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The system of medicine and response to illness within the cultural setting of any community, 

otherwise known as ‘Health Culture’ or Traditional medical systems are integral part of many 

indigenous communities of the world. To date, in some parts of the world particularly in the 

underdeveloped or developing countries, a large number of population still rely on their own 

system of traditional medical practices. Siegerist (1951) opines “every culture had 

developed a system of medicine and medical history is but one aspect of the history of 

culture.” Thus to understand cultural evolution of any community, a brief knowledge of 

traditional medical practices seems inevitable. Researchers and academicians are of the 

opinion of immediate documentation of the rich reserve of traditional medical knowledge, 

which, they fear, could face extinction with the change in surrounding environ due to rapid 

urbanization, industrialization and commercialization. In this background, this article 

attempts to explore the traditional health culture of Rajbanshis- the one indigenous 

community of Koch Bihar district. In-depth interviews with knowledgeable community 

members and traditional practitioners belonging to Rajbanshi community having fame and 

reputation for healing reveal the evolution of Rajbanshi medical system and gives an insight 

into an understanding of indigenous belief system and concept of diseases. It also throws 

light on the methods of healing and modus operandi of Rajbanshi medical practitioners. 
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Rajbanshis – the ethnic community of Koch Bihar district has 

its own primitive system of health care and medicine. This 

medical knowledge is secretive, non-codified and empirical in 

nature and passes down orally through generations. The 

scholars (Fulder, 1996; Abraham, 1999) tag such health care 

systems as folk medicine. Rajbanshis follow a holistic system 

of medical knowledge and practice, which, intertwined with 

own cultural beliefs and thoughts manage different aspects of 

illnesses and disease and also promote general well-being of 

the population. Following Seeland’s (2000) definition, in this 

paper, Rajbanshi medical tradition has been designated as 

indigenous system of medicine as Seeland (2000) explains, 

“Indigenous means that something is originating locally and 

performs by a community or socially in a place … It is not 

formally taught but perceived in a particular context at a certain 

stage of perceiver’s consciousness that grows in the world of 

local events.”.  

 

Evolution of Rajbanshi Medical Tradition  

The origin of Rajbanshi is shrouded in mystery and hence 

confronted with academic debates. A good analysis of the 

available literary resources reveals two diverging theories of 

opinion regarding their origin. One group speaks for purity of 

single stock, particularly Mongoloids while the other finds them 

as mixed breed. In the absence of any written document, little 

is known about their life, culture or even about the disease 

environment and development of medical culture in the 

prehistoric period. According to historians, any true historical 

account of folk medical tradition is difficult to construct possibly 

for four reasons- i) lack of sufficient historical document, ii) 

non-codified nature of the medical tradition, iii) lack of interest 

among researchers regarding documentation of the medical 

system and tradition of different ethno groups of the country, 

iv) the secretive nature of the communities for keeping 

distance from the so called civilized communities (Pahari, 

2001). Because of these, only a descriptive outline of the 

Rajbanshi traditional medical tradition can be given but no 

periodic historical account can be formulated. In this paper, an 

attempt has been made to give an account of Rajbanshi 

medical tradition with sequential discussion on inbred attributes 

and other related narrations. 

 

Early Concept of Disease:   In pre-historic time, the concept 

of disease, as we know it today, was absent. The sense of 

caring was invented out of the necessity for offering relief from 

pain and diseases to the fellow members of the community. In 

the absence of any scientific explanation for disease causation, 

early men took ‘Personalistic’ and ‘Naturalistic’ (Foster and 

Anderson, 1978) approach towards disease and developed 

supernatural theory as basis of its explanation They described 

the genesis of disease as anger of god or malicious influence 

of spirits or the domination of stars or planets ( Guthrie, 1945). 

