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SKILL BASED ELECTIVE - III 

HERBS  AND  DRUG ACTION 

UNIT :  1 

      Terminologies - definition - classification of medicinal plants based on their 

effects with the special reference to Indian and classification based on the effects.  
 

 

TERMINOLOGIES  AND DEFINITION : 

 

Herbalism, as its often called, can include the use of whole plants or plant extracts 

in the form of foods, teas, powdered herbs, liquid extracts, incense, smudges and 

skin preparations. These preparations, along with the types of herbs themselves, have 

an impressive variety of names. Here’s a glossary for the most common. 

Common Terms in Herbalism  

 

 Ayurvedic Medicine:  

  Literally meaning the "science of life." Ayurveda is a 5,000-year-old system 

of medicine originating in India that combines natural therapies with a highly 

personalized, holistic approach to the treatment of disease, which is believed 

to be the result of disharmony between the person and the environment.  

 Ayurvedic medicine works to balance the three basic types of energy (doshas) 

that occur in everyone and everything: vata, pitta, and kapha. 

 
Homeopathy: 

 A system of therapeutics introduced by the German physician Samuel 

Hahnemann in 1796 based on the “law of similar,” homeopathy or 

homeopathic medicine states that all diseases are best treated by diluted 

drugs or substances that produces effects similar to the symptoms of 

specific conditions or diseases in healthy individuals . 

https://www.vitacost.com/blog/vitamins-supplements/herbs/herbal-medicine-for-beginners.html


 
  

 This is similar to the theories applied to the use of vaccinations.A system of 

medicine founded in the late 18th century in which remedies consist of diluted 

substances from plants, minerals and animals. 

 

 
  It is based on a theory that "like cures like." Remedies specifically match 

different symptom pattern profiles of illness to stimulate the body’s natural 

healing process. 

Indigenous or Tribal Medicine: 

    A healthcare system that tends to incorporate various methods of botanical 

and animal medicines as well as specific ceremonial rituals of the culture to 

cure disease.  

 The medicinal knowledge is passed from generation to generation primarily 

through oral traditions. The system tends to be unique to each tribe. 

 
 

Naturopathy:  

 A holistic medical system that treats health conditions by utilizing what is 

believed to be the body’s innate ability to heal. Naturopathic physicians aid 

healing processes by incorporating a variety of natural methods based on the 

patient’s needs.  



 
  

 
Unani-Tibb:  

 Also known as Unani Medicine, Arabian medicine, or Islamic medicine, 

Unani is a Persian word meaning Greek and Tibb is an Arabic word 

meaning medicine.  

 The origins of Unani-Tibb are based on the system of Greek medicine 

developed by Hippocrates and Galen and later refined by the Persian 

scholar-physician, Ibn Sina, also known as Avicenna (980-1037 CE). 

 
Herbal Medicine:  

 An approach to wellness and healing which uses plant or plant-derived 

preparations to treat, prevent, or cure various health conditions and 

ailments, herbal medicine is incorporated into various medical systems.  

 Although it does not have a specific point of conception, it is estimated 

that 80% of the world’s population relies on medicinal plant 

preparations for their primary healthcare needs, according to the World 

Health Organization.  

 Despite the extensive use which can be attributed to the use of plants in 

traditional medical systems, our knowledge of the plants and their 

values remain largely unexplored. 



 
  

 
 

 

General Herbal Terms 

Binomial, or Latin binomial: 

  The two-part scientific Latin name used to identify plants. The first name is 

the genus and is a general name that may be shared by a number of related 

plants.  

 The second is the species name, which refers to the name that is specific to 

that individual plant, e.g., Echinacea purpurea, Echinacea angustifolia. 

 

 
 

Crude drug:  
 

 A naturally occurring substance that has undergone only the process of 

collection and drying, i.e., plants, parts of plants, extracts, or exudates. 

 

Drug:  

 A pure substance or combination of pure substances (isolated from natural 

sources, semi-synthetic, or purely chemical in origin) intended to mitigate, 

treat, cure or prevent a disease in humans and/or other animals. 

