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Abstract
Background and Objective: Lawsone, from Lawsonia inermis is reported with high antioxidant properties and is predicted to reduce
oxidative stress via binding to the domain of oxidative enzyme Superoxide Dismutase (SOD) receptor. This study is intended to evaluate
lawsone’s total antioxidant activity in vitro  and the SOD activation property in silico. Materials and Methods: Cytotoxicity of lawsone
on A431 and 3T3 cell lines was obtained via MTT assay. Next, FRAP assay was carried out in 2 conditions in vitro : (a) In the absence of cells,
and (b) At 200 µM in A431 and 3T3 cells to assess the total antioxidant activity. For in silico  studies, AlloSite 2.0 webserver was used to
predict the SOD’s allosteric site, followed by AutoDock Tools (ADT) for molecular docking and finally interaction analysis via PyMOL
software, ProteinsPlus and PLIP webservers. Results: IC50 of lawsone on the A431 cell line was determined at 3650 µM while no IC50 was
detected on the 3T3 cell line. Lawsone exhibited the total antioxidant activities in the absence of cells, in A431 and 3T3 cell lines at
4.04±0.18, 94.41±1.21 and 93.50±8.48 µM, respectively. In silico results showed that lawsone binds to 2 allosteric regions A and B of
SOD1, with binding affinities of -7.3 and -6.6 kcal molG1, respectively. Molecular docking results illustrated several hydrophobic interactions
and 4 hydrogen bondings between lawsone and SOD. Conclusion: Lawsone exhibited a low range increment in total antioxidant activity
at low concentration and can excellently bind to the allosteric sites of SOD.
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INTRODUCTION

Free radicals are unstable molecular species that contain
unpaired electrons in their outer shell and can exist on their
own, whereas the Reactive Oxygen Species (ROS) is a term that
is used to include the free radicals and non-radicals such as
singlet oxygen, peroxynitrite and hydrogen peroxide1,2. All
aerobic organisms generate and eliminate reactive oxygen
species, resulting in either the physiological amount needed
for regular cell function or unsustainable amounts, a
phenomenon called oxidative stress. Oxidative stress is the
term that refers to the inequity between the production of
ROS and the production of the protective antioxidant2.
Oxidative stress can cause inflammation on the skin3.
Oxidative stress has already been shown as the primary
mechanism of various diseases as the correlation between
oxidative stress, particularly in lipid peroxidation and different
inflammatory skin condition such as atopic dermatitis and
psoriasis has been shown by compelling evidence4.

Thus, some compounds, known as antioxidants, can
protect the skin from free radicals. They are naturally occurring
antioxidants in our skin that protect cells and tissue during
normal metabolism from the continuous development of
reactive oxygen metabolites, which consists of enzymatic and
non-enzymatic antioxidants. Enzymatic antioxidants act as the
first line of defence, for instance, Glutathione Peroxidase (GPx),
Superoxide Dismutase (SOD) and Catalase (CAT) while non-
enzymatic antioxidants such as metal chelating agent, binds
to the redox-active metals and suppress the production of
metal-catalysed free radicals5. Superoxide Dismutase (SOD) is
the primary antioxidant defence system by catalysing the
conversion of superoxide anion and hydrogen peroxide
participating in cell signalling at each subcellular location. SOD
also plays a crucial role in suppressing oxidative inactivation
of nitric oxide, thereby preventing the production of
peroxynitrite and endothelial and mitochondrial impairment6.

Nowadays, a lot of studies prove that compounds from
natural products act as an antioxidant, which can give
protection from inflammation to the skin. The extracts of
Lawsonia inermis, commonly known as Henna, are among the
most frequently used skin dyes7. Henna has been widely used
in traditional medicine to treat inflammation, cancer, bacterial
and fungal infections and various skin ailments8. The primary
active component of L. inermis is lawsone or 2-hydroxy-1,4-
naphthoquinone (Fig. 1). A lot of studies have proven
that lawsone possesses several remarkable biological
functions, such as antioxidant, antibacterial and antifungal,
anti-inflammatory, antipyretic and analgesic and anticancer9.
Thus, the present study aims to evaluate the total  antioxidant

Fig. 1: Structure of lawsone (2-hydroxy-1,4-naphthoquinone)

activity of lawsone in vitro  and the SOD activation property of
lawsone in silico. It is expected that lawsone may exhibit good
total antioxidant activity via Ferric Reducing Antioxidant
Power (FRAP) assay and have an excellent binding affinity at
the allosteric sites of SOD in silico  which is can simultaneously
trigger the activation of the SOD enzyme.    