As a logical sequel, primitive men resorted to different 

practices, rituals and sacrifices to pacify the almighty or to 

wave off the influences of bad spirits. Clements (1932) pointed 

out five probable disease theories of early men- a) Sorcery, b) 

Breach of taboo, c) Disease- object intrusion, d) Spirit intrusion 

and e) Soul loss. These explanations, ultimately gave its way 

to empirical techniques and methods of healing, which in 

course of time gave birth to a system of medical practice. This 

medical system intermingled with the cultural beliefs, values 

and custom of the community as well as with gathered 

experiences through trial and error method, transmits from one 

generation to another without any external intervention and 
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thus it gradually becomes a distinctive medical tradition of that 

community. It is imagined that Rajbanshi tradition of medicine 

and health care also evolved in the same fashion in ancient 

period.  

 

Concept of Medicine: The term ‘Medicine ‘implies any 

substance that can bring about a change in health. In any 

traditional society, medicine is viewed from a broader 

perspective. It can heal illness, help in solving material 

problems of life, kill an enemy and win someone’s love (Van 

der Geest, 2010). In the early ages, due to their limited 

understanding on mysteries of nature, men were afraid of 

natural phenomena and therefore kept faith on imaginative and 

wilful guesses, based on the existence of supernatural powers 

and developed occult theories wrapped in religious tenets. 

Thus faith on medical superstition and the concept of magic 

entered into the early world of medicine and medicine men 

often became synonymous with priests and religious leaders of 

the society. The history of intrusion of magic in medicine is 

thought to be same as in all traditional societies. Rajbanshi 

community followed the same trend. 

 

Since the earliest phase of human civilization, men 

also relied on plants as effective healing substances of nature. 

The use of herbs or medicinal plants among human possibly 

evolved out of simulation of healing practices of animals. Over 

the years through observation, and trial and error methods, the 

early men accumulated their knowledge of medicine, which 

gradually developed into a system of herbal healing 

pharmacopoeia. Rajbanshi medicine is no exception to this 

rule. The rich biodiversity of the surrounding also helped earlier 

men to carry out trials with herbs and their medicinal values. 

Globally this tradition of using herbal medicine in primitive 

healing system remains the same, but the disease wise use of 

herbs changes with the regional availability of plant species. 

Apart from plants, other natural substances like soil, water, 

minerals and even animals are also found to be used as 

medicines by Rajbanshi physicians. The reliance on natural 

substances and its use as medicine probably grew out of early 

men’s philosophy of retaining harmony with nature; the 

imbalance of which according to their belief, induce disease or 

disharmony in human body. In course of time, Rajbanshi 

culture encountered different rising cultures of its surrounding 

and went through episodes of reception and acculturation.    

                                                                               

An Understanding of Indigenous Belief System and 

Disease: Traditional belief system, culture and medical 

tradition of any community are believed to be intertwined with 

each other. Throughout the history, man intended to 

understand the truth behind human existence in the earth and 

different dimensions of man and nature interaction. Through 

observations of behaviour patterns, they developed certain 

mutually supportive truths about life driven by some religious, 

philosophical or ideological ideas. These truths, otherwise 

known as belief system, being shaped by cultural attributes of 

any community give birth to tradition. It is believed that since 

remote past, culture specific indigenous medical tradition, 

characterized by traditional belief system originated amongst 

each and every indigenous community. Rajbanshis were on 

the same path. 

Rajbanshis have their own health belief paradigm 

relating to disease causality, its manifestation on human body, 

different curative, protective and preventive managements and 

also on pregnancy, child birth and death related attributes of 

life. On consultation of disease theories of Foster (1976), 

Stainton (1991) and Helman (2001), it can be said that 

Rajbanshis mainly adhere to ‘Personalistic’ and ‘Emotionalistic’ 

concept of disease causation. They believe that a man 

becomes unhealthy or suffers from any disease, only when, 

natural forces or divine powers get angry. Curse or spirit 

possession and violation of taboos, could be another reasons 

for disease causation.  In his writing, Charu Chandra Sanyal 

(2002) also commented that “Rajbanshis believe in the 

existence of evil spirits”. This view of Sanyal was supported by 

Khan Chowdhury (1936) as well. Dissatisfaction of ancestral 

spirits is also believed to cause various diseases. The 

comments of Thompson (1973) can be cited in this connection. 

