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ABSTRACT 
 

The Tonchongya is a comparatively small tribe mainly residing in the Bandarban and Rangamati districts of 
the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh. The tribe still maintains their ancient traditions to quite some extent, 
which traditions include their traditional medicinal practices. Since these traditional tribal medicinal practices 
are on the verge of disappearance, it is of importance to document them before they disappear completely, 
because close observation of many such practices has led to discovery of important modern drugs like quinine or 
artemisinin. The Tonchongya tribe is highly scattered. It was the objective of the present study to conduct an 
ethnomedicinal survey among a community of Tonchongya people residing in Keyaju Para of the Bandarban 
district. It was observed that the tribal practitioner used a total of 18 formulations, which formulations contained 
23 plant species of which 21 could be identified and 2 remain unidentified. The plants were divided into 15 
families; the Fabaceae family contributed 4 species followed by the Asteraceae family with 3 species. The 
various ailments for which the plants were used included mental disorders, malaria, gastrointestinal disorders 
(stomach pain, food poisoning, diarrhea, bloating, indigestion, constipation), jaundice, snake bite, gonorrhea, 
bleeding from external cuts and wounds, irregular menstruation, abscess, hookworm infestation, diabetes, 
burning sensations during urination, overdose of any medicine, insomnia, oral lesions, and insect bite. A search 
of the relevant scientific literature showed that the traditional uses of a number of plants by the tribal 
practitioner have been validated with relevant bio-activity studies on the plant in question. It is thus of interest 
not only to conduct bio-activity studies on the remaining plants which are yet to be studied, but also to study the 
effect of the exact formulations as prescribed by the tribal practitioner. It is very much possible that the 
formulations of the practitioner, when examined scientifically in their entireties, can yield valuable insights into 
the medicinal properties of the plant or plant parts and may lead to discovery of new drugs. 
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Introduction 
 

The Tonchongya tribe is one of the smaller tribes residing mainly in the Bandarban and Rangamati districts 
of the Chittagong Hill Tracts region in the southeastern region of Bangladesh. The tribe is also known as the 
‘Dainak’ tribe. They are presumed to belong to the Tibeto-Burman family of the human population (Chakma, 
2010). A population census conducted in 1991 showed the Tonchongya population in Bandarban district to be 
5,493. The tribe probably originally inhabited Arakan in present day Myanmar and which is adjacent to the 
Chittagong Hill Tracts region. Some anthropologists regard them as an off-shoot of the major tribe, the Chakma 
tribe, who reside in the same regions. The Tonchongyas claim to have come to their present habitat in 
Bangladesh from Arakan in two waves, the first in 1418, and the second in 1819. 

The Tonchongya tribe is divided into 12 sects, which they call Gosha. Some of the Goshas are Mo’o Gosha, 
Karwa Gosha, Dhonya Gosha, and Lung Gosha. The 12 sects again have sub-sects (Gutti), like the Mo’o Gosha 
has sub-sects like Tashi, Dallo-a, Agara, Kuruga, Gonya, Aga, Khussa, and Kobalya. Their society is patriarchal 
and daughters cannot inherit their father’s property. The Tonchongyas practice agriculture through the ‘jhum’ 
method of cultivation. In this method, a portion of the forest land is cleared by felling trees and burning the 
undergrowth. Holes are dug in the cleared soil and seeds of multiple crops like rice and vegetables are put in the 
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same hole. The crops are tended to and cultivated when ready. Besides rice and vegetables, other crops 
cultivated include ginger, turmeric and sugarcane. 

The Tonchongyas are Buddhists by religion. Their main festivals are the Ashari, Bhadro, Aswini, Maghi 
and Falguni Purnimas conducted, respectively, on the full moon nights of the Bengali calendar months of Ashar, 
Bhadro, Aswin, Magh and Falgun. Their other festival is the Bishu festival, which means New Year’s festival. 
They have their own language, which belongs to the Indo-Aryan group of languages. Their main diet is rice, 
which is consumed with dried shrimp, dried, fish, dried shark, boiled vegetables (usuna chon), or pork. Their 
forest habitat precludes them from many modern amenities including access to allopathic doctors and modern 
clinics. Both by tradition and as a result of this lack of access, the Tonchongyas still rely on their own tribal 
medicinal practitioners (TMPs) to cater to their medicinal needs.  