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study area: The studies were carried out at the Department of
Biomedical Science, Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences,
Universiti Putra Malaysia, from January-August, 2020. 
 
In vitro  assays
Chemicals: Dulbecco’s Modified Eagle Media (DMEM) culture
media, penicillin-streptomycin, trypsin, Ethylene Diamine
Tetraacetic Acid (EDTA), 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-
diphenyl tetrazolium bromide (MTT) were obtained from
Nacalai Tesque Inc. (Kyoto, Japan). Phosphate Buffer Solution
(PBS) was purchased from 1st Base (The Gemini, Singapore).
Fetal Bovine Serum (FBS), trypan blue solution 0.4%, 2,4,6-
tripyridyl-s-triazine (TPTZ), ferrous sulphate heptahydrate
(FeSO4.7H2O) and sodium acetate anhydrous were acquired
from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, Missouri, USA). Dimethyl
Sulfoxide (DMSO) and glacial acetic acid were purchased from
AMRESCO (Solon, Ohio, USA). Hydrochloric acid (HCl) and
Ferric Chloride Hexahydrate (FeCl3.6H2O) were purchased from
Fisher Scientific (Loughborough, Leicestershire, UK). L-ascorbic
acid was obtained from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Dallas, TX,
USA) and sodium hydroxide (Systerm, Classic Chemicals, Shah
Alam, Selangor, Malaysia). The powdered form of lawsone (2-
hydroxyl-1,4-naphthoquinone) was purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). 

Cell culture: Human epidermoid carcinoma (A431) was a
generous gift from Prof. Dr. Tan Wen Siang from Faculty of
Biotechnology, Universiti Putra  Malaysia  and  normal  mouse
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fibroblast (3T3) cell lines were purchased from American Type
Culture Collection (ATCC). All the cell lines were cultured in the
culture flasks containing DMEM culture media, FBS and
penicillin-streptomycin with the percentage of 89, 10 and 1%,
respectively, using 44.5 mL of DMEM culture media, 5 mL of
FBS and 500 µL of penicillin-streptomycin. The confluence of
the cells was observed under the phase-contrast inverted
microscope before subculturing in fresh media after washing
with Phosphate-Buffered Saline (PBS) and trypsinisation. Cell
viability was observed by using trypan blue staining before
cell seeding for cytotoxicity and FRAP assays.

Cytotoxicity assay: The growth and cytotoxicity of cells were
determined by MTT assay10. About 100 µL of A431 and 3T3 cell
lines were seeded into separate 96-well plates with the
seeding density of 1×105 cells mLG1. The plates were then
incubated at 37EC in a 5% CO2 incubator for 24 hrs. The
working solution of lawsone and DMEM media were prepared
in sterile Petri dishes. After 24 hrs, the cells in both plates were
treated with 100 µL of lawsone with 10 different
concentrations (5000, 2500, 1250, 625, 312.5, 156.75, 78.13,
39.07, 19.53 and 9.77 µM). The well with complete media
growth and without lawsone treatment was acted as the
negative control. The plates were then wrapped with
aluminium foil and incubated at 37EC in a 5% CO2 incubator
for 48 hrs. The MTT solution (5 mg mLG1) was prepared by
dissolving into PBS solution. After 48 hrs incubation, 20 µL of
MTT solution was added to each well of the 96-well plate. The
plates were wrapped with aluminium foil and incubated at
37EC in a 5% CO2 incubator. After 4 hrs of incubation, the
medium of the wells was aspirated and 100 µL of DMSO was
replaced into each well. The plate was then read using a
microplate reader (Infinite F50, Tecan, Männedorf,
Switzerland) with a wavelength of 570 nm and a reference
wavelength of 630 nm after a shake for 10 sec. A graph of cell
viability against lawsone concentration was plotted. IC50 was
determined from the concentration versus cytotoxicity graph.
The cytotoxicity was calculated based on the formula11:

Opticaldensityof sample(mean)Cytotoxicity(%) 100
Opticaldensityof control(mean)

 

Ferric reducing antioxidant power (FRAP) assay: The
method from Faria et al.12 was used to perform biochemical
FRAP assay, while a few modifications were performed as
reported by Hasiah et al.13 to perform FRAP assay in cell lines.
Both A431 and 3T3 cell lines were plated as in MTT assay in a
96-well  plate  with  the  seeding  density  of  1×104 cells mLG1.

