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SUMMARY
Materials of ethnographic literature and expeditionary research indicate that the 

traditional meat and dairy diet of the nomadic Turkic-Mongolian ethnic groups of Central Asia 
was supplemented by a significant number of wild plants. Many types of them were used as 
substitutes for the medicinal raw materials of Tibetan medicine, which is widespread in this 
region.
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RESUME
The materials from the ethnographic literature and findings of the expedition researches show that the 

traditional meat and dairy diet of the nomadic TurkicMongolian peoples of Cen-tral Asia was added with a 
considerable amount of wild-growing plants. Most of these species were used as substitutes of the drug 
material in Tibetan medicine, which was widely practiced in this region.
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At the present stage of the development of civilization, there is a significant lag of human 
biological evolution from the rate of technocratic progress. This conflict leads to a depression of 
genetically determined adaptive mechanisms that have formed over many centuries and ensure 
optimal adaptation of the population to living conditions. As a result, traditional populations, 
entering into extensive contact with modern society, lose their established way of life for 
centuries, and as a result, they lose the experience of adaptation [18, 20]. The costs of 
civilizational processes are especially painful for the nomadic populations of Central Asia, for 
which the transition from nomadic to sedentary life took place over the course of 2–3 
generations. One of the main factors causing these negative consequences, is the rapid 
transition to a new diet, which consists in replacing the traditional well-balanced diet with 
refined industrial products high in saturated fat, sugar and low in minerals and vitamins [18]. 
These changes in diet are accompanied by a decrease in the level of health, an increase in 
morbidity and mortality among traditional ethnic groups [19].

In modern anthropological literature, the idea of   the traditional diet of the nomadic peoples 
of Central Asia as predominantly meat and dairy has taken root. Until now, a whole layer of issues 
related to the role of wild plants in the traditional diet of the Turkic-Mongolian nomadic peoples has 
not been developed. Obviously, this explains the existing opinion about the scarcity of the food 
ration of nomads, which is supposedly one of the factors of the biological and social degradation of 
these nomadic societies (Zhukovskaya, 1990). But at the same time, the same author notes: "the 
nature of Central Asia is not too generous to man, but he learned to take everything he needed from 
her."

The paucity of information about wild plants used for food by the nomadic peoples of Siberia 
is mainly explained by the lack of botanical knowledge among ethnographers, as a result, by the lack 
of interest in this topic. Plants are often not identified in their records, and many plant names are 
given in local languages   and dialects. In addition, the rapid development of agriculture supplanted 
gathering, and information about these plants by the time of ethnographic research was lost, 
therefore, botanical vocabulary is presented extremely poorly in modern dictionaries of the 
languages   of Siberian peoples.

Our preliminary literature review suggests that traditional meat and dairy products
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the diet of the Turkic-Mongol peoples of Central Asia was supplemented by a significant amount 
of wild plants. At the same time, researchers up to the present time consider the plant 
component in the diet of Siberian aborigines only from the point of view of their nutritional 
value, mainly as a source of carbohydrates. Meanwhile, their diet included a number of wild 
plants that had no nutritional value and were consumed in limited quantities. We assume that 
such minor components were used not only to enrich the daily diet of nomads, providing the 
body with the necessary balance of nutrients, vitamins and minerals, but also performed a 
more important function of increasing the body's resistance.

Expeditionary studies carried out during the 70s-80s of the last century indicate that 
knowledge about wild plants that were eaten by the Turkic-Mongolian ethnic groups of Central 
Asia (Buryats, Yakuts, Tuvinians, Khakass, Mongols) was preserved in local isolated groups of 
the aboriginal population, who have not lost the experience of gathering so far. Based on the 
analysis of ethnographic literature, archival materials, as well as the results of expeditionary 
research, we have compiled a list of wild plants that were previously consumed by these 
peoples.

Since the spread of Tibetan medicine on the territory of Russia (XVII – XVIII centuries), 
many local food plants have served as substitutes for the inaccessible original Tibetan medicinal 
raw materials, which is reflected in prescription reference books, for example, in the Big 
Prescription Reference Book of the Aginsky Datsan [14]. So, for example, instead of the tropical 
fruits of the myrobalan chebul, the medicinal emblica, the coconut poria, the fruits of the blood-
red hawthorn, the berry apple and the Asian bird cherry were used, respectively. There are 
many such examples.

Food plants used as substitutes for the original Tibetan medicinal raw materials, marked 
with "*" in Table 1, were selected by us according to the "Dictionary of Tibetan-Latin-Russian 
names of medicinal plants used in Tibetan medicine" [6]. This dictionary was compiled on the 
basis of the materials of expeditionary studies carried out in the Buryat and Mongolian datsans 
at the beginning of the last century: the expedition of N.P. Galitsky-Ikonnikov across Mongolia 
(1927), M.N. Varlakov in Buryatia (1930–1932), A.F. Hammerman, B.V. Semichov (1931), M.D. 
Shupinskaya (1934). On the basis of the data of Tibetan prescription formulas at the Institute of 
General and Experimental Biology of the Siberian Branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences, 
adaptogenic preparations were developed, which include a number of food plants from the 
above list (stocky kupena, Buryat asparagus, caragana maned, shrubby cinquefoil, etc.). It was 
found that they possess a wide spectrum of adaptogenic activity, increasing the nonspecific 
resistance of the organism of laboratory animals to the action of extreme factors of various 
nature: hypobaric, hemic and tissue hypoxia; intoxication with heavy metal salts, organic 
compounds and microbial toxins; hypoi hyperthermia; X-ray and gamma irradiation. 
Prophylactic administration of the tested herbal remedies prevents the development of 
catabolic changes in the internal organs and tissues of animals, which is associated with the 
optimization of the balance of stress-realizing and stress-limiting systems of the body. In 
particular, it is shown that

