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Names  
 

Botanical Name Ocimum tenuiflorum L 

 

Family: Labiatae 
 

Common names: Holy basil, Tulsi (Hindi), Tulasī, Viṣṇu-priyā, Divyā (Sanskrit) 

 
Alternate botanical names: Ocimum sanctum L., and see below 
 

Description 
 
Tulsi is a prolific shrub that can grow up to 4m in height. It can naturally be found throughout the lowlands of India but 
also across Sri Lanka, China and Thailand, the Andaman and Nicobar islands, as well as Northern Australia. Its stems 
are tall and hairy with opposite green or purple toothed leaves which carry a strong scent. Tulsi flowers are purple and 
elongated, manifesting in close whorls. It is the scented leaves which are medicinally valued in this plant. 
 
There are several forms of tulsi originating from different species. Notable among these are 

• Rama (green) tulsi 

• Krishna (red) tulsi 
These are varieties of Ocimum tenuiflorum (formerly O. sanctum), also known as Holy Basil, each showing distinctive 
features, including higher levels of anthocyanins in Krishna tulsi. Differences in chemotype appear to be further 
modulated by environment and cultivation. 
 

• Vana Tulsi 
This has been variously identified in botanical databases as Ocimum americanum and O. gratissimum. Detailed 
taxonomic and DNA investigation of vana tulsi has confirmed that it is robustly distinct from the two varieties of 
Ocimum tenuiflorum. Although apparently hybrid of several species Ocimum americanum is the convenient botanical 
definition of vana tulsi.i 
 
In short there are at least two distinct botanical entities, and significant chemotypical complexity.  

 

Constituents 

• Essential oil (up to 2%) including eugenol (variable though up to 62 %), methyleugenol (up to 86 %), and α- 
and β-caryophyllene (up to 42 %), estragole,  limonene, linalool, carvacrol and eucalyptol. 

• Flavonoids incl apigenin, luteolin 

• Tannins incl gallic acid and chlorogenic acid (up to 4.6 %)  

• Triterpenes: incl ursolic acid 

• beta-carotene, beta-sitosterol, carnosic acid, oleanolic acid, rosmarinic acid 
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Traditional use 
 
Tulsi is renowned in India for its religious and spiritual 
connotations (often grown around temples) and is consumed as 
a food, drink and medicine very widely across southern Asia. 
The leaves as well as the seeds have important roles in 
traditional Ayurveda and other health traditions, with the leaves 
commonly used in fever management, including in children, in 
respiratory and digestive upsets, and fluid retention.ii iii 
 
Holy Basil is used in Thai, Vietnamese and Indian cuisines 
wherever in the world these are consumed. In Europe it is used 
additionally as a food flavouring in confectionery, baked food, 
pickles, soups, meat pies, fish, cheese, tomato cocktail, and is 
favoured as a delicate and flavourful addition to pesto and 
salads. 
 
The two species of tulsi share similar properties. The leaves of Ocimum americanum are steamed and eaten as a side 
dish with rice and are also be used as a flavouring in salads, sauces, soups, and in teas,iv and as a remedy, like O. 
tenuiflorum, in fevers, respiratory and stomach problems.v 
 

Traditional actions 
 

Traditional Ayurvedic characteristics are 
 
Rasa (taste) pungent, bitter. 
Virya (action) heating. 
Vipaka (post-digestive effect) pungent. 
Guna (quality) dry, light. 
Dosha effect: strengthens pitta, and reduces vata and aggravated kapha 
Dhatu (tissue) plasma, blood, nerve, reproductive. 
Srotas (channels) respiratory, digestive, nervous, circulatory, urinary. 

 
Traditional Ayurvedic uses include 
 
Jwarahara Alleviates fevers. 
Svedala Diaphoretic. 
Shwasakasahara Benefits breathing and alleviates coughing. 
Deepana Enkindles the digestive fire. 
Hridaya Specific affinity for the heart. 
Kushta Alleviates skin disorders. 
Krcchraghna Alleviates dysuria (seed). 
 
It is high in sattwa imparting the quality of lightness and spiritual clarity. 
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What practitioners say 
 

• Nervous system: Tulsi is very good at relieving 
pain, both physical and mental. As a nervine, Tulsi 
opens the mind, heightening awareness and 
mental clarity which can help with feelings of mild 
depression. As an anti-spasmodic it is traditionally 
used to alleviate tension headaches from high vata 
and for congestion headaches from excess kapha. 
This quality also helps improve the quality of sleep 
and so Tulsi can help with insomnia. Its 
adaptogenic qualities increase the body’s 
resistance to physical, emotional and 
environmental stress promoting normal function.  
 

