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Review Article

ABSTRACT

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.) is not endemic in Brazil; however, it is a symbolic plant for traditional
peoples and was present in ancestral cultural resistance. Several species were introduced to Brazil
through the slave trade on the Africa-Brazil transatlantic route. In addition, the active constituents of
basil are of great pharmaceutical and biological importance, and the plant has been used for
therapeutic purposes by a wide variety of people, from quilombola communities to the
pharmaceutical industry. Thus, based on African ethnobotany and modern science, this review
article aimed to contextualize the endemic and epistemic importance of the origin, traditional,
ancestral, medicinal and therapeutic uses of basil, consumed en masse in Brazil (during and after)
the slavery period. The bibliographic review was carried out by consulting historical books and
Scopus scientific databases. Scielo, transatlantic slave traffic database and Web of Science. The
results showed that traditional communities, quilombos and terreiros, already made medicinal and
liturgical uses of basil, before its use by the pharmaceutical industry. And that after the period of
slavery, several studies carried out by researchers with basil proved that this species has several
therapeutic properties, already reported by traditional communities. Thus, it is concluded that O.
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the African diaspora, scientific productions.

basilicum L. is an endemic species of the African continent, introduced in Brazil on the transatlantic
route and that the traditional and ancestral knowledge for therapeutic use and application was
already present in the territory, before the studies of proof of activity, post slavery period. Currently,
the species is widely applied in the pharmaceutical and biological industry. However, there is a
need for strategies that recognize, value and integrate the knowledge of the traditional peoples of

Keywords: Medicinal plants; ethnopharmacobotany; Ocimum basilicum L.; transatlantic, ethnobotany;

traditional peoples; phytochemistry.
1. INTRODUCTION

Basil (Ocimum basilicum L.) is an aromatic plant
grown for religious, medicinal, and culinary
purposes as well as for its essential oil (EO). The
species is one of the 4,000 species belonging to
the family Lamiaceae, which is composed of 200
genera. Among them, the genus Ocimum stands
out due to its ethnobotanical, pharmaceutical,
biological, and economic value based on its
medicinal properties [1].

The species is not endemic to Brazil, although
during the slavery period, it was brought to the
country by enslaved Africans, and Afro-Brazilians
continue to use it in the everyday lives [2,3]. The
historical process of colonialism in Brazil left
gaps related to the origin of Afro-descendants
and their knowledge, which increases the
difficulty of confirming the origin of African
medicinal plants.

To obtain such knowledge, modern science
would have to be decolonized [4,5] and the
Brazilian racial democracy myth would have to
be abandoned since the recovery of
ethnobotanical knowledge allows for the
historical recovery of the use of medicinal plants
and their pharmaceutical and biological potential.

In Brazil, species of the genus Ocimum are
popularly known as Alfavaca or favacéo, a name
of European origin that spread among African
slaves on the transatlantic routes [4], and some
regional variations include Basilicdo, manjericao
branco, roxo, and folha larga; it is also known by
Yoruba speakers as akéroro, efinrin, and quioi6é
and is used in the religious practices of African
religions [5-71].

In the African religions in Brazil (Candomblé,
Umbanda, Tambor de Mina, and Xangd), the
species of O. basilicum L. takes on a primary role
in religious ceremonies and is used in ritual baths
for the release of negative energies, for the
purification of the body, and for spiritual
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cleansing, to bring protection to the practitioner
of the religion and peace of mind [8]. It is also
used in candomblé Kéto, Jéje, Nagd, and Angola
initiation rituals to bathe the head of the initiates.
In addition, the plant is used as a flavoring and
has therapeutic properties in the treatment of
various diseases [9].

The species has also been used in the
composition of "altars"/ registration, for entities
whose elements and symbols of nature represent
the orixas/Nkisi. In this symbolic process, O.
basilicum L. is associated with orixa/nkisi Oxala/
Lemba, the god of Earth, which is associated
with the creation of the world and the human
species, to the air element [10]. Basil is thus a
symbolic plant for traditional peoples and was
present in their ancestral cultural resistance.

Evidence indicates that the first African slaves
arrived in the Brazilian northeast region in 1531.
It is estimated that 40% of the African slaves
came to the country throughout this process [11]
and that they were from approximately 280
different ethnic groups [12]. According to Morales
[13], O. basilicum L. was already used by these
peoples since antiquity.

