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ABSTRACT 

Herbal medicine is an alternative treatment that involves using of different plants and plant 

extracts. Herbal medicines combine with immune system of the human body to create an even 

detoxification process. Herbal medicines are the synthesis of therapeutic experiences of 

generations of practicing physicians of indigenous systems of medicine for over hundreds of 

years. Herbal medicines are now in great demand in the developing world for primary health care. 

Herbal drugs comprise of medicinal plants, minerals and organic matter etc. Herbal drugs 

constitute only those traditional medicines which primarily use medicinal plant preparations for 

therapy. Plant based drugs are used by the human race since times immemorial for different 

ailments. Herbal drugs are probably as old as human race. Till today, the use of phytomedicines is 

widespread in most of the world’s population. In the modern world, herbal drugs are popular due 

to their ability to cure a variety of diseases with less toxic and better therapeutic effects. In this 

review, we will briefly provide information about various aspects of Herbal medicines. 
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INTRODUCTION  

History and role of Traditional Herbal Medicines 

Herbal Medicine sometimes referred to as Herbalism or Botanical Medicine, is the use of herbs or 

their extracts for their therapeutic or medicinal value. Herbs have begun use long ago for 

pharmacological treatment of disease
1
. The World Health Organization (WHO) has estimated that 

4 billion people use herbal medicine for some aspect of primary health care. The WHO conjointly 

sponsors and motivates research and analysis in Ayurvedic treatments in 1992; the WHO 

Regional workplace for the Western Pacific invited a gaggle of consultants to guide research work 

on evaluating herbal medicines
2
. This group recognized the importance of herbal medicines to the 

health of the many folks throughout the globe, stating: “A few herbal medicines have withstood 

scientific testing, but others are used simply for traditional reasons to protect, restore, or improve 

health. Herbal medicine is a major component in all indigenous peoples” traditional medicine and 

a common element in Ayurvedic, homeopathic, naturopathic, traditional oriental and Native 

American Indian medicine. Use of herbal medicines in developed countries distended sharply in 

the latter half of the twentieth century.  Monographs on selected herbs are available from a variety 

of sources, such as the European Scientific Cooperative on Phytotherapy
3
, World Health 

Organization
4
 and the German Commission E

5.
 

The use of traditional medicines is employed in many countries including China, Japan, India, 

Mesopotamian and Roman from ancient times
6
. In China about 500 items are in common use, 

among 12,000 items used by traditional healers
7
. In ninth century Japanese native herbs were 

classified in the first pharmacopoeia of Japanese traditional medicine
8
. Ayurveda a commonly 

practised medical system primarily in India has been known for nearly five thousand years. It 

includes diet and herbal remedies, for prevention and treatment disease while main stress was 

taken on the body, mind and spirit
9
. These Systems, though developed almost independently, are 

very close to each other in concept and practice. Large numbers of medicinal plants were 

recognized and number of active constituents are being isolated and characterized from them. 

Some more active chemical constituents were obtained either by chemical synthesis or analogue 

synthesis of the major constituents. 
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Although the drugs produced by synthetic processes are beneficial, but medicinal plants as such 

remain an important source of new drugs, new drug leads and new chemical entities (NCEs)
8, 10

. 

 

Advantages of Herbal Drugs 

 Pretty easy to consume 

 Can be taken frequently. 

 High Low/Minimum cost.   

 Complete accessibility. 

 Enhanced tolerance 

 More protection 

 Fewer side-effects. 

 Potency and efficiency is very high. 

Disadvantages of Herbal Drugs 

 Not able to cure rapid sickness and accidents 

 Risk with self-dosing 

 Complexity in standardizations 

 Reduced bioavailability 

 Low therapeutic index 

Present Status of Herbal Medicine 

The wide spread use of herbal medicine is not restricted to developing countries, as it has been 

estimated that 70% of all medical doctors in France and German regularly prescribe herbal 

medicine
11

. The number of patients seeking herbal approaches for therapy is also growing 

exponentially
12

. With the US Food & Drug Administration (FDA) relaxing guidelines for the sale 

of herbal supplement
13

. The market is booming with herbal products
14

. As per the available 

records, the herbal medicine market in 1991 in the countries of the European Union was about $ 6 