He quoted that “the ancestor worship characteristic of the early 

phases of the tribal society is at once the expression and a 

confirmation of the authority exercised by tribals….” It is 

assumed Rajbanshi society is no exception to this rule. 

Following Foster (1976), Helman (2001) and Stainton’s (1991) 

classification of diseases in traditional society, the following 

causes of diseases can be identified in Rajbanshi community:  

i) Punishment by angry societies for breach of taboos 

and immoral conduct. 

ii) Spirit possession 

iii) Evil eye of spirits, ghosts  

iv)  Ancestral curses  

v) Consequences of the sinful deed 

vi) Anger of divine power or God. 

vii) Natural forces. 

 

Thus, Rajbanshi traditional belief system emphasise 

on the external causes of illness as against the other form of 

traditional medicinal system like Ayurvedic, Unani, where 

internal causes of health have been endorsed as disease 

causation. Naturally, for effective management, they resort to 

number of rituals and practices for satisfying the natural or 

supernatural forces and relied upon material and spiritual 

remedies (Vaughn, Jacquez and Baker, 2009).  In most of the 

cases, people seek help from traditional healers or diviners. 

Horton (1967 as cited in MaClean,1969) observed that the 

traditional healers play dual role; identify the external factors 

causing disease as well as provide probable explanation for 

such occurrences. In his opinion both are ’very much grounded 

in natural phenomena’. But whatever be the role, the common 

Rajbanshis trust the healers and the methods of traditional 

healing blindly. They admire their effective diagnostic 

accomplishments, but go along with their failures as “acts of 

God” (Anfom, 1986, as cited in Darko, 2009). 

 

Sanyal (2002) elaborated that according to Rajbanshi 

belief, there are two types of spirits – the male spirits known as 

‘Bhut’ or ‘Deo’ and the female spirits as ‘Pettani’ or ‘Poiri’. Male 

spirits emerge from unnatural death of 'males while deaths of 

pregnant woman make their presence as ‘Pettani’ and if 

unmarried woman dies, she happens to be ‘Poiri’. It is believed 

that dissatisfaction, anger or evil eye of these spirits lead to 

manifestations of disease in human body.   
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In Rajbanshi community, every disease is associated 

with one or more than one divine being. Hence, to satisfy the 

annoyance of that specific deity, they believe in prescribing 

several rituals or religious services. A list of different illnesses 

and related deities of Rajbanshis of Koch Bihar district has 

been smmarised below. 

 

Table 1: Deities/ Spirits Responsible for Disease Causation 

Sl. No Illnesses/ symptoms Name of responsible deity 

1 Fever Jwarasur 

2 High fever, redness in eyes, whole body pain Bhutkali Chandi 

3 Epidemic, Accident and Mental Illness Mashan 

4 Cholera Sitala,Garam Thakur 

5 Measles, Pox Sitala/ Burima 

6 Crippled Condition xxx Gohili 

7 Prolonged illness xxx Dhella thakur 

8 Snake bite Bisha hari 

9 Paralysis, Fever, Pain Bagh sur 

10 Natural disaster, infant diseases, spirit possession Sat baini 

11 Complicated diseases of infants/ incessant crying Jakha Jakhi 

12 Infants refusing breast milk Pettani 

13 Aspiration for baby boy Jitua Brata 

14 Safe Delivery Bishua Mashan 

Source:  Mondal (2011); Field Study by Researcher. 

 

It has been earlier stated, that Rajbanshis also 

believe that breaking the social code of any society may lead 

to serious repercussions on human body. An illegal extra-

marital relationship is believed to be the reason for painful 

diseases or one’s severe loss of properties. Moreover, birth of 

handicapped baby, long suffering from any illness are all 

considered as the fate resulting from one’s sinful deeds in 

previous life. Thus, it seems that they have faith in conceptual 

principles of ‘Karma’ and rebirth of the Hindu religion. 

