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Complementary and Alternative Medicine

“The book gives a good description of African medicinal plants and their 
use within the general African culture …. This is an interesting handbook for 
phytochemists, pharmacologists, anthropologists, or anyone who is interested 
in African medicinal plants…. A pioneer work on African medicinal plants…. 
Our congratulations go to the author and publishers for producing such an 
interesting book.”
—Nigist Asfaw and Sebsebe Demissew, The National Herbarium Science 
Faculty, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, Economic Botany, Vol. 48, No. 1, 1994

With over 50,000 distinct species in sub-Saharan Africa alone, the African 
continent is endowed with an enormous wealth of plant resources. While more 
than 25 percent of known species have been used for several centuries in 
traditional African medicine for the prevention and treatment of diseases, Africa 
remains a minor player in the global natural products market largely due to lack 
of practical information. This updated and expanded second edition of the 
Handbook of African Medicinal Plants provides a comprehensive review of 
more than 2,000 species of plants employed in indigenous African medicine, 
with full-color photographs and references from over 1,100 publications.

The first part of the book contains a catalog of the plants used as ingredients 
for the preparation of traditional remedies, including their medicinal uses and 
the parts of the plant used. This is followed by a pharmacognostical profile of 
170 of the major herbs, with a brief description of the diagnostic features of 
the leaves, flowers, and fruits and monographs with botanical names, common 
names, synonyms, African names, habitat and distribution, ethnomedicinal 
uses, chemical constituents, and reported pharmacological activity. 

The second part of the book provides an introduction to African traditional 
medicine, outlining African cosmology and beliefs as they relate to healing and 
the use of herbs, health foods, and medicinal plants. This book presents 
scientific documentation of the correlation between the observed folk use and 
demonstrable biological activity, as well as the characterized constituents of 
the plants.
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Preface to the Second Edition

The first edition of the Handbook of African Medicinal Plants was published in 1993 to provide 
a concise and easy reference of the major medicinal plants of Africa and an introduction to tradi-
tional African medicine. It presented a collation of the key literature available at that time on the 
description, constituents, and uses of the plants; this information was otherwise scattered in several 
publications. The volume addressed the needs of those involved in the discovery and development 
of modern medicines from African plants, as well as the interests of practitioners of herbal medicine 
who needed information on the plants used in African ethnomedicine. The book was well received 
by scholars in both academia and industry as a source of secondary information on the plants it 
covered. After 20 years, it has become necessary to revise and review the volume not only to update 
the literature on the medicinal plants covered in the first edition of the book but also to provide an 
objective review of the plants that have come into current use as phytomedicines and were largely 
unknown in 1993. The status of some of the plants as major herbal medicines has also changed 
dramatically during these two decades.

Several events and developments in the field of pharmacognosy and related disciplines have 
influenced the changes contained in the present edition. A major fundamental change was based on 
the publication in 2009 of an updated classification of the orders and families of flowering plants by 
the Angiosperm Phylogeny Group (APG) along with two companion papers, one a linear arrange-
ment of the taxa and a second treating the land plants above the rank of order. These papers were 
combined with full synonymy and bibliographic information along with an index to the names. 
Following the widespread adoption of the APG schemes, a comprehensive guide called The Plant 
List was produced in 2010 by an international collaboration led by the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew 
(United Kingdom) and the Missouri Botanical Garden. The plant names and family classifications 
in this edition have been revised to conform to the APG classification system, which is available on 
the Internet (The Plant List, Version 1, http://www.theplantlist.org).

In the “Catalog of Major African Medicinal Plants” (Chapter 2), certain plant families have 
been dropped to conform to the new taxonomic reclassification; however, the “old” names of the 
plant families are shown but without any genus or species listed after them. Instead, readers should 
check the plant names in the “new” families where they belong. Notable examples are the plants that 
belong to Paplilionaceae, Caesalpiniaceae, and Mimosaceae, which have now been grouped under 
their parent family Leguminosae. Similarly, all the plants under the large plant family Apocynaceae 
are now grouped together instead of their former listings in the subgroups. Plants catalogued under 
Palmae are now listed with the Arecaceae, Taccaceae into Dioscoreaceae, Leeaceae into Vitaceae, 
Cruciferae into Brassicaceae, Agavaceae and Aloeceae into Asparagaceae, and Gramineae into 
Poaceae, and plants under the family Capparidaceae are now listed as Capparaceae. Other changes 
are shown in the catalog. Several genera and species have been renamed according to the new clas-
sifications and the synonyms streamlined to adopt the accepted names of the genera and species 
listed. Some plant names have remained “unresolved,” and the original names have been retained 
in this volume to provide a placeholder for the subject medicinal plants pending the resolution of the 
taxonomic classification of such plants.

