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Abstract: From the beginnings of mankind man recurs to natural resources for the treatment, cure and 

prevention of various diseases through the use of medicinal plants. The objective of this study was to 

revitalize and identify the knowledge regarding plant species with therapeutic purposes used by the 

traditional Santo Antônio community, Barbalha, Ceará, Brazil, with the aim of assisting chemical and 

pharmacological studies. The methodology was based on semi-structured interviews to explore 

informant’s knowledge surrounding medicinal species and to highlight those considered more 

versatile. 27 species were described, distributed across 21 distinct families, of which the most 

representative was the Anacardiaceae family. From these species, 05 have gained prominence 

regarding their versatility: Chenopodium ambrosioides L., Helianthus annuus L., Bauhinia variegata 

L., Anethum graveolens L., Passiflora cincinnata Mast. In general, the leaf was the most used plant 

part. As for preparation method, infusion prevailed. For therapeutic purpose, a greater use in disease 

cases involving problems such as scarring, hypertension, anxiety and diabetes was observed. Most of 

the indications reported by the local community coincide with findings in the literature, thus, this 

research may serve as a subsidy for pharmacological and chemical studies which may lead to the 

discovery of new herbal medicines. 

Keywords: ethnobiology, medicinal plants, pharmacological study, traditional community, 

therapeutic indications. 

 

Resumo: Desde o início da humanidade, o homem recorre aos recursos naturais para o tratamento, 

cura e prevenção de várias doenças através do uso de plantas medicinais. O objetivo deste estudo foi 

revitalizar e identificar o conhecimento sobre espécies vegetais com fins terapêuticos utilizados pela 

comunidade tradicional de Santo Antônio, Barbalha, Ceará, Brasil, com o objetivo de auxiliar estudos 

químicos e farmacológicos. A metodologia foi baseada em entrevistas semiestruturadas para explorar 

o conhecimento dos informantes em torno das espécies medicinais e destacar aquelas consideradas 

mais versáteis. Foram descritas 27 espécies, distribuídas em 21 famílias distintas, das quais a mais 

representativa foi a família Anacardiaceae. Destas espécies, 05 ganharam destaque em termos de 

versatilidade: Chenopodium ambrosioides L., Helianthus annuus L., Bauhinia variegata L., Anethum 

graveolens L., Passiflora cincinnata Mast. Em geral, a folha foi a parte da planta mais utilizada. 

Quanto ao método de preparação, a infusão prevaleceu. Para fins terapêuticos, observou-se maior uso 

em casos de doenças que envolvem problemas como cicatrizes, hipertensão, ansiedade e diabetes. A 

maioria das indicações relatadas pela comunidade local coincide com os achados da literatura, 

portanto, esta pesquisa pode servir como subsídio para estudos farmacológicos e químicos que podem 

levar à descoberta de novos fitoterápicos. 

Palavras-chave: etnobiologia, plantas medicinais, estudo farmacológico, comunidade tradicional, 

indicações terapêuticas. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Since antiquity, humanity has sought alternatives to deal with physical and psychic illnesses. 

Such care differs according to the communities' social culture over the years. Thus, cultural concepts 

are of utmost relevance in the construction of knowledge that involves the health-disease process 

(SIQUEIRA, 2006). 

 In Brazil, it is evident that the knowledge and medicinal use of plant species especially by 

quilombola, riverine, rural, traditional and indigenous communities remains an important therapeutic 

resource in the management of diseases, especially because it is easily accessible and inexpensive 

(VÁSQUEZ; SANTANA; NODA, 2014). 

 It is believed that care taken through medicinal plants is favorable to human health provided 

the user has prior knowledge of its purpose, risks and benefits. From the scientific point of view, 

studies prove the benefits obtained through the medicinal use of plant species, however, despite their 

natural origin some plants have harmful substances and many are unaware of the real effects of these 

substances in the organism (FRANÇA, 2008). 