Since Bangladesh is rich in traditional medicinal practices, which includes tribal medicinal practices, and 
which are rapidly getting lost, we had been conduction ethnomedicinal surveys among the traditional medicinal 
practitioners of both the mainstream population and various tribes for the last few years (Nawaz et al., 2009; 
Rahmatullah et al., 2009a-c; Chowdhury et al., 2010; Hasan et al., 2010; Hossan et al., 2010; Mollik et al., 
2010a,b; Rahmatullah et al., 2010a-g; Haque et al., 2011; Islam et al., 2011;  Jahan et al., 2011; Rahmatullah et 
al., 2011a,b; Sarker et al., 2011; Das et al., 2012; Rahmatullah et al., 2012a-d). Such documentation is 
important, because many modern drugs like quinine, artemisinin, reserpine and others has been discovered by 
closely observing the medicinal practices of indigenous peoples (Balick and Cox, 1996; Cotton, 1996; Gilani 
and Rahman, 2005). The objective of the present survey was to conduct an ethnomedicinal survey of a 
Tonchongya community residing in Keyaju Para (also known as Tonchungya Para) in the Bandarban district of 
Bangladesh. 
 
Materials and Methods 

 
The Tonchongya community had one practicing TMP named Suryadhon, aged about 40, by religion 

Buddhist, and practicing for about 10-12 years. Informed consent was first obtained of the TMP to obtain 
information and to disseminate such information in national or international publications. The TMP spoke 
Bengali quite fluently and interviews were conducted in Bengali, the language spoken by the interviewers. The 
TMP from the very first did not object to being questioned or interviewed. Interviews were conducted with the 
help of a semi-structured questionnaire and the guided field-walk method of Martin (1995) and Maundu (1995). 
In this method, the TMP took the interviewers on guided field-walks through places from where he collected his 
plants, pointed out the plants and described their uses. Plant specimens were photographed and collected and 
pressed on the spot and later brought back to be identified at the Bangladesh National Herbarium at Dhaka. 
 
Results and Discussion 

 
The Tonchongya TMP used a total of 18 formulations for treatment of mental disorders, malaria, 

gastrointestinal disorders (stomach pain, food poisoning, diarrhea, bloating, indigestion, constipation), jaundice, 
snake bite, gonorrhea, bleeding from external cuts and wounds, irregular menstruation, abscess, hookworm 
infestation, diabetes, burning sensations during urination, overdose of any medicine, insomnia, oral lesions, and 
insect bite. The results are shown in Table 1. Altogether 23 plant species were used in his formulations of which 
21 could be identified and 2 remained unidentified. It may be said in this context that previously unreported 
plant species are continuously being discovered in Bangladesh every year, because the country is yet to do a 
full-length survey on the floral species present within the country. The 21 identified plant species were 
distributed into 15 families. The Fabaceae family contributed 4 plants followed by the Asteraceae family with 3 
plants. The results are shown in Table 2. 

Mental disorder and ‘possession of a human being with evil spirits like genies’ were treated by the TMP 
with a mixture of Ocimum americanum, Acorus calamus and Brassica juncea (Serial Number 1). Quite 
obviously, in the absence of any other scientific evidences, any possession by ‘evil spirits’ can be considered as 
a sort of mental disorder with the status of the patient being in a state of delirium. It is interesting that Ocimum 
americanum is known to possess relaxant effects (Boskabady et al., 2005) and can be considered as beneficial to 
patients with mental disorders, particularly if he or she is in the agitated state. Both in the traditional Ayurvedic 
system of medicine as well as in scientific studies, Acorus calamus has been found to be beneficial in the 
management of generalized anxiety disorders (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011). The seeds of Brassica juncea has a 
very pungent odor and is widely prescribed by even mainstream traditional medicine practitioners to be smelt 
and get rid of the body from any ‘evil spirits’ possessing the body. According to the traditional healers, the so-
called evil spirits cannot tolerate the pungent odor of the seeds, more so when burnt, and so leave the body. 

