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ABSTRACT

Arunachal Pradesh is culturally and biodiversity rich tribal state of India; 26 major tribes inhabits there. Tribes in

remote areas depend on the natural resources for treatment of various body ailments. Tribal communities of

Arunachal Pradesh used 48% mammalian species and 28% avian species as ethno-medicine. 38% carnivores, 21%

ungulates, 15% rodents and 13% primates among mammals, and 30% Passeriformes, 24% Ciconoformes consti-

tuted their ethno-medicine system. Seven body parts namely meat, bone, fat, gall bladder, alimentary canal, penis

and horn of the mammals and five body parts viz, meat, fat, feather, bone and leg of the birds used in traditional

medicinal system. Different tribal groups adopted different mode of use of the body parts. It was in the form of raw

meat, extract of fat, ash of bones and horns, aqueous extraction of certain dried body organs and decoction in

different body ailments. Threatened category of animals including the tiger, bear, deer, hornbill were the animals

used in therapeutic practices. The tribal peoples collected all the resources from forest through capturing, hunting,

killing, fishing including manual collection.

Key Words: Ethno-medicine, Faunal Therapy, Tribal Groups- Apatani, Nyishi and Monpa, Arunachal Pradesh.

INTRODUCTION

Ethno-medicine is a branch of traditional medicine

which deals with plants, animals and minerals etc. and

their use in the treatment of various diseases and

ailments (Werner 1971). Traditional medicines and

their practitioners reflects cultural expressions (Janes

1999) through indigenous beliefs, concepts, knowledge

and practices prevailing among the ethnic people for

preventing, lessening or curing disease or ailment

(Young 1983). Traditional knowledge systems in ethno

medicine play a key role in health care around the

world and provide health care to more than the 80 %

of the world’s population (WHO 1998).

Animals and the products derived from different

organs of their bodies have constituted a part of the

inventory of medicinal/therapeutic substances that

have been in use in various culture since ancient times

(Weiss 1947, Adeola, 1992, Anageletti et al. 1992,

Rosner 1992, Lev 2003). The healing of human

ailments by using therapeutics based of medicines

obtained from the animals and their body parts is

called Zoo-therapy (Cosat-Neto 2005).The use of

animals and animal body parts in traditional medicine

is not new. Different ethnic group has been using

across the world. World Health Organization has

selected 252 essential chemicals for therapeutic

purposes; of which 11.1% are of plant origin and 8.7%

come from animals (Marques 1997). 

The use of traditional medicine derived from

different categorizes animals is not uncommon in

India. Tiger bone, horn of rhinoceros and wild buffalo

are commonly used in traditional Chinese medicine

(Jackson 1998, Barua 1998). The animal resources in

therapeutic activities has been studied by various

authors in African and Latin American countries
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(Adeola 1992, Costa-Neto 1996, 2002, 2004, Costa-

Neto and Oliveria 2000).

North Eastern Region of India predominates with

many tribal groups that use animal body parts as

traditional medicine (Harit 2000, 2001, 2002, Anon.

2003, Solanki 2002, Solanki and Chutia 2004, Solanki

et al. 2004, 2005).Such zoo-therapeutic application

has not been studied in north eastern region in general

and Arunachal Pradesh in particular, in a systematic

manner. The animal resources for therapeutic appli-

cation are being extracted from natural habitat, thus

ecosystems are being degraded. Here, we record the use

of animals and animal parts in traditional medicine,

mode of use, percentage use of different animal groups

and status of the animals being used. Efforts are made

to correlate the therapeutic use pattern of animal with

cultural background of the tribal groups. The  know-

ledge on utilization of faunal species, methods of

utilization and sustainability of use pattern will be

useful for developing a strategy and action plan for

conservation and utilization of animal resources in a

sustainable manner.

MATERIALS 

Arunachal Pradesh is the part of Eastern Himalayan

range (situated between 26 28' to 29 30' N. ando o

91 51' to 97 30' E) in northeastern India. It is a parto o

of Hotspot region, rich in biodiversity, and culturally &

ethnically as well. Arunachal Pradesh witnesses a

diversity and b-diversity pattern at ethnic level

(Solanki 2002). 26 major tribes and 110 sub-tribes

inhabits in different part of Arunachal Pradesh,

constituting an indigenous population (Pandey et al.