billion (may be over $20 billion now), with Germany account for $3 billion, France $ 1.6 billion 

and Italy $ 0.6 billion. In 1996, the US herbal medicine market was about $ 4 billion, which have 

doubled by now. The Indian herbal drug market is about $ one billion and the export of herbal 

crude extract is about $80 million
15

. In the last few decades, a curious thing has happened to 

botanical medicine. Instead of being killed of by medical science and pharmaceutical chemistry, it 

has made come back. Herbal medicine has benefited from the objective analysis of the medical 
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science, while fanciful and emotional claims for herbal cures have been thrown out, herbal 

treatments and plant medicine that works have been acknowledge. And herbal medicine has been 

found to have some impressive credentials. Developed empirically by trail and error, many herbal 

treatments were nevertheless remarkably effective
16

. In a recent survey
17 

estimated that 39% of all 

520 new approved drugs in 1983-1994 were natural products or derived from natural products and 

60-80% of antibacterial and anticancer drugs were derived from natural products
18

. The penicillin 

that replaced mercury in the treatment of syphilis and put an end to so many of the deadly 

epidemics comes from plant mold. Belladona still provides the chemical used in opthalmological 

preparations and in antiseptics used to treat gastrointestinal disorders. Rauwolfia serpentine (The 

Indian snake root) which has active ingredient, reserpine, was the basic constituent of a variety of 

tranquilizer first used in the 1950’s to treat certain types of emotional and mental problems. 

Though reserpine is seldom used today for this purpose, its discovery was a breakthrough in the 

treatment of mental illness. It is also the principal ingredient in a number of modern 

pharmaceutical preparations for treating hypertension. But reserpine can have a serious side 

effect-severe depression. On the other hand tea made of R. serpentine has been used in India as a 

sedative for thousands of years
19

. Examination of the history of medicine and pharmacy reveals a 

definite pattern. Humankind first utilized materials found in the environment on an empirical 

basis to cure various ailments. These plant, animal parts and even microorganisms were initially 

employed in unmodified form, then as concentrated extract to improve their intensity and 

uniformity of action. Subsequently, pure chemical compounds as prototypes synthetic chemical 

entities were developed that possessed even greater activity
20

. In fact, plant substance remain the 

basis for a very large proportion of the medications used today for treating heart diseases, 

hypertension, depression, pain, cancer, asthma, neurological disorders, irritable bowel syndrome, 

liver diseases and other ailments
21-25

. By 1994, pharmacologist Norman Farnswoth had identified 

over 119 plant-derived substances that are used globally as drug. Many of the prescription drugs 

sold in United States are molecules derived from or modeled after naturally occurring molecules 

in plant. Interest in natural product research has been rekindled by discoveries of novel molecules 

from marine organisms (such as bryostatin) and potent new chemotherapeutic agents from plants 

(such as Taxol). Research has been facilitated by new rapid–throughput bioassays in which 

robotic arms and computer controlled cameras test exceedingly small quantities of plant samples 

for the presence of the compounds active against a multiplicity of disease targets. It is possible to 
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accomplish in a few minutes that once took months to analyze in laboratory. Even with new 

technology, it appears that one of the best sources for finding plant species to test is still the 

healer’s pouch, because such plants have often been tested by generations of indigenous people. 

Yet at this crescendo of enthusiasm for herbal medicine, an increasing number of aged healers are 

dying with their knowledge left unrecorded. Too often though forests disappear without any 

notice. Currently 12.5 percent of all plant species are threatened with immediate extinction. Most 

botanists regard this estimate by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

as conservative, because it considers only species known to science; numerous undiscovered 

species pass from the world unrecorded and unmourned
26

. 

