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Abstract  

This paper briefly reviews and compares the content of herbal medicine journals, particularly 
‘Phytomedicine’ and ‘Australian Journal of Herbal Medicine’. Contrasting the divergent research styles 
proritised and selected for publication in professional herbal medicine literature, it aims to highlight the 
holistic approach of traditional herbalism, and general non-necessity of animal-based laboratory 
studies to expand herbal knowledge.   

Given skin cancer, a major killer in Australia, will likely increase with ozone depletion and global 
warming, the plant chemical ‘silymarin’ (from Silybum marianum, St Mary’s Thistle) is used as an 
example of a little-known preventative and reparative herbal treatment for sun-damaged skin. Because 
laboratory studies, measuring narrow parameters of physiological effects of herb constituents in 
animal tissues, are heavily weighted toward commercial application for symptomatic treatment, and 
effectively neglect the need for follow-up human studies to confirm laboratory findings prior to product 
development, the silymarin example serves to illustrate the unbalanced nature of this type of research.  

Contemporary herbal practitioners are increasingly encouraged to cite information from laboratory 
studies to justify herbal prescribing. Reasons are complex, but include biomedical-pharmaceutical 
demands for ‘proof’ of herbal effectiveness, concern for herbal safety expressed in public health policy 
contexts, and alternative medicine practitioners’ own efforts to appear ‘professional’.  

This paper contentiously claims that experimental pharmacological research methods using rat and 
mouse tissues are largely unnecessary, establishing only limited-range activity for herb constituents, 
while feeding a discourse promoting non-holistic evidence for plant-based medicines. This discourse 
and its practices undermine the traditional cultural breadth and socio-ecological locations of herbal 
knowledge.   

Keywords: Western herbal medicine, herbal research, phytotherapy, photo-carcinogenesis, holistic 
healing, laboratory-based animal research.  

 

Introduction   

This paper primarily aims to provide a limited review and description of the style of writing and 
research published by contemporary herbal medicine journals, particularly Phytomedicine, and The 
Australian Journal of Herbal Medicine. Background literature review for a recent anthropology 
research project describing complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) use, in rural Victoria, 
Australia (Holmes, 2015), led the author to compile these comparative findings. Data presented here 
highlights a trend of divergence in the type of research selected for inclusion in professional herbal 
literature, and bears witness to a complex, multi-valent socio-political discourse that urges an ever-
increasing reliance on animal-based laboratory research, but remains largely unacknowledged.  

While there is broadscale acceptance of the use of rats and mice for experimental purposes, due to 
their rapid breeding, low maintenance cost, and similarity to the human genome, a growing body of 
critical sociological scholarship recently purports the validity of „rights‟ for „non-human persons‟ (that is, 
animals) exploited by humans. Some believe, for instance, that ongoing normalisation of mass 
slaughter of agricultural animals for food in late-modern societies should be reconceptualised as 
institutionalised violence (Cudworth, 2015). Such theoretical commentary underlines the overall aim in 
this present paper, of discussing herbal literature, using content comparison and a simple „critical 
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 discourse analysis‟, in order to afford a parallel realisation of the general non-necessity of animal-
based laboratory studies for the purpose of expanding herbal medicine knowledge.  

In simple terms, „discourse‟ comprises the established codes or conventions of language use that 
encapsulate culturally-determined understandings, or convey an accepted „truth‟, social order or 
reality, as theorised by Foucault (Powers, 2003). „Discourse analysis‟ is a qualitative research method 
that seeks to make explicit the unstated, lateral or implied meanings of a given dialogue or text.  

 

Challenges for contemporary herbal medicine 

Due to a prevailing focus on ideals of evidence-based medicine in recent decades, contemporary 
western herbal medicine (WHM) practitioners and naturopaths are today encouraged to rely on 
information from laboratory studies to justify prescribing of herb medicines. This occurs on account of 
demands for „scientific proof‟, arising from the biomedical-pharmaceutical industry complex, and the 
disease-treatment orientation of risk-based public health policy, and also through alternative medicine 
practitioners‟ own efforts to present as „professionals‟.  

Contemporary career researchers, meanwhile, exploiting the trend of rat and mouse „models‟ and 
pharmacological methods that establish only limited-range effects for herb constituents, are feeding a 
discourse that promotes non-holistic fragmentary „evidences‟ for plant-sourced medicines. A belief in 
the absolute necessity of laboratory science and its practices to „discover‟ or prove herb constituents‟ 
activity at a cellular level incrementally undermines the significant breadth, history, accumulated 
wisdom, and contextual socio-ecological and cultural locations of traditional herbal knowledge, thus 
discarding valued healing skills and plant lore. Unfortunately this is achieved through standardised 
laboratory procedures, which some proponents claim are unnecessarily cruel (Peggs, 2015), using 
either live animals, or cells and tissues sourced from purpose-killed animal donors.  

Considering that skin cancer, a major killer in Australia, will likely increase in future, with ongoing 
ozone depletion and global warming, the plant-chemical „silymarin‟ – originally extracted from the 
European herb Silybum marianum, or St Mary‟s Thistle, which is naturalised as a weed in Australia – 
is cited as a relevant example of an inadequately-known herbal healing remedy for sun-damaged skin. 
This example, among many studies of single isolated chemical herb constituents, serves a purpose of 
illustrating the unbalanced nature of recent research into the healing properties of herb ingredients. 
Laboratory research about herbs is held by this author to be largely one-sided in its ideation, style and 
objective, being: (a) heavily-weighted towards commercial application, to develop products for 
potential symptom-based treatment rather than holistic or preventative herbal treatment, (b) based on 
narrow parameters of observable physical changes in animal cells and tissues, rather than in/on whole 
living persons, and (c) in conceptual design and intent, generally disregarding of the need for follow-up 
human studies that can confirm laboratory findings and safety, prior to eventual pharmaceutical 
product development.  

Accordingly, sections of this paper commence with a concise overview of skin cancer in Australia, an 
explanation of the methodology used for the research, and an example of „silymarin‟, representing 
pharmacological single-ingredient herbal studies. This example, and another of Butea monosperma, 
illustrate the usual approach of recent herb research, and open a query as to the apparent over-
reliance on animal studies. To support an argument that animals are too-frequently used in herb 
constituent research, subsequent sections refer to and describe the content of two herbal medicine 
journals selected for comparison, contrasting the animal-based and cellular studies common in 
Phytomedicine with more holistic, diverse research in The Australian Journal of Herbal Medicine. 
Primarily, the paper engages with issues summarised in these introductory passages, especially 
critiqueing the assumptions inherent in a „scientific‟ discourse – as opposed to „holistic‟ discourse – 
which generally ensures that a laboratory-based style of herbal medicine research is prioritised.   

 

Australia’s skin cancer incidence and ‘herbal’ cancer research  

Cancer of all types is presently a leading, increasingly prevalent and preventable cause of Australian 
morbidity and mortality (ABS, 2012/2015). Skin cancer – melanoma, carcinoma and others – has long 
been commonplace, and contributes significantly to mortality (Cancer Council, 2012) as the many fair-
skinned descendants of Anglo-European immigrants encounter a hot or fluctuating climate. Australia 
has the world‟s highest melanoma incidence (MIA, 2015), with an increased risk among older persons 
and those with lifestyle-related cumulative sun exposure (Cancer Council, 2015). Becoming more 
frequent over time, skin cancer occurrence is also increasing as a percentage of all Australian cancer 
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 deaths, and will likely continue increasing in future, in light of worsening environmental problems such 
as ongoing ozone loss and global warming, and the health burden posed by an ageing population.  

Given the enormous popularity of CAM among Australian consumers (Xue et al, 2007; Zhang et al, 
2007; Goh et al, 2009), it is pertinent to ask which medicinal herbs might be applied to assist in 
preventing and supporting treatment of conditions such as skin cancer, and where knowledge about 
this can be found.  

Searching for recent herbal research, the author was often distracted by an apparent divide between 
„scientific‟ and „traditional‟ knowledge. Conflicting opinions encountered amount to differing 
considerations as to how each of these „knowledges‟ might be appropriately applied. Most obvious has 
been the extent and persistence of a seemingly unnecessary reliance on laboratory-based animal 
studies (amounting to a multi-billion dollar research industry) (Peggs, 2015), and lack of consistent 
follow-up with in-vivo human studies, that are legally required for development of saleable products for 
human use (usually citing inadequate funding). The resultant seeming „waste‟ of herbal laboratory 
findings – given the dearth of human studies – raises ethical questions as to whether a rational basis 
actually exists for such frequent conduct of animal and cell/tissue studies, purportedly for development 
of plant-based products for human use.  