1999). The present study is focused on three major

tribes, namely Nyishi, Apatani and Monpa. These three

tribes observe different socio-cultural and religious

practices. These tribes are Mongolian race. The Nyishis

are Tibeto-Burman origin, originally forest dwellers and

undertake shifting cultivating. The Apatanis are Tibeto-

mongloid origin, settled agriculturist within the forest

and known for unique agriculture pattern, paddy cum

fish culture. The Monpas are Tibeto-Chinese origin,

believe in budhism, and traditionally depends on

nature and natural products. 

METHODS

Questionnaire based information were collected over

the period of 3 years (2003-2005) about the animal

based traditional medicine system and therapeutic

activities prevailing among Apatani, Nyishi and Monpa

tribe. 100 (70 men and 30 women) persons from each

ethnic group were interviewed. The people interviewed

were mostly local healers, herbalists, elders, farmers and

midwives. Special attention was given on the animal

species and its body parts used in zoo-therapy, methods

of processing, mode of application and administration.

The number of animal species utilizes for therapeutic

purposes were categorized as insects, mollusk, fishes,

reptiles, birds and mammals. The species utilizes in

therapeutic purposes were identified personally and

cross-checked with the vernacular names given by local

folk and reconfirmed with the help of reference book,

guide, manuals, and locally available literature. 

RESULTS

Animal Groups and Therapeutic Use 

The animals used in therapeutic activities were: the

mini-faunas that include annelids, arthropods (mainly

insects) and other invertebrate like mollusk, and lower

vertebrates like fishes and amphibians. The higher

vertebrate including reptiles, birds and mammals were

also utilized. The faunal species extracted for the

therapeutic activities have been quantified and

expressed in Figure 1. Mammals (48%) and birds

(28%) were the major faunal categories. 

Figure 1. Animal groups utilized for therapeutic purposes

The mammalian groups harvested for therapeutic

uses by different tribal groups are given in Table 1. The

carnivores were harvested the most (37%) followed by
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ungulates (22%), rodents (17%) and primates (11).

The pattern of extraction of mammalian groups is

similar among the tribal groups. However, Apatani

extracted carnivores and primates, and Monpa

extracted ungulates more than the other two tribal

groups. Other mammalian groups were harvested nearly

equally by all the tribal groups. 35 mammalian species

were harvested and used in traditional medicine system

by Nyishi tribe. The Apatani tribe and Monpa

harvested 39 and 38 mammalian species and utilized

35 and 29 mammalian species, respectively. 

Table 1. Mammalian groups harvested (%) by different

tribal groups 

Animal categories Nyishi Apatani Monpa Average

Carnivores 36 40 35 37

Ungulates 23 19 25 22

Rodentia 17 16 17 17

Primate 9 14 10 11

Bear 6 3 3 4

Pholiodota 3 3 3 3

Chiroptera 6 5 7 6

The data on the uses of various avian species by

different tribes (Table 2) indicate that the Passeri-

formes were used intensively (29-31%) by all the tribes

followed by Ciconiformes (21-28%). The use of Strigi-

formes, Buceriformes, Pisciformes and Psittaciformes

varied from 6 to 17% in different tribal groups.

Galliformes were used by Nyishi (5%) and Apatani

(3%) but no species in this group was utilized by

Monpa tribe for therapeutic purposes. Details of use

pattern of avian groups by the three tribal groups are

given in Figures 2, 3 and 4. Like mammals, all bird

species extracted were not used for therapeutic

purposes. Out of the 53 bird species extracted, Nyishi

utilized 39 species, the Apatani utilized 38 species and

the Monpa utilized 29 species.

Mammalian Body Parts in Therapeutic Activities

The animal groups, use of their body parts, mode of

preparation and their remedial use are given in Table 2.

Generally whole body of mini-faunas particularly of

beetles, bugs, bees and wasps were used in traditional

Figure 2. Therapeutic uses of different birds by Nyishis

Figure 3. Therapeutic uses of different birds by Apatanis

Figure 4. Therapeutic uses of different  birds by Monpas
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therapy. The tribal groups used specific body parts of

large faunal species for particular body ailments (Table

2). Category of body parts, and their intensity of use

(%) of mammals and birds is given in Tables 3 and 4,

respectively. Seven different body parts from mammals

and five different body parts of birds were used for

therapeutic purposes. But other materials like mucous,

exoskeleton, mantle, tentacle and fresh blood from

selective minifauna were used to treat locally diagnosed

ailments, based on belief. The tribals collected all of

these resources through hunting, fishing and manual

collection. 

Table 3. Body parts (%) of mammals used for thera-

peutic purposes by different tribes

Animal body parts Nyishi Apatani  Monpa 

(n=35) (n=37)  (n=29)

 

 Meat 100.0  100.0 100.0 

 Gall bladder  42.9  48.6 41.3 

 Bone   37.7  40.5 34.4 

 Fat  51.4  54.0 41.3 

 Penis 20.0  18.9 10.3 

 Alimentary canal 28.6   27.0 27.5 

 Horn 20.0  18.9 17.2 

 n=total number of species whose body parts were used

Table 4. Body parts (%) of birds used for therapeutic

purposes by different tribes.

Animal body parts  Nyishi  Apatani  Monpa 

 (n=39) (n=35)  (n=29)

Meat 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Fat 76.9 80.0 68.9 

Feather 82.0 71.4 62.0 

Bone 64.1 62.8 51.7 

Legs 51.2 57.1 62.0 

 n=total number of bird species whose body parts were used

DISCUSSION

Tribal people stay close to nature and depend upon

forest for their daily needs such as food, fuel, medicine,

shelter, and etc. Animals have a distinct place in the

life of people of Arunachal Pradesh. Their knowledge

about the availability and utility of the animals is

immense. The concept of health in tribal groups and

their folk medicine system are always multi-

dimensional, which involve in social, cultural, and

religious issues. The diseases are also related with

biological and socio-cultural dimensions of the society

that has resulted in to convergence of medical and

anthropological interest.

The zoo-therapy has its pertinence as traditional

medicines because animals are the source of many

modern drugs being used in medical science (Launet

1993, Lazarus and Attila 1993, Ferreira 1993, Marques

1997). Several chemical ingredients have been

extracting from fish and recommended as modern

medicine (Hamada and Nagi 1995, Salte et al. 1996).

‘OMEGA -3’, a poly saturated compound obtain from

oily sea fish like cod, herrings and salmon, have

medicinal value and being used as anti-tumor and

analgesic (Finkl 1984). The tetra dotoxin (TTX) is a

water soluble guaridinium derivative of bioactive

compound, ‘procanin’ that has the ability to inhibit

transmission in the nerve cells (Colwell 1997). We also

recorded that the fat, mucous and blood of two fish

species, Mastacembelus armetus and Monopterous cuchia

was applied for the treatment of nerve disease, burn

wounds and body weakness respectively. It may be due

to presence of some bio active molecules that needs

further investigation. The gall bladder of bear, non-

human primates and mithun is used to prepare

traditional medicines, which are used for the treatment

of severe fever like malaria and typhoid (Table 2).

Modes of use vary in different tribes of Arunachal

Pradesh (Chutia 2006). 

Indigenous people of the region used meat of all

the ethno-faunal species in their traditional medicine

system (Table 3). Nevertheless, the tribes differ in their

religious and socio-cultural practices (Solanki 2002).

The Niyshi tribe utilized the body parts of mammalian

species in therapeutic activities more than other two

tribes (Table 3). To get any one vital organ of a

particular species the animal was killed. Thus use of the

vital organs takes a heavy toll of animal and thus a

heavy loss to the faunal community and ultimately the

biodiversity of the region (Solanki 2006). The religion

does not make any difference; the need shadowed the

religion as far ethno medical system is concern. 

The number of avian species and their body parts

were utilized differently among the tribes (Table 4).

Avian meat is commonly used therapeutic material; the

apatani people utilized meat of 28 species of birds,
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more than other tribal groups. Monpas utilized legs

and Nyishi utilized bones more for the treatment of

various body ailments than the other tribes. This may

also be due to socio-cultural practices prevailing among

the tribes. Irrespective of the body organs and thera-

peutic use avian species at the stack and population of

many of them has drastically reduced and facing

threats for survival in natural habitat (Solanki 2006).

The values of animal based medicine are very

important in tribal culture. They are the easily available

resources for the majority of the tribal populations with

limited access to allopathic medicine or other osteo-

pathy in medical care system. Since people have been

using animals for a long time, suppression of their

practice by imposing strong stringent measure will not

be of much help in long run. Researchers should

recognize that the sustainable use of natural resources

due to their medicinal value is one of the ways by

which biodiversity is used (Celso 1992) and richness of

biodiversity need to conserve in order to maintain

overall environmental values and sustainable develop-

ment of societies (Kangas 1997). Policies should acco-

mmodate the cultural dimensions of the tribal and the

conservation of animals to save them from extinction.

The cultural aspects of human-nature interaction

should be taken into account in all debates related to

sustainable development (Morin-Labatut and Akhtar

1992, Agrawal 1995, Zwahlen 1996). This cultural

perspective includes the way people perceive, use,

allocate, transfer, and manage their natural resources

(Johannes 1993). 
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