 

 Among Rajbanshis, a number of beliefs relating to 

pregnancy, birth and death are bound together by intimate 

socio cultural ties of the society. For instance, if any woman 

gives birth to still births, or if there is any neonatal death in any 

family, Rajbanshis believe child marriage could put  to an end 

in future infant deaths in that family. Thus, child marriage or 

‘Ga Chua’ was once one of the prevalent common practices. 

After child birth, people collect amulets tied in black strings for 

their babies from ‘Odza’ or family traditional healers. In their 

belief, it can repel evil spirits and diseases. During pregnancy, 

a woman is forbidden to go out alone in the evening. There are 

restrictions on going out on Tuesdays and Saturdays or during 

full moon or new moon days or even crossing any river and 

also in attending any funeral or post funeral ceremony. It is 

strongly believed by them that evil spirits may possess would -

be mother’s body and induce loss in pregnancy. To avert the 

adverse effects of malicious spirits, it is advised to carry iron 

knife or garlic cloves (Allium sativum Linn) with them and also 

to put on talisman in black string around their neck. In 

Rajbanshi societies, one can find these convictions deeply 

rooted at the core of their belief system.       

                                                                                                

Rajbanshis looked to the power of nature in their 

everyday activities. According to their belief, natural 

phenomena (like water, air, soil, and sky) are all divine bliss 

and thus are immense powerful. So, any resentment on their 

part may lead to disorder in body, mind or even in their way of 

life. There are numerous references of intimate relationship 

with trees and Rajbanshi lives. The tree being fruit bearing and 

shade giver has long been believed as a symbol of life and 

fertility in traditional societies.  Among this community under 

study, there is a common practice of making friendship with 

‘Jiga’ Tree (Lannea Coromandelica Merr). This hard, long living 

deciduous variety of species signifies long and healthy lives of 

newborns. There are also references of marriage with ‘Bat’ or 

Banyan (Ficus Benghalensis) and ‘Pakur’ (Ficus infectoria) in 

aspiration of male child. In every Rajbanshi homesteads, ‘Tulsi’ 

tree (Basil) has acclaimed importance.’ Bel’(Aegle marmelos), 

‘Sal’ (Shorea Robusta), ‘Kala’ (Umberto Quattrocchi), Ganja 

(Abrus precatorius), ‘ Pat’ ( Corchorus olitorius) are also 

regarded with veneration and attached in their religious 

customs. The ground for optimism in making kinship with trees 

denotes their early association with forests and gradual 

modification to peasant societies. Scholars  (Mondal, 2011; 

Roy (2012) put forward these evidences as imprints of Indo- 

Mongoloid culture, where it is believed that every tree is a 

figurative form of life. Among other living natural creatures, 

Rajbanshis pay reverence to animals also. Snake is 

considered as the totem of fertility and is religiously accepted 

by them. Although Hunter (1876) expressed his confusion on 

this attitude of Rajbanshis, as in his view, “there are very few 

poisonous snakes in KuchBehar”. But it can be apprehended 

that the reason for offering respect to this creature probably is 

to reduce the harms of snake bite in every day man- nature 

interaction. Cow, Ox, Jackal, Tiger, Elephant, Monkey are also 

respected by them. The community men’s close alliance with 

nature reveals the traces of Pre Aryan culture of animism and 

recognition of natural objects in their lives is the reflection of 

their fear about the unknown and paying reverence to these 

natural elements is nothing but sincere efforts of satisfying 

them.   

