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Does the ethnomedicinal uses of the sour plum tree correlate
with its ethnopharmacological properties?

Ximenia caffra Sond. (Fig. 1), commonly referred to as “sour plum” is a common and popular
medicinal and fruit tree in the dryland zone in central, eastern and southern Africa. The generic
name ‘Ximenia’ commemorates a Spanish priest Francisco Ximênez who wrote about the plants
of Mexico in the 17th century while the specific name ‘caffra’ is from the Hebrew “kafri” meaning
“person living on the land”. A survey of literature showed no fewer than 105 vernacular names
for Ximenia caffra, and this long list of vernacular names indicates that local people in central,
eastern and southern Africa have an active interest in the species. As local people rarely give
vernacular names to plant species they do not use. The species bear edible and fleshy fruits that
have constituted the African diet since ancient times. From the seeds, local communities produce
ximenia oil used as a moisturiser, for producing anti-ageing skin care products, eye-care and anti-
acne products, shampoo for dry, fragile and damaged hair, soap, lipstick and lip balm. The bark,
fruits, leaves, roots and seeds of the sour plum are reported to possess diverse medicinal
properties and cure various human and animal ailments and diseases throughout its distributional
range.

Fig. 1. Ximenia caffra: fruit and leaves (Photo: BT Wursten)

Ethnomedicinal information has been found in Angola, Botswana, Burundi, Ethiopia, Kenya,
Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Somalia, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and
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Zimbabwe, representing 83.3% of the countries where Ximenia caffra is indigenous. The country
with the highest ethnomedicinal uses is South Africa with 24 uses based on 11 literature records,
followed by Tanzania with 23 uses and seven literature records, Zimbabwe with 13 uses and five
literature records, Kenya with 11 uses and five literature records, Mozambique with 11 uses and
two literature records, Namibia with 11 uses and seven literature records, Botswana with nine uses
and five literature records, and Ethiopia with eight uses and seven literature records. Ximenia caffra
is used to treat a total of 65 common or simple human ailments and diseases such as abdominal
pain, cough and wounds, to complicated ailments such as sexually transmitted infections (STIs)
and tuberculosis. There is cross-cultural agreement among ethnomedicinal uses of Ximenia caffra
throughout its distributional range, and there is also a high degree of consensus for wounds, STIs,
infertility, stomach ache, fever, eye problems, diarrhoea, bilharzia, menorrhagia, malaria, intestinal
worms and cough (Fig. 2). This qualitative and quantitative data gives a perspective on the
traditional medicinal uses of Ximenia caffra throughout its distributional range and this information
is of considerable cultural value which allows comparative studies relating to traditional medicinal
usage of Ximenia caffra in sub-Saharan Africa to be made.

Fig. 2. Cross-cultural agreement among ethnomedicinal uses of Ximenia caffra in three or more
countries in sub-Saharan Africa

Based on literature records documenting traditional and potential medicinal uses of Ximenia caffra,
many researchers have investigated its phytochemical and pharmacological properties aimed at
identifying the compounds responsible for its wide use as traditional medicine. Recent research on 
Ximenia caffra focused primarily on evaluating the anti-amoebic, antibacterial, antifungal, HIV-1
reverse transcriptase (RT) inhibitory, anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, antiparasitic and insecticidal,
antiproliferative, non-mutagenic and toxicity activities of the species. The phenolic, flavonoids,
tannins, phytosterols and fatty acids appear to be the major plant derivatives and have been
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demonstrated to be the main active ingredients in Ximenia caffra seed oil, fruit pulp and peels,
leaves and roots. Although contemporary research involving Ximenia caffra is promising, it is too
preliminary and sometimes too general to be used to explain and support its numerous
ethnomedicinal uses. Therefore, further more studies should identify the bioactive components of
the species, details of the molecular modes or mechanisms of action, pharmacokinetics and
physiological pathways for specific bioactives of Ximenia caffra.
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