This paper largely sidesteps specific moral debate as to whether laboratory animal research is ethical 
or „violent‟ or not (Cudworth, 2015; Peggs, 2015; Goodman, Chandna & Roe, 2015). However, 
description of herb constituents research, especially „silymarin‟, and subsequent literature comparison, 
facilitates a realisation and critical appraisal of the widely unchallenged clinical-science discourse that 
has permeated medical-pharmaceutical research endeavours on a global scale, promoting a „rat-and-
mouse‟ style of laboratory study as the ostensible best method. This includes, as in the present case, 
pharmacological herb research. This body of herbal research nevertheless often does not culminate in 
eventual product development, due to limited follow-up with human studies (see Appendix 1). 
Comparison of herbal medicine journals‟ content particularly highlights the extreme prevalence of 
laboratory research in contemporary „phytotherapy‟ fields, observing a divergence of this approach 
from ideals of holistic herbal medicine. (Note that Phyto-, from Ancient Greek, means „pertaining to or 
derived from plants‟, and terms „phytotherapy‟ and „phytomedicine‟ each imply plant-based treatment.)  

Methodology 

Background research 

Recent anthropological research from which this paper springs comprised extensive literature 
analysis, participant observation and fieldwork, and 54 formal in-depth interviews (Holmes, 2015). 
Ethics approval was granted June 2011, by University of Melbourne HREC. The main focus of inquiry 
was the use of diverse non-medical healing practices („CAM‟), among low-income rural-dwelling 
Australians in the state of Victoria, and cultural meanings and worldviews participants associated with 
CAM. The study also described CAM practitioners‟ provision of services to low-income consumers.  

Theoretical background for the research situated CAM as a marginal group of practices, often 
portrayed as „deviant‟ by mainstream interests. Literature review for the research, further to 
summarising and describing demographics of CAM consumption, sought to explore the substantive 
political and philosophical arguments that complicate CAM use in a biomedically-focused society. The 
present literature comparison engages with one among these presenting issues.   

A comparative approach to analysing journal content  

Holistic study of herbal medicines generally assumes that natural variation in the levels of phyto-
chemical herb ingredients does not pose a safety issue, and nor does therapeutic use of non-toxic 
herbs or herb products within accepted dose ranges. Ideally, new holistic herb findings require studies 
to be conducted among consenting humans, to test presumed or hoped-for effects of whole herbs, 
plant parts, or traditional herbal mixtures (Sarris, 2011). Research for CAM in humans is lately 
promoted positively in mass media representations received by the public (Bensoussan, 2014).  

However in contrast, as this paper aptly illustrates, and evident in many publications, pharmacological 
studies testing isolated standardised natural plant chemicals or synthesised artificial plant-based 
compounds on experimental laboratory animals, cells or tissues – to determine moderation of induced 
trauma or observable or measurable pathogenic effects (such as cytotoxicity, for potential cancer 
treatment) – are vastly more common in practice. The intention of testing such standardised chemicals 
in laboratory environments is to attempt to determine predictable outcomes, from treatments using 
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 chemical substances that can be mass-produced for retail sale as drugs. Plant-based chemicals have 
the advantage of offering pre-established traditional (herbal) indications for application to disease 
treatment, that readily translate into testable research hypotheses, and are often low in toxicity.  

Data for this paper was obtained during the broader research project, in an incidental and 
opportunistic way. Firstly a series of ad-hoc searches were conducted in February 2013 of PubMed, 
online herbal and phytotherapy journals, and Google Scholar, for research about herbs that might 
benefit cancer, especially skin cancer – favouring free full-text articles that describe activity of western 
herbs or constituents. Studies of oriental, Ayurvedic and African herbs were frequent in comparison.  

The specific example of the silymarin flavonoid, illustrated in Figure 1, is useful, as a relatively 
unknown preventative, anti-photocarcinogenic, and reparative remedy for sun-damaged skin tissue 
(Katiyar, 2005), to introduce the characteristic style of „phyto-„ studies, that contribute to a 
recognisable conceptual divide in herbal research directions. Brief description of silymarin research, 
offering potential to prevent and treat UV-caused skin disease, links skin cancer, an issue of specific 
relevance for contemporary Australian public health contexts, to the overall focus topic of this paper, 
that is, acknowledging the approach of contemporary herbal research. The summary of silymarin 
research – and compare Butea monosperma discussed in the subsequent section – serves as a 
concise style-review of plant-medicine journals, appraising the approach of popular herbal medicine 
research, and providing meaningful background to the paper‟s broader aims.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Chemical composition of Silymarin (Sabiu et al, 2015, p.30) 

 

The more numerous comparisons in Appendices 1 and 2, were based on a paper the author 
presented at the Australian Animal Studies Group conference: Animal Publics: Emotions, Empathy 
and Activism (in Melbourne, July 2015). These comparisons relied on representative tabling of the 
content of two specific herbal journals. Respectively, the first 9 and 12 articles in each of the February 
2013 and July 2015 issues of Phytomedicine, an open-access journal that provides a forum for 
laboratory research, are analysed in Appendix 1, regarding their methods and „subjects‟ (usually 
animals, or cells and tissues). A more varied group of studies, representing 2012-2015 content of The 
Australian Journal of Herbal Medicine are summarily tabled in Appendix 2, highlighting the holistic, 
socially-embedded style of research and diverse topics favoured by professional herbalists.  

These distinctly different herbal journals were selected for comparison in order to emphasise a schism 
in directions of herbal research and professional-level herb journal publications. This schism results, 
on one hand, from an emphasis on obtaining scientific proofs for chemicals to supply the burgeoning 
market for pharmaceutical agents, and on the other hand from the relatively marginal social position 
occupied by CAM and its holistic explanatory paradigms, relative to biomedicine and the discourse of 
contemporary „evidence‟ that is seemingly required to justify herb use. These comparisons afford an 
effective critical discourse analysis, revealing the high level of modernist biomedical agency (Powers, 
2003) expressed via the usually uncriticised „text‟ of assumptions about conduct of scientific laboratory 
research, including for contemporary herbal medicine in the guise of „phytomedicine‟.    

Pharmacological research about herbal constituents 

The example of Silymarin 

Medical ethics and animal rights literature has recently begun grappling with the task of querying a 
globally accepted perceived „need‟ to use animals, most often rats and mice, in laboratory experiments 
(Peggs, 2015; Goodman et al, 2015). However, there is as yet insufficient recognition or commentary 
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 about the overt reliance on pharmacologically-oriented „rat and mouse‟ research to investigate herbal 
constituent properties, for ostensibly pharmacognostic studies of relevance to human health.   

Pressured by conventional biomedicine, modern „science‟ and economic markets, and struggling to 
earn a living in private-sector practice in competition with publically-funded medical doctors, 
contemporary herbalists often desire to have herbal medicines accorded greater respect. Frequently, 
literature discussion promotes a need to „prove‟ the effectiveness of „active‟ herbal constituents, to 
ensure standardisation – including by synthetic production – of herb-chemical ingredients for 
pharmaceutical and supplement markets, and to query safety aspects of herb use.  

„Integration‟ of CAM into conventional clinical prescribing also contributes to an improved publishing 
profile for clinically-oriented pharmacological herbal research (Sa et al, 2009; Tabassum & Ahmad, 
2011), and engagement with the issue of potential herb-drug interactions. Predictably, the bulk of 
recent research about medicinal herb constituent properties and applications now imitates biomedical-
pharmaceutical research in design, aims, and methods. A brief peruse of professional „phytotherapy‟ 
or herbal medicine journals illustrates this similarity.  

In 2013, the author searched for articles about research on silymarin, a medicinally-active flavonoid 
ingredient from extract of St Mary‟s Thistle, S. marianum (syn. Carduus marianus), or its seeds, as 
potential treatment for skin cancer caused by sun damage. S. marianum is an old-fashioned western 
herb with recognised „blood-purifying‟, anti-toxic and liver-regenerating properties, referred to in WHM 
(such as: Grieve, 1984, p.797) for treating many „toxic‟ or inflammatory conditions, and liver, immune 
and blood diseases. These include cirrhosis, jaundice, rosacea, hepatitis, allergies, spleen affections, 
pleurisy, gall-bladder, cholesterol and digestive complaints, promoting breastmilk, and reducing 
oestrogenic and pharmaceutical drug side-effects or symptoms of toxic exposure or poisoning. The 
liver-protective, alterative, and antioxidant properties of this plant have led to research about its 
potential for cancer treatment.   

