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WHAT IS HOLISTIC HERBALISM AND WHAT IS A HERBALIST?  

 

A Herbalist is a person who collects, studies, and uses plants – generally in a medicinal manner. 

 

A Herbalist will use herbs, plant materials & extracts there of as Herbal Medicine to promote 

wellness on all four levels of wellness: the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual bodies. 

 

To practice Herbalism is to first view all living things as having vital energy. Often referred to as 

qi, vital energy is the intelligent energy that endeavours to maintain the functional integrity of a 

living being, directing the body’s energies.  

 

Holistic Herbalism/Medicine is founded on the concept and experience that the living being is a 

functional unit or whole under the directing hand of the intelligent self-regulating and self-

correcting guiding life force or energy (vital energy/qi).  

 

Holistic Herbalism stimulates, sedates, nourishes and/or cleanses as required to bring the 

physiological function back to health and restore self-maintenance within the organism.  

 

Homeostasis: Any self-regulating process by which biological systems use to maintain stability 
while adjusting to conditions that are optimal for survival. If successful, balance/life continues; if 
unsuccessful, imbalance ensues. The stability attained is actually a dynamic equilibrium, in which 
continuous change occurs yet relatively uniform conditions prevail. 
 

Holistic Herbalism/Medicine believes that disease is curable; that the organism holds the 

innate ability to return to self-regulation and health.  

 

 

A Herbalist treats the person, not specifically the disease. 

 

This is the primary integral feature of Holistic Herbalism. 
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Contrarily, modern medical theory is constructed upon a materialistic interpretation of nature, 

looking to molecular structure as a guide. Believing that disease occurs when the organism is 

broken, that nature is incapable of balancing itself hence science will take care of it through 

health management.  

 

Modern Medicine does not attempt to cure but to maintain the living being through artificial 

means. Modern medicine does not seek to return the organism to self-regulation but remove and 

replace broken parts through drugs and/or surgery.  

 

The language of the two are vastly different. Holistic Herbalism speaks of Vitalism, cure and 

energy patterns. Modern medicine speaks of health management.  

 

Many people engage with one system of care believing that they will receive the care of 

the other.  

Each system of medicine having their important role, it is essential we are aware of what they 

can and cannot offer us.  

 

Our role as a Herbalist is to assist the body’s inherent tendency to move toward internal harmony. 

To recognize the difference between conditions that are impeding function, those that are 

eliminative or the reconstructive forces of vital energy and to describe them with our unique 

language specific to our modality.  

 

Our aim is not to treat surface symptoms but to address the underlying conditions that 

influence the living being as a whole. As a whole we are treating the person, not the 

condition.  
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HOW TO LEARN/STUDY AND PRACTICE HERBALISM  

 

There are many ways to learn about Herbalism from mentorship with a practicing herbalist to 

enrolling in an accredited institute to obtain a predetermined certification upon completion.  

 

There are many titles a Herbalist will use:  

Master Herbalist to Medical Herbalist to Clinical Herbalist.  

There are Phyto-therapists, Practical Herbalists, Community Herbalist and many others.  

Typically, it’s the institution of learning that will offer the title that they create for their program to 

the individual upon completion.  

 

Usually it’s a combination of the above education experiences that yields the practicing 

herbalist. How a herbalist practices is unique as well with some working as clinicians, some as 

formulators or medicine makers and compounders, some become educators, mentors or farmers 

and herb growers. The options are endless. Typically, a herbalist will likely do a bit of all of this.  

 

At this time there is no governing body or accreditation board that certifies or unifies the Western 

Herbal world.  

 

It is up to the Herbal Student to have the integrity to create a reputable herbal education 

experience.  

While it is true that one can take a weekend workshop and then call themselves a Herbalist and 

begin to practice this is not ethical nor responsible to the plants or the people with whom this 

person will interact with.  

 

At this time in the province of British Columbia one may become a Registered Herbal Therapist 

(RHT) by proving their education experience to the British Columbia Herbalists Association.  

