss of appetite, leucorrhea, 
menorrhagia, diabetes, weakness, headache, and respiratory tract infections. The plants merit potential for 
further scientific studies, for if the villager’s claims are proved to be accurate, these plants can serve as an 
effective means for prevention of various common diseases and contribute to considerable savings in the people 
as a whole on their medical-related costs. 
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Introduction 
 
 Human beings have suffered from diseases and possibly used medicinal plants for treatment since their 
advent. However, it is now widely recognized by both doctors and patients that ‘prevention is better than cure’. 
For this reason, doctors recommend that people stop smoking because smoking can cause lung cancer, or people 
stop too much white sugar intake because that can lead to diabetes. The rural people of Bangladesh are in 
general poor, because of the general lack of proper sanitation and lack of quality drinking water. Moreover, the 
living conditions cannot be said as to be totally hygienic. As a result, the people suffer from diseases like 
gastrointestinal disorders, respiratory tract infections, and helminthiasis, to name only a few. The rural 
population depends on folk medicinal practitioners, known otherwise as Kavirajes for treatment of their various 
ailments. Besides treating diseases, it has been a long practice among both Kavirajes to advise and the rural 
population to consume various plants at different times of the year or sometimes all throughout the year as 
preventive measure against the incidence of a number of diseases. Modern science has also recognized the value 
of these plants and has classified them as ‘preventive medicinal plants’ or ‘functional foods’ or 
‘neutraceuticals’.  
 To cite a few such instances, anthocyanins are plant-derived and belong to the flavonoid class of 
compounds. The potential health benefits of plant-derived anthocyanin-rich foods in the control of obesity, 
control of diabetes, prevention of cardiovascular diseases, and improvement of visual and brain functions has 
been recently reviewed (Tsuda, 2012). Pomegranate [fruit of Punica granatum L. (Lythraceae)], a fruit native to 
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the Middle east, has gained widespread popularity as a functional food and is considered to have promising 
effects against incidences of cardiovascular diseases, diabetes and prostate cancer (Johanningsmeier and Harris, 
2011). Whole grain cereals reportedly may play a role in the prevention of cardiovascular diseases and strokes, 
hypertension, metabolic syndrome, type 2 diabetes mellitus, obesity, and different forms of cancer (Borneo and 
León, 2012). Date fruits [fruits of Phoenix dactylifera (Arecaceae)] are now regarded as conferring numerous 
health benefits to persons who consumes them on a regular basis (Vayalil, 2012). Apples [fruits of Malus 
domestica Borkh. (Rosaceae)] are known to protect and heal gastrointestinal mucosa (Romano et al., 2012).  
 The protective effect of Nelumbo nucifera Gaertn. (Nymphaeaceae) germ oil against carbon tetrachloride-
induced injury in mice and cultured PC-12 cells has been reported, and it has been suggested that the germ oil 
could be ‘recognized as a powerful functional oil against oxidative stress’ (Lv et al., 2012). Addition of black 
rice bran to noodles has been shown to improve the antioxidant properties of noodles (Kong et al., 2012), which 
can be useful in protecting the body against diabetes, cancer, cardiovascular disorders, Alzheimer’s disease, and 
aging. The antioxidant property of Psidium cattleianum Sabine (Myrtaceae) fruits (due to presence of flavonoids 
and anthocyanins) has been recognized and it has been suggested to use it as a functional food (Biegelmeyer et 
al., 2011). The leaves of broccolini (Brassica oleracea Italica X Alboglabra) has been shown to demonstrate 
anti-proliferative effects against four human cancer cell lines (SW480, HepG2, Hela, and A549), and apoptosis 
induction activity on SW480 cell line (Wang and Zhang, 2012). Resveratrol (3,5,4-trans-trihydroxystilbene) is a 
naturally occurring phytoalexin found in grape skin, peanuts and red wine. The compound has been shown to 
display diverse biological activities like anti-cancer, anti-tubulin, and anti-cardiovascular disease (Ruana et al., 
2012). Curcuma longa and Curcuma mangga leaves reportedly exhibited functional food properties through 
inhibition of cyclooxygenase enzyme, COX-1 as well as inhibition of growth of human tumor cells (Liu and 
Nair, 2012).  
 Since preventive medicinal (otherwise known as functional food) plants can play a beneficial role in the 
lowering of incidences of diseases, it is of interest to document the use of such plants and the diseases that they 
purportedly prevent. As such, we had been conducting surveys among the mainstream Bengali-speaking as well 
as the tribal population in Bangladesh for the last few years to identify and document such plants. Some of this 
has been documented (Rahmatullah et al., 2009; Rahmatullah et al., 2010; Biswas et al., 2011; Rahmatullah et 
al., 2011 a,b). In this regard, Bangladesh is a suitable country to survey, for the population has for centuries, as a 
result of many factors as outlined above, has relied on consumption of such preventive medicinal plants to 
reduce or prevent diverse diseases. The objective of the present survey was to document the preventive 
medicinal plants consumed by the rural people of Silakhana village in Bagerhat district of Bangladesh. 
 
