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AUTOIMMUNE AND ATOPIC CONDITIONS WITHIN A HERBAL MEDICINE PRACTICE 
Strategies for re-regulation of the immune system 
 
Autoimmune conditions / diseases and allergies / atopic conditions are a standard part of clinical herbal 
practice. What was once a more rare and complex condition to work with, these conditions have grown to be 
quite commonplace in the last 30 years. 

Studies have found that the prevalence of autoimmune diseases have increased to the point that it is now 
estimated that 7% of North Americans have an autoimmune disease and/or condition. In addition to this, 
asthma as well as environmental and/or food allergies have also dramatically increased. The increase of both is 
primarily occurring in first world countries and in people living in cities and suburbs and less of an occurrence 
in rural areas and farms.  

SOME FACTS  

In autoimmune disease there is a loss of self-tolerance (Tolerogenic state). Autoantibodies (AABs) are produced 
by B-lymphocytes and they attack normal cells that have a “self” antigen or autoantigen (AAG). This process 
causes inflammation and progressive destruction to the tissue involved.  

Research shows that those with a system with ovaries and a uterus are more likely to experience autoimmune 
disease than those with a penis and testes, suggesting a possible specific hormonal link.  

Research also shows that those who have given birth to males have a greater possibility of developing an 
autoimmune disease, due to male fetal cells that remain in the birthing person’s blood for decades. 

The ratio in autoimmune diseases ranges in systems with ovaries vs those with testes are as follows: 50:1 for 
Hashimoto’s disease, 9:1 for systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE), 2:1 for multiple sclerosis (MS). 

Genetics also play a key role for developing autoimmune disease and allergies commonly seen in family health 
histories.  

Ethnicity can influence the prevalence of some autoimmune conditions: African-American and Hispanic people 
with ovaries have a greater incidence of developing lupus than Caucasian people with ovaries.  

Other well-known potential triggers:  

• Chronic stress 
• Nutritional deficiencies primarily vitamins A and D, vitamins C and E, selenium, zinc, carotenoids, and 

other antioxidants  
• Proinflammatory western diet and or the typical American diet  
• Increased gut permeability 
• Excessive salt intake 
• Obesity 
• Environmental pollutants (mercury, hair dyes, xenoestrogens) 
• Sunlight (lupus)  
• Viral/bacterial infections  
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SEVERAL THEORIES EXIST AS TO THE CAUSES OF AUTOIMMUNE DISEASES.  

Infections & Mold Exposures  

Chronic, low-grade bacterial or viral infections, as well as mold exposure have been implicated in stimulating 
excessive immune response and causing immune dysregulation.  

This is particularly prevalent in conditions of rheumatoid arthritis, Sjögren’s syndrome, Lupus, Crohn’s disease 
and ankylosing spondylitis.  

Treating chronic infections such as Epstein Barr Virus / EBV, gingivitis, chronic sinusitis, cystitis, or prostatitis is 
essential to reducing the stimulus for this type of autoimmune disease state.  

Molecular Mimicry  

The theory of molecular mimicry may be a trigger for autoimmune disease.  

There are numerous examples of close similarities between microbial proteins, as well as gluten and casein 
proteins, and human proteins.  

The immune response directed toward the foreign protein cross-reacts with the similar self-antigen.  

Antibodies to bovine insulin in cow’s milk can cross-react with the pancreatic beta cells and have been 
implicated as a cause of type 1 diabetes (T1D).  

Hygiene Hypothesis  

The “hygiene hypothesis” postulated that in general, humans have over sanitized to the point of creating 
imbalance and that this was an underlying cause of autoimmune disease and allergies.  

By preventing historically normal exposures to parasites, dirt, and bacteria in infants and children we have 
inhibited normal Th1 T lymphocyte development.  

Although normal in early infancy this creates a permanent Th2 T lymphocyte dominance which can trigger 
allergies and IgE mediated disease.  

The original Th1/Th2 theory of immune regulation was simple and easy to grasp, especially by practitioners with 
little to no understanding of immunology.  

This initial theory had some validity for allergies however research quickly found limitations and flaws.   

In addition to Th1 and Th2 lymphocytes there are many more components that exert considerable control and 
influence on the immune system.    

• Th17 lymphocytes: produce the pro-inflammatory cytokine interleukin 17 
• Dendritic cells (DCs) 
• Antigen presenting cells (APCs) 
• Regulatory T-cells (Treg) and Regulatory B cells (Breg): up-regulate interleukin 35, which inhibits Th17 

and Th1 cells while promoting Treg and Breg cell function 
• Monocyte-macrophages  
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Additionally, Autoimmune conditions previously thought to be Th1 or Th2 dominant actually have 
elevations of both types of lymphocytes.  

Concluding:  

• In a healthy person, the regulatory T-cells, via interleukin 10 (IL-10) and/or transforming growth factor 
beta (TGF-ß) control both Th1 and Th2 response and thus the development of allergic or autoimmune 
disease.  

• The dendritic cells (DC) also determine the immune response by “sampling” antigens and promoting T-
cell unresponsiveness to maintain tolerance toward commensal organisms and food allergens.  

• In autoimmune disease and allergies there is an increase in Th17 lymphocytes which upregulates 
production of IL23 and IL17, both of which are profoundly proinflammatory and seem to be the initiators 
of most, if not all, autoimmune disease.  

The Role of the Microbiome: Healthy gut flora enhances self-tolerance  

Initially seeded by vaginal delivery, breast milk and skin to skin contact, the microbiome is one of the key 
components to the development of the innate immune system.  

It is the combination of a healthy intestinal microbiome as well as exposure to pathogens that triggers the 
innate immune system and the anti-inflammatory, adaptive response from transforming growth factor beta 
(TGF-ß) secreting Th3 cells, IL-10 secreting Tr1 cells (type 1 regulatory T cells) and T-regulatory cells 
(CD4+CD25+).  

Contact with pathogens establishes an appropriate and normal immune competence which protects against 
atopy, infection and autoimmune diseases.  

