Stimulant Cathartics

Stimulant (irritant) cathartics appear to stimulate intestinal motility via an irritant effect on the mucosa or stimulation of intramural nerve plexi. They also activate secretory mechanisms, provoking fluid accumulation in the GI lumen. These drugs can have potent effects, and excessive fluid and electrolyte loss can result. They act directly or indirectly (if a metabolic conversion is necessary before the compound is active).

Emodin is an irritant glycoside that is an active ingredient in several products. Its action is limited to the large intestine, and it may take 4–6 hr for an effect to be seen. Repeat doses should be avoided in horses because of the long latent period and risk of severe superpurgation. The naturally occurring emodins (eg, senna) are found in human formulations.

Vegetable oils are indirect-acting cathartics. They are hydrolyzed by pancreatic lipase in the small intestine to irritating fatty acids. Castor oil is a potent cathartic. It is hydrolyzed to release ricinoleic acid, which causes increased water secretion in the small intestine. It is used mainly in nonruminants and preruminant calves. Raw linseed oil (cooked linseed oil is toxic) is hydrolyzed to release linoleates, which are less irritating than ricinoleic acid. In smaller daily doses, linseed oil is a mild lubricant laxative and a source of fatty acids for horses.

Phenolphthalein and bisacodyl are diphenylmethane compounds that affect the large intestine and are found in many over-the-counter human laxative formulations. Phenolphthalein is effective only in primates and pigs. Bisacodyl appears to inhibit glucose absorption and Na+/K+-ATPase activity and to alter the motor activity of visceral smooth muscle. It is administered by mouth or by enema, and only 5% of any dose is absorbed.

Source: http://www.merckmanuals.com/vet/pharmacology/systemic_pharmacotherapeutics_of_the_digestive_system/cathartic_and_laxative_drugs_monogastric.html