 

I encourage you to seek membership in the association once your education portfolio warrants it. 

The BCHA also offers a student membership which has several benefits for a minimal fee of $5. 

All students of the Holistic Herbalism Foundations Program receive student memberships as part 

of their enrolment fees. The Application Form is available for download in the student classroom. 

If interested please fill out and return to Colleen asap.  
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So what is a complete herbal education?  

We can look toward two of the oldest associations in North America to guide us.  

 

American Herbalist Guild: 30 years ago + the AHG was established:  

The shared vision of an herbalist guild was first verbalized in the mountains of Breitenbush, 
Oregon, where each year a large group of professional herbalists from all parts of the nation 
gathered to teach, walk together in ancient forests, soak in mineral-rich hot springs and discuss 
issues important to herbalism. Discussions at the Breitenbush retreats always included the vision 
of creating a guild for dedicated herbalists and serious herbal students. A 1989 letter from Michael 
Tierra invited herbalists from all regions of the country to come and exchange ideas about what 
this guild might become. On the weekend of February 17, twenty herbalists gathered at the Santa 
Cruz mountain home of Christopher Hobbs and Beth Baugh to initiate the organization of the 
guild, and the long hours of discussion that followed proved productive. 
 
The founding Herbalists of the American Herbalists Guild are Michael Tierra, Cascade 
Anderson Geller, James Green, Roy Upton, Grace Marroquin, Mindy Green, Amanda McQuade-
Crawford, Christopher Hobbs, Paul Lee, Mara Levin, Brigitte Mars, Jane Bothwell, Lesley Tierra, 
David Winston, Steven Foster, Kathi Keville, David Hoffmann, David Bunting, Mark Blumenthal, Ed 
Smith, and Sara Katz.  
The Past Presidents of the American Herbalists Guild are Tieraona Low Dog, David Eagle, David 
Hoffmann, Steven Horne, Feather Jones, Aviva Romm, and Karta Purkh Khalsa.  
 

AHG EDUCATION GUIDELINES  

 

http://www.americanherbalistsguild.com/herbal_education 

 

AHG Educational Guidelines were developed to provide a framework for individuals and schools 

seeking to develop a comprehensive botanical medicine educational curriculum. These guidelines 

recommend the core competencies of herbal education and are not meant to be either 

educational requirements or the whole of a complete herbal education. It is expected that 

individuals and schools will add elective courses to the core competencies outlined below. 

A curriculum should have a minimum of 1600 hours of total study, 400 of which should be in 

actual clinical work. Because many schools do not have clinical supervision courses, you may 

have to seek to fulfill your clinical requirements elsewhere (see below). 
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The didactic courses should contain the following: 

Basic Human Sciences (200 hrs) 

Includes: Anatomy 

Physiology 

Pathology 

Biochemistry 

Medical Terminology 

Nutrition 

 

Botany and Plant Identification (60 hrs) 

Basic field identification and recognition of plant anatomy; differentiation of commonly used and 

toxic species. 

 

Materia medica/Therapeutic Herbalism (400 hrs) 

To include dosages and dosage forms, historical uses, botanical names, plant constituents, the 

parts used, therapeutic applications and actions, indications, contraindications and actions, herb-

drug interactions, toxicology and side effects, review of the literature, harvestable status, plant 

families and use with particular groups such as the elderly, pregnant etc. 

 

Pharmacy, Pharmacognosy, and Dispensing (80 hrs) 

To include basic principles of medicine making, plant chemistry and pharmacology herbal 

formulation, modes of administration and delivery, maintaining a dispensary, raw material 

identification, laws regarding labeling and dispensing, and dispensing strategies. 

 

Clinical Skills (400 hrs) 

To include training in counseling skills, professionalism, physical assessments, constitutional 

analysis, laboratory findings, general assessments, dosing strategies, interviewing and case 

taking skills, record keeping, wellness counseling, nutritional and dietary counseling, and informed 

consent and full disclosure. 