The plates then were incubated at 37EC in a 5% CO2  incubator
for  24  hrs.  Then,  the  cells  in  both plates were treated with
50 µL of lawsone with eight different concentrations (200, 100,
50, 25, 12.5, 6.25, 3.13 and 1.56 µM). The positive control used
in this assay was vitamin C (L-ascorbic acid). The plates were
then wrapped with aluminium foil and incubated at 37EC in a
5% CO2 incubator for 24 hrs. Then, the plates were sonicated
by using the sonicator (Powersonic 410, Hwashin Technology
Co., Seoul, South Korea) for 30 sec. The plates were added with
150 µL of freshly prepared FRAP reagent which was warmed
at 37EC. The plates were then read on a fluorescence
microplate reader (Infinite 200 Pro, Tecan, Männedorf,
Switzerland) with a wavelength of 593 nm. The absorbance
reading was converted into a FRAP value (µM). The
biochemical FRAP assay on lawsone without the presence of
the cell lines was also performed by adding FRAP reagent
immediately to the lawsone solution in a 96-well plate. The
series of Ferrous Sulphate Heptahydrate (FeSO4.7H2O)
concentrations from 100-1000 µM was prepared for obtaining
the standard curve.

Statistical analysis: In vitro results were analysed by using
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), followed by Dunnett’s test as a
post hoc test, which is significant at p<0.05. All of this was
analysed by using the software package of IBM SPSS Statistical
Package Version 26.

In silico  studies
Determination of allosteric site: The SOD protein was
retrieved from the RSCB protein data bank in the .pdb format
file with PDB ID of 2C9V, atomic resolution of Cu-Zn human
superoxide dismutase with a resolution of 1.07D. All chains of
2C9V (chain “A” and “F”) were selected to determine the
possible allosteric sites by using AlloSite Version 2.10
webserver14. The report of results was downloaded and the
PDB file of the allosteric prediction site of 2C9V was observed
by using PyMOL software.

Preparing receptor and ligand input: AutoDock Tools (ADT)
and AutoDock Vina were used to evaluate and perform
molecular docking15. PDB ID of 2C9V of SOD receptor was
acquired from RSCB Protein Data Bank in the ‘.pdb’ file.
Meanwhile, as for the ligand, the structure of lawsone was
retrieved in ‘.sdf’ format from PubChem which was then
converted to ‘.pdb’ format by using open babel software. Both
SOD and lawsone were required to be prepared into PDBQT
format for the AutoDock Vina to evaluate and perform the
molecular docking. Next, the hydrogen atoms were added and
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Table 1: Adjusted parameters were used to set up the docking grid box for SOD
Grid size Grid coordinate

Protein Area ---------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------
SOD A x 14 x 12.407

y 30 y -4.285
z 18 z 11.315

B x 8 x 32.034
y 12 y -0.611
z 8 z 17.785

merged with the polar and non-polar hydrogens. The charges
were computed using the Gasteiger method. The torsion was
then assigned to the ligand.

Setting up docking grid box and configuration files: Table 1
shows the adjusted parameters used for docking of SOD. The
grid box size and coordinates were identified to operate as
molecular docking parameters. The parameters above were
written in a text editor such as Notepad or Crimson Editor and
saved as a configuration file in ‘.txt’ format.

Molecular docking via AutoDock Vina: The molecular
docking between lawsone and SOD was carried out by
utilizing AutoDock Vina software16. The prepared PDB files of
SOD and lawsone, the configuration file in ‘.txt’ format and
AutoDock Vina software were included in 1 folder before
proceeding to the command prompt for running the docking
job.

