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Abstract
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Plants play a vital role in day-to-day life of human beings. People use plants traditionally for a
number of purposes like food, fibre, medicine, religion and magic. The magico-religious use of
these plants may be an approach towards their conservation and also for healthcare regarding their
efficiency in keeping away some infectious microbes. These plants need scientific interventions
with respect to their usage and potential phytochemicals present in them. In present study 56
informants revealed 48 plant species belonging to 46 genera from 27 families to be used for
magico-religious purposes in the study area. Maximum species were dicotyledonous and generally
the whole plant is used with respect to magico-religious purposes. Cultural Significance Index
indicated that Cedrus deodara (Roxb. ex D.Don) G.Don, Desmostachya bipinnata (L.) Stapf,
Cynodon dactylon (L.) Pers. and Quercus baloot Griff. are most important and commonly used magico-
religious plants in the study area. Knowledge regarding usage of these plants among the inhabitants
is communicated through orally or through literature or by practice. Capsicum annuum L. and
Santalum album L. are culturally more significant and there is a strong homogeneity in the practices
among the people of different areas.
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INTRODUCTION

Magical and religious subjects are different in various cultures in Indian societies. People in
these cultures influence the supernatural powers and use them according to their will for good
or bad. For doing this, a number of  ritualistic prayers and practices are performed to please
these supernatural powers. A number of  special ingredients are required to execute these ritualistic
practices in which plants play an important role. A number of plants are reported to be used
in these practices like Cannabis sativa L., Ipomoea tricolor Cav., Nicotiana tabacum L.,
Salvia divinorum Epling & Játiva and Tabernanthe iboga Baill. etc from all over the world (Wilbert
1987; Mahop et al. 2004; Dalgarno 2007; McClain 2016). Shamans, priests and wizards perform
these practices by attaining an unusual state of consciousness to interact with supernatural
powers and channelize that energy to this materialistic world.

In Indian societies various Gods and Goddesses are worshipped for which various
plants and their parts especially flowers and fruits are used. Apart from that a number of plant
species are also worshipped for which these plants become very much precious like Ocimum
sanctum L., Ficus religiosa L., Ficus benghalensis L., Musa paradisiaca L., Aegle marmelos (L.) Corrêa,
Nelumbo nucifera Gaertn.  and Tagetes erecta L. etc.

From ancient times there are various myths regarding the presence and evil effects of
different kinds of ghosts and spirits in Indian cultures for which various sacred plants are used
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to get rid of them. A major part of Indian population lives in villages and these types of myths
are more famous in villages as compared to urban areas. Doda is a hilly district of  Jammu and
Kashmir, India falling in temperate Lesser Himalayan region. Majority of people in Doda
district lives in rural areas which are surrounded by large forests. They are agriculturists and are
dependent on forests for their livelihood. Being very close to nature they use plants in sustainable
way for a number of purposes like food, shelter, fodder, fibre, medicine, magic, dyes, worships
etc. They are strong believers of spirits and deities and connect their occurrence with forests,
rivers, trees and sacred grooves. They have a strong perception that if  these supernatural powers
are disturbed and disrespected, it will lead to diseases and misfortune to them. Therefore, to
please these supernatural powers various religious ceremonies and practices are performed by
the people using different plant species. According to the people by using these magico-religious
plants and by performing these practices, they try to please deities and eradicate the evil effects
of  spirits.

People strongly believe on priests, wizards and local herbalists that by using these sacred
plants they have the power to treat witchcraft, medically untreatable diseases and infertility
disorders. Besides having Magico-religious importance these plants are also valued in different
festivals and local ceremonies like marriages, yajnas (sacred ceremonial fire), yagnopavit (ceremony
to purify boys in Hindu religion) etc. Various sacred forests and plants growing near temples
and shrines are worshipped, hence protected and conserved. It is noted that strong religious
beliefs of  people in the sacred plants and grooves have helped in conserving plant species in
various regions (Ray & Ramachandra 2010).

