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To the plants themselves, the ever silent teachers. 
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“We fight wars, we fight for peace, we fight hunger… 

We love to fight.   
We fight, and fight, and fight, 

with our guns, our mouths, our money. 
And the planet is never one lick better than it was before us” 

-Chuck Palahniuk, Haunted  
 
 

“Death is the enemy, so we marshal our forces to defeat it” 
-Jeffrey Stamps, A Dangerous Experiment
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

The Woman with the Snake Tattoo 

 While studying on the big island of Hawaii, my instructor, ethnobotanist 

Kathleen Harrison, told a story about protection through familiarity.  She had a tattoo of 

a snake eating its tail, the Ouroboros, on her ankle.  She had decided to get it in her early 

twenties as a way to be reminded that as things end they are simultaneously renewing 

themselves as well.  On a trip to the upper Amazon region of Ecuador later in her life she 

was in need of clinical medical attention.  The Quechua people helping her noticed her 

tattoo and they shook their heads in understanding.  They said they knew why she had 

that tattoo of a snake on herself; it was so that if she encountered a snake it would 

recognize her as its own kind, would not fear her and therefore and would not attack her.  

It made simple and complete sense to them.   

 While attacks may be justified by real threats to survival, they are sometimes 

prompted by fear alone.  We can understand instant and violent response due to fear, but 

is this necessary?  And how much has this violent fear pattern dominated the way our 

perceptions are shaped and how we view life in general?    

 Let’s look at it from the snake’s perspective:  it is possible but not inevitable that 

a human being is going to kill it.  Humans are surely capable of killing snakes because we 

are bigger and stronger, we have a history of fearing snakes, and we have definitely killed 

them in the past.  The snake may have very good defensive reason to attack a human 

being, but not for nourishment, since snakes do not generally see people as a food 

source.  Rather, their attack response derives from fear that they will be attacked and 

possibly killed first.  We can easily spot the feedback loop of kill or be killed.  Fear 

triggered by mutual threat is felt on a basic instinctual level.   

 Humans don’t generally see snakes as a main source of food either, and though 

many snakes might potentially provide good nourishment if needed, people usually kill 

snakes only because they fear a painful or even deadly strike.  Again it’s attack before 

being attacked.  But instead of walking around in fear or resorting to murder in order to 

protect oneself, why not make an attempt at trust and replace defense tactics with offers 

of familiarity?  If a human carried the image of a snake, might the snake relax and feel 

more comfortable, believing that this being could be one of its own kind, just as the 
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Quechua people seemed to understand? What reason is there to strike out in fear if the 

other is perceived not as a threatening outsider but recognized as kin?   

 

Buried Within Language – Changing Our Thoughts and Behavior With Awareness of 
How We Speak 

 The story of the snake tattoo is a demonstration of widening perspective to 

alternate ways of understanding our relationship with nature. Using vision and 

transformations of cognitive constructs, we may find an escape from certain kinds of 

violent and narrow thought loops that are both provoked and expected from humans as 

we interact with cohabitants of our environment.  The vision holds the key – perception 

can change as long as we can first envision a change in the way we culturally and 

collectively think about our natural environment.  We then have ground on which to 

build the bridge to a more trusting relationship with nature and the other infinite 

inhabitants of this shared world, from the micro/cellular level of our own bodies to the 

plants that grow everywhere around us.  This bridge could open up the possibility for a 

wider, healthier conception that incorporates and allows for more trust, experimentation 

with, and recognition of the existing variety of abundance that we have either forgotten 

or never realized was right under our noses.  

 An effort toward familiarity and understanding can be put forth in two 

directions.  We can take steps to make ourselves familiar to other beings and alleviate the 

fear we might provoke, like the story of having a snake tattoo to keep the snakes feeling 

safe, preventing attack.  The reverse is to make that which is unknown feel to us more 

familiar, alleviating the fear that may surface from ignorance and misconception.  

Practicing recognition of allies rather than enemies in our environment and alleviating 

our own fears through knowledge and understanding will help us to better recognize the 

difference between a real threat and unfamiliar territory.  This could be a simple act of 

language, which could thus prepare an important cognitive transformation to soften 

hardened and restrictive thought systems and conceptual constructs.    