Several plants were introduced to different
regions of Brazil by these enslaved ethnic
groups. In North and Northeast Brazil, plants
were propagated by the Yorubas, Sudanese,
Jéjes of Benin, and Nagbs of West Africa,
Nigeria and Benin. In the Southeast region, the
Bantus of Congo, Angola, and Mozambique were
responsible for the spread of the species Thymus
vulgaris L.; Origanum majorana L. and
Solenostemon scutellarioi-des (L.) Codd. and
Mentha pulegium L. [4-14].

During the period between the fifteenth and
seventeenth centuries, Asia, Africa, America, and
Europe experienced various degrees of botanical
and ecological exchange and expropriation as a
result of the colonization/slavery situation
between the regions. In this process, Africans



were responsible for spreading the experience of
cultivating tropical plants and agriculture
throughout Brazil.

It is worth mentioning that not only enslaved
peoples arrived as labor forces in the Brazilian
territory. The Africans who arrived here brought
in addition to their culture, political and economic
relations, the knowledge of food, medicines,
which were introduced in the mocambos,
quilombos (both formed by runaway’s slave
communities) and terreiros (or places of worship)

21.

Therefore, in the absence of studies that
substantiate the historical contribution of the
African population taken to Brazil on the
transatlantic route during the colonial period,
about the introduction of species, cultivation and
use of medicinal plants.

The present review article aimed to contextualize
the endemic and epistemic importance of the
origin, traditional, ancestral, medicinal and
therapeutic uses of basil (O. basilicum L.),
consumed en masse in Brazil (during and after)
the period slavery. Demystifying the myth of
racial democracy in Brazil and reaffirming the
historical contribution of traditional peoples,
originally and brought from the African continent,
to the advances of modern science applied to the
use of medicinal plants.

2. METHODOLOGY

A Dbibliographic review was carried out,
compiling publications from the Scopus, Web of
Science, Scielo  databases, transatlantic
slave traffic database and consultation in books
that systematized and characterized the
historical contribution of the African population
brought to Brazil on the transatlantic route,
regarding the introduction of the species O.
basilicum L., its traditional, ancestral, medicinal,
pharmacological and biological use in traditional
territories.

In sequence, a survey of studies proving
therapeutic medicinal activity of the species O.
basilicum L. was carried out after the
scracocratic period and a comparative study was
carried out on traditional use, the endemic center
of the species, modern studies on economic
importance, biological and pharmaceutical
species.

The following keywords were used in the
research: medicinal plants, ethnopharmaco-
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botany, Ocimum basilicum L., transatlantic,
ethnobotany, traditional peoples and
phytochemistry. The method applied was the
collection of information contained in the
objectives, results and conclusions of the
articles, which were subsequently analyzed and
compared with the historical records of Brazil in
the colonial period up to the current period.

3. DISCUSSION

3.1 Transatlantic and Ancestral Routes of
O. basilicum L.

Historical reports claim that basil is a species of
African-Asian origin that was widely cultivated
and distributed from tropical Africa through Asia
to New Guinea, Australia, and America [15].
However, in modern science, its botanical
occurrence and distribution was only recorded in
1753 by Linnaeus in the book Species Plantarum
and in 1910 in the Bibliography for North Africa
[16].

With the colonization on the transatlantic route,
African slaves developed a rich pharmacopoeia
based on plants as a form of resistance, and this
pharmacopoeia remains to this day because of
popular beliefs and medical traditions native to
Africa as well as symbolic and ancestral
heritages preserved by herbalists (raizeiros),
healers, and midwives, who use roots and plants
to treat various diseases and conditions [17].
The cultural heritages related to the use of
medicinal plants were preserved for subsistence,
survival, and rituals and are still present
today in the territorial units of resistance, such in
the quilombos and terreiros of the African
diaspora.

However, the origin of various medicinal species
is uncertain because many plants are part of the
ancient history of exchanges/expropriation
between Africa and Asia. In addition, before the
arrival of these species in the Americas, several
plants were already cultivated in Africa in the
millennium preceding the ftransatlantic trade
slave [18].

