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Before getting started with an overview on Cannabis roots in traditional Chinese 

medicine, I wanted to present the following two independent references regarding the use of 

Cannabis roots in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM). One of these sources is listed as a 

Pharmacopoeia with the NHPD. It has not been published yet, but I managed to get the reference 

ahead of its release. This should give your company a bit of a first mover advantage. 

The description below will be published in a monograph for the American Herbal 

Pharmacopoeia soon. 

Cannabis Root (Má Gēn; 麻根) 

The use of cannabis root was recorded as early as Táo Hóng Jĭng’s Shén Nóng Běn Cǎo 

Jīng Jí Zhù in the sixth century CE (Tao H. J. 1999). The root can be boiled or crushed to extract 

its juice, and is indicated for static blood and stone strangury. Táo Hóngjĭng noted that it was 

effective when taken boiled in water for difficult delivery with retention of the placenta, to break 

the blood in cases of congestion and distention, and to treat incessant vaginal discharge or 

flooding (copious uterine bleeding). The Běn Cǎo Gāng Mù quotes Sū Gōng and states: “To treat 

incessant hot strangury with blood, take 27 pieces, wash it clean, and boil in five shēng of water 

until three shēng remains, take it in divided doses; the bleeding stops with a miraculous effect.” 

The text also records, from the Yào Xìng Lùn that the juice from the crushed roots and leaves is 

“effective for injuries with static blood, fullness in the abdomen and heart region with shortness 

of breath, and bone fractures with unbearable pain. If unavailable, use juice made from boiled 

hemp as a substitute” (Liu et al. 2009). 
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The following brief overview is from Brand and Wiseman’s book Concise Chinese 

Materia Medica. This reference is the only currently available Materia Medica source published 

in English specifically citing Cannabis Roots. 

Má Gēn; 麻根 Cannabis Radix, cannabis (hemp) root: This is the root of the cannabis 

plant. Má Gēn dispels stasis and stanches bleeding. It is used in the treatment of strangury, 

flooding and spotting, vaginal discharge, difficult delivery, retention of the placenta, and knocks 

and falls. It is taken orally, either as a decoction or crushed to extract its juice (in its fresh form). 

References: 

Brand E., Wiseman N. (2008). Concise Chinese Materia Medica. Taos, NM: Paradigm 

Publications, 51–52. 

Tao H. J. (1999). (Originally Liang Dynasty). Japan- Mori Risshi. Complete Compendium of 

Chinese Materia Medica, Vol. 5, Collection of Commentaries on the Classic of Materia 

Medica.Beijing: Huaxia Publishing House 

Liu H. R., Liu S. Y., Zheng J. S., Qian C. C. (2009). Compendium of Materia Medica Research 

(Ben Cao Gang Mu Yan Jiu). Beijing: Huaxia Publishing, 975–979.  
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Abstract 

This overview discusses the history of Cannabis roots in traditional Chinese medicine with 

supplemental evidence supplied by European historical sources.  

Discussion: Cannabis roots have been used in traditional Chinese medicine for over a thousand 

years. They were mentioned in the classic Materia Medica Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing, written 

between 200 and 250 CE. This report discusses this evidence, as well as other sources, in the 

process of supporting therapeutic claims for Cannabis roots. It also analyzes modern research 

into the active ingredients in Cannabis roots as they relate to this herb's documented traditional 

application. 

Conclusion: The available data on the pharmacology of cannabis root, as well as supportive 

historical evidence, provide significant support to its use as a therapeutic herbal medicine. 

Keywords:  Cannabis roots, Inflammation, Chinese Medicine, friedelin, lignans estrogens 
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Cannabis Root (Má Gēn; 麻根) 

For thousands of years in China Cannabis has functioned as a fiber, food, and medicine. 

Fiber-rich forms of Cannabis were extensively used in ancient China for non-medicinal 

purposes. These purposes included the manufacturing of clothing, paper, rope, and fishing nets. 

The seeds of Cannabis have a documented historical use in traditional Chinese medicine of at 

least 1800 years. Today, China is one of the world's epicenters of cannabis (hemp) cultivation. 

Though its current medical use in modern China primarily focuses on its seed, all parts of the 

cannabis plant have a recorded history in Chinese medical texts. The historical variation between 

medicinal and fiber varieties of Cannabis in China was primarily determined by what was 

available in the local geography.  

