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Tulsi tea, in short: What is tulsi tea (holy basil)? Indian Ayurvedic herb. Three varieties,

real but modest health activity, fertility caveat, how to drink it.

Tulsi tea, also called holy basil, is a herbal infusion without caffeine, with a deep traditional history and a

fashionable "adaptogen" reputation, and the short answer is that the tradition and the pleasant caffeine free

drink are real, while modern claims that it fixes a frazzled mind run ahead of the evidence.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in January 2026.

What it actually is

It is a tisane made from the leaves of holy basil (Ocimum tenuiflorum / sanctum), a plant revered in India and

central to Ayurvedic tradition, with no tea leaf and no caffeine. It is distinct from the sweet basil used in

cooking. Its long standing cultural and traditional medicine role is real and is the root of its reputation, which

the "adaptogen" trend then amplifies.

What it tastes like

Tulsi tastes warm, savoury, slightly peppery and clove like, more aromatic and spicy than culinary basil, with

a distinctive almost minty peppery edge. It is an acquired, characterful flavour rather than a mild one, and is

often blended with green tea, ginger or lemon.

The health picture

The plain picture: tulsi has a long traditional use and is a pleasant caffeine free drink, and its traditional and

devotional value is real. The "adaptogen, lowers cortisol, balances the body" framing is popular, yet studies

in people drinking a brewed cup are few and far weaker than the marketing implies; traditional use and a

comforting habit are not the same as proven pharmacology. Sensible cautions: concentrated tulsi

supplements differ from a weak infusion, and there are sensible cautions around pregnancy and certain

medications, so it is a flag worthy herb, not a casual unlimited one for everyone. Enjoyed as a traditional,

characterful caffeine free drink it is lovely; sold as a fix for a busy mind it is oversold.

How to use it well



Use it well: steep it in boiling water for a generous time, on its own or blended with green tea or ginger, and

enjoy its distinctive savoury, peppery character and the comfort of its long tradition. Credit the real tradition,

take the proportionate cautions seriously if they apply to you, and treat the adaptogen claims as the

marketing layer they are rather than the reason to drink it.

The Indian cultural and religious context

Tulsi occupies a position in Hindu religious practice that no other plant approaches. The plant is considered

an earthly manifestation of the goddess Lakshmi or a wife of Vishnu (different traditions hold different views).

Hindu households traditionally grow tulsi in a tulsi vrindavan (a raised platform in the courtyard), perform

daily prayers around it, and offer water and incense.

In Ayurvedic medicine, tulsi is described as an adaptogen, a herb that helps the body adapt to physical and

emotional stress, and as a rasayana (rejuvenative). It is used for respiratory conditions, fevers, stress,

digestive issues and as a general tonic. Tulsi tea (often called tulsi kashayam in southern India) is brewed

strong with ginger, black pepper and other spices.

Western tulsi marketing draws heavily on this 3000-year-old tradition. The cultural authority is real; the

specific health claims should still be evaluated on modern evidence.

The essentials: tulsi tea (holy basil)

Question Short answer

What is tulsi?

Holy basil, Ocimum sanctum (also called Ocimum tenuiflorum), a perennial herb

native to India and southeast Asia, deeply rooted in Hindu religious and

Ayurvedic traditions.

Is tulsi the same as

Mediterranean basil?

No. Same genus, different species. Tulsi is more pungent, more clove-and-

pepper-like, with aromatic compounds (eugenol, ursolic acid) that culinary basil

doesn't have.

What does it taste like?
Herbal, slightly spicy, clove-like with peppery notes. Closer to an apothecary herb

than a kitchen one; not what you'd use in pesto.

Caffeine? None. Caffeine-free herbal infusion.

Why is it associated with

stress?

Long use in Ayurveda as an "adaptogen". Modern research shows mild stress-

modulating effects in some human studies, but not transformative.

Three main varieties?
Rama tulsi (light green), Krishna tulsi (purple-tinged, stronger), Vana tulsi (wild,

harsher). Most commercial tea uses Rama or a Rama-Krishna blend.

Cautions?
May affect fertility at high doses (limited but real evidence). Avoid in pregnancy.

May interact with blood-thinning medication.

Best way to drink?
Strong infusion, often with ginger, lemon and honey to soften its sharp, herbal

taste. Or in blends with other herbs.
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