• Immune system: As an adaptogen tulsi improves the systemic response to physical, biological, emotional 
and environmental stress and enables one to enjoy more stamina, less stress and a stronger immune system. 
Tulsi’s ability to help us adapt has also been shown to be of benefit in chronic fatigue syndrome. Tulsi 
contains a number of constituents which have anti-oxidant activity protecting against lipid peroxidisation and 
therefore protective action against oxidative stress. Increases in oxidative stress have been related to a 
number of degenerative diseases including Alzheimer’s, arthritis and cancer. Overall, appropriate immune 
function is restored through balancing the nervous system and the synergistic anti-aging effects of Tulsi’s 
unique combination of potent phytochemicals. 

 

• Inflammation: Tulsi’s ability to help adapt to our environment is further complemented by its ability to help 
reduce inflammation as it inhibits cyclooxygenase (COX-2) mediated inflammation. Here it is useful in pain 
caused by arthritis and skin problems which all exacerbate the experience of stress. 

 

• Lungs: When used as a hot tea, Tulsi clears kapha and mucus from the lungs and upper respiratory tract. It is 
of value in respiratory infections and fever where it reduces temperature by encouraging sweating whilst its 
penetrating nature clears dampness and toxins. It is of benefit in bronchitis, rhinitis and other respiratory 
allergies. In traditional medicine the lungs are seen as the ‘seat’ of grief and Tulsi’s ability to diffuse prana 
through the lungs helps with feelings of sadness and grief. 

 

• Digestion: Where there is sluggish and incomplete digestion Tulsi warms and stimulates, moving stagnation.  
Its aromatic pungency improves appetite and reduces fermentation in the digestive tract. Digestive complaints 
exacerbated by stress will benefit from Tulsi’s anti-spasmodic and sedative qualities. 

 

Evidence  
 
The cognitive enhancing properties of tulsi have been demonstrated in a controlled clinical trial. 300 milligram 
capsules of ethanolic leaf extracts per day were compared with placebo, over 30 days. Reaction time and error rates 
in cognitive tests improved with tulsi compared with placebo after the first 15 days.vi 
 
In a double-blinded randomized controlled cross-over trial on healthy volunteers 300 mg capsules of ethanolic extracts 
of leaves of tulsi or placebo were administered to 24 healthy volunteers on empty stomach and the results of 22 
subjects who completed the study were analyzed. After stimulation with lipopolysaccharide and phytohaemagglutinin 
there were significant increases in cytokines (interferon-γ and interleukin-4) and percentages of T-helper cells and 
Natural Killer cells were seen after 4 weeks in the tulsi extract intervention group in contrast to the placebo group.vii 
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A randomized, placebo-controlled, single-blind, crossover study 
assessed the effects of the dried leaves on the levels of blood 
glucose and serum cholesterol in 40 non-insulin-dependent 
diabetic patients. Patients received orally 2.5 g leaves daily for 4 
weeks. Blood glucose levels, measured after fasting and eating, 
decreased by 17.6% and 7.3% respectively. Mean total 
cholesterol levels also decreased slightly (by 6.5%) during the 
treatment period. No adverse effects were observed (Agrawal et 
al 1996).viii 
 
Tulsi was beneficial in the treatment of recurrent respiratory tract 
infection in a randomized, placebo-controlled trial.  Ten out of 11 
children who received a placebo had a recurrence of infection 
during the 6-month follow-up period compared to only one child of 
7 treated with holy basil. The improvement in the herbal treatment 
group was associated with an improvement in polymorphonuclear 
cell functions (Rege et al, 1990).ix 
 

Safety  
 
No significant safety issues have been noted in accounts of the traditional use of tulsi. This is not surprising. Tulsi (like 
its close relative basil) was seen as a safe food plant with added therapeutic (and in this case spiritual) benefits. 
 
Different species of tulsi are known sources of methyleugenol, in isolation a carcinogen, but also found in plants such 
as basil itself, as well as nutmeg, pimento, lemongrass, tarragon, star anise and fennel. Given that tulsi is a less 
familiar plant in western countries there have been theoretical safety concerns: closer investigation shows safety 
prospects comparable to the other plants naturally containing methyleugenol. and human studies indicate that 
methyleugenol is short-lived in the body, and despite the exposure through the diet and environment, human blood 
levels are relatively low.x Humans have a long evolutionary history of exposure to these constituents as foods and 
possess a competent detoxification pathway for them.xi 
 

Dosage 
 
The official therapeutic dose for O. tenuiflorum in the Ayurvedic Pharmacopoeia of India is 2–3 g of the leaf powder 
per day.xii Higher doses have been used for acute indications. 
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