Cannabis in Traditional Chinese Medicine 

According to Hill and colleagues in their paper Cannabis and Pain: A Clinical Review, 

the use of Cannabis for pain can be traced back to the ancient Chinese text Divine Farmer's 

Materia Medica (Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing - 神農本草經). This book is an ancient Chinese record 

on agriculture and medicine. It contains the oldest written history in China of using Cannabis as 

a medicine, recommending it for poor circulation, constipation, body pain, and female 

reproductive disorders. This plant was also administered in combination with alcohol to 

anesthetize patients during surgical procedures. The Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing, along with an 

additional commentary called Additional Records of Famous Physicians (Ming Yi Bie Lu 名醫

別錄). This addendum includes many of the original observations that were repeated about 

traditional Chinese medicine's use of Cannabis in later centuries. All parts of the cannabis plant 

were reported in historical Chinese medical texts. These parts include the seed (ma ren 麻仁), 
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female leaf (ma fan 麻蕡), flower (ma hua 麻花), and root (ma gen 麻根), as well as the cortex 

of the stalk (ma pi 麻皮). In the modern West, the use of Cannabis for medical purposes has 

primarily focused on cannabinoids.  

Biotypes of Cannabis in China 

A review of the nature, actions, and indications of various cannabis plant parts in Chinese 

texts reveal several terms that could designate the presence of drug biotypes of Cannabis. For 

instance, using the plant for severe pain, reporting perceived toxicity, or effects such as 

producing anesthesia or hallucinations may show the historical presence of drug biotypes.  

In published research (Mechoulam et al., 2002; Devinsky et al., 2014), the language 

associated with the before-mentioned effects was compared with records of other drugs found in 

the Chinese materia medica that have recognized hallucinogenic or narcotic effects. Additionally, 

other medical applications that have been affiliated with cannabinoid-rich mixtures, including 

treatments for conditions like epilepsy and/or mental illness that may be related to the 

pharmacology of cannabidiol or triterpenoids that reduce inflammation like friedelin and its 

derivative epifriedelinol, as opposed to the psychoactive cannabinoids like tetrahydrocannabinol. 

According to the 2008 text, Great Encyclopedia of China: Dictionary of Health and 

Medicine, all parts of the plant were recorded in Materia Medica texts by 659 AD (Zheng JS 

2008).  The ancient herbal medicine literature implies that both drug and fiber biotypes were 

known in ancient China, but these texts never discriminated the plant into drug vs. fiber or oil 

categories. As a result, defining the relationships of different biotypes on the historical 

applications of Cannabis is difficult. 



Cannabis Roots: History and Traditional Medical Use  8 

May 7 2019 

A historical study suggests that drug biotypes of Cannabis were known in ancient 

Chinese medicine, however, it is likely that long-term focus on fiber-rich forms of cannabis for 

non-medicinal use caused medicinal varieties to decline in practical importance over time.  

Several trends in the literature suggest that medicinal biotypes of Cannabis were rarely 

applied in Chinese medicine. The increased influence of the seeds and reduced written reference 

to other plant parts in the materia medica literature over time suggest that Cannabis was not 

heavily focused on as a medicinal substance. Also, actions and indications for Cannabis in many 

of the early texts were simply repeated over the centuries. These references had comparatively 

little elaboration when compared with other herbs in later materia medica sources.  

 

Medical Application for Cannabis in Classical TCM Literature 

Within herbal medicine texts from ancient China, all medicinals are classified into three 

grades or categories: superior medicinals which support the maintenance of life and are without 

toxicity, medium medicinals which support the maintenance of life some medicinal functions, 

and inferior medicinals which treat disease but definitely have some toxicity. Cannabis is listed 

in the The Divine Farmer's Materia Medica (Shen Nong Ben Cao Jing - 神農本草經) as a superior 

medicine, stating that it “supplements the center”, which generally refers to regulating digestion, 

and “boosts vital energy” (Yang SZ 1998).  

 

Uses of Cannabis in the Chinese Medical Literature that May Link to Cannabinoids  

The famous physician Sun Simiao (孫思邈 - 581–683 AD) of the Tang Dynasty wrote 

that "the leaves of Cannabis could be crushed to extract their juice, which was used to treat pain 

due to fractured bones" (Chen and Huang, 2005). In 1070 AD, the text Illustrated Classic of 
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Materia Medica (Ben Cao Tu Jing - 本草圖經) included a reference to the above source 

presenting a preparation of Cannabis that could be used for severe pain that inhibited movement 

(Su, 1994). It notes that Cannabis can be used for "relieving impediment". The term "Bi" (痹), 

which is often translated as "impediment" refers to what modern Western medicine calls arthritis 

(Wiseman and Feng, 1998). Current research is just starting to understand the healing qualities of 

cannabis roots. These properties have largely been overlooked both in research and in modern 

medical practice. Cannabis roots are imbued with many compounds that could have significant 

therapeutic applications (Ryz 2017). 