 Thus, attention from health authorities and administrations directed at the medicinal use of 

plants has considerably increased in recent years, since most of the plant species usually used in self-

medication do not have a well-known toxic profile and pose health risk (SOUZA-MOREIRA; 

SALGADO; PIETRO, 2010). 

 Therefore, these prophylactic and therapeutic home measures are performed with the intention 

of seeking or maintaining a state of well-being close to what is said to be ideal. These practices are 

usually performed within the family environment and almost always passed over generations 

(SIQUEIRA, 2006). 

 Based on these considerations, this study aimed to identify native and exotic plant species with 

therapeutic purpose which are used by a traditional community of the Chapada do Araripe in the state 

of Ceará. This community has knowledge regarding the use of these specimens for prophylaxis and 

treatments, with respect to the diseases they affect. Moreover, because this community is located in 

the Cerrado biome, which has a complex vegetation profile with great biological diversity, occupying 

a large territorial area in Brazil and with a greater population concentration, the importance of this 

study is justified. 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS  

Study location 

 The study was carried out in the Santo Antônio community, located in the Arajara district, in 

the municipality of Barbalha, Ceará, Brazil, a traditional community which still has a significant rural 

population using plants for medicinal purposes. 

 The city of Barbalha has a population of 55,323 inhabitants and is located 553 kilometers from 

the state capital (Fortaleza), in the Metropolitan Region of Cariri, Meso-region of Southern Ceará. The 

aforementioned municipality is located at the foot of the Chapada do Araripe, located between the 

geographical coordinates: Latitude: 7° 18′ 40″ South and Longitude: 39° 18′ 15″ West. Together with 

the cities of Crato and Juazeiro do Norte, Barbalha makes up the Crajubar triangle in the Cariri valley 

region with the the FLONA (Araripe National Forest) surrounding them (IBGE, 2010). 

 This municipality’s climate is a hot-mild tropical semi-arid with a predominantly caatinga 

vegetation, however, it also presents cerradão and cerrado domains. A rainy period between January 

and April, with average rainfall of 1,153.0 millimeters per year is observed with an average daily 

maximum temperature between 24 and 26 ºC for most of the year (IPECE, 2016). 

 

Tools and procedures for data collection 

 Data collection was performed between July and October 2017 using semi-structured 

interviews based on standardized forms (MARTIN, 1995), where information about the interviewees's 

knowledge was obtained after the reading, permission and signing of the informed consent form (PIC, 

Prior Informed Consent), moreover, International Society of Ethnobiology’s ethical guidelines (2006) 

were adopted. 

 Initially, a closed questionnaire was used to obtain the socio-economic characteristics of the 

research subjects (age, sex, occupation, residence time in the locality), followed by the botanical data 

(popular name of the plant, part used, form of preparation and therapeutic indications, access 

availability) which were obtained through a semi-structured interview script. 
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 Eighteen individuals were interviewed, including men and women between the ages of 22 and 

92 years. The key informants of this study were selected using the non-probabilistic "snowball" 

sampling method, these indicated others with the potential to contribute to the study, until the so-

called “saturation point” was reached, that is, when the indicated names started to be repeated 

(ALBUQUERQUE; LUCENA; CUNHA, 2010). 

 

Data analysis 

 For the species versatility, the relative importance (RI) index of each medicinal species cited 

by the informants were calculated, as proposed by Bennett and Prance (2000) using the formula: RI = 

NSC+NP, where NSC: corresponds to the number of body systems treated by the species (NSCE), 

divided by the number of body systems treated by the most versatile species (NSCEV); and NP: 

corresponds to the number of properties attributed to a particular species (NPE), divided by the total 

number of properties attributed to the most versatile species (NPEV), with 2.00 being the maximum 

value obtained by a species. 

