[OJeSnEIWINGEE] | J Adv Med Biomed Res. 2021; 29(135): 238-245

Journal of Advances in Medical and Biomedical Research | ISSN:2676-6264

Ethnomedicine Knowledge of Iranian Traditional Healers and the Novel
Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19)

Maryam Azimi'?

Sciences, Babol, Iran

, Morteza Mojahedi® ', Roshanak Mokaberinejad* "',

Fatemeh Sadat Hasheminasab’*"

Gastroenterology and Hepatology Research Center, Kerman University of Medical Sciences, Kerman, Iran
Dept. of Traditional Medicine, School of Persian Medicine, Kerman University of Medical Sciences, Kerman, Iran
Traditional Medicine and History of Medical Sciences Research Center, Health Research Institute, Babol University of Medical

Dept. of Traditional Medicine, School of Traditional Medicine, Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran
Pharmacology Research Center, Zahedan University of Medical Sciences, Zahedan, Iran

Article Info

ABSTRACT

d- 10.30699/jambs.29.135.238

Received: 2020/09/07;
Accepted: 2021/01/19;
Published Online: 28 Feb 2021;

Use your device to scan and read the
article online

-:.g_;.:u
T-

Corresponding Information:
Fatemeh Sadat Hasheminasab,

Pharmacology =~ Research  Center,
Zahedan  University of Medical
Sciences, Zahedan, Iran

E-Mail: : hashemifa67@gmail.com

hasheminasab@zaums.ac.ir

In December 2019, the outbreak of coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) was observed in China, and it it spread rapidly throughout the
world. Iranian traditional healers have applied different medicinal plants to prevent
and treat COVID-19 based on their ethnopharmacological knowledge. This research
aimed to investigate the ethnomedicinal knowledge of Iranian traditional healers to
alleviate COVID-19 signs and symptoms.

Due to the limitations caused by COVID-19 pandemic, oral
interviews were conducted by 26 traditional healers in Kerman and Zahedan cities in
Iran. The names of recommended remedies for COVID-19 were collected, and their
scientific names were authenticated. Next, a comprehensive research was carried out
in the scientific databases. Finally, the herbs with any related proved properties to the
respiratory system were listed; these herbs were probably useful for the COVID-19
prevention or treatment.

Zataria multiflora, Althaea officinalis, Hordeum vulgare, Malva sylvestris,
Matricaria chamomilla, Glycyrrhiza glabra, Allium sativum and Zingiber officinale
are considered as the most popular herbs by Iranian traditional healers for prevention
and/or treatment of COVID-19. Recent studies have demonstrated that the above-
mentioned herbs can be considered as good sources for alleviating the respiratory
disorders such as influenza. Moreover, they have antitussive and immune-modulatory
properties.

Since there is no effective treatment for COVID-19, the capacity of
different traditional medicine and ethnomedicine knowledge can be used as good
sources for new drug discovery after accurate studies.

QLM GEHN [ran, Ethnomedicine, Coronavirus, Pneumonia, Complementary
therapies
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Introduction

The outbreak of novel coronavirus disease

2019

(COVID-19) was first reported in Wuhan city, Hubei
province in December 2019. It spread rapidly all over
China and then almost throughout the world causing a
global concern as a pandemic (1). The infection caused by
COVID-19 has a wide range of severity, from
asymptomatic disease to mild upper respiratory tract
disease; it may also lead to severe pneumonia and even
death (2). According to the different guidelines for
managing COVID-19 pneumonia, patients with severe
disecase and respiratory distress always need
hospitalization; other patients who develop mild to
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moderate symptoms (in the absence of any risk factors)
are considered as outpatients who should be isolated at
home and receive medication there (3).

This pandemic makes physicians with various
therapeutic approaches (including herbal medicine,
classic medicine, Chinese medicine, acupuncture, Persian
medicine, etc.) to discover a way to cure this contagious
infection or lessen its signs and symptoms (4). Exploring
the registered clinical trials in primary registries of the
World Health Organization (WHO) showed a large
attention to complementary and alternative medicine
(CAM) for managing the COVID-19 (4). Previously,
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notable trials had been conducted in the field of CAM for
prevention, treatment, and rehabilitation of influenza and
severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) (5).