The journal Biochemical Pharmacology, in 2013 featured an in-press article titled: „Silymarin inhibits 
ultraviolet radiation-induced immune suppression through DNA repair-dependent activation of 
dendritic cells and stimulation of effector T-cells‟ (Vaid et al, 2013). The researchers transferred 
dendritic cells from donor mice to recipient mice treated with silymarin, to evaluate silymarin‟s 
modulation of induced immunosuppression in mouse skin after ultra-violet UVB-exposure. Publications 
using this research approach would be anticipated in Biochemical Pharmacology, and similar titles. In 
highly technical jargon language, the study describes how T-cell activity physiologically contributes to 
silymarin-mediated reduction of UVB-induced immuno-suppression, which suggests, as the authors 
assert, that silymarin may be protective or reparative against sun damage in skin (Vaid et al, 2013).  

Silymarin protecting from UV-damage is well researched already, using mouse or human cells, and 
skin cancer cells (Katiyar et al, 1997; Katiyar, Mantena & Meeran, 2011; Li et al, 2004, 2006; Agarwal 
et al 2006; Singh & Agarwal, 2002; Vaid & Katiyar, 2010), and its use is becoming accepted in 
conjunction with conventional medicine (NYULMC, 2011). This encourages a question as to why such 
findings aren‟t rapidly incorporated into mainstream product development, to prevent and ameliorate 
skin cancer, such as silymarin or S. marianum plant extract being included in widely-available 
sunscreens (proposed by Katiyar, 2002), or why other traditional antioxidant herbs aren‟t more widely 
investigated for anti-photocarcinogenic effects (for example: Baliga & Katiyar 2006; Nichols & Katiyar 
2010; Afaq et al, 2002, 2005; Lepley et al, 1996; Adhami, Khan & Mukhtar, 2009; Saleem et al, 2004).  

The answer may lie in the social context of such research. It appears laboratory studies offering proof 
must now attain to meticulously higher standards, achieved through thoroughly systematised, 
commercialised, homogenous, ultra-molecular and increasingly geneticised research processes. The 
global research „machine‟ in its present form offers sufficiently lucrative economic opportunities to 
companies and individual researchers to deter them from instituting substantial changes to the status 
quo. Extensive financial investments in pharmacological laboratories and laboratory-based research, 
that amount to overwhelming costs borne by pharmaceutical entreprises, are represented as small 
compared to the outlay that would be required for studies in humans. Also, research for drug 
development generally favours non-plant-based drugs.  

Reviews of CAM research for cancer (Zachariae & Johannssen, 2011) to date highlight small human 
sample sizes and variable methodologies, and noticeably overlook the according of much authority to 
findings of in-vitro herb constituent studies, in animals or cellular media. Clearly, human toxicology 
research for silymarin, and all herbs/substances intended for human use, could beneficially be 
prioritised before animal studies at the present time, thereby incorporating much of the knowledge 
already gained.  
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 General directions and style of contemporary herbal research: Phytomedicine journal 

Evans (2008) has observed that publications concerning CAM are increasingly medicalised and 
science-focused. This follows a global trend of opportunistic first-world expansion, that includes plant 
bioprospecting geared to pharmaceutical drug development (Moran, King & Carlson, 2001), economic 
marketing of herbal medicines, particularly exotic varieties (critiqued by Jagtenberg & Evans, 2003), 
and efforts to regulate and control the use of herbal medicines (Barnes, 2003a). This industrious 
activity relies strongly on representation of biomedical drugs as „safe‟, standardised, powerful and 
„scientific‟, western herbal medicines as ordinary and ineffective, and herbal plants generally as 
unpredictable, „magical‟ and potentially toxic. It thereby generates a need for concrete laboratory 
proofs of herbal medicines‟ efficacy and scope of action. Particularly this quest for proof relates to 
isolated plant chemicals, that may supply new drugs for economic markets, and often seeks exotic 
(including some endangered) species, whilst holistic use of common plant medicines in context of 
traditional herbal treatment is frequently discouraged.  

The American Society of Pharmacognosy provides a list of journals that publish research about 
natural products (at: http://www.pharmacognosy.us/journals/pharmacognosy-and-natural-products-
journals/). However, numerous searches, undertaken in February 2013, emphasised the relatively 
limited number of holistic studies, against an increasing prevalence of laboratory studies prospecting 
for herb-based drugs. For example, the first nine articles in the February 2013 issue, vol.20(3-4), and 
the first 12 articles of July 2015 issue vol.22(7-8), of the open access journal Phytomedicine, analysed 
in Appendix 1, were concerned with testing Ayurvedic, Chinese, Japanese, African or Western-origin 
traditional single or compound herb extracts or plant-sourced isolated chemical constituents, or a 
Chinese-origin wild-animal organ extract, or a synthetic manufactured plant-origin chemical. These 
were tested in laboratory conditions, with ethical approval, on rats, mice, their „pups‟, or tissues or cells 
sourced from sacrificed animals, or animal- or human-origin laboratory-cultivated commercially-
sourced „cell lines‟, in this instance often clones. Culture media were frequently enhanced by the 
inclusion of „foetal calf serum‟ or other animal or human-sourced cellular or hormonal materials.  

Analysis of studies listed in Appendix 1 shows a substantial increase in use of human cells as a 
testing medium in the past two years (Studies nos. 2 and 4 in 2013 used some human material, as did 
studies nos. 1, 3–10, and 12 in 2015). Should this trend continue, it would be expected that laboratory 
experiments on animals could, in theory, gradually be faded out. However, testing of „whole-plant‟ 
compounds has substantially decreased in the same time period. (Studies nos. 2, 4, 5, 8 and 9 in 
2013 tested whole plant/plant-part extracts, as did no. 2 in 2015). Plant-chemical research published 
in Phytomedicine now relies on increasingly complex processes for isolating and „identity profiling‟ 
active ingredients, often also documenting their ultra-molecular genetic effects in DNA or RNA, and on 
the sourcing of cultivation media from technologically advanced commercial laboratories that clone 
animal or human cell lines (still requiring animal sources). The level of technological achievement is 
extreme, but the traditional value of herbal medicines is neglected, as are studies in living humans.  

To further highlight the intensively jargon-laden, laboratory-based and ostensibly clinic-oriented style 
of this research approach, Phytomedicine features articles in-press, available online. As a convenient 
example, the first of these (at February 2013) was: „Isoformononetin, a methoxydaidzein present in 
medicinal plants, reverses bone loss in osteopenic rats (with low bone density) and exerts bone 
anabolic action by preventing osteoblast apoptosis‟ (Srivastava et al, 2013). The study used 
isoformononetin (a synthesised „natural‟ methoxydaidzein, originally isolated from Butea monosperma, 
the sacred slow-growing Indian „Flame of the Forest‟ or „Bingo kino‟ tree, of Buddhist fame) injected 
into ovariectomised rats, and new-born rat pups. The conclusion drawn by Srivastava et al. (2013) 
was that this synthesised substance acts as a „phytoestrogen‟ in the rats, and may potentially assist in 
hormone-based treatment and prevention of postmenopausal osteoporosis.  

This hypothesis clearly comes close to some traditional expectations of B. monosperma, such as 
alterative, aphrodisiac, diuretic, analgesic, tonic, astringent and antidiarrhoeal, properties (Pal & Bose, 
2011), that suggest a hormonal, mildly stimulating, or „building‟ nature. Other „traditional‟ indications 
are for antifungal, anti-parasitic, anti-convulsant, anti-diabetic, anti-fertility, and anti-inflammatory 
effects (Sindhia & Bairwa, 2010), suggesting anti-microbial, hormone-modulating, stabilising, and 
mildly sedating activity, and possibly reflecting the plant‟s bitter taste. Previous recent research also 
highlights potential osteoblast-mineralisation-promoting effects of isolated compounds from the stem 
bark of B. monosperma (Maurya et al, 2009), which however, if overharvested, may cause death or 
stunted growth of this desert tree. Awareness of the sensitivity of many species prospected for drugs 
development based on traditional indications provides further rationale for investigating common, 
hardy, weed-plants, such as S. marianum.  
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Finding holistic herbal research 

As something of a contrast to the above examples, „sociological‟ reviews and studies of herbal 
medicine and practitioners provide not only demographics, epidemiology, and practices (Casey, 
Adams & Sibbritt, 2007; Braun et al, 2011; Nissen, 2011), but also socio-cultural and epistemological 
commentary (Possamai-Inesedy & Cochrane, 2013; Soukand & Kalle, 2010), philosophy, and critical 
perspectives (Singer & Fisher, 2007; Wahlberg, 2008) including politics and gender-based viewpoints 
(Flesch, 2007). This group of papers is frequently Western in origin. This is unsurprising, considering 
non-western research in herbal journals often originates from countries administratively preoccupied 
with reliance on traditional medicines, poverty, and post-colonial governance, thereby distancing 
researchers somewhat from opportunities for immersion in a first-world academic or intellectual nexus, 
critiqueing science, proof, politics, profits, animal rights, consumers, feminism and professionalisation.  

