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SPECIFIC HERBAL ACTIONS aka as ENERGETICS  

 

Herbal Actions, sometimes referred to as herbal energetics are the language Herbalists used to 

describe the influence that herbs have on the holistic body. Energetics is also a term used by to 

describe the quality, virtue or energy of a herb and/or body system.  

For this reason, the Holistic Herbalism Program will use the term Herbal Action for describing 

the influence or action of a herb on the holistic body. However, please note these are two terms 

commonly used interchangeably.  

Typically, the herbal action either refers to the condition to which it is addressing (pathology) or 

to the organ system to which it will work upon.  

Keep in mind that herbs should not be limited by our categorizations of them. Many herbs 

contain more than one action, have more than one ability to address wellness. Often these 

actions work harmoniously with each other providing support in a holistic fashion.  

Herbal Action terms give us a common language for discussing plants and how we interpret their 

action in the body. However, they are one of the many tools we will discover and study in an 

effort for understanding plant medicine. The actions of certain herbs are also not also agreed 

upon by all herbalists. In addition to this there are medicinal actions, such an anti-viral, anti-biotic 

or anti-inflammatory, that are used in mainstream medicine as well and mean something slightly 

different in herbal medicine.  

The following is a list outlining some of the major herbal actions giving a definition of their effect 

alongside herbal examples. This is by no means an exhaustive list, only an outline of the more 

commonly used herbal action terms.  

The goal of this section of the program is to offer a foundation of herbal language to learn that 

will be actively used throughout the program.  

Within each month as we study the systems of the human body, we further examine each of 

these actions in reference to the specific body system.  
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ALTERATIVE (aka Depurative or Blood Purifiers)  

Alteratives are herbs that gradually restore proper nutrition, elimination and metabolic function of 

the body. An Alterative is a substance which produces gradual beneficial change in the body by 

enhancing normal eliminatory function. Alteratives usually increase the activity of major 

eliminatory organs, i.e., liver, kidneys, skin, large intestines, lungs or lymph 

This may mean clearing a congested liver or increasing urination. It could mean providing support 

the lungs for increased breath (and release of CO2) or encouraging the opening of the pores in 

the skin. An alterative actioned herb may also mean moving the lymph and/or moving the bowels. 

Keeping these channels of the body open and flowing moving the body towards sustained vitality.  

Almost very herb has some alterative function in their profile. Herbs in this category are 

considered safe however if used too aggressively or for too long of a period of time they will 

imbalance the system. 

 

Examples of Alterative Herbs: 

 

• Echinacea Echinacea purpurea, E. angustifolia, E. pallida 

• Burdock root and seed Arctium lappa  

• Goldenseal Hydrastis canadensis 

• Red Root Ceanothus spp. 

• Cleavers Gallium aparine 

• Nettle Urtica dioica 

• Dandelion root Taraxacum officinale 

• Red clover Trifolium pratense 

• Violet Viola odorata, V. tricolor 

• Yellow dock Rumex crispus 

• Oregon grape root Mahonia nervosa, M. aquifolium 

• Triphala - an Ayurvedic formula 

• Sarsaparilla Smilax spp.  
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ANODYNE (aka Analgesics)  

Anodyne herbs dull, relieve and soothe the sense of pain within the body both topically and 

internally. Herbs in this category range from completely safe to being low-dose botanicals that 

should never be used beyond one or two drops. Certain Anodynes have affinity for certain types 

of pain, example muscle vs. nerve.  

Examples of Anodyne Herbs  

• Yarrow Achillea millefolium  

• Arnica Arnica montana  

• St. John’s Wort Hypericum perforatum 

• Ginger Zingiber officinale  

• Willow Bark Salix alba 

 

ANTHELMINTIC (aka ANTI-ANTHELMINTIC)  

Also referred to as Vermifuge (stuns parasites) and Vermicide (kills parasites)  

Anthelmintic Herbs help destroy and/or expel parasitical worms from the digestive system due to 

their volatile oil content. This class of herbs should not be used long term due to the potential for 

toxicity.  