There has also been a paradigm shift of a kind in the conceptual framework in the study of 
medicinal plants. In 1993, a typical pharmacognostical study of medicinal plants focused on the 
isolation of different types of alkaloids, terpenoids, and glycosides as substances that were indica-
tive of the bioactivity of the plant. Flavonoids and related phenolics as well as glucans, iridoids, 
and polysaccharides were considered ubiquitous and unimportant metabolites. With a better under-
standing of the role of oxidative stress in the pharmacogenesis and etiology of many diseases, the 
significance of phenolic compounds in the modulation of the antioxidant status of tissues and their 
role in disease prevention are now better appreciated. The pharmacological studies in the past were 
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also restricted mainly to bioassays aimed at the identification of biologically active compounds for 
the development of single-chemical compounds as active pharmaceutical ingredients. In addition to 
this approach, investigators now include in their search botanical medicines or phytomedicine with 
well-defined chemical constituents that can be used as phytopharmaceuticals.

The period since the publication of the first edition has witnessed tremendous expansion in the 
study of African medicinal plants and traditional African medicine. The literature on the subject 
has also increased severalfold; some journals and specialized Internet resources are now available 
to assist scholars and investigators in these areas of study. Perhaps of greatest value is the new body 
of literature on Southern African medicinal plants and traditional medicine that became available 
since the political changes that occurred in South Africa in 1994. It is hard to imagine how inad-
equate our knowledge of African medicinal plants was without the huge and distinct flora of South 
Africa. This edition has been greatly enriched by the many excellent volumes on Southern African 
medicinal plants that were not generally available in 1993.

African medicinal plants have also gained some recognition as dietary supplements, and with 
the increased use of herbal products as dietary supplements in developed countries, a new vista has 
been opened in the use of medicinal plants in global health care delivery. Some of the pharmacog-
nostical profiles in this edition include sections on agriculture, commerce, and dosage forms to cater 
to this new use of medicinal plants. The dietary supplements and health food applications of these 
plants come with far more challenges than when herbs were used only as an alternative to main-
line chemically defined single-entity pharmaceuticals. It is no longer sufficient to conduct proxi-
mate analysis of a given plant medicinal ingredient. Background information on the plant material, 
including source, age, time of collection and method of cultivation/collection, chemical profile, and 
bioassays, has become necessary in the evaluation of a given plant species. The treatment of plants 
as biomass for the isolation of biologically active compounds for drug discovery and development is 
entirely different from the processes required when plants are used as herbal products. The herbal 
product is a therapeutic entity in which the ecosystem, botany, chemistry, and biological activity are 
interlinked indexes in the determination of the drug’s identity and activity. The presence or absence 
of extraneous materials, pesticides, residual extraction solvents, heavy metals, and uptake of envi-
ronmental pollutants in the plant affects the identity and quality of a given herb.

In Chapter 2 of this volume, “Catalog of Major African Medicinal Plants,” new information 
from reports of recent ethnobotanical field studies has been used to update the data. In the early 
1990s, the International Center for Ethnomedicine and Drug Development at Nsukka, Nigeria, 
owned by the Bioresources Development and Conservation Programme (BDCP), conducted an 
extensive ethnobotanical study in Nigeria and Cameroon in collaboration with the defunct Shaman 
Pharmaceuticals, Incorporated, formerly based in the United States in California. Another project, 
the International Cooperative Biodiversity Group (ICBG), sponsored by the U.S. National Institutes 
of Health, Department of Agriculture, and U.S. National Science Foundation, involved major eth-
nobotanical fieldwork in Nigeria and Cameroon by the BDCP. The two projects also independently 
gathered ethnobotanical information from several African countries through direct bilateral agree-
ments with U.S.-based agencies such as the National Cancer Institute. During the same period, 
Strathclyde University’s Institute for Drug Research (United Kingdom) established collaborative 
arrangements with several African universities, and the collections sometimes included the ethno-
medical uses of the plants.

