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Foundational Actions: Aromatics 
 

Aromatic herbs are most commonly referred to in western herbalism by their 
individual primary actions (they’re carminatives, they’re decongestants, they’re 
often diuretics…), but the underlying foundational action is the aromatic nature 
that results from the presence of volatile oils. “Aromatic” refers specifically to the 
scent/aroma of the plant, though I commonly (and, yes, inaccurately) use this 
term to describe the flavor, which would correctly be identified as “pungent”. It’s 
important to realize that all things have some type of smell, but not all smells are 
aromatic… for example, one can smell coumarins (think sweetgrass, sweet 
clover or sweet woodruff), or even bitterness (though it’s a subtle scent). 
“Aromatic” implies the presence of volatile (or “essential”) oils… those oils that 
when heated, vaporize and disperse around an area, filling it with fragrance. 
Fixed oils (those commonly used in cooking and for infusing oils) are not the 
same as volatile oils, and have different qualities and actions. If you heat those 
up, you can fry stuff in them. Keep heating them and they’ll release a (usually) 
irritating smoke. Not the same thing. 
 

tthhee  eenneerrggeettiiccss  ooff  aarroommaattiiccss……  
As a group, aromatics are considered warming and drying, and so are 
appropriate to cold (deficient/”hypo-“) conditions with damp stagnation. There are 
some exceptions to this; for example yarrow (always a plant to defy categories) is 
viscerally cooling in nature, though still decidedly stimulating. Within the mint 
family, as well, there is frequent disagreement among herbalists as to whether a 
given herb is slightly warming or slightly cooling… it’s my impression that this 
debate involves the constitution of the person making the assessment, and so 
has more to do with the interpretation of the thermal quality than in one 
perspective (of a person or a tradition) being right and the other wrong.  
 
Aromatics also usually possess a relaxant action that compliments the 
stimulating quality they possess. As discussed previously, stimulation and 
relaxation are not opposing qualities; stimulation increases activity, relaxation 
decreases resistance to that activity. While most aromatics possess both 
qualities, some are more stimulating and less relaxing (like yarrow), some are 
more relaxing and less stimulating (like lemon balm) and some are both very 
stimulating and very relaxing (like wild bee balm).  
 
One must also consider the energetic qualities related to other actions present in 
a given plant. So, if an herb is an aromatic bitter (calamus, for example), the 
energetics of bitterness must be considered. If the herb is aromatic and 
astringent, we take the qualities of astringency into account. An aromatic 
demulcent (like fenugreek) would likewise alter the energetics of a purely 
aromatic herb.  



  

uunnddeerrssttaannddiinngg  tthhee  aaccttiioonnss  ooff  aarroommaattiiccss……  
The presence of volatile oils in plant will incline them to possess a tendency for 
certain actions. Not all aromatic plants containing these oils will possess every 
action common to these oils, nor will the degree, strength or qualitative nature in 
which these actions are expressed be uniform. So, in recognizing a plant as an 
aromatic, we don’t jump to the assumption that the plant must do this, this and 
this; rather, we assess whether and to what degree a given plant manifests these 
likely potentials. 
 
Perhaps the most relevant quality inherent in volatile oils is their dispersive 
nature. Aromatic oils themselves disperse in the presence of heat or disturbance; 
they vaporize off the plant’s oil gland and diffuse around the area influencing a 
wide swath of space. This is clearly evident if you put an essential oil in a heat 
diffuser, throw some monarda into a pot of boiling water, or roll around in a 
ground ivy laden lawn… the aromatics of the plants fill the world around with 
scent. This dispersive quality isn’t only a found in the oil itself, but in its action on 
and in the body. Aromatic plants break up congestion and stagnation; they get 
things moving, they stimulate activity, and lessen resistance to that flow of 
energy. Herbalist Kiva Rose Hardin states “The primary action is that of 
movement with dispersment of heaviness and a general sense of lightening.” 
 