Examples of Anthelmintic Herbs  

• Wormwood Artemisia absinthium  

• Garlic Allium sativum  

• Black Walnut Hull Juglans nigra  

• Clove Syzygium aromaticum 

 

AMPHOTERIC  

Also known as correctives, can normalize function (hypo or hyper) of an organ or tissue by 

nourishing and strengthening it. This allows the organ to regain its normal self-regulatory control.  

Examples:   

• Reishi Ganoderma lucidum  – Immune System 

• Shatavari Asparagus racemosus  – Female Reproductive System 

• Hawthorn Crataegus oxyacantha  – Cardiovascular System 
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ADAPTOGEN 

The word and concept of an “adaptogen” is a relatively new way of describing a herbal action.  

The actual word adaptogen was first used by a Soviet scientist, Dr. Nikolai Lazarev, who under 

grants from the military, was researching substances which produced a “state of nonspecific 

resistance (SNIR) 

Adaptogens must exhibit 5 specific characteristics to be classed as an actual adaptive herb:  

1. The Herb must be non-toxic. 

2. Exhibits “non-specific” state of resistance to stress (physical, emotional, mental).  

3. Be a systemic amphoteric.  

4. influence the Hypothalamic, Pituitary, Adrenal Axis as well as the Sympathetic Adrenal System 

Axis (HPA and SAS)  

5. Work at the cell level to upregulate certain mitochondrial substances (4-heat shock proteins, 

FOXO and neuro-peptide Y) and downregulate cortisol.  

Adaptogen herbs are building herbs that improve the body’s adaptability, enabling the avoidance 

of reaching a point of collapse or over stress. Taken over time they build up overall health and 

wellness and creating more resiliency to the negative effects of stress.  

The core of the herb’s action is helping the body deal with the physiology of stress, as a poor 

ability to cope with external pressures leads to internal repercussions and the manifestation of 

many diverse forms of illness. Each Adaptogen herb has its own specific indications and herbal 

energetics. Some adaptogens are nourishing and building, some more stimulating, not all are 

created equal.  

Examples of Adaptogen Herbs  

• Ashwagandha Withania somnifera 

• Eleuthero Eleutherococcus senticosus 

• Rhodiola Rhodiola rosea 

• Schizandra Schizandra chinensis 

• American Ginseng Panax quinquefolium  

• Panax Ginseng Panax ginseng  
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ANTI-CATARRHAL (aka Mucolytic or Secretolytic)  

These are herbs that have the ability to remove excess mucous from the body. Often used in ear, 

nose and throat infections, these herbs help eliminate excess mucous accumulation while paying 

a role in broader treatment. Some Anti-catarrhal herbs contain volatile oils and/or saponins that 

thin the mucous, while others reduce secretions through the astringent properties of tannins.  

Examples of Anti-Catarrhal Herbs 

• Goldenseal Hydrastis Canadensis  

• Elderberry and Flower Sambucus nigra  

• Goldenrod Solidago virgaurea  

 

ANTI-EMETIC  

Herbs that will reduce the feeling of nausea and relieve or prevent vomiting are classed an anti-

emetic. Most of these herbs are also carminatives that are high in volatile oils that soothe and 

settle the digestive processes of the stomach. Some anti-emetics may also have gentle nervine 

energetics, relaxing the round and smooth muscles of this system.  

Examples of Anti-Emetic Herbs  

• Lemon Balm Melissa officinalis  

• Chamomile Matricaria recuitita  

• Peppermint Mentha piperita  

• Ginger Zingiber off.  
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ANTI-INFLAMMATORY  

Anti-inflammatory herbs work in a variety of ways to help the body control inflammation. Herbal 

Anti-Inflammatories do not work in the same way pharmaceuticals work to alleviate the 

symptoms of inflammation.  

Herbal Anti-inflammatories should perhaps be referred to as inflammatory modulators as 

inflammation in and of itself is a natural body response aimed at resolving tissue stress and 

disease.  