 

THE CATEGORIZATION OF AUTOIMMUNE DISEASE  

Two broad and overlapping categories: Organ Specific and Systemic Autoimmune Disease.  

Organ specific disease:  

Indicated by localized trauma or a lesion produced by autoantibodies or cell-mediated reactions against a 
specific target antigen located in a specific cell, tissue, or organ.  

Conditions include: 

• Hashimoto’s thyroiditis 
• Grave’s disease 
• Myasthenia gravis 
• Glomerulonephritis 
• Primary biliary cirrhosis 
• Type 1 Diabetes 
• Crohn’s disease 
• Ulcerative colitis 
• Multiple sclerosis 
• Vitiligo 
• Autoimmune hepatitis 
• Autoimmune adrenal disease  
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Systemic Autoimmune Disease 

Tissue damage and inflammation occur in multiple locations in organs or tissues without relation to their 
antigenic similarity.  

The damage is usually caused by vascular leakage and tissue deposition of immune complexes.  

Conditions include: 

• Systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE) 
• Sjögren’s syndrome 
• Scleroderma 
• Rheumatoid arthritis (RA) 
• Progressive systemic sclerosis (PSS) 
• Polyarteritis nodosa (PAN) 
• Polymyositis 
• Relapsing polychondritis  

Conditions with possible autoimmune causes include atherosclerosis, alopecia, interstitial cystitis, autism, and 
schizophrenia. 

TO REVIEW: There are four types of oversensitivity in the immune system.  

• Type I: reaction mediated by IgE antibodies 

• Type II: cytotoxic reaction mediated by IgG or IgM antibodies 

• Type III: reaction mediated by immune complexes 

• Type IV: delayed reaction mediated by cellular response 
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ALLERGIES 

• Allergies are type I hypersensitivity reactions by the immune system.  
• These are also known as immediate or anaphylactic hypersensitivity.  
• Common allergic conditions include hives, allergic rhinitis, allergic asthma, atopic eczema, allergic 

conjunctivitis and food allergies.  
• These conditions are caused by the production of IgE antibodies in response to antigens (allergens).  

ATOPY  

• The tendency of people to produce high levels of IgE is known as atopy.  
• These people produce more Th2 cells that secrete IL-4, IL-5 and IL-ß, all of which promote IgE 

production, as well as histamine, degranulation of mast cells and an increase of eosinophils.  
• As with autoimmune diseases, incidence of atopic diseases have risen to a great degree. The hygiene 

hypothesis (discussed previously) is thought to be a major reason for this.  
• Other possible causes include early use of antibiotics and acetaminophen, obesity, increased gut 

permeability, and vitamin A and D deficiencies. 
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A SUMMARY OF AUTOIMMUNE / ALLERGY / ATOPIC CONDITIONS  

Rheumatoid Arthritis 

Typically chronic autoimmune disease that is characterized especially by pain, stiffness, inflammation, swelling, 
and sometimes destruction of joints.  

Signs and symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis may include: 

• Tender, warm, swollen joints 
• Joint stiffness that is usually worse in the mornings and after inactivity 
• Fatigue, fever and loss of appetite 

 

Ankylosing Spondylitis 

Ankylosing spondylitis is a form of ongoing joint inflammation (chronic inflammatory arthritis) that primarily 
affects the spine, sometimes referred to as Bechterew’s disease. Ankylosing spondylitis is an inflammatory, 
autoimmune disease that, over time, can cause some of the small bones of the vertebrae to fuse. This fusing 
makes the spine less flexible and can result in a hunched-forward posture. If ribs are affected, it can be difficult 
to breathe deeply.  

 

Crohn’s Disease and Ulcerative Colitis 

Crohn's disease and ulcerative colitis are both forms of inflammatory bowel disease. Crohn's disease most 
commonly affects the colon and the last part of the small intestine (ileum). Ulcerative colitis affects only the 
colon. Please reference Gastro-intestinal therapeutics for more details.  

 

Grave’s Disease 

With this disease, the immune system attacks the thyroid and causes it to make more thyroid hormone that is 
necessary. Thyroid hormones control how the body uses energy and affect nearly every organ in the body, 
creating in this case and overstimulation of all things.  Early symptoms may include racing heartbeat, hand 
tremors, trouble sleeping, weight loss, muscle weakness, neuropsychiatric symptoms and heat intolerance 
following by inflamed and/or bulging eyes, and more rarely a skin condition called pretibial myxedema 
(thickening of the skin on the shins).  

 

Hashimoto’s Thyroiditis 

An autoimmune disorder involving chronic inflammation of the thyroid that impairs the thyroids production of 
hormones. Because the condition usually progresses very slowly over many years, people with Hashimoto’s 
thyroiditis may not have any symptoms early on, even when the characteristic thyroid peroxidase (TPO) 
antibodies are detected in blood tests. Typically hypothyroid symptoms will present in time. Hypothyroid 
symptoms may include fatigue, weight gain, constipation, increased sensitivity to cold, dry skin, depression, 
muscle aches and reduced exercise tolerance, and irregular or heavy menses. In some cases, the 
inflammation causes the thyroid to become enlarged (goiter), which rarely may cause neck discomfort or 
difficulty swallowing. 
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Scleroderma/CREST 

Limited scleroderma, also known as CREST syndrome, is one subtype of scleroderma,  a condition whose 
name means "hardened skin." 

The skin changes associated with limited scleroderma typically occur only in the lower arms and legs, below 
the elbows and knees, and sometimes affect the face and neck. Limited scleroderma can also affect the 
digestive tract, heart, lungs or kidneys. The problems caused by limited scleroderma may be minor. Sometimes, 
however, if the disease affects the lungs or heart there may be potentially serious results.  

Symptoms may include tight, hardened skin, Raynaud’s phenomena, red spots or lines on the skin, bumps 
under the skin, difficulty swallowing.  

 

Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) 

Systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE), is the most common type of lupus. SLE is an autoimmune disease in 
which the immune system attacks its own tissues, causing widespread inflammation and tissue damage in the 
affected organs. It can affect the joints, skin, brain, lungs, kidneys, and blood vessels.  