 

Arthritis – Bi Syndrome 

The Chinese character “Bi” in Chinese (痹) means an obstruction. Bi Syndrome refers to 

the syndrome characterized by poor circulation of qi (body energy) and blood within the human 

body. The symptoms of this traditional Chinese medicine syndrome consist of body soreness, 

pain, numbness, heavy sensations in the limbs, swelling of joints and limbs, and limited range of 

motion. Basically, Bi Syndrome refers to what modern medicine calls arthritis. 

Cannabis roots are rich in triterpenoids including friedelin and its derivative epifriedelinol. Both 

ingredients are known to have anti-inflammatory activity. Friedelin has shown anti-inflammatory 

activity during in vivo experiments, reducing edema and swelling (Antonisamy 2015, Li 2018). 

In order to treat excessive inflammation, cannabis root has been traditionally administered as a 

topical preparation using water extraction or decoction (James R 1747, Marcandier M. 1758) 

The roots of Cannabis contain monoterpenes, like carvone & dihydrocarvone, which have 

been shown to have analgesic effects. Carvone & dihydrocarvone are the ingredients that give 

spearmint its aroma. They modulate the trpm8 receptor, which is sensitive to cooling and pain 
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(Calixto 2005). Carvone's antinociceptive action has been established by several in vivo tests 

(Gonçalves JC 2008). Carvone is why spearmint essential oil, which includes up to 70% carvone 

is used as a topical anti-inflammatory (Chowdhury J 2007). 

Other compounds found in cannabis roots include B-sitosterol, and campesterol, and P-

hydroxy-trans-cinnamamide (Ryz N 2017). These active ingredients have been tested in vivo and 

shown to possess analgesic activities. 

Historical accounts in Europe have illustrated that cannabis roots may be administered 

topically to treat gout and arthritis. During the Renaissance in France, the physician Francois 

Rabelais noted that "the root of Cannabis, boiled in water, soothes muscles, stiff joints, gout 

pains and rheumatism" (Rabelais F 1990). In 1710, the English physician Dr. William Salmon 

wrote "the decoction of the root is said to ease the pains of the gout, to help hard tumors or knots 

in the joints, cramps, and shrinking of the sinews, and to ease the pains of the hip, or sciatica, 

being applied thereto by fomentation, and afterward mixed applied made up into a cataplasm 

with barley flower, renewing of it every day" (Salmon W. 1710). Cannabis mixtures, made by 

crushing the raw root into a juice and preparing it with a source of fat (ex. butter), have been 

traditionally applied to the skin to soothe burns. In 1542, the German physician Leonard Fuchs 

said of cannabis roots: "the raw root, pounded and wrapped, is good for the burn" (Meyer FG 

1999).In 1640, John Parkinson the English botanist and herbalist explained the properties of 

hemp as "cold and dry" and, as well as recommending it for pain, remarked, "the decoction of the 

root and the fresh juice mixed with oil or butter [is] good for any place that had been burnt by 

fire" (Parkinson J 1640). In 1758, the French author Mercandier wrote about hemp in Traitè du 

Chanvre, indicating that the root "pounded and ground fresh, with butter in a mortar, one applies 

it to burns, which it soothes infinitely, provided it is often renewed" (Marcandier M. 1758).  
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Cannabis root has been used topically to soothe skin burns in a variety of ways, including using 

the pulverized root, as a juice, and as a mixture combined with a source of fat like butter or oil 

(Clarke RC 2013). This application makes sense because, as we discuss in this report, active 

ingredients in Cannabis root have proven anti-inflammatory actions. 

 

Women's Health 

The active ingredient friedelin may also have estrogenic action.  In vivo experiments 

have found that administering friedelin to ovaryectomized female rats improved sexual behavior 

parameters as well as the estrogenic activity of the animals (Aswar UM 2010). Cannabis roots 

also contain lignans (Andre C. 2016). The structural association of lignans and estrogens 

underscore the possible benefit of cannabis root consumption for women's health. Practitioners 

of Chinese herbal medicine have used mixtures from cannabis roots to aid women with 

difficulties in their menstrual cycle, as well as post pregnancy issues (Brand and Wiseman 2008). 