 

RESULTS 

Sociodemographic profile 

A total sample of the research consisted of 18 participants, 55.56% of whom were female and 

44.44% male. Most of the interviewees were concentrated in the age group of 28 to 37 years (33.34%) 

and the most reported marital status was married (66.67%). Considering the level of education, 5 

(27.78%) interviewees reported not having completed elementary school, there was also the 

declaration of non-schooled people, a reality mentioned by 5.55% participants. The prevalent 

profession is that of a farmer, representing 66.67% of the sample. Regarding the time of residence in 

the area, 44.44% participants reported living in the area for a period ≥ 30 years. 

 

Ethnobotanical knowledge 

 A total of 27 botanical species were mentioned in the treatment and prevention of diseases, 

where the most cited are distributed in 21 distinct families, with the family Anacardiaceae with 3 spp., 

and the Poaceae, Passifloraceae, Rutaceae, Asteraceae families each with 2spp. standing out. The 

species with the highest relevance indices were Chenopodium ambrosioides L. (2.0), Helianthus 

annuus L. (1.6), Bauhinia variegata L. (1.5), Anethum graveolens L. (1.5) and Passiflora cincinnata 

Mast. (1.5). 

 As for the most used parts, the leaves had the highest number of citations (38%), followed by 

the fruits (21%), bark (17%), seeds (14%), bast (7%) and bulbs (3%) (Figure 1). With the preparation 

method, a predominant use of infusion (32%), followed by decoction (29%), juice (13%), sauce 

(10%), oil (6.5%), syrup (6.5%) and bath (3%) (Figure 2). 

 In the present study, 22 therapeutic indications were reported, with a total of 11 species being 

indicated for scarring, represented in Table 1. Next, nine species were cited for an antihypertensive 

activity, with problems such as anxiety and diabetes receiving five and four species indications, 

respectively. Plants used for the treatment of skin diseases corresponded to the highest citations by the 

interviewees. 

 

Table 1. Relation of medicinal species indicated by the interviewees of the Santo Antônio 

Community, Ceará, Brazil. 
Scientific name /Family Local names Hábito Used 

part 

Preparation Indications IR 

URTICACEAE  

Cecropia glaziovii 

 

Toré 

 

Arboreal 

 

Aerial 

parts 

 

Decoction 

 

Healing  

 

0,5 

ANACARDIACEAE  

Myracrodruon urundeuva  

Anacardium ooccidentale 

Spondias lutea 

 

 

Aroeira 

 

Caju 

 

Cajarana 

 

 

 

Arboreal 

 

 

Bark 

 

Bast 

 

Bast 

 

Decoction, 

syrup, on the 

water, infusion  

On the water, 

topic, fruits 

Decoction 

 

Uterine 

inflammation, 

cough 

Inflammation, 

healing 

Healing 

 

1,3 

 

0,7 

 

0,5 
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Scientific name /Family Local names Hábito Used 

part 

Preparation Indications IR 

ASTERACEAE 

Helianthus annuus 

 
Matricaria chamomilla 

 

 

girassol 

 

camomila 

 

 

Herbaceous 

 

 

Seeds 

 

Aerial 

parts 

 

Infusion  

 

Decoction 

 

Labyrinthitis, 

stroke, 

hypertention 

Hypertention, 

anxiety, sleep 

disturbance 

 

1,6 

1,1 

FABACEAE 

Bauhinia variegata 

 

pata de vaca 

 

Arboreal 

 

Bast, 

Bark 

 

Syrup, infusion 

 

Cough, flu, 

phlegm in the 

lung, healing 

 

1,5 

AMARANTHACEAE 

Chenopodium ambrosioides 

 

mastruz 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Aerial 

parts 

 

Infusion, on the 

water 

Flu, 

inflammation, 

knock, 

vermifuge, 

healing 

 

2 

LAMIACEAE 

Melissa officinalis 

 

cidreira 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Aerial 

parts 

 

Infusion 

 

Hypertention, 

anxiety 

 

1,1 

LILIACEAE 

Allium sativum 

 

alho 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Bulb 

 

Infusion 

Cough, 

hypertention 

 

1,1 

MYRISTICACEAE 

Myristica fragrans 

 

noz-moscada 

 