Symptoms include severe fatigue, joint pain and swelling, headaches, a ‘butterfly rash’ on the checks and 
nose, hair loss, anemia and blood-clotting problems, skin lesions that appear or worsen with sun exposure, 
fingers and toes that turn blue or white when exposed to cold or during stressful situations or periods.  

 

Sjogren’s Syndrome 
 
Sjogren's (SHOW-grins) syndrome is a disorder of the immune system identified by its two most common 
symptoms of dry eyes and a dry mouth. 
 
The condition often accompanies other immune system disorders, such as rheumatoid arthritis and lupus. In 
Sjogren's syndrome, the mucous membranes and moisture-secreting glands of the eyes and mouth are usually 
affected first resulting in decreased tears and saliva. 

Other symptoms may include joint pain, swelling, stiffness, swollen salivary glands, skin rashes and dry skin, 
vaginal dryness, persistent dry cough, prolonged fatigue.  

 

Allergic Asthma 

Asthma is a condition in which your airways narrow and swell and may produce extra mucus. This can make 
breathing difficult and trigger coughing, a whistling sound (wheezing) when you breathe out and shortness of 
breath. 

Allergic asthma is a breathing condition where the airways tighten an allergen is inhaled. The allergy response 
is triggered by airborne substances, such as pollen, mold spores, cockroach waste, or particles of skin and 
dried saliva shed by pets (pet dander).  
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Multiple Sclerosis 

Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a condition that can affect the brain and spinal cord, causing a wide range of potential 
symptoms, including problems with vision, arm or leg movement, sensation or balance. It's a lifelong condition 
that can sometimes cause serious disability, although it can occasionally be mild. 

In MS, the immune system attacks the protective sheath (myelin) that covers nerve fibers and causes 
communication problems between your brain and the rest of your body. Eventually, the disease can cause 
permanent damage or deterioration of the nerves. 

Symptoms can include numbness or weakness in one or more limbs that occurs on one side, electric shock 
sensations that occur with certain neck movements, tremors and potential vision issues, slurred speech, 
fatigue, dizziness, issues with bowel and bladder functions.  

 

Glomerulonephritis 

Glomerulonephritis (gloe-mer-u-low-nuh-FRY-tis) is inflammation of the tiny filters in the kidneys (glomeruli). 
Glomeruli remove excess fluid, electrolytes and waste from the bloodstream and pass them into the urine. 
Glomerulonephritis can come on suddenly (acute) or gradually (chronic).  

Glomerulonephritis occurs on its own or as part of another disease, such as lupus or diabetes. Severe or 
prolonged inflammation associated with glomerulonephritis can damage the kidneys.  

Glomerulonephritis signs and symptoms include: 

• Pink or cola-colored urine from red blood cells in urine (hematuria) 
• Foamy urine due to excess protein (proteinuria) 
• High blood pressure (hypertension) 
• Fluid retention (edema) with swelling evident in  face, hands, feet and abdomen 
 

Autoimmune Hepatitis 

Autoimmune hepatitis is liver inflammation that occurs when the immune system turns against liver cells. 
Genetic and environmental factors appear to interact over time in triggering the disease. 

Untreated autoimmune hepatitis can lead to scarring of the liver (cirrhosis) and eventually to liver failure. Often 
this condition is asymptomatic.  

Signs and symptoms may include: 

• Fatigue 
• Abdominal discomfort 
• Yellowing of the skin and whites of the eyes (jaundice) 
• An enlarged liver 
• Abnormal blood vessels on the skin (spider angiomas) 
• Skin rashes 
• Joint pains 
• Loss of menstrual periods 
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Autoimmune Hemolytic Anemia 

Autoimmune hemolytic anemia is a group of disorders characterized by a malfunction of the immune 
system that produces autoantibodies, which attack red blood cells as if they were substances foreign to the 
body. Some people have no symptoms, and other people are tired, short of breath, and pale. 

This group of anemias develops when red blood cells are destroyed faster than bone marrow can replace 
them. Certain blood diseases increase red blood cell destruction. Hemolytic anemia can be inherited or 
developed it later in life. 

Allergic Rhinitis 

Sometimes referred to as hay fever, allergic rhinitis, causes cold-like signs and symptoms, such as a runny 
nose, itchy eyes, congestion, sneezing and sinus pressure. But unlike a cold, hay fever isn't caused by a virus. 
Hay fever is caused by an allergic response to outdoor or indoor allergens, such as pollen, dust mites, or tiny 
flecks of skin and saliva shed by cats, dogs, and other animals with fur or feathers (pet dander). 

Hay fever signs and symptoms can include: 

• Runny nose and nasal congestion 
• Watery, itchy, red eyes (allergic conjunctivitis) 
• Sneezing 
• Cough 
• Itchy nose, roof of mouth or throat 
• Swollen, blue-colored skin under the eyes (allergic shiners) 
• Postnasal drip 
• Fatigue 

 
Seasonal factors: 

• Tree pollen, which is common in early spring. 
• Grass pollen, which is common in late spring and summer. 
• Ragweed pollen, which is common in fall. 
• Dust mites, cockroaches and dander from pets can be bothersome year-round (perennial). Symptoms 

caused by dander might worsen in winter, when houses are closed up. 
• Spores from indoor and outdoor fungi and molds are considered both seasonal and perennial. 

 

Psoriasis 

Psoriasis is a skin disease that causes red, itchy scaly patches, most commonly on the knees, elbows, trunk 
and scalp. Psoriasis is a common, long-term (chronic) disease that tends to go through cycles, flaring for a few 
weeks or months, then subsiding for a while or going into remission. 

Common signs and symptoms include: 

• Red patches of skin covered with thick, silvery scales 
• Small scaling spots (commonly seen in children) 
• Dry, cracked skin that may bleed or itch 
• Itching, burning or soreness 
• Thickened, pitted or ridged nails 
• Swollen and stiff joints 
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There are several types of psoriasis, including: 

• Plaque psoriasis. Most common form, plaque psoriasis causes dry, raised, red skin patches (lesions) 
covered with silvery scales. The plaques might be itchy or tender, and there may be few or many. 
They usually appear on elbows, knees, lower back and scalp. 