 In conventional medicine, diseases have names associated with special 

symptoms and debilitating effects and healing technique tends to rely on a method of 

killing the cells or organisms responsible.  We think we will be cured with the better and 

more specialized way in which we figure out how to kill, in the same way we understand 

our immune system to work – by killing germs.   
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 In fact, there do exist outside organisms, creatures, and viruses that can alter and 

corrupt our body system function and wreak havoc on our health.  However, most of 

these microbes that are too small to see and so easy to fear are not only beneficial to our 

health but necessary to our survival.  Our immune system responds to all of the material 

circulating within and out of our bodily boundaries, the outermost being the skin.  As a 

contrasting view to that of war, this system could be seen to function as a mechanism of 

discrimination. The immune system must carefully react to constant changes in the cell 

and bacteria populations of our bodies, as well as what it will incorporate and tolerate, 

what it will not tolerate, and which types of cells belong in which environments and to 

what concentration.  In a healthy and thriving state, the immune system manages this 

ever-shifting environment to hold the living, vibrating, and exchanging mini-world inside 

of us in a state of whole organism balance.  It is constantly facing the decision of “Who 

am I” in body makeup versus who are the outsiders, differentiating “self” from “not-self” 

(2Wood 18).  While war metaphors invoke attitudes of rejection, a contrasting view in 

the holistic health sphere sees the system as not only passively harmonious, but actually 

actively benefiting from the outsiders to stimulate responses that maintain the life and 

vitality of the body.  

 Consider also our relationship to plants – eradication campaigns with plants that 

are unwanted, considered a nuisance, or even dangerously “invasive.”  Although we do 

not always lash out in literal attack of such plants as we do with bacteria, we often 

dismiss their importance.  At best most of us do not notice or even recognize many of 

these fellow living creatures, often too ordinary (as in the case of weeds), or too small (as 

in the case of micro-organisms) to regularly see.  This dismissal can be a kind of indirect 

violence, as ignorance can lead to destructive and careless attitudes and behavior.  Might 

it be not only a waste of energy, but actually a detriment – these restrictions to our 

capacity to understand the world around us and inside of us?  These restrictions are often 

kept in place by fear and misconception, but how much are they kept in place by simple 

habits of thought and language as well?   

 When we are unable to fully grasp a concept, the human mind uses metaphor to 

illustrate the unfathomable with concepts that are better understood.  For example, when 

we refer to how our immune system “fights” disease, we can see through common use of 

language how the immune system is perceived as an interior army in combat – fighting 

against threatening pathogenic “attackers” and foreign “invaders.”  A comparison 

between holistic models of immunity to how the immune function is generally 
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referenced in wider western culture reveals some alternatives to metaphors that do not 

rely on battle and combat understandings, though war language can be found in 

alternative modes of medicine as well.   

 

Summary and Statement of Thesis 

 This paper will discuss the common use of war metaphor to understand our own 

immune system and our relationship to the environment.  A discussion of holistic views 

and descriptions of how our immune system functions will follow with a comparison to 

the more mainstream views propagated by orthodox western science and medicine, tying 

in the ways in which we can shift our limited and fearful perspective, starting with the 

metaphors we use.  The final chapter looks at examples in herbal medicine of abundant 

common plants such as Echinacea (Purple Coneflower), Elderberry, and Poke Root, 

which have been extensively, historically, and effectively used as medicine to support a 

healthy immune system.  This final chapter includes a more in-depth look at the 

Dandelion in particular – a plant that provides medical, nutritional, and ecological aid 

that grows in generous abundance around the globe.  

 War is a common recurring Western cultural metaphor that is repeated in 

widespread medical and health discourse, specifically regarding our understanding of 

immunity.  Invoking a more complex perspective offered by holistic medicine and 

common plants as medicinal herbs, I argue that war metaphor in language not only 

reflects a deep and violent thought paradigm, it also imposes a negative limitation on 

how we could better behave in relationship to our own health as well as the natural 

environment. 

 This paper utilizes examples from holistic alternative physiology and medicine, 

including specific non-conventional perspectives on how the immune system functions.  

I will also identify abundant plants commonly viewed as weeds that hold largely 

untapped potential for healing.  My analysis will use the lenses of 1) linguistic 

examination of common metaphors that reflect an imbedded belief that immunity is a 

battle; 2) comparison between different medical models of understanding the immune 

system in American culture, conventional Western scientific medicine, and holistic 

systems of health; and 3) a botanical exploration into the medicinal functionality of 

ordinary plants, showing that if we look closely, we learn that plants not only literally 

heal our bodies, they can also help us repair and deepen our understanding and 

relationship with the surrounding environment. 
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 We may feel unfamiliar and at odds with most other outside elements and 

creatures; some are acceptable to use and interact with, some are deadly, some are only a 

potential threat.  But all are beautiful examples of what is possible in this life that we 

have everything to learn from.  To breed familiarity with the unknown is to extinguish 

and abolish unneeded fears.  We know, yet we resist this because adjusting to accept the 

unknown is uncomfortable.  It is much easier to go through the day to day routine, 

which includes not only our action patterns, but our thought and language patterns as 

well. 
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Chapter 2 

Imbedded Thought Paradigms Found in Common Metaphor 

 