During the current study, data on plant wealth used in magico-religious practices among
folklore in Doda district of Jammu and Kashmir, India are recorded and enumerated. According
to the informants these plants also bestow medicinal properties during their use in the magico-
religious practices performed by specialized persons like priests, ojhas, medicine men, wizards
and elder people of  the society.

MATERIAL AND METHOD

Study area
Doda is one of the four hilly districts of Jammu division in union territory of Jammu and
Kashmir, India. The district lies between 32° 50¹ N to 33° 23¹ N latitude and 75° 20¹ E to 76°
13¹ E longitude and has a total area of 8,912 km2(Figure 1). According to 2011 census, district
has a total population of around 4,10,000 with sex ratio of 919 females per 1000 males
(District Census Handbook: Doda 2017). People in the region are agriculturists and are dependent
on forests for their livelihood.

Survey and data collection
An extensive systematic survey was carried out in different villages of  Doda district during June
2020 to March 2021 for the collection of  information on magico-religious plant species being
used by locals in the study area. Before initiating the present study, a detailed survey was conducted
to select the informants. As the magico-religious practices are performed by the specialists therefore,
wizards, priests, shamans, traditional healers, spiritual persons and village heads in each village
were identified. During the survey, information was gathered from these specialists through
open interviews and group discussions. A total of  56 informants (31 females and 25 males)
between the age group 26–80 years were interviewed for data collection on the subject.

Data analysis

The information collected was analyzed using two important indices as below:
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Figure 1. Location map of the study area (Doda district of Jammu & Kashmir)

Factor informant consensus (Fic): This index is used to test the homogeneity of  knowledge
among informants about magico-religious plants according to Heinrich et al. (1998) as:

Fic = Nur-Nt/Nur-1

Where, Nur refers to the total number of use-reports for a particular use category and
Nt refers to the number of  taxa used for a particular use category by all the informants. The
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Diversity of magico-religious plants
During present investigation, 48 plant species belonging to 46 genera from 27 families
were recorded which are used as magico-religious plants by the people of Doda district.
Out of  which highly represented genera are Quercus and Rubus (2 species each) (Table 1).
Fully processed and mounted herbarium-specimens are available as field vouchers in the
Ecology Lab. of  Department of  Botany and Microbiology, Hemvati Nandan Bahuguna
Garhwal University, Srinagar.

Out of 48 species, 72.92 % (35 species) are dicots, 22.92 % (11 species) are monocots
and remaining 4.16 % (2 species viz. Cedrus deodara and Taxus wallichiana) are gymnosperms.
Despite of the fact that Doda district comprises a large geographical area inhibiting various
tribes, ethnic groups and local people, very little data on magico-religious plants are
documented till date. Published literature on this aspect of ethnobotany is extremely sparse
from the region. Earlier Thakur et al. (2019) has reported 62 plant species from the Jammu
province to be used as magico-religious plants and only two concrete reports describing 16
and 56 plant species used for magico-religious practices by the people of district Kishtwar
in Jammu and Kashmir (Ayub et al. 2013, 2014). Before this one paper on ritual plants of
Bhaderwah was also published, wherein 21 plant species with their usage are described by
Dutt and Kant (2008).

In terms of  number of  species used, Poaceae is observed as the most dominant family
(16.66%) followed by Rosaceae (12.5 %), Asteraceae (6.25 %) and Amaranthaceae, Iridaceae,
Moraceae, Fabaceae, Anacardiaceae, Fagaceae and Rutaceae (4.16 % each) in this category of
magico-religious plants. Whole plant (22.92 %) followed by stem (18.75 %), seed (16.66 %),
flower (14.58 %), fruits (12.5 %) and leaves (10.42 %) are recorded as the most used parts by
the informants of  the region (Figure 2).

Fic values range between 0 and 1, where low values (near 0), indicate that plants are chosen
randomly and no exchange of  their use information is there among informants, and approach
one (1) when there is a well-defined selection criterion and exchange of  information among
the people of  community.

