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HERBAL ENERGETICS: The Basis of Holistic Herbalism 

THE ENERGETIC TREATMENT MODEL  

PART ONE: THE TASTE OF HERBS  

Herbal Energetics, the study of the subtle energies produced by plants, has been the root of traditional 

healing practices around the world for centuries. Traditional knowledge of plant energies, qualities and 

virtues was and is still taught from generation to generation of wise people who spent their lives 

understanding how to communicate and interpret plant language and connection. This knowledge is 

evidenced in medicine approaches of Unani Tibb, Traditional Chinese Medicine, Ayurveda Medicine, 

Tibetan Medicine, Greek medicine, and the various Indigenous Cultures of North America.  

Within these traditional medicine system approaches, medicinal properties and/or actions of herbs are 
directly related to their physical and energetic properties.  

Including:  

• Elements of earth, air, fire and water, ether, metal, wood  
• The way in which the herb tastes  
• Quality of the herb: Drying, Heating, Cooling, Moistening, Restricting, Relaxing, Stimulating  
• Tissue Affinity  
• Other special considerations of personality and or specific virtue  

In addition to analyzing the energy or quality of the herb itself these traditions of medicine included ways 

to analyze the condition of the person through constitutional assessment as well as understanding the 
quality, energy and presentation of the disease/imbalance itself.  

This is where we outline the foundations of the Energetic Treatment Model of the HHA Clinical Program:  

TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE 

• Yin Yang Theory  
• The Five Vital Substances  
• Five Elements  
• Eight Principles  
• Organ Pattern of Disharmony  

 

AYURVEDA TRIDOSHA THEORY  

• Three Doshas of Vata, Kapha, and Pitta and the balance and imbalance of each   



 2 

TEN POLAR QUALITIES OF EVALUATION  

1. cold / hot 

2. wet / dry 

3. heavy / light 

4. gross / subtle 
5. dense / flowing 

6. static / mobile 

7. dull / sharp 

8. soft / hard 

9. smooth / rough 

10. cloudy / clear 

SIX TISSUE STATES of IMBALANCE  

• Heat excitation 

• Cold depression 

• Wind constriction tension 

• Damp relaxation  

• Damp torpor stagnation  

• Dry atrophy 

 

THE TENETS OF HOLISTIC HERBALISM CLINICAL PRACTICE  

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism addresses itself to  the physical, mental & spiritual aspect of those  who come 
for care.  

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism views health as a positive state, not as the absence of disease.  

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism emphasizes each person’s  genetic, biological and psycho-social uniqueness 
as well as the importance of tailoring treatment to meet  each individual’s need 

A Holistic approach to Medicine/Herbalism includes understanding and treating people in the context of 
their culture, their family and their community.   

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism emphasizes the responsibility of each individual for their own health 

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism uses therapeutic  approaches that mobilize the individual’s innate capacity for 
self-healing.  

While not denying the occasional need for swift medical  and/or surgical intervention, the emphasis in 
Holistic Medicine/Herbalism is on helping people to understand how to help themselves through education 
and self-care rather than treatment and dependence.  

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism makes use of a variety of diagnostic methods and systems in  addition to and 
sometimes in place of standard laboratory examinations.  

Good Health depends on good nutrition and regular exercise. 
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Holistic Medicine/Herbalism views illness as an  opportunity for discovery as well as a misfortune.  

Holism includes an appreciation of the quality of life in  each of its stages and an interest in improving it 
as well as knowledge of the illnesses common to it.  

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism emphasizes the potential therapeutic value of the setting in which health care 
takes place.  

An understanding of and a commitment to change those social and economic conditions that perpetuate 
ill health are as much a part of Holistic Medicine/Herbalism as its emphasis on individual responsibility.  

Holistic Medicine/Herbalism transforms its practitioners as well as its patients.  

 

THE ENERGETIC TREATMENT MODEL IS OUTLINED AS:  
 

• Discovering the constitution and present condition of the client.  

• Analyzing the underlying/contributing factors to the illness/imbalance.  

• Assessing the energy of the presenting condition.  

• Discovering the herbs quality, energy and taste and subsequent potential influence.  

• Placing the correct combination of herbs together to fit the client’s constitution, presenting 

condition(s) and underlying influences.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“To me, any herbalist who doesn’t know the taste of an herb but attempts to use it can be compared to 

a painter who doesn’t know the colors of the rainbow, or a musician who doesn’t know the scales.” 

Alan Tillotson  
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PART ONE: TASTE of HERBS 

Interacting with the plant world using our senses allows us a deep experience of the green world. Hearing, 

touch, sight and instinct are primary ways in which we can observe plant medicine, all offering their 

unique filter of information from our environment. Taste and smell allow for aspects of the phyto-chemistry 

of plants to enter into our physical bodies and influence our wellness profoundly. The action of tasting a 
herb is a deeply powerful way to connect to plants, taking the herb into the body and digesting and 

absorbing the medicinal constituents, offering an immediate integration of the plant biochemistry with our 

own.  