pprriimmaarryy  aaccttiioonnss  ooff  aarroommaattiiccss…… 

It’s worth looking at the primary action of aromatics on the different systems of 
the body; in doing so, we’ll see the overarching foundational qualities of 
aromatics expressed. I’ve underlined the primary actions for ease of recognition. 
 

rreessppiirraattoorryy……  
Aromatic plants are vitally important respiratory remedies, affecting both the 
lungs and upper respiratory tract. A primary action of aromatics on the respiratory 
system is easily summed up as decongestant, and this term perfectly conveys 
the dispersive nature of aromatics. Particularly when there is cold, damp, 
congested mucous, aromatic herbs break up and disperse this stagnation, 
thinning mucous and opening respiratory passages. The relaxant effect found to 
some degree in most aromatic herbs helps to allay tension and spasm in the 
lungs, which may interfere with the cough reflex to make it less efficient in 
producing fruitful expectoration. The volatile oils responsible for their action are 
also antimicrobial, and help to fight off infection through both direct and systemic 
responses.  
 
As respiratory remedies, aromatics are effective as tinctures, hot teas, warm 
nasal washes, and as steam inhalations. 
 

ddiiggeessttiivvee…… 

The primary action associated with the use of aromatics on digestion is 
carminative, usually defined incompletely as “herbs used to dispel gas and 
relieve cramping.” While this cursory definition is certainly true, it leaves out 



much of the immense potential and utility of aromatics in the address of digestive 
disorders. Again, the underlying pattern indicating the use of aromatics is one of 
sluggishness and stagnation, often accompanied by tension or spasm. Aromatics 
act as stimulants to many aspects of digestion, increasing deficient secretions 
and peristalsis (via both stimulation of the wave like contractions of the gut and 
through the resolution of interfering tension). Many aromatics, particularly mints, 
will ease nausea (they’re anti-emetics). In many ways, they act quite similarly to 
bitters, though by different means, and bitters and aromatics are usually best 
used in conjunction with one another. We see again the antimicrobial and anti-
inflammatory nature of volatile oils act to address inflammation and infection that 
is often associated with stagnant gut states. Though I only know of research 
demonstrating it in the use of rose, I feel that most aromatic herbs somehow 
selectively balance gut flora, inhibiting overgrowth but not impeding the recovery 
of our “good” gut microbes.  
 
While tinctures are certainly effective, I find the ability of teas, infusions and 
decoctions to wash over affected tissues invaluable… add tinctures to teas to get 
the benefits of both. 
 

uurriinnaarryy……  
Many, though not all, aromatics act as antiseptic diuretics. This should not be 
taken to suggest that all diuretics are aromatic; they are not (cleavers and 
dandelion leaf and nettles are examples of non-aromatic diuretics). When volatile 
oils taken up into the blood reach the kidneys, they instill an irritation that 
provokes the kidneys to release more water to “flush the irritant out of the 
system”, creating a diuretic effect. On the whole, this irritation is not harmful, 
though it is considered prudent to avoid the use of strong aromatics in situations 
where the kidneys themselves are irritated or enflamed, and minor irritation can 
be more problematic. Because the volatile oils are often antimicrobial and anti-
inflammatory, a contact antiseptic effect occurs on the urinary mucosa as the 
aromatic oil bearing urine travels down the ureters, into the bladder and 
eventually out through the urethra. This process indicates aromatic herbs as 
specifics in the address of urinary tract infections with suppressed urination. In 
the absence of infection or inflammation, non-aromatic diuretics may prove more 
appropriate.  
 
Water based preparations, consumed cool or cold, are preferable to tinctures, 
though tinctures can certainly be added to them.  
 

mmuussccuulloosskkeelleettaall……  
Though much of their antispasmodic action is focused on the gut, many aromatic 
herbs possess relaxant effects that can ease tension or spasm of the skeletal 
muscles as well; in many cases, it seems that aromatics relieve muscle tension 
through their effect as nervines, whereas acrid tasting herbs act more specifically 
as overt anti-spasmodics. Aromatics may also ease joint pain as anti-
inflammatories. Applied topically, they may act as counter irritants to stimulate 
circulation of the blood and vital force into an area of acute or chronic injury.  
 