Arboreal 

 

Seeds 

Seed 

consumption, 

Infusion 

 

Hypertention, 

diabetes 

 

0.7 

MALVACEAE 

Abelmoschus esculentus  

 

quiabo 

 

Shrubby  

 

Fruits 

 

Topic 

 

Healing 

 

0,7 

RUTACEAE 

Citrus limon 

Citrus sinensis  

 

limão 

laranja 

 

Arboreal 

 

 

Aerial 

parts 

 

Decoction 

Infusion  

 

Anxiety, flu 

 

 

1,1 

 

CUCURBITACEAE 

Sechium edule 

  

chuchu 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Fruits 

 

Juice 

Hypertention, 

fever 

 

1,1 

APIACEAE  

Anethum graveolens  

 

endro 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Seeds 

 

Infusion  

Flatulence, 

gastrointestinal 

spasms, anxiety 

 

 

1,5 

PASSIFLORACEAE 

Passiflora cincinnata 

 

Passiflora edulis 

 
Maracujá-

bravo 

maracujá 

 

 
Bindweed  

 

 

 

 
Fruits  

 

 

 
Juice  

 

 

Cancer, diabetes, 

hypertention 

Cough, 

inflammation, 

soothing 

anxiety 

 

1,5 

 

0,5 

ZINGIBERIACEAE  

Alpinia zerumbet  

 

colônia 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Aerial 

parts  

 

Infusion 

 

Diabetes, 

hypertention 

 

 

0,7 

SOLANACEAE  

Solanum melongena  

 

beringela 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Fruits 

 

Juice 

Diabetes, 

hypertention 

 

0,7 

POACEAE 

Cymbopogon citratus  

Saccharum officinarum  

 

capim-santo 

cana 

 

 

Herbaceous 

Herbaceous 

 

Aerial 

parts  

 

Infusion 

Decoction 

 

 

Hoarseness, 

soothing 

Hypertention 

 

1,1 

 

0,5    

NYCTAGINACEAE 

Boerhavia diffusa 

 

pega-pinto 

 

Herbaceous 

Aerial 

parts 

 

Decoction, bath 

 

Healing  

     

0,5 

MUSACEAE  

Musa sp. 

 

bananeira 

 

Herbaceous 

 

Bark  

 

Oil 

 

Healing  

 

0,5 

APOCINACEAE 

Himatanthus obovatus 

 

janaguba 

 

Arboreal  

 

Aerial 

parts  

 

Decoction 

 

 

Cancer, healing, 

edema 

                   

0,7 

MORACEAE  

Morus celtidifolia 

 

 

amora 

 

 

Shrub  

 

 

Fruits  

 

 

Topic 

 

 

Healing, anxiety, 

muscle aches 

                   

0,7 

 

LAURACEAE 

Persea americana 

 

abacateiro  

 

Arboreal 

 

Bark 

 

Oil 

 

Healing, sleep 

disturbance 

   

0,7 
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DISCUSSION 

 Sousa, Oliveira e Conceição (2014) recorded the Anacardiaceae, Lamiaceae and Poaceae 

families as those with greater quantitative representation, while the Asteraceae family obtained 

prominence in the study by Teixeira and Melo (2006). The Asteraceae family was the most 

representative, in terms of species number, corroborating with results presented by the majority of 

medicinal plant surveys conducted, such as those by Cajaiba et al (2016); Rodrigues and Andrade 

(2014). 

 In relation to the plant parts used, the leaves received a greater number of citations, due to its 

easy availability throughout the year (CASTELLUCCI et al., 2000). In addition, its use is also due to 

the easy cultivation. Another reason for this would be the fact that chemical mechanisms and active 

principles are concentrated in these parts of the plant (CHEEKE, 1998). These results concur with 

other ethnobotanical surveys (SILVA; MARINI; MELO, 2015, SANTANA; NETO, 2017). 