• Nail psoriasis. Psoriasis can affect fingernails and toenails, causing pitting, abnormal nail growth and 
discoloration. Psoriatic nails might loosen and separate from the nail bed (onycholysis). Severe cases 
may cause the nail to crumble. 

• Guttate psoriasis. This type primarily affects young adults and children. It's usually triggered by a 
bacterial infection such as strep throat. It's marked by small, drop-shaped, scaling lesions on the trunk, 
arms or legs. 

• Inverse psoriasis. This mainly affects the skin folds of the groin, buttocks and breasts. Inverse 
psoriasis causes smooth patches of red skin that worsen with friction and sweating. Fungal infections 
may trigger this type of psoriasis. 

• Pustular psoriasis. This rare form of psoriasis causes clearly defined pus-filled lesions that occur in 
widespread patches (generalized pustular psoriasis) or in smaller areas on the palms of the hands or 
the soles of the feet. 

• Erythrodermic psoriasis. The least common type of psoriasis, erythrodermic psoriasis can cover your 
entire body with a red, peeling rash that can itch or burn intensely. 

• Psoriatic arthritis. Psoriatic arthritis causes swollen, painful joints that are typical of arthritis. 
Sometimes the joint symptoms are the first or only symptom or sign of psoriasis. And at times only nail 
changes are seen. Symptoms range from mild to severe, and psoriatic arthritis can affect any joint. It 
can cause stiffness and progressive joint damage that in the most serious cases may lead to 
permanent joint damage. 
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STRATEGIES FOR RE-REGULATION OF THE IMMUNE SYSTEM 

Working to reregulate the immune system takes client specific care strategies. Working with herbal medicine 
that fits the person and how they are experiencing the immune concern is the primary focus. Organize this 
approach by including the following categories:  

• Immune Amphoterics  
• Immunoregulators 
• Alteratives 

Other Areas to Consider:  

• Antibacterial and Antiviral agents 
• Anti-inflammatory Agents  
• Gastrointestinal tract anti-inflammatories  
• Digestive/Hepatic tonics 
• Nutritional Support  

 

IMMUNE AMPHOTERICS 

Herbs with this this unique ability enhance “the immune reservoir” what is known as the body’s ability to mount 
an appropriate immune response and help promote immune system homeostasis.  

Amphoteric actioned herbs normalize immune states: 

• Hypo-immune / cancer, HIV/AIDS  
• Hyper-immune / allergies, allergic asthma 
• Hypo-/hyper-immune activity / most autoimmune diseases  

Immune amphoterics are essential when working with autoimmune states due to the type of dysregulation that 
can occur with this condition.  In many types of autoimmune diseases the immune system has prematurely 
aged while at the same time there is an excessive immune response. Many of the known amphoteric herbs 
also have prominent anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, hepatoprotective, renal protective, and nervine actions.  

Amphoteric Materia Medica  

American Ginseng / Panax quinquefolius: A confirmed adaptogen,  milder acting than Asian Ginseng, 
appropriate for deficient, weak people who are easily over stimulated. It is also indicated for excessive dryness-
dry cough, dry mouth, and so is useful for Sjogren’s syndrome and autoimmune diseases of the lungs or GI 
tract. 

Asian Ginseng / Panax ginseng: The most studied of all adaptogens, is useful for autoimmune conditions with 
weakness, fatigue, low body temperature, HPA axis deficiency. Appropriate for MS, autoimmune hemolytic 
anemia, scleroderma/CREST, and autoimmune adrenal disease. 

Ashwagandha root / Withania somnifera:  A confirmed adaptogen with a calming energy, anti-inflammatory, 
mild analgesic and antispasmodic action. Useful for autoimmune conditions affecting the muscles and joints 
including rheumatoid arthritis, ankylosing spondylitis, polymyositis and polymyalgia rheumatica (PMR). 

It also stimulates thyroid function so is useful for the hypothyroid autoimmune disease Hashimoto’s thyroiditis 
Withania is rich in iron and used as a blood tonic. It can be effective as part of a protocol for autoimmune 
hemolytic anemia. 
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Astragalus/Huang Qi root / Astragalus membranaceus:  A TCM tonic remedy for the lungs and spleen qi, 

Astragalus is also known as an immune amphoteric, cardiovascular tonic and nephroprotective herb. Huang Qi 

is known as an immune-potentiator, is also has immune amphoteric effects. Astragalus is useful for allergic 

asthma and hay fever. Huang Qi is also nephroprotective with benefit for controlling autoimmune kidney 

diseases such as glomerulonephritis. 

Cat’s Claw / Uncaria tomentosa: Reduces allergic response (allergic rhinitis, allergic asthma) and helps treat 
inflammatory bowel disease (Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis) by healing the gut mucosa and reducing 

excessive immune response. This herb can be useful for treating rheumatoid arthritis as well. 

Cordyceps / Ophiocordyceps sinensis, Cordyceps militaris: A confirmed adaptogen, anti-inflammatory and 

nephroprotective agent, Cordyceps is indicated for autoimmune conditions affecting the kidney 

(glomerulonephritis, SLE, scleroderma), the lungs (lupus, Sjogren’s syndrome) and adrenal glands. Cordyceps 

can also be used to inhibit allergic response in people with allergic asthma or allergic rhinitis. 

Guduchi / Tinospora cordifolia: A possible adaptogen, an alterative and anti-inflammatory, Guduchi is useful to 

reduce allergic response (allergic asthma) and to reduce inflammation caused by autoimmune hepatitis and 

rheumatoid arthritis. Tinospora helps prevent damage to the Kupffer cells (resident liver macrophages), thus 
preventing foreign antigens from entering the bloodstream. 

Holy Basil leaf / Ocimum tenuiflorum: A mild adaptogen, Holy Basil is known to enhances the HPA axis and 

cognitive function and is an anti-inflammatory and inhibits allergic asthma. Tulsi is indicated for autoimmune 

conditions with mental fog, depression, dyspepsia, borborygmus, and nausea. 

