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Abstract 
Cascara sagrada (Rhamnus purshiana), traditionally known as “sacred bark,” has long been used in 

herbal medicine as a stimulant laxative and later adopted into homeopathic practice. This review 

provides a comprehensive overview of its botanical characteristics, phytochemical profile, 

homeopathic sphere of action, therapeutic indications, and safety considerations. In homeopathy, 

Cascara sagrada is valued particularly for its regulatory influence on the digestive tract, liver, and 

portal circulation. The remedy is characteristically indicated in chronic, habitual constipation with hard, 

dry stools, persistent straining, and a sensation of incomplete evacuation. Associated symptoms include 

abdominal fullness, sluggish digestion, hepatic congestion, dull headaches, mental and physical 

heaviness, and urinary hesitancy. Its action reflects a broader theme of “bowel inertia leading to 

systemic torpor.” Clinical applications extend to constipation with portal congestion, haemorrhoids, 

headaches linked to digestive stagnation, and rheumatic discomforts arising from impaired elimination. 

Differential remedies such as Nux vomica, Bryonia alba, and Rhamnus californica help refine remedy 

selection. Though homeopathic potencies are generally safe, the herbal form of Cascara carries 

significant risks such as electrolyte imbalance, dependency, and hepatotoxicity, prompting regulatory 

restrictions. Proper prescribing requires matching the totality of symptoms, choosing appropriate 

potency, and supporting lifestyle modifications to restore natural bowel rhythm and digestive balance. 

Cascara sagrada remains a useful homeopathic remedy when applied judiciously with awareness of its 

broader systemic indications. 
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Introduction 

Cascara sagrada, derived from the inner bark of Rhamnus purshiana, has a long tradition of 

use in herbal medicine as a stimulant laxative and was later adopted into homeopathic 

practice. Its common name “Sacred bark” reflects its traditional use by Indigenous North 

American peoples and subsequent commercialization in Western herbalism [1]. 

In Homoeopathy, Cascara sagrada is valued particularly for its influence on the digestive and 

excretory systems—especially in chronic constipation, sluggish liver or biliary function, 

abdominal heaviness, and related systemic symptoms. 

This article will examine the botanical and phytochemical profile of Cascara sagrada, explore 

its Homeopathic sphere of action and characteristic symptom-picture, outline clinical 

indications, dosing and prescribing guidelines, differential remedies, and safety/regulatory 

considerations. 

 

Botanical & Phytochemical Profile 

Cascara Sagrada is harvested from the dried inner bark of Rhamnus purshiana (also given as 

Frangula purshiana). The species belongs to the family Rhamnaceae and is native to western 

North America (from southern British Columbia through California) where it has historically 

been used by Indigenous communities [1]. 

Phytochemically, the bark contains anthraquinone glycosides (notably cascaroside A and B) 

and other anthrone derivatives which are responsible for its stimulant laxative action in 

herbal form [5]. In Homeopathic preparation, the remedy is used in highly-diluted form that 

shifts focus from gross stimulant action to functional regulation of digestion, elimination and 

systemic tone (“intestinal tract → liver/portal circulation → systemic heaviness”). 
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Homoeopathic sphere of action 

From a Homeopathic viewpoint, Cascara sagrada’s primary 

sphere of action can be summarised as follows: 

• Large intestine /Colon: The remedy is strongly 

indicated in habitual, obstinate constipation with hard, 

dry or knotty stools, often with incomplete evacuation 

feelings. 

• Liver and biliary system: It supports sluggish 

hepatic/biliary function, alleviates portal-system 

congestion and thereby assists digestive clarity and 

elimination of metabolic waste. 

• Digestive and systemic torpor: There is a 

constitutional backdrop of heaviness, slowness of body 

and mind, and impaired elimination. 

• Associated systems: Because digestive and hepatic 

stagnation influence other organs, secondary symptoms 

such as headaches, haemorrhoids, rheumatic pains in 

limbs, urinary heaviness may also feature (especially in 

chronic cases). 

 

Boericke, for example, notes: “Introduced as a palliative for 

constipation… but it has a wider sphere of action… chronic 

indigestion, cirrhosis and jaundice. Haemorrhoids and 

constipation. Gastric  

headache [3].” Thus, when selecting Cascara sagrada in a 

Homeopathic context, the practitioner matches not only the 

bowel symptoms but the overall systemic sluggishness, 

hepatic involvement, and the modalities of 

aggravation/amelioration. 

 

Characteristic symptoms 

Stool & defaecation 

• Long-standing habitual constipation, often with very 

hard, dry, knotty or pellet-like stools, passed only with 

considerable straining. 

• A persistent sensation of incomplete evacuation- “As if 

something remains behind”. 

• The urge may be present but ineffective; sometimes the 

stool only comes after long pushing or passage of 

flatus. 

• Occasionally alternation or soft stools may appear after 

long delayed evacuation. 

These features are central in the remedy picture [3]. 

 

Abdomen & Digestion 

• A sensation of fullness, pressure or bloating in the 

abdomen- especially with inactivity or after rich or fatty 

food. 

• Sluggish digestion: food seems to “sit” in stomach 

longer than expected; belching, sour eructations, 

flatulence may appear. 

• Dull, aching cramps or colicky pains, often worse on 

inactivity, better after a bowel movement or mild 

motion. 

These symptoms accompany the bowel inertia and 

hepatic congestion. 

 

Head & Generality 

• Headache: dull, heavy, often described as a pressing 

weight or band, frequently worse in the morning and 

often tied to constipation. 

• Mental heaviness: difficulty concentrating, slowing of 

thought, irritability or gloom associated with digestive 

disturbance. 