 The preparation method of medicinal plants for use in the treatment of diseases is a point of 

great importance since this often depends on the therapeutic action of the plant. In our study, infusion 

was the most used form of preparation with similar studies justifying the present research data 

(MONTELES; PINHEIRO, 2007; ALBERTASSE; THOMAZ; ANDRADE, 2010; BATTISTI et al., 

2013). 

 From the species presented in this study, five showed the greatest versatility as well as great 

relative importance: Chenopodium ambrosioides L., Helianthus annuus L., Bauhinia variegata L., 

Anethum graveolens L., Passiflora cincinnata Mast. 

 Within the 71 plant species present in the Medicinal Plants National Relation of Interest to 

SUS – RENISUS (BRASIL, 2009), is Chenopodium ambrosioides L., popularly known in Brazil as 

mastruz (ALBUQUERQUE et al., 2009a). This is a widely used species studied across the national 

territory, in studies such as those by Costa and Marinho (2016); Franco and Sousa (2016). 

Pharmacological studies reveal their anti-helminthic properties (SÁ; SOARES; RANDAU, 2015; 

SILVA et al., 2016; FENALTI et al., 2016), analgesic and anti-inflammatory properties 

(TRIVELLATOGRASSI et al., 2013) in addition to its antimicrobial (BRAHIM et al., 2015) and 

antitumor potential (ABREU; SILVA; OLIVEIRA, 2017), results of which are in agreement with the 

uses cited by the interviewed population. 

 Despite frequent Helianthus annuus L. citation in ethnobotanical surveys for combating 

strokes (ARAÚJO et al., 2015), no studies were found in the literature to prove this effect. However, 

Emamuzo et al (2010) have shown that sunflower has analgesic and anti-inflammatory effects. 

 Bauhinia variegata L., commonly known as “pata de vaca” (cow's paw), has pharmacological 

properties reported in the literature such as antioxidant, cholesterol and triglyceride reducing activity 

(RAJANI and ASHOK 2009), as well as antimicrobial potential (SHARMA; KALAUNI; AWALE, 

2015). 

 Anethum graveolens L. (dill), in studies by Oshaghi et al (2016), report their antioxidant 

activity, as well as their action in diabetes prevention. In addition, pharmacological tests performed by 

Singh et al (2017) revealed its antimicrobial activity. 

 Passion fruit (Passiflora cincinnata Mast.) has been indicated in the fight against insomnia, 

with the leaves and fruits being indicated for the treatment of hypertension, coughs, inflammations as 

well as a sedative and anxiolytic. Although widely indicated, with the species being cited in several 

ethnobotanical surveys, there are no studies reporting its pharmacological properties. 

 In addition to the contributions described above, two aspects of intriguing relevance were 

identified in the results obtained in this study: 

 a) Among the ranking of the five most versatile and important plant species for the 

community, three are exotic. Ribeiro et al. (2014) found a predominance of exotic species in their 

ethnobotanical survey also in southern Ceará, affirming that this situation is common and reporting 

possible causes, such as the need to expand the local pharmaceutical stock and the availability and 

easy cultivation of exotic species; 

 b) Therapeutic indications unpublished in the ethnopharmacobotanical literature, were 

reported by the informants. Thus, this research can help future ethnopharmacological studies focusing 

on these bioactivities in order to validate them scientifically. 

   

CONCLUSION 
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 In view of the data collected in this study, a significant knowledge within the interviewed 

population regarding practices involving plants for therapeutic purposes was observed. For the most 

part, plants are used both in prophylaxis and in the treatment of pathologies, with these uses being 

transmitted to subsequent generations. 

 The permanence of this practice by traditional communities is mainly due to difficult access to 

health centers and the high cost of synthetic medicines. In addition, cultural aspects directly 

collaborate in the construction of knowledge. Thus, this information is important to contribute to the 

valorization of traditional knowledge about medicinal plants, can be reversed in actions to promote 

local health and instigate ethnobotanical studies that strive to characterize the traditional knowledge of 

native and exotic local floras. 
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