Therapeutic Activities of Herbal Drugs 

Now- a-days herbal medicines are used in various health problems. Some of them are given 

below: 

Anticancer activity 

The medicinal plants used for the treatment of cancer are Acalypha fruticosa, Alangium lamarki, 

Catharanthus roseus, Celastrus paniculatus, Embelia ribes, Ficus glomerata, Ficus racemosa, 

Ocimum basilicum, Plumbago zeylanica, Terminalia chebula, Tylophora indica, Wrightia 

tinctoria. The extracts used for the treatment of breast cancer is Buthus martensi, Colla cornu, 

Herba epimedii, Fructus lycii, Radix angelicae, Radix bupleuri, Rhizoma corydalis, Rhizoma 

curculiginis, Radix paeoniae , Radix glycyrrhizae, Scolopendra subspinipes, Squama manitis. The 

herbal drugs used for treatment of pancreatic cancer are Emblica officinalis, Nigella sativa and 

Terminalia belleric
27, 28

. 

Antidiabetic activity  

From earliest period, peoples are using herbal plants as home remedies for the treatment of 

diabetes
12

. The variety of herbal plants with anti-diabetic activity are Abroma augusta, Acacia 

melanoxylon, Acacia modesta, Acacia nilotica, Aconitum ferox, Adhatoda vasika, Adiantum 

capillus, Adiantum incisum, Agrimoniae upatoria, Allium sativum, Aloe barbadensis, Althaea 

officinalis, Apium graveolens, Arctium lappa, Commiphora abyssinca, Embilica officinalis, 

Eucalyptus globules, Ginseng panax, Gymnema sylvestre, Inula helenium, Juniperus communis, 

Medicago sativa, Nigella sativa, Orthosiphon stamineus, Panex quinquefolius, Polygala senega, 
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Plantago ovata, Punica granatum, Salvia officinalis, Scoparia dulcis, Tanacetum vulgare, 

Taraxacum officinale, Tecoma stans, Trifolium alexandrinum, Trigonella foenum, Turnera 

diffusa, Urtica dioica, Xanthium strumarium, Zea mays and Zingiber officinale
29-31

. 

Analgesic activity 

The extracts of Bougainvilla spectabilis, Chelidonium majus, Ficus glomerata, Dalbergia 

lanceolaria, Glaucium grandiflorum, Glaucium paucilobum, Nepeta italic, Polyalthia longifolia, 

Sida acuta, Stylosanthes fruticosa, Toona ciliate, Zataria and Zingiber zerumbet are used as 

analgesic agents
32

. 

Antifertility activity 

Plant drugs are a primary source of naturally occurring fertilityregulating agents because of their 

little or less side effects. Theplants that have been reported to have antifertility activity are 

Amaranthus retroflexus, Arta botrysodoratissimus, Barberis vulgaris, Carica papaya, 

Dieffenbachia seguine, Evodia rutacapra, Fatsia horrid, Ferula assafoetida, Hibiscus 

rosasinensis, Lonicera ciliosa, Magnolia virginiana, Mardenia cundurango, Pisum sativum, 

Podophyllum peltatum, Punica granatum, Raphanus sativus, Rehmannia glutinosa, Semecarpus 

anacardium, Sesbania sesban, Stemona japonica, Thuja occidentalis, Taxus baccata and Verbena 

officinalis
33

. 

Antipsoriasis activity 

A variety of natural proprietary formulas and preparations containing plant materials have been 

used to provide symptomatic relief in psoriasis. The different herbal remedies for psoriasis are, 

turmeric, curcumin, shark cartilage extract, oregano oil, milk thistle. Various antipsoriasis agents 

such as Azadirachta indica, Calendula officinalis, Cassia tora, Wrightia tinctoria have been used 

in the management of psoriasis
34, 35

. 

Antidepressive activity 

A number of nutritional and herbal supplements have shown promise as alternative treatments for 

depression. A large number of plants have potential functions to treat depression which are 

described as, Bacopa monniera, Panax quinquefolius, Piper methysticum, Rhodiola rosea, 

Valeriana officinalis and Hypericum perforatum
36

. 

Hepatoprotective activity 

A large number of plants and  herbal formulations have been claimed to have hepatoprotective 

activity. Nearly 160 phytoconstituents from101 plants have been claimed to possess liver 
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protecting activity. They are mainly Coccinia grandis, Flacourtia indica, Silybum marianum, 

Annona squamosa, Solanum nigrum, Chamomile capitula, Wedelia calendulacea etc 
37

. 