The signs of inflammation, swelling, heat, redness, loss of movement all serve as purposeful 

body responses aimed at bringing the necessary changes required to restore health to the 

concerned area. Don’t supress inflammation if its action is healing.  

The following herbs offer support within the chemical processes occurring. The action of the Anti-

Inflammatory herb can be loosely contributed to the major chemical constituents that the herb 

contains.  

 

Examples of Anti-Inflammatory Herbs  

 

• Turmeric Curcumin longum (Volatile Oils) 

• Ginger Zingiber officinale (Resins) 

• Marshmallow Althaea officinalis (Mucilage) 

• Hawthorn Crataegus spp. (Flavonoids) 

• Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria (Salicylates) 

 

ANTI-LITHIC  

Anti-lithic herbs help prevent the formation of stones in the urinary system as well as aid in the 

removal of stones. They do this by either dissolving the stone or by increasing urination to flush 

the stone through the kidney and bladder passageways. Must be used with caution.   

Examples of Anti-Lithic Herbs  

• Celery Seed Apium graveolens  

• Hydrangea  

• Parsley  
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ANTI-MICROBIAL  

Antimicrobial herbs negatively affect pathogens in the body through various mechanisms. These 

are herbs that help the body to destroy or resist pathogenic microorganisms that cause such 

conditions as viral infections, bacterial and fungal infections.  

Most commonly antimicrobials gain their action in that they contain Phyto-chemical molecules 

such as volatile oils and alkaloids. Each body system has an innate affinity with certain 

antimicrobial herbs.  

Anti-microbials are often referred to as antibiotic, an agent that destroys or arrests the growth of 

bacteria (there are no herbs that work like a pharmaceutical antibiotic). There are many herbs 

that are antibacterial, they inhibit bacterial growth but rarely actually kill bacteria. 

 

Examples of Anti-Microbial Herbs  

 

• Elderberry / Elderflower Sambucus spp.  

• Yarrow Achillea millefolium  

• Garlic Allium sativum 

• Goldenseal Hydrastis canadensis  

• Elecampane Inula helenium 

• Juniper Juniperus communis 

• Rosemary Rosmarinus officinalis 

• Usnea Usnea barbata 

• Oregon Grape Root Mahonia aquifolium  

• Echinacea Echinacea spp.  
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ANTI-SPASMODIC (aka Spasmolytic)  

Antispasmodic herbs influence the nervous system to relieve muscle tension and cramping. Many 

of the herbs in this category are also Nervines and/or Carminative in action. Each antispasmodic 

herb has an affinity to a specific use such as easing menstrual cramps, painful urination, leg 

cramps, shoulder tension etc.   

 

Examples of Anti-Spasmodic Herbs  

• Black cohosh Cimicifuga racemosa 

• Wild yam Dioscorea villosa 

• California poppy Eschscholzia californica 

• Lobelia Lobelia inflata 

• Motherwort Leonurus cardiaca  

• Chamomile Matricaria recutita  

• Lemon balm Melissa officinalis  

• Passionflower Passiflora incarnata 

• Wild Cherry Bark Prunus spp.  

• Skullcap Scutellaria lateriflora  

• Cramp bark Viburnum opulus 

• Ginger Zingiber officinalis  
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ASTRINGENT  

Astringent herbs have a binding, tightening, or drying effect on mucous membrane, skin and 

other exposed tissues. Astringents can exert their effects both topically and internally.  

These herbs are employed whenever there are tissues that need tightening and toning. Think of 

these for infections of the mucosal membranes such as a sore throat, vaginal infection, and 

ulcers in the digestive tract, urinary tract infections, varicose veins and diarrhoea. 

 

Examples of Astringent Herbs  

• Uva ursi Arctostaphylos uva ursi 

• Shepherd’s purse Capsella bursa-pastoris 

• Raspberry Rubus Idaeus 

• Witch hazel Hamamelis virginiana 

• Horse chestnut Aesculus hippocastanum 
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BITTERS 

The term Bitters could refer to the taste of a plant as well as bitter principles, a phyto-chemical 

family group. It also can refer to the action of the herb. Simply, Bitter principled herbs stimulate 

the vagus nerve.  