 

 Denotation of the term Disease in Rajbanshi language: In 

Rajbanshi language, an array of terms associated with 

diseases can be traced. In general’ og’ or ‘Rog’ and ‘Ugi’ or 

‘Rugi’ are the terms used to denote disease or illness and 

patient or ill person respectively. However, a range of other 

terms are also associated with the variety of diseases, which 

indicates the rich medical knowledge on diseases and related 

therapeutics in Rajbanshi community. The environment of the 

area under study was always favourable for occurrences of 

fever since ancient time. In various reports of Britishers like 
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Sunder (1895), Gruning (1911), Hunter (1876), this area has 

been ascertained as especially perilous for Malaria and other 

types of fever. Rajbanshis commonly referring fever as ‘Jwara’ 

were not aware of the terms like Malaria, Typhoid or Black 

water Fever, which were once the most prevalent type in the 

study district (Sanyal, 2002). But, Rajbanshi healers being 

conversant with symptom-based treatment identified few types 

of fever (Mondal, 2011) -   

(i) ‘Bhandijwara’: In Rajbanshi language ‘Bhandi’ means 

bear. When a person gets infected with bhandijwara, 

he seems to develop prolonged or continuous 

episodes of fever with chill and shivering (‘jhoka’). The 

symptoms seem to have similarity with malignant 

Malaria. 

(ii) ‘Palajwara’: A contiguous type of fever with chill, 

cough, fatigue, which may last for few days to two 

weeks and the symptom of fever, is characterized by 

its occurrence on every alternative day or ‘pala’. This 

fever probably has some similarity with typhoid.   

(iii) ‘Ahajwara’: In ‘Ahajwara’ the infected person will 

experience high rise in body temperature during night. 

The recurrence of fever at certain intervals reminds a 

probable case of quartan malaria. 

(iv) ‘Batajwara’: This fever has some association with 

‘bata’ or muscle pain. It may be the case of common 

cold or influenza. 

 

Among Rajbanshis, the name of Malaria was 

unknown and they were also unaware of modern etiological 

explanation for this vector-borne disease. In their 

pharmacology, presence of polluted compounds in blood was 

responsible for such fever. Sanyal (2002) commented on 

Rajbanshi belief on manifestation of evil spirits in human body 

as the cause of these fevers. Blackwater Fever was also very 

much notable diseases of the area, but Rajbanshi healers 

probably were unable to segregate between Malaria and 

Blackwater Fever. On this point the comment of J.H.Gruning 

(as cited in Mondal, 2011) may be cited: “The onset of the 

disease is frequently mistaken for an ordinary malarial attack 

which it at first resembles. There is usually a sharp chill like 

severe ague, but this is quickly followed by the passage of dark 

brown, blackish or bloody urine, and generally by repeated and 

persistent bilious vomiting; the temperature rises rapidly, pain 

at the pit of the stomach may be complained of and jaundice 

soon becomes evident”.  Among other diseases Cholera and 

Small Pox had disreputation which was reported as 

devastating epidemics for several times in previous years. In 

Rajbanshi terminology, Cholera is known as ‘Dhum Rog’, 

where as Samll Pox as ‘Guti’. Rajbanshi words ‘Bish’, ‘Ghaua’ 

‘Bat’, ‘Kash’, ‘Gheg,’ Andhashula’, ‘Haris’, ‘Kaun’, ‘Gohili’, 

‘Pachhut Kata’, ‘Pani naga’ are other frequently used terms to 

designate the illnesses like ‘Pain’, ‘Sore’, ‘Rheumatism’, ‘ 

Cough’, ‘Goiter’, ‘ Night blindness’, ‘ Nosebleed’, ‘Jaundice’ 

‘Paralysis’ ,‘Rickets’ and ‘Over Hydration’. The presence of a 

wide range of medical vocabulary in Rajbanshi language may 

be conjured as the rich disease epistemology of the community 

since ancient time.  

 

Methods of Healing: In Rajbanshi medical tradition, the 

concept of healing is seen holistically and the process of 

healing denotes curative, preventive and protective 

interventions for promoting the health and well-being of any 

individual in general and also for relieving one’s body free from 

pain and discomfort in particular. Thus, ‘Faith healing’ is a well 

recognized therapeutic modality in Rajbanshi medical culture. 

In Encyclopedia of Britannica ‘faith healing’ has been defined 

as on method of healing which “recourse to divine power to 

cure mental or physical disabilities…..” Apart from this, they 

also rely on nature cure or ‘Naturopathy’ healing processes. 

The aim of this technique is to maintain harmony with human 

body and basic ‘constructive principles of nature.’ Thus, the 

process of healing in Rajbanshi culture works within two 

domains: (a) Faith Healing or Supernatural healing and (b) 

Nature Cure or Material healing. In Rajbanshi culture, like other 

indigenous communities, these healing processes have 

different underlying apprehensions of truth but the material 

intension (i.e. curing) is the same for the both. 

 

 Faith Healing Processes:  This healing technique has two 

dimensions: one is magical and the other is spiritual. There is 

hardly any difference between these two modalities in their 

philosophical bases except in the mode of rituals and services 

prescribed by the traditional healers. S. Mahdihassan (1979, 

cited in Pahari, 2011) remarked that “man first treated himself 

by prayers, words and sounds served like ‘invisible drugs’ thus 

arose; healing magic’. Such psychological system of treatment 

was spiritual in nature, gradually became more and more 

material”. Thus ancient men first resorted to magical remedies 

for relief from pain. It has already been stated that Rajbanshis 

believe that diseases are induced by spirits and their mode of 

treatment is rested on exorcism (Sanyal, 2002). The spirits, in 

their belief, are both evil- minded and good- natured. Thus they 

try to resolve the attack of the malicious spirits by resorting to 

‘spirit – appeasing services’. In Rajbanshi tradition, a number 

of processes under the domain of spirit appeasing services 

have been appended. These are Exorcism, Magico-religious 

rituals, Incantations, Use of amulets. Besides, Witch craft or 

Black Magic and Music Therapy are other two techniques of 

healing, which work at the emotional level of the patients and 

help in curing diseases.   

 

Material Methods of Healing: Materialism in medicine or 

material methods of healing is viewed as the rejection of any 

religious or supernatural account in healing or in other words, 

use of elements belonging to material world, particularly the 

natural elements with therapeutic and medicinal values. This 

aspect of healing deserves importance being methodologically 

scientific with effective medicinal value (Fabricant and 

Farnsworth, 2001). People noticed that animals have an innate 

capability to forage for plant and mineral extracts in order to 

look after their own health. Probably this induced them to 

explore for medicinal attributes of plants and the practice 

became prevalent since ancient time. According to one 

estimate (Rajasekharan & Ganeshan, 2002), 7500 species of 

plants are being used by 4365 ethnic communities of India for 

human and veterinary health care.  Guite and Acharya (2006) 

opine that a particular health care system finds suitability in 

any culture on virtue of its availability and accessibility. Thus it 

can be apprehended that the access to surrounding forests, 

enriched with numerous plants of therapeutic and medicinal 

value enabled them to rely on herbs as curing elements. 

Rajbanshis prescribe various kinds of plants or herbs as 
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medicines for different diseases, include a variety of herbs in 

their diet or use a good number of plants or plant extracts in 

various magico religious rituals as healing substances.  

 

(a) Herbs as Medicine: The traditional healing practices 

among the Rajbanshis include a variety of prescriptions using 

locally available herbs in the form of raw, crushed juice, 

decoction, and powder usually for oral intake or also as paste 

for local application. Fever, Jaundice, Dysentery, skin diseases 

and nerve disorders being the dominant diseases of the area, 

Rajbanshis seem to have repository of medicinal knowledge on 

these diseases.  Besides, availability of an   amazing range of 

medicines for several gynecological diseases indicates a rich 

and extensive pharmacopeia of Rajbanshi herbalists. 

Moreover, a host of treatments relating to smaller injuries, 

bone fracture, dental problems, gastronomical disorders, Heart 

diseases, Diabetes, Hypertension also found place in 

Rajbanshi medical compendium. During interaction with 

traditional healers it has been found out that same plants have 

disease-wise different medicinal usage in Rajbanshi healing 

tradition. The difference lies only in the method of its use, form 

and in dosages. It has also been found that Rajbanshis use 

leaves, stem, root, tuber, fruit, rhizome, bulb, bark, stem, twigs, 

flowers, seeds of the plants in preparing medicines (b) Herbal 

Dietary Therapy:  Among Rajbanshis, herbal dietary therapy 

is probably one of the most popular and wide practiced ways of 

keeping health free from diseases. Based on the food values 

and respective therapeutic qualities of different herbs, 

Rajbanshi healers prepare different dietary plans and prescribe 

several preparations of food, which in their view, could have a 

healing effect on human body in a more flexible and effective 

way. Thus a number of recipes like ‘Cheka’, ‘Sidol’, ‘Pitali’,have 

been included in daily food intakes and have become part of 

typical Rajbanshi cuisine.   

 

(c)  Mineral and Animal Substances as Medicine: Apart 

from herbs, Rajbanshis also have a tradition of using elements 

from other natural sources like animal, mineral and other 

material substances as medicines. For instance, flesh of bat 

(Chiroptera) in rheumatism, pigeon (Columbidae) in dysentery, 

are prescribed by traditional healers. In cases of fever or body 

pain, meat of duck (Anus platyrhynchos) and pigeon are 

forbidden (Kamalesh Sarkar, personal communication 3rd 

March, 2012).   

 

Moreover, gold, copper, iron and silver charged water having 

the benefits of curing diseases of Lungs, Brain and Heart were 

used by Rajbanshi healers for rescuing critically ill patients. 

Still today, traditional practitioners use gold and silver dusts, as 

one of the essential ingredients of medicine. It is believed that 

this practice probably have been inherited from the Mongoloid 

culture. Salt, crystalline sugar, sulphur, camphor are other 

frequently used elements in medicines. Water is always used 

as an essential medium for preparing all kinds of traditional 

Rajbanshi medicine. Besides in all kinds of spiritual healing, 

there is a tradition of sprinkling sacred water (‘jalpada’) as 

medicine. In Rajbanshi medical culture there is one ritual, 

known as’ Kandir jal’, (Kamalesh Sarkar, personal 

communication 3rd March, 2012) in which on the last day of 

Bengali calendar (‘chaitra’), rice and water  is kept in an 

earthen pot beneath the sacred basil tree (‘tulsi’) of Rajbanshi 

house. They change the water every day for three consecutive 

days. On the fourth day, it is kept in one room on eastern or 

northern side of their house. It is known as ‘Kandir jal’. 

Rajbanshis believe that this water helps in curing a person 

struck by lightning (De, 20015). Honey is always used in 

association with herbal medicines as it is believed to enhance 

the action of herbs. Besides, animal body parts, the oil extracts 

of animal body, vegetable oil, and soil (e.g. used for treatment 

of snake bites) are frequently used by them.   

 

Rajbanshi Traditional Medical Practitioner: The traditional 

medical practitioners are the medical persons with 

commanding knowledge of cultural belief and attitudes as well 

as sound medical knowledge are always recognized by the 

respective community. In a strict sense, the traditional healers 

do not have any philosophical base of their treatment but their 

approach to healing is totally holistic. They believe in achieving 

optimal health by gaining balance in life. This idea is based on 

the core understanding of the fact that one individual should be 

viewed in totality with his body, mind, emotions and spirits. So 

far as the modus operandi is considered, they take an 

evidence- based approach and on the basis of their inherited 

knowledge and long apprenticeship, these healers make 

natural and spiritual recommendations for curing patients.  

They are guided by some ethical principles which make them 

unique in their profession (Ramashankar, Deb, and Sharma, 

2012). The principles of “learning, insight, kindness and 

empathy” find lineage in Pliny the Elder’s (23-79 AD) four 

principles of traditional healing. Rajbanshi practitioners, being 

on the same board, were the follower of identical ideology. 

They differ from traditional healers of another region only in 

their cultural belief and practices. Based on the theory and 

practices operating within Rajbanshi traditional healing system, 

four different categories of practitioners can be identified, - 

Adhikary, Odza, Bhongaria and Kabiraj. Besides certain 

specialized practitioners like Dai (Traditional Birth attendants) 

and Har Bhanga Kabiraj (Bone setters) are also found. These 

healers are different from each other in their technique, method 

of diagnosis and also in the nature of prescriptions. The 

traditional healers under the title of Odza perform different 

roles and offer a wide variety of treatments. Odzas who 

perform the work of exorcist are mainly engaged to drive away 

the bad spirits from human body through religious and spiritual 

ceremonies. They may perform religious ritual or ‘Pak’ or may 

command the spirit to depart or may prescribe amulets or 

administer sprinkles of magical solutions (of water, oil, clarified 

oil etc) or may also apply message on the affected body part. 

In general Odzas work in spiritual or magical world and are 

generally called for treating paranormal symptoms of any 

person. In all societies these healers are frequently consulted 

as last resort. Odzas also perform the role of a faith healer in 

treating the illnesses like snake bite, lightning struck patients, 

measles, goiter etc. Odzas also perform black magic and play 

the role of a very powerful healer. A group of traditional 

healers, being possessed by spirit or deity, acquire magical 

healing power and prescribe drugs to patients or identify the 

disease-causing culprit in human body. These healers are 

known as Bhongaria. In Rajbanshi society, there is a common 

belief of referring some deities or spirits as disease causing 

element. In occurrence of such diseases, people resort to 

Adhikary who offer Pudza on behalf of the disease affected 
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victim.  In Rajbanshi society, Kabiraj are the most acclaimed 

healers. They, have an extensive knowledge of herbs and 

inherent power of healing and the inherited knowledge of 

medicine. Some Kabiraj also known to have astrological 

knowledge and they prescribe herbs having astrological 

healing power. The Kabiraj are unique in diagnosis as they 

prepare the prescribed drug themselves and provide it to the 

patients. In most of the cases these Kabiraj are mobile in 

nature and provide a beck and call service to the patients.  

 

Absence of any surgeon in Rajbanshi medical culture 

is one observed unique feature. Rajbanshis believe that 

impurity (‘jhuta’) of human body may be induced due to cut or 

incision with sharp elements. The probable explanation with 

regard to absence of the concept of surgery in Rajbanshi 

medical culture   may be stated as the influence of Buddhism. 

The Buddhist ethics of ‘Ahimsa’ preaches that anything harmful 

to sentient being is to be avoided. This culture probably 

percolated through Indo- Mongoloid racial background of the 

community.  

 

So far as the traditional healing practices are concerned, one 

unique feature of Rajbanshi medical tradition is that each 

Rajbanshi family incorporates the use of herbs in their self-

management regime. The extensive knowledge of herbs and 

its application in common, minor ailments (cough and cold, 

fever, minor injuries) to chronic diseases (diarrhea, dysentery) 

is enormous. Interestingly, in each Rajbanshi family one or two 

elderly members are known to have inherent magical power of 

healing. These members mostly females apply incantations 

and sacred material substances (Telpara, Jalpara, Chunpara) 

for curing certain ailments. Usually the diseases of the infants 

are addressed by them. The reliance on home remedies and 

also on the knowledge of elderly members probably is derived 

from unconditional faith and respect on their own traditional 

culture and a deductive approach based on anecdotal 

information (Parle& Bansal, 2006). If the practice of home 

remedy and magical treatment capacities of elderly members 

are taken into account, it can be said that there is at least one 

traditional healer in each Rajbanshi family.  

 

In this study, it has been endeavoured to represent 

the evolution of Rajbanshi medical culture with its inherent 

qualities of indigenous tradition and probable evidences of 

cultural assimilation. The origin of the concept of medicine and 

health care, the early theories of disease causation and the 

disease and health related cultural beliefs and taboos have 

been outlined. The western concept of germ theory and 

biomedicine were absent and the diseases were viewed from 

personalistic perspective. Medical interventions were 

synonymous with magico- religious rituals. The extensive 

knowledge of herbs and inherent magical power acquired from 

forefathers and above all unconditional faith on own cultural 

tradition has kept alive the indigenous medical culture in each 

Rajbanshi family till date. 
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