Recent studies demonstrated that there is a tendency to
apply CAM in various societies (6). The use of herbal
remedies to prevent or treat infectious respiratory diseases
is very common in Iran (7), and there is a tendency among
people, even of different ethnic origins, to take the
advantages of natural remedies to prevent the COVID-19
infection.

Despite significant differences between COVID-19 and
common cold or influenza, there are some similarities in
terms of clinical manifestations including cough, fever,
fatigue, and myalgia (8). These similarities lead to
experimented remedies prescription to control the
COVID-19 infection. In different parts of the world,
people tend to employ natural products and herbal
medicine, either alone or as an alternative medicine, to
relieve the signs and symptoms of the infection; this
indicates the necessity of research for scientific
documents of the applied medicinal plants (9).

This study was conducted to introduce the common
herbs among Iranian traditional healers for preventing or
treating COVID-19, as well as their efficacy, safety, and
relative properties based on scientific databases.

Materials and Methods

This study was conducted in accordance with the
guidelines of the Ethics Committee of Babol University
of Medical Sciences, Iran (code:
IRMUBABOL.REC.1399.314).

Due to the specific conditions caused by the pandemic,
such as social distancing, the closure of most places and
shops, and the lack of direct access to traditional healers,
oral interviews were conducted through telephone calls.

In the first step, 58 herbal shops were identified in two
cities, including Zahedan (n=30) and Kerman (n=28).
Attempts were made to find the contact information in
various ways (via checking the phone numbers on their
shop windows or inquiring from the nearby open shops).
Finally, the contact information of 37 traditional healers
were obtained. Among these, we did not succeed in
contacting 4 healers; in addition, 7 healers were not
willing to participate in the study. The aims and protocols
of the project were explained to the 26 remaining
traditional healers via making phone calls, and they were
requested to offer their information to the researchers.
Finally, the ethnopharmacology information of the
studied traditional healers was recorded. In this regard, the
names of the herbs introduced as remedies for preventing
or alleviating the signs and symptoms of COVID-19 and
other related data were collected. The data were collected
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by the local researchers who were familiar with the
traditional names of each herb, as well as with the names
under the medicinal plants in the herbal shops. Then, the
introduced herbs were authenticated using botanical
textbooks, and their scientific names were obtained (10).

In the next step, searching was conducted throughout
the scientific databases including PubMed, Scopus, and
Web of Sciences. The scientific names of all herbs along
with keywords including “cough”, “antitussive”,
“common cold”, “influenza”, “SARS”, “immune
response”, “immunity” and “respiratory distress” were
searched within “title and abstract” sections of the
PubMed; “title, abstract, and keywords” sections of
Scopus; and “title” section of Web of Sciences databases.
Finally, the herbs documented in the above-mentioned
fields were listed.

Results

Nowadays, different remedies are introduced by
traditional healers and being used by Iranian people for
prevention and treatment of respiratory diseases, such as
influenza, common cold, and even COVID-19. In fact,
many people desire to generalize their experiences of
diseases like common cold and influenza into a new
disease, like COVID-19. The herbs which are applied by
Iranian traditional healers for preventing or curing the
respiratory infections have been presented in Table 1.

Aerial parts of Z multiflora and M. chamomilla,
flowers of A. officinalis and M. sylvestris, seeds of H.
vulgare, roots of G. glabra, thizome of Z. officinale, and
bulbs of A. Sativum are plant parts which are introduced
by traditional healers. Remedies are utilized either
separately or in combination with one other. All the
introduced herbs except 4. sativum and H. vulgare are
usually used in the form of aqueous extract. Individuals
mostly prefer to take advantages of A. sativum either as a
raw fruit or macerated in vinegar, and H. vulgare in
combination was with different vegetables as a soup .
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Table 1. Herbs applied by Iranian traditional healers to treat COVID-19 and some of their related properties according to

the scientific documents.