 “Metaphors are dangerous, Metaphors are not to be trifled with.  A single 
 metaphor can give birth to love.” – Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of 
 Being 
 

Chapter Overview 

 In this chapter, I will discuss the definition, use, and cultural influence of 

metaphor as a human linguistic form.  We use metaphor in language to communicate 

and understand complex ideas, yet it also influences and reveals human subconscious 

thought and behavior patterns.  Examination of common metaphors can reveal 

underlying attitudes and relationships to ideas.  The language and related attitudes and 

thought patterns can become so common in use that we may grow to mistakenly take 

them for reality rather than one of many possible representations. 

 For research material in this chapter I use various books and articles that discuss 

the implications of common language and how it affects our emotions, thoughts and 

behaviors individually and culturally.  These sources provide various examples of war 

and military metaphor, and several are shared in this chapter.  From descriptions and 

examples of metaphor the reader may better understand how metaphors develop and are 

used, how we come to believe in them as reality, and how this potentially affects our 

behavior and well-being by unconsciously engendering ideas of negative limitation, 

violence, and fear. 

 

The Logistics of Metaphor 

 Dictionary.com states the definition of metaphor to be: “1.)  a figure of speech in 

which a term or phrase is applied to something to which it is not literally applicable in 

order to suggest a resemblance, as in ‘A mighty fortress is our God.’  2.)  something used, 

or regarded as being used, to represent something else; emblem; symbol.”  Landau, 

Keefer and Meier cite that Aristotle “narrowly defined metaphor as a linguistic device 

comparing dissimilar things” (1046).  To “understand one idea through another” is the 

basic point – we take one idea we know or understand already, and we apply it to 

another idea that we may not fully understand or wish to understand in a different way.  

For example, to tell someone, “You light up my life” is a metaphor.  People don’t emit 

light, but the expression uses the experience of illumination to understand and 
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communicate a complex and strong experience of emotion. Jia Lile and Eliot R. Smith 

describe a more technical definition:  

a metaphor entails a conceptual mapping between a source concept and a 

target concept.  A target concept (e.g., friendliness) is usually an abstract 

concept that the individual strives to understand through its association 

with a superficially dissimilar but concrete source concept (e.g., physical 

warmth). (492) 

These definitions and examples all demonstrate a basic concept of metaphor as a device 

for understanding or applying one idea through another.  

 Generally, concrete experiences are easier to put into language and explain.  For 

example, we often use our own bodies and sensory experiences as the “source target” for 

a metaphorical expression or concept. This is described especially well in Lakoff & 

Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By: 

Just as the basic experiences of human spatial orientations give rise to 

orientational metaphors, so our experiences with physical objects 

(especially our own bodies) provide the basis for an extraordinarily wide 

variety of ontological metaphors, that is, ways of viewing events, 

activities, emotions, ideas, etc., as entities and substances. (25)  

An example of using the body metaphorically is the phrase “just beyond arm’s reach.”  

This phrase can be used to describe something that is close but not quite accomplished.  

When we use this phrase we are not actually reaching for the goal with our physical arm.  

The physicality of stretching an arm is applied to the experience of trying for something 

that is close but not quite there.  Sensory experiences are an immediate reference point 

and are often used to understand the world around us.   

 There are many other types of ideas and experiences we use in different 

metaphor categories; however, this chapter focuses more specifically on how we widely 

use war as a metaphorical concept.  Further sections explore the potential role of the war 

metaphor in shaping thought, behavior, and collective human consciousness. 

 

Shaping Collective Thoughts & Behavior Through Language 

 In Lakoff and Johnson’s work Metaphors We Live By, there is a basic and 

important claim made that supports the examination of metaphor in the rest of this 

paper: metaphor is more than just words and our thought processes themselves are 

actually metaphorical in nature.  Thereby the metaphors we create have great potential 
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to shape the thoughts that influence our behavior.  Lakoff and Johnson state clearly that 

“Metaphors as linguistic expressions are possible precisely because there are metaphors 

in a person’s conceptual system” (6).  Once we realize this, the conceptual and 

philosophical implications of exploring metaphor expand immensely. Although it can be 

interesting just for the sake of it, we are not just pulling apart phrases and engaging in 

wordplay for fun when we examine metaphor.  It is possible to dredge up patterned 

thinking that bypasses frontal cognitive capacity.  In other words, it is often an 

unconscious automatic activity that we might not always notice; yet it possesses 

dramatic influence over how we think and act. 