Analysis on docked complexes: The docked ligand
conformation produced the 9 best results of binding affinity
with different pose predictions between the lawsone and
SOD.  Thus,  the best-docked ligand-protein complex
(lawsone-SOD complex) with top binding affinity was then
analysed by using PyMOL software (PyMOL Molecular
Graphics System, Version 2.3 Schrödinger, LLC.), ProteinsPlus
(Zentrum für Bioinformatik:  Universität  Hamburg-Proteins 
Plus  Server) and PLIP webservers (Protein-Ligand Interaction
Profiler, Biotechnology Center TU Dresden). The two-
dimensional (2D) information of the interaction between the
docked lawsone-SOD complex was obtained from
ProteinsPlus.
 

RESULTS

In vitro  analysis
Effect of lawsone on cell cytotoxicity: MTT assay was used to
determine the toxicity profile of lawsone in the cells. Thus, IC50
was obtained to determine the cytotoxicity of lawsone on the
epidermoid A431 and fibroblast 3T3 cell lines. The cells were
treated  with  various  dosage  ranges  of  concentration  from

5000, 2500, 1250, 625, 312.5, 156.75, 78.13, 39.07, 19.53, 9.77
and 0 µM. The incubation time of the treatment was 24 hrs.
The data in Fig. 2a showed the cytotoxicity result of lawsone
on the percentage of cell viability of epidermoid A431 at
various groups of treatments. By using the graph as a
reference, the lawsone IC50 was determined at 3650 :M.
Meanwhile, Fig. 2b showed the cytotoxicity result of lawsone
on the percentage of cell viability of fibroblast 3T3 at various
groups of treatments. By using the graph as a reference, no
IC50 was detected for lawsone below the concentration of
5000 µM. The value of IC50 was then used as the reference
dose for the preceding FRAP assay.

Total antioxidant activity (biochemical FRAP assay-absence
of cells): Biochemical FRAP assay was used to determine the
total antioxidant activity of vitamin C (Fig. 3a, as the positive
control) and lawsone (Fig. 3b). A various dosage range of
vitamin C and lawsone concentrations from 200, 100, 50, 25,
12.5, 6.25, 3.13, 1.56 and 0 µM were utilized for the FRAP assay.

Total antioxidant activity on cell lines: Cell line-based FRAP
assay was used to determine the total antioxidant activity of
lawsone and vitamin C on both cell lines, namely epidermoid
A431 cell line (Fig. 4a) and fibroblast 3T3 cell line (Fig. 4b). The
cells were treated with a various dosage range of
concentrations  from  200,  100, 50, 25, 12.5, 6.25, 3.13, 1.56
and 0 µM.

In silico  analysis 
Crystal  structure  and  hydrophobic  pocket  residues of
SOD: The SOD receptor (PDB ID of 2C9V) was acquired from
RSCB  Protein  Data  Bank (Fig. 5). The crystal structure
consisted  of  2  chains  known  as  chains  A  and F with 4
ligand  molecules,  copper  (Cu),  sodium  (Na), sulfate (SO4)
and  zinc  (Zn)  which were attached to the hydrophobic
pocket  of  SOD.  SOD  is  a  dimer  that  consists  of  only  chain
A,  while,  chain  F  is  an  exact  copy  of  the  latter.  However,
both   chains   were   needed   for   this  molecular  docking 
study  as  the  allosteric  site  was yet to determine in both
chains.

4



Int. J. Pharmacol., 18 (X): XX-XX, 2022

Fig. 2(a-b): Graph  of  cell  viability  at  various  concentrations  of  lawsone  treatment  towards  the  (a)  A431   and   (b) 3T3 cell
lines
Cell viability of epidermoid A431 and 3T3 fibroblast cell lines after being treated with lawsone of various concentrations (5000, 2500, 1250, 625, 312.5,
156.75, 78.13, 39.07, 19.53, 9.77 and 0 µM) in 24 hrs. The values were expressed as Mean±SEM from 3 independent experiments, where *was indicated
the significant difference (p<0.05) relative to the untreated cells, one-way ANOVA was used to perform the statistical analysis followed by Dunnett’s
test as the post-hoc test