Materials and Methods 
 
 Silakhana village in Bagerhat district of Bangladesh was randomly chosen for the present survey. 
Consumtion of preventive medicinal plants is quite common among the rural population of bagerhat district as 
determined in an initial survey. It was found out that both folk medicinal practitioners, otherwise known as 
Kavirajes, prescribe preventive medicinal plants, and the rural people are quite cognizant of the preventive 
values of some plant species, which they consume at regular intervals throughout the year or while in season. 
They believe that consumption of such plant species helps in the prevention of a number of diseases, the most 
frequent of which are gastrointestinal disorders and respiratory tract infections. The total population of 
Silakhana village was estimated at around 2,000. Randomized surveys were conducted among the people with 
the help of a semi-structured questionnaire and the guided field-walk method. With the help of the 
questionnaire, the people surveyed were asked about whether they consume any preventive medicinal plants, 
and if the answer was in the affirmative, they were requested to show the plants and describe the mode and 
purpose of such consumption. Plant specimens were procured through the field-walk method, where the people 
surveyed took the interviewers on guided field-walks through areas from where they collected those plants, 
pointed out the plants and described their uses. Plant specimens were photographed and collected on the spot, 
dried, and brought back for complete identification at the Bangladesh National Herbarium at Dhaka. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
  The rural people of Silakhana village were found to use a total of 16 plants or plant parts as preventive 
medicines. Out of the various plant parts, leaves of 12 plants were consumed with or without stems. Fruits of 2 
plants were consumed as well as seeds of 2 plants. The various ailments against which these plants were 
consumed as preventive measures included helminthiasis, gastrointestinal disorders (diarrhea, dysentery, 
constipation), loss of memory, loss of appetite, leucorrhea, menorrhagia, diabetes, weakness, headache, and 
respiratory tract infections. The mode of consumption was raw, cooked, fried or boiled in water and taken as 
soup. The results are shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Plants consumed for preventive medicinal purposes by the villagers of Silakhana in Bagerhat district, Bangladesh. 
Serial 

Number 
Scientific name Family Local name Parts used Disease(s) 

prevented 
Mode of use 

1 Hygrophila 
auriculata (Schum.) 
Heyne. 

Acanthaceae Kule khara Leaf, new 
stems 

Physical 
weakness, 
constipation, 
irregular 
menstruation 

Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves and new 
stems are taken. 

2 Amaranthus 
spinosus L. 

Amaranthaceae Kata shak, Kata 
notey 

Leaf, new 
stems 

Leucorrhea, 
menorrhagia 

Leaves and stems 
are boiled or fried 
and eaten. 

3 Spondias pinnata 
(L.f.) Kurz 

Anacardiaceae Pati amra Fruit pulp, 
fresh new 
leaves 

Toothache, loss 
of appetite 
following fever 

Juice prepared 
from fruit pulp or 
soup prepared from 
fruit pulp and fresh 
new leaves is 
taken. 

4 Centella asiatica 
(L.) Urb. 

Apiaceae Thankuni Leaf Bowel troubles 
(e.g. diarrhea) 

Leaves are taken 
raw or in the 
cooked or fried 
form. 

5 Ipomoea aquatic 
Forsk. 

Convolvulaceae Kolmi Leaf, new 
stems 

Physical 
weakness, 
constipation 

Leaves and new 
stems are eaten 
cooked or fried. 