 Most of the time, communication language is so quick and automatic that we 

will not detect the play of underlying patterns.  Lakoff and Johnson point out that 

language can reveal underlying thought processes as they share the same conceptual 

system: 

In most of the little things we do every day, we simply think and act more 

or less automatically along certain lines.  Just what these lines are is by 

no means obvious.  One way to find out is by looking at language.  Since 

communication is based on the same conceptual system that we use in 

thinking and acting, language is an important source of evidence for what 

that system is like. (3) 

Another way of putting this idea is set forth by Landau, Keefer and Meier: “Because 

metaphoric expressions are uttered about six times per minute (Gibbs, 1994) and are 

comprehended quickly and without special effort (Glucksberg & Keysar, 1990), they are 

usually taken to be part of the tacit background of seemingly literal meanings” (1046).  

This is not to say the automatic nature is dysfunctional, in fact, slowing down for close 

examination of every word would be detrimental to the informational exchange process 

most of the time.  However, when we do take the time to examine language patterns 

more closely, we can become aware of the influential power possessed by imbedded 

ideas and thought paradigms.  Conceptual metaphor exerts a direct but unconscious 

influence on our attitudes and value judgments (Melnick 226).  Once we become aware 

of this information are we no longer stuck with a structure that may not fit, and can we 

open up to alternatives?  We may be able to make a more conscious choice about what 

thoughts and ideas are best suited to our goals, interests, health and well-being when we 

are conscious of the metaphors we use. 
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 In an interesting article on examining perception of natural resource 

management projects, Catherine Allan interviews a large number of project participants.  

She finds that there are a specific set of metaphors collectively used to understand land 

management work, referencing the project as a “journey” and understanding the land as 

an ailing body in need of “diagnosis” and “treatment.”  She analyzes language in order 

to reveal hidden conceptual systems that might be governing project plans and 

implementation, and finds that the journey and health metaphors applied to the land 

project both expanded the engagement with the project and simultaneously limited 

effective alternative conceptions for relevant possibilities in the project.  Allan references 

a phrase from Penman that “language both represents and constructs reality” 

simultaneously, and shares that by exploring discourse in detail is a way to understand 

how people experience and shape their world (351).  Allan’s main conclusion is that the 

use of metaphor “in everyday dialogue can provide a means to understand the 

conceptual frameworks that underpin behaviors” (351).  Looking at language in general 

and metaphor in particular is a way to observe patterns that we might not normally 

notice, and to gain awareness around how these patterns influence our actions.  

 The way that Catherine Allan uses metaphor in her landscape project study to 

uncover hidden conceptual frameworks and assumptions provides a great model for my 

own exploration into metaphors commonly used to understand the immune system and 

disease.   Allan recognizes linguistic metaphors in dialogue and text as a way to 

illuminate unconscious attitudes, and she herself develops a theory about the attitudes 

hiding behind specific linguistic metaphors: 

A strength of using metaphor analysis is that it prompts a researcher to 

consider data afresh; it encourages doubt about the appearance of the 

world in which we all live.  This jolt from complacency is particularly 

useful for those researching within their own culture or paradigm, as the 

assumptions underlying activities can be recognized and examined. (352) 

I hope to achieve something similar with my own exploration into the metaphors that we 

commonly use to understand health, specifically our immune system.  Recognizing that 

we rely heavily on a war metaphor to understand immunity, disease, and medicine 

allows us to understand the cognitive obstacles that inhibit understanding of our bodies, 

systems of medical treatment and our relationship to the larger environment as well.  
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Shaping Understanding with the War/Battle Metaphor 

 Using war and battle as metaphor is quite common in Western culture for 

understanding many ideas.  Lakoff and Johnson use the concept of “argument” to 

illustrate how we might impose the war metaphor on any separate concept.   They point 

out the simple metaphorical statement “ARGUMENT IS WAR” (5), and give several 

examples of this in a wide variety of expressions: 

  ARGUMENT IS WAR 

   Your claims are indefensible. 

   He attacked every weak point in my argument. 

   His criticisms were right on target. 

   I demolished his argument. 

   I’ve never won an argument with him. 

   You disagree?  Okay, shoot! 

   If you use that strategy, he’ll wipe you out. 

   He shot down all of my arguments. (5) 

Because war is often an imbedded metaphorical construct, it is sometimes difficult to 

understand the concept of something – like  an argument in the above example, or 

immunity in the case of this paper – without war.  In the above example, use of words 

such as “strategy,” “defense,” “fight,” and “attack” reference an underlying reliance on a 

cognitive framework of war and battle, and often do not register as war concepts in our 

minds when we use them.  Once recognized, these types of words reveal the use of war 

as a principal metaphorical understanding for the concept being referenced.  