Teas, tinctures, compresses, baths, infused oils and salves all yield immense 
virtue. 
 

nneerrvvoouuss//lliimmbbiicc……  
Perhaps one of the most fascinating facets of the dispersive nature of aromatics 
is the action they possess as nervines on the central nervous and limbic 
systems. Here, aromatic herbs again exhibit their complimentary stimulating and 
relaxant qualities, stimulating and clarifying perception while relaxing tension and 
clearing away blockages, both physical and emotional in nature. When 
perception feels cloudy and indistinct, when there is difficulty grasping a thought, 
when “brain fog” is your reality, aromatic herbs are indicated. Think of aromatics 
when a person needs “clarity”, or to be “uplifted”. Another area that calls for their 
use is “stagnant depression”, a condition coined by David Winston referring to a 
state in which the subject of situational depression or trauma has become stuck 
and chronic, it becomes, as David puts it, “the sun around which you circle”, and 
through which passes everything else in your life. Though there is certainly 
immense wisdom in not trying to push to quickly through the process of grief or 
trauma, stagnant depression interferes with a person’s ability to experience 
healing by occupying a great majority of one’s experience of the present 
moment. Aromatic herbs help to disperse stagnation, be it physical or emotional.  
 
Tinctures can be profound taken in doses from drops to droppersful, or even 
applied topically; water based preparations are very helpful as well. Steam 
inhalations clear the sensorium when the head feels cloyed and congested. 
Aromatic herbs infused in oil can be administered nasally as nasya to a dramatic 
effect. 
 

cciirrccuullaattoorryy……  
The warming nature of most aromatic herbs is directly correlated to their ability to 
act as circulatory stimulants, and many among them are of use when poor 
peripheral circulation is a cause or contributing factor in illness or imbalances. 
Look to cool, pale skin (taking ethnicity into consideration), ask about cold hands 
and feet. The anti-inflammatory/antioxidant nature of many aromatic herbs is also 
of impact in cardiac issues… poor peripheral circulation with elevated c reactive 
protein levels (a sign of cardiovascular inflammation) begs for warming, aromatic 
spices, especially if digestive sluggishness and congestion exists.  
 
Though it is effective, don’t just supplement herbs as tinctures; drink spiced teas 
and (especially) eat spiced food. 
 

rreepprroodduuccttiivvee……  
Correlating to their ability to stimulate peripheral circulation and ease interfering 
tension, reproductive issues in both men and women related to inhibited pelvic 
circulation are improved by aromatic herbs. Many (most?) aromatics also act as 
emmenogogues, indicated by a feeling of congestion inhibiting the onset of 
menstruation. Circulatory stimulation to the reproductive organs may also explain 



the common use of aromatics as aphrodisiacs; here, their ability to tame dragon 
breath might also lend a hand.  
 
Tincture, teas, infusions and decoctions are all excellent for reproductive use; 
infused oils or balms applied topically are also encouraged. For interfering 
halitosis, pleasantly fragrant herbs can be used as a chew (avoid stinky 
aromatics like valerian. Well, unless you’re a cat… in that case, go at it!). 
 

llyymmpphhaattiicc  
I’ll be honest here… I’m less sharp on the relationship between aromatics and 
lymphatics, so I called up Caroline Gagnon, who offered the following 
(paraphrased): “Aromatics may not act directly on the lymph itself, but rather on 
the tissues that surround the lymph and allow for (or inhibit) its movement. By 
improving assimilation in the digestive tract, we minimize the burden of overload 
on the intestinal lymphatics. Also, by nature of their relaxant action the peripheral 
nervous system, they lessen tension held in our connective tissues, which 
creates an environment for freer flow of the lymphatic fluid. We can also consider 
that the spleen helps to drain dampness, something we see mirrored in aromatic 
herbs, which assist in this process. Aromatic herbs are indicated when lymphatic 
congestion around the gut is accompanied by tension and mucous/ama.” 
  