 

Herbs for Dental care (Treatment of dental diseases)  

The plants having the dental care properties are Acacia catechu, Acacia arabica, Althea 

officinalis, Anacyclus pyrethrum, Azadirachta indica, Barleria prionitis, Cinnamomum camphora, 

Cuminum cyminum, Eucalyptus globules, gardenia gummifera, Holarrheniaanti dysenterica, 

Jasminum grandiflorum, Juglan sregia, Mimuso pselengi, Myrica sapida, Myroxylon balsamum, 

Ochrocarpus longifolius, Ocimum sanctum, Origanum vulgare, Piper longum, Piper nigrum, 

Pistacia lentiscus, Pterocarpu smarsupium, Punica granatum, Salvadora persica, Salvia 

officinalis, Solanum xanthocarpum, Symplocos racemosa, Syzygium aromaticum, Thalictrum 

foliolosum and Zanthoxylum alatum. All these regimens play an important role in suppressing the 

dental problems
38, 39

.  

Anti-inflammatory activity 

The extracts of Achillea millefolium, Artemisia vulgaris, Bauhinia tarapotensis, Curcuma longa, 

Forsythia suspense, Houttuynia cordata, Glycyrrhiza uralensis, Lonicera japonica, Ruta 

graveolens, Securidaca longipedunculata, Valeriana wallichii have shown anti-inflammatory 

activity
40

.  

Antianxiety activity 

Various plant extracts of Abiespindrow Royle, Bacopa monnererilinn, Coriandrum sativum, Linn, 

Euphorbia hirta Linn, Ginkgo biloba, Hypercium perforatum, Salvia officinalis, Withania 

somnifera Linn have shown antianxiety activity
41

. 

Antihelmentic activity  

The extracts of Ocimum sanctum, Piostigma thonningii, Evolvulus alsinoides, Carica papaya, Iris 

kashmiriana, Nigella sativa, Piper longum, Commiphora mokkul, fFcus insipida, Nicotiana 

tobacum, Cannabis sativa, have shown antihelmentic activity
42

. 

Antiarthritic activity  

The extracts of Aristolochia braceata, Ammania bacifer, Boswellia serrata Capparis spinosa, 

Cassia uniflora, Cleome rutidosperma, Cocculus hirsutus, Elaeocarpus sphaericus, Euphorbia 
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atiquorum, Ficus bengalensis, Glycirrhiza glabra, Glycosmis pentaphylla, Lawsonia innermis 

Machalis macrantha, Phyllanthus amarus, Pistio stratios, pongammi apinnata, Punica grantum, 

Randia dumetorum have shown antiarthritic activity
43

. 

Antihyperlipidemic activity  

The extracts of Glycyrrhiza glabra, Withania somnifera, Amaranthus spinosus, Moringaolifera, 

Hibiscus cannabinus, Eclipta prostrate, Lyceum barbarum, Luffa aegyptiaca, Pilostigma 

thonningii have shown antihyperlipidemic activity
44

. 

Antimicrobial activity 

The extracts of Acorus calamus, Allium cepa, Allium sativa, Carum carvi, Carica papaya, 

Coriandrum sativum, Emblica officinalis, Curcuma longa, Ficus bengalensis, Glycyrrhiza glabra, 

Mimosa pudica and Sida cordifolia have shown antimicrobial activity
45

. 

Anti vitiligo Activity 

Antivitiligo oil is a herbal remedy manufactured with potent herbs and is produced with 

traditional methods and is also a complete traditional herbal formulation. The plants which can be 

used in the treatment of vitiligo are Acorus calamus, Adiantum capillus, Boswellia serrata, Cassia 

angustifolia, Cassia tora, Cinnamomum cassia, Fumaria officinalis, Glycyhhhiza glabra, 

Lavandula stoechas, Psoralea cordyfolia, Pterocarpus santalinus, Rosa damascene, Sphaetanthus 

indicus, Tephrosia purpuria, Vitis vinifera, Zingiber officinale, Zizyphus sativa
46

. 

