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ABSTRACT

Ashwagandha is a highly regarded medicinal herb in Ayurveda,
traditionally known for its rejuvenating, strengthening, and protective
effects on the nervous system. Recognized as a Rasayana, it has been
used to enhance vitality and longevity. This review explores the
classical Ayurvedic descriptions of Ashwagandha’s therapeutic
properties, relates them to findings from modern pharmacological
research, and discusses their clinical significance.
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INTRODUCTION

Commonly referred to as Indian ginseng or winter cherry,
Ashwagandha has a documented history of medicinal use extending
over thousands of years in Ayurveda. Its name, which means “horse’s

smell,” symbolizes the herb’s reputed ability to impart strength and

stamina. Found extensively in ancient texts such as the Charaka and Sushruta Sambhitas,

Ashwagandha’s diverse therapeutic roles have been widely acknowledged.™ This paper

reviews the traditional pharmacological concepts surrounding Ashwagandha and compares

them to contemporary scientific data.

Botanical Description and Chemical Composition

Ashwagandha is a member of the Solanaceae family. The roots and leaves are rich in

biologically active constituents including withanolides, sitoindosides, alkaloids, and

flavonoids, all contributing to its pharmacological effects.™
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Ayurvedic Properties

Taste (Rasa): Astringent (Kashaya), Bitter (Tikta), Sweet (Madhura)
Quialities (Guna): Dry (Ruksha), Light (Laghu)

Potency (Virya): Hot (Ushna)

Post-digestive Effect (Vipaka): Sweet (Madhura)

Impact on Doshas: Balances Vata and Kapha, with a slight tendency to increase Pitta.[!!

Pharmacodynamic Actions (Karma) According to Ayurveda

Rasayana: Rejuvenator, promoting tissue nourishment and longevity, especially of Majja
dhatu.™

Balya: Enhances physical strength and muscle tone.!

Vatahara: Calms Vata dosha, helpful in neurological conditions and anxiety disorders.
Medhya: Supports cognitive function, memory, and intellect.™

Shothahara: Exhibits anti-inflammatory properties that reduce swelling and pain.!
Jvaraghna: Possesses fever-reducing qualities.™

Swarya: Improves voice strength and clarity, used in speech disorders.!!

Therapeutic Applications

Management of stress, anxiety, and sleep disturbances.!!
Treatment of arthritis and other inflammatory conditions.™
Enhancement of sexual health and fertility (Vajikarana).!!

Recovery from general weakness and convalescence.?

Modern Pharmacology

o Adaptogen and Stress Modulator: Regulates the HPA axis, lowering cortisol and
improving stress resilience.”

« Immune Enhancer: Boosts both cellular and humoral immune responses.!

o Neuroprotective: Provides antioxidant protection, reducing oxidative damage to
neurons.!

e Anxiolytic and Antidepressant: Acts on GABA and serotonin pathways to reduce
anxiety and depression symptoms. !

« Anticancer Effects: Withanolides display cytotoxicity against several cancer cell types.!
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Comparative Overview of Traditional and Modern Actions

Ashwagandha’s well-known Ayurvedic actions of rejuvenation, strength enhancement,
cognitive support, and Vata pacification correspond closely with scientific evidence revealing
its adaptogenic, anti-inflammatory, neuroprotective, and anxiolytic effects.

Adaptogenic and Stress-Alleviating Effects

Classified as Rasayana, promoting overall vitality and balancing doshas, especially Vata and
Kapha, to enhance resilience. Research demonstrates Ashwagandha’s ability to regulate the
HPA axis and decrease cortisol levels, reducing stress-related biochemical changes in both

animals and humans.[*®

Cognitive and Neuroprotective Benefits
Medhya action supports mental functions and nourishes Majja dhatu. Active compounds like
withanolides protect brain cells from oxidative stress, stimulate neuronal growth, and

improve cognition in experimental models and clinical settings.*!

Anti-inflammatory and Immunoregulatory Effects
Shothahara action counters inflammation and tissue swelling. Ashwagandha inhibits pro-
inflammatory cytokines and enhances immune cell activity, supporting its use in chronic

inflammation and autoimmune conditions.*!

Strengthening and Rejuvenation
Balya and Vajikarana properties improve muscle function and reproductive health. Clinical
trials show enhanced muscle strength, recovery, improved semen quality, and elevated

testosterone levels.[>%

Ayurvedic Actions (Karma) and Modern Pharmacological Correlates

Ayurvedic Term | Traditional Role Modern Pharmacology
Rasayana Rejuvenation and longevity | Adaptogen reducing cortisol
Balya Enhances physical strength | Improves muscle strength
Medhya Cognitive enhancer Neuroprotection, memory support
Vatahara Calms Vata dosha Anxiolytic, antidepressant
Shothahara Anti-inflammatory Inhibits inflammatory cytokines
Jvaraghna Antipyretic Fever reduction

Chemical compounds
Ashwagandha is noted for its extensive phytochemical profile. Depending on the source of

the raw material, it displays a varied composition of chemical compounds. The active
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components that are essential for its pharmacological effects include witanolides and
alkaloids. The witanolide group comprises witanopherin A, witanolides A-Y, witanone,
witadomniferin A, and witasomniferols. The alkaloids consist of witanin, somniferin, somnin,
tropin, somniferinin, pseudowitanin, pseudotropin, choline, kuskohigrin, isopeletierin, and

anaferin.[®

DISCUSSION

The alignment of Ayurvedic descriptions with modern pharmacological findings underscores
Ashwagandha’s multifaceted therapeutic potential. Its complex phytochemistry allows it to
interact with multiple biological targets, explaining its broad clinical applications in stress
management, neuroprotection, and inflammation. While Ayurveda stresses individualized
treatment and preparation, contemporary research often uses standardized extracts,
highlighting an area for future integrative studies. More extensive clinical trials,
pharmacokinetic analyses, and investigation of herb combinations are warranted to optimize

therapeutic protocols.

CONCLUSION

Ashwagandha continues to be a cornerstone herb in Ayurveda, prized for its rejuvenating,
strengthening, and neuroprotective effects. Classical Ayurvedic literature details its diverse
pharmacological activities, many of which are confirmed by current scientific research. Its
adaptogenic, anti-inflammatory, immunomodulatory, and cognitive benefits support its use in
managing stress, neurodegenerative disorders, and inflammatory conditions.”® Bridging
traditional wisdom with modern evidence-based medicine holds promise for enhancing its
therapeutic utility. Further rigorous research and standardization will be essential for its

broader clinical integration.
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