Among purpose-dedicated professional herbalism journals, the diversity of articles in „most-cited‟ and 
„recent‟ lists from England‟s National Institute of Medical Herbalists‟ Journal of Herbal Medicine 
expresses a determined interest in ongoing herbalism research and pharmacognosy, as opposed to 
pharmacology.  

Contributions to National Herbalists‟ Association of Australia‟s The Australian Journal of Herbal 
Medicine (AJHM) (previously, The Australian Journal of Medical Herbalism), are similarly diverse. 
Recent original research (mid-2012 to mid-2015) is tabled in Appendix 2, highlighting the frequent use 
of human subjects and whole herb extracts. (Of 23 studies tabled, 12 included study or review of 
studies in living humans.) Ethnomedical studies are included in the table, whereas commentaries, 
cases, herb monographs, brief summaries and professional issues are omitted.  

Despite no indexing of terms „holism‟ or „cultural‟ (as at the 2012 retrospective service index, after 
when the journal title was changed), and some animal-based studies, articles in this journal over time 
range across a wide gamut of differing research approaches and topics of interest. They include in-
vitro plant extract studies, research about many individual herbs and constituents (including silymarin 
and related extracts from S. marianum), ethnobotanical and ethnopharmacological research, random 
controlled human trials to determine benefits of herbs, clinical and case-based herbal treatments for 
specific named physical or mental-emotional diseases, explanations of traditional knowledge and 
intellectual property, herbal systems, synergy and placebo, philosophy and paradigms, approaches to 
health promotion, prescribing, herb growing and selection, palliative care, carcinogenesis, 
engagement with social health problems, consumers, women practitioners, animals‟ experiences, 
alternative worldviews (such as out-of-body experiences), contemporary issues of professionalisation, 
education, antibiotic resistance, vaccination, integration with biomedicine, text-book information 
summaries, and discussion of endangered herbs and bush medicine.  

Even this incomplete list reveals a trend away from „grass-roots‟ concerns such as growing herbs, and 
towards preoccupation with pharmacological research and „named-diseases‟, so that a recent 
emphasis on human research (Sarris, 2011, Mandal et al, 2011) is particularly wholesome and 
grounding in the changing literature and research context. AJHM‟s breadth of scope preserves a 
whole-herbs focus, and social context for understanding illness and treatments. It also facilitates 
openness in thinking and discussion, and a courageous political outlook on the part of herbal 
practitioners, in a field that has long been challenged and undermined by the biomedical orthodoxy.    

Discussion of issues raised 

In favour of holistic research, and small animals 

In traditional herbal medicine practice, it is usual to prepare, prescribe and consume whole plant (or 
selected whole plant-part) preparations. Whereas in the practice of pharmaceutical medicine, it is 
usual to prepare and use isolated chemicals, or isolated then compounded chemicals, including plant-
sourced or synthetically reproduced constituents.  

A study by Liu and colleagues‟, in-press in Phytomedicine journal at 2013, sought to discover 
potentially anti-oxidant synergistic interactions of individual plant phenols (aromatic substances), 
reflecting traditional uses of phenolic herbs such as thyme, basil, rosemary and green tea. The study‟s 
findings however, support a suggestion that “antioxidant benefits of phenolic mixtures … in whole 
botanical products are superior to those observed with single phenolic compounds” (Liu et al, 2013, 
p.6). Liu‟s opening statement (p.461) reveals an understanding that is assumed by herbalists:  
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The beneficial or adverse effects of isolated phytochemicals are not always concordant with 
effects of the botanical dietary [sic] supplements from which they were derived. This disparity 
could be due to interactions between the various phytochemicals present in the whole plant.   

 

In herbal medicine, this understanding helps explain the „safety‟ of herbs, whose other constituents 
have both synergistic and moderating effects, in tandem with constituents held to be „active‟ or most 
active (Spinella 2002; Houghton 2009; Rates 2001, p.607). Stated in relation to pharmacological 
research, Liu‟s claim draws attention to a holistic concept that ideally should be understood beyond 
the boundaries of herbal medicine. It is used in this case conversely, as a rationale for studies, such 
as Liu‟s (2013), that test isolated plant chemicals, including „phenolic acids‟, rather than whole 
plant/plant-part preparations, such as herbal extracts.  

The style of contemporary research popular in „phytotherapy‟ contexts bears much greater similarity to 
biomedical pharmacology than to herbal medicine, and supports a vast abstracted laboratory-based 
research industry (Jagtenberg & Evans, 2003, pp.323-325). Ultimately, this does little to further holistic 
practices of herbal medicine, but contributes unnecessarily to „inhumane‟ treatment of animals. Due to 
most research in this genre focusing on isolated constituents applied to rat „models‟, it has limited 
applicability for expanding whole-herb medical knowledge, beyond chemical constituents. Nor can it 
provide scientific verification, without further studies, for use of herbal substances in humans, except 
by extrapolation – arguably unsafe and potentially inaccurate. Enhanced herb and herb-based drug 
prescribing requires studies using human cells and/or, preferably, testing whole plant extracts in live 
humans.  

The finding of a low 53% concordance between results for rat and human cells, tested for response to 
the same isolated plant-constituent substances, while attributed by Liu et al (2013, p.461) to species 
difference, once again suggests a query as to the justifiability of conducting experiments that test, on 
living or killed rats and mice, their newborns, body parts, or other animals, substances destined for 
medicinal consumption in humans.   

Appreciating a traditional philosophical basis for holism 

Furthermore, due to an elevated status accorded to „exotic‟ healing knowledge, traditional WHM 
knowledge, which can and does, like other systems of traditional herbal medicine, supply hypotheses 
for research about potential clinical uses of common Western herbs (such as S. marianum), is largely 
overlooked in favour of exotic (occasionally endangered) plants. Chinese, Japanese, Ayurvedic and 
South American herbs are apparent in Phytomedicine‟s contents lists (such as, Appendix 1). A 
PubMed search for herbs for skin cancer also aptly demonstrates this trend, showing an emphasis on 
Indian, African and Chinese herbs (perhaps reflective of „cheap labour‟ available for research, bio-
prospecting opportunities, or interest in both ethnobotany and modernisation in these countries). 
Concurrently, there is a growing society-wide neglect of the value of Western traditional and holistic 
explanations of health and paradigms of healing, and of Western herbs.  

Wahlberg (2008) speaks of the importance of symbols in primitive medicine, among tribal peoples who 
used extensive herbal pharmacopoeias. They sought, through symbolic actions, “to make visible, 
concrete and material otherwise invisible forces, thereby making them [these „forces‟ or influences] 
amenable to manipulation and ultimately enabling cure” (Wahlberg 2008, p.82). In Western thinking, 
such an encoded or „secret‟/occult and culturally-specific method of invoking cure may be considered 
strange, mysterious, other-worldly, or „exotic‟. However, by way of analogy, in modern Western 
culture, the alphabet of symbols used for written language enables literate persons to manipulate and 
share vast bodies of ideas, language, tacit cultural conventions and detailed knowledge, including 
agreed understandings about health and how healing is procured. Mastery of this symbolic system is 
imperative for success in Western cultural worlds.  

Yet, this creates something of a mental obstruction. Modern Western codified, systematised, en-
textualised learning is now highly prevalent throughout civilised countries and the world. Due to such 
constant reinforcement, Westerners in general accept biomedical norms, and may be impeded in 
adequately understanding that traditional knowledge – encompassing complex explanations of the 
ways in which uncomplicated whole-herb medicines incite healing – could have been accurately 
grasped and accumulated within a distinct alphabet-free historical Western cultural milieu. A further 
leap is required to comprehend how mastery of psycho-spiritual energy manipulation can bring 
success as a healer in a different culture. Instead, we tend to believe Western evolutions of symbolic 
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 and ritualised manipulation of information are superior and have laid particularly valuable secrets open 
to us, in fact many layers of formerly invisible worlds, especially that which can be seen under a 
microscope, in the shape of micro-organisms, and detail of anatomical structures.  