 

 

 

 



 
  

Garble: 

  To remove the useful part of the plant from that which has less potent or no 

medicinal effects. e.g., removing petals from the calyx or removing leaves 

from the stem. 

 

Formula:  

 A combination of foods or herbs that can both enhance and neutralize potential 

effects of other ingredients in the preparation; where the formula as a whole 

is greater than the sum of its parts 

 

Herb: 

  The word herb (sometimes referred to as a botanical) has several different 

meanings depending on the perspective: 

 

• In commercial terms, herb generally refers to the leafy part of the plant used 

for culinary purposes. Seeds, bark, roots, etc. are usually referred to as spices 

and may have tropical or sub-tropical origins 

• In horticultural terms, herb refers to the plant being herbaceous, i.e., a non-

woody, vascular plant. 

• In taxonomic terms, herb generally refers to the aboveground or aerial parts 

of the plant, i.e., the flower, leaf, and stem. 

• In terms of herbal medicine, herb refers to plants used in various forms or 

preparations, valued for their therapeutic benefits, and sold as dietary 

supplements in the US marketplace. This includes trees, fungi, 

andmarinesubstances. 
 

 
 

 

Maceration:  

 An extraction process that occurs for a specified period of time during which 

fresh or dried plant material, cut into small pieces, are immersed in a liquid 



 
  

solvent or menstruum so that the medicinally active plant material maintains 

contact with the liquid component, releasing its chemical components into it. 

 

Marc:  

 The plant material that is used in making an herbal extraction or preparation. 

 

Materia Medica:  

 a Latin term from early pharmacy meaning medical material/substance 

 

Pharmacopoeia : 

  a medical textbook or official publication containing a list of medicinal drugs 

or herbal medicines with their properties, inherent effects and instructions for 

use. 

 

Menstruum: 

  A naturally-derived substance used as a solvent to extract compounds from 

plant material when making herbal extractions or preparations. 

 

Pharmacognosy:  

 The study of natural products, i.e., plant, animal, organism, or mineral in 

nature, used as drugs or for the preparation of drugs. Derived from the Greek 

pharmakon meaning drug and gnosis meaning knowledge. 

 

Pharmacology:  

 the study of the origin, nature, chemistry, uses and biochemical effects of 

drugs; it includes pharmacognosy, pharmacokinetics, pharmacodynamics, 

pharmacotherapeutics, and toxicology. 

 

Phytochemicals:  

 Chemical compounds or chemical constituents produced as a result of the 

plant’s normal metabolic processes.  

 The chemicals are often referred to as secondary metabolites, of which there 

are several classes including alkaloids, anthraquinones, coumarins, fats, 

flavonoids, glycosides, gums, iridoids, mucilages, phenols, phytoestrogens, 

tannins, terpenes, terpenoids, and others. Extracts contain many chemical 

constituents, while chemicals that have been isolated from the plant are 

considered pharmaceutical drugs, e.g., salicylic acid, the active ingredient in 

aspirin, originally isolated from the meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria, syn. 

Spiraea ulmaria, Rosaceae). 



 
  

 
Phytoestrogens:  

 A type of phytochemical with some influence on the estrogenic activity or 

hormonal system in humans. 

  This rather broad term does not mean that the plant mimics human estrogen, 

but rather can compete for estrogen receptor site access blocking harmful 

estrogens, such as xenoestrogens, which can result in harmful effects. 

 

Phytomedicines:  

 Medicinal substances that originate from plants. This may include specific 

phytochemicals as well as whole plants or herbal preparations.  

 

Herbal Actions and Properties 
 

Abortifacient – induces abortion, miscarriage, or premature removal of a fetus 

 

Adaptogen – works through the endocrine system to modulate the physical, mental, 

and emotional effects of stress and increase resistance to physiological imbalances 

and disease by strengthening the immune system 

 

Adjuvant – aids the action of a medicinal agent 

 

Alterative – strengthens and nourishes the body, often through the removal of 

metabolic wastes 

 

Amphoteric – normalizes function of an organ or body system 

 

Analeptic – restorative or stimulating effect on central nervous system 

 

Anaphrodisiac – reduces capacity for sexual arousal 

 



 
  