Licorice root / Glycyrrhiza glabra, G. uralensis: Licorice is hepatoprotective, a possible adaptogen, a yin 

tonic, antitussive, anti-inflammatory and antiviral. Licorice is useful for allergies (animal dander allergies, allergic 

asthma), Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, Sjögren’s syndrome, and autoimmune hepatitis. Caution is advised 

with concurrent use with Prednisone as Licorice potentiates this and other corticosteroid medications. 

Maitake/Grifola / Grifola frondosa: Known in as Hen-of-the-Woods, unlike most medicinal mushrooms, eating 

the cooked maitake actually has medicinal activity. Maitake is useful for a wide range of autoimmune 

conditions including atherosclerosis, rheumatoid arthritis and ankylosing spondylitis. 

Reishi/Ganoderma / Ganoderma lucidum: A mild, calming adaptogen, nervine, and immune amphoteric, 

Reishi is of particular support for people with insomnia, fatigue and poor memory. Reishi is useful for treating 
allergic asthma.  

Schisandra berries/Wu Wei Zi / Schisandra chinensis: Schisandra is a calming adaptogen that helps create 

a feeling of focus, while relaxing and calming. A powerful antioxidant herb that reduces histamine response and 

stabilizes mast cells, Schisandra is indicated for allergic asthma and hay fever symptoms. It enhances hepatic 

glutathione stores, is hepatoprotective and it strengthens HPA axis function. Schisandra astringes the tissue 

and can be useful for conditions with excess mucous discharge or a “leaky jing gate”. 
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IMMUNOREGULATORS 

The second category of herbs necessary to include in a client specific, autoimmune protocol are the immune 
regulating herbs.  

These herbs are known to help stabilize mast cells, reduce histamine release and inhibit allergic response. This 
action makes them very useful for allergies and IgE mediated conditions such as atopic eczema, allergies and 
asthma. 

Immune Regulating herbs are also known to reduce inflammation caused by inflammatory prostaglandins, 
interleukins, ROS (reactive oxygen species), RNS (reactive nitrogen species) and possibly inhibit the formation 
and deposition of immune complexes. 

Immunoregulator Materia Medica  

Amla / Phyllanthus emblica: Amla stabilizes mast cells and inhibits several oxidative and inflammatory 
processes. It is indicated for diffuse connective tissue diseases. The diffuse connective tissue diseases 
constitute a group of inflammatory diseases with the potential of involvement of many organ systems. 

This includes Systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE), Rheumatoid arthritis (RA), Sjogren’s syndrome, Progressive 
systemic sclerosis/PSS, and scleroderma. Amla also has benefit for ulcerative colitis, atherosclerosis, allergic 
rhinitis, autoimmune hepatitis, allergic asthma, and autoimmune hemolytic anemia. 

Chai Hu / Bupleurum chinense: Bupleurum is a powerful anti-inflammatory agent, with specific affinity for 
hepatic or renal tissue. Chai Hu is useful for autoimmune hepatitis, glomerulonephritis, and connective tissue 
diseases. Bupleurum is indicated for autoimmune conditions with impaired circulation to the hands and feet 
(scleroderma/CREST), dizziness, vertigo, and anxiety. Always combine Chai Hu with carminatives to prevent 
nausea. 

Cinnamon / Cinnamomum verum, C. cassia: Cinnamon is most effective in cases where people have 
manifestations of cold or dampness with stagnation, poor circulation, cold hands and feet (scleroderma/CREST), 
deficient gastric HCL, the person feels cold (Hashimoto’s thyroiditis), or has diarrhea or blood in the stools 
(ulcerative colitis). 

Dan Shen / Salvia miltiorrhiza: Red Sage increases circulation and prevents immune-mediated damage to the 
circulatory system (polyarteritis nodosa / PAN, atherosclerosis, scleroderma). It is also hepatoprotective 
(autoimmune hepatitis, primary biliary cirrhosis), nephroprotective (glomerulonephritis). Dan Shen reduces 
autoimmune-induced inflammation. 

Gotu Kola / Centella asiatica: Gotu Kola is very useful for autoimmune conditions where the skin or 
connective tissue is red, hot, and inflamed, including rheumatoid arthritis, psoriatic arthritis, psoriasis, 
scleroderma, and SLE. Gotu Kola is also be used topically for hot, red skin conditions. 

Huang Qin/Baikal Skullcap / Scutellaria baicalensis: Huang Qin is effective for allergies (hives, allergic rhinitis, 
eczema, allergic asthma), as well as atherosclerosis and damp-heat autoimmune diseases such as 
autoimmune hepatitis, Crohn’s disease, Celiac disease, interstitial cystitis, and psoriasis. Huang Qin also has 
broad-spectrum antibacterial, antiviral, and antifungal activity.  

Sarsaparilla / Smilax ornata: Sarsaparilla is useful for red, hot, autoimmune inflammatory conditions such as 
rheumatoid arthritis, psoriatic arthritis, and psoriasis. 

Turmeric / Curcuma longa: Turmeric heals the gut mucosa and is beneficial for GI inflammation and 
autoimmune bowel diseases (Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, Celiac disease). Turmeric is a warming bitter, 
enhancing digestion and it inhibits oxidative damage to the circulatory system (atherosclerosis), respiratory 
system, GI tract and musculoskeletal system (rheumatoid arthritis, ankylosing spondylitis). 
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Unprocessed Rehmannia root / Rehmannia glutinosa: Sheng Di Huang (Unprocessed Rehmannia) clears 
heat and cools the blood, reducing inflammation. It has been found effective for rheumatoid arthritis, allergic 
asthma, hives, SLE, autoimmune hemolytic anemia (AIHA), psoriatic arthritis, and Sjogren’s syndrome 

 

ALTERATIVES 

The third category of herbs necessary to include int a client specific, autoimmune protocol are the those known 
to have an alterative action.  

Herbs within this category are known to increase elimination of metabolic wastes via the liver, large intestine, 
lung, lymph, skin, and kidney. Many alterative herbs also have active antibacterial, antiviral, antifungal, anti-
inflammatory, and tumor inhibiting activity.  