  

The Limitations of Metaphor 

 While metaphor can be an expressive language and thought modality, it also has 

its shortcomings.  When we become so entrenched in use of any metaphor, we become 

susceptible to forget that it’s a representation at all.  Once we fall into the habit of 

understanding one idea through another, we sometimes lose track of the original “target 

concept” as a separate entity, which through time and custom becomes more and more 

defined and imbedded within the representative metaphor.  Lakoff and Johnson 

emphasize that: 

The very systematicity that allows us to comprehend one aspect of a 

concept in terms of another (e.g., comprehending an aspect of arguing in 

terms of battle) will necessarily hide other aspects of the concept.  In 
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allowing us to focus on one aspect of a concept (e.g., the battling aspects 

of arguing), a metaphorical concept can keep us from focusing on other 

aspects of the concept that are inconsistent with that metaphor. (10) 

Once we lose track of the difference between the original idea and its representative 

metaphor, we have difficulty viewing the idea in any way that contradicts the metaphor.  

In other words, once the metaphor mutates into the accepted version of reality, we reject 

information that challenges the metaphor, even if it is relevant and represents reality just 

as accurately.  In the case of understanding immunity through war, when the 

representation becomes reality, we have a hard time accepting medical treatments that 

do not demonstrate the capacity to “fight,” “kill,” and “conquer” disease, which includes 

many alternative therapies.  Lakoff and Johnson make an important distinction that we 

must remember: “the metaphorical structuring involved here is partial, not total.  If it 

were total, one concept would actually be the other, not merely be understood in terms of 

it” (13).  We limit our capacity to understand something on any other level when we get 

stuck in one way of thinking.  We may forget, or even become completely unable to see 

that there are other possibilities for comprehension – that there are other ways to health 

besides battle. 

 Metaphor has the potential for purposeful “misuse” as well.  If the human mind 

is accustomed to a certain metaphorical representation of an idea, then we are vulnerable 

to parties taking conscious advantage of a thought paradigm in order to push their own 

agenda and benefit in some way (Allan 360).  Catherine Allan discusses this potential in 

her article and states that: “Metaphors can be used to clarify, and to improve shared 

understandings, but they can also be used to persuade and manipulate because they 

suggest, and restrict, the range of responses that are available for an idea” (360).  This is 

quite common in media-related advertising discourse.  A company will commonly co-

opt and propagate a metaphorical understanding in order to sell its particular product or 

service.   

 Since war and military combat are commonly used as metaphors for explaining 

the immune system, large pharmaceutical companies use language and images of battle, 

fighting, and defeating the “bad guy” to push their products onto the public, 

manipulating and restricting what people feel is available to them.  In Figure 1 is an 

example of a company casting a bad guy (in this case, mucus, which is a natural part of 

our bodies) and providing the product to “pulverize” it.   
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 I found that the use of war metaphor is not confined to conventional mainstream 

medicine and chemical pharmaceuticals; it is used in alternative health products as well.  

For example see Figure 2, which illustrates a product named Coldwar, which is a vitamin 

blend.  This name not only evokes a metaphorical battle on the cold itself, it references 

the historical Cold War as well, which may engage dramatic emotional response from a 

fearful era in history.   

 
             Figure 1 - Mucinex: courtesy of         Figure 2 - Dr. Thompson's   
     Pharma Marketing Blog  Coldwar: Courtesy of drugstore.com  
  
 
 
Companies draft the war metaphor to provoke an emotional response and parallel the 

customers’ belief in the “immunity battle” that has become reality to us.  We 

emotionally believe we need to “fight” for our health, that we cannot overcome the 

“enemy” without help, and are subsequently convinced that we need to purchase 

products that align with that belief.  

 When becoming aware of the use of a metaphor, it is important to remember that 

the “solution” we would like to see is not a simple one.  In Austin L. Campbell’s article 

written about military metaphor (he uses the term “medical manichaeism” in reference 

to an ancient system of religious doctrines based on dualism between light and darkness, 

goodness and evil) he explains why changing the military metaphors imbedded within 

our thoughts and language is much more difficult and complex than just imagining and 

suggesting alternatives: 

It is [Augustine’s] insistence that how we understand good and evil 

pertains to moral training, because he thereby illuminates how revisions 
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within a discourse are far more complicated than simply presenting 

alternative images and arguments.  His insistence on this point can help 

us to recognize that metaphorical construals of disease contribute to – 

and are supported by – regimes of practices, which work together to form 

people in particular ways that resist the adoption of alternatives. (324) 