6 Kalanchoe pinnata 
(Lam.) Pres. 

Crassulaceae Pathorkuchi Leaf Indigestion, 
diarrhea 

Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves is taken 
with or without 
table salt. 

7 Coccinia cordifolia 
(L.) Cogn. 

Cucurbitaceae Telakucha Leaf Headache (mild 
and severe) 

Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves is taken. 
Alternately, curry 
is prepared with 
leaves and spotted 
snakehead fish 
(Chana punctata) 
and taken. 

8 Cajanus cajan (L.) 
Millsp. 

Fabaceae Orhorer dal Leaf Helminthiasis Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves is taken. 

9 Ocimum canum 
Sims 

Lamiaceae Ram tulsi Leaf Common cold, 
fever, bronchitis, 
coughs, digestive 
complaints 

Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves is taken. 

10 Ocimum 
tenuiflorum L. 

Lamiaceae Krishna tulsi Leaf Respiratory tract 
infections 

Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves is taken. 
Alternately, raw 
leaves are chewed. 

11 Artocarpus 
lakoocha Wall. ex 
Roxb. 

Moraceae Deua fol Fruit pulp Loss of appetite Taken as soup. 

12 Ficus hispida L. Moraceae Dumur Barks of 
flower 
stem 

Bowel troubles Consumed as 
cooked and soup. 

13 Syzygium 
fruticosum (Roxb.) 
DC. 

Myrtaceae Khudi jam Seeds Keeping blood 
sugar normal 

Seeds are 
consumed. 

14 Aegle marmelos 
(L.) Corr. 

Rutaceae Bel, Srifal Leaf, 
unripe 
fruit 

Dysentery and 
other bowel 
troubles 

Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves or boiled 
unripe fruits are 
taken in the 
morning on an 
empty stomach. 

15 Feronia limonia 
(L.) Swingle 

Rutaceae Koth bel Leaf Dysentery and 
other bowel 
troubles 

Juice obtained 
from macerated 
leaves is taken. 

16 Bacopa monnieri 
(L.) Pennell 

Scrophulariaceae Brahmi Leaf, new 
stems 

Memory loss Consumed as 
cooked, fried or as 
soup. 
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 Gastrointestinal disorders seemed to be the most common complaint of the villagers, owing possibly to the 
unhygienic conditions of living and the lack of quality drinking water. Several plant parts were consumed as 
preventive measures against diarrhea, dysentery or constipation. These were leaves and unripe fruits of Aegle 
marmelos, leaf juice of Feronia limonia, barks of flower stems of Ficus hispida, leaves and new stems of 
Ipomoea aquatica, leaves and new stems of Hygrophila auriculata, leaf juice of Kalanchoe pinnata, leaf juice 
of Ocimum canum, and leaves of Centella asiatica. The available scientific literature confirms the validation of 
preventive uses of a number of these plants. Fruits of Aegle marmelos and Feronia limonia (particularly unripe 
fruits) have been traditionally used in the Indian sub-continent for alleviation of gastrointestinal disorders 
including diarrhea, dysentery, indigestion, loss of appetite, as well as constipation (Sharma et al., 2011; Qureshi 
et al., 2010). Leaf extract of Ficus hispida has been shown to have anti-diarrheal activity in rats (Mandal and 
Ashok Kumar, 2002). Ipomoea aquatica reportedly is beneficial against physical weakness and constipation 
(Prasad et al., 2008; Chopra et al., 1956). Kalanchoe pinnata reportedly is also useful in diarrhea and as a 
carminative (Quazi Majaj et al., 2011). Centella asiatica is also useful in diarrhea and against enteric pathogens 
(Mamtha et al., 2004). 
 The uses of several other plants have been scientifically validated. Bacopa monnieri has been shown to 
enhance human memory (Roodenrys et al., 2002). Analgesic activity of stem bark of Spondias pinnata extract 
has been reported (Panda, 2009). From the already validated plant species, it is expected that the other plants or 
plant parts used by the Silakhana villagers as preventive medicines may also be validated following appropriate 
scientific research. Such validation could prove enormously beneficial to particularly the poor segments of the 
population of the whole world, those who are unable to meet the treatment costs for diseases, or lacks access to 
modern medicinal facilities.      
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