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Abstract. PURPOSE: Calotropis gigantea R. Br. (Ascle-
piadaceae) a wildly growing plant has been reported to
possess number of medicinal properties and other pur-
poses. The purpose of the present study was to evalu-
ate scientifically the anti-diarrheal effects of C. gigantea
used traditionally in Indian system of medicine using
castor oil-induced diarrhoea model. METHODS: The
anti-diarrheal effect of hydroalcoholic (50:50) extract
of aerial part of Calotropis gigantea was studied against
castor oil-induced-diarrhea model in rats. The gas-
trointestinal transit rate was expressed as the percent-
age of the longest distance traversed by the charcoal
divided by the total length of the small intestine. The
weight and volume of intestinal content induced by
castor oil were studied by enteropooling method.
RESULTS: Like atropine (3mg/kg, i.p.) there were sig-
nificant reductions in fecal out put and frequency of
droppings when the plant extracts of 200 and 400 mg/
kg doses were administered intraperitoneally com-
pared with castor oil treated rats. All doses of the plant
extracts also significantly retarded the castor-oil
induced enteropooling and intestinal transit. The dose
100 (P<0.01), 200 and 400 mg/kg significantly inhib-
ited (P<0.001) weight and volume of intestinal con-
tent. CONCLUSIONS: The remarkable anti-
diarrheal effect of C.gigantea extract against castor oil-
induced diarrhea model attests to its utility in a wide
range of diarrheal states.

INTRODUCTION

In developing countries, the majority of people living

in rural areas almost exclusively use traditional medi-
cines in treating all sorts of disease including diarrhea.
There are large numbers of epidemiological and experi-
mental evidence pertaining to worldwide acute–diar-
rheal disease, which is one of the principal causes of
death in the infants, particularly in malnourished and
which is of critical importance in developing countries
(1, 2). It thus becomes important to identify and evalu-
ate commonly available natural drugs as alternative to
currently used anti-diarrheal drugs, which are not com-
pletely free from adverse effects (3). Several studies
have evaluated the effectiveness of some traditional
medicines in treating diarrhea, in all different conti-
nents (4-7). India has a great environmental and biolog-
ical diversity compared with the rest of the world. A
range of medicinal plants with anti-diarrheal properties
has been widely used by the traditional healers; how-
ever, the effectiveness of many of these anti-diarrheal
traditional medicines has not been scientifically evalu-
ated.

Calotropis gigantea R. Br. (Asclepiadaceae) a wildly
growing plant has been reported to possess number of
medicinal properties (8) and other purposes (9). In
1980, Pal and Sinha had isolated, crystallized and stud-
ied the properties of calotropins D1 and D2 from
C.gigantea (10). The plant is considered crude drug of
Bangladesh (11) and medicinal plant of Indonesia (12).
The new oxiopregnane-oligoglycosides named calotro-
pis A and B have been isolated from the root of
C.gigantea and their chemical structure have been elu-
cidated by chemical and spectroscopy methods (11).
The cytotoxic principles of ‘Akond mul’ (Root of
C.gigantea) cardenoloids glycosides, calotropin frugo-
side and 4-O-Beta-D-glucopyranosyl frugoside were
obtained as the cytotoxic principles (12).
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This study reports on the anti-diarrheal effects of Cal-
otropis gigantea R.Br. used traditionally in Indian sys-
tem of medicine using castor oil-induced diarrhea
model. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Plant Material

The aerial parts of C.gigantea were collected around
Jhansi city in 2001 from wild. A voucher specimen has
been deposited at the Institute of Pharmacy, Bundelk-
hand University, Jhansi, Uttar Pradesh, India. The
aerial part were dried under shade, each dehydrated
plant powdered to a fine texture and 100 g of the dried
plant was repeatedly extracted with water:ethanol
(50:50). The extract was concentrated under vacuum
and the residue was used in the experiments. The dried
plant extracts were freshly re-dissolved in normal
saline and given to adult albino Swiss rats fed a stan-
dard animal diet. Unless otherwise stated, henceforth,
the term ‘extract’ means the water:ethanol (50:50)
extract of aerial part of C.gigantea.

Animals

Albino Swiss rats of either sex weighing 150-180 g were
used for castor oil-induced anti-diarrheal, anti-secre-
tory and intestinal transit activity. All animals were fed
standard animal feed and tap water ad libitum before
the experiments. Each experimental group consisted of
six animals housed in separate cages.

Castor oil-induced diarrhea

Rats were divided into five groups of six animals each,
diarrhea was induced by administering 1 ml of castor
oil orally to rats. Group 1 served as control (2 ml/kg,
i.p. saline), group 2 received atropine (3mg/kg, i.p.)
served as standard and group 3, 4, and 5 received
extract (100, 200 and 400 mg/kg, i.p.) 1 h before castor
oil administration. The number of both wet and dry
diarrheal droppings were counted every hour for a
period of 4 h mean of the stools passed by the treated
groups were compared with that of the positive con-
trol group consisted of animals given an intraperito-
neal injection of saline (2ml/kg, ip) (13).