Campbell is working with Augustine’s ideas surrounding good and evil dualities in his 

article as a way to uncover and change the language of military metaphor.  Through his 

own research Campbell found that military metaphor has been challenged several times 

in medical language by various critics, but it still remains unchanged.  His theory for 

offering an alternative involves digging down further into the more deeply indoctrinated 

sense of dualism in our consciousness.  To Campbell, the dualistic belief of good versus 

evil lies under and develops the military metaphors we use in thought and language to 

construct understanding.  Though Campbell acknowledges the deep complication in 

attempting to shift this paradigm, he still suggests some alternative language and reasons 

why it would be important to change the language and thought patterns from military to 

restorative terms:   

Conquest is an inherently negating enterprise – in which stamping out 

disease, even in a limited way, constitutes success – the motif of 

restoration might frame treatment as an attempt to return people to the 

good that they had lost, or at least uphold the goods that remain possible.  

While this involves pharmacological and surgical interventions, aspiring 

for restoration would throw the limits of such interventions into relief. 

(328) 

His suggestions consider transferring the focus from disease and invading pathogens to a 

focus on the experience and suffering of the ill person.  This would be useful to begin a 

shift (as a meditation of sorts) by “affirming dimensions of sick people’s lives that can be 

obscured by military metaphors” (328).  Some alternative examples of illness and 

immunity metaphor found in systems of holistic medicine are discussed in the following 

chapter.  Though war language sometimes spills over in some texts and health products, 

language in alternative modes of medicine will more often reflect a lean toward this 

restorative metaphor for healing rather than a combative one. 
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Chapter Endnote 

 Examining language and cognitive metaphor use is a richly functional way of 

revealing and understanding imbedded collective beliefs.  When we are aware of our 

language choices and related thought structures, we can make better decisions about how 

well the metaphor fits the purpose, and how metaphor may at times limit understanding 

as well.  War is a prevalent part of human history – the reason it may be such a strong 

concept we commonly use to understand many aspects of our experience.  However, this 

kind of metaphor imposes a limiting dualistic message of good versus bad/evil as well as 

a reliance on violence and annihilation for survival.  If we can attain clarity in our 

language and conceptual systems by recognizing the difference between metaphor and 

reality, we may not be as tempted to use metaphors of war when and where they are not 

necessary or when they limit functional health options.  Often times they are not even 

effective, and in the worst cases we do more damage than good.   
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Chapter 3 

The Human Immune System – At War with the World 

 

“Many of the pathological conditions associated with the [immune] system, 
or with different parts of it, in traditional medicine are not recognized in 
modern biomedicine. Thus, it is necessary to study a variety of perspectives 
in order to be prepared for the vast array of diseases and imbalances which 
can be associated with this system” –MatthewWood2 (21) 

 

Chapter Overview 

 The immune system is so infinitely complex and made up of so many different 

facets that we do not completely understand how it works.  Even defining what exactly 

makes up the boundary of the immune system is difficult since almost all of the 

numerous and complex systems in our bodies – liver, circulatory, nervous system, etc. –

assist in immunity.  Though the belief is widespread in our culture that we can 

completely figure things out using the tools of modern science, the fact is we only 

partially understand our own immune function.  

 This chapter first gives a scientific description of the physiology of the immune 

functions with added insight from holistic physiology and then contrasts this information 

with the common American cultural understanding of the immune system as an army.  

Descriptions are supported by research from anatomy textbooks, and books and articles 

by practitioners that support philosophies of holistic health and herbal medicine.  These 

sources provide some alternative metaphors for understanding immunity, providing 

alternatives to battle language.  

   

Anatomy of the Lymphatic System  

 Before comparing the Western popular view of the immune system to a holistic 

view, let us look at the anatomy and physiology of immunity, which is basic, descriptive, 

and generally agreed upon.  Though the perceptual slant differs between the present 

Western cultural view and a holistic view, it is important to first understand the essential 

structure and anatomy of the immune system prior to divergent perspectives.  This way 

we gain an understanding of where the battle metaphors (or any metaphors for that 

matter) may have come from, and where they may disconnect from and misrepresent the 

complexity of reality. 
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 The physical boundary of the immune system could begin with the interstitial 

fluid that surrounds all cells and tissues, or what herbalist Matthew Wood refers to as the 

“inner waters,” that bathe our cells and tissues (2Wood 1).  The interstitial fluids 

constantly filter and cleanse cellular waste, dead or cancerous cell and tissue material, 

and other particulates, including unwelcome or out of place bacteria and cells collected 

by the lymph in the beginning stages of the cleansing process.  The materials are pulled 

into the lymph capillaries on a circulating and ongoing basis – not explicitly when there 

is the occasion of disease or infection – much like the pumping of our blood in the 

circulatory system. 