This type of herb is essential for addressing autoimmune conditions as they support reducing metabolic load, 
and oxidative damage while promoting enhanced liver, bowel, digestive, renal, and circulatory function. 

Alterative Materia Medica  

Burdock / Arctium lappa: Burdock is useful for lymphatic stagnation and GI tract dysbiosis. Containing inulin, 
Burdock promotes the growth of healthy bowel flora. Burdock also has mild hepatoprotective activity. 

Calendula / Calendula officinalis: Calendula is known to enhance lymphatic circulation, liver function and help 
heal the gut mucosa. Calendula is a rich source of the antioxidant and anti-inflammatory carotenoids lutein and 
lycopene. 

Cleavers / Gallium aparine: Cleavers promotes lymph drainage and kidney function and is a well-known 
aquaretic. Cleavers is useful for interstitial cystitis and chronic post-vasectomy inflammation of the vas 
deferens. 

Dandelion / Taraxacum officinale: Dandelion root is a mild cholagogue and hepatoprotective herb, promoting 
bowel and pancreatic function it helps to maintain the normal intestinal flora. Dandelion leaf is a useful 
aquaretic and bitter tonic. 

Oregon Grape Root / Mahonia aquifolium: Oregon Grape increases elimination via the liver and bowel and 
has antibacterial, antiviral, and antifungal activity. Oregon Grape has long history of topical use for treating 
psoriasis and eczema.  

Prickly Ash bark / Zanthoxylum clava-herculis: Enhances peripheral and lymphatic circulation (scleroderma 
with Raynaud’s syndrome/CREST), and increases the absorption of other herbs used with it. Prickly Ash also 
stimulates digestive function and is an active antiviral agent. This herb is a very strong support to relieve 
peripheral nerve pain.  

Red Alder bark / Alnus rubra: Alder acts as a cholagogue and mild laxative and stimulates hepatic and bowel 
function. The bark is antibacterial and is indicated for conditions with impaired fat digestion with clay colored 
stools and/or with reduced phase II liver detoxification. 

Red Clover / Trifolium pratense: Red Clover blossoms are useful for lymphatic stagnation and mucous 
membrane irritation with dry coughs (Sjögren’s syndrome). 

Red Root / Ceanothus spp: Red Root is a useful herb to assist with thinning the blood and enhancing 
lymphatic circulation. Red Root can be useful to treat splenomegaly, acute pancreatitis and leaky gut 
syndrome. It contains a high level of tannins and can cause gastric upset, constipation and long-term use can 
interfere with mineral absorption (especially iron). 
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Sarsaparilla / Smilax ornata: Sarsaparilla is known to bind to endotoxins in the gut, increasing elimination and 
reducing metabolic load. It helps to reduce inflammation of the bowel, increases lymphatic circulation, and 
helps restore gut integrity.  

Violet / Viola spp.: Violet is a lymph tonic assisting with thinning the lymphatic fluid as well as a laxative and 
expectorant. It is indicated for lymph stagnation with constipation. Violet leaf also has broad-spectrum 
antibacterial activity. 

Yellow Dock / Rumex crispus: Yellow Dock promotes hepatic and bowel function. It clears damp heat from 
the GI tract and helps stabilize the gastric mucosa. It is also indicated for skin problems that have a serous 
(wet) discharge. 

Other Lymphatic Herbs include:  

Blue Flag / Iris versicolor: Stimulates liver, bowel, lymph and thyroid function. It is indicated for digestive atony, 
constipation with clay-colored stools, achlorhydria and Hashimoto’s thyroiditis. This is a strong, low dosage 
herb. 

Culver’s root / Veronicastrum virginicum: Culver’s root stimulates bile secretion from the liver, bile excretion 
from the gallbladder and promotes bowel function. It can be used for hepatic torpor (biliary dyskinesia), clay 
colored stools, liver headaches and chronic skin conditions. 

Poke root / Phytolacca americana: Poke is used in very small doses to stimulate lymphatic, hepatic, and 
bowel function. It has a long history of use in alterative formulas for treating arthralgias, skin conditions and 
cancer. 

Wild Indigo root/leaf / Baptisia tinctoria: Wild Indigo root was an Eclectic remedy for tissue that has a dusky, 
bluish hue, with poor circulation and sepsis (scleroderma/CREST, PAN). It is also used for ulcerative colitis and 
Crohn’s disease, where the stools are liquid and look like the washings of bloody meat or prune juice. 

 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES FOR ADDRESSING AUTOIMMUNE CONDITIONS  

Antibacterial and antiviral agents may be necessary to resolve chronic infections that may be a trigger to the 
autoimmune processes. This may include Epstein Barr Virus, gum disease, chronic tooth infections, sinus 
infections, urinary tract infections and sexually transmitted diseases/infections among others.  

• Andrographis / Andrographis paniculata: Systemic antibacterial and antiviral agent 
• Garlic bulb / Allium sativum: Systemic antibacterial and antiviral, especially to the respiratory and GI 

tracts 
• Goldenseal root / Hydrastis canadensis: Antibacterial and antiviral to the gums/mouth, GI and GU tracts 
• Huang Qin/Baikal Skullcap / Scutellaria baicalensis: Systemic antibacterial agent 
• Myrrh gum / Commiphora myrrha: Antibacterial to the gums/mouth and GI tract 
• Poplar buds / Populus balsamifera: Antibacterial to the gums/mouth, and respiratory tract 
• Spilanthes / Spilanthes oleracea: Antibacterial to the gums/mouth, and gastric mucosa 
• Thuja leaf / Thuja occidentalis: Systemic antibacterial especially useful for the GU tract 
• Usnea lichen / Usnea barbata: Antibacterial to the respiratory, urinary and gastrointestinal tracts 
• Uva Ursi  / Arctostaphylos uva-ursi: Genito-urinary tract antibacterial (includes prostate) 
• White Sage / Salvia apiana: Antiviral and antibacterial gums/mouth, respiratory tract and gastric 

mucosa 
• Wild Indigo herb/root / Baptisia tinctoria: Systemic antibacterial and antiviral agent 
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• Essential Oil of Tea Tree: Antibacterial and antiviral to the respiratory tract, especially sinuses, mouth, 
gums 

• Essential Oil of Lavender: Antibacterial and antiviral to the respiratory tract, especially sinuses 
• Essential Oil of Red Thyme / Oregano: Antibacterial and antiviral to the respiratory tract, especially 

sinuses, GI tract 

 

Gastrointestinal tract anti-inflammatory agents  

Food allergies or sensitivities, associated “leaky gut syndrome”, gut dysbiosis, transit time concerns all 
contribute to autoimmune processes and must be evaluated in every scenario. Much of the immune system is 
located in the gut lining: Peyer’s patches, Gut-associated lymphoid tissue (GALT) or the intestinal microbiome 
itself. The overall health of the GI tract is vitally important. 