Castor oil-induced enteropooling

Intraluminal fluid accumulation was determined by
the method of Robert et al., (1976). Overnight fasted

rats were divided five groups of six animals each.
Group 1 received normal saline intraperitoneally (2
ml/kg, i.p.) served as a control, group 2 received atro-
pine (3mg/kg, i.p.) and groups 3, 4 and 5 received the
extract of 100, 200 and 400 mg/kg intraperitoneally
respectively 1h before the oral administration of castor
oil. Two hours later the rats were sacrificed, the small
intestine was removed after tying the ends with thread
and weighed. The intestinal contents were collected by
milking into a graduated tube and their volume was
measured. The intestine was reweighed and the differ-
ence between full and empty intestines was calculated
(14).

Small intestinal transit

Rats were fasted for 18 h divided into six groups of six
animals each, Group1 received 2 ml normal saline
orally, group 2 received 2 ml of castor oil orally with
saline 2 ml/kg intraperitoneally, group 3 received atro-
pine (3 mg/kg, i.p.), group 4, 5 and 6 received 100, 200
and 400 mg/kg intraperitoneally of the plant extract
respectively, 1 h before administration of castor oil.
One ml of marker (10% charcoal suspension in 5%
gum acacia) was administered orally 1 h after castor oil
treatment. The rats were sacrificed after 1h and the dis-
tance traveled by charcoal meal from the pylorus was
measured and expressed as percentage of the total
length of the intestine from the pylorus to caecum (15).

Statistical analysis

The experimental results are represented as mean ±
S.E. (Standard error of the mean). Student’s t-test was
used for the evaluation of data and P<0.05 accepted as
significant.

RESULTS

Castor oil-induced diarrhea

30 min after administration of castor oil the diarrhea
was clinically apparent in all the animals of control
group, for the next 4 h. This was markedly reduced by
the intraperitoneal injection of atropine, 3 mg/kg
(39.84%) (Table 1). A similar marked reduction in the
number of defecations over four hours was achieved
with G. gigantea when in doses of 200 or 400 mg/kg
i.p. 400 mg/kg, i.p. dose of extract delayed the onset of
diarrhea and only 30% of animals showed diarrhea at
first hour (P<0.01). The 100 mg/kg, i.p. dose of the
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extract did not affect the severity and onset of diarrhea.

Table 1: Effect of Calotropis gigantea extract on castor oil-
induced diarrhea in rats.

Effect of extract on castor oil-induced diarrhoea in rats. Extract 
was administered ip 1 h before castor oil administration. Values 
are expressed as mean ± SEM from the experiments. *P<0.01, 
**P<0.001 when compared with CO + saline-treated group.

Castor oil-induced enteropooling

Castor oil caused accumulation of water and electro-
lytes in intestinal loop. Castor oil-induced enteropool-
ing is not influenced by atropine in rats (3 mg/kg, i.p.).
Each dose of the extract produced a dose-dependent
reduction in intestinal weight and volume. 100 mg/kg,
i.p. dose of extract produced 22.16% inhibition of vol-
ume of intestinal content (P<0.01). However, 200 and
400 mg/kg, i.p. dose produced 38.82 and 55.31% inhi-
bition of volume of intestinal content respectively
with significance (P<0.001). The weight of intestinal
content was also reduced significantly at all the doses.
100, 200 and 400 mg/kg, i.p. dose dependently inhib-
ited weight of intestinal content of 25.49, 41.11 and
56.4% respectively (Table 2). 

Table 2: Effect of Calotropis gigantea extract on castor oil
induced enteropooling in rats.

Effect of extract on castor oil-induced enteropooling in rats. 
Extract was administered ip 1 h before castor oil administra-
tion. Values are expressed as mean ± SEM from the experi-
ments. *P<0.01, **P<0.001 when compared with CO + 
saline-treated group.

Small intestinal transit

The percent intestinal transit was increased with castor
oil (90.37 ± 1.1467), but was reduced in each of the
three concentrations of extract, and much more mark-
edly by atropine (40.65 ± 2.6268). 100 and 200 mg/kg,
i.p. dose of extract produced 70.48 ± 2.716 and 75.58

± 0.9633% intestinal transit induced by castor oil
respectively. Whereas, 400 mg/kg, i.p. dose produced
68.95 ± 4.6797% of castor oil induced charcoal meal
transit (Table 3).

Table 3: Effect of Calotropis gigantea extract on castor oil-
induced small intestinal transit in rats.

