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Abstract: In recent years, traditional plants and herbal products have gained considerable attention within
the scientific community due to their reliable pharmacological properties and affordability. These attributes
make them effective in managing various diseases. These plants have significantly contributed to rural
livelihoods, with many people, including traditional healers, involved in the collection and trade of
medicinal plants. The global demand for herbal medicines has increased, leading to the development of
advanced new medicines. Many communities in developing countries rely heavily on medicinal plants due
to high poverty rates, necessitating scientific support to validate their efficacy in treating diseases.
Phytochemicals in pure compounds or standardized plant extracts offer unlimited opportunities for new
drug development due to their unmatched chemical diversity. Key natural products, such as tannins,
terpenoids, cardiac glycosides, flavonoids, saponins, and alkaloids, are known for their anticancer activity.
This review discusses the available reports on the phytochemicals found in commonly used herbal plants
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I. INTRODUCTION

Plants are endowed with medicinal compounds that have led to the discovery of new, cost-effective drugs with
significant therapeutic potential. The use of plants in medicine dates back centuries. For instance, in 28 AD, the Greek
physician Dioscorides documented 600 medicinal plants in "De Materia Medica," a leading pharmacological text until
the Renaissance. Hippocrates is believed to have recommended willow leaves to reduce fever; salicylic acid, extracted
from white willow, was later synthetically produced due to its anti-inflammatory and analgesic properties. Modern
analytical techniques have confirmed the pharmacological resources of plants used for food, medicine, or spiritual
purposes. Scientific research has validated the traditional use of certain plants in medicine. The shift towards herbal
drugs has been driven by factors such as their low cost, which appeals to impoverished populations in developing
countries, the 'green' movement in developed countries advocating for the safety and desirability of natural products,
and the Western philosophy of self-medication with phytomedicines.

Phytochemicals:

Phytochemicals possess a range of biological activities, including antioxidant effects, modulation of enzyme activity,
immune system enhancement, antibacterial properties, hormonal metabolism, and antiviral effects. They can bind to
certain cell walls, preventing disease attachment to human cells. The following sections detail the properties and
activities of various phytochemicals.

Alkaloids:

Alkaloids are toxic or physiologically active compounds derived from plants. They possess antimicrobial properties that
help eliminate harmful microbes and cell debris. Alkaloids act as narcotics and antimalarial agents, and they serve as
topical anesthetics in ophthalmology, hypertension treatments, neurology, rheumatism, motor disease management, and
hormone therapies. They are used for pain relief, treating boils, septic injuries, headaches, abdominal pain, and eye
conditions. Indole alkaloids are used in chemotherapy for leukemia and Hodgkin's disease, as they inhibit cell division
in tumor cells, reducing cancer risk. Some alkaloids are hallucinogenic, addictive, and toxic, used historically as
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Saponins:

Saponins have biological roles, including anticough activity, and they act as vaccine boosters. They exhibit anti-
inflammatory, emetic, antiviral, antifungal, molluscicidal, piscidal, and antibacterial properties. Their antibacterial
effects involve altering membrane properties and reducing extracellular surface tension.

Flavonoids:

Flavonoids, naturally phenolic and water-soluble compounds, function as antioxidants, protecting against degenerative
pathogens. Compounds like quercetin act as chain-breaking antioxidants and inhibit the oxidation of low-density
lipoproteins. Flavonoids disrupt microbial membranes and inhibit bacterial toxins and glucosyl transferase, acting as
'Nature’s biological modifiers' by triggering anti-allergic, anti-inflammatory, and anticancer enzymes.

Tannins:

Tannins are astringent, bitter plant polyphenols that bind and precipitate proteins. They act as antioxidants, inhibiting
tumor growth and mutagenesis by inducing apoptosis. Tannins exhibit antimicrobial activity by binding to proteins,
disrupting cell walls and membranes, and inhibiting enzymes and viral reverse transcriptase. Their toxicity to
microorganisms depends on hydroxyl group placement and quantity.

Phytosteroids:

Phytosteroids are plant steroids that may act as weak hormones. They treat reproductive issues, improve fertility, and
serve as potential contraceptives. Phytosteroids have antimicrobial, analgesic, anti-inflammatory, and cholesterol-
reducing properties. They inhibit macrophage activity and cytokine production, making them effective prophylactic
agents.

Terpenoids:

Terpenoids, derived from the isoprene molecule, have antiviral, antibacterial, antifungal, and immune-boosting
properties. They disrupt bacterial membranes, altering permeability and causing intracellular leakage. Terpenoids
relieve epilepsy, treat respiratory conditions, and target the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis.

II. CONCLUSION
Herbal plant products remain vital in supporting primary healthcare systems. Phytochemicals inadvertently protect
humans against pathogens, making them key targets for drug development. Their biological activity, often linked to
secondary metabolism, offers therapeutic, prophylactic, nutritional, and immune-modulating properties.
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