
 

 

Botanical Name: Nigella Sativa L 

 

Family: Ranunculaceae 
 

Common names: Black Seed, Black Cumin, Black Caraway, 
Roman Coriander, Small Fennel, Fennel Flower, Kalojira (India) 
 

 
The genus Nigella is a rather small one within the 
Ranunculaceae (buttercup) family, consisting of 15 
species (1). Nigella Sativa is an annually flowering plant 
that grows up to 20-30cm in height. It is native to western 
Asia and is grown across the Mediterranean and Asia as a 
common garden plant.  
 
Nigella has pale blue or white flowers, with long striated 
leaves. The flowers emerge in summer, and the seed 
heads form in late summer. The seed capsule holds 
several compartments of black, triangular seeds. It can 
seed so readily that some consider it a weed.  
 
Love-in-a-mist (Nigella damascena) is a related species of 
plant and is often found as an ornamental. Nigella 
damascena is not a suitable medicinal alternative to 
Nigella sativa.  
 

 
• Volatile oil (0.4-2.5%) - thymoquinone (30-48%), dithymoquinone (aka nigellone), trans-antheole, limonene, 

carvone, P-cymene, carvacrol, α-thujene, β-pinene (1, 2) 
• Sterols and saponins - α- and β-sitosterol, stigmasterol, campesterol, α-hederin (1) 
• Phenolic compounds - vanillic acid, quercetin, kaempferol, apigenin (1) 
• Alkaloids -  

• Isoquinoline - nigellicimine, nigellicimine-N-oxide 
• Pyrazole - nigellicine, nigellidine (1) 

• Fatty acids 

 

 

Black seed has a very long history of use as a medicinal and culinary herb across several cultures. The 
traditional systems of medicine that feature black seed include Traditional Chinese, Islamic, Arabic, Malay, 
Unani, and African medicine, and Ayurveda. Black seed has been found in ancient archaeological sites in 



 

Turkey and Africa, most notably in the tomb of Tutankhamun, which is a testimony to how long humans have 
valued the plant.  
 
Both Dioscorides and Ibn-Sinna (Avicenna) valued black seed. Dioscorides mentions its use as a food, and also 
recommends it as a medicine for a variety of ailments including headaches, catarrh, respiratory issues, 
toothache, intestinal worms, leprosy, and skin eruptions 
to name a few! Ibn-Sinna valued it for treatment of 
arthritis (1). 
 
Black seed is also mentioned in several religious texts. 
It features in the Mishna, the Talmud, and the Bible.  
 
In India, black seed has used to treat fevers, to 
promote breast milk production, relieve digestive 
disturbance. They were also used as purgatives and for 
promoting uterine contraction to stimulate the afterbirth 
(3).  
 

 
• Carminative 
• Diuretic 
• Anti-inflammatory 
• Expectorant 
• Galactagogue 
• Anthelmintic 
• Emmenagogue 
• Emollient externally. 
 
Taste: bitter, aromatic, slightly peppery 
 
Energetics: Warming and oily 
 
Tissue states: Atrophy, stagnation, depression (4) 

 

Digestive system: As black cumin is a culinary herb, it has similar properties for the digestive system as other 
spices. This makes it helpful for easing wind or digestive spasm, bloating, and associated colicky pains. It can be 
added to cooking for these actions.  It also has a reputation for assisting the treatment of intestinal worms. For 
this, it is advised to see a qualified herbalist.  
 
Reproductive system: In India, Nigella is frequently used to promote the production of breast milk. It is also 
considered an emmenagogue, which means that it may promote menstruation. Any herb with this action should 
not be used in pregnancy.  
 
Respiratory system: Traditionally the seed has been used as an expectorant and may help to reduce catarrh. 



 

The antibacterial, antitussive and bronchodilators effects of black 
seed are helpful in respiratory infections, allergic rhinitis, and 
asthma.  
 
Integumentary system (skin): Black seed oil is a well-known 
product that can be used topically to aid in inflammatory skin 
conditions, such as eczema and psoriasis. It is a common 
addition to skin care routines, and may be added to an oil mix 
depending on what is needed. 
 

 

There has been a good deal of study into Nigella sativa’s medicinal value, as it has been considered a panacea 
for such a long period of time.  
 
