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ABSTRACT

Oxidative stress and inflammation are interconnected biological processes that underlie the pathogenesis of many
chronic and infectious diseases. In malaria, diabetes, and arthritis, the imbalance between reactive oxygen species
(ROS) generation and antioxidant defense mechanisms triggers a cascade of inflammatory signaling, tissue injury,
and metabolic dysfunction. This review explores the mechanistic interplay between oxidative stress and
inflammatory pathways across these disease conditions, emphasizing shared molecular mediators such as NF-kB,
Nrf2, TNF-a, IL-6, and nitric oxide synthase. The roles of mitochondria, endothelial dysfunction, and lipid
peroxidation in disease progression are also examined. Furthermore, we discuss how understanding these cross-
linked mechanisms could guide the development of novel therapeutic strategies, including antioxidant-based
therapies, phytochemical interventions, and pathway-specific inhibitors. This integrative overview highlights the
potential for targeting redox-inflammatory crosstalk to improve clinical outcomes in malaria, diabetes, and arthritis.
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INTRODUCTION
Oxidative stress and inflammation are intimately linked processes that play central roles in the onset and progression
of a wide range of human diseases. Oxidative stress results from an imbalance between the generation of reactive
oxygen species (ROS) and the ability of endogenous antioxidant systems to neutralize them [17]. When excessive,
ROS attack lipids, proteins, and nucleic acids, leading to cellular damage and dysregulation of signaling pathways.
Inflammation, on the other hand, is a defensive biological response triggered by infection, injury, or metabolic
derangements [27]. However, chronic or uncontrolled inflammation contributes to tissue degeneration and the
progression of disease. Malaria, diabetes, and arthritis are seemingly distinct diseases with different etiological
backgrounds infectious, metabolic, and autoimmune, respectively [37. Yet, a growing body of evidence reveals a
shared biochemical nexus driven by oxidative stress and inflammation. In all three conditions, oxidative stress
amplifies inflammatory responses, while inflammatory cytokines further promote oxidative damage, establishing a
vicious cycle that sustains pathophysiology [47]. This review aims to elucidate the mechanistic interplay between
oxidative stress and inflammatory pathways in malaria, diabetes, and arthritis, with emphasis on converging
molecular mechanisms and therapeutic implications.
2. Overview of Oxidative Stress and Inflammatory Pathways
2.1 Oxidative Stress Mechanisms
ROS, including superoxide anion (O37), hydrogen peroxide (H,03), and hydroxyl radical (*OH), are natural by-
products of cellular respiration and metabolic processes. Under physiological conditions, ROS serve as signaling
molecules regulating cell proliferation, apoptosis, and immune responses [5]. The primary enzymatic antioxidants
that counterbalance ROS include superoxide dismutase (SOD), catalase (CAT), glutathione peroxidase (GPx), and
glutathione reductase (GR). Non-enzymatic antioxidants such as glutathione, vitamin C, and vitamin E complement
these defenses [67]. An imbalance leading to ROS accumulation induces oxidative stress, disrupting cellular integrity

109


https://doi.org/10.59298/RIJSES/2026/61109113

and activating redox-sensitive transcription factors such as nuclear factor-kappa B (NF-kB) and activator protein-1
(AP-1), which modulate inflammatory gene expression [7].

2.2 Inflammatory Signaling Cascades

Inflammation involves the coordinated activation of signaling networks that regulate cytokine production, leukocyte
recruitment, and vascular changes. NF-kB, mitogen-activated protein kinases (MAPKs), and Janus kinase/signal
transducer and activator of transcription (JAK/STAT) pathways are major regulators. Cytokines such as tumor
necrosis factor-alpha (TNF-a), interleukin-1f (IL-1f), and interleukin-6 (IL-6) amplify inflammatory responses [87].
Importantly, oxidative stress can activate these pathways through oxidation of key proteins, leading to persistent
inflammation [97. Conversely, inflammatory mediators can stimulate NADPH oxidase and mitochondrial ROS
generation, intensifying oxidative damage [107. Thus, oxidative stress and inflammation are self-propagating and
mutually reinforcing phenomena.