• Physical heaviness of limbs, cold hands/feet (from 

sluggish circulation), general lethargy. 

 

Face 

Pale, sallow or slightly yellow-tinged complexion; coated, 

broad or flabby tongue; foul-breath may accompany [3]. 

  

Liver / Portal Circulation 

• Heaviness or soreness in the right upper quadrant (liver 

area) especially after heavy meals. 

• Portal circulation stagnation may manifest in 

haemorrhoids, varicosities, pelvic congestion. 

 

Urinary Symptoms 

Urinary: notable “delay” before flow begins: “Must wait a 

minute before flow starts, then first in drops.” (Boericke) [3]. 

 

Extremities 

• Heaviness, dragging sensation in legs/arms; aches or 

rheumatic discomfort in muscles and joints in the 

context of bowel stagnation. 

• Coldness of extremities, fatigue of limbs are consistent 

with the systemic torpor theme. 

 

Modalities 

• Aggravation: inactivity; rich/ fatty foods; first thing in 

morning before stool; mental exertion; delays in 

evacuation; cold weather; lying down after meals. 

• Amelioration: after stool or flatulence; mild exercise or 

walking; lighter food; warm drink; movement of 

abdomen. 

 

Clinical indications & therapeutic applications 

In Homeopathic practice, Cascara sagrada is indicated when 

the totality of the case fits its constitutional picture—rather 

than simply focussing on constipation alone. The following 

are typical applications: 

• Chronic or habitual constipation: Particularly when 

conventional laxatives have been used repeatedly with 

diminishing result and the patient shows broader signs 

of sluggish digestion/hepatic tone. 

• Digestive weakness / Hepatic sluggishness: When 

there is post-meal fullness, coated tongue, bitter taste, 

right-upper quadrant heaviness and constipation 

together. 

• Haemorrhoids and portal congestion: In context of 

constipation and sluggish portal/hepatic circulation, the 

remedy supports elimination and reduces congestion. 

• Headache tied to bowel/abdominal congestion: 

Headache improves after stool, or when abdominal 

heaviness is relieved. 

• Rheumatic or arthritic complaints secondary to 

elimination stagnation: Especially in the context of 

lower limb heaviness or systemic torpor. 

 

Compare 

Differential remedies may include Nux vomica 

(constipation after indulgence, irritability, stimulants), 

Bryonia alba (constipation, dryness, irritability, worse 

motion), Rhamnus californica (family Rhamnaceae remedy 

with bloating and tympanites). Understanding the theme 

“Bowel inertia → hepatic/portal congestion → systemic 
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heaviness” helps refine selection. 

 

Dosage & Prescribing Guidelines 

In Homeopathic practice: 

• For acute bowel sluggishness, lower potencies (6C or 

30C) may be used 2-3 times daily until improvement. 

• In chronic constitutional cases, higher potencies (200C, 

1M) may be indicated under proper supervision. 

• One classical source (Boericke) mentions: “Dose – 

Tincture to sixth potency” [3]. 

• Aim is to restore natural bowel rhythm and 

digestive/hepatic tone, not simply force evacuation. 

• Lifestyle support is essential: regular movement, 

high-fibre digestible diet, avoidance of heavy/fatty 

meals, adequate hydration, establishing a regular bowel 

habit. 

 

Safety, cautions & regulatory considerations 

While homeopathic doses of Cascara sagrada are generally 

safe, the herbal stimulant form carries important cautions: 

• Long-term use of stimulant laxatives (including 

Cascara) can lead to electrolyte imbalance (especially 

hypokalaemia), dependency, colon changes (cathartic 

colon) and liver injury [7]. 

• In 2002 the U.S. Food & Drug Administration ruled 

that non-prescription Cascara laxative products were no 

longer generally recognised as safe and effective [5]. 

• Use in pregnancy, children under 12, intestinal 

obstruction, inflammatory bowel disease is discouraged 
[2]. 

• Quality control matters: studies show risks of 

contamination (e.g., fungal/aflatoxin) in raw bark 

extracts [7]. 

• In Homeopathic practice, if acute pain of unknown 

origin, suspected obstruction, or hepatic failure is 

present, referral to medical care is essential. 

 

Historical research context 

Cascara bark was adopted into Western medicine in the 19th 

century as a stimulant laxative (in fact marketed widely until 

regulatory changes in early 21st century) [7]. 

Homeopathic texts such as Boericke and Clarke include 

Cascara sagrada in their Materia medica with characteristic 

indications of constipation, hepatic sluggishness, 

haemorrhoids, and headache [3]. Recent research focuses 

more on phytochemical analyses, safety/toxicity 

(hepatotoxicity, genotoxicity of anthraquinones) than 

large-scale clinical trials in Homeopathy. For example, one 

review warns of serious adverse events from long-term use 

of stimulant herbs including Cascara [8]. 

 

Conclusion 

Cascara sagrada remains a valuable remedy in homeopathic 

practice when selected on the basis of the totality of 

symptoms: especially when chronic constipation is 

accompanied by digestive/hepatic sluggishness, abdominal 

heaviness, systemic torpor and characteristic modalities. 

The key to effective use lies in matching the remedy to the 

individual’s constitution and symptoms, using appropriate 

potency and repetition, and supporting lifestyle factors to 

rebalance elimination and digestion. Given the safety 

concerns deriving from its herbal stimulant form, 

practitioners and patients must exercise caution and monitor 

for long-term risk. Properly used, Cascara sagrada can 

restore bowel rhythm, relieve hepatic burden and improve 

overall functional elimination. 
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