Dietary Issues 

Food allergies/sensitivities may be an underlying issue for causing immune dysregulation and stimulating 
autoimmune disease and some allergies. The most common problem foods are gluten found in wheat, rye, 
spelt, triticale and remotely oats as well as casein in dairy products.  

Avoiding foods and manufactured food products containing gluten and casein and other known food allergens 
(tree nuts, peanuts, soy, citrus, beef, pork, etc.) is of primary importance when working with autoimmune 
conditions.  

It is known now that high levels of salt promotes autoimmune disease by up-regulating Th17 cells, an essential 
part of the autoimmune process. Certain foods (especially Omega 6 fatty acids found in canola oil, soybean oil, 
corn oil, etc.) can increase the inflammatory threshold and worsen allergy and autoimmune disease. A lack of 
dietary antioxidants such as flavonoids also worsens inflammation. 

Improving the health of the gut and the enteric nervous system can reduce systemic inflammation and 
eliminate possible dietary antigen triggers that can stimulate an autoimmune response.  

Inulin containing foods and herbs are rich sources of Fructooligosaccharides / FOS, a prebiotic that enhances 
the growth of healthy bowel flora.  

FOS can be found in Burdock root, Jerusalem Artichokes, Dandelion root, Elecampane root.  

Other prebiotics such as flax or psyllium seed increase butyric acid formation in the large intestine. Butyric 
acid promotes healing of the gut mucosa.  

Probiotics are also necessary, especially for people with histories of chronic antibiotic use. Live fermented 
foods are an excellent source of essential gut bacteria. Foods such as unpasteurized yogurt, kefir, apple cider 
vinegar, pickles, sauerkraut, kimchi, can help to replenish the intestinal microbiome. Certain auto-immune 
conditions however can be trigger by alcohol. Proceed cautiously with ferments due to this.  

The following herbs can be used to help heal the gut mucosa but in some cases only certain forms of the 
herb are effective. Most are gastroprotective, some also have demulcent, analgesic, prebiotic and antibacterial 
activity. 

• Aloe gel / Aloe vera: Fresh leaf gel only 
• Calendula flower / Calendula officinalis: infusion, tincture 
• Cat’s Claw bark / Uncaria tomentosa: capsule, decoction, tincture 
• Chamomile flower / Matricaria recutita: infusion, tincture 
• Fenugreek seed / Trigonella foenum-graecum: infusion / decoction, capsule, tincture 
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• Goldenseal root / Hydrastis canadensis: decoction, capsule, tincture 
• Licorice / Glycyrrhiza glabra, G. uralensis: decoction, capsule, tincture 
• Marshmallow root: Althaea officinalis: cold infusion is best, tincture 
• Meadowsweet herb / Filipendula ulmaria: infusion, tincture 
• Myrrh gum / Commiphora myrrha: capsule, tincture 
• Plantain leaf / Plantago major: infusion or leaf juice / succus  
• Sarsaparilla / Smilax spp: decoction, tincture 
• Turmeric root / Curcuma longa: capsule, decoction, tincture 
• Yarrow herb / Achillea millefolium: infusion, tincture 

 

Additional Anti-inflammatory agents 

• Devil’s Claw / Harpagophytum procumbens  
• Willow / Salix spp.  
• Ginkgo standardized extract / Ginkgo biloba  
• Feverfew  / Tanacetum parthenium  
• Bilberry fruit / Vaccinium spp.  
• Hawthorn  / Crataegus monogyna, C. laevigata  
• Rosemary / Rosmarinus officinale  
• Ginger  / Zingiber officinale  
• Teasel / Dipsacus asper  
• St. John’s wort / Hypericum perforatum  
• Goji berry / Lycium barbarum  

 

Digestive and Hepatic Tonics 

Regulated and effective digestion and liver function will prevent immune dysregulation.  

When digestive is balanced and liver function is optimal the following processes are achieved:  

• Enhanced nutrient absorption  
• Stimulates the release of proteolytic enzymes from the stomach and pancreas 
• Increases phase II liver detoxification (methylation) 
• Increases bile secretion and excretion 
• Promotes normal intestinal flora 
• Improves bowel transit time  

Digestive and Hepatic Tonics:  

• Angelica root / Angelica archangelica: Warming bitter useful for achlorhydria 
• Artichoke leaf / Cynara scolymus: Hepatoprotective, antiemetic, bitter tonic, improves liver clearance  
• Bitter Orange peel / Citrus spp.: Warming bitter and carminative useful for achlorhydria 
• Blessed Thistle herb / Cnicus benedictus: Bitter tonic and cholagogue 
• Cinnamon bark / Cinnamomum verum, C. cassia: A carminative, it enhances endogenous insulin 

utilization and stops GI bleeding.  
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• Dandelion root / Taraxacum officinale: Hepatoprotective, a bitter tonic and a cholagogue 
• Elecampane root / Inula helenium: Useful for amoebic parasites (Giardia, Dientamoebe fragilis, 

Blastocystis hominus) and spleen qi stagnation 
• Evening Primrose / Oenothera biennis: Indicated for GI or hepatic depression as well as IBS and IBD 

symptoms 
• Gentian root / Gentiana lutea: Bitter tonic and cholagogue 
• Ginger root / Zingiber officinale: A warming carminative, stimulates gastric HCL 
• Horehound herb / Marrubium vulgare: Bitter tonic and cholagogue 
• Mugwort herb / Artemisia vulgaris: Bitter tonic and cholagogue 
• Wormwood herb / Artemisia absinthium: Bitter tonic and cholagogue, useful for GI-based depression 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