 

Career Preparation/Practice Development/Ethics (20 hrs) 

To include ethics, maintaining records, professional networking and scope of practice, legal 

issues (both national and local), confidentiality, small business management, and promoting and 

marketing an herbal business. 
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History & Philosophy/Introduction to Research (40 hrs) 

History to include the philosophy of western herbalism, the history of American herbalism, and 

world models of herbalism. Research to include interpreting historical and scientific data, 

understanding what constitutes "evidence-based medicine." 

 

 

The British Columbia Herbalists Association BCHA:  

The BCHA is the longest standing peer reviewed herb association in North America.  

 

The British Columbia Herbalists Association is an Organization of Herbal Practitioners and 

Enthusiasts Founded in 1973 to Provide Leadership and Direction for Herbal Medicine in the 21st 

Century.  

 

The purpose and goals of  The British Columbia Herbalists Association is to: 

 

• To form an Association which provides standards of education, codes of ethics and 

standards of practice, and certification for duly qualified Herbal Therapists who will practice 

under a code of ethics and regulations as set by the Association. 

• To raise funds for all purposes of the Association by fees from its members, by private or 

public subscriptions, and any other ways or means which the Association may determine. 

• To collaborate with other organizations having similar objectives. To advocate for a vibrant, 

unified community based on the commitment of continued learning and the practice of herbal 

medicine. 

• Advance the understanding and knowledge of the practice of Herbalism. 

• To increase the acceptance of herbal medicine through public awareness and the promotion/ 

cultivation of research and preservation of the diverse ethnic, ethnobotanical and traditional 

approaches to the use of western herbal medicine. 

• Provide a collective voice for our membership at the government level. 

• To unite herbal professionals worldwide; enhance communication and networking among 

professional registered herbalists and herbal enthusiasts. 

• To protect the character and status of the profession. 

• To safeguard and advance the high standards of herbal education, professionalism, 

standards of practice and prudent ethics in the practice of herbal medicine. 

• To advocate for the continued public awareness of herbalists and the use of herbal medicine 

as viable options for optimal maintenance of good health. 
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• To educate on the importance of herbal conservation and advocate for protected medicinal 

plant species and awareness of respectful, sustainable cultivation and harvesting. 

• To maintain and support the ethical research of herbal medicine. 

• To provide solidarity through prudent leadership and inclusive direction for herbal medicine in 

the twenty first century and beyond. 

 

The BCHA also works to unite herbal professionals worldwide; assisting in the protection of 

the character and status of all herbalists.  

BCHA membership requirements  

http://www.chaofbc.ca/membership/ 

 

BCHA requirements for Registered Herbal Therapist  

• Active as a full or part-time Herbal Therapist.  

• At least 2000hr of training (e.g., formal education, apprenticeship, self-training, etc.). 

• At least 500 hours of clinical experience (e.g., clinical practicum, mentorship, apprenticeship, 

private practice experience is taken into account). 

• Peer-review interview: the applicant must appear in person for an interview with a Peer-review 

Panel set up by the Association to evaluate requirements and competence as a herbal 

therapist. In the case of self-training, or if the Association deems necessary, the applicant may 

be required to take a written exam. 

 

Herbal Therapist defined as:  

A Herbal Therapist is an individual trained (from different traditions and avenues of learning, 

whether academic, apprenticeship or otherwise) in the practice of herbal medicine who: 

• is trained in the therapeutic use of crude botanical medicines; 

• primarily uses traditional preparations* of crude botanical material; and 

• is qualified** and competent to take this responsibility and be held accountable for their 

recommendations. 

* Traditional preparations include, but are not limited to: tinctures, teas, capsules, infusions, 

decoctions, syrups, plasters, poultices, oils, liniments, ointments, fomentations, salves, etc. 

** Appropriate qualification could include formal training, self-study, apprenticeship model and 

others. 

 