 

The Digestive System 

One of the earliest references to Cannabis use for medical purposes is in the Chinese 

medical text Shen Nong Ben Cao. In this document, it states, "It supplements the center 

[meaning that it benefits digestion] and boosts the qi [vital energy]. Long term use may make one 

robust, strong, and never senile" (Yang SZ 1998). Ethanol can cause severe gastric damage and 

pretreatment with friedelin can protect against its negative health effects. An in vivo research 

study published in 2015 analysed antioxidant activities and anti-inflammatory activities, as well 

as mucus weight in relationship to friedelin administration. The researchers found that a variety 

of inflammatory markers significantly decreased when subjects were pretreated with friedelin. 
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This study demonstrated the gastrointestinal protective effect of friedelin against inflammation. 

These findings suggested that friedelin could be useful as a natural protective tool against gastric 

inflammation (Antonisamy P 2015). 

 

Circulation – Stopping Impediment 

Blood stasis (血瘀), or blood stagnation (血滞), is an essential underlying pathology of 

many disease processes according to traditional Chinese medicine. Described in TCM theory as a 

slowing or pooling of the blood due to disruption of the flow of energy, blood stasis is often 

understood in western medical in terms as hematological disorders such as hemorrhage, 

congestion, thrombosis, and local ischemia. Ischemia occurs when blood flow to a part of the 

body is reduced, preventing the tissues from receiving enough oxygen.  Proper circulation of 

blood is vital to healthy rebuilding and repair processes.  

A 2007 report found that a friedelin rich extract could reduce the serum total cholesterol 

and total triglyceride levels in vivo. Furthermore, the friedelin rich extract significantly reduced 

the systolic blood pressure of spontaneously hypertensive rats. Its maximum effect time was less 

than 24 h (Jiao J 2007). Both of these mechanisms explain why this herbal medicine was 

traditionally used to treat the symptoms of “impediment” or stagnation through the regulation of 

healthy blood flow in the cardiovascular system. 

Liver Protection 

Friedelin exhibits antioxidant action in vitro and liver protectant qualities in vivo. 

Pretreatment with friedelin reduced carbon tetrachloride (CCl4)-induced liver damage. The 

results were comparable with a silymarin extract from milk thistle (Sunil C. 2013). 
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Preparation Method 

There are several traditional methods of preparing cannabis root for therapeutic use. 

Information on Cannabis roots in traditional Chinese medicine is usually an addendum on a 

monograph focused on the flower or seed. As a result, the information in classical texts on the 

root is very sparse in comparison to many of the other more commonly used herbs. 

The Běn Cǎo Gāng Mù quotes Sū Gōng and states: “To treat incessant hot strangury with 

blood, take 27 pieces, wash it clean, and boil in five shēng of water until three shēng remains, 

take it in divided doses; the bleeding stops with a miraculous effect.” The text also records, from 

the Yào Xìng Lùn that the juice from the crushed roots and leaves is “effective for injuries with 

static blood, fullness in the abdomen and heart region with shortness of breath, and bone 

fractures with unbearable pain. If unavailable, use juice made from boiled hemp as a substitute” 

(Liu et al. 2009). 

According to European sources, the raw cannabis roots can be made by pounding and 

crushing the fresh root to extract its juices (Ryz N 2017). There are several mentions of cannabis 

root preparations in water, especially boiling water, which suggests that early formulators were 

attempting to obtain the water-soluble compounds in the roots (Ryz N 2017). During the 17th 

and 18th centuries, there are also many mentions of using cannabis root decoctions. The fresh 

ground root, juice, or a cannabis root decoction can be mixed with fat (Ryz N 2017). There is an 

account of mixing pulverized cannabis root with wine. Topical applications of Cannabis root-

based preparations are the most common method described in European literature (Ryz N 2017).  

Of note, if cannabis roots are being used for long term use, the origin of the roots must be 

carefully examined since cannabis roots can accumulate heavy metals from the soil, including 

iron, chromium, and cadmium. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion we can see that Cannabis roots have multiple health benefits that fill a need in the 

lives of everyday people.  With well thought out Chinese herbal combinations using Cannabis 

roots, there are multiple areas where this herb can be beneficial for regular use. 
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Appendix CBD and the Traditional Chinese Medicine Applications for Cannabis Roots 

 

The Endocannabinoid System Within the Gut 

Cannabinoids like CBD may also play a key role in promoting digestive health. 

