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What is autoimmune disease? 

Autoimmune disease refers to illnesses that occur when the body produces antibodies that attack its own tissues, leading to the deterioration and/or destruction of the tissue.1  Common autoimmune diseases include: rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, Sjögren’s syndrome, scleroderma, vasculitis, thrombocytopenic purpura, Graves’ disease, inflammatory bowel disease, and psoriasis.1  
How many people in the U.S. have an autoimmune disease?

According to the National Institute of Health (NIH) approximately 23.5 million Americans suffer from autoimmune disease. According to the American Autoimmune Related Disease Association (AARDA) an estimated 50 million Americans suffer from autoimmune disease.1 Why are these statistics so different? The NIH numbers include only 24 diseases for which good epidemiology studies were available.  Researchers, however, have identified 80-100 different autoimmune diseases and estimate that at least 40 additional diseases have an autoimmune basis.1 The prevalence is rising at an alarming rate.1  
 How is the Traditional Chinese Medicine approach different from a Western medical approach?

While Western medicines for autoimmune disease such as corticosteroids and immunosuppresants work well at controlling symptoms quickly, long-term use of these medications can have serious side effects such as, but not limited to: high blood sugar, increased risk of infections, weight gain with fat deposits in the abdomen, face and back of the neck, osteoporosis, fractures, suppressed adrenal gland hormone production, thin skin, bruising, and slower wound healing.  They can also put you at higher risk for developing cancer.2  As patients become aware of these side effects, many look to integrative medicine solutions.  Due to the complexity of treating autoimmune disease; successful treatment involves a multi-pronged treatment approach.  Treatments may include: Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), Western medicine, diet therapy, and/or functional medicine.  Western medicine tends to analyze symptoms and signs individually using reductionistic methods, breaking the phenomenon of disease down into smaller component parts.  Instead of reductionism, TCM employs the idea of holism to the body, which emphasizes the whole person rather than their constituent parts.  By using the holistic method it is possible to identify the root cause for the symptoms and explain connections between your conditions/symptoms.

What is TCM?  How can acupuncture and Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM)  treat autoimmune disease? 

To explain how TCM treats autoimmune disease, first it is important to know a little bit about TCM, as well some of conceptual ideologies separating Western medicine and Traditional Chinese Medicine.  TCM is a system of healing developed in China more than two thousand years ago.  It incorporates different healing therapies including: acupuncture, tui na massage, Qi Gong exercises, diet therapy, moxibustion, cupping, Gua Sha and Chinese herbal medicine.  TCM is currently one of the most time-honored and widely employed healthcare treatments and is proven effective through rigorous research.  

  To understand how TCM treats autoimmune disorders it is important to know that TCM is a complex form of medicine based on an entirely different framework with different concepts than Western medicine.  It will be important to define some fundamental concepts before understanding how TCM treats autoimmune disease. 

TCM does not have a singular explanation of the autoimmune pathology.3 TCM treats each autoimmune presentation individually according to its pattern of disharmony and etiology.3   TCM forms a holistic rendering of disease, called a ‘pattern of disharmony’ by considering all presenting symptoms and signs.3  These patterns are identified by the acupuncturist using subjective and objective diagnostic methods that have evolved continuously over 2,000 years.  
 
Chinese medicine is based upon the deep philosophical understanding that our bodies are a reflection of Nature.  Nature has climatic phenomena or weather patterns such as  heat, cold, wind, dampness, dryness, etc.  Our bodies reflect Nature and as such, those same weather patterns, termed “external pernicious influences’” in TCM, can be the root of disharmony and cause for disease in humans.  There are 6 external pernicious influences in Chinese medicine that can cause disease:  wind, cold, damp, heat, summer heat and dryness, which can invade the body and disrupt the flow of qi having a pathological effect on the body’s organ networks.3 

The theory of yin and yang is also a pervading fundamental concept of Chinese medicine based on Nature.  Chinese medicine uses the idea of yin and yang to guide the diagnosis and treatment of disease.  This is explained in the classical text, The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Medicine: A New Translation of the Neijing Suwen,
The law of yin and yang is the natural order of the Universe, the foundation of all things, mother of all changes, the root of life and death.  In healing, one must grasp the root of the disharmony, which is always subject to the law of yin and yang…Yang is the energy, the vital force, the potential, while yin is the substance, the foundation, the mother that gives rise to all this potential.4 (17)  

TCM may also analyze the Vital Substances of the body to diagnose the disharmony within the body’s organ systems.  Those vital substances are qi, essence, blood, and body fluids.  
Qi is usually translated as 'energy' or 'vital energy.5  Qi is the energy that underlies everything in the universe. The qi in our body is the source activity and movement. Qi protects us from illness and keeps our bodies warm.5  Blood in TCM is not the same substance that is recognized in Western medicine.  In TCM, blood is the fluid that nourishes and moisturizes the body. It also contains the shen (or spirit) assisting in clear thought processes.5  Body fluids in TCM, are considered to be the fluids that moisten the body and makes up part of the blood. These fluids nourish the hair, skin, joints, muscles, brain, bones and marrow.5  Essence is a very refined type of qi.  It is the body's regenerative substance regulating growth, development, and reproduction.5  The vital substances circulate through the channels of the body and connect with the organs.  When flowing smoothly, they contribute to health and vitality.  If these substances are stagnant, deficient, or in pathological excess, disease will occur.

Now that some fundamental TCM concepts have been defined, I will explain some common patterns and treatment methods of autoimmune disease.  With a history of more than 2,000 years, it is crucial to note that I have only touched on some of the concepts of TCM used to diagnose disease.  Although autoimmune disorders are treated by patterns of disharmony unique to each person, some of the more typical treatment methods based on the most common patterns include; boosting the bodies vital qi, addressing deficiencies of qi, blood, yin or yang; addressing eternal pathogenic factors such as heat toxins and latent heat and clearing accumulations of phlegm, damp or blood stasis.6  From a western scientific perspective, acupuncture (one of the modalities used in TCM) works to treat autoimmune disorders by reducing inflammation, regulating the immune system, alleviating pain, and restoring homeostasis to the body.7
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