There has been an exponential increase in the number of publications on the use, chemical com-
position, and biological activities of medicinal plants during the last 20 years. The information from 
these sources has been most valuable in updating the data on the pharmacognostical profiles of the 
African plants selected for inclusion in Chapter 3 of this volume. The availability of Internet-based 
resources, which did not exist in 1993, has greatly enriched this revision. These include the Plant 
Resources of Tropical Africa” (PROTA), a Web database in English and French, which has detailed 
information on the taxonomy, ethnography, and properties of many African plants. Many reference 
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publications and compendia of monographs, such as Neuwinger’s Traditional African Medicine; 
African Herbal Pharmacopoeia; AfricMed, which contains a compilation of ethnobotanical infor-
mation and summary of biological assays by InterCEDD (International Centre for Ethnomedicine 
and Drug Development) at Nsukka; and the Nigerian Herbal Pharmacopoeia, published by the 
Federal Ministry of Health (2008), were useful in preparing this update.

Although the Handbook of African Medicinal Plants has become widely used and cited by 
many scholars, it remains a “handbook” and should be used as such. It should never be considered 
an encyclopedia on African medicinal plants. Over 1100 references have been provided to enable 
obtaining further details of the plants discussed.

I am indebted to the following persons and institutions for the permission to use their photographs 
to illustrate some of the plants: T. F. Okujagu, director general of the Nigerian Natural Medicine 
Development Agency (NNMDA); Michel Tchimene and staff of InterCEDD; Steven Foster (http://
www.foster.com); and Marco Schmidt, Stefan Dressler, Günter Baumann, Ulrich Meve, Tilman 
Musch, Stefan Porembski, Philippe Birnbaum, Anne Mette Lykke, and Wilma Dijkstra, through 
the courtesy of West African Plants photo database (http://www.westafricanplants.senckenberg.de).

I am immensely grateful to my editors, John Sulzycki and Jill Jurgensen of Taylor and Francis 
Group, for their support and encouragement in the preparation of this edition. My gratitude goes 
also to my family and the staff of Bioresources Development Group for their extensive assistance 
in making this book possible.

It is my hope that this book will help to address a major paradox in this subject, namely, that 
while there has been a phenomenal growth in global medicinal plant trade, exports from Africa 
have not contributed much to the overall international trade in herbs and natural products in general. 
Africa has unfortunately remained only a minor player in the global natural products market. Lack 
of practical information on African medicinal plants has been a major factor in the underutilization 
of African plants in global medicinal plant trade and industrial production of herbal medicinal prod-
ucts. The publication of the Handbook of African Medicinal Plants in 1993 contributed immensely 
to the increased interest and awareness of the enormous potential that exists in the use of African 
medicinal plants and herbs. It is my expectation that this edition will further provide the neces-
sary information to scholars, herbalists, and industrialists interested in the sustainable utilization of 
African medicinal plants for human health.

Maurice M. Iwu, PhD
Abuja, Nigeria
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ChaPtEr 1

Introduction

BaCKGrOUND

Africa is a huge continent that straddles the equator, extending from 37° N and 35° S and endowed 
with an enormous wealth of plant resources. Over 50,000 distinct species are known to occur in 
sub-Saharan Africa alone, and the continent is home to more than a quarter of recorded angiosperm 
taxa in the world. Of the known species, more than 25% have been used for several centuries in 
traditional medicine for the prevention and treatment of diseases. With over 1000 languages spoken 
in about 3000 dialects and with individuals living in more than 50 independent countries, Africa 
presents a veritable treasure of cultural and genetic resources, including medicinal plants. Its unique 
and diverse indigenous cultures have produced a rich heritage of traditional knowledge on the uses 
of plants for healing, for communications with the gods, and for food. The enormous biodiversity 
in its tropical forests, savannas, veldts, and unique environments of sub-Saharan Africa is due to 
its peculiar geography. It has no marginal oceanic trenches and subduction zones, so it lacks the 
extensive mountain ranges found in the Americas, but much of the southern half of the continent 
rests on a high plateau close to 1000 meters above sea level, broken only by the southern extension 
of the Great Rift Valley and the slightly lower basin of the Congo River. It has been suggested that 
it is the great latitudinal range that gives it an enormous variety of climates, and that this variability 
is responsible for the continent’s extreme diversity of ecosystems and biodiversity.1