Anesthetic – induces loss of sensation or consciousness due to the depression of 

nerve function 

 

Antianemic – prevents or helps with anemia 

 

Antibacterial – destroys or stops the growth of bacteria 

 

Antibilious – eases stomach stress 

 

Anticatarrh – reduces inflamed mucous membranes of head and throat 

 

Antidepressant – acts to prevent, cure, or alleviate mental depression 

 

Antidiabetic – prevents or relieves diabetes 

 

Antidiarrhetic –prevents or treats diarrhea 

 

Antiemetic – stops vomiting 

 

Antifungal – destroys or inhibits the growth of fungus 
 

Analgesic: A substance that relieves pain. 

 

Anodynes: Herbs used to relieve pain. 

 

Astringents: Herbs that contract tissues, make them denser and firmer, and regulate 

body secretions. Astringents herbs tighten and tone the body. 

 

Antihemorrhagic – controls hemorrhaging or bleeding 

 

Anti-infectious – counteracts infection 

 

Anti-inflammatory – controls inflammation, a reaction to injury or infection 

 

Antimalarial – prevents or relieves malaria 

 

Antimicrobial – destroys microbes 

 

Antioxidant – prevents or inhibits oxidation 



 
  

 

Antipruritic – prevents or relieves itching 
 

Antipyretic – reduces fever (febrifuge) 

 

Antirheumatic – eases pain of rheumatism, inflammation of joints and muscles 

 

Antiseptic – produces asepsis, removes pus, blood, etc. 

 

Antispasmodic – calms nervous and muscular spasms or convulsions 

 

Antitussive – controls or prevents cough 

 

Antiviral – opposes the action of a virus 

 

Anxiolytic – reduces anxiety 

 

Aperient – relieves constipation; mild laxative 

 

Aperitive – stimulates the appetite for food 

 

Aphrodisiac – increases the capacity for sexual arousal 

 

Aromatic – a herb containing volatile oils, fragrant odor and slightly stimulating 

properties 

 

Asepsis – sterile; free of germs, infection, and any form of life 

 

Astringent – constricts and binds by coagulation of proteins 

 

Aquaretic –   increases blood flow to the kidneys without increasing sodium and 

chloride resorption, thereby retaining electrolytes while increasing urine output; 

increases intravascular fluid volume which increases vascular resistance and blood 

pressure 
 

Balsamic: Herbs that soothe and mitigate inflammation. 

 

Bitter – stimulates appetite or digestive function 

 



 
  

Bronchial –relaxes spasms or constriction of the bronchi or upper part of the lungs, 

thereby improving respiration 

 

Carcinostatic –halts or inhibits the development or continued growth of cancer, 

carcinomas, or malignant tumors 
 

Carminative: The volatile oils in carminative plants support digestion and help 

prevent gas. 

 

Compress: A cloth or gauze soaked in a liquid herbal preparation such as an infusion 

or decoction, and then applied externally to the skin/body. 

 

Cardiotonic – increases strength and tone (normal tension or response to stimuli) 

of the heart 

 

Catarrhal – pertains to the inflammation of mucous membranes of the head and 

throat 

 

Cathartic – produces bowel movements 

 

Caustic – contains acidic compounds that have an escharotic or corrosive action that 

is capable of burning or eating away living tissues 

 

Cholagogue – increases flow of bile from gallbladder 

 

Cicatrizant – aids formation of scar tissue and wound healing 

 

Counterirritant – produces an inflammatory response for affecting an adjacent area 

 

Demulcent – soothes and protects inflamed and irritated mucous membranes both 

topically and internally 

 

Deobstruent – removes obstructions to clear or open natural ducts of the fluids and 

secretions of the body 
 

Decoction: A concentrated water extraction of plant material made through boiling 

or simmering. A water extraction using a continuous heat supply, usually a long 

simmer (20-45 minutes). Typically used for denser plant parts such as roots, bark, 



 
  

seeds, berries and mushrooms. A decoction is more concentrated than an infusion, 

which is typically made by simply pouring boiling water over fresh or dried herbs. 

