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Abstract:

This scientific article provides a comprehensive historical and evolutionary analysis of
herbalism, the use of medicinal plants for health maintenance and healing which is an
integral part of human history. The study utilizes a thematic historical analysis and a
qualitative descriptive methodology. The primary objective is to delineate the chronological
and thematic arc of herbalism's evolution, tracing its path from irrational, shamanistic
practices to contemporary, scientific evidence-based phytotherapeutic approaches.
Approximately 75% of modern medications are based on herbal raw materials.

The analysis is structurally organized into four principal evolutionary phases:

Mystical Roots (Shamanism): This phase is characterized by the conflation of healing with
magic and religious beliefs. Illness was often viewed as possession by spirits or evil forces.
Shamans utilized hallucinogenic plants, such as Ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis caapi), to enter
the”spirit world” for healing. Early archaeological evidence, such as the discovery of eight
different medicinal plants, including Ephedra (Ephedra sinica), in a 60,000-year-old burial
in Iraq, supports the supernatural and medicinal significance attributed to these plants.

Classical Rationalism and Traditional Systems: Beginning around 3000 BCE, civilizations in
Egypt, India, and China produced the first written records of herbalism. In Europe, the
process of separating medicine from purely spiritual roots was advanced by Hippocrates
(the”Father of Medicine”) and Galen, who systematized the”Four Humors” theory.
Dioscorides’”De Materia Medica” (c. 40-90 CE) served as the primary European herbal text
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until the 17th century. Concurrently, complex traditional systems like Ayurveda (based on
Tridoshas) and Traditional Chinese Medicine (based on Yin and Yang and the Five
Elements) were codified in Asia.

The Age of Isolation (The Rise of Biomedicine): The scientific revolution of the 19th
century  shifted  focus  from  the  whole  plant  to  its  isolated  active  components.  Key
discoveries included the isolation of Morphine from the opium poppy (Papaver
somniferum) in 1803 and Salicylic Acid (the precursor to Aspirin) from white willow bark
(Salix alba) in 1838. This reductionist approach created a division between traditional,
holistic herbalism and modern chemical medicine, leading to the marginalization of herbal
practices in the West.

Integration and Synergy (Modern Phytotherapy): Starting in the mid-20th century, a global
resurgence occurred due to concerns over the side effects of conventional medicine.
Contemporary scientific research increasingly validates traditional knowledge, such as the
efficacy  of  Artemisinin  (Sweet  Annie)  against  malaria  and  St.  John's  Wort  (Hypericum
perforatum) for treating mild depression. Crucially, this research confirms the traditional
concept  of  Synergy  that  the  whole  plant  extract,  containing  a  complex  profile  of
compounds, is often more effective and less toxic than an equivalent dose of an isolated
active component.

The paper concludes that the future of herbalism lies in an integrative and sustainable
model, wherein traditional wisdom, accumulated through millennia of observation, is
validated and refined by rigorous scientific evidence and adherence to strict quality control
standards (e.g.,”chemical fingerprinting”).

Key words: Herbalism, Shamanism, Phytotherapy, Synergistic Effect, Traditional
Medicine, Biomedicine.