Determination of allosteric sites of SOD: Allosteric sites of
SOD was determined by using AlloSitePro 2016. By using
AlloSitePro  2016,  a  possible  allosteric  site  in  SOD  can  be 

predicted. The data in Fig. 6 below showed the potential
regions  (green  spheres)  of  the allosteric site in SOD, namely
region A and region B. 
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Fig. 3(a-b): Graph of the total antioxidant activity of (a) Vitamin C and (b) Lawsone in the absence of cells
Total antioxidant activity of vitamin C and lawsone with various concentrations (200, 100, 50, 25, 12.5, 6.25, 3.13, 1.56 and 0 µM), data were represented
as Mean±SEM from 3 independent experiments, where *was indicated the significant difference (p<0.05) relative to the control group, one-way ANOVA
was used to perform the statistical analysis followed by Dunnett’s test as the post-hoc  test

Table 2: Predicted binding modes of lawsone to SOD (region A)
Modes Binding affinity (kcal molG1)
1 -7.3
2 -7.2
3 -7.1
4 -6.9
5 -6.9
6 -6.8
7 -6.8
8 -6.8
9 -6.7

AutoDock Vina  result:  AutoDock Vina  predicted  the  9  best
binding modes  between  lawsone  and  SOD  as  the poses
were arranged into ranking from the highest binding affinity
to lowest binding affinity. The best-docked configuration with
the highest binding affinity was selected for further analysis.

Table 2 and 3 showed the results of molecular  docking 
between   lawsone   and   SOD   for  region  A  and  B,
respectively.

Analysis of best docked complexes: AutoDock Vina predicted
the 9  best  binding  modes  between  lawsone  and SOD as
the poses were arranged into ranking from the highest
binding affinity to lowest binding affinity. The best-docked
configuration with the highest binding affinity was selected
for further analysis. Table 2 and 3 showed the results of
molecular docking between lawsone and SOD for region A
and B, respectively.

Region A: Lawsone bind to the region A of the allosteric site
of SOD with the highest binding affinity at -7.3 kcal molG1. The
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Fig. 4(a-b): Graph of the total antioxidant activities of vitamin C and lawsone at various concentrations on (a) Epidermoid A431
cell line and (b) Fibroblast 3T3 cell line 
Total  antioxidant  activity  of A431 epidermoid and 3T3 fibroblast cell line after being treated with vitamin C and lawsone of various concentrations
(5000, 2500, 1250, 625, 312.5, 156.75, 78.13, 39.07, 19.53, 9.77 and 0 µM), data were represented as Mean±SEM from 3 independent experiments, where
*was indicated the significant difference (p<0.05) relative to the control group, one-way ANOVA was used to perform the statistical analysis followed
by Dunnett’s test as the post-hoc  test

2D result was analysed by using ProteinsPlus (Fig. 7a). Two
hydrogen bonds were formed between the hydroxyl group
(distance 2.82D) and a carbonyl group (distance 1.91D) of
lawsone and amide group of Valine 148 (Val148) residue at
chain A.
The  3D  result  was  obtained from the PLIP webserver

(Fig. 7b). There were 6 hydrophobic interactions between

residues of SOD and lawsone. The hydrophobic interactions
were formed between the aromatic ring of lawsone and the
hydrophobic pockets of Valine 7 (Val7), Lysine 9 (Lys9)
residues at chain F and Asparagine 53 (Asn53) residue at chain
A. There was also hydrophobic interactions between the
hydrophobic pockets of Asparagine 53 (Asn53) and Valine 148
(Val148)    residues   at   chain   F  and  the  carbonyl  group  of
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Fig. 5: Crystal structure of SOD retrieved from PDB (ID: 2C9V)

Fig. 6: Allosteric sites of SOD

Table 3: Predicted binding modes of lawsone to SOD (region B)
Modes Binding affinity (kcal molG1)
1 -6.6
2 -6.6
3 -6.5
4 -6.4
5 -6.3
6 -6.2
7 -6.2
8 -6.2
9 -6.2

lawsone. Simultaneously, a hydrogen bond was also
established between the carbonyl group of lawsone and
Valine 148 (Val148) residue at chain A. Fig. 7c illustrated the
binding pose of lawsone embedded into the hydrophobic
groove of SOD in region A.  