3. Oxidative Stress—Inflammation Axis in Malaria

Malaria, caused by Plasmodium species, is a parasitic disease characterized by cycles of hemolysis, fever, and severe
complications such as cerebral malaria and anemia [117]. Oxidative stress is central to malaria pathophysiology. The
degradation of hemoglobin by Plasmodium generates free heme and ROS, while the host immune response produces
additional ROS and reactive nitrogen species (RNS) to kill parasites [127]. Excessive oxidative burden, however,
damages erythrocyte membranes and endothelium, aggravating inflammation [187. Lipid peroxidation products
like malondialdehyde (MDA) correlate with disease severity. Inflammatory cytokines such as TNF-a, IL-1f, and
interferon-gamma (IFN-y) are elevated, promoting endothelial activation and microvascular dysfunction [147]. NF-
KB activation is a key mediator linking oxidative stress to inflammation in malaria. The parasite’s metabolic by-
products stimulate Toll-like receptor (TLR) signaling, leading to NF-kB—dependent cytokine expression [157.
While this response contributes to parasite clearance, excessive or prolonged activation results in immunopathology.
Moreover, nitric oxide (NO), produced by inducible nitric oxide synthase (iNOS), plays a dual role-protective at
physiological levels but pathogenic when overproduced [167. Antioxidant enzymes are often depleted in severe
malaria. Decreased activities of SOD, GPx, and CAT have been observed in infected individuals, suggesting that
impaired redox buffering exacerbates inflammation [177]. Therapeutic interventions combining antioxidants (e.g.,
vitamin E, N-acetylcysteine) with antimalarials have shown potential in mitigating oxidative tissue injury and
cytokine-mediated complications [187].

4. Oxidative and Inflammatory Mechanisms in Diabetes

Diabetes mellitus, particularly type 2 diabetes, is a chronic metabolic disorder characterized by insulin resistance,
hyperglycemia, and systemic inflammation. Oxidative stress is a major pathogenic factor linking hyperglycemia to
vascular and metabolic complications [197].

4.1 Hyperglycemia-Induced Oxidative Stress

Prolonged hyperglycemia enhances ROS production via multiple pathways, including mitochondrial overproduction
of superoxide, activation of the polyol pathway, protein kinase C (PKC) signaling, and formation of advanced
glycation end-products (AGEs) [207]. AGEs bind to their receptor (RAGE), triggering NI-kB activation and
cytokine release. Mitochondrial dysfunction under hyperglycemic conditions further amplifies oxidative stress,
impairing insulin signaling and pancreatic -cell survival [217. The depletion of antioxidants such as glutathione
exacerbates redox imbalance.

4.2 Inflammation and Insulin Resistance

Low-grade chronic inflammation contributes to insulin resistance in diabetes. Cytokines like TNF-a, IL-6, and IL-
1f interfere with insulin receptor signaling by inducing serine phosphorylation of insulin receptor substrate-1 (IRS-
1) [227]. ROS act as second messengers in this process, enhancing inflammatory gene expression through NF-kB
and JNK pathways. The NLRP3 inflammasome also plays a crucial role by sensing oxidative stress and releasing
IL-1P, perpetuating pancreatic inflammation [237. Thus, oxidative stress serves as both a trigger and amplifier of
inflammatory cascades in diabetes.

4.3 Therapeutic Perspectives

Antioxidant therapies have demonstrated potential in improving glycemic control and reducing complications.
Agents such as alpha-lipoic acid, coenzyme Q10, and polyphenols (e.g., resveratrol, curcumin) modulate Nrf2 and
NF-kB pathways, reducing oxidative and inflammatory stress [247]. Moreover, pharmacologic activation of Nrf2
enhances cellular antioxidant capacity and suppresses pro-inflammatory gene expression, representing a promising
therapeutic strategy.