hIStOrICaL PErSPECtIVE

The African continent is believed to have the oldest known human habitation and is generally 
considered the cradle of human civilization. The ancient kingdoms and empires of Africa, such as 
Kmt, Nubia, Ethiopia, Songhai, Bini, Oyo, Zimbabwe, Dogon, and Mende, as well as Nupe, Borno, 
Mandingo, Jukun, Nri, and Somali, had extensively codified healing recipes. The history of healing 
arts in Africa can be traced back to about 3200 BC, during the reign of Menes, the first pharaoh of 
ancient Egypt. Athothis, the son of Menes, was credited with knowledge of many therapeutic prepa-
rations.2 The honor of being the first African physician, in a scientific sense, actually belongs to the 
great Imhotep, who lived in about 2980 BC, during the reign of Pharaoh Zosar of the Third Dynasty. 
Imhotep was an accomplished architect, and the step pyramid at Saqqarah is among his numerous 
works. He was also a scribe and a high-ranking administrator in the pharaoh’s court, a high priest, 
and a renowned healer, who by 525 BC had become deified as the god of medicine. Another ancient 
African physician is the scholar and scribe Hesy-Re, who lived about 2600 BC. According to the 
writer Paul Ghalioungui, Hesy-Re was the chief of dentists and physicians during the Third Dynasty 
(iii), a period in African history usually associated with the building of the pyramids.
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The ancient African healers had an elaborate materia medica, which consisted of mixtures of 
various herbs, animal parts, minerals, and clays. The Ebers Papyrus, one of the oldest in medical 
literature, listed several recipes used by ancient African healers. The list, however, was dominated 
by numerous food plants, in keeping with the belief at that time that “every disease to which men are 
liable is occasioned by the substances whereon they feed” (p. 42).3 Even today, there is no clear dis-
tinction in traditional African medicine regarding when an herb ceases to be a health food and when 
it becomes a medicine. In traditional African medicine, many food plants are used for therapeutic 
purposes, and medicines are not viewed as “necessary poisons.” This is in contrast to Western 
orthodox medicine, in which drugs are seen as poisons that in low doses may cure diseases. One of 
the most unfortunate ironies of herbal medical practice is that while African medicine consists pri-
marily of herbs and health foods, modern herbal producers and phytopharmaceutical manufacturers 
seldom, if ever, include African medicinal plants in their lists. But, that is beginning to change with 
the advent of “nutraceuticals” or dietary supplements in the Western system of medicine.

African materia medica do not consist of dietetics alone, but include many potent herbs. Few 
African healing herbs are recognized in modern pharmacopoeias; the list includes calabar bean 
(Physostigma venenosum), Strophanthus, areca nuts, kino, Salix, kola, the African periwinkle 
(Catharanthus roseus), and the devil’s claw (Harpagophytum procumbens). It is interesting to 
note that, in several instances, there are African varieties of many “official” drugs. The African 
Rauvolfia vomitoria, for example, has a higher content of the antihypertensive alkaloid reserpine 
and the antiarrythmic drug ajmaline than the better-known species of the genus Rauvolfia. Another 
example is the willow plant, Salix capensis, which has been used in southeastern Africa for centu-
ries as a painkiller and antipyretic; it is known to contain esters of salicylic acid, a compound whose 
acetylated form is the universal analgesic, aspirin. The ginger cultivated in Nigeria is valued by 
consumers more than the Asian and Caribbean varieties. Although there are many research publica-
tions available on the constituents and biological activity of medicinal plants from Africa, the devel-
opment of therapeutic agents from African medicinal plants has remained a somewhat neglected 
subject. The study of African medicinal plants also has not been taken as seriously or documented 
as fully as in other traditional societies, such as the Indian and Chinese. Our knowledge of African 
medicinal plants is rather limited. The little available information is often fragmented, and most 
African medicinal legends have become distorted by several centuries of continuous waves of inva-
sion and conquest of various parts of Africa.