Effect of extract on castor oil-induced small intestinal transit 
in rats. Extract was administered ip 1 h before castor oil 
administration. Values are expressed as mean ± SEM from the 
experiments. *P<0.01, **P<0.001 when compared with CO + 
saline-treated group.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Diarrhea results from an imbalance between the
absorptive and secretory mechanisms in the intestinal
tract, accompanied by hurry, resulting in an excess loss
of fluid in the faeces. In some diarrhoeas, the secretory
component predominates, while other diarrhoeas are
characterized by hypermotility. The use of castor oil
induced diarrhea model in our study is logical because
the autocoids and prostaglandins are involved these
have been implicated in the causation of diarrhoeas in
man (16, 17). The liberation of ricinoleic acid from cas-
tor oil results in irritation and inflammation of the
intestinal mucosa, leading to release of prostaglandins,
which stimulate motility and secretion (18). The
results of the present study show that the extract of
C.gigantea produced a statistically significant reduction
in the severity and frequency of diarrhea produced by
castor oil. It is also noted that the extract significantly
inhibited castor oil induced intestinal fluid accumula-
tion and the volume of intestinal content, dose depen-
dently more than atropine. The extract significantly
reduced the castor oil induced intestinal transit. In this
study, atropine produced a significant reduction in the
number of stools and increased intestinal transit time
possibly due to its anti-cholinergic effect (19). How-
ever, it did not inhibit castor oil induced enteropooling
and gain in weight of intestinal content suggesting
thereby that mediators other than acetylcholine are
involved in castor oil induced enteropooling. An
increase in intestinal transit time with atropine could
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also result due to reduction in gastric emptying (20). 

Castor oil is also reported to induce diarrhea by
increasing the volume of intestinal content by preven-
tion of the reabsorption of water. The liberation of
ricinoleic acid results in irritation and inflammation of
the intestinal mucosa, leading to release of prostaglan-
dins, which results in stimulation of secretion (18).
Thereby prevents the reabsorption of NaCl and H2O
(21). Probably extract increased the reabsorption of
NaCl and water by decreasing intestinal motility as
observed by the decrease in intestinal transit by char-
coal meal. The anti-diarrheal activity of the extract
may also be due to the presence of denature proteins
forming protein tannates, protein tannates make the
intestinal mucosa more resistant and reduce secretion
(22). The secretory diarrhea is associated with an acti-
vation of Cl- channels, causing Cl- efflux from the cell,
the efflux of Cl- results in massive secretion of water
into the intestinal lumen and profuse watery diarrhea
(23). The extract may inhibit the secretion of water
into the lumen by reverting this mechanism.

Anti-dysentric and antidiarrheal properties of medici-
nal plants were found to be due to tannins, alkaloids,
saponins, flavonoids, sterols and/or triterpenes and
reducing sugars (24). The sesquiterpene lactones, a
large group of compounds with anti-inflammatory
properties have the ability to relax smooth muscles and
thereby relieve gastrointestinal distress (25). The phy-
tochemical analysis of the extract revealed the presence
of sugars (26), flavonoids (27), flavonol glycosides (28),
oxypregnane-oligoglycosides (29), terpenes, terpene
derivatives, pentacyclic triterpenoids and triterpenoids
and they have been isolated from C.gigantea (30).
These constituents may mediate the anitdiarrhoeal
property of the C.gigantea extract. Although the antid-
iarrheal properties of the reported active terpenoids are
well established, aspects of their mechanism of action
remain poorly understood. Sesquiterpenes, diterpenes,
terpenes, flavonoids and terpenoid derivatives are
known for inhibiting release of autocoids and prostag-
landins, thereby inhibit the motility and secretion
induced by castor oil (31-34).

Castor oil is a suitable model of diarrhea in rats, since
it allows the observation of measurable changes in the
number of stools, enteropooling and intestinal transit.
The extract resulted in a marked reduction in the num-

ber of diarrhea stools and the reduction in the weight
and volume of the intestinal contents, as well as a mod-
est reduction in intestinal transit. This signifies the use-
fulness of this model and the clinical effect of the
extract.

The remarkable anti-diarrheal effect of C.gigantea
extract against castor oil diarrhea, model attest to wide
range of utility in secretory and functional diarrhoeas
(35). This study did not go further, to demonstration as
to whether the extract altered the activity of
Na+K+ATPase or activation of chloride channels.
Whatever, may be the mechanism of action, C.gigantea
extract may be useful in a wide range of diarrheal
states, due to both disorders of transit e.g. functional
diarrhoeas, radiation diarrhea or due to abnormal
secretory mechanisms like in cholera or E.coli entero-
toxin induced diarrhea. Further studies are needed to
completely understand the mechanism of anti-diar-
rheal action of C.gigantea extract.
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