The vagus nerve, historically cited as the pneumogastric nerve, is the tenth cranial nerve or CN 

X, and interfaces with parasympathetic control of the heart, lungs, and digestive tract. The vagus 

nerves are paired however they are normally referred to in the singular. 

 

Major Actions of Bitters: 

• General stimulation of the flow of digestive juices (acid, mucus, enzymes & bile) from the 
pancreas, duodenum and liver 

• Stimulate appetite 

• Stimulate peristalsis 

• Aid the liver in detoxification 

• Regulatory effect upon secretion by the pancreas of the hormones that regulate blood 
sugar (insulin & glucagon) 

• Help the gut wall repair damage by stimulating self-repair mechanisms 

• Establish parasympathetic dominance via the vagus nerve (calming to the nervous 
system) 

Bitters tend to have cooling and drying energy however there are a few warming bitter herbs as 

well. Bitter herbs have an earthy, grounded energy and help to bring clarity to the mind and spirit.  

Other Actions of Bitters:  

• Relaxing bitters can ease digestion therefore take pressure off the cardiovascular system, 
including the heart 

• Certain bitters help with expectoration of mucous from the respiratory system. 

• Bitters help with the assimilation of food, leading to less metabolic waste in the 
musculoskeletal system. 

• Certain Bitters have alterative action.  

While bitters are beneficial for most there are areas where they can be contraindicated such as 

active and/or acute inflammatory bowel concerns, diarrhoea, pregnancy, kidney stones, GERD.  
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Examples of Bitter principled Herbs  

• Dandelion Taraxacum officinale 

• Artichoke leaf Cynara cardunculus 

• Gentian root Gentiana lutea  

• Oregon Grape Root Mahonia spp.  

• Yarrow Achillea millefolium  

• Horehound Marrubium vulgare 

• Chamomile Matricaria recutita 

 

 

 

 

 

Horehound Marrubium vulgare 
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CARDIO-TONIC & CARDIO-ACTIVE 

Cardio tonic herbs are used to support cardiac function and have an overall beneficial action on 

the heart and circulatory system. They strengthen the heart’s ability to pump blood around the 

body and prevent the accumulation of fluid in the lungs and extremities.  

Although generally safe, Cardio-tonics can interact with some pharmaceutical drugs. Cardio tonics 

do not contain the cardiac glycosides found in some of the more powerful Cardio-active Herbs.  

Caution is needed when using potent cardio-actives as removal or excretory rates for cardio 

glycosides is low and accumulation can be potentially poisonous.  

Examples of Cardio-Tonic Herbs (gentler/safer) 

• Hawthorne Crataegus spp. 

• Linden Tilia spp. 

• Motherwort Leonurus cardiaca 

 

Examples of Cardio-Active Herbs (powerful, toxic/poisonous) 

• Foxglove Digitalis purpurea 

• Lily of the Valley Convallaria majalis 

 

 

 

Lily of the Valley Convallaria majalis 
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CARMINATIVE 

Carminative herbs are used for stagnant digestion such as bloating and gas. They work to 

promote digestive system functions to operate with greater ease. They soothe and settle the gut 

wall, ease cramping and griping pain and aid in removal of gas. These herbs are often aromatic 

(meaning they have a strong scent) and contain volatile oils.  

 

Examples of Carminative Herbs 

• Fennel Foeniculum vulgare 

• Ginger Zingiber officinale  

• Chamomile Matricaria recutita  

• Angelica Angelica archangelica 

• Thyme Thymus vulgaris 

• Peppermint Mentha piperita  

 

 

CHOLAGOGUE & CHOLERETIC  

Cholagogue herbs specifically stimulate the flow of bile from the liver/gallbladder and are often 

considered Hepatics. Choleretic herbs increase the volume of bile.  