The documentation of medicinal uses of African plants is becoming increasingly urgent because 
of the rapid loss of the natural habitat of some of these plants due to anthropogenic activities. The 
continent is estimated to have about 216,634,000 hectares of closed forest areas with a calculated 
annual loss of about 1% due to deforestation; many of the medicinal plants become extinct before 
they are even documented. Africa has one of the highest rates of deforestation in the world; for 
example, Cote d’Ivoire and Nigeria have 6.5% and 5.0% deforestation per year, respectively; the 
global rate is 0.6%. Habitat conversion threatens not only the loss of plant resources but also tra-
ditional community life and cultural diversity and the accompanying knowledge of the medicinal 
value of several endemic species. The vegetation of Africa can be classified into a number of phyto-
choria, that is, regions within which a substantial proportion of the plants are endemic, following the 
scheme proposed by White.4 These include (1) Mediterranean North Africa, (2) the cape region of 
South Africa, (3) tropical Africa, and (4) Madagascar. Within tropical Africa, the major ecosystems 
are (1) forests; (2) seasonal tropical vegetation (which consists of woodland, bushland and thicket, 
grassland, shrublands); (3) deserts; (4) montane and afroalpine ecosystems; (5) wetlands; (6) lakes; 
and (7) coastal vegetation. The majority of the plants found in Africa are endemic to the continent, 
with the Republic of Madagascar having the highest rate of endemism, 82%. The island contains 
over 12,000 species in its original forest areas, and 4900 of these species are found only on that 
island.5 There is therefore an urgent need to document not only the uses but also the constituents 
and pharmacological activity of these plants. Over 5000 plants are known to be used for medicinal 
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purposes in Africa, but only a few have been described or studied. This book provides an overview 
of the small fraction of the species that have been scientifically investigated.

CUrrENt tOPICS

African medicinal plants are considered here from two viewpoints: as sources of biologically 
active compounds and as elements in the complex equation of healing. At first glance, the two aspects 
may appear very different and even conflicting, but a closer inquiry will reveal a common ground 
in the two modes of medicinal plant utilization in traditional African medicine. Included is infor-
mation on the physical characteristics of the plants, including size, shape, color, texture, and taste, 
which have traditionally served as important criteria in their selection for therapeutic purposes. Be 
aware that a significant proportion of plants was selected on the basis of their physical resemblance 
to an organ of the body, which is akin to the folk healing system called the ‘‘doctrine of signatures’’ 
ascribed to various medical traditions ranging from American Indian to ancient Chinese.

The volume gives a concise description of the materia medica of an enormous and extensively 
varied continent, with well over 2000 distinct tribes, many diverse cultures, and several unique 
floras. The first part of the book includes a catalog of the plants used as ingredients for the prepara-
tion of traditional remedies, including their medicinal uses and the part of the plant used. Following 
the catalog is a pharmacognostical profile of 170 of the major herbs, arranged alphabetically accord-
ing to botanical names and plant families. A brief description of each herb, including the diagnostic 
features of the leaves, flowers, and fruits, is provided. The monographs contain the botanical names. 
common names, synonyms, African names, habitat and distribution, ethnomedicinal uses, chemical 
constituents, and reported pharmacological activity, with references cited from over 1100 publica-
tions. The book is illustrated with photographs of some of the plants. A table of plants used as rem-
edies for specific maladies is included, as well as an index of pharmacological activities.

The second part of the book provides an introduction to African traditional medicine. The aim 
is to situate medicinal plant use within the general African culture and to explain how such cultural 
frameworks fit into the methods of healing in traditional African medical systems. This aspect 
of healing is what is generally considered the symbolic aspect of traditional African medicine. 
Symbols in traditional African medicine contain the scientific concepts, which are tangible and 
extensive while retaining the intensity and potency of the mythical and religious components. It is 
this aspect of healing that offers the individual a mythical but necessary sanctuary from the harsh 
edges of daily existence.