 The immune system incorporates immune “defense” cells alongside the 

cleansing lymphatic system.  The lymphatic (lymph) system consists of a large network 

of lymphatic vessels and capillaries that work in connection with lymph organs.  These 

organs including the spleen, thymus, tonsils, lymph nodes and even clumps of lymphatic 

tissue in the appendix and small intestine (McMillan 152) are also referred to as lymph 

glands.  

 

Figure 1 - The Lymphatic Immune System, Courtesy of Todar's Online Textbook of Bacteriology  
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 An interesting difference between the circulation of blood versus lymph is that 

blood has its own built in pumping and rhythm power – the kidneys propel the blood to 

give it speed and velocity, and the heart then slows the flow and provides rhythm.  Blood 

circulates through our veins at a fairly rapid pace, whereas the lymphatic circulation 

depends on gravity, nearby musculo-skeletal motor movements, intestinal movements 

and the contractions of the diaphragm during breathing cycles (Van De Graff & Fox 

648).  Matthew Wood points out that because the lymphatic system depends on 

surrounding muscular contractions to propel the fluid within, it circulates at a much 

slower pace and it may take one or two days to cycle through the entire body (2 3).   

 The waters and waste material within are then collected into the lymph system 

through small lymph vessels spread throughout the body.  The only locations that do not 

have lymph vessels are the central nervous system, bones, bone marrow, and teeth 

(McMillan 152).  Upon entry into the lymphatic vessels the fluid is now referred to as 

“lymph.”  Lymph only flows in one direction through the body, so once inside the 

vessels, it continues into the larger lymph nodes (Van De Graff & Fox 648).  Wood 

discusses other organs of importance in the lymph system including the spleen and the 

thymus.  The spleen is a very important part of the lymphatic system, as it is the largest 

gland in the lymphatic network and functions in unique ways.  He points out how the 

spleen is involved in filtering out old red blood cells, supporting lymphoid tissue, and 

influencing fluid viscosity and flow.  The thymus releases hormones specifically involved 

with the lymph system.  Wood defines the thymus as the master gland of the system and 

is responsible for the coding that happens in the body to differentiate “self” from 

“nonself” cells by the production of antibodies (2 10).  When the body identifies the 

substance as harmful and not belonging, it is then called an antigen (Van De Graff & 

Fox 557). 

 The animal immune system is not only capable of this complex hormonal 

identification process of defining what cells belong in the body and what cells do not, it 

also has the capacity to “learn” and “remember.”  Our bodies can catalog the 

identification of certain infectious viruses and bacteria and recall this information so that 

the response time is faster the next time that particular substance might enter the body.  

Infectious bacteria and viruses such as chicken pox and measles cannot cause illness 

twice because of this coding action, demonstrating the ability of the immune system to 

develop strength and intelligence through exposure.  This is the basic rationale for 
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disease vaccination, and why our immune systems become more developed with the 

more varied quantity of environmental organisms we come in contact with. 

 The last steps of the system take place as the lymph enters either the thoracic or 

right lymphatic duct, depending on which side of the body the fluid is coming from.  The 

right lymphatic duct takes in lymph from the head, right side of chest area and right arm, 

and the thoracic duct receives the lymph from the left side and right leg, the rest of the 

body (Van De Graff and Fox 648). These ducts hold the lymph until they are respectively 

released to the right or left subclavian vein whereupon the purified fluid is returned to the 

blood stream. 

     

Specific and Nonspecific Immunity 

 Along with the lymphatics, immune cells and bone marrow function together as 

the entire immune system.  Immune cells can be sent to other parts of the body when an 

infection is specifically present, but they tend to reside within the lymphatic circulation 

to cleanse and filter the fluids there.   

 Nonspecific immunity refers to general body protection organs and processes like 

the skin barrier and mucus membranes, fever, coughing, sneezing, and vomiting.  

Specific immunity refers to the cells that actually deal with digesting waste material and 

interfering with outside organisms and viruses that are coded as not belonging in the 

body (Waller 121-22).  Pip Waller describes in her book Holistic Anatomy:  

This type of immunity involves lymphocytes, which have the ability 

to respond to particular harmful agents and then remember them for 

another time.  Lymphocytes, like all the blood cells, start off life in 

the red bone marrow.  Before they are ready to fight infection they 

have to mature, and after having matured, they must be activated.  