5. Oxidative Stress and Inflammatory Pathways in Arthritis

Arthritis, including rheumatoid arthritis (RA) and osteoarthritis (OA), involves chronic joint inflammation and
progressive cartilage degradation. The interplay between oxidative stress and inflammation is central to disease
progression.
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5.1 Ozidative Damage in Joint Ttissues
In RA, activated macrophages and neutrophils release ROS and RNS, damaging synovial membranes and cartilage
[257. ROS oxidize lipids and proteins in joint tissues, leading to antigen modification and autoimmune activation.
Elevated levels of MDA, nitric oxide, and 8-hydroxydeoxyguanosine (8-OHdG) are markers of oxidative injury in
arthritic patients [267].
5.2 Inflammatory Mediators and Redox Imbalance
Cytokines such as TNF-a, IL-1B, and IL-6 drive synovial inflammation through NF-kB and MAPK signaling,
promoting further ROS generation [27]. This cycle perpetuates oxidative injury and joint destruction. In OA,
oxidative stress accelerates chondrocyte senescence and extracellular matrix degradation via upregulation of matrix
metalloproteinases (MMPs) [287].
5.8 Antioxidant and Anti-Inflammatory Interventions
Therapeutic agents that target redox and inflammatory pathways have shown promise in arthritis management.
Methotrexate, a standard anti-inflammatory drug, partly acts by modulating oxidative stress [297. Natural
antioxidants such as curcumin, quercetin, and catechins reduce ROS levels and inhibit NF-kB activation in arthritic
models [307. Furthermore, biologic agents that block TNF-« or IL-6 signaling indirectly reduce oxidative burden,
underscoring the interdependence of these pathways [317].
6. Potential Therapeutic Targets and Strategies
The recognition that oxidative stress and inflammation are interlinked processes has opened new opportunities for
the development of therapeutic interventions aimed at breaking this pathological cycle [3827. Several molecular
targets and strategies have emerged, focusing on restoring redox balance, modulating immune responses, and
protecting cellular organelles.
7.1 Nrf2 Activation
The nuclear factor erythroid 2—related factor 2 (Nrf2) is a transcription factor that regulates antioxidant defense by
activating genes involved in detoxification and redox homeostasis [337]. Upon activation, Nrf2 translocates to the
nucleus and binds to antioxidant response elements, stimulating the expression of enzymes such as superoxide
dismutase, glutathione peroxidase, and heme oxygenase-1 [347]. Pharmacological activators including dimethyl
fumarate, sulforaphane, and bardoxolone methyl have demonstrated the ability to mitigate oxidative injury and
inflammatory signaling in experimental models of malaria, diabetes, and arthritis [857. Sustained Nrf2 activation
has also been associated with improved mitochondrial function and reduced cytokine storm, suggesting its potential
as a disease-modifying target [36].
7.2 NF-kB Inhibition
The nuclear factor kappa-light-chain-enhancer of activated B cells (NIF-kB) is a central mediator of inflammatory
gene expression. Inhibiting its activation suppresses the production of cytokines such as TNF-a, IL-6, and IL-1f
[877]. Natural compounds like curcumin, parthenolide, and celastrol, as well as synthetic modulators, block NF-xB
translocation to the nucleus, thereby attenuating inflammation without severely compromising host immunity [387.
7.8 Antioxidant Phytochemicals and Mitochondrial Protection
Phytochemicals with dual antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, including resveratrol, quercetin, and
berberine, act on multiple pathways such as AMPK, PISK/Akt, and JAK/STAT to enhance cellular resilience [897.
They also improve mitochondrial function, reducing ROS generation and preserving bioenergetic capacity.
Compounds like MitoQ and SS-31 peptides specifically protect mitochondrial membranes, restoring energy balance
and reducing inflammatory signaling [407].
7.4 Cytokine and Inflammasome Modulation
Targeting cytokines and inflammasomes has become a powerful strategy to limit oxidative—inflammatory cascades.
Biologic agents that neutralize TNF-a or IL-6, as well as small-molecule inhibitors of the NLRP3 inflammasome,
effectively reduce tissue injury in inflammatory and metabolic disorders [417]. These therapies, when combined with
antioxidants or Nrf2 activators, may provide synergistic benefits across oxidative stress—driven diseases such as
malaria, diabetes, and arthritis.

CONCLUSION
The interplay between oxidative stress and inflammation is a central pathogenic axis in malaria, diabetes, and
arthritis. Excess ROS production not only damages cellular components but also activates pro-inflammatory
signaling, while inflammatory mediators amplify oxidative stress in return. This bidirectional feedback loop
underpins disease progression, organ dysfunction, and complications. Targeting key regulators such as NF-kB and
Nrf2, along with mitochondrial protection and cytokine modulation, presents promising avenues for therapy.
Exploiting the shared mechanisms across these diseases may yield broad-spectrum interventions capable of
mitigating both oxidative and inflammatory damage, ultimately improving patient outcomes.
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