Cultural significance index (CSI): This is very important index to determine the cultural
significance or importance of  ritualistic plants. It is calculated according to the Silva et al. (2006)
as:

Where, e= use preference, which represents preference given to a species over another
species for a particular use; c= use frequency, which represents how frequently a plant is used
for a particular purpose; i= species management, it represents impact of a plant on daily life
of  people of  a community; CF = correction factor (informant consensus), it considers the
degree of  consensus among informants and it is equal to number of  citations of  a given
species divided by the number of  citations of  the most mentioned species.

Cultural Significance Index (CSI)
The Cultural Significance Index (CSI) reveals the importance of a species used traditionally
such as those used for ritual purposes, by including some cultural variables excluded in other
indices (Silva et al. 2006). In present study CSI values varied from 0.08 for Pistacia chinensis to
8.0 for Cedrus deodara. The highest CSI value of Cedrus deodara was followed by Desmostachya
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Table 1. Magico-religious plants recorded from the Doda district of  Jammu and Kashmir

Name of Plant Part 
used 

Habit Magico-religious Uses and  
No. of informants in 
Parenthesis  

Cultural Significance 
Index 
Σ(excxi) CF CSI 

Achnatherum sibiricum (L.) 
Keng ex Tzvelev [Poaceae]; 
SSC-1027 

Leaves Herb Sacred ropes and mats are made 
from lamina and culms, tied 
along the tridents (8) 

1 0.23 0.23 

Aesculus indica (Wall. ex 
Cambess.) Hook. 
[Sapindaceae]; SSC-1008 

Whole 
plant 

Tree Plant is associated with temples 
in sacred grooves (6); wood is 
considered as sacred and 
generally used for making Doli/ 
Palanquins of local deity (12) 

1 0.47 0.47 

Amaranthus caudatus L. 
[Amaranthaceae]; SSC-1030 

Spikes Shrub Spikes are offered to local deities 
(5), seeds are considered as pious 
and used during various sacred 
occasions (9) 

2 0.37 0.74 

Artemisia maritima L. 
[Asteraceae]; SSC-1031 
 

Whole 
plant 

Herb To attain blessings this sacred 
plant is offered to deities (4); to 
prevent entry of evil spirits to 
local people, place dried plants 
under their pillows (11) 

2 0.39 0.78 

Berberis asiatica Roxb. ex 
DC. [Berberidaceae]; SSC-1012 

Stem  Shrub Wood considered as sacred and 
used in marriage ceremonies (14) 

1 0.37 0.37 

Betula utilis D.Don 
[Betulaceae]; SSC-1032 

Bark Tree Bark is used as paper to write 
hymns and shalokas (8); some 
spiritual mantras written on it 
and wrapped in piece of cloth is 
tied on arm or neck to keep evil 
spirits away (15) 

2 0.61 1.22 

Brassica rapa L. 
[Brassicaceae]; SSC-1059 

Seeds Herb Seeds are burned on red hot coal 
and children are exposed to the 
smoke so produced to keep them 
away from evil spirits (18) 

4 0.47 1.88 

Cannabis sativa L. 
[Cannabaceae];  SSC-1034 

Leaves Herb Leaves are offered to lord Shiva 
during prayers (6); leaf paste is 
mixed in milk to make divine 
drink during Shivratri festival (21) 

4 0.76 3.04 

Capsicum annuum L. 
[Solanaceae]; SSC-1036 

Fruit Herb Fruits are hanged on the doors 
along with lemon and also red 
chillies are burned to keep houses 
safe from evil spirits (17) 

8 0.45 3.60 

Cedrus deodara (Roxb. ex 
D.Don) G.Don [Pinaceae];  
SSC-1035 

Stem Tree Wood is used in Yajnas (25); also 
used to make pyre during funeral 
ceremony (13) 

