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Hatha Jodi: An Illegal Trade of Misused Scientific Facts
or Blindfolded Myths and Beliefs?
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Abstract - We provide a short overview on the recently emerged illegal trade in the reproductive
organs of monitor lizards (Varanus spp.) in India. There, they are intentionally sold as an alleged
plant root locally known as Hatha Jodi. Hatha Jodi is the root of tiger’s claw (Martynia annua), an
herbaceous medicinal plant which has a variety of traditional applications in Ayurveda medicine.
The objective of this short report is to increase awareness of this ongoing wildlife crime, in the hopes
that this will help restrict and terminate the illegal exploitation of South Asian monitor lizards for
their body parts.
The utilization of wild plants and animals can be
regarded as one of the most commonly adapted strategies
for the survival of human beings (Piper & Rabett, 2009).
Prehistoric cave paintings depicting the hunting of wild
animals including monitor lizards have been found
in Central India and Australia (Wakankar & Brooks,
1976; Carr, 1963). They are considered to express the
hope of these early humans for the continued survival
of their prey species (Das, 1989). Today, however, the
exploitation of wildlife for the sake of traditional beliefs
and medicines is one of the major causes for the decline
and extermination of numerous species worldwide
(Byard, 2016). One such example is the western black
rhino (Diceros bicornis longipes) from Africa, which
was declared extinct by the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) in 2011 due to excessive
illegal poaching for the demand of Chinese traditional
medicines (Biggs et al., 2013).
In recent years, a similar situation has emerged in
several parts of India with the illegal trade of an alleged
plant root locally known as Hatha Jodi (Figs. 1 & 2),
meaning “pair of arms” in the Hindi language (D’Cruze
et al., 2018). However, it was recently revealed that
these roots actually represent the dried and partly stained
copulatory organs of monitor lizards (Sharma et al.,

in press). As with all male squamate reptiles, monitor
lizards exhibit paired copulatory organs (Figs. 3 & 4)
known as hemipenes (Böhme, 1988; Zeigler & Böhme,
1997). There are four species of monitor lizards known
from India, namely Varanus bengalensis, V. flavescens,
V. griseus and V. salvator (Koch et al., 2013, Chatterjee
& Bhattacharyya, 2015). According to the findings of
Sharma et al. (in press), the Hatha Jodi trade primarily
affects V. bengalensis, followed by V. flavescens and
V. salvator. The online prices of Hatha Jodi may reach
more than $50 USD per set of paired hemipenes (Figs.
1 & 2).
In traditional Indian Tantra religion, Hatha Jodi is
used for diverse superstitious beliefs, witchcraft and
black magic (Sharma et al., in press). Hatha Jodi is
originally known to be the plant root of tiger’s claw
(Martynia annua), also commonly known in India as
“baghnakhi” (Sharma et al., in press). While the roots
resemble human arms with clenched fists, the ripened
black fruits exhibit curved claw-like tips responsible for
the plant’s vernacular English name. Martynia annua
is an herbaceous medicinal plant distributed along
the tropical regions of wastelands throughout India
(Kenwat et al., 2013). In Ayurveda, as one of the most
ancient traditional Indian medicines (Patwardhan et al,
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Fig.1. Online advertisement offering monitor lizard
genitalia as “Hatha Jodi” on Ebay.com, accessed on 26
September 2018.
2005), M. annua is known as “kakanashika” and has a
variety of medicinal applications; some of them include
its use in the treatment of epilepsy, inflammation,
tuberculosis and sore throat. Additionally, it has several
applications for wound healing, and antibacterial and
antioxidant activities (Kenwat et al., 2013). Martynia
annua has not yet been assessed by the IUCN Red List,
but is unofficially considered “Vulnerable” as a rare,
endangered plant species (Das et al., 2012). Thus, the
plant’s rarity and the resemblance of its roots to monitor
lizards’ genitalia are probably responsible for the newly
emerged illegal exploitation of varanids in India.
On the other hand, the early utilization of monitor
lizards dates back to at least 10,000 years ago (Das,
1989), when monitor lizard body parts had several
applications in traditional Indian medicines. Some of
these applications included the use of oil obtained from
the body fat for the treatment of failing eyesight, thorn
pricks, or bites from venomous animals (Das, 1989).
It also had applications for treating tuberculosis, skin
problems, and sexual debility (Das, 1989). According to

Fig. 2. Online trade of monitor lizard genitalia as “Hatha
Jodi” on a Tantra homepage, accessed 13 October, 2018.

Fig. 3. Confiscated hemipenes of V. bengalensis showing
the typical cone-like terminal extensions (hemibacula)
and frills (paryphasman rows). Photo: Thomas Ziegler.

Fig. 4. In situ asulcal view of the everted paired
hemipenes of ZFMK 64713, the holotype of V. cumingi
samarensis. Photographed by André Koch.

Auffenberg (1989), the consumption of monitor lizard
flesh is an ancient practice in the Indus Valley (see
also Auffenberg’s [1994] study on V. bengalensis and
references therein on the various uses of monitor flesh in
Asia). The remains of monitor lizard bones were found
at the ancient Harappa site dated to 2500 BC. Auffenberg
(1989) listed the following uses of monitor lizards in
Pakistan: powder made from the dried hemipenes of
V. bengalensis mixed with its oil, was used to mark
the foreskin of male babies, as this belief was thought
to bring wealth and fortune to the child in the future.
Additionally, some tribal groups like the Nath caste in
Rajasthan, India, used the hemipenes of monitor lizards,
probably including V. bengalensis, in tantric medicines
and black magic (Auffenberg 1994). Evidence was also
found for the use of monitor lizard oil on temples as a
symbolic gesture of desired fertility.
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Thus, the wide use of monitor lizard parts in traditional
and superstitious beliefs has ancient roots in South Asia.
One question that arises from these facts is whether the
trade and application of Hatha Jodi really is a newly
emergent threat or whether it was prevalent long ago. In
other words, is global commercialization through online
websites responsible for turning local utilization into a
worldwide illegal trade?
In several parts of India today, monitor lizards are
still widely consumed locally, with the body oil being
sold for thousands of Indian rupees (INR) to people
residing in metropolitan cities for the treatment of
rheumatism (SB, personal observation). Therefore, to
curb the illegal trade and exploitation of monitor lizards
in India, will it be enough to focus solely on the Hatha
Jodi trade? In any case, recently recognized illegal sales
of Hatha Jodi are a major setback for Indian monitor
lizard populations. It is hoped that this report will create
widespread awareness that can be used to help restrict
and terminate the illegal use of monitor lizard body parts
in the near future. In this regard, recent measures taken
by the Indian Government along with their execution
through the Wildlife Crime Control Bureau to curb
the illegal trade of Hatha Jodi are appreciable efforts
(Sharma et al., in press).
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