Region B: Lawsone bind to the region B of the allosteric site of
SOD  with the highest binding affinity at -6.6 kcal molG1. The
2D  result   was  analysed  by  using ProteinsPlus (Fig. 8a).
There was a presence of a hydrophobic pocket of Isoleucine
113  (Ile113)  residue  from  chain  A  at  the  aromatic  ring  of 

Fig. 7(a-c): Best-docked complex between lawsone and SOD
from region A, (a) Lawsone interacts with Valine
148 residue at chain A, (b) Hydrophobic
interactions (grey dashed line) and hydrogen
bonding (blue line) between residues of SOD and
lawsone were analysed by using the PLIP
webserver and (c) View from PyMOL of lawsone
best binding pose on SOD
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Fig. 8(a-c): Best-docked complex between lawsone and SOD
from region B, (a) Lawsone interacts with
Isoleucine 113 and Glycine 108 residues at chain A,
(b) Hydrophobic interactions (grey dashed line)
and hydrogen bonding (blue line) between
residues of SOD and lawsone were analysed by
using the PLIP webserver and (c) View from PyMOL
of lawsone best binding pose on SOD

lawsone. Concurrently, 2 hydrogen bonds were formed
between the carbonyl group (distance 2.09D) and a hydroxyl
group (distance 2.94D) of lawsone and amide group and the
carbonyl group of Glycine 108 (Gly108) residue at chain A,
respectively.
The  3D  result  was obtained from the PLIP webserver

(Fig.  8b).  There  were  3  hydrophobic  interactions   between

residues of SOD and lawsone. The hydrophobic interactions
were formed between the aromatic ring of lawsone and the
hydrophobic pockets of Isoleucine 113 (Ile113), Isoleucine 151
(Ile151) residues at chain A and Isoleucine 113 (Ile113) residue
at chain F. Simultaneously, a hydrogen bond was also
established between the carbonyl group of lawsone and
Glycine 108 (Gly108) residue at chain A. Fig. 8c illustrated the
binding pose of lawsone embedded into the hydrophobic
groove of SOD in region B.

DISCUSSION

Firstly, the study assessed the cytotoxicity of lawsone on
A431 and 3T3 cell lines. The cytotoxicity of lawsone on both
cell lines was determined by the IC50 values. The IC50 value of
lawsone obtained from the graphs indicated that the cytotoxic
effect of lawsone only occurs at high concentrations. This
demonstrated lawsone as a valuable candidate for potential
antioxidant agents as it has low cytotoxic characteristics. This
was supported by Lozza et al.17 which reported that lawsone
offered the clinical potential for managing skin conditions
defined by hyperproliferation and inflammation, owing to its
low cell toxicity. IC50  of lawsone from both cells was later used
as a reference dose to determine the suitable range of
concentration of lawsone for the preceding FRAP assay.
Next, lawsone was used to determine the total

antioxidant activity in 2 settings, firstly without cell lines and
secondly with the presence of cell lines which were A431 and
3T3 cell lines by using FRAP assay. The total antioxidant
activity of lawsone increased in a concentration-dependent
manner from the concentration of 1.56 up to 200 µM. This was
supported by Majiene et al.18 in their study, where the
concentration range of 50-1000 µM lawsone demonstrated a
significant antioxidant activity by using dichloro-dihydro-
fluorescein diacetate (DCFH-DA) assay on C6 glioblastoma
cells statistically. This could be as strong supporting evidence
in which lawsone possessed metal chelating and free radical
scavenging features.
On the other hand, the total antioxidant activity of

lawsone towards A431 and 3T3 cell lines showed an increment
in concentration up to 200 µM but in a very low range. Firstly,
it might occur because the data from the result showed that
there was a presence of antioxidant activities observed in the
control group, utilising the untreated cell lines without
lawsone treatment. It is supported by Hasiah et al.13 as they
suggested that the cell lines might have their endogenous
antioxidant activity. In addition, this occurrence suggested
that lawsone might be metabolised into an unstable and
inactive format  a low concentration by both cell lines before
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it can exert its biological activity. According to Yang et al.19,
lawsone can be reduced to 1,2,4-trihydroxynaphthalene. This
metabolite was relatively in an unstable form as the presence
of hydroxyl cloud in the metabolite can amplify the electron
cloud density of the naphthalene ring. In contrast, Osman and
van Noort20 suggested that lawsone is a non-redox-cycling
quinone because lawsone is not a substrate for NADPH-
cytochrome C reductase as such electron-transferring
flavoenzymes cannot reduce lawsone and also it is considered
a poor substrate for NAD(P)H: Quinone oxidoreductase1
(NQO1) in vitro. Also, Sauriasari et al.21 reported that lawsone
has weak electrophilic features in vitro. Thus, it cannot react
spontaneously due to the presence of an anionic form of
lawsone itself. This caused lawsone does not undergo redox
cycling in vitro. Another reason that could be the cause of
insignificancy which the 3T3 cell line displayed low saturation
density, grow at high dilution and was highly sensitive to cell
division inhibition after confluence although it was capable of
dividing the cells indefinitely22. Thus, it is predicted that this
study can be improved by increasing the concentration of
lawsone when performing the cell-based FRAP assay up to
1000 µM to observe the total antioxidant activity of lawsone
in 3T3 and A431 cells lines at high concentration.
Nevertheless, many studies showed many pieces of