The real revelation, perhaps a modern-day fairy story of a disguise removed, is that confidence in the 
learning that underpins biomedicine‟s use of substances to cause healing in human beings, at present 
relies on an understanding that a provoking of visible (magnified) and (technologically) measurable 
changes – albeit physically tiny changes, normally concealed from the naked eye – to very small 
extracted or excised portions of deceased animals, ritually sacrificed for the purpose (see Foot and 
Ridge 2012, pp.358-359, re how ritual serves to generate placebo-like effects), symbolically amounts 
to „proof‟ of things that, for the most part, can be said to have already been widely established as 
knowledge, and well proven centuries ago. All this prompts the suggestion that human research of 
whole herbs‟ traditional uses might be more profitably undertaken in the first place. Nevertheless, the 
many laboratory research findings do cumulatively and incrementally appear to demonstrate that 
traditional knowledge is largely reliable.   

With deference to medical pharmacology, it seems there is not a genuine need for herb-based studies 
to closely follow the path dictated by a medico-scientific endeavour, or for herbal journals to over-
represent the experimental use of tiny mammals in order to justify prescribing and consuming herbal 
medicine for human well-being.  

Furthermore, this style of herb research may reinforce normative and antisocial opposition towards 
holistic CAM research styles (Polich, Dole & Kaptchuk, 2009, p.112). Some authors do stress the 
necessity of a pharmacological, microscopic and technological level of research activity to be 
conducted for all herbal medicines and constituents (Barnes, 2003b), like the reductionist approach 
expected for „any CAM‟; critiqued by Polich et al (2012, pp.114-115), thereby making common herb 
products less accessible for low-cost traditional uses. This author‟s understanding however is that, 
ideally, the construction of herbal „evidence‟ from findings of laboratory studies, should inclusively also 
comment and reflect on the general safety and health benefits of herbal medicines in holistic contexts, 
rather than solely relying on a risk- or hazard-based model of herb usage in humans, also held to 
justify repetitive and un-needed animal studies.  

Conclusion  

In this paper, an attempt is made to contrast styles of research and writing, presented as 
„phytotherapy‟ and „herbal medicine‟ in academic and professional literature. The initial intention was 
to defend a right of animals not to be used for pharmacological experimentation, of a kind that may 
arguably be seen as unnecessary and inhumane. To develop products for human use, laboratory 
research could more productively utilise human cells and tissues, which is becoming more common 
(Appendix 1), and studies must ideally be conducted among living consenting humans. An exception 
may be for veterinary applications, in which case the plethora of dogs and cats regularly „euthanised‟ 
could provide an ethical source of laboratory cell and tissue media for laboratory experiments.  

Data from the anthropological study mentioned in opening suggests grass-roots reliance on whole-
plant herbal medicine in Australia is ongoing, and conducive to physical, spiritual and community 
wellbeing. Realisations afforded by exposure to many participant stories and accounts of healing 
arising from that research offer a sense of the overall vitality and importance of traditional herbal 
medicine, its „possession‟ by ordinary people as part of their claimed folk-cultural heritage, and its 
popularity and benefits for consumers and practitioners alike. WHM appears to be experiencing a 
popular revival, despite international trends towards regulatory „control‟ or „restriction‟ and the overt 
pharmacologicisation of herbal research.  

In closing, it is hoped that, by engaging with ideas such as are presented in this paper, „herbalists‟ of 
any genre may be reminded to preserve holistic approaches to using traditional herbal medicines, 
available through local culture and environments. Also, understanding that herb properties and actions 
extend beyond physical-biochemical dimensions, they may be encouraged to present both clinical and 
personal stories of herbal medicine experiences, and „inspired opinions‟ – like the traditions of Edward 
Bach, who invented Bach Flower Essences, or Samuel Hahnemann, who invented homeopathy – as 
valuable contributions to professional and informal published literature, aside of scientific research and 
jargon-laden animal studies. In short, „allopathic‟ directions should not guide all choices, experiments 
and writings in health and medical fields.   
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Appendix 1: Phytomedicine journal: Indicative comparison of research approach  

 

Phytomedicine, Vol.20(3-4), February 2013 – First 9 articles
1
 

 Authors/ pages Aims /Hypothesis Approach / 
Type of study 

Specific method used Subjects 

 

Results / Conclusions Comments and observations 

1. S Kapoor.  

2013;  

20(3-4):195.  

Aims to suggest 
the effectiveness 
of curcumin, a 
diarylheptanoid 
isolated plant 
chemical, from an 
Ayurvedic spice 
herb, turmeric, for 
gastrointestinal 
(GIT) and liver 
disease. 

Letter to 
editor. 

Summary of 
and comment 
on others‟ 
research 
findings.  

Not original research; no 
method analysis.  

Letter briefly describes 
recent research about one 
isolated plant chemical.  

Reference list suggests 
the cited research was 
mainly/all conducted in 
rats, mice and cells.  

Seemingly positive findings – 
curcumin apparently helps prevent 
and treat cancer, enhances effect 
of anti-cancer drugs.  

“highly potent efficacy” …  

”prevents…chronic disease” … 

“attenuates the risk” …  

“preventing relapse” … 

“several beneficial effects in 
mitigating…pathology” …  

“significant benefits in the 
treatment and prevention of 
gastrointestinal diseases. Further 
studies are needed…” 

Cited research appears to prove both 
traditionally established and pre-proven 
(laboratory) understandings and 
assumptions about actions of Curcumin, 
a chemical isolated from a common 
culinary herb, turmeric.  

By enhancing anti-cancer drug action, 
curcumin may thereby permit reduced 
drug dosage and lower drug toxicity.  

Turmeric, commonly used for culinary 
and healing purposes (&/or extracted 
curcumin), may assist in preventing and 
treating several human diseases that 
were a focus of cited research.  

Further study of curcumin is req’d in 
humans for product developmt.  

2.  H Iijima et al. 

2013; 

20(3-4):196-201.  

An extract from a 
traditional whole-
herbs Japanese 
compound herbal 
medicine may be 
protective for 
cardiovascular 
disease (CVD).  

Laboratory 
study.  

Note: studies 
in this journal 
state they 
comply with 
standard ethic 
requiremts for 
animals; are 
approved.  

Processed extract, whole-
herbs compound, tested in 
rats with ‘spontaneous’ (is 
genetic, but may be pre-
induced) hypertension, to 
determine effects on cells 
& tissues. Cultivation 
medium supplemented 
with foetal calf serum, and 
hormonal ‘growth factors’.   

Rats, used as source of 
cellular medium (blood & 
organs/tissues) for study.  

Rats were medicated, later 
killed and dissected to 
examine organs, tissues 
and cells.  

Human hormonal growth 
factors were used.  

Positive outcome.  

Treatment with processed herbal 
compound extract enhanced the 
formation of ‘colonies’ of tissue-
repair cells (known as endothelial 
progenitor cells, EPCs), and led to 
partially reduced oxidative activity, 
and partially reduced inflammation 
activity, but did not resolve 
hypertension in rats.  

Suggests a Japanese herbal traditionl 
blend may aid healing of tissue injury, 
including caused by CVD; may possib-ly 
ameliorate CVD effects linked to chronic 
inflammation. Note: All studies in this 
journal typically compare medic- ated 
rats with unmedicated controls.  

Further studies are required in human 
cells/tissues and in humans before 
product development.  

3.  XY Huang et al.  

2013;  

20(3-4):202-212.  

Oxymatrine, a 
quinolizidine 
alkaloid from a 
Chinese herb may 
stop „ventricular 
remodeling‟?  

Laboratory 
study.  

Note: all the 
papers often 
use complex 
jargon. 

An isolated plant chemical 
vs a drug were tested in 
spontaneous hypertensive 
vs normotensive rats.  

Rat source of cells / organ/ 
tissue medium; later killed/ 
dissected. Also used „goat 
anti-rabbit horseradish 
peroxidase-conjugated 
secondary antibody‟.  

Positive outcome.  

Treatment with this isolated plant 
chemical did reduce collagen 
deposition and relevant hormonal 
content in tissues of hypertensive 
but not normotensive rats.  

This isolated plant chemical may prevent 
hypertension in those spontaneously 
prone to it, and protect against collagen 
deposition/cardiac fibrosis, and heart 
failure.  

Further human studies are required.  