Therefore, considering the transatlantic slave
trade to Brazil in the colonial period and due to
the ethnicities and territories of origin of these
peoples, territorial and spatial similarity is
observed among the species O. basilicum L. that
are endemic to and cultivated in the African
territory because the various ethnic groups from
these areas transported to Brazil brought seeds
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from various species (Fig. 1). Thus, based on Afro-Brazilian rituals rooted in traditional African
indigenous knowledge associated with the customs [19], and they are still present in the
African diaspora, medicinal plants remain part of territories.

Fig. 1. Transatlantic route of African slaves brought to the Americas in the 15th century (a) and
endemic center of Ocimum basilicum L. in Africa (b). Image: prepared by Pereira, 2018
Source: African plant database. Accessed on Abril 23, 2018 (http.//www.ville-
ge.ch/musinfo/bd/cjb/africa/details.php ?langue=ané&id=174891) and (www.google.com.br)
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Therefore, considering the transatlantic slave
trade to Brazil in the colonial period and due to
the ethnicities and territories of origin of these
peoples, territorial and spatial similarity is
observed among the species O. basilicum L. that
are endemic to and cultivated in the African
territory because the various ethnic groups from
these areas transported to Brazil brought seeds
from various species (Fig. 1). Thus, based on
indigenous knowledge associated with the
African diaspora, medicinal plants remain part of
Afro-Brazilian rituals rooted in traditional African
customs [19], and they are still present in the
territories.

These territorial units have maintained the
ancestral heritage of land cultivation, medicinal
plant use for treating peoples’ health and souls,
and ancestral knowledge, which allows for the
symbolic preservation of their sociocultural
practices passed down through generations by
word of mouth [20]. Because of their isolation,
phytotherapeutic products and preparations and
medicinal plants remain the only possible
therapeutic option for certain territorial units [21].

3.2 Use of O. basilicum L. by Traditional
Communities

Even after the slavery period, several quilombos
persisted in Brazil, and ethnobotanical studies
have recorded over time the diversity of
medicinal species used by these peoples. The
reviewed studies revealed that the species O.
basilicum L. remains present in culinary,
therapeutic, and religious practices [22-24].

Thus, in the Sangrador quilombo (Maranhao-
MA), the species O. basilicum L. is indicated for
skeletomuscular diseases [25] in the da Barra |l
(Bahia-BA) and Rio de Contas (BA) quilombos, it
is indicated for the treatment of flu, blood
pressure, and cough [26,27], in the Carreiros
quilombo (Minas Gerais-MG), it is indicated for
heart disease and palpitation [28], in the
Pontinha de Paraopeba (MG) quilombo, it is
indicated for its antihypertensive and sedative
effects [29] and in the urban home gardens of the
ltuiutaba community (MG), it is used as a
sedative and to treat migraine, flu, and intestinal
problems [30], where the use of its leaves in
infusions (tea) and for preparing syrups is
recommended.

These findings indicate the constant use of this
species by ftraditional peoples [31-33], thus
demonstrating its importance in the preservation
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of ancestral knowledge about its therapeutic,
cultural, and symbolic uses.

3.3 Pharmacological and
Potential of O. basilicum L.

Biological

3.3.1 Phytochemistry

The species is rich in chemical compounds with
pharmacological and biological activity; however,
such compounds may vary according to the
geographic and edaphoclimatic characteristics,
and the main biochemical pathways for synthesis
of the compounds are the mevalonic acid and
shikimic acid pathways [34]. In regards to the
classes of secondary metabolites, the species
has monoterpenes, hydrocarbons, triterpenes,
aliphatic alcohols, aliphatic aldehydes, aliphatic
esters, aliphatic ketones [35] flavonoids
(quercetin, compounds, kaempferol, and rutin),
coumarin (aesculetin and p-coumaric acid),
cinnamate (caffeic acid and caftaric acid),
polyphenols (rosmarinic acid), phenylpropanoids
(estragole), and glycosides (aesculin) [36-41].

3.3.2 Antiplatelet and antithrombotic effects

In the Mediterranean, the species is used in the
prevention and treatment of cardiovascular
diseases, as it exhibits antiplatelet and
antithrombotic effects. In addition, clinical tests in
rats have found that basil can reduce blood
pressure and cardiac hypertrophy, indicating that
the plant, which has been traditionally used as a
sedative, can be used in the treatment of
cardiovascular and metabolic disorders [42].