The nonspecific molecular-cellular mechanism of the stress-protective action of these 
agents is associated with the inhibition of free radical oxidation processes and an increase in 
the power of the endogenous antioxidant system of the animal body. It can be assumed that 
the complexes of biologically active substances that make up their composition are similar in 
nature to physiological bioregulatory compounds (neurotransmitters, hormones, autacoids), 
due to which they have an adequate corrective effect on the functional state of the regulatory 
systems of the human body, optimizing their activity under stress conditions. situations. Thus, 
the data obtained justify the expediency of further
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studies of wild plants from the traditional diet of the nomadic ethnic groups of Central Asia in 
order to develop, on their basis, highly effective biologically active food supplements and 
medicines intended to increase the nonspecific resistance of the organism.

Table 1
List of wild plants used in the traditional diet of nomadic ethnic groups

Central Asia

- 3 -

Electronic library IMEDIS - TM2010 NO:209



Literature
1. Batorova S.M. Prospects for the study of wild-growing food plants used

Mongols as dietary supplements // Abstracts of reports. scientific and practical. conf. “Biologically active 
additives and the prospects for their use in health care. - Ulan-Ude, 2001. - S. 14-15.

2. Beretti N.N. In the extreme north-east // Notes of the Vladivostok department of the Russian Geographical Society. T. IV

- 4 -

Electronic library IMEDIS - TM2010 NO:209



(XXI). - Vladivostok, 1929. - S. 35–45.
3. Butanaev V.Ya. Traditional culture and way of life of the Khakass. Abakan, 1996 .-- 221 p.
4. Weinstein S.I. The world of nomads of the Center of Asia. - M., 1991 .-- 295 p.
5. Galdanova G.R. Zakamensk Buryats. - N., 1992 .-- 170 p.
6. Gammerman A.F., Semichov B.V. Dictionary of Tibeto-Latin-Russian medicinal names

herbal raw materials used in Tibetan medicine. –Ulan-Ude, 1963. - (the edition is not paged).

7. Zhukovskaya N.L. Central Asia // Ethnography of nutrition of the peoples of countries of foreign Asia.
Ed. S.A. Arutyunov. - M., 1981. - S. 120-140.

8. Krasheninnikov S.P. Description of Kamchatka. - M. - L., 1949.
9. Potanin G.N. Essays on Northwest Mongolia. The results of a trip performed in

1876-1877 - SPb., 1881. (2 issues with a map and tables).
10. Potapov L.P. Essays on the Tuvinian people's way of life. - M., 1969 .-- 400 p.
11. Ratzel F. Ethnology. T.I. - S-Pb., 1904 .-- 764 p.
12. Seroshevsky V.L. Yakuts. - M., 1993 .-- 713 p.
13. Stukov G. Noncultivated edible plants of Dauria // Notes of the Chita department of the Russian Geographical Society. -

Issue 2. - S. 61–62, 64.
14. Sumati Prajna. Big recipe reference book of Aginsky datsan. Woodcut on

Tibetan language. - 1923 .-- 154 p. (translation by Dashiev D.B.).
15. Tugutov I.E. Food of the Southern Buryats. - Soviet ethnography. - 1957. - No. 3. - P. 77–87.
16. Cherepnin V.L. Food plants of Siberia. - Novosibirsk, 1987 .-- 122 s
17. Shatar S. Ara mongolchuudyn ulamzhilalta hγnesenγ zerlig urgamal. (Wild

plants in the traditional diet of the northern Mongols). - Ulan Bator, 2002 .-- 74 p.
18. Busby C. Dietary Patterns of Acculturation in Traditional Societies: A Study in Nutrition and

Health // Human Adaptability. 2004. - N 475. - P. 1-15.
19. Popkin BM An overview on the nutrition transition and its health implications: the Bellagio

meeting // Pablic Health Nutrition. 2002. No. 5 (1A). - P. 93–103.
20. Wirsing RL The health of traditional societies and the effects of acculturation // Current

Anthropology. - N 25 (3). - P. 302–322.

Author's address
Doctor of Biological Sciences, Professor Shantanova L.N.

Institute of General and Experimental Biology SB RAS, Laboratory of Safety of Biologically 
Active Substances (Ulan-Ude)

shantanova@mail.ru

Shantanova, L.N. Plant adaptogens in the traditional nutrition of the nomadic peoples of Central Asia / L.N. 
Shantanova, D.B. Dashiev, A.D. Dashiev // Traditional medicine. - 2010. - No. 2 (21). - S.42-46.

To favorites

- 5 -

Electronic library IMEDIS - TM2010 NO:209