Gastrointestinal disorders were treated by the TMP with several plants, one of which was Holarrhena 
antidysenterica (Serial Number 3). The plant has been scientifically validated in possible treatment of gut 
motility disorders, and one study has shown that hydro-ethanolic crude extract of the plant has both gut 
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stimulant as well as gut relaxant activities, mediated possibly through activation of histamine receptors and 
calcium channel blockade (Gilani et al., 2010). Diarrhea was treated by the TMP with Smilax zeylanica (Serial 
Number 4); the anti-diarrheal activity of this plant has been reported (Panda et al., 2012). Cajanus cajan was 
used by the TMP for treatment of jaundice (Serial Number 5); the hepatoprotective activity of methanol extract 
of this plant has been demonstrated (Ahsan et al., 2009). It is interesting that Holarrhena antidysenterica and 
Plantago ovata seeds were used in the same formulation for treatment of jaundice. The seeds of Plantago ovata 
are widely used in Bangladesh for treatment of constipation, and as indicated earlier Holarrhena antidysenterica 
has gut relaxant effects. It is quite possible (though it remains to be scientifically established) that Cajanus 
cajan, although effective in the treatment of jaundice, may cause constipation and so the other two plant parts 
were administered along with. 

 
Table 1: Medicinal plants and formulations along with the ailments treated by the Tonchongya tribal healer. 

Serial 
Number 

Ailment with 
symptoms 

Formulation Local name of plants/ingredients 
used 

1 Mental disorders, 
being possessed with 
‘evil spirits’ like 
genies. 

Leaves of Ocimum americanum L. (Lamiaceae) are mixed 
with leaves of Acorus calamus L. (Acoraceae) and seeds of 
Brassica juncea (L.) Czern. (Cruciferae) and taken orally. 

Ocimum americanum: Sabrang 
Acorus calamus: Bois gach 
Brassica juncea: Shorisha 

2 Malaria. Roots of malaria powder gach (unidentified) are made into 
pills and dried. Pills are taken to alleviate malaria fever. 

Unidentified: Malaria powder 
gach 

3 Stomach pain, food 
poisoning 
(symptoms: severe 
stomach pain and 
vomiting following 
eating of a food). 

Juice obtained from macerated bark of Holarrhena 
antidysenterica (Roxb. ex Fleming) Wall. (Apocynaceae) 
is taken in a container. Then a red-hot iron rod is dipped 
within the juice and the juice is taken while still warm. 
Alternately, bark of Holarrhena antidysenterica is mixed 
with camphor and a slight amount of bark of Cinnamomum 
camphora (L.) J. Presl. (Lauraceae) and chewed. This is 
done 2-3 times. 

Holarrhena antidysenterica: 
Kuruk gach 
Cinnamomum camphora: Korpur 
gach 

4 Udoramoy (diarrhea). Bark of root of Smilax zeylanica L. (Smilacaceae) is 
chewed or taken in the crushed form to stop diarrhea 
within 2-3 hours. 

Smilax zeylanica: Kumaijja lota 

5 Jaundice (symptoms: 
yellow coloration of 
eyes, body and urine, 
physical weakness). 

Juice obtained from macerated leaves of Cajanus cajan 
(L.) Millsp. (Fabaceae) and Holarrhena antidysenterica 
(Roxb. ex Fleming) Wall. (Apocynaceae) are mixed with 
powdered seeds of Plantago ovata Forssk. 
(Plantaginaceae) and taken (one glassful) in the morning 
on an empty stomach for one month. 

Cajanus cajan: Orol gach 
Holarrhena antidysenterica: 
Kuruk gach 
Plantago ovata: Isabgul, Tumka 

6 Snake bite. Macerated leaves of Desmodium alata L. (Fabaceae) are 
applied to the bitten area. At the same time, juice obtained 
from macerated roots is taken orally. 

Desmodium alatum: Ublangra 

7 Malaria fever, any 
type of stomach pain. 

Roots of Clerodendrum viscosum Vent. (Verbenaceae) is 
mixed with bark of Holarrhena antidysenterica (Roxb. ex 
Fleming) Wall. (Apocynaceae) and root of malaria powder 
gach (unidentified). The plant parts are macerated to obtain 
juice. For stomach pain, the juice is orally administered. 
For malaria, a red-hot iron is put inside the juice and the 
juice then orally taken. 

Clerodendrum viscosum: Sujjara 
Holarrhena antidysenterica: 
Kuruk gach 
Unidentified: Malaria powder 
gach 

8 Gonorrhea. Roots of Melastoma species (Melastomataceae) are mixed 
with powdered seeds of Plantago ovata Forssk. 
(Plantaginaceae) and soaked overnight in water in which 
rice has been washed. The water is taken the following 
morning on an empty stomach. 

Melastoma sp. (unidentified): 
Putti gach 
Plantago ovata: Isabgul, Tumka 

9 Bleeding from 
external cuts and 
wounds. 

Leaves of Mikania cordata Burm.f. (Asteraceae) and 
Chromolaena odorata (L.) King & H. Rob. (Asteraceae) 
are crushed together and applied to cuts and wounds to 
stop bleeding instantly. 

Mikania cordata: Dubainna lota 
Chromolaena odorata: Dubainna 
gach 

10 Irregular 
menstruation. 

2-3 flowers and leaves of Ipomoea quamoclit L. 
(Convolvulaceae) are mixed with water, and macerated to 
obtain juice. The juice is boiled and then cooled and taken 
(dose: ½ cup for a week). 

Ipomoea quamoclit: Madhobi lota 

11 Abscess. Whole or macerated leaves of Sida rhombifolia L. 
(Malvaceae) are applied to abscesses to hasten 
suppuration. 

Sida rhombifolia: Boi uli pata 

12 Hookworm. Seeds of Ficus hispida L. (Moraceae) are dried, powdered 
and taken in the evening after meals for three consecutive 
evenings. 

Ficus hispida: Joana gach 

13 Diabetes (symptom: 
frequent urination), 
jaundice, burning 
sensations during 
urination. 

Seeds of Hyptis suaveolens (L.) Poit (Lamiaceae) are 
mixed with water in which rice has been washed and then 
macerated to obtain juice. The juice is taken twice daily in 
the morning and evening for a month for diabetes or 
jaundice. Seeds are mixed with water in which mishri 
(crystalline sugar) has been dissolved and taken twice daily 

Hyptis suaveolens: Tumka gach 
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in the morning and evening for a week as treatment for 
burning sensations during urination. 

14 Overdose of any 
medicine. 

Bark of roots of Diplazium esculentum (Retz.) Sw. 
(Dryopteridaceae) are macerated and orally administered 
to excrete the over-dosed medicine through urine or stool. 

Diplazium esculentum: Dheki 
shak 

15 Insomnia, oral 
lesions. 

Leaves of Spilanthes paniculata Wall. ex DC. (Asteraceae) 
are cooked and eaten for insomnia.  Roots are rubbed onto 
oral lesions. 

Spilanthes paniculata: Oshun 
shak 

16 Stomach pain due to 
bloating or 
indigestion. 

Juice obtained from macerated leaves of Cassia alata L. 
(Fabaceae) is orally taken. 

Cassia alata: Koshoi gach 

17 Insect bite. Juice obtained from macerated root of Thysanolaena 
maxima (Roxb.) Kuntze (Poaceae) is applied to bitten area. 

Thysanolaena maxima: Shuinda 
gach 

18 Constipation, to 
cleanse bowels. 

Two roots of Derris elliptica (Wallich) Benth. (Fabaceae) 
are rubbed against each other till soft. The roots are then 
orally taken. 

Derris elliptica: Mahaga 

 
Table 2: Medicinal plants of the Tonchongya tribe of Keyaju Para in Bandarban district of Bangladesh. 

Serial Number Plant Family 
1 Acorus calamus Acoraceae 
2 Holarrhena antidysenterica Apocynaceae 
3 Chromolaena odorata Asteraceae 
4 Mikania cordata Asteraceae 
5 Spilanthes paniculata Asteraceae 
6 Ipomoea quamoclit Convolvulaceae 
7 Brassica juncea Cruciferae 
8 Diplazium esculentum Dryopteridaceae 
9 Cajanus cajan Fabaceae 
10 Cassia alata Fabaceae 
11 Derris elliptica Fabaceae 
12 Desmodium alata Fabaceae 
13 Hyptis suaveolens Lamiaceae 
14 Ocimum americanum Lamiaceae 
15 Cinnamomum camphora Lauraceae 
16 Sida rhombifolia Malvaceae 
17 Ficus hispida Moraceae 
18 Plantago ovata Plantaginaceae 
19 Thysanolaena maxima Poaceae 
20 Smilax zeylanica Smilacaceae 
21 Clerodendrum viscosum Verbenaceae 

 
Desmodium alata was used by the TMP to treat snake bite (Serial Number 6). Although any efficacy of this 

plant in the treatment of snake bite remain to be scientifically established, a related species, namely, Desmodium 
gyrans DC. is also traditionally used to treat snake bite and the plant is known to possess bioactive constituents 
which may be good for wound healing (Gopalakrishnan and Rajameena, 2012). Clerodendrum viscosum was 
used by the TMP to treat malaria (Serial Number 7); the anti-malarial and anti-pyretic properties of this plant 
have been reported (Bhattacharjee et al., 2011). The latter property can prove to be beneficial during malarial 
fever. Also to be noted that for the treatment of malaria (Serial Numbers 2 and 7), the TMP used another plant 
that the Bangladesh National Herbarium failed to identify, namely malaria gach. The very name suggests that 
this plant could be a really effective agent for the treatment of malaria since it is known by the name of the 
disease. Also to be noted is that Holarrhena antidysenterica was used along with Clerodendrum viscosum, 
suggesting that administration of the latter plant can cause gastrointestinal upsets, which is alleviated by co-
administration of the former plant. 

Mikania cordata was used by the TMP to stop bleeding from cuts and wounds (Serial Number 9). Although 
any blood clotting effect of the plant is yet to be scientifically reported, the plant is known to have both 
analgesic as well as anti-bacterial properties (Nayeem et al., 2011), which could be both beneficial in the 
treatment of cuts and wounds to relieve any pain and to stop any infections from developing. Anti-bacterial 
activity has also been described for Sida rhombifolia (Assam et al., 2010), which can prove useful in the use of 
this plant by the TMP for treatment of Abscess (Serial Number 11). Diabetes and jaundice was treated by the 
TMP with Hyptis suaveolens (Serial Number 13). Hypoglycemic activity of methanol extract of leaves of this 
plant has been reported (Danmalam et al., 2009). The hepatoprotective activity of aqueous extract of leaves of 
this plant against acetaminophen-induced hepatotoxicity in rabbits has also been reported (Babalola et al., 
2011), suggesting that the plant could be an effective means for both treatment of diabetes and jaundice. 

The anti-bacterial action of gradient extracts of flower heads of Spilanthes paniculata has been 
demonstrated (Thomas, 2011); the leaves of this plant were used by the TMP for oral lesions (Serial Number 
15). Leaves of Cassia alata was used by the TMP for treatment of stomach pain due to bloating or indigestion 
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(Serial Number 16). The plant is known to contain sennosides A and B, which act as laxative (Putalun et al., 
2006), which property can be useful in alleviating bloating and possibly indigestion. 

Taken together, scientific research can be seen to validate the traditional uses of a number of plants used by 
the Tonchongya TMP. Because of centuries-long habitat within forest regions of the tribes, tribal medicinal 
practitioners have accumulated quite extensive knowledge of the medicinal properties of plant species, and 
which knowledge is accumulated and transmitted from generation to generation. Because of the encroachment 
of modern civilization, this knowledge is on the verge of disappearance. It is time that more scientific researches 
be conducted on the plant species used by the TMPs towards discovery of more efficacious drugs and also to 
arouse interest in saving these plant species, many of which are endangered. The traditional medicinal practices 
of the various tribes of Bangladesh are not well-documented. It is also necessary to conduct ethnomedicinal 
surveys within these tribes to document their traditional medicinal knowledge.        
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