3.3.3 Bronchitis

The isolation of sesquiterpenoids (farnesol
and caryophyllene), flavonoids (apigenin),
monoterpenes  (linalool, cineol, fenchone,

carvone, myrcene, geraniol, and thujone), and
triterpenoids (ursolic acid) [36] revealed antiviral
activity against the viruses responsible for
bronchitis. Apigenin, linalool, and ursolic acid act
directly against different types of human
adenoviruses involved in bronchitis, the
triterpenoid saponins of the oleanane group
inhibit viral activity and DNA synthesis, while the
urasan group inhibits the viral protein capsid [43].

3.3.4 Cardiotonic activity
Clinical trials with frogs performed by Umar et al.

[44] concluded that the aqueous extract of O.
basilicum L. produced a significant increase in



amplitude and heart rate and thus presents
cardioactive potential and a broad therapeutic
index through the production of B-adrenergic
effect. In addition, the species has an
antihypertensive effect and reduces both systolic
and diastolic blood pressure, decreases cardiac
hypertrophy and angiotensin levels [45] and
exhibits an antithrombotic effect [46].

3.3.5 Anxiolytic and antidepressant effects

The presence of the metabolites linalool,
camphor, eugenol, and 1-8 cineol in the EO
imparts anxiolytic and antidepressant properties
capable of neutralizing anxiety and depression in
patients with Alzheimer's disease [47].

3.3.6 Antacid effect

Basil leaf (O. basilicum L.) strengthens the
stomach and nervous system; possesses
carminative, anti-inflammatory, and antibacterial
properties; and reduces acidity and pepsin
secretion [48]. It is recommended for the
treatment of symptoms of functional dyspepsia, a
functional gastrointestinal disorder with high
prevalence [49].

3.3.7 Analgesic effect

Studies on the chemical composition, acute
toxicological effects and antinociceptive activity
of the EO of O. basilicum L. performed by
Venancio et al. [50] suggest that the EO has
peripheral and central antinociceptive effects
related to inhibition of the biosynthesis of pain

mediators, such as prostaglandins and
prostacyclins, and can interact with opioid
receptors.

3.3.8 Anti-cryptococcal activity

Studies by Cardoso et al. [51] evaluating the anti-
cryptococcal activity of the crude ethanol extract
and the hexane fraction obtained from O.
basilicum var. Maria Bonita found that the
hexane fraction had low minimum inhibitory
concentration (156 pg/mL against Cryptococcus
neoformans T444 and 312 pg/mL against
Cryptococcus neoformans H99 serotype A and
Cryptococcus gatti WM779 serotype C). In
addition, the combination of the ethanolic extract
and hexane fraction with amphotericin B and EO
increased the antifungal activity, reduced the
concentration of each substance required to Kkill
100% of the inoculum, and decreased
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pigmentation,
synthesis.

capsule size, and ergosterol

3.3.9 Effects on the central nervous system

Studies in mice performed by Bora et al. [52]
demonstrated that the species has active
constituents involved in neurological protection
due to the presence of phenolic compounds,
flavonoids, and tannins and the subsequent
recovery of endogenous antioxidants. In addition,
the EO of basil leaves has an anti-hyperalgesic
effect, increases the Fos protein expression in
the central nervous system, and can be applied
in the treatment of fibromyalgia because it
reduces mechanical hyperalgesia and increases
protein expression; thus, it has an analgesic
effect on chronic pain [53]. In addition, the EO
has depressant and anticonvulsive effects on the
central nervous system that can be mediated
through interactions with central GABAergic
receptors [54].

3.3.10 Antioxidant effect

Studies conducted by Del Ré et al. [55] analyzed
the antioxidant capacity of aglycones present in
the EO and identified that the volatile compounds
eugenol, chavicol, linalool and a-terpineol are
potential antioxidants applied in food production
to avoid lipid oxidation and prevent oxidative
deterioration. Thus, the plant extract may be a
substitute for synthetic antioxidants.

3.3.11 Antiviral effect

Extracts and purified components rich in
apigenin, linalool, and ursolic acid showed broad
antiviral activity against the herpes simplex virus
(HSV), adenovirus (ADV), and hepatitis B virus
[43].