Some plants protect themselves with thorns and bitter taste to avoid being consumed. While some plants, 

seeds and fruits smell and taste sweet and delicious as a way of being eaten. Seeds from the plants are 

then excreted far away and then propagated via ingestion and elimination. Humans gain the nutrition from 

the plants and plants work with humans as carriers to spread their seeds far and wide. This symbiotic 

relationship has supported both human and plant for millennia. 

Plants have developed unique and diverse tastes that come from specific phytochemicals. Phytochemicals 
are created as plant metabolites, produced by the plant in response to their experience with their own 

environment.   

Some metabolites, such as pheromones, are designed to attract pollinators and others are toxins 

designed to avoid consumption. When we taste and ingest these plants and some of these powerful 

metabolites, we are connecting to a network of compounds that can also help build our own resiliency.  

Many of these phytochemicals relate to a specific taste that has a medicinal function in the human 

body. Traditionally, herbs were classified in part due to their taste and effect.  

There are several approaches to the taste of herbs. Each taste having a different effect on the human 

body.  

The CHINESE (TCM) system incorporates five tastes.   

 Sour 
 Bitter 
 Sweet 
 Pungent 
 Salty  

 

In AYURVEDA, they incorporate six tastes.  

 Sour  
 Salty 
 Pungent 
 Bitter  
 Astringent  
 Sweet, sometimes referred to as Unami (meaning delicious)  
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Herbal Elder David Winston has further expanded the tastes to ten.  

In virtually every traditional system of medicine including Traditional Chinese Medicine, Kampo, Unanni-
tibb, Ayurveda, Tibetan medicine, etc, there are two important components that help separate it from a 
simple collection of folk remedies.  

The two foundations of traditional herbal medical practice are a system of constitutional energetics (hot, 
cold, damp, dry, excess, deficient, etc) and a method of classifying herbs as to their energetic effect on 
the body.  In most systems the taste of the herb is the most effective and easiest way to accomplish this. 
David Winston  

David Winston’s Ten Tastes  

1. Sweet: Warm/Moist  
2. Mineral Salt: Cool/Dry/Neutral  
3. True Salt: Cold/Dry  
4. Pungent: Hot/Dry (also Cold/Dry)  
5. Spicy: Warm/Dry  
6. Acrid Cold/Dry  
7. Sour Cool/Dry  
8. Astringent Dry/Neutral  
9. Bitter: Cold/Dry  
10. Bland: Cool/Damp  
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THE HOLISTIC HERBALISM PROGRAM SIX TASTES  

In our collaborative model of integrating various lens to perceive the green world, the Holistic Herbalism 

Program will utilize a Six Taste Approach.  

What is Flavour, Taste and Mouth Feel?  

 “Flavor” is the combined experience of smell, taste, mouth-feel & action.  

Aroma: If our ability to smell is impaired we lose a great deal of the ability to 

taste flavors. Food aromas activate digestive juices. Smell also assists us to perceive rancidity & avoid 

tasting. 

Taste: Physiologically, we only have taste receptors for sweet, sour, salty & bitter and more recently 

discovered for umami & fats. We also have bitter taste receptors throughout our digestive system as well 

as in our lungs and brain! Bitter receptors rely on 30 genes to discriminate between hundreds of 

substances. The other receptors use 3-4 genes and can only detect a few constituents. 

Mouth Sensation & Action: The feel of a substance in the mouth is a part of its flavor. Astringency 

(considered both an flavor and an action) and demulcency (considered an action) exist on a continuum. 

Pungency is another mouth sensation and is experienced in degrees of hot to cold, tingly to irritating. 

 

SOUR 

The sour taste, one of the most noticeable tastes most associated with citrus fruits. Sour herbs have a 

number of possible constituents in them including flavonoids and organic acids. 

The sour taste is associated with the liver in Chinese medicine and is a taste that helps relax, cool and 
nourish this organ. Because of that sour herbs are useful for people who tend to run hot, overeat fatty, 

spicy and processed foods that are difficult for the liver to assimilate. Sour herbs help to cleanse and 

promote good digestion. 

Sour improves digestion and enzyme secretion, supports the liver, high in antioxidants, invigorates the 

mind, and dispels gas, and strengthens bodily tissues.  

In Mental Health, the sour flavor is particularly suited to those who are overheated, wired, grumpy and 

irritable in nature.   

Sour helps cool and relax. 

Sour tasting herbs and foods include rose, schisandra, orange peel, hawthorn berry, cranberry, sumac, 
sorrel, fermented foods, yogurt, lemon, vinegar 
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ASTRINGENT 

Astringent is a term for a substance that is “puckery”, absorbent, that binds tissue.  Astringent herbs are 

often rich in tannins.  

For that reason, astringent herbs are often offered to people who have diarrhea, excessive bleeding and 
tend towards dampness and excessive sweating and secretion.  

Astringent tasting herbs include Uva Ursi, Willow, Raspberry leaf   

 

BITTER 

The majority of humans consume most of their bitters in two forms: Coffee and Beer. That is unfortunate 

because bitter is a very helpful flavor that can be deeply helpful medicinally. The bitter taste comes from 

alkaloids, glycosides and other bitter principles. 