Demulcent: An herb that creates a soothing film over a mucous membrane. If 

applied topically and  used on the skin they are called emollients. Slippery elm, an 

herb used for sore throats, is an example of a demulcent. 

 

Dermatitis – inflammation of the skin evidenced my itchiness, redness, and various 

lesions 

 

Detergent – cleanses wounds and sores of infected or damaged tissue 

 

Diaphoretic – increases perspiration (synonym: sudorific) 

 

Digestive – promotes or aids the digestion process 

 

Disinfectant – destroys pathogenic microbes, germs, and noxious properties of 

fermentation 

 

Diuretic – increases urine flow 

 

Ecbolic – tends to increase contractions of uterus, facilitating childbirth 

 

Emetic – produces vomiting and evacuation of stomach contents 

 

Emmenagogue – regulates and induces normal menstruation 

 

Emollient – softens and soothes the skin 

 

Errhine –stimulates sneezing, increasing flow of mucus in nasal passages 
 

Expectorant: Herbs that loosen mucus so it can coughed up and expelled. 

 

Escharotic – a caustic substance that destroys tissue and causes sloughing 

 

Estrogenic – causes the production of estrogen 

 

Euphoriant – produces a sense of bodily comfort; temporary effect and often 

addictive 

 

https://www.vitacost.com/natures-answer-slippery-elm-1050-mg-90-vegetarian-capsules


 
  

Febrifuge – reduces or relieves fever 

 

Galactagogue – promotes the flow of milk 

 

Hypnotics: Herbs that help support healthy sleep. 

 

Hemostatic – controls or stops the flow of blood 

 

Hepatic – having to do with the liver 

 

Herpetic – treats skin eruptions relating to the herpes virus 

 

Hypertensive – raises blood pressure 

 

Hypoglycemant – lowers blood sugar 

 

Hypotensive – lowers blood pressure 

 

Infusion: A drink, remedy, or extract made by soaking the plant material in liquid 

(usually water). Infusions are recommended especially for flowers & leaves, whose 

volatile oils, vitamins and enzymes are easily extracted through being submerged in 

hot water. 

 

Infused Oil: An oil into which qualities of an herb have been transferred by infusion 

over a length of time from hours to several weeks, sometimes by applying heat. 

 

Lactifuge – reduces the flow of milk 

 

Laxative – loosens bowel contents 

 

Lithotriptic – a substance that causes kidney or bladder stones to dissolve 

 

Masticatory – increases flow of saliva upon chewing 

 

Mucilaginous – polysaccharide-rich compounds that coat and soothe inflamed 

mucous membranes 

 

Narcotic – induces drowsiness, sleep, or stupor, and lessons pain 

Nervine: Herbs that specifically benefit the nervous system. Actions can vary: Some 

stimulate, some relax, some tone and strengthen. 



 
  

 

Nephritic – has a beneficial influence on the kidneys 

 

Nervine – a nerve tonic 

 

Nootropic – enhances memory, improves cognitive function and mood, reduces 

oxidative and eschemic damage to the brain 

 

Nutritive – a herb containing nutrients required to nourish and build the body 

 

Orexigenic – stimulates or increases the appetite 

 

Parturfaciant – induces contractions of labor at childbirth 

 

Purgative – causes the evacuation of intestinal contents; laxative 
 

Poultice: A soft, moist, mass of plant material applied topically to sores.  The 

poulticed herbs are held in place with a cloth, leaf, bandage, or other suitable 

material. 

 

Refrigerant – relieves thirst with its cooling properties 

 

Relaxant – tends to relax and relieve tension, especially muscular tension 

 

Renal –strengthens, cleanses or treats imbalance or disease states affecting the 

kidneys 
 

Rubefacient: Promotes dilation of capillaries near the surface of the skin, causing 

the skin to redden. Stimulates circulation and relieves inflammation or congestion. 

 

Resorbent – aids reabsorption of blood from bruises 

 

Rubefacient – reddens skin, dilates the blood vessels, and increases blood supply 

locally 
 

Salve: Semi-solid fatty herbal mixture typically applied externally. Common 

ingredients are primarily an oil and a wax, such as extra virgin olive oil infused with 

herbs and combined with melted beeswax. 

