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Disclaimer

This presentation is for entertainment and educational purposes only. The 
author is not a physician and the contents of this presentation should not be 
viewed or taken as medical advice. The views expressed are the opinions of 
the author only and should not be taken as an endorsement of any product or 
practice. Herbs can and do interact with pharmaceuticals. No herb or herbal 
product should be taken without consulting a qualified physician. The author 
and publisher disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use of 
this information or any product, plant or practice mentioned herein. Don’t run 

with scissors. Don’t immerse your head in a bucket of water for a prolonged period of time. Don’t give your bank account 

number to deposed Nigerian princes on the internet. Don’t stick your finger in a pencil sharpener. Don’t read very small type without proper magnification…….
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Dr. Patrick Jones

Pain Management With Herbs



Pain Is Your Friend

The world is a dangerous place. Our bodies are at constant risk of injury 
from any number of external and internal events. Pain is the body’s 
mechanism for protecting the body from harm.



How Pain Works…

It’s Those Danged Nociceptors!



The nervous system monitors and controls 
all body functions. 

The sensory nerves are specialized to 
perceive the body’s internal and external 
environment. They continuously report 
information to the brain about everything 
from the pressure on the soles of our feet 
to the temperature of the air around us. 



Nociceptors

Nociceptors are specialized sensory nerves 
that perceive and respond to potentially 
damaging events. 

They are specialized for different threats 
such as cutting, tearing, pressure, stretching, 
chemical damage etc…

When stimulated, the nociceptors send a 
message to the brain notifying it of the threat. 
This message is usually perceived as pain.

Nociceptors are especially concentrated in the 
skin, the eyes and the mouth. The internal 
organs are very sensitive to stretching and 
inflammation but have very few nociceptors 
for other painful stimuli such as cutting or 
burning.



Herbal Actions of Interest

Herbs can relieve pain through a number of 
different mechanisms. 

Understanding those mechanisms helps us 
know how to apply them. 

Often, several different actions can be applied 
simultaneously with excellent results.
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Herbal Actions of Interest

Anodynes are herbs that numb pain when 
used topically on mucus membranes.

They are principally used for tooth pain or 
mouth sores..
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Anodynes



Anodyne Herbs
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Cloves
Syzygium aromaticum

Yarrow Root 
Achillea millefolium



Herbal Actions of Interest

Demulcent herbs contain 
high levels of mucilage. A 

slimy substance that soothes 
mucus membranes 

anywhere in the body.
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Demulcent Herbs 
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Text

Marshmallow Mallow Hollyhock

Althea officinalis Alcea spp.Malva neglecta

Demulcent Herbs 



Herbal Actions of Interest
Nervines
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Nervines are herbs that directly calm or sedate nerves.



Nervine Herbs
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Skullcap
Scutellaria lateriflora Valeriana officinalis

Valerian



Herbal Actions of Interest
Anti-spasmodics
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Anti-spasmodics relieve muscle spasms in 
skeletal muscles as well as in smooth muscles.



Anti-spasmodic Herbs
(cramp bark, Lobelia)
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Cramp Bark

Viburnum opulus

Lobelia
Lobelia inflata



Purslane

Prickly PearAloe Vera

Osmotic Herbs

Succulent plants like Aloe, purslane, prickly pear and hen 
& chicks are excellent for treating burn pain topically. 
They draw fluid and swelling from the burn site to give 
relief. Most of them also have anti-bacterial and anti-
inflammatory properties that help as well.



Where We Hurt…and Why.
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Understanding the principle mechanisms of pain in its various 
locations allows us, as herbalists, to make better choices when 

formulating solutions.



Back pain can arise from injuries to the 
bones, muscles or nerves of the back. 
Often, most of the pain is the result of 
significant muscle spasms responding to 
the injury. 

Antispasmodics such as cramp bark or 
Lobelia are the best way to address 
these spasming muscles. 

Anti-inflammatory herbs such as willow 
and meadowsweet and nervine herbs 
such as skullcap and valerian can be 
helpful as well. 

Back Pain



Dental Pain

Each tooth is anchored in a tight-fitting socket 
in the bone. Because there is no empty space 
to accommodate inflammatory swelling and 
because the mouth has such a high number of 
nocireceptors, tooth pain can be very intense. 

Anodyne herbs such as yarrow root and cloves 
can topically numb the painful area. 