Tinctures and teas are appropriate, though again, for digestive use, teas more 
fully bathe the affected tissues. 
 

iimmmmuunnee…… 

The antimicrobial activity of volatile oils is well established by scientific assay, 
and in the traditional use of herbs and spices in food preservation, and in 
traditional medicinal usage. It is important here to remember that the term 
“antimicrobial” does not specify whether microbes are overtly killed, or whether 
their reproduction is inhibited, or whether innate host defenses are triggered, nor 
what types of microbes (bacteria? yeasts? fungi? viruses?) are inhibited/killed, or 
to what extent. In reference to primary actions, we find that many aromatic herbs 
(especially, but not limited to, aromatic mints) act as diaphoretics, possessed of 
both stimulating and relaxing properties which are expressed in varying degrees 
depending on which plants are considered. Aromatic diaphoretics tend to 
stimulate outward circulation and assist in resolving tension in the periphery that 
interferes with that outward circulation, thus effectively aiding in the fever 
response. The combination of a diaphoretic action with the decongestant and 
digestive virtues commonly found in aromatic plants makes them ideal for 
treating colds and flus with respiratory and/or gut distress. Of course, the anti-
inflammatory qualities found in aromatic plants are of immense merit in treating 
immune responses complicated by haywire inflammatory states. It’s important, 
however, to view the inflammation in an energetic context: using an aromatic as 
an anti-inflammatory isn’t appropriate if the inflammation is caused by dryness, or 
nutrient deficiency.  
 
Tinctures, teas, infusions and decoctions may all be appropriate, but as a 
diaphoretic, water based preparations, taken hot, are most effective.  



 

sseeccoonnddaarryy  aaccttiioonnss  ooff  aarroommaattiiccss…… 

Repeatedly above, mention has been made of the antimicrobial and anti-
inflammatory qualities of aromatic herbs. While in some cases these ends result 
from a systemic response to the herb (the end result of a diaphoretic action 
certainly falls under the category “antimicrobial”), there is also ample evidence to 
link these virtues directly to the volatile oils that give the plants their aromatic 
nature. Many volatile oils exhibit a direct contact antimicrobial action in vitro (put 
the microbe in a dish, add the aromatic herb or volatile oil, and the microbe is 
killed) in addition to whatever systemic action they may manifest. The degree to 
which this direct, contact antimicrobial action correlates with the larger, systemic 
action encouraged by aromatic herbs isn’t a clear one, but both are relevant, and 
consideration beyond “there’s an infection, this herb is antimicrobial, I’ll use this 
herb” is warranted.  
 
Volatile oils also commonly have an anti-inflammatory action; in addition to 
lessening inflammation resulting from microbial infection, this activity arises in 
part from their action as antioxidants; which aromatherapist Robert Tisserand 
describes as “the capacity of those oils to protect the body from oxidative stress 
– damage to cells caused by oxygen in the form of reactive oxygen species, or 
free radicals”. This damage is usually characterized by inflammation, and hence 
the oils are deemed anti-inflammatory. This is certainly a worthy and important 
action to consider, but I do get concerned when just “using an anti-inflammatory 
herb because there’s inflammation” supersedes taking the time to assess 
whether an aromatic anti-inflammatory is appropriate in a given situation. As 
indicated above, this approach wouldn’t be appropriate if inflammation were the 
result of dryness, or of omega 3 EFA deficiency, or of vitamin D deficiency, or of 
any number of other causes of inflammation that the use of an aromatic herb 
wouldn’t correct. 
 
That said, I find it interesting that our most common culinary herbs and spices 
are such potent anti-inflammatories, and perhaps a little disturbing that when one 
of them becomes popular (like, for example, turmeric), more emphasis is placed 
on taking the herb as a supplement and not as much on restoring these spices 
as a regular addition to our diets. Many aromatics are just flat out delicious, and 
taking the time to integrate them into your diet would certainly be a rewarding 
experience. 
 
 
  