 



 
  

Sedative – exerts a soothing, tranquilizing effect on the body 

 

Sialagogue – increases the production and flow of saliva 

 

Soporific -- induces sleep 

 

Stimulant – increases body or organ function temporarily 

 

Stomachic – aids the stomach and digestive action 

 

Sudorific – increase perspiration 

 

Tincture: An extract of a plant made by soaking herbs in a dark place with a desired 

amount of either glycerine, alcohol or vinegar for two to six weeks. The liquid is 

strained from the plant material and then the herbal tincture is used therapeutically. 

 

Tonic: Herbs that stimulate, energize and strengthen the body. 

 

Trophorestorative herbs typically have a strong affinity for an organ or organ 

system and correct deficiency and weakness not only through temporary stimulation 

but by deeply nourishing that organ or organ system. 

 

Vermifuge – expels worms from the intestines 

 

Vulnerary – aids in healing wounds  

 

                         CLASSIFICATION OF MEDICINAL PLANTS 

 

INTRODUCTION : 

•   Medicinal plants, also called medicinal herbs, have been discovered and used 

in traditional medicine practices since prehistoric times. 

•  Plants synthesise hundreds of chemical compounds for functions including 

defence against insects, fungi, diseases, and herbivorous mammals. Numerous 

phytochemicals with potential or established biological activity have been 

identified. However, since a single plant contains widely diverse 

phytochemicals, the effects of using a whole plant as medicine are uncertain. 

https://www.vitacost.com/blog/food-nutrition/diy-herbal-tincture-recipes.html


 
  

 
• Further, the phytochemical content and pharmacological actions, if any, of 

many plants having medicinal potential remain unassessed by rigorous 

scientific research to define efficacy andsafety. 

 

• The earliest historical records of herbs are found from the Sumerian 

civilisation, where hundreds of medicinal plants including opium are listed on 

clay tablets. The Ebers Papyrus from ancient Egypt, c. 1550 BC, describes 

over 850 plant medicines.  

• The Greek physician Dioscorides, who worked in the Roman army, 

documented over 1000 recipes for medicines using over 600 medicinal plants 

in De materia medica, c. 60 AD; this formed the basis of pharmacopoeias for 

some 1500 years. 

•  Drug research makes use of ethnobotany to search for pharmacologically 

active substances in nature, and has in this way discovered hundreds of useful 

compounds. These include the common drugs aspirin, digoxin, quinine, and 

opium. 

•  The compounds found in plants are of many kinds, but most are in four major 

biochemical classes: alkaloids, glycosides, polyphenols, and terpenes. 
 

CLASSIFICATION OF MEDICINAL PLANTS: 

• Medicinal plants are widely used in non-industrialized societies, mainly 

because they are readily available and cheaper than modern medicines.   

• In many countries, there is little regulation of traditional medicine, but the 

World Health Organization coordinates a network to encourage safe and 

rational usage. 

•  Medicinal plants face both general threats, such as climate change and habitat 

destruction, and the specific threat of over-collection to meet market demand. 

 



 
  

CLASSIFICATION BASED ON PHYTOCHEMICALS: 

• All plants produce chemical compounds which give them an evolutionary 

advantage, such as defending against herbivores or, in the example of salicylic 

acid, as a hormone in plant defenses 

• .These phytochemicals have potential for use as drugs, and the content and 

known pharmacological activity of these substances in medicinal plants is the 

scientific basis for their use in modern medicine, if scientifically confirmed. 

For instance, daffodils (Narcissus) contain nine groups of alkaloids including 

galantamine, licensed for use against Alzheimer's disease.  

• The alkaloids are bitter-tasting and toxic, and concentrated in the parts of the 

plant such as the stem most likely to be eaten by herbivores; they may also 

protect against  

parasites 

• Modern knowledge of medicinal plants is being systematised in the Medicinal 

Plant Transcriptomics Database, which by 2011 provided a sequence 

reference for the transcriptome of some thirty species.The major classes of 

pharmacologically active phytochemicals are described below, with examples 

of medicinal plants that contain them. 

 

 

Alkaloids  

• Alkaloids are bitter-tasting chemicals, very widespread in nature, and often 

toxic, found in many medicinal plants. 