evidence of the excellent antioxidant activity of lawsone
despite the result obtained from the cell-based FRAP assay
from this study. Kurtyka et al.23 reported that lawsone yielded
higher production of H2O2 and activity of antioxidative
enzymes such as SODs, catalases and peroxidases in coleoptile
cells when compared to the juglone, an isolated metabolite
from Juglans nigra or black walnut tree.  Meanwhile,
Zohourian et al.24 reported that, although lawsone did not
mostly exert the antioxidant activity of henna but also due to
the presence of other polyphenolic compounds from the
extracts, pure lawsone already showed almost half of the
antioxidant activity of the extract itself. 
Moreover, although FRAP assay measured the potential of

biological antioxidants, it also measured chemical reductant
that reduced ferric complex to ferrous form, using the
reduction of Fe3+-TPTZ to Fe2+-TPTZ. However, not all
reductants were antioxidants such as glutathione as it cannot
reduce Fe3+ to Fe2+. Therefore, FRAP assay does not justify-SH
antioxidant group25. This determined that the increment of
ROS does not strongly interpret that there is an increment in
antioxidant concentration or vice versa. Thus, an antioxidant
assay such as GSH reductase assay can be done for future
study to further investigate the antioxidant activity within the
biological system such as in cell lines.

The next part of the study which is the in silico study
attempted to unbridle the potential activation mechanism of
lawsone towards SOD to combat the oxidative stress condition
caused by ROS. A previous study described that lawsone
played a significant role in the generation of hydrogen
peroxide and ROS scavenger in maize coleoptile segments by
increasing the antioxidant enzyme such as SOD23. 
Before proceeding with the molecular docking method,

the allosteric site of SOD1 protein from the PDB (ID: 2C9V) was
determined by using AlloSite 2.0. Allosite was available
through the web server worldwide and it was a recently
developed automatic contrivance to predict the allosteric
regions in the protein of interest26. Determination of the
allosteric sites of SOD was done as SOD is known for its high
stability in structure due to the presence of copper and zinc
for redox and stabilising function, respectively27. Song et al.14

reported that targeting and identifying allosteric sites of a
protein has turned into quite an attention as a novel strategy
for allosteric-targeting drug development. Binding to the
allosteric site may exploit specific features which characterise
target protein from other homologous proteins. Also, the
structural variety of allosteric sites provides the allosteric
modulators with better selectivity, fewer side effects and
minor toxicity. Thus, lawsone was expected to exhibit
antioxidant properties by binding to the allosteric site of SOD
and enhancing the SOD activity.
After determining the allosteric sites of SOD (which are

named region A and region B), lawsone was then docked to
the specific hydrophobic pockets of allosteric sites of SOD.
Based on the results provided by the AutoDock Vina, the
docking of the lawsone-SOD complex showed a range of
binding affinities from -6.7, -7.3 kcal molG1 for region A and
‒6.2, -6.6 kcal molG1 for region B. However, it was preferable to
choose the first mode as the best predicted binding pose as
the search for ligand confirmation was always towards the
negative values. Higher binding affinity is signified by the
negative score and weaker binding affinity is signified by the
positive score from the AutoDock Vina28. As for Region B, the
value of Root-Mean-Square Deviation (RMSD) for the second
mode was higher compared to the first mode. Lower RMSD
values were correlated with a higher resolution of protein
structure29. Thus, the first model was chosen as the best
predicted binding pose between lawsone and SOD although
the second mode has the same binding affinity value as the
first mode.
Next, the best binding affinity of lawsone to SOD1 from