The difference of the two is not very important in holistic practice as all cholagogues and 

choleretics with act as Hepatics as well as Alteratives to some degree.  

Because these herbs stimulate bile secretion, they also stimulate peristalsis and are therefore 

somewhat laxative in nature. They help to improve hepatic function and can increase a person’s 

ability to digest fats.  

Examples of Cholagogue/Choleretic Herbs  

• Dandelion root Taraxacum officinale 

• Artichoke leaf Cynara scolymus 

• Oregon Grape Root Mahonia aquifolium 

• Gentian Gentiana lutea  

• Yellow dock Rumex crispus 

• Turmeric Curcuma longa 
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DEMULCENT/EMOLLIENT  

Demulcent herbs are slimy and mucilaginous in quality. These herbs soothe and protect irritated 

or inflamed tissue. Demulcent refers to this action internally and emollient, externally and have a 

very specific vulnerary (wound healing) action.  

Demulcent herbs are also used for a sore throat, digestive ulcers, dry and unproductive coughs, 

irritated intestines and an irritated urinary tract. Demulcents have potential to inhibit the 

absorption of other medications.  

 

Examples of demulcent and/or emollient herbs 

• Marshmallow root Althaea officinalis   

• Violet leaf and flower Viola spp. 

• Slippery Elm Ulmus fulva  

• Rose hips Rosa spp.  

• Irish moss Chondrus crispus 

• Licorice Glycyrrhiza glabra  

• Cornsilk Zea mays 

 

 

Viola spp. 
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DIAPHORETIC  

 

The term diaphoretic broadly means an herb that will produce or promote sweating, modulating 

fevers, increasing circulation and encourage elimination through the skin. Diaphoretic herbs are 

also known as Febrifuge or Anti-pyretic.  

Diaphoretics are divided into two general categories:  

Relaxing Diaphoretics and Stimulating Diaphoretics.  

 

Relaxing Diaphoretics 

Relaxing diaphoretics are used when a person has a fever and they feel hot and look hot, but 

they are not sweating. They may have a red face and be tense or restless. Relaxing diaphoretic 

herbs may increase peripheral circulation to release the exterior and open the pores.  

Examples of Relaxing Diaphoretic Herbs  

• Willow Salix alba  

• Chamomile Matricaria recutita  

• Elder flower Sambucus nigra 

• Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria  

• Yarrow Achillea millefolium 

• Linden Tilia spp.  

•  

Stimulating Diaphoretics 

Stimulating diaphoretics are used when a person has a fever, but they feel chilled and are 

shivering. These spicy herbs support the body’s desire to increase our internal temperature.  

Examples of Stimulating Diaphoretic Herbs  

• Ginger Zingiber officinale  

• Yarrow Achillea millefolium  

• Hyssop Hyssopus officinalis 

 

 

 



 16 

DIFFUSIVE aka STIMULANT 

 

Diffusive herbs break up stagnant energy and move it throughout the body.  

Diffusive herbs are often used for stagnant digestion and are often added in small quantities to 

formulas.  

Examples of Diffusive Herbs 

 Prickly ash Zanthoxylum americanum 

 Cayenne Capsicum spp.  

 Ginger Zingiber officinale  

 

DIURETIC 

Diuretic herbs increase urine production and elimination. They can be used to lower blood 

pressure, resolve damp conditions in the body (edema) or for infections of the urinary system. 

These generally work best as a lukewarm tea.  

There are several mechanisms that diuretic herbs exhibit their action. 

Classes of Diuretics:  

Stimulating Diuretics work by irritating the kidneys in an effort to flush away substances.  

Examples of Stimulating Diuretic Herbs  

• Celery seed Apium graveolens  

• Bearberry Arctostaphylos Uva Ursi 

• Coffee Coffee arabica 

• Juniper Juniperus communis 

 

Osmotic Diuretics have many means of action but mainly cause diuresis due to their mucilage 

and polysaccharide content.  