© COLLEEN EMERY, RHT (BCHA) 2021 All rights reserved 

 
 

19 

Autoimmune Disease and Allergy Repertory 

Resourced from David Winston, Jillian Stansbury, Sharol Tilgner, and Kerry Bone  

 
Specific Herbs for Rheumatoid Arthritis 

Ashwagandha / Withania somnifera  

Maitake / Grifola frondosa  

Amla / Phyllanthus emblica  

Guduchi  / Tinospora cordifolia  

Sarsaparilla / Smilax ornata 
Gotu Kola / Centella asiatica 

Turmeric / Curcuma longa  

Cat’s Claw  / Uncaria tomentosa  

 

Specific Herbs for Ankylosing Spondylitis 

Maitake / Grifola frondosa  

Amla / Phyllanthus emblica  

Reishi  / Ganoderma lucidum, G. lingzhi  

Ashwagandha / Withania somnifera  
Turmeric / Curcuma longa  

 

Specific Herbs for Crohn’s Disease and Ulcerative Colitis 

Licorice / Glycyrrhiza glabra, G. uralensis  

Amla fruit / Phyllanthus emblica  

Cat’s Claw bark / Uncaria tomentosa  

Huang Qin/Baikal Skullcap / Scutellaria baicalensis  

Cinnamon bark / Cinnamomum verum, C. cassia  

Turmeric root / Curcuma longa  

Wild Indigo / Baptisia tinctoria  
 

Specific Herbs for Grave’s Disease 

Bugleweed / Lycopus virginiana  

Self Heal / Prunella vulgaris  

Lemon Balm / Melissa officinalis  

Bupleurum / Bupleurum chinensis  

Amla fruit / Phyllanthus emblica  

Huang Qin/Baikal Skullcap / Scutellaria baicalensis  

 
Specific Herbs for Hashimoto’s Thyroiditis 

Ashwagandha / Withania somnifera  

Cinnamon / Cinnamomum verum, C. cassia  

Bacopa / Bacopa monnieri  

Blue Flag / Iris versicolor  
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Specific Herbs for Scleroderma/CREST 

Asian Ginseng / Panax ginseng  

Amla fruit / Phyllanthus emblica  

Cordyceps / Ophiocordyceps sinensis  

Cinnamon  / Cinnamomum verum, C. cassia 

Reishi / Ganoderma lucidum  
Chai Hu / Bupleurum chinense  

Gotu Kola / Centella asiatica  

Wild Indigo / Baptisia tinctoria 

Dan Shen / Salvia miltiorrhiza  

 

Specific Herbs for Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) 

Cordyceps / Ophiocordyceps sinensis  

Amla / Phyllanthus emblica  

Reishi / Ganoderma lucidum  
Unprocessed Rehmannia / Rehmannia glutinosa  

Gotu Kola / Centella asiatica  

 

Specific Herbs for Sjogren’s Syndrome 

American Ginseng / Panax quinquefolius  

Red Clover / Trillium pratense  

Licorice / Glycyrrhiza glabra, G. uralensis  

Unprocessed Rehmannia / Rehmannia glutinosa  

Shatavari / Asparagus racemosus  
Cordyceps fungus / Ophiocordyceps sinensis  

 

Specific Herbs for Allergic Asthma 

Schisandra / Schisandra chinensis  

Unprocessed Rehmannia / Rehmannia glutinosa  

Cat’s Claw / Uncaria tomentosa 

Reishi / Ganoderma lucidum, G. lingzhi  

Huang Qin/Baikal Skullcap / Scutellaria baicalensis  

Astragalus / Astragalus membranaceus  
Guduchi / Tinospora cordifolia  

Holy Basil / Ocimum tenuiflorum  

Cordyceps / Ophiocordyceps sinensis  

 

Specific Herbs for Multiple Sclerosis 

Asian Ginseng / Panax ginseng  

Amla / Phyllanthus emblica  

St. John’s wort / Hypericum perforatum  

Turmeric  / Curcuma longa  
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Specific Herbs for Glomerulonephritis 

Chai Hu / Bupleurum chinense  

Cordyceps  / Ophiocordyceps sinensis  

Nettle Seed / Urtica dioica  

Dan Shen  / Salvia miltiorrhiza  
Unprocessed Rehmannia / Rehmannia glutinosa 

Astragalus / Astragalus membranaceus  

 

 

Specific Herbs for Autoimmune Hepatitis 

Turmeric root / Curcuma longa  

Huang Qin/Baikal Skullcap / Scutellaria baicalensis  

Chai Hu / Bupleurum chinense  

Guduchi  / Tinospora cordifolia  
Dan Shen / Salvia miltiorrhiza  

Licorice  / Glycyrrhiza glabra, G. uralensis  

Schisandra / Schisandra chinensis  

 

Specific Herbs for Autoimmune Hemolytic Anemia 

Ashwagandha / Withania somnifera  

Processed Rehmannia / Rehmannia glutinosa 

Amla / Phyllanthus emblica  

Asian Ginseng / Panax ginseng  
 

Specific Herbs for Allergic Rhinitis 

Amla / Phyllanthus emblica  

Blueberry/Bilberry fruit / Vaccinium spp.  

Yerba Mansa / Anemopsis californica  

Lycium fruit / Lycium barbarum, L. chinense  

Osha / Ligusticum porterii  

Cat’s Claw bark / Uncaria tomentosa  

Bai Zhi / Angelica dahurica  
Astragalus / Astragalus membranaceus 

 

Specific Herbs for Psoriasis 

Gotu Kola / Centella asiatica  

Huang Qin/Baikal Skullcap / Scutellaria baicalensis  

Burdock seed / Arctium lappa   

Sarsaparilla / Smilax spp.  

Figwort herb/root / Scrophularia nodosa  

Oregon Grape / Mahonia aquifolium  
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