Generally bitter herbs are “cooling” and drying. They tend to move energy down, meaning that they help 

us to digest, absorb, urinate and excrete. Bitter principles stimulate bile production, improve digestion and 

stimulate elimination through the bowels.  

The bitter taste is often also helpful for strengthening cardiac function.  Bitter herbs are also often 

antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory and alterative and tend to be cholagogues.  

In terms of mental health, bitter herbs are often useful for people with “stuck” energy, uptight, constipated 

and irritable. 

Bitter tasting herbs include burdock, coffee, yellow dock, gentian, goldenseal, , oegon grape, artichoke 

leaf, kale, arugula, fenugreek, mugwort, turmeric, horehound, yarrow, boneset.  

 

SWEET 

The sweet taste is most folk’s favorite taste. Sweetness is associated with polysaccharide carbohydrate 
and calorie rich foods. The proper amount of this flavor will nourish us.  

Plants have a special relationship to the sweet flavor because it is one of their main strategies for survival. 

Flowers have sweet smelling fragrances to attract pollinators, turning into sweet fruits eaten by creatures 

that carry seeds to other parts of the bioregion where they are excreted and grow into new plants. 

In herbal medicine, the sweet flavor is generally nutritive and strengthening. In Chinese medicine, the 

sweet flavor is associated with the spleen and stomach and help to harmonize, improve digestion and 

absorption. Sweet herbs tend to be anti-inflammatory and often demulcent.  

Sweet tasting herbs include ginseng, astragalus, wild yam, codonopsis and licorice and burdock. 
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PUNGENT 

Pungent herbs are the ones that you can smell from a distance. They tend to have volatile oils promoting 

the herb’s anti-microbial and stimulating action. Pungent tasting herbs tend to promote circulation, 

sweating and mucus secretion useful at the onset of a cold or where deep fluid needs to be expectorated 

in the sinus and/or lungs after an infection.  

Some pungent tasting herbs are hot and stimulating such as cayenne and ginger, and some are more 

calming and cooling such as chamomile and mint. 

Pungent herbs are warming, drying, stimulating, diffusive, improve a sluggish digestion and circulation, 

brings on a sweat, increases metabolism. They can be carminative, stimulating diaphoretic, stimulating 

expectorants, stimulating diuretics, antimicrobials.  

Pungent tasting herbs include garlic, ginger, rosemary, cayenne, cinnamon, mustard, angelica, pepper, 

oregano, thyme.  

 

 

SALTY 

The salty taste is associated with the kidneys in Chinese. The kidney is the storehouse of a substance 

called “Jing”, the essential fluid that provides the basis for our health and vitality. The salty taste is key to 

restoring our jing and building our energy levels.  

Salty herbs are often mineral and nutrient rich. Seaweeds such as kelp and dulse are deeply nutritious, 

emollient and strengthening. They contain high amounts of vitamins and minerals such as iron and 

manganese.   

Salty herbs are cooling/warming, moistening/drying. In small amounts it moistens tissues by helping 

balance fluids but large amounts encourage retention which can cause edema. Salt can dissolves cysts, 
act as a laxative, restore electrolyte balance and increases appetite. Minerals, nourishing herbs, diuretic, 

hydration, nourishes kidney and bladder, strengthen teeth and bones.  

Salty tasting herbs include plants high in minerals: nettles, plantain, seaweed, cleavers, celery and ocean 
fish.   
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TASTING HERBS IS BUILDING A RELATIONSHIP  
 
To taste a herb builds connection and memory of and with plants  
 
Our senses provide a profound opportunity to bypass our mental brain and create opportunities to learn in 

a dynamic experiential way. When we engage our senses in comprehending the actions of herbs and 

herbal medicine we instill memories that are long lasting and meaningful. This not only includes taste, but 
also touch, intuition, hearing, smell, and sight. 

 

To Taste the Herb is to know its energy Intimately  

 

The more a herbalist tastes and integrates that knowledge of the taste of herbs the more recall they will 

have in practice on the energy of the herbs they use in with their clients health. One carries the energy of 

the plant through taste.  

 
To Taste a Herb is to understand its vitality and strength, shelf life.  

 

On a practical side, understanding how a herb tastes when its fresh and vital will help a herbalist to 

recognize when a herb is past its prime or when the dosage will need to be adjusted.  

 

To Taste a Herb is to understand if it’s the correct herb, adulterated or the incorrect species aka 

Quality Control.  

 

In most cases, most herbalists will be using plants in practice that they didn’t grow themselves or harvest 
and weren’t involved in the drying process. Is the plant in front of you the correct species? Is it adulterated 

with contaminates? Taste is a key organoleptic quality control tool to hone.  

 

To Taste a Herb is to Identify appropriate substitution.  

 

Much of the traditional knowledge and/or scientific research is done on one specific species however 

often there may be a species growing in your region that could be substitute for the herb referenced. How 

do you know if you have a suitable substitution. The answer may lay within the taste of the herb. Does it 

invoke the action as identify or produce the energy as suggested? The taste may provide information to 
better inform your decision making.  
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