8 1.0 8.0 

Chenopodium album L. 
[Amaranthaceae]; SSC-1038 

Seeds Herb Seeds are used to make pudding 
and eaten during fasts (18) 

4 0.47 1.88 

Citrus limon (L.) Osbeck 
[Rutaceae]; SSC-1020 

Fruit Tree Fruits are hanged along with 
chillies on the doors and also cut 
fruits are kept in the corner of 
the house keep evil powers away 
(23) 

4 0.61 2.44 

Cotoneaster affinis Lindl. 
[Rosaceae]; SSC-1019 

Whole 
plant 

Tree Trees are considered as sacred 
and planted near temples of 
alpine areas (9); believed that the 
plant prevents entry of Ghosts 
and evil spirits (5) 

2 0.37 0.74 

Crocus sativus L. [Iridaceae]; 
SSC-1048 

Flowers Herb Paste of stigma-style is worn on 
forehead as tilak which is thought 
to increase the concentration of 
mind many folds (11) 

2 0.29 0.58 
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Name of Plant Part 
used 

Habit Magico-religious Uses and  
No. of informants in 
Parenthesis  

Cultural Significance 
Index 
Σ(excxi) CF CSI 

Cydonia oblonga Mill. [Rosac
eae]; SSC-1021 

Fruit Tree Fruit is considered as sacred and 
keep on tridents (7) 

2 0.18 0.36 

Cynodon dactylon (L.) Pers. 
[Poaceae]; SSC-1007 

Whole 
plant 

Herb Grass is considered sacred and 
twigs used in yajnas as well as in 
many sacred ceremonies (25) 

8 0.71 5.68 

Desmostachya bipinnata (L.) 
Stapf [Poaceae]; SSC-1058 

Leaves Herb Grass is considered sacred and is 
used in yajnas as well as in many 
sacred ceremonies (21); during 
such ceremony a ring made of 
the grass is worn in the middle 
finger to keep the hands pure 
during offerings (14)  

8 0.92 7.36 

Dolomiaea macrocephala D
C. ex Royle [Asteraceae]; SSC-
1009 

Root Herb Offered to local deities (7); burnt 
as incense, have strong aroma 
(10) 

8 0.45 3.60 

Echinochloa crus-galli (L.) P. 
Beauv. [Poaceae]; SSC-1038 

Seeds Herb Seeds are cooked and eaten 
during fasts (8) 

2 0.21 0.42 

Ficus palmata Forssk. 
[Moraceae]; SSC-1017 

Stem Tree A small piece of wood is 
necessary in the process of 
funeral ceremony (11) 

2 0.29 0.58 

Fraxinus excelsior L. 
[Oleaceae]; SSC-1022 

Whole 
plant 

Tree Whole plant is considered 
possessing tons of powers and is 
planted in temple premises (14) 

4 0.37 1.48 

Hordeum vulgare L. 
[Poaceae]; SSC-1040 

Seeds Herb Seeds are used during yajnas (16) 4 0.42 1.68 

Indigofera heterantha Wall. ex 
Brandis [Fabaceae]; SSC-1015 

Stem Shrub Twigs are used to construct the 
circular base for holding shiv-pyala 
pots (17) 

1 0.45 0.45 

Iris kashmiriana Baker 
[Iridaceae]; SSC-1010 

Rhizom
e 

Herb Generally planted near the 
graveyards, rhizomes have 
pungent taste which prevents 
graveyards from animals/ 
diggers, etc. (8) 

4 0.21 0.84 

Juglans regia L. 
[Juglandaceae]; SSC-1013 

Fruit Tree Fruits are used in yajnas and in 
prayers during Shivratri festival 
(12) 

2 0.32 0.64 

Morus alba L. [Moraceae]; 
SSC-1041 

Stem Tree Twigs are used in yagnopavit 
ceremony (worn of a sacred 
thread) and also in yajnas (15) 