Studies exploring the antimicrobial properties of the oil have found that black seed is antibacterial, antifungal and 
antiviral. The extract has been studied against antibiotic resistant Staphylococcus aureus and Pseudomonas 
aeruginosa with success (5). The extract was also found to be antifungal against Candida albicans (5). In 
another study, participants with hepatitis C were given black seed capsules for three months. The study found 
that the viral load decreased (6). 
 
Black seed has been investigated in asthmatic conditions with favourable results. It has demonstrated anti-
inflammatory activity, a key aspect of the pathogenesis of asthma. It also improved expiratory flow (13). 
Bronchodilation and an improvement in pulmonary function in asthmatics was observed after a dose of Nigella 
(14).   
 
N.Sativa oil has been shown to have anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, antihistaminic, immune-modulator, 
antimicrobial and analgesic effects. It specifically inhibits inflammation in the sinuses and respiratory airways. 
This can help with symptoms of sinusitis such as sneezing, neck pain, earache, headache and nasal congestion 
(18). One of the main active compounds is thymoquinone, and the volatile oil has been shown to reduce blood 
pressure and increase respiration. A study on rats with the seed extract showed in an increase in packed cell 
volume (PCV) and haemoglobin which indicates more efficient and increased respiration. It also showed a 
decrease in plasma concentrations of cholesterol, triglycerides and glucose (19).  
 
Clinical studies display bronchodilatory and preventative properties of the plant in asthmatic patients, and its 
conststituents showed beneficial effects for various allergic disorders. Interestingly the extract showed a 
preventative effect on lung disorders caused by sulfur mustard exposure (20).  
 
A study showed that N.Sativa can be helpful for allergic rhinitis, as it reduces nasal itching, sneezing attacks, 
runny nose and nasal mucosal congestion (21).  It was also shown to be helpful as an adjuvant therapy for 
allergic rhinitis as it increased CD8 levels (a type of immune cell), as well as an increased in phagocytic and 
intracellular killing activities of leukocytes in patients helping with their symptoms (22). Additionally, seasonal 
allergic rhinitis was studied in 20 patients, daily dosages of 250mg of seeds were administered across 15 days. 
Symptom severity was significantly reduced (23).  
 
A study was conducted on chemical war victims who were experiencing problems with respiratory health. 
Respiratory symptom score, wheezing and pulmonary function tests were also recorded in the beginning, 30 



 

days after treatment and at the end of the study. All respiratory symptoms, including chest wheezing and PFT 
values significantly improved and the use of inhalers and and oral β-agonists and oral corticosteroid in the study 
group decreased at the end of the study. There were no obvious changes in control subjects who didn’t take 
N.Sativa (17).  
 
Nigella has been the subject of exciting studies investigating COVID-19 prevention and treatment. As 
inflammation of respiratory tissue is also included in the pathogenesis of Covid, Nigella’s benefits in patients with 
asthma also apply here. Nigella may also block the binding of SARS-COV-2 to ACE2 receptors (15). These 
properties are largely due to its secondary metabolites. A randomised control trial with 173 patients was 
conducted for patients with mild COVID. Patients who took N.sativa had higher recovery rates as well as faster 
recovery of symptoms (16).  
 
Nigella sativa’s potential as a cardioprotective agent has been studied. In a study containing 108 participants 
with mild hypertension, Nigella supplementation reduced both systolic and diastolic blood pressure (7). An 
animal study suggests that thymoquinone may improve lipid profiles (8).  
 
Black seed is highly antioxidant, due to the constituents found in the volatile oil. This has far-riding benefits for a 
number of pathologies, such as diabetes, asthma, and cancer (9). 
 
The use of black seed as an anthelmintic has been studied in children with cestode infections. The study found 
that the seed was beneficial at a dose of 40 mg/kg with no adverse effects (10).  
 
A small randomised control study observing participants with rheumatoid arthritis were treated with Nigella sativa 
oil for eight weeks. The study found that inflammatory cytokines and oxidative stress was significantly reduced in 
the treatment group (11). 
 
Other animal studies are furthering the investigation into the properties of black seed, which still require human 
study to confirm those benefits.  
 

 
An animal study of the toxic potential of Nigella sativa concluded a wide margin of safety in using the plant. 
However, as it has a traditional use as an emmenagogue, use in pregnancy is not recommended (12). 
 

1-10g per day of dried seed 
3-12ml per day of 1:3 tincture of seed 
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