There are two basic types of lymphocyte: B-cells and T-cells.  B-cells 

stay in the red bone marrow to mature, while T-cells are shipped off 

to the thymus to finish maturing. (128) 

You can see that the word “fight” made its way into even this holistic anatomy text 

(fourth line) when describing the action of the lymphocytes.  When the immune cells 

themselves step into the process – including phyagocytic cells, interferons, macrophages 

and lymphocytes (McMillan 154-5) – is where we interpret the fighting to begin.  We 

generally refer to most of these types of cells as “white blood cells.”  Each cell possesses 

a separate function but all contribute in breaking down, killing, digesting/engulfing, or 
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interfering with, both waste material and undesired organisms and viruses.  The immune 

cells work to stop reproduction of live or viral infections and remove the waste material 

from the lymph fluid.  Specifically at this level of cellular action is where we can see how 

a battle metaphor might be construed as the white blood cells, etc. are responsible for 

killing some types of organisms.  But because our cells need to stop the life and 

reproduction of some types of organisms and viruses, does that automatically mean they 

are “enemies” and that we are “at war” with them?  Our war metaphor begins to go too 

far when the language and battle model start to impose ideas that incorrectly represent 

what the immune system is doing. 

 

Popular Metaphors for Immunity 

 Over the course of history, people have used a variety of metaphors to 

understand the complex workings and purpose of the body in the human experience.  In 

the book The Passion of the Western Mind: Understanding the Ideas That Have Shaped Our 

World View Richard Tarnas describes how modern science developed and relies on the 

“body as machine” metaphor: 

As the universe as a whole could be best comprehended as a machine, so 

too could man.  Human behavior and mental functioning were perhaps 

only reflex activities based on mechanistic principles of stimulus and 

response, compounded by genetic factors that were themselves 

increasingly susceptible to scientific manipulations…. Man’s future, his 

very essence, appeared to be as contingent and unmysterious as an 

engineering problem. (332) 

Other examples of metaphors used to understand our bodies and illness in addition to 

the popular scientific “body as machine” metaphor are that health and wellness is a 

“journey” with a “path,” and that illness is a “puzzle” where symptoms provide “clues” 

and problems require “solving” (Tompkins & Lawley). 

 In general, we see the internal immune system as a line of “defense” – our 

internal army and arsenal of war.  If we are “healthy” we have a staffed solid attack 

troop of fighter cells.  The immune system sends forth its armed soldiers to kill every 

outside invader that dares to cross the bodily boundary.  If our immune system is not 

functioning well and there is disease, we view the body as being taken over by the foreign 

invaders, and we are made ill from the invasion as it rapes and pillages the resident 

natives.  While this immunity as war metaphor may provide a simple illustration of the 
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way our system works, it does not include any space whatsoever for a complex 

understanding of our relationship with most surrounding environmental organisms.  The 

idea of peace and co-habitation is out of the question.  The possibility for a mutually 

beneficial interaction with outside germs is easily rejected, as it does not clearly fit into 

the war metaphor for immunity.  In the war metaphor, there is not the least 

consideration for the fact that our very lives depend a great deal on outside bacteria in 

countless ways, or the fact that a large number of genetics that can be counted as part of 

our bodies can be traced to “foreign” bacteria or viruses (Klingenberg et al.).  In her 

article “Humans Carry More Bacterial Cells than Human Ones” from Scientific American, 

Melinda Wenner writes: 

One thing is for sure: our lives and even our identities are more closely 

linked to the microbial world than we may think.  Bacteria do a lot to 

keep us healthy, and scientists are just beginning to uncover their 

valuable secrets.  As U.I.’s Bohach says: “We do not completely 

understand the full impact of our bacterial flora on our health and 

physiology.” (para. 14) 

We must realize that we require interaction with and exposure to the wide variety of 

organisms that share the environment.  Some current theories on autoimmunity suggest 

that germ warfare and lack of contact with surrounding organisms is more detrimental 

than helpful.  When our bodies do not learn how to co-exist properly with the organisms 

in a normal environment, autoimmune disorders such as allergies and asthma can 

develop (Bergroth). 

 The choice to view the immune system as an army reflects a pathology and germ 

warfare worldview, where there exists an “us” versus “them” mentality across the board, 

and an assumption that methods of violence are necessary at all times to maintain these 

strict boundaries.  This choice in viewpoint may result in a greater sickness than what we 

started with when we trust and depend on disease treatments that are focused on violent 

methods of killing and annihilation.  Pip Waller describes: 

The problem with Western medicine is not with pathology; it is more 

with the fact that it tends to see the first-line changes in tissues as being 

the disease.  A list of “causes” reveals only shallow probing into whys – 

rather, it shows a series of hows.  For example, one cause of disease is 

inflammation, but inflammation as a cause of disease (and there are very 

many inflammatory diseases) really just describes what is going on in the 
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tissues….It is possible to take a very deep look at the causes of infection 

in terms of looking at the terrain – the condition of the body – but the 

current orthodox line is that viruses, