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Introduction 

Tribals are considered as an integral part of the Indian 
civilization, though they are neglected for centuries without 
being considered as mainstream population. They have been 
identified as sub-stream population, uncivilized and often 
barbarious in nature. But, in reality, on closer examination it 
becomes evident that they are the people with distinct 
cultures, close to nature and help us to understand their 
contributions to early cultures and civilizations. It is ironic 
then to understand and identify them differently as they look 
to be simple and rugged. There is need to understand these 
natural populations and the finer abilities they have in 
establishing nature’s resources of health. 

In coming days, mankind will be faced with a multitude 
of environmental problems. Not only these problems are 
numerous but vary greatly in their very nature and in the 
scope of the impact. A glance at the world’s environment today 
gives us an alarming picture of destruction and degeneration 
of environment brought out by modern man in particular. 
However, the so-called tribal communities all around the world 
have always nurtured their environments and thus sustained 
by them (Reddy, K.V. 2002). It is only in the recent past that 
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tribal traditions are given prime importance, as they possess 
some rare qualities, like, establishing harmonious relationship 
with man and nature. They make appropriate use of their 
surroundings. They have extraordinary knowledge of their 
environment. Their sensory powers are sharp. They have 
abilities to produce excellent objects by their hands. However, 
all these tribal ways of life and livelihood are subjected to 
change because modern development is like tempest. It has a 
tendency to uproot people of other cultures and their 
traditions. 

There is a need to document their cultures before they 
disappear totally. In this context, tribal studies have been 
aired a great deal in recent years in this country (Rakshit, 
1976; Reddy, K.N., 2000; Reddy, K.V., 2002). Studies focusing on 
individual tribes have proliferated. Thus, literature on tribes is 
growing (Fabrega, 1975; Foster and Anderson, 1978; Joshi, 
1985, 1986; Kakar, 1977; Landy, 1980; Rizvi, 1986; Young, 1982). 
This calls for a holistic approach in understanding tribes and 
their cultures and uses such knowledge for the development of 
man in general and mainstream population in particular. 

Nature of Tribal Medicine - Concept of Health and Disease 

The concept of “health and disease” in tribal mind is 
quite different from non- tribal. These two groups of Indian 
society handle differently in combating the disease and the 
whole perception of dealing with it. The traditional natural 
medicine system dominates the tribal world and whereas the 
“modern technological medicine” dominates the non-tribal 
world. When one examines seriously the cost effectiveness of 
these systems of medicine, the traditional medicine of tribals 
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is simple, natural and involves less expensive; while the 
‘modern medicine’ of non-tribals is complex, complicated, 
many times due to non-being of natural and moreover involves 
heavy expenditure. After experiencing the pros and cons of 
modem medicine by the so- called modem man, he is now 
turning towards other systems of medicine, more so of tribal, 
where he could gain or benefit as because of its being natural. 

In the Indian cultural setting, a number of studies have 
been carried out which point out that rural people attribute 
diseases to certain external conditions which may involve not 
only natural but supernatural powers acting in conjunction 
with certain internal conditions of the body. The internal 
conditions may consist of physical or natural weakness, and 
the external conditions may be the action of certain goddesses 
that cause disease and evil spirits (Veena Bhasin and Vinay 
K.Srivastava, 1991). 

Rizvi (1968) studied health practices of the Jaunsaris, a 
tribal population of Jaunsar-Bawar in the hilly region of 
Dehradun (Utter Pradesh). He found that the Jaunsaris use 
household remedies for a number of ailments and for certain 
specific diseases, the herbal man are consulted. The concept of 
manifestation of illnesses due to indirect factors supernatural 
or magical causes cannot scientifically explain illness. In 
evaluating how for modern-scientific medicines have been 
accepted, Rizvi stated that the people spend very little money 
or sometimes nothing on the treatment of an illness either by 
priests or herbalists, because payment is in kind. Traditional 
medicines do not have to be purchased; they are prepared from 
common plants and animals found in the region. 
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To some extent, these traditional systems of medicine 
obstruct the path of cosmopolitan medicine. The question 
generally asked is; why we cannot absorb the indigenous 
knowledge to form a multi-tier system rather than imposing a 
single system from outside. Integration of indigenous systems 
of medicine in primary health care has become the 
contemporary need (Veena Bhasin and Vinay K. Srivastava, 
1991). 

Tribal medicine encompasses wide variety of practices, 
like propitiating Gods and Goddesses; using naturally 
available herbs, using plants and animals as food and medicine 
and so on. Besides these real ‘medicine’ lies in their way of 
living, their belief systems, and their communal harmony, 
environmental and ecological tie-ups intimately. It is in these 
ways of living that we could draw many inferences for the use 
of mainstream populations. 
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Tribal Way of Living 

One of the important characteristics of tribal 
communities is that they inhabit inaccessible areas far off 
from the main currents of civilization. Tribals living in 
isolation develop thus their own customs and socio-economic 
institutions, which are the result of hundreds of years of 
gradual adaptation to their environment. 

It is no wonder to state that tribal habitation itself is 
nature’s gift to them. Tribals by nature work hard to eke out 
their livelihood. This allows them to bum out their 
accumulated energies easily and their exposures to nature, i.e., 
open environments, all the time make them fit physically and 
psychologically. Tribal way of living merits in many ways over 
the non-tribal way of living. The cultural technologies of tribes 
are as such that they live close to nature, interact with nature 
intimately and thus establish harmonious living with their 
environments. Cultural settings of tribals are as such that they 
resist to change. Further, they strive to improve their 
environments as part of their culture and they never try to 
manipulate the nature. Contrary to these qualities, the non-
tribal, stamping himself as modern, mainstream and civilized, 
outrages in manipulation of the environment to a greater 
extent, and forces himself to live in crowded environments 
with cultural technologies that effect his health and his very 
existence. Further, he gets acculturated very fast to alien 
cultures (Misra, 1985). 

Culture, Health and Disease 

Every culture irrespective of its simplicity and 
complexity has its own beliefs and practices concerning 
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diseases. It does work in a meaningful fashion. The system of 
medicine of a culture tries to treat the disease in its own way. 
The treatment of disease varies from group to group. Tribal 
medicine has its importance in recent times as they practice 
their own traditional medicine and are quite reluctant to 
accept modern medicine. The so called traditional system of 
tribal medicine accounts only naturally occurring medicinal 
plants and tribals have better knowledge over them. Besides 
this the tribal approach to medicine is totally based on belief 
system with natural resources of health and fitness. To be 
natural is precisely the golden way for health where the tribals 
achieve it with no cost (Landy, 1980). 

It is important to understand and identify the cause of 
illness as the nature of treatment is intimately linked with the 
cause identified. Religious performances occupy a prominent 
place in the treatment of disease like, small pox, plague, which 
they associate with supernatural causes. The advantage in 
learning a bout the indigenous beliefs and practices of the 
community is the insight it gives into the worldview of the 
people as concepts of disease causation and are part of 
society’s total world view (Mathur, 1977, 1978). 

Health and treatment also reflect the social solidarity of 
a community. Thus in a tribal community, for example, illness 
and consequent treatment is not always an individual or 
familial affair, but the decision about the nature of treatment 
is taken at the community level. Again, the Shamans or 
magicians in tribal traditional medicine establish faith and 
assurance in the patient as they share common cultures. These 
approaches o f tribal culture to disease are often responsible 
for the non-acceptance of modern medicine. 
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Ecology, Health and Disease 

The wealth of tribes is their forests and environment. 
They expose to their environments intimately and strive hard 
to eke out their life through gathering and hunting. This 
allows them to have body fitness in all seasons. It may be 
pointed out that disease and treatment, particularly in the 
tribal societies can not be properly understood in isolation. 
Health and treatment is very much connected with 
environment, particularly forest ecology. The traditional 
health care system and treatment is based on their deep 
observation and understanding of nature and environment. 
The knowledge of many medicinal plants has often been 
derived through their observation on other animals in nature 
to combat the disease (Boughey, 1975). 

It may be mentioned that many tribal groups use 
different parts of pIants not only for treatment of diseases, but 
even for population control (Chaudhury, 1990). An indepth 
scientific investigation on various herbs along with 
understanding of ecology may provide a new dimension to the 
modern based treatment of various diseases. Again, many 
tribal groups plant certain type of shrubs against insects, 
instead of going for chemical insecticides. These shrubs can be 
planted since they would not adversely affect the environment 
and may be more helpful to preserve the ecological balance. A 
definite relation exists between forests and nutrition, It has 
been noted by many that tribals living in remote forest areas 
have a better health status and more balanced food than those 
living in less remote areas. There is no doubt that any 
disturbance in the ecosystem is likely to affect the balance and 
some disease may spread quickly. The mode of utilization of 
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available natural and nutritional resources often determines 
the long-term impact on health (Goodhart and Shils, 1973). 

Disease and Population Density 

It is evident from studies on the effect of population 
density on health. Crowding of hosts leads to crowding of 
parasites and increased morbidity rates. Thus, smaller the 
populations the greater the chance that the parasite in 
question is absent. Tribes merit in this aspect over all other 
advanced human groups in their spatial distribution. Tribal 
hamlets or villages of any group are never crowded and are 
distributed sparsely and some times the distance between one 
kin group to the other is incredibly very distant. This pattern 
of spatial distribution among tribes provides the scope for 
disease free environment. The same is opposite in the case of 
modern man. Most of his environment are crowded leading to 
higher densities (Mahadevan, 2000; Mathur, 1977, 1978). 

To sum up the foregoing discussion, tribal medicine and 
its resulting health has deep rooted meaning. The very 
‘medicine’ for effective health of them means (i) intimate 
living with nature (ii) using nature’s resources wisely (iii) 
maintaining coexistence of life with environment (iv) Keeping 
the body fitness through physical work and (v) maintaining 
spatial distribution thus avoiding crowded living. 
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