Anti ageing activity 

Cell membranes are especially vulnerable to the aggression of free radicals. When the nucleus is 

damaged, the cell loses its ability to replicate itself. The impaired cell replication results in the 

weakened immune system, skin ageing and many age related disorders. Various antioxidants 

deactivate the free radicals and prevent oxidation on a cellular level. The most effective 

antioxidants include pinebark extract, grape seed extract, and blue berries were effective against 

the aggression of free radicals. Some commonly used herbs as anti-ageing agents are Allium 

sativum, Arnica montana, Cucumis sativum, Curcuma longa, Ficus bengalenis, Lycium 

barbarum, Ocimum sanctum, Panax ginseng, Prunus amygdalus, Santalum album, Rosa 

damascene, Withania somnifera
47

. 

Novel drug delivery systems (NDDS) for herbal drugs
48
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The novel drug delivery system used with herbal drugs should be able to channelize the active 

entity of herbal drug to its site of action at a rate directed by the needs of the body/ 

chronopharmacology of the disease, throughout the period of treatment various NDDS that have 

been used with herbal drugs and phytochemicals may be broadly classified into the following 

groups:  

1. Vesicular delivery systems: which include liposomes, ethosomes, phytosomes, transferosomes. 

2. Particulate delivery systems: which include microspheres, nanoparticles, micropellets. 

3. Biphasic systems: such as micro/ nanoemulsions. 

Table 1: Nanoparticles containing herbal drugs 

         Herbal drugs 

 

                Purpose          Medicinal Uses 

  Curcumin Solubility and bioavailability 

enhancement 

 Anticancer activity 

Zedoary turmeric oil Enhancement of stability, 

hepatoprotective activity and 

anticancer effects 

Anticancer, hepatoprotective 

Quercetin Enhancement of antioxidant activity Antioxidant and anticancer 

Paclitaxel Reduction of side effects  Anticancer activity 

Paclitaxel and Doxorubicin Reduction of side effects / 

Avoidance of resistance  

Anticancer activity 

 

Table 2: Herbal liposomal drug delivery systems
8
 

      Herbal Drugs 

 

           Purpose      Medicinal Uses 

Essential oil from Atractylodes 

macrocephala 

Solubility and bioavailability 

enhancement 

Anti-arthritis 

Extracts of Tripterygium wilfordii 

(Triptolide) 

Enhancement of stability,  Angiogenesis inhibitor, anticancer, 

polycystic kidney disease, digestive 

disorders 

Quercetin Increase in bioavailability and 

reduction in side effects 

Anticancer / Antioxidant 

Silymarin Increase in hepatoprotective activity Hepatoprotective 

Capsaicin Increase in permeation and Neuropathy,Neuralgia, Arthritis 
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prolongation of action 

 

                                

            Table 3: Herbal microspheres and their applications 

Herbal drug Purpose Medicinal Uses 

Rutin Site-specific delivery to 

cardiovascular and cerebrovascular 

region 

Cardiovascular and 

cerebrovascular agent, 

antibacterial 

Camptothecin Dose reduction, enhancement of 

cytotoxicity  

 

Cytotoxic, anticancer 

Sylimarin Sustained release, enhancement of 

activity 

Hepatoprotective activity 

Turmeric oil Sustained release, increase in 

bioavailability 

Hepatoprotective, anticancer 

 

 

    Table 4: Commercial Phytosome Preparations 

 

Herbal Source 

 

Phytoconstituent 

 

Medicinal Uses 

 

Silybium marianum 

  

Sylibin flavonoids 

 

Hepatoprotective, antioxidant 

Ginkgo biloba Ginkgo flavonoids Protects brain and vascular 

linings  

 

Panax ginseng Ginsenosides Nutraceutical, 

immunomodulator 

Theasinensis Epicallocatechin Systemic antioxidant and 

anticancer 

Oleaeuropaea oil Polyphenols Antioxidant, anti-inflammatory 

and anti hyperlipidemic 
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CONCLUSION 

In the current decade, herbal medicines have provided many of the most potent medicines to the 

vast arsenal of drugs available to modern medical science, both in crude form and as a pure 

chemical upon which modern drugs are based. Though Herbal Medicines offer lots of advantages 

they have shortcomings too. So, the new therapy for curing disease is requiring which have low 

side effects and high effectiveness. The combinations of herbal medicines with allopathic drugs 

have new spark of treatment in medicinal world. The system behind natural remedies is that 

Nature has all the ingredients to treat the disease. 
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