The second section of the book also addresses the problems associated with the negative image 
of traditional African medicine. The popular image of the African medicine man is that of the 
fabled witch doctor, with his exotic paraphernalia of feathers, cowries, and animal skin, muttering 
meaningless incantations and dispensing worthless potions to his equally ignorant clients. Even 
the herbs dispensed are considered harmful, and when they are found efficacious, the detractors 
of traditional medicine are quick to dismiss them as chance discoveries. The incantations and the 
rhythm of the drums are said to be weird sounds and part of the mumbo jumbo designed to “hood-
wink the superstitious savages who are under their spell.” The reality of African medicine is far 
more complex than is generally understood. Only a few appreciate the real capabilities of African 
medicine. African medicine is concerned with power: the utilization of human energy, the environ-
ment, and the cosmic balance of natural forces as tools in healing. In the African world, the natural 
environment is a living entity whose components, the land, sea, atmosphere, and faunas and floras, 
are bound to humans in an intrinsic manner. The Handbook of African Medicinal Plants presents 
an outline of this relationship as it concerns humans and plants.

In this introduction, it is pertinent to state that the African medical system does not fall into the 
sphere of what is known as “alternative medicine,” but it is rather a complementary but different 
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medical system that uses medicine in a more-or-less conventional manner for the treatment of dis-
eases. It employs, in a fundamental sense, the same basic methods as Western medicine, with addi-
tional contributions from the spiritual dimension, which gives the healing depth and meaning within 
the African cosmology and experience. It cannot be reduced to simple herbalism. African traditional 
medicine should also not be seen as a substitute for qualitative health care for the rural poor or (in 
the name of conservation of cultural biodiversity) be misconstrued by politicians as a social alibi to 
mask the inadequacies of public health programs. It is only one possible tool in health care.

Earlier attempts by some writers have been faulted by the constant importation and superimpo-
sition of preconceived values and concepts to the evaluation of events that they hardly understood. 
Some analysts use contemporary perspectives to pass verdicts on events that took place in a dif-
ferent era, sometimes taken completely out of their original context. Many of the authors of books 
on African culture and religion forget that the gods they discussed in those pages were considered 
real by those who fashioned them and had once moved humans to acts of consummate worship 
and inspired leaders to successful military campaigns. Few of the commentators ever wondered 
why many of the practices they considered primitive still hold sway in the minds and lives of many 
educated Africans.

Definitions are often limited to our ability to fit new experiences or concepts into our precon-
ceived categories and patterns. One is often reminded of the passage in Borges that was made famous 
by Michael Foucault6 in his monumental work, The Order of Things, in which a certain ancient 
Chinese encyclopedia stated as follows: “Animals are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor, 
(b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the 
present classification, (i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, 
(l) et cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off look like flies.” 
Foucault concluded “in the wonderment of this taxonomy, that the thing we apprehend in one great 
leap, the thing that, by means of a fable, is demonstrated as the exotic charms of another system of 
thought, is the limitation of our own, the stark impossibility of thinking that.” But, he explained that 
each of the categories mentioned can be assigned a precise meaning and a demonstrable content, 
and the classification distinguishes carefully the very real animals (those that are frenzied or have 
just broken the water pitcher) and those that belong to fantastic entities (fabulous animals or sirens). 
The possibility of dangerous mixtures or forced powers of contagion have to be exorcised to retain 
the meanings within that system of thought. In traditional African medicine, we are faced with a 
system of medicine that does not fit into the familiar landmarks of the Western thought process, and 
that is the problem. For example, the association between rituals and healing is often misinterpreted 
by foreigners who isolate them out of their context. The familiar question has been: What were they 
(the plants and artifacts) used for? What do they do? And, most people are disappointed when they 
receive the correct answer: “Nothing.”