4.  KN Sangeetha 
et al.  

Whole plant 
extract and 
isolated plant 

Laboratory 
study.  

A whole Ayurvedic-origin 
plant extract (in ethyl 
acedate) and an isolated 

Fat cells from specially-
developed mice, as source 
of cellular medium (cells 

Positive outcome. 3B-taraxerol 
and ethyl acetate extract from 
whole Mangifera indica (mango 

This isolated plant chemical may be 
useful for improving insulin sensitivity in 
Type II Diabetes Mellitus. Interestingly, 

                                                           
1 Rows in italic type: studies test extracts of whole plants or whole plant parts (not isolated chemical/s); Bold type in ‘subjects’ column shows use of human cell materials. 
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2013;  

20(3-4):213-220. 

chemical 3B-
taraxerol from 
Mangifera indica 
may reduce insulin 
desensitisation?  

plant chemical from the 
same plant were tested in 
induced insulin-resistant 
adipocytes (cultivated with 
aid of foetal calf serum).  

were chemically 
‘differentiated’ for purpose 
of this study). Also used 
antibodies or clones (mb 
various animal/human).  

tree) plant parts, apparently both 
reduce laboratory-induced insulin 
desensitisation in fat cells sourced 
from laboratory mice.  

the whole plant extract may have the 
same benefit, thereby parallels 
traditional medicine usage.  

Human studies are required prior to 
product development.  

5.  CH Zhang et al.  

2013;  

20(3-4):221-229.  

A traditional 
whole-plant parts 
Chinese medicine 
herb decoction 
may have anti-
diabetic benefit?  

Laboratory 
study.  

Tests decoction of Gegen 
Qinlian herbal blend in 
chemical-induced diabetic 
rats, and mouse fat cells 
(cultivation media enhancd 
with foetal bovine (calf) 
serum). Chemical profiles 
of 3 decoction batches.  

Rats w- induced diabetes 
were fed a high-fat diet, 
medicated, and tested 
(blood obtained by ‘tail 
cutting’; killing not 
disclosed), & commercial-
sourced mouse ‘fat cells’ 
(murine fibroblast cells).  

Positive outcome.  

Suggest whole-plant part herbal 
traditional decoction reduces 
fasting glucose/ other markers of 
elevated blood sugar in diabetic 
rats, without cytotoxicity or effect 
on body weight; also in laboratory-
sourced mouse adipocytes.  

Lab studies such as these confirm the 
traditional uses of whole-plant parts 
extracts / decoctions. Indications such 
as ‘anti-diabetic’ are already proven, & 
relate traditionally to characteristics such 
as ‘bitter taste’ and ‘GIT tonic’.  

Human studies are still required for 
pharmaceutical product developmt.  

6.  V 
Ramachandra 
et al.  

2013;  

20(3-4):230-236.  

Isolated chemical 
from an Ayurvedic 
herb may assist 
carbohydrate 
metabolism in 
diabetes?  

Laboratory 
study.  

A triterpenoid plant 
chemical, Asiatic acid, was 
tested in chemically-
induced diabetic rats, 
which were later killed and 
dissected for study.  

Rats with chemically-
induced diabetes vs. non-
diabetic control rats.  

Positive outcome.  

Findings show that enzyme activity 
affecting carbohydrate metabolism 
is altered in diabetic rats, but this 
was reverted to near normal after 
treatment with the plant chemical, 
which did not affect normal rats.  

As was the case for other studies in this 
journal, the focus is on laboratory 
measurement in animal tissues of 
changes related to clinical disease 
entities, rather than holistic benefits of 
the original/traditional herbal medicine.  

Further human studies are required 
prior to product development.  

7.  S Moree et al.  

2013;  

20(3-4):237-245.  

A synthesised 
western or 
Ayurvedic-source 
phyto-estrogen  
chemical may 
assist in treating 
diabetes?  

Laboratory 
study.  

A chemically-synthesised 
plant-oestrogen compound 
was tested in induced-
diabetic rats; blood taken 
by „cardiac puncture‟; later 
killed and dissected.  

Rats with induced 
diabetes, vs controls.  

Bovine serum albumin 
was also used, to detect 
protein.  

Positive outcome.  

This synthetic chemical may 
scavenge reactive oxygen 
„species‟, thereby protecting the 
liver of diabetic rats from oxidative 
damage, while reducing blood 
sugar and lipids and helping 
prevent development of diabetes.  

Although the chemical structure tested 
originated from a plant, it is unclear why 
study of an entirely synthesised 
chemical finds a place in phytomedicine 
journal. Nevertheless, study has 
important ramifications because original 
source of the chemical, i.e. flaxseed or 
linseed, is so commonly consumed.  

Further human studies are required.  

8.  MK Sangeetha 
et al.  

2013;  

20(3-4):246-248.  

Alkaloidal content 
of an Ayurvedic 
herbal plant 
(Tinospora 
cordifolia) may 
reduce diabetes?  

Laboratory 
study.  

Alcoholic extract of the 
plant material (to facilitate 
use of alkaloidal content) 
was tested in muscle cells 
(myotubes) from rats.  

Rat-sourced L6 myotubes 
(i.e. commercial myoblast 
cell component of rat 
skeletal muscle).  

Positive outcome. Palmitine 
alkaloid compared to whole plant 
extract (known anti-diabetic) and 
to berberine, another anti-diabetic 
plant alkaloid. Acts by mediating 
insulin-dependent (& other) path-
way(s), evident in gene expression  

Provides evidence that supports the 
traditional ‘bitter tonic’ use of alcohol-
mediated alkaloidal extract of whole 
plant parts. It also studies the potency of 
one constituent alkaloid, compared to a 
known anti-diabetic plant alkaloid.  

Further human studies are required.  

9.  YL Chen et al.  

2013;  

20(3-4);249-257.  

Traditional Chines 
herbal blend was 
tested for effect on 
colon pain thresh-
old of baby rats.  

Laboratory 
study.  

Herb extract test in rat 
pups intermittently separ-
ated from mothers, as pain 
threshold in colon mimics 
irritable bowel syndrome.  

Juvenile rat pups were 
tested; internally 
examined; later killed and 
dissected.  

Treatment with the herbal blend 
elevated the pain threshold in the 
baby rats.  

Suggests, based on tradnl indications for 
herb blend effect in rat pups, it may be 
useful for irritable bowel syndrome.  

Further human studies would be 
advisable to confirm.  
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Phyotomedicine, Vol.22(7-8), July 2015 – First 12 articles. 

 Authors/ pages Aims/ Hypothesis Type of study Specific method used Subjects Results / Conclusions Comments and observations 

1.  Y Xu et al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):744-751.  

 

Examine vascular-
genesis activity of 
a laboratory-
extracted isolated 
plant constituent. 

Laboratory 
study.  

Test isolated chemical (a 
terpene carotenoid, 
astaxanthin, from 
microalgae), a recognised 
„neuroprotectant‟, in rat 
and human cells.  

Commercially-sourced rat 
aortic muscle cells, and 
human brain cells, were 
cultivated in media 
enhanced by foetal bovine 
(calf) serum.  

Positive outcome.  

The study confirms astaxanthin 
induces angiongenesis (vascular 
growth) in isolated cellular 
material, and hypothetically may 
assist in treating stroke and CVD.  

The value of this study findings is in 
suggesting astaxanthin as a potential 
„neurovascular repair‟ drug for patients 
with stroke or CVD. Pharmaceutical drug 
agents however mainly address 
symptoms in a suppressing manner 
rather than a reparative/preventative 
manner (which more resembles herbal 
medicine approach). Hence, suggest-ed 
drug developmt by study authors might 
never find a clinical application.  

Further studies in humans are 
required before product development.  

2.  L Di-Cesare 
Mannelli et al.  
2015;  
22(7-8):752-758.   

To test a Western 
herbal medicine 
extract, in live 
mice or rats, to 
verify pain relief.   

Laboratory 
study.  

Test of whole plant-parts 
herbal extract, to assess 
behavioural impact in live 
rats with chemically-
induced trauma.  

Live rats were used.  Positive outcome.  

Injection of the herbal extract was 
shown to increase rats’ pain 
threshold.  

Whole plant-parts extract – a known 
pain-reliever in traditional herbal med – 
is suggested as a potential broad-
spectrum anti-inflammatory analgesic.  

Human studies are needed.  

3.  J Villaneuva et 
al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):689-695.  

Tests African-
origin isolate plant 
constituents‟ cyto-
toxic action in var. 
blood cells.  

Laboratory 
study.  

