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Ethnomedicinal Uses of Moringa oleifera (Linn.)

Introduction - Since the dawn of human civilization, plants
and human beings have shared an intimate, interdependent
relationship. Human survival has always been shaped by
the availability of plant resources, which provide not only
food, clothing, and shelter but also medicine, spirituality,
and cultural identity. Across cultures, the importance of
plants extends beyond sustenance to the healing of the
body and mind. It is often said that there is no single phase
of human existence where plants do not play a vital role.
From birth (janam), through life (paran), and ultimately to
death (maran), plants are deeply intertwined with human
destiny.

Nature, in its generosity, has gifted humanity with a
healthy body and also with an abundance of natural
resources to maintain and restore it. Among these
resources, medicinal plants have been revered for centuries
as the first line of defense against illness. In traditional
societies, before the rise of modern pharmaceuticals,
people relied entirely on herbs, shrubs, climbers, and trees
to prevent and treat diseases.

The study of these relationships forms the basis of
ethnobotany, which is the scientific discipline that examines
how people of different cultures use and perceive plants.
Ethnobotany is not merely a synonym for traditional
medicine, but the two are closely connected. Traditional
medicinal systems often originate from ethnobotanical
practices, passed down through generations as folklore
knowledge. These traditions laid the foundation for many
of today’s modern medicines. As Jain (1995) emphasizes,
the roots of traditional medicine can often be traced back
to ancient ethnobotanical folklore.

Among the wide variety of plants revered for their
medicinal value, Moringa oleifera—commonly known as the
“miracle tree”—stands out due to its extraordinary versatility.
Indigenous to the Indian subcontinent, this plant has been
adopted and naturalized across tropical and subtropical
regions worldwide (Farooq et al., 2012). Its unique nutritional
and pharmacological properties have made it one of the
most significant ethnomedicinal plants known today.
Botanical Description of Moringa oleifera
Moringa oleifera belongs to the family Moringaceae and is
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a fast-growing, drought-resistant tree. It is generally 10–15
meters in height and can thrive even in poor soils, making
it an invaluable plant for communities in resource-scarce
environments. It is native to northern India but is now
extensively cultivated throughout Southeast Asia, Africa,
Polynesia, and the Caribbean.

The tree resembles legumes in appearance, with
tripinnate leaves, a gum-bearing bark, and fragrant white
flowers. It produces long, slender seed pods, commonly
called “drumsticks,” which are widely consumed as a
vegetable. In English, the tree is often referred to as the
“horseradish tree” or “drumstick tree,” while in Hindi it is
known as sahjan or mungna, and in Sanskrit as sigruha
(Trivedi, P.C.).

Because of its rapid growth, resilience, and wide range
of uses, Moringa oleifera has been nicknamed the “miracle
tree.” This title reflects not only its exceptional nutritional
profile but also its diverse ethnomedicinal applications
across cultures.

Fig : Moringa oleifera
Ethnomedicinal Significance
The ethnomedicinal value of Moringa oleifera is vast, with
almost every part of the tree—roots, stems, bark, leaves,
flowers, seeds, and pods—used in traditional medicine. For
centuries, indigenous healers across Asia, Africa, and the
Americas have employed Moringa to treat a wide spectrum
of ailments, ranging from infections and skin disorders to
malnutrition and chronic diseases.