According to traditional Chinese medicine, Cannabis stimulates the digestive system to 

encourage a person's appetite as well as to encourage bowel movements. 

A 2016 study supported this traditional health claim, stating that the endocannabinoid 

system (ECS) plays an essential role in the normal physiology of the gastrointestinal system.  

The ECS is involved in gut motility, gut-brain-mediated fat intake and hunger signaling, 

inflammation and gut permeability, and dynamic interactions with gut microbiota. 

 

Endocannabinoid System Structure 

The endocannabinoid system is made of cell receptor sites found throughout various 

areas of the body including the central nervous system, peripheral nervous system, and immune 

system. Two important receptor sites for this system have been pinpointed, namely the CB1 and 

CB2 receptors. 

These receptors are also located on cells within the digestive system. Therefore, 

dysfunction of this system may be involved with various intestinal disorders, including 

inflammatory bowel disease and irritable bowel syndrome. 

 

CBD and Leaky Gut 

Leaky gut is a digestive condition where bacteria and toxins can "leak" through the 

intestinal wall. To protect the body from foreign invaders, the gut has a barrier of cells that are 
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linked together by what are called tight junction proteins. These tight junctions act as a gateway 

between your digestive system and your bloodstream. These proteins control what passes 

between them. This interaction allows nutrients to flow through, while stopping harmful 

substances from harming the gut. In cases of a leaky gut, these tight junctions become more 

permeable and allow toxic substances such as bacteria and pathogens to enter the bloodstream. 

This situation can end up creating excessive levels of inflammation.  

People can get a leaky gut from a variety of causes, including chronic stress, a poor diet 

as well as an overload of toxic exposures. An imbalance in the gut bacteria is also thought to be a 

potential cause of leaky gut. 

CBD may be the key to reducing the permeability at tight junctions. A paper published in 

2011 in the journal Advanced Research in Gastroenterology & Hepatology found that CBD may 

restore endothelial membrane permeability in the gut (De Filippis D. 2011). If this cannabinoid 

restores the epithelial integrity of tight junctions, it will make them less likely to allow offensive 

material to penetrate the gut wall. Enhancing the defense structure of the gut wall would have 

system-wide benefits and a significant impact on inflammation throughout the body. 

 

CBD and Irritable Bowel Syndrome 

Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is a condition that affects the digestive system, resulting 

in a wide range of symptoms including cramping, abdominal pain, bloating, gas, and diarrhea or 

constipation, or both. Muscle contractions can produce this condition in the intestines, nerve 

issues in the digestive system, excessive inflammation in the bowels, infection, and changes in 

the gut bacteria. 
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A paper published in the journal Phytotherapy Research states that evidence indicates 

cannabis-based products to be effective against IBS. The authors of the paper note that CBD's 

anti-inflammatory and immunomodulatory effects make it a promising therapeutic tool for 

treating IBS symptoms like pain and inflammation. The authors state that CBD may possess a 

wide range of beneficial effects for the treatment of IBS and its related symptoms. They 

conclude saying "CBD [may be] a potential candidate for the development of a new class of anti‐

IBD drugs" (Esposito G 2013). 

CBD may lower intestinal inflammation through the control of the neuro-immune axis. 

Enteric glial cells (EGC) are involved with both acute and prolonged inflammation in the gut. A 

2011 paper published in PlosONE found that EGC generates proinflammatory cytokines which 

may improve the immune response, confirming an important link connecting the nervous and 

immune systems in the gut. These same EGCs are responsible for maintaining the integrity of the 

gut mucosa and play an essential role in gut immunity. However, as we previously mentioned 

these cells could also generate inflammation. CBD has been shown to control the inflammatory 

response and ECG activation (De Filippis D 2011).  

 

Circulation 

Preclinical research published in the British Journal of Clinical Pharmacology found that 

that CBD has a positive effect on the cardiovascular system. It lowers blood pressure and 

increases blood flow by expanding arteries and veins (Stanley CP 2012). 

A 2017 study treated 10 men with a single 600 mg dose of CBD and observed that it 

lowered the resting blood pressure of the subjects. In this study, researchers also conducted stress 
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tests to judge the effects CBD on the subject's stress response. They observed that the subject's 

exhibited a lower blood pressure increase than normal (Jadoon KA 2017) when given CBD. 
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