region A was recognised by the formation of hydrogen bonds
between   the   hydroxyl   group  and  the  carbonyl  group  of
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lawsone and amide group of Valine 148 from chain A
(Val148A), along with the hydrophobic interaction at the
hydrophobic pockets of Valine 7 (Val7), Lysine 9 (Lys9),
Asparagine 53 (Asn53) and Valine 148 (Val148) residues at
chain F and Asparagine 53 (Asn53) residue at chain A. From
region B, it was recognised by the formation of hydrogen
bonds between hydroxyl and carbonyl group of lawsone and
amide  group  of  Glycine 108 from chain A (Gly108), along
with hydrophobic interaction with Isoleucine 113 (Ile113),
Isoleucine 151 (Ile151) residues at chain A and Isoleucine 113
(Ile113) residue at chain F. The most substantial interactions
between lawsone and SOD were hydrogen bonds and
hydrophobic interaction or known as Van der Waals force. The
binding affinities for both regions were directly correlated to
the analysis of docked lawsone-SOD complex. The potential
for these 2  interactions  in  many other proteins is greater
than ionic or covalent bond interactions since numerous
amino acid residues can form hydrogen or hydrophobic
interactions than other kinds of interactions30. Furthermore,
the presence of hydrophobic interactions between lawsone
and SOD indicated the binding affinity between these target-
protein interfaces. From the results, the study showed several
hydrophobic interactions towards SOD. The biological activity
of the drug lead can be increased when the number of
hydrophobic atoms in the active core of the drug-protein
interface increases31.
Besides, 4 hydrogen bonds were detected from the

binding between SOD and lawsone. The distance of hydrogen
bonds in region A was 1.91 and 2.82D meanwhile in region B,
at 2.09 and 2.94D. These mentioned distances between
lawsone and the SOD consisted of moderate and strong
binding  interactions. The distance range of hydrogen
bonding can reflect the strength of hydrogen bonds, which
has been categorised into strong interaction at 2.2-2.5D,
moderate  interaction  at  2.5-3.2D  and weak interaction at
3.2-4.0D32.
In a nutshell, lawsone showed a good activation effect

towards superoxide dismutase enzyme to reduce oxidative
stress based on the result obtained from the molecular
docking analysis. The activation of the SOD enzyme could be
an effective indicator to be considered as a potential
therapeutic target protein to treat inflammatory diseases
caused by oxidative stress such as psoriasis and eczema.
Hence, the potency of lawsone to trigger the activation
mechanism of SOD can be developed and further studied as
a potential therapy for ROS-related inflammatory diseases.
Several  detailed  in  silico   studies   can   be   done  such as to
study the  Structure-Activity  Relationship  (SAR)  of  lawsone

derivatives and molecular dynamic (MD) study to further
analyze the binding interactions between lawsone and SOD.

CONCLUSION

Lawsone has the potential to be developed into a
promising pharmaceutical agent with low cytotoxicity and
possesses  good  antioxidant activity. Lawsone can show a
high binding affinity to the SOD enzyme and can
simultaneously enhance its antioxidative activity. This
highlight the capability of lawsone as a promising therapeutic
antioxidant for inflammatory reaction suppression. Further
studies are needed to validate the current findings as a way to
develop a lawsone-based therapeutic agent with better
potency and efficacy. 

SIGNIFICANCE STATEMENT

This  study  discovers  the total antioxidant activity and
the possible activation mechanism of lawsone on the SOD
enzyme. As lawsone was originally isolated from Lawsonia
inermis, a plant that had been used since ancient times for
topical applications on skin and hair for both cosmeceutical
and therapeutic purposes, lawsone can be regarded as a
valuable therapeutic candidate with minimal toxicity for the
treatment of inflammation-related disorders. The prediction of
lawsone’s activation mechanism on the SOD enzyme is hoped
to provide a new possible theory especially to further
understand and delineate lawsone’s mechanistic pathway as
a potential therapeutic substance with good antioxidant
properties. Thus, a new theory on the total antioxidant
potential and the activation of SOD enzyme by lawsone may
be postulated.
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