Isolated (African-origin) 
plant constituents (lectin 
proteins, from Euphorbia 
trigona) test on laboratory-
sourced blood cells.  

Commercially purchased 
human, sheep, rat blood 
cells, cultivated, with aid 
of media incl bovine serum 
albumin and rabbit cells.  

Positive outcome. The lectins 
produced inhibitory cytotoxic, likely 
apoptotic activity, comparable to 
other Euphorbia spp, particularly in 
rabbit reticulocytes (cells).  

This study strongly suggests lectins offer 
potential as anti-cancer agents, but 
require confirmation/exploration.  

Human studies are required before 
product development.  

4.  W Peng et al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):730-736.  

Tests an isolated 
plant constituent 
sourced from roots 
of a Chinese herb, 
in mice.  

 

Laboratory 
study.  

An isolated plant chemical 
tataroside, originally from 
Fagopyrum tataricum (L.) 
Gaertn was tested for 
effect against human 
carcinoma, in mice.   

Human liver carcinoma 
cells, cultivated in foetal 
bovine serum, implanted 
into mice to grow tumours; 
mice killed/dissected for 
study of affected tissues.  

Positive outcome.  

Findings suggest this plant 
chemical has a protective effect on 
liver cells and cytotoxic effect 
against cancer cells.   

As above. Offers the possibility of 
developing an anti-cancer drug.  

Human studies are required before 
product development.  

 

5.  V Keute et al.   

2015;  

22(7-8):737-743.  

Test African-origin 
plant constituent 
cytotoxics in cells 
of animal/humans. 

Laboratory 
study.  

Isolated flavonoid plant 
chemicals were tested on 
cancer cells (of human 
origin).  

Various human cancer 
cells were studied, 
commercial sourced;  

Positive outcome.  

Both flavonoidal chemicals 
showed cytotoxic activity in cancer 
cells.  

As above. Offers the possibility of 
developing an anti-cancer drug.  

Human studies are required before 
product development.  

6.  M Sumiyoshi et 
al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):759-767.  

Isolated plant 
chemicals from a 
Japanese 
Angelica species 
may inhibit tumour 
growth?  

Laboratory 
study.  

Two isolated plant 
chemicals were tested in 
vivo in mice and in vitro in 
cells from various sources; 
mice were later 
killed/dissected for study. 

Test in „highly metastatic 
osteosarcoma-bearing‟ 
mice (carrying human 
tumours); cells fr human, 
rabbit, & mouse sources, 
cultivat w foetal calf serum 

Positive outcome.   Findings 
suggest these plant chemicals 
inhibit the activation of tumour-
provoking macrophage cells, 
thereby acting as an anti-cancer 
agent.  

As above. Offers the possibility of 
developing an anti-cancer drug.  

Human studies are required before 
product development.  
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7.  CY Hsiang et 

al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):768-777.  

 

 

Test isolated 
constituents of 
Western herbal or 
food extracts and 
Chinese black 
bear bile (an 
animal product), in 
human cells.  

Laboratory 
study.  

Isolated plant and (wild) 
animal-sourced chemicals 
– as known traditional 
„hepatoprotectants‟ in herb 
medicine – tested in 
human hepatoma cells, to 
determine if possibly 
inhibit liver cancer.   

A test in human liver 
cancer cells, cultivated in 
media including foetal 
bovine serum, then further 
cultivated and examined 
using fluorescent RNA, to 
determine genetic 
alterations.  

Positive outcome.  

Study findings suggest the plant 
chemicals differentially inhibit liver 
cancer, at cellular level, via distinct 
biological pathways. Also explores 
at a cellular level which genes are 
„regulated‟ by treatment with these 
herbal / animal product extracts.  

As above. Offers the possibility of 
developing an anti-cancer drug.  

Human studies are required before 
product development.  

8.  MK Kim et al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):778-785.  

 

Test isolated 
constituents of 
Western herbs, in 
human sarcoma / 
cancer cells.  

  

Laboratory 
study.  

An isolated plant chemical 
(quercetin, a flavonoid) 
was compounded with 
non-plant chemicals, and 
tested for ability to 
enhance cytotoxic activity 
of chemical „drugs‟ in 
cancer cells.  

The test was conducted in 
human cancer / sarcoma 
cells, commercially 
sourced, that had been 
cultivated in media 
enhanced by foetal calf 
serum, to become multi-
drug resistant.  

Positive outcome.  

Findings suggest that conjugated 
quercetin (combined with 
chemicals) is more potent than 
quercetin alone in enhancing drug 
cytotoxicity in multi-drug-resistant 
cells, and that it acts in (induced) 
drug-resistant cells, but not in 
drug-sensitive cells.  

This common plant chemical may 
enhance anti-cancer drug action, but this 
is better achieved by treating the plant-
chemical w non-plant-chemical, to form 
a plant-nonplant combined drug. 
Seemingly, plant chemical alone has 
more moderate/moderating effect in 
cells; sustains anticancr drug action; 
perhaps preserving cell media health?  

Human studies are required before 
product development.  

9.  A Manna et al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):713-723.  

Test Ayurvedic-
origin isolated 
plant constituent – 
known pro-oxidant 
– in human cancer 
cells.  

Laboratory 
study.  

Isolated plant chemical 
(Ayurvedic herb medicine 
source), tested in human 
leukemic and solid tumor 
cancer cells, cultivated w 
aid of foetal calf serum.  

Laboratory source of 
human cancer cells of 
different types.  

Positive outcome.  

Plant chemical showed a stronger 
anti-cancer effect in leukaemia 
cells than in solid tumour cells. 
Purported action by generating 
redox imbalance (oxidative stress).  

Offers the possibility of developing an 
anti-cancer drug with specificity for 
treatment of leukaemia.  

Human studies are required before 
product development.  

10 JJ Dai et al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):724-729.  

Test isolated plant 
friedelolactones 
from Chinese herb 
extract, in human 
liver-disease cells, 
for possible effect 
in Hepatitis B.  

Laboratory 
study.  

Newly identified & known 
isolated plant chemicals 
tested in cloned Hepatitis-
B virus „transfected‟ hepat-
oblastoma human liver 
cells, cultivation enhanced 
with foetal calf serum.  

Various chemical extracts 
from whole plant material 
were tested in laboratory-
produced infected human 
liver cells.   

Some of the plant chemicals 
tested do appear to inhibit 
Hepatitis-B virus. Partial 
understanding of a biological 
mechanism of action for newly 
isolated plant compounds relies on 
observed action and structure.  

Partial success was achieved in this 
study, seeking anti-Hep-B activity. More 
cellular studies are required for clarity. It 
may be beneficial to test whole plant 
extracts for their effect as well as 
isolated chemicals.  

11 W Gu et al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):705-712.  

Test isolated 
Chinese plant 
constituent, in rats, 
to ascertain 
protection in CVD.  

Laboratory 
study.  

Study of plant chemical 
(glycoside), effect in rats 
with surgically-induced 
blood pressure overload 
heart abnormality.  

Test chemical in rats with 
induced high blood 
pressure and ventricular 
problem, vs controls; 
killed/dissected.  

Positive outcome. Findings show 
the plant chemical has a beneficial 
protective effect against ventricular 
remodeling/fibrosis and cardiac 
hypertrophy in hypertensive rats.  

Offers possibility of developing an anti-
blood pressure drug that protects 
ventricular function/against heart failur.  

Further studies in humans required.  

12 M Galle et al.  

2015;  

22(7-8):696-704.  

Test isolated 
essential oil constit 
of a western herb 
extract, in mice.  

Laboratory 
study.  

An isolated plant chemical 
constituent of essential oil 
(geraniol) was tested in 
mice, and human cells.  

Tested a monoterpene in 
mice; then killed/dissected 
Human prostate cancer 
cell genes analysed also.  

Positive outcome. Shows signific 
reduction in blood lipid markers 
through use of the plant chemical 
in mice. Pathway hypothesised. 

Offers possibility of developing an anti-
blood lipid/anti-cholesterol drug, that 
protects against heart disease.  Further 
studies in humans required.  
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Appendix 2: Content comparison: Australian Journal of Herbal Medicine.   

 

The Australian Journal of Herbal Medicine, 2012-2015 inclusive, Vol.24-27
2
 

2015  
 
Authors / Volume / Iss. / Pages.   

 
Research topic / article focus area / aims.  
 

 
Study type / Approach/method / Subjects. 

 
Findings / Observations and Comments 
 

AYA Dalou et al.  
27(1): 3-8.  

Ethnomedical study of infertility diagnosis and 
treatment practices in Jordan.  