The bulk of this volume, however, provides scientific documentation of the correlation between 
the observed folk use and demonstrable biological activity, as well as the characterized constituents 
of the plants. It is essential that the study of traditional medicine, if it is not to become chimerical 
and lose itself in arbitrary speculation, must begin with the dry, structural, and systematic analysis 
of the methods and the objects used in the healing practice. Studies of anthropology, botany, chem-
istry, pharmacology, and even clinical evaluation of the remedies are useful standpoints to begin 
such inquiry. But, the investigation must not stop with such structural studies, for healing is deeply 
rooted in humanity; these studies, when properly considered and handled, should lead back to it. 
This is the fundamental approach adopted in this book. It is a book on medicinal plants used in 
African traditional medicine and is also a handbook of African plants with medicinal values. The 
plants are presented both as drugs, ready and complete as they are, and as vessels with chemical 
constituents that possess pharmacological activity.

Several medicinal plants of Africa have been investigated for their chemical components, and 
some of the isolated compounds have been shown to possess interesting biological activity. A few 
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have been found active even in controlled clinical evaluation. The results of these investigations 
provide insights only into a part of the picture, not the whole activity of healing. Healing is not to 
be viewed simply as a lifeless product of molecules reacting with cells and tissues, but as a produc-
tion, not as an act that ends with the administration of remedies, but as an activity that includes all 
aspects of living. It presents itself to us as the recurring work of the spirit, not as a finished and final 
product; if it were not so, but was sterile and inert, then the humanistic aspect of healing would be 
lost. For symbols to hold any meaning, the validation has to be recognized within the practitioner’s 
primary experience, beliefs, and perception of the world around the practitioner. The validity of the 
traditional medical system, therefore, does not depend on the results of secondary evaluation but on 
the utility of the experience to the subscribers of that system of healing.

It is not my intention to repeat all the facts and arguments that have been raised in the past 
to support the general thesis that certain objects, artifacts, rituals, and things used in traditional 
African medicine are symbols whose meaning is the only path to understanding the complex pro-
cess of healing in Africa. In a book devoted to medicinal plants, one can only offer very condensed 
and concise “statements” on the subject and refer the reader to earlier publications and the refer-
ences listed at the end of each section.

The basic point is that African traditional medicine has a systematic methodology of its own. 
The fact that it may not conform to the present level of knowledge in de facto science should not 
be held against it. The cures dispensed by the medicine man are not all products of chance, but 
results of years of careful experimentation and painstaking observations. The pharmacopoeia of the 
African medicine man is rich with cures for many diseases that afflicted him, including herbs for 
snakebite, whooping cough, dysentery, infectious diseases, diabetes, and the expulsion of intestinal 
worms. Modern practitioners of the profession have given indications that they can cure intractable 
human diseases, such as cancer and various immune deficiency disorders.

The herbs discussed in this book were selected after a careful study of the available literature 
and from the results of field studies conducted by the Phytotherapy Research Laboratory of the 
University of Nigeria, Nsukka, in the 1990s and now undertaken by the International Centre for 
Ethnomedicine and Drug Development (InterCEDD). There are three different plant lists. The first 
is a catalog of the plants used as ingredients of polyprescriptions for one or more diseases. Only 
plants cited in authenticated sources are listed. The selection has been limited to those species that 
are used widely and occur in fairly large areas of the continent. The second list contains major 
plants used specifically for a given disease state; in most cases, the active constituents are included. 
The original list published in the earlier edition of this book was from a selection made from an 
informal survey in which 12 acknowledged experts in African medicinal plants were asked to indi-
cate the species they considered to be among the 100 most important therapeutic agents from their 
geographic zones. Only about 30 plants were finally included in all the subsets compiled by my 
sources, and I selected the final list of 162 plants to be profiled as representing the major medicinal 
plants of Africa. In this edition, the list has been expanded to over 170 plants. As in the previous 
case, the selection was based on many factors, including frequency of use, known biological activ-
ity, chemical constituents, and relative importance based on the main therapeutic indications of the 
species. Some arbitrariness in the selection was inevitable, and some better-known species were not 
included solely because such species were of very limited distribution or were considered not native 
to the continent. Minor species that are used in a manner similar to that of better-known species 
are also excluded. It is my sincere hope that this book will help in a better understanding of African 
medicine and medicinal herbs. The treatment modalities and the therapeutic agents discussed here 
should be evaluated within the social context in which they are employed.