Plant part

preparation

Study design

In vitro study

Main related
outcome

Side effect

Carvacrpl Relaxant effects on guinea Antitussive activity N.Ot (11)
(flavonoid) . : mentioned
pig tracheal chains
Prospective, double-blind,
- Severe or
placebo-controlled clinical serious
Dry extracts of trial Effective on acute adverse
thyme herb and Evaluation the effects on bronchitis with (12)
. . . effects have
primrose root adults suffering from acute productive cough 1ot been
bronchitis with productive
reported
cough
. . Animal study
Z. multiflora AVI.ShaI.l_ Essence Evaluating the effects on Enhancing immunity N.Ot (13)
Shirazi . . X mentioned
innate immunity
Animal study
Evaluation the effects on
Essential oil replication rate of avian Anti-Influenza virus Not (14)
influenza virus (H9N2 activity mentioned
subtype) in challenged
broiler chicks
Double-blinded randomized
clinical trial
Compansqn of the herbgl Effective on common No side
Extract syrup and diphenhydramine (15)
. cold effects
in the treatment of common
cold-induced cough in
children
Animal study (cat)
Complex extract Investigating the effects on Not
and the cough caused by Antitussive activity . (16)
. . . . . mentioned
polysaccharide mechanical stimulation with
Lo nylon fiber
A. officinalis Khatmi
In vitro study
Evaluating the anti-
polysaccharides complementary activity of Immunomodulatory N.Ot 17)
. effect mentioned
polysaccharides on human
serum
Randomized controlled trial . .
. Effective on sneezing,
Evaluating the effects of a .
runny nose, itchy Not
Aqueous extract novel barley-based . (18)
. . nose, post nasal mentioned
formulation on allergic ;
. discharge
rhinitis
H. vulgare Jow
In vivo study
Aqueous extract EV_aluaFlng the activity Antl—Inﬂqepza virus N_ot (19)
against influenza viruses activity mentioned
HINI1 <H3N2 B
Animal study (common
carp)
M. sylvestris Panirak Extract Evaluating the effects on Enhgncmg innate Not (20)
growth performance, immunity mentioned

digestive enzyme activities,
and immune responses
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Plant part

preparation

Hyaluronic acid,

Study design

Clinical trial

Main related
outcome

Antitussive activity

Side effect

N-acetylcysteine Evaluation the effects on increasing quality of Not @1
and chamomile chronic cough of COPD life in C OquD atiyen ts mentioned
aerosolized patients p
M.
. Babooneh
chamomilla .. .
O e e Decreasing histamine
As apart of a Evaluating th effects on secretiongfrom mast Not
herbal water- histamine release from mast cells mentioned (22)
extract cells and on allergic asthma Ariftuseeashi
An active In vitro study
component of Evaluating the effects on Anti SARS-associated Not 23)
I pri e root replication of SARS- coronavirus activity mentioned
quorice roo associated coronavirus
Water-soluble - In vitro study
cyclodextrin- Investigation of the Anti-Influenza virus Not (24)
glycyrrhetinic cytopathic effect against activity mentioned
acid influenza HIN1
G. glabra ..
Shirin-B .
1rn-Bayan Randomized, double-
As apart of a bhnded,C {)ilnaiccea‘t;(;:a(introlled ot
t;:d:rlzggil Evaluating the effects on Antitussive activity mentioned (25)
prep the treatment of chronic
cough
Aqucous In vivo study
mectlhanolic Evaluating the cell Immunomodulatory Not 26)
extract mediated immune response effect mentioned
via different tests
In vitro study
InvesFlgatlon of the effects Anti-Influenza virus Not
Extract on influenza B, herpes activi mentioned 27)
simplex and coxsackie ty
. viruses
S. ativum
Seer
Animal study (fish)
Evaluating the effects of Strengthening the Not
Extract supplemented diet on the non-specific mentioned (28)
lysozyme activity in the immunity
skin mucus
Animal study (Guinea pigs)
Water extracted Investigating the efficacy N .. Not
polysaccharides against citric acid-induced Antitussive activity mentioned 29)
cough
In vitro study
Evaluating the inhibitory
Z. officinale Zanjabeel activity against influenza Anti-Influenza virus Not
Aqueous extract virus type A by means of a activity mentioned 0
modified hemagglutination
inhibition test
Animal study (fish .
Evaluating};(()me ) Strengthening the Not
Essential oil . . non-specific . 3D
hematological and immune . . mentioned
1mmunity

parameters
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Discussion

COVID-19 has deeply affected different countries
via influencing the public health and inducing health
service costs (32). The control of contagious
respiratory infection can be classified into three levels,
including a) prevention, b) treatment and decreasing
the clinical signs and symptoms, and c) rehabilitation
of the disease (5, 9). According to the recent studies,
herbal medicine and traditional Chinese medicine
(TCM) have played an important role in controlling
previous infectious diseases, including SARS and
Middle Eastern Respiratory Syndrome (MERS). These
experiences have led to extensively employ TCM for
the treatment of COVID-19 (5, 9).