Multi-method ethnography/ethnomedical study: 
documents practices of widely representative 
folk healers in the rural study area, and their use 
of rituals and plant medicines to treat infertility. 
In humans.  

Outlines several traditional methods & plants, with 
some cross-over between healers. Goal appears 
to be stimulation of normal body functions (based 
on herbal properties). Healers claim success 
treating infertility. 

2014 
R Reid et al.  
26(4): 145-149, 167.  

Investigates the possibility that detoxification of 
oestrogen using traditional „liver herbs‟ may 
help resolve uterine fibroids.  

Detailed literature research re role of oestrogen 
in fibroids; published in-vitro and in-vivo studies 
(both animals and human cells / tissues) about 
S. marianum & Rosmarinus officinalils for 
potential role in treating fibroids. 

Literature review relies on existing research 
findings & traditional herbal knowledge to reach 
conclusions about new clinical potential of familiar 
herbs. Significant is that research findings can thus 
be directly applied in clinics.  

EL Okoye.  
26(3): 95-99.  

Study investigated the effect of an extract of 
Moringa oleifera leaves on polio virus.  

Tested the herbal extract in mouse cells infected 
with polio virus, cultivated in media enhanced 
with foetal calf serum.  

The herbal extract showed potent inhibitory activity 
against polio virus in mouse cells, offering potential 
for drug development.  
Further human studies are required.  

S Cichello et al.  
26(3): 100-118.  

Suggestion that herbal medicines may assist 
in treatment of HIV/AIDS.  

Review of 33 included clinical and 
epidemiological studies almost all in live 
human patient groups of herbal medicines 
used for HIV/AIDS, 1995-2013, using PubMed 
and Google Scholar.  

Highlights many HIV/AIDs patients use CAMs. 
Discusses properties/potential of traditional & 
blended, brand-name herbs & herb products; 
discusses safety, medication compliance. Limited 
but positive findings, variable quality.  

M Taslaman.  
26(3): 86-93.  

Proposed that herbal medicines may assist in 
insomnia treatment.  

Review of 9 included studies in humans, using 
4 common western herbal medicines, including 
757 subjects in 5 studies using Valeriana as a 
single herb, 214 subjects in 2 studies using 
Valeriana & Humulus combined, and 34 and 41 
subjects in 2 further studies respectively using 
Chamomilla and Passiflora.  

Promising but variable findings. Most not 
statistically significant. Combined herb therapy 
may be more effective?  
Query re sufficiency of dosage levels tested, and 
small sample sizes. Benefit of studies using whole 
herbs in humans based on traditional indications.  
Further such human studies are required.  

PO Adomi.  
26(3): 114-118.  

To establish number of students consuming 
herbal medicine, in an African university.  

Survey questionnaire was administered to 193 
students. Study in humans. 

53.9% respondents consumed herb medicines 
mainly orally, many informed by family members, 
although problems of fear for safety and limited 
knowledge reduce extent of use.  

E D’Avigdor.  
26(2): 50-54.  

Intends to describe the research experience of 
the researcher, & associated events/outcome. 

Ethnobotanical participative research was 
conducted in an African community. Humans.  

Enjoyable to read account of the benefit to poor 
community members of such research.  

MJ Leach et al.  
26(2): 58-65.  

Aimed to document characteristics of the CAM 
workforce in Australia.  

Survey of NHAA members; response rate of 
39.4% (n=399). Humans.  

Information about gender, age, residence, 
education, practice type, duration, employmt.  

 
2 

Overview of focus topics of articles representing original research or literature reviews, for 3 recent years, mid-2012 to mid-2015.  
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GC Jansen et al. 
26(1): 10-17.  

Wish to establish if carrot seed may serve as a 
contraceptive, based on historic use.  

Literature review using authoritative databases 
and publications, about Daucus carota, a 
Western herb.  

Multidisciplinary studies contribute to growing 
knowledge of herbal actions. Synthesises research 
9historic, ethno-medical & animal studies) to 
describe herb anti-fertility actions.  

VY Waisundara et al.  
26(1): 22-28.  

To establish antioxidant effects of five selected 
Sri Lankan herbal medicines.  

Leaves of 5 select herbs were dried, powdered, 
extracted in water and chemically analysed. 
Traditional herbal preparations were also 
described.  

Plants were shown to have antioxidant activity. 
However, not all abbreviations were clarified as to 
meaning. Mode of testing was not entirely clear. 
Only 1 type of chemical from each plant was 
tested for anti-oxidant activity.  

2013 
RP Dash et al.  
25(4): 195-200.  

To determine the anti-inflammatory effect of a 
traditional Ayurvedic herbal medicine extract.  

Herbal extract was tested in albino rats with 
induced trauma. Later killed and dissected.  

Demonstrated anti-inflammatory action of the 
whole herb extract, and chemical fractions.  

B Robson.  
25(3): 128-137.  

To describe autism and non-medical 
approaches to treatment.  

Discussion of literature about physiological 
mechanism of autism, and dietary and other 
non-medical supportive approaches.  

Not a formal literature review.  

P Sharma.  
25(3): 141-144.  

To ascertain benefit of an Ayurvedic herbal 
medicine in diabetes.  

Tests herbal medicine in 150 newly diagnosed 
diabetes patients, assigned to groups, to receive 
herb capsules or placebo. In humans  

Significant improvements in glycaemic reduction 
relative to controls.  

A Steel et al.  
25(2): 57-61, 73.  

To describe inter-professional interactions, 
referral patterns, among CAM providers.  

Used a survey of 31 CAM practitioners, 
regarding maternal care. Humans.  

Low level of inter-professional communication (e.g. 
with obstetricians) may impact patients.  

S Parveen et al.  
25(2): 63-67.  

Discussion of conservation issues relevant to 
Himalayan medical plants.  

Literature based ethnobotanical survey of 
Himalayan med herbs, & conserv‟n strategies.  

Important on account of raising issues of 
conservation & preserving endangered plants.  

N Hannan.  
25(2): 68-73.  

To investigate potential Chinese and Western 
herbal actions against a rare inflammatory GIT 
disease.  

Literature review of major databases, and 
reference to traditional herbal texts; cites 
animals, cellular, humans & case studies. 

Traditional anti-inflammatory, demulcent actions of 
herbs suggest their usefulness. Further study in 
humans is required.  

SK Thakur et al.  
25(2): 74-78.  

To investigate potential anti-gastric-ulcer 
activity of an Ayurvedic herb extract in rats.  

Plant was dried, powdered and extracted, tested 
in albino rats, later killed/dissected.  

Hydroalcoholic extract of test herb ameliorates 
gastric ulcers in rats. Further chemical profile is 
suggested, as are further in-vitro studies.  

H Diezel et al.  
25(1): 4-10.  

To examine interactions between midwives 
and CAM providers, for maternity care.  

A pilot survey of 53 Australian midwives was 
used. Study in humans.  

Midwives favour CAM provider access by clients, 
but are limited in recommending it, by workplace 
protocols and legal implications. 

2012 
T Bignell.  
24(4): 125-127.  

To establish evidence for Camellia sinensis to 
support treatment of a hereditary illness.  

Literature search of major databases, to 
ascertain iron absorption inhibited. Humans.  

Several small and variable quality studies 
nevertheless show a positive benefit.  
Further human research is warranted.  

EL Okoye et al.  
24(4): 128-134.  

To determine anti-viral activity of a Chinese 
traditional herb extract against yellow fever.  

Phytochemical analysis of herbal extract, and 
testing in infected chicken embryos and mice.  

Dose-related preventative benefit was shown. 
Further human study is needed.  

T Finney-Brown.  
24(3): 88-91.  

To describe metabolic and neurological 
consequences of maternal nutrition.  

Discussion of published literature, with 
implications for maternal/foetal wellbeing.  

This article, titled a „review‟ provides no 
methodology.  

SM Mortazavian et al.  
24(3): 93-96.  

To investigate anti-proliferative effect of 
Western herb, Viola tricolor in neuroblastoma.  

Herb extract tested in mouse cells in vitro; 
culture supported by foetal calf serum.  

Proliferation of study cells was inhibited by the 
herbal extract suggesting possible anti-cancer use. 
Further human study is needed.  

S Wong.  
24(3): 97-99.  

Aims to critique recent research about 
Hypericum perfoliatum for depression.  

Search of databases to enable comparison of 
other authors‟ original research. Human subjs.  

Demonstates that this herb is equally effective for 
depression compared to drugs/controls.  