In cases of painful dental abscess, antibiotic 
herbs such as Calendula or goldenseal can be 
very helpful. As the infection resolves, 
inflammation decreases and the pain resolves.



Gastrointestinal Pain

Because of the high number of stretch receptors 
in the gut, pain in the digestive system is often 
due to over distension with gas or food. 
Carminative herbs such as fennel, ginger or any 
of the mints can be helpful.

Inflammation can also cause gastro-intestinal 
pain. GI inflammation can often be calmed by 
demulcent herbs such as marshmallow or 
slippery elm. 

Any time the bowels are irritated they are likely 
to respond with spasms and cramping. Anti-
spasmodics such as cramp bark  and nervines  
such as chamomile are excellent.



Headache & Migraine

The brain itself has no pain receptors. 
Headaches and migraines are actually 
caused by irritation or inflammation of the 
tissues surrounding the brain. 

Headaches can be caused by hundreds of 
different mechanisms. Analgesic herbs 
such as Meadowsweet, clematis or willow 
bark are effective for most simple 
headaches. 

Headaches secondary to neck or muscle 
pain are often responsive to 
antispasmodics. Some headaches respond 
to nerviness such as skullcap or valerian.

Migraines can often be managed with 
rosemary, lemon balm, feverfew or wild 
clematis. 



Joint Pain

Arthritis is best treated with a 
combination of anti-
inflammatories such as yucca, 
devil’s claw or turmeric (with 
Boswellia). Other analgesic herbs 
such as willow or meadowsweet 
can also be helpful.  

The addition of cleansing diuretics 
like burdock or dandelion can 
eliminate metabolic waste 
products that can accumulate in 
the joints and cause 
inflammation. 



Joint Pain

Joint pain from sprains or mechanical 
injuries benefit from Arnica linamemts. 
Don’t take Arnica internally. It’s toxic.

Rubifacient herbs that warm up the joint 
and stimulate circulation can be used 
topically or internally. Cayenne and ginger 
are good examples to use in ointments or 
creams. 

Arthritis sufferers sometimes intentionally 
sting their inflamed joints with stinging 
nettle. It may be that the sting causes an 
inflammatory response that floods the area 
with blood flow washing away 
inflammatory deposits and pain mediators. 
It may also be that the histamine response 
numbs the nerves. Whatever the 
mechanism, it works. Folks do the same 
thing with bee stings…ouch!

Arnica



Menstrual Pain

Uterine cramps can be debilitating for some. Emmenagogue herbs which 
facilitate flow such as yarrow, black cohosh, and Angelica can decrease 
pain markedly. 

Anti-spasmodic herbs such as cramp bark and Lobelia can also be helpful 
as can nerviness like chamomile and valerian. 

Herbs that warm the body and improve circulation such as fennel and 
ginger can also be helpful.



Muscle Pain

Muscle pains can come from over exertion or 
trauma. Topical Arnica liniment can help.

Muscles often respond to pain with spasms. 
In such cases, antispasmodics such as cramp 
bark or Lobelia can be helpful.

Muscle pain can also be do to inflammation 
from local infections or systemic illnesses. 
Anti-inflammatories and analgesics often 
help. Black cohosh and its cousin baneberry 
are particularly good for such dull, achey 
pains. Particularly for pains that feel better if 
you warm yourself up a little.



Nerve Pain

When the nerves themselves are injured 
or inflamed, they make no secret of it. 
Nerve pain can be very intense. 

Nervines such as chamomile, skullcap, 
valerian and St. John’s wort work directly 
on the nerves to inhibit pain. 

Anti-inflammatories such as willow, 
meadowsweet can also be beneficial. 

Muscles often join the party when nerve 
pain occurs aggravating the situation with 
intense spasms. Use an anti-spasmodic 
like cramp bark or Lobelia. 



Stings From Plants and Insects

Fresh plantain topically and internally is quite good for insect bites and 
stings.

Plantain is also good for plant stings from poison ivy, stinging nettle 
etc…  Yellow dock and teasel leaf are also good.



Burns

Burn pain is best managed with a combination of anti-inflammatory and 
nervine herbs internally and osmotic herbs topically. 

Succulent plants such as aloe vera, purslane and prickly pear cactus draw 
fluid and swelling from the burn osmotically and diminish pain.



Cuts & Wounds

Demulcent herbs such as mallow or comfrey can be very 
soothing to cuts and wounds. 

Anti-inflammatory herbs such as gumweed and Calendula 
can be helpful topically as well. 
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