1 0.39 0.39 

Narcissus tazetta L. 
[Amaryllidaceae]; SSC-1018 

Flowers Herb Consider flowers as sacred and 
offered to husband by their wives 
on the occasion of Kunchouth/ 
Karwachouth (9) 

1 0.24 0.24 

Ocimum tenuiflorum L. 
[Lamiaceae]; SSC-1042 

Whole 
plant 

Herb Plant is worshipped as God (18) 4 0.47 1.88 

Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Mill. 
[Cactaceae]; SSC-1043 

Whole 
plant 

Shrub Planted in houses to keep evil 
powers away (7) 

1 0.18 0.18 

Oryza sativa L. [Poaceae]; 
SSC-1045   

Seeds Herb Seeds are used in yajnas, prayers 
and marriage ceremonies (13) 

2 0.34 0.68 

Phoenix dactylifera L. 
[Arecaceae]; SSC-1049 

Fruits Tree Fruits are offered to prophet in 
Ziyarat (5) 

2 0.13 0.26 

Pistacia chinensis Bunge 
[Anacardiaceae]; SSC-1026 

Whole 
plant 

Tree Plant is considered pious and 
planted near the sacred places (3) 

1 0.08 0.08 

Primula denticulata Sm. 
[Primulaceae]; SSC-1002 

Flowers Herb Flowers offered to deities in 
alpine areas (4), and for 
decorating temples (4) 

1 0.21 0.21 

Prinsepia utilis Royle Leaves Shrub Leaves and flowers used in 1 0.13 0.13 
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Name of Plant Part 
used 

Habit Magico-religious Uses and  
No. of informants in 
Parenthesis  

Cultural Significance 
Index 
Σ(excxi) CF CSI 

Prinsepia utilis Royle 
[Rosaceae]; SSC-1001 

Leaves
& 
Flowers 

Shrub Leaves and flowers used in 
religious ceremonies (3), 
efficacious against evil spirits (2) 

1 0.13 0.13 

Prunus armeniaca L. 
[Rosaceae]; SSC-1024 

Stem Tree Twigs are used in local functions 
(4) 

1 0.11 0.11 

Quercus baloot Griff. 
[Fagaceae]; SSC-1051 

Stem Tree Wood is used to make pyre in 
funeral ceremony (21) 

8 0.55 4.40 

Quercus floribunda Lindl. ex 
A. Camus [Fagaceae]; SSC-1025 

Whole 
plant 

Tree Entire plant is regarded symbolic 
in God’s shrine (12) 

4 0.32 1.28 

Rubus biflorus Buch.-Ham. ex 
Sm. [Rosaceae]; SSC-1055 

Stem Shrub Prickly branches are hanged on 
doors and windows to keep evil 
spirits away particularly on 
Shivratri festival (15) 

4 0.39 1.56 

Rubus niveus Thunb. 
[Rosaceae]; SSC-1011   

Whole 
plant 

Climb
er 

Said to possess many powers, 
used to ward-off evil spirits (6) 

4 0.16 0.64 

Skimmia laureola Franch. 
[Rutaceae]; SSC-1004 

Leaves, 
Flowers 

Shrub Flowers and leaves used as 
offering to deities (7) 

2 0.18 0.36 

Tagetes erecta L. 
[Asteraceae]; SSC-1016 

Flowers Shrub Dried and fresh flowers are used 
for yajnas and offerings, said to 
possess thousands of powers (16) 

8 0.42 3.36 

Taxus wallichiana Zucc. 
[Taxaceae]; SSC-1003 

Whole 
plant 

Tree Considered as sacred and 
generally planted as symbolic in 
God’s shrine (6) 

1 0.16 0.16 

Toxicodendron pubescens 
Mill. [Anacardiaceae]; SSC-1033 

Leaves Tree Leaves are used to keep away evil 
spirits (7) 

1 0.18 0.18 

Triticum aestivum L. 
[Poaceae]; SSC-1052 

Fruits Herb Bread made of fruits is offered to 
deities in yajnas (8) 