According to the history of medicine, pneumonia has
been discussed in the Persian medicine. Persian
medicine, which is based on Mizaj (temperament) and
humoral theory, has been one of the popular medical
schools during the medieval times. The flourishing of
this medical school is due to the dedication of the
experiences and knowledge of the ancient Persian
physicians and scholars (33, 34). According to Persian-
medicine manuscripts, the term “Dhat al-Ri’a” is used
to denote the lung inflammation with fever due to
infection and as pneumonia; the term “Hawa -i-wabai”
is applied for describing the epidemy of high-
transmitted infections and the outbreak of contagious
diseases. From the earliest times, Iranian physicians
entitled the epidemic of respiratory infections as
“nazla‘-i-wabai” (35).

Persian physicians suggested very useful, intelligent,
and wise recommendations for controlling and
preventing the contagious epidemic diseases; they
especially emphasized hygiene observance. Persian
medicine has referred to the issue of “quarantine”. It
means that people should stay at home as much as
possible to end the infectious epidemics; if they have
to be in the community, they should put a handkerchief
soaked in vinegar, onion, and garlic in front of one's
mouth and nose (as a mask) and return home as soon
as possible. On the other hand, according to the Persian
medicine, if the environmental pollution is high, it is
better to close the doors and windows of the houses and
disinfect the air inside the house with methods such as
spraying vinegar and rose water, putting onions, and/or
boiling or burning some special plants (35). Recent
studies have reported the antiseptic properties of some
agents, such as harmel (Peganum harmala) (36). In
case of mild environmental pollution, it is
recommended to open the doors and windows to
perform proper ventilation (35).

It is noteworthy that the -ethnopharmacology
knowledge, which is currently common among Iranian
people, is a different and separate notion from Persian
medicine; nevertheless, Iranian folklore medicine and
their ethnopharmacology knowledge are considerably
influenced by Persian medicine. Although the Persian
medicine replacement with classic one has occurred in
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academia in Iran since the nineteenth century, the
application of the natural remedies is still very common
in Iran.

Traditionally, Iranian people refer to the local herbal
stores and obtain appropriate natural remedies; and the
healers guide the health seekers. Traditional healers
mostly gain their traditional medicine knowledge from
their past generation (37). The use of herbs for treating
various diseases has been mingled with Iranian culture.
A cross-sectional study showed that 54% of patients
with diabetes mellitus who live in Kashan, Iran used at
least one herb for controlling their blood sugar (38).
Another study in Qom, Iran demonstrated that 78% of
parents reported the use of traditional methods for
reducing neonatal jaundice (39).

The most common medicinal plants used in Iran for
preventing or alleviating the COVID-19 signs and
symptoms and their proved properties are listed in
Table 1. The listed herbs can be considered as good
sources for alleviating the respiratory disorders. Some
attributes such as antitussive, anti-influenza virus,
immune-modulatory, enhancing innate immunity, and
anti-SARS-associated  coronavirus property are
remarkable. However, further accurate studies are
needed to evaluate their possible effects on preventing
and treating COVID-19 infection.

This study was conducted to assess the scientific
evidence of herbal medicines used to prevent and
control the complications of COVID-19 in Iran. It is
noteworthy that in the written sources of Persian
medicine, there are considerable recommendations for
the prevention and treatment of acute respiratory
diseases; however, this is outside the scope of this
survey and requires a separate study.

Conclusion

There is no proved effective way for preventing or
treating the COVID-19. Iranian traditional healers
prescribe different herbs to prevent and/or treat this
disease based on their ethnomedicine knowledge.
Regarding the various medicinal properties of the herbs
introduced above, more human studies are needed to
assess their effects and safety on COVID-19.
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