In presenting this volume, I am under no illusion that it will spontaneously remove the skepti-
cism and suspicion people have about traditional African medicine. It is my hope, however, that it 
will stimulate some awareness and perhaps an appreciation of a system of medicine that has sus-
tained a people for so many generations. I have not attempted to offer justifications for some of the 
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traditional practices that are anachronistic to “civilized” tastes and which should be discarded. I 
have merely provided explanations of our medical practice and way of life.

No attempt has been made to present an account of traditional African medicine that will be 
comprehensive enough to reflect all aspects of the healing methods used in Africa. The heteroge-
neous nature of the actual traditional medical practice is clearly recognized; indeed, no single para-
digm of medical practice applies to the entire continent. Only the general concepts and the essential 
features that are common to the majority of the tribes are presented here. Readers are advised to 
consult the references for details.

It was also not possible to list all the medicinal plants used in Africa. Only species with suf-
ficient documentation or those considered important from a therapeutic point of view are listed. 
The references have been limited to the relevant key literature, and several cross-references have 
been omitted for brevity. The chemical structures of the compounds isolated from the plants have 
also not been included in a deliberate effort to make the book appealing to both experts and non-
experts alike.
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ChaPtEr 2

Catalog of Major african Medicinal Plants

INtrODUCtION

This chapter contains a list of over 2000 plants used in traditional medical practice in Africa. 
The plants are arranged according to families and listed alphabetically. The modern system of plant 
classifications as proposed by the Angiosperm Phylogeny Group (APG) has been adopted for this 
edition. In the earlier edition, plants belonging to the large family Leguminosae were listed under 
the subfamilies Caesalpiniaceae, Mimosaceae, and Paplilionaceae, but they have now been grouped 
together under the family Leguminosae. Similarly, plants belonging to the family Apocynaceae 
have been grouped together. Certain plant families have been renamed and others merged for ease 
of classification. Readers are advised to use the Index of Species, Genera, and Families at the end 
of the book to search for plants not listed under a familiar family.

The column in Table 2.1 on medicinal uses of the plants is mainly from the collation of several 
published sources and correspondents. The diseases treated and the biological activities are used inter-
changeably in this column to reflect the actual format used in the original reports. Pharmacological 
terms have been used for the activities of the plants employed in the treatment of disease conditions 
that are not adequately described by healers in modern pathological terms, which means that the 
usage has to be interpreted in the broadest sense possible. Some seemingly contradictory responses 
received on the use and biological activities of some of the plants are retained since it is now known 
that the activity of plant extracts depends on several factors and may sometimes have opposite effects, 
depending on the method of preparation, dosage, and physiological state of the patient. The activities 
listed in this chapter are based on neither the results of pharmacological studies nor the reports of 
controlled clinical trials. They are based entirely on reported ethnomedical uses.

The plant parts included in the catalog are mainly those commonly used for the preparation of 
remedies for the conditions listed under the specific plant. In most cases, various parts of a plant 
could be used for treating specific diseases, and, perhaps more important, the therapeutic activity 
and the toxicity may reside in different parts of the plant. In most cases, the plant parts are listed in 
order of preference or frequency of use, with the most frequently used plant part listed first.

Key references have been provided as a guide to sources of additional information on the individual 
plants. The literature citations are limited only to reference works and books on African ethnobotany. 
These include the Plant Resources of Tropical Africa (PROTA), a web database in English and French 
that has detailed information on the taxonomy, ethnography, and properties of many African plants.1 
Many reference publications and compendia of monographs, such as Neuwinger’s African Traditional 
Medicine;2 African Herbal Pharmacopoeia;3 the AfricMED database, which contains a compilation of 
ethnobotanical information and a summary of biological assays by InterCEDD (International Centre 
for Ethnomedicine and Drug Development) at Nsukka;4 and the Nigerian Herbal Pharmacopoeia,5 
published by the Federal Ministry of Health (2008), were useful in preparing this update. In many 
cases, no reference has been cited, which indicates that the information was derived from multiple 
sources in journals or data from the AfricMED database at InterCEDD Nsukka (Nigeria).
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