Examples of Osmotic Diuretic Herbs  

• Marshmallow Althea officinalis  

• Corn Silk Zea mays  
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Aquaretics are a special kind of Diuretic herb that clear excess water through increased levels of 

glomerular filtration in the kidneys.  

They raise blood flow to the kidneys without increasing sodium and chloride resorption. Thus, 

they do not deplete electrolytes in the body. 

They are often called potassium sparing aquaretic.  

 

Examples of Aquaretic Herbs  

• Dandelion leaf Taraxacum offincinale  

• Nettle Urtica dioica  

• Hawthorn Crataegus spp. 

 

EMMENAGOGUE 

Emmenagogue herbs promote menstruation and are used for irregular or stagnant menstruation. 

These herbs theoretically should be avoided in pregnancy.  

Examples of Emmenagogue Herbs  

• Motherwort Leonurus cardiaca  

• Ginger Zingiber officinale 

• Yarrow Achillea millefolium 

• Mugwort Artemisia vulgaris 

• Black cohosh Cimicifuga racemosa 

• Chasteberry Vitex agnus-castus 

 

 
Motherwort Leonurus cardiaca 
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EXPECTORANT  

Expectorants are used to expel congested mucus. The quality and condition of the mucus helps 

to determine if relaxing/soothing expectorants or stimulating expectorants would be more 

appropriate.  

Yellow mucus indicates heat and cooling herbs may be of benefit. Clear or white mucus indicates 

coldness and warming herbs may be of benefit.  

Relaxing or Soothing Expectorants 

Relaxing expectorants are often demulcent and anti-inflammatory. They soothe bronchial tissues 

(via a reflexive action) and can move dry, stuck mucus. Often times these herbs are cooling.  

Examples of Relaxing Expectorant Herbs 

• Marshmallow Althaea officinalis  

• Licorice Glycyrrhiza glabra  

• Linden Tilia spp. 

• Violet Viola spp. 

• Plantain Plantago spp.  

• Mullein Verbascum Thapsus 

• Coltsfoot Tussilago farfara 

 

Stimulating Expectorants 

Stimulating expectorants stimulate mucus expectoration, especially for stuffy conditions. 

Oftentimes these are warming in nature and can work by irritating the bronchial tissues. These 

herbs often have volatile oils and alkaloids.  

 

Examples of Stimulating Expectorant Herbs  

• Ginger Zingiber officinalis 

• Garlic Allium sativum 

• Horseradish Armoracia rusticana 

• Elecampane Inula helenium 

• Horehound Marrubium vulgare 
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HEPATICS 

These are herbs that in a wide range of ways aid the work of the liver. The will tone, strengthen, 

protect and restore liver function and in some cases increase bile flow.  

Certain Hepatic actioned herbs can also be classed  as Hepatoprotective and 

Hepatotrophorestoratives and often are capable of this action due to their flavonoid content.   

Examples of Hepatic Herbs  

• Turmeric Curcurma longa 

• Artichoke Cynara scolymus  

• Milk Thistle Silybum marianum  

• Dandelion root Taraxacum officinalis  

 

IMMUNE INFLUENCING HERBS  

There are several categories of herb actions associated with influence on the immune system. 

Often these various actions are lumped into one broad category entitled Immunomodulators. The 

key inquiry being how is the herb modulating or influencing the immune system? Is by way of 

regulation or restoration, or stimulating or sedation?  

 

In general Immune Influencing Herbs can be categorized into:  

• Immune Regulators  

• Immune System Tonic or Trophorestorative  
• Surface Immune Activation or Immune Stimulation  

 

Immunoregulatory herbs:  

Herbs that inhibit excessive immune response without being immunosuppressive.  

They work by down-regulating proinflammatory processes and the deposition of immune 

complexes 

• Turmeric Curcuma Longa  

• Gotu Kola Centella asiatica 

• Dan Shen / Red Sage  Salvia miltiorrhiza  
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Immune System Tonic and/or Trophorestorative herbs build and strengthen the immune 

system. These herbs have a beneficial effect on immune system responsiveness, facilitating 

greater flexibility in the body’s natural response to infection and disease.  