This reliance on Moringa reflects a central principle of
ethnobotany: local communities adapt their healing
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practices based on plants available in their environment.
As a result, Moringa oleifera has been integrated into
numerous traditional medical systems, including Ayurveda,
Siddha, Unani, and folk medicine practices across Africa
and Latin America.
Traditional Ethnomedicinal Uses of Moringa oleifera:
1. Eye Disorders and Conjunctivitis: Fresh extracts of
Moringa leaves are commonly used in traditional remedies
for conjunctivitis. The soothing properties of the leaves help
reduce irritation, redness, and infection.
2. Anti-Inflammatory Applications: The plant contains
bioactive compounds such as flavonoids, tannins, and phe-
nolic acids that provide strong anti-inflammatory proper-
ties. Decoctions of leaves and bark are applied to reduce
swelling and inflammatory pain.
3. Diabetes Management: In traditional medicine, leaf
decoctions are prescribed for managing diabetes. Com-
munities have long recognized Moringa’s ability to regulate
blood sugar, a property later validated by pharmacological
research.
4. Treatment of Malaria and Fever: Leaf decoctions are
widely consumed as a remedy for malarial fever. This prac-
tice is prevalent in both Indian and African folk medicine.
5. Respiratory Disorders: Infusions of Moringa leaves
are traditionally used to treat coughs, colds, and bronchial
conditions. The warming properties of the plant make it an
effective home remedy for respiratory health.
6. Skin Disorders: Poultices made from crushed leaves
are applied topically to treat skin infections, rashes, ab-
scesses, and other dermatological conditions. The antimi-
crobial nature of the leaves accelerates healing.
7. Wound Healing: Leaf poultices are applied directly to
cuts and wounds, where they help stop bleeding, reduce
infection, and promote rapid tissue regeneration.
8. Nutritional Supplement for Malnutrition: One of the
most celebrated uses of Moringa is as a nutritional supple-
ment. Its leaves are rich in protein, vitamins (A, C, E, B-
complex), and minerals (iron, calcium, potassium, and
magnesium), making it a valuable intervention for malnu-
trition, particularly in developing countries.
Pharmacological Properties and Modern Validation
While ethnomedicinal practices rely on tradition, modern
scientific research has increasingly validated the therapeutic
claims associated with Moringa oleifera. Studies have
revealed that the plant contains over 90 nutrients and 46
antioxidants, contributing to its reputation as a “superfood.”
1. Antioxidant Properties: Compounds such as
quercetin and chlorogenic acid give Moringa strong
antioxidant capacity, protecting cells against oxidative stress
and aging.
2. Anti-Diabetic Potential: Research shows that Moringa
leaf extracts reduce blood glucose levels and improve

insulin sensitivity, supporting its traditional use in diabetes.
3. Anti-Cancer Activity: Phytochemicals such as
niazimicin and isothiocyanates exhibit anti-tumor properties
by inhibiting cancer cell growth and inducing apoptosis.
4. Cardiovascular Benefits: Seeds and leaves have
been found to reduce cholesterol and triglyceride levels,
thereby supporting cardiovascular health.
5. Antimicrobial Action: Extracts from various parts of
the plant show activity against bacteria, fungi, and viruses,
explaining its widespread use in treating infections and skin
conditions.
Socio-Cultural and Global Importance: Beyond its
medicinal and nutritional values, Moringa oleifera has
immense socio-cultural significance. In India, the plant is
integrated into daily diets through curries, soups, and
pickles. In Africa, powdered Moringa leaves are distributed
in humanitarian aid programs to combat malnutrition. In
the Caribbean, it is valued both as food and as medicine,
forming a part of indigenous healing practices.

The global recognition of Moringa has led to its
commercialization as a health supplement in the form of
powders, teas, capsules, and oils. This growing popularity
underscores its transition from a local ethnomedicinal plant
to a globally recognized functional food.
Conclusion: Moringa oleifera, often hailed as the “miracle
tree,” stands as a shining example of how ethnobotanical
knowledge contributes to health and well-being. From
traditional remedies for infections, diabetes, and skin
conditions to its modern role as a nutritional powerhouse,
Moringa represents the convergence of ancient wisdom and
modern science.

Its versatility, resilience, and immense health benefits
make it one of the most valuable herbal plants of our time.
As societies face challenges of malnutrition, chronic
diseases, and healthcare accessibility, Moringa oleifera
offers a sustainable, natural, and affordable solution.

Thus, the plant’s ethnomedicinal legacy not only
preserves cultural heritage but also continues to inspire
modern scientific exploration. Its role in both traditional
medicine and contemporary health underscores why it has
truly earned its title as a “miracle tree.”
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