4 0.21 0.84 

Viburnum grandiflorum Wall. 
ex DC. [Viburnaceae]; SSC-1006 

Flowers Shrub Flowers used as offering in 
traditional rituals (4) 

1 0.11 0.11 

Vigna mungo (L.) Hepper 
[Fabaceae]; SSC-1057 

Seeds Herb Seeds are rotated over the head 
and spread in lawns to keep away 
evil spirits (9) 

8 0.24 1.92 

Zanthoxylum armatum DC. 
[Rutaceae]; SSC-1005 

Stem Shrub Nails made of wood are nailed in 
the corners of house to protect it 
from evil spirits (7) 

4 0.18 0.72 

Zea mays L. [Poaceae]; SSC-
1029 

Fruit 
(grains) 

Herb Cob cover is used for washing 
traditional utensils (6) and grains 
are used during religious 
ceremonies (5) 

1 0.29 0.29 

Figure 2. Bar diagram showing the plant parts used in magico-religious practices
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Factor informant consensus (Fic)
Informant consensus index or Factor informant consensus (Fic) obtained was very high (0.88
to 1.0) for different magico-religious use categories (Table 2). Similar observations with high
Fic values have also been reported by various workers Bhatia et al. (2014, 2015), Dutt et al.
(2015), Kumar et al. (2015), Singh et al. (2016) and Thakur et al. (2019) from various parts of
Jammu and Kashmir representing high level of sharing of folk traditional knowledge among
the informants. High Fic values for magico-religious plants in the study area point towards the
fact that although huge variation in traditions and customs in different religions, eco-climatic
conditions, vegetations and physiography, the informants have good knowledge of  magico-
religious plants which is being highly shared among the people of Doda district and these
plants are widely being used by the local populace.

Table 2. Factor informant consensus (Fic) of  different magico-religious use categories.

S. No. Use Category Number of 
Use reports 

(Nur) 

Number of 
taxa (Nt) 

Fic 

1.  Protection from evil powers 142 13 0.91 
2.  Prayers and Worships 99 12 0.89 
3.  Festivals and Fasts 35 3 0.94 
4.  Yajnas 138 8 0.95 
5.  Funeral 53 4 0.94 
6.  Divine drinks 21 1 1.0 
7.  Marriage and Yagnopavit ceremonies 62 7 0.90 
8.  Others 94 12 0.88 

CONCLUSION

People in rural areas have profound belief in God and supernatural powers which influence
them in one or the other way. The supernatural powers are always related to the natural re-
sources like stones, trees, rivers, lakes, springs and forests. The strong belief  of  people over the
bad consequences by supernatural powers on ill-treatment of these natural resources is one
reason of  sustainable extraction and conservation of  these resources in rural areas. Sacred
grooves are also one of the examples for the same. These myths or beliefs are good for
conservation of  nature. Workers are also of  the belief  that these magico-religious plants pos-
sess some natural compounds which are beneficial for the health of  the people. So, scientific
intervention for isolation of  active principles with respect of  the plant usage is the new subject
to work. These plants are used unknowingly by the local people from ancient times because of
their properties in magical and ritual practices. These plants are source of  different phytochemicals
and essential oils. Using ethnobotany as the basis of  laboratory investigations can be the right
path for drug discovery in a very economical way.

bipinnata (7.36), Cynodon dactylon (5.68) and Quercus baloot (4.40) etc. (Table 1). These species are
very much important as far as magico-religious practices are concerned and thus have high
cultural significance. Thakur et al. (2019) has provided CSI of 62 plant species where Capsicum
annuum, Santalum album and Citrus limon possessed the maximum cultural significance index
from Jammu province in Jammu and Kashmir, India. Kour and Vashistha (2018) provided a
comparative analysis of cultural importance of 20 important plants of Ambala district, Haryana.
Likewise cultural importance of 90 wild edible plant species of Udhampur district of Jammu
region has been determined by Bhatia et al. (2018).
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