• There are several classes with different modes of action as drugs, both 

recreational and pharmaceutical.  

• Medicines of different classes include atropine, scopolamine, and 

hyoscyamine (all from nightshade),the traditional medicine berberine (from 

plants such as Berberis and Mahonia),[b] caffeine (Coffea), cocaine (Coca), 

ephedrine (Ephedra), morphine (opium poppy), nicotine (tobacco),reserpine 

(Rauvolfia serpentina), quinidine and quinine (Cinchona), vincamine (Vinca 

minor), and vincristine (Catharanthus roseus). 



 
  

 
 

The opium poppy, Papaver somniferum is the source of the alkaloids morphine and 

codeine. 

 
  

 

The alkaloid nicotine from tobacco binds directly to the body's Nicotinic 

acetylcholine receptors, accounting for its pharmacological effects. 

 
                  

 

Deadly nightshade, Atropa belladonna, yields tropane alkaloids including atropine, 

scopolamine and hyoscyamine. 



 
  

 Glycosides: 

• Anthraquinone glycosides are found in medicinal plants such as rhubarb, 

cascara, and Alexandrian senna.Plant-based laxatives made from such plants 

include senna,rhubarband Aloe. 

 

• The cardiac glycosides are powerful drugs from medicinal plants including 

foxglove and lily of the valley. They include digoxin and digitoxin which 

support the beating of the heart, and act as diuretics. 

 
 

Senna alexandrina, containing anthraquinone glycosides, has been used as a laxative 

for millennia. 

 

 
 

The foxglove, Digitalis purpurea, contains digoxin, a cardiac glycoside. The plant 

was used on heart conditions long before the glycoside was identified. 



 
  

 
  

 

• Digoxin is used to treat atrial fibrillation, atrial flutter and sometimes heart  

Polyphenols 

Health effects of polyphenols 

• Polyphenols of several classes are widespread in plants, having diverse roles 

in defenses against plant diseases and predators. 

•  They include hormone-mimicking phytoestrogens and astringent tannins. 

Plants containing phytoestrogens have been administered for centuries for 

gynecological disorders, such as fertility, menstrual, and menopausal 

problems. Among these plants are Puerariamirifica,kudzu,angelica fennel, 

and anise. 

• Many polyphenolic extracts, such as from grape seeds, olives or maritime pine 

bark, are sold as dietary supplements and cosmetics without proof or legal 

health claims for beneficial health effects. 

•  In Ayurveda, the astringent rind of the pomegranate, containing polyphenols 

called punicalagins, is used as a medicine. 

 

 
Angelica, containing phytoestrogens, has long been used for gynaecological 

disorders. 

 



 
  

                     
 

Polyphenols include phytoestrogens (top and middle), mimics of animal estrogen 

(bottom). 

 

Terpenes 

• Terpenes and terpenoids of many kinds are found in a variety of medicinal 

plants,and in resinous plants such as the conifers. They are strongly aromatic 

and serve to repel herbivores.  

• Their scent makes them useful in essential oils, whether for perfumes such as 

rose and lavender, or for aromatherapy.Some have medicinal uses: for 

example, thymol is an antiseptic and was once used as a vermifuge (anti-worm 

medicine). 

 
 

The essential oil of common thyme (Thymus vulgaris), contains the monoterpene 

thymol, an antiseptic and antifungal. 

                      



 
  

 
 

                      Thymol is one of many terpenes found in plants 

 

CONCLUSION : 

• Plant medicines are in wide use around the world.In most of the developing 

world, especially in rural areas, local traditional medicine, including 

herbalism, is the only source of health care for people, while in the developed 

world, alternative medicine including use of dietary supplements is marketed 

aggressively using the claims of traditional medicine.  

• As of 2015, most products made from medicinal plants had not been tested 

for their safety and efficacy, and products that were marketed in developed 

economies and provided in the undeveloped world by traditional healers were 

of uneven quality, sometimes containing dangerous contaminants. 

• Traditional Chinese medicine makes use of a wide variety of plants, among 

other materials and techniques. 

 

 
 

 