3.3.12 Antidiabetic effect

Basil extracts improve glucose metabolism in
patients with type 2 diabetes due to the
associated increase in insulin activity, and it
allows cells to efficiently absorb insulin because
it increases blood lipoprotein levels [56,57]. This
plant extract acts is involved in hypoglycemic and
hyperglycemic activity and in the restoration of
glucose levels [58].

3.3.13 Cosmetic applications

Ocimum basilicum L. seeds are used in the
cosmetic industry, namely, in antiaging products



to improve skin viscoelasticity. This property is
due to the presence of antioxidants, such as
quercetin, isoquercetin, kaempferol, caffeic acid,
rosmarinic acid, rutin, catechin, ferulic acid,
rutinoside, and apigenin, in the leaf extract
[35,59]. In addition, the extract has been applied
in the treatment of acne in adolescents and
adults with promising results [60].

3.3.14 Antimicrobial activity

The methanolic extract has antifungal properties
and can inhibit Fusarium species (Fusarium
oxysporum, Fusarium proliferatum, Fusarium
subglutinans,  Fusarium  subglutinans, and
Fusarium verticillioides based on agar tests. In
addition, the EO is an alternative to commercial
fungicides and presents up to 100-fold stronger
activity than commercial fungicidal agents, such
as ketoconazole and bifonazole [61,62].

Studies using basil EOs have observed
antimicrobial activity against Staphylococcus
aureus, Escherichia coli, Bacillus subtilis, and
Pasteurella multocida as well as against the
pathogenic fungi Aspergillus niger, Mucor
mucedo,  Fusarium  solani,  Botryodiplodia
theobromae, and Rhizoctonia solani [63]. In
addition, changes in the crop cycle caused by
edaphoclimatic  characteristics altered the
chemical composition of the EO by potentiating
its action in the control of these fungal species.
Kocic-Tanackov et al. [64] also observed
antimicrobial activity in the control of 10 bacteria
and 4 yeasts, and they noted that the control by
EO is superior to the action of ampicillin for some
bacteria [62]. Furthermore, the active compound
methyl  chavicol inhibited the bacterium
Morganella morganii [65] and foodborne yeasts
[66].

3.3.15 Biological insecticidal activity

Studies carried out in central Ethiopia by
Dugassa et al. [67] using thermal expulsion and
direct burning on traditional stoves in the field

against two important malaria  vectors
(Anopheles arabiensis and Anopheles
pharoensis) observed repellent activity with

78.7% protection against Anopheles arabiensis
and 79.2% protection against Anopheles
pharaoensis in disease-transmitting vectors. The
EO is also a potential insecticide against
mosquitoes [68]. The EO also showed
insecticidal activity against three species of
Tephritidae  fruit flies, Ceratitis capitata
(Wiedemann), Bactrocera dorsalis (Hendel), and
Bactrocera cucurbitae  (Coquillett) by the
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chemical compounds trans-anethole, estragole,
and linalool [69].

4. CONCLUSIONS

It was concluded that the species Ocimum
basilicum L. has been present in quilombola
communities and in terreiros, historically, even
before validation studies regarding therapeutic or
biological activity, by modern science. The
endemic center of the Basilicum species is the
African continent and basil was introduced into
Brazilian territory through the transatlantic and
ancestral route, during the colonial period.
Reaffirming that the black population in diaspora,
introduced medicinal species into the territory, as
well as traditional sabers for use and application.

Modern science has advanced in terms of
botanical, structural, phytochemical classification
and scientific validation of the development of the
study of the species. However, the symbolic,
religious and cultural values of plant species that
may have industrial applications, due to their
biological and pharmacological potential, have
been lost or emptied, and Basilicum reduced only
to molecules of economic interest. Thus, a
medicinal species has not only therapeutic value,
the knowledge of plants is of cultural, symbolic
and ancestral value and is present in the cultural
resistance of traditional peoples.

In addition, these plants were used in therapeutic
and religious ways, even before the advances of
modern science. Thus, it is necessary to
recognize the production of traditional sabers for
the advancement of research, the importance of
ethnobotanical science in the historical rescue
and ethnic cultural valorization of science

production. Finally, braiding a strategy that
integrates  scientific  production  with  the
knowledge of the traditional peoples of the
African Diaspora, regarding  agricultural,

pharmacological and biological production.
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