Think of these as deeply nourishing food and herbs for the immune system. The evidence of their 

efficacy lies within their saponin and polysaccharide content.  

The unique distinction between tonic and trophorestorative is in the current tissue state of the 

immune system either needing restoration or needing tonifying.  

These are herbs one utilizes to improve immune health, suspending usage when dealing with an 

acute immune system malfunction.  

Examples of Deep Immune Tonic Herbs  

• Astragalus Astragalus membranaceus 

• Reishi Ganoderma lucidum 

• Tulsi Ocimum sanctum  

 

Immunostimulant 

Immunostimulant herbs boost the immune system in the short term.  

These may work by increasing phagocytosis or disrupting viral replication. They may also have 

strong anti-viral / anti-bacterial action.  

Immunostimulant herbs are generally not taken in the long term and should not be used to 

compensate for a weakened and unhealthy immune system.  

Instead, restorative immune influencing herbs should be considered.  

Examples of Immunostimulant herbs  

• Echinacea Echinacea purpurea  

• Elderberry Sambucus nigra 

• Spilanthes Acmella oleracea 

• Usnea Usnea spp.  

 

 

 

 

 



 21 

LAXATIVE  

Laxative action herbs stimulate digestive functions increase bowel movements. They can range 

from supportive and gentle to more purgative in effect. This action is classed as  Aperient, and 

Bulking, Stimulating or Cathartic/Purgative.  

 It is imperative not to rely on stimulating or cathartic laxatives to move the bowels since 

they can easily create dependency.  

 

Aperient Laxatives  

These are mild, gentle herbs that work to stimulate appetite and often are also Bitters and 

Hepatics.  

Examples of Aperient Laxative Herbs 

• Angelica Angelica archangelica  

• Dandelion leaf and root Taraxacum officinalis  

• Triphala power Ayurvedic formula  

 

Bulking Laxatives  

These are considered the stool softeners of the herb world, all having high levels of mucilage, 

pulling water into themselves and holding it in the bowel system.  

Examples of Bulking Laxative Herbs  

• Marshmallow root Althea spp.  

• Flax seed Linum usitatissimum  

• Psyllium seed Plantago psyllium 

 

Stimulating Laxatives  

Herbs that contain the plant constituent anthraquinone have action to act locally in the intestinal 

wall to stimulate contractions of the large intestine promoting bowel movement. These herbs can 

cause uncomfortable griping in the stomach and have contraindications to consider.  

Examples of Stimulating Laxatives Herbs 

• Turkey Rhubarb Rheum spp.  

• Yellowdock Rumex crispus (mild) 
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Cathartic Laxatives 

Use of these herbs may cause griping or pain and so they are usually used in a formula with 

carminatives to offset those effects. Using these herbs for more than 10 consecutive days may 

cause dependency. 

• Senna Senna spp. 

• Cascara sagrada Rhamnus purshiana  

 

LYMPHATIC  

Lymphatic herbs are a specialized type of alterative that increase and move lymphatic flow. 

Lymphatic herbs move congested lymph and can be used to shrink swollen lymph glands and 

dissolve benign cysts. 

Examples of Lymphatic Herbs  

 

• Calendula Calendula officinalis 

• Violet leaf and flower Viola odorata  

• Red Root Ceonothus spp. 

 

 

NERVINES 

Nervine herbs have a beneficial effect upon the nervous system and are classed by their effects 

into:  

• Tonics  

• Relaxants (sedatives or hypnotics)  

• Stimulants 

 

Nervines have the ability to address a variety of imbalances in the nervous system including 

anxiety, stress, depression, insomnia, and poor memory, and neuralgia.  
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Nervine Tonics  

These herbs have the ability to strengthen and feed the nervous system in cases of nervous 

debility and exhaustion.  

Nervine Tonics are considered nutritives that are specifically indicated for the nervous system. 

Also considered a Nervinetrophorestorative as well as an Nervine Amphoteric depending on the 

quality of the tissue state.  

 

Examples of Nervine Tonic Herbs  

• Milky oats Avena sativa 

• St. John’s Wort Hypericum perforatum 

• Brahmi Bacopa monniera 

• Gotu Kola Centella asiatica  

• Periwinkle Vinca major/minor  

 

Relaxant Nervines  

These benefit both the physical and psychological tension within the body and are of great 

assistance with anxiety, restlessness, and tension. In high enough dosages these herbs are 

considered hypnotics and sedative. This is referred to as dose dependant.  

 

Examples of Relaxant Nervine Herbs  

• Cramp bark Viburnum opulus  

• Valerian Valerian officinalis 

• California poppy Eschscholzia californica 

• Skullcap Scutellaria laterifolia  

• Chamomile Matricaria recutita  

• Passionflower Passiflora incarnata 

• Lavender Lavandula officinalis 

• Lemon balm Melissa officinalis  

• Blue Vervain Verbena officinalis 
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Stimulating Nervines 

Stimulating nervine herbs stimulate the nervous system. This may be through direct stimulation, 

such as caffeine from tea or coffee, or stimulating nervine herbs may promote circulation or have 

a diffusive effect that wakes up the nervous system.  

 

Examples of Stimulating Nervines Herbs 

• Coffee Caffea arabica 

• Tea Camellia sinensis 

• Chocolate Theobroma cacao 

• Cayenne Capsicum spp.  

• Prickly ash Zanthoxylum americanum 

 

 

NUTRITIVE  

Herbs that provide nutritional content value to the body’s systems are considered nutritive. 

These can be consumed in large amounts and aid the eliminative functions of the body in 

addition to the regeneration of body tissues. Nutritive herbs are very useful in prenatal care, 

malnutrition, convalescence, and to supplement the diet whenever necessary.  

 

Examples of Nutritive Herbs  

• Garlic Allium sativum  

• Kelp Fucus vesiculosis  

• Alfalfa Medicago sativa  

• Nettle leaf Utrica dioica  

• Red Clover Trifolium pratense  
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TONICS and TROPHORESTORATIVES 

This is an incredibly broad group of herbs that describe those that will strengthen, enliven, restore 

or regenerate a specific body organ and/or system as a whole. They bring balance to a particular 

organ or system that is in excess or deficient. They can also be considered amphoteric however 

not all tonics and trophorestoratives are amphoteric which addresses more correcting a 

dysregulated functioning.  

Examples  

• Milky Oats Avena sativa - nervous system 

• Goldenseal Hydrastis canadensis - mucus membranes  

• Nettle Seed Urtica dioica – kidneys  

• Milk Thistle Silybum marianum - liver 

• Hawthorn Crataegus spp. - heart 

• St John’s Wort Hypericum perforatum - nervous system 

• Gotu Kola Centella asiatica – connective tissue  

• Bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus – vascular  

 

VULNERARY  

Vulnerary herbs are used to heal wounds. They can be used for external wounds on the skin, or 

internal wounds such as ulcers or haemorrhoids. Many astringents, demulcents and emollients 

are also considered vulnerary.  

 

Examples of Vulnerary herbs  

• Calendula Calendula officinalis 

• Aloe Aloe spp. 

• Plantain Plantago major, P. lanceolata 

• Comfrey Symphytum officinale  

• Chamomile Matricaria recutita  

• Turmeric Curcuma longa  
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Other Herbal Actions/Energetics not listed above include: 

• Rubefacients 

• Narcotics 

• Galactagogues 

• Emetics 

• And many more!!  

 

In summary, herbal actions are the language of the herbalist a way to describe the unique 

application of various herbs.  

While offering us a unique way to describe the activity of a herb it is very important to remember 

that a herb rarely if ever has just one action, being complex and unique. As much as we tend to 

want to categorize and compartmentalize to understand it is important to take step back and 

perceive the herb with a holistic lens.  
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