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Medical Ethnbotany of the Lahu
People in Zhemi of Jinping Miao,
Yao and Dai Nationality Autonomous
county, Yunnan Province, China

Traditional medicine has gained much attention from all over
the world since the last two decades. However, much traditional
medicinal knowledge of indigenous people has not yet been investi-
gated by science, and these traditional medical knowledge is being
lost, such as the traditional medicine of the Lahu people in Zhemi
of Jinping, Yunnan Province.

The Lahu people in Jinping County were called “kucong” be-
fore 1978. They were the last group of the Lahu people living in
pristine forests (they started settled village life in 1957) . Traditional
medicine was the only available choice for them before they engaged
in settled village life and it still plays an important role in their daily
" life today. In this paper, ethnobotanical methods have been used to
study the medicinal plants used by the local Lahu healers and their
medical knowledge. The main resulis from the study are summarized
as follows:

1. Medicinal plants used by the local Lahu healers are dis-
tributed in 57 families and 98 genrea which are typically tropical dis-
tribution taxas, and it is interesting to see that only one species of
each family and genus is being used as medicine (66.67% and
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89.80% ), the main areal — types of genera belong to tropical types
(74.20%); the local healers mainly use leaves and roots as
medicine (35.22% and 32.08% ), and large number of medicinal
plants are from secondary vegetation. These characteristics relate to
the local environment and resource availability. The local healers are
specially good at treating skin diseases, athritis and broken bones,
which are common diseases in the study area and the number of
medicinal plants used to treat the diseases mentioned is very high.
There is a correlation between the commonality of the disease and
abundance of the medical knwoeldge on treating the diseases. There
are some differences among healers in the medicinal plants they com-
monly use, and the differences are more distinct between different
healers of different ages. Based on obeservation, it is found that the
degree of communication among healers is the determinant factor af-
fecting their differences in using medicinal plants.

2. The local Lahu healers classify diseases into three major
groups according to the factors leading to diseases, “nei — bing”
(inner disease), “wai — bing” (extemal disease), and “gui —
shen — bing” (disease caused by ghost) . In their medical practices,
the healers always use prayers and rituals while herbals are given.
This is a typical characteristic of “the Shamanism” .

3. Traditional medicine is not the only choice for Lahu people
to see a doctor today. Traditional medicine is facing a serious chal-
lenge from introducing of modem medicine, new life styles,
changes in environment and outside cultures, and changes in think-
ing are the main factor that has caused erosion of traditional
medicine.
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4. Most of the medicinal plants used by local healers are said
to be effective according to literature study. The data collected on
medical plant uses under different cultural backgrounds have a very
important meaning in judging the potential medical value of plants
used by local healers. Based on this point of view, a quantitative
method has been developed and been used to evaluate the pbtential
value of medicinal plants used by the local healers. The results show
that seven species used by the local Lahu healers to treat skin prob-
lems and ten species used to treat broken bones are found to be po-
tential for further chemical and pharmacological studies.

5. The sustainability of the medicinal plants has been dis-
cussed. The results show that all the medicinal plants used by the
local Lahu healers can be divided into four groups in term of man-
agement and conservation of medicinal plants. Group ( 1 ) must be
protected absolutely; Group ( Il ) should be protected rather than
be used; Group (Il ) can be used along with protection, and
Group (IV) may be used in a reasonable way. Most of the medicinal
plants used by the local Lahu healers belong to Group (III).

6. Some suggestions have been provided according to the char-
acteristics of the medicinal plants used by the local Lahu healers and
the status of Lahu traditional medicine. Collection of medical infor-
mation and documentation of medical experiences from the folk heal-
ers are the main work for further medical ethnbotanical studies.
Meanwhile, some applied research on traditional medicinal plants
should be paid more attention for economic development of Lahu
community .

Some common issues in medical ethnbotanical study have been
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discussed as well in this paper.
Key words: Jinping; Zhemi; Lahu; healers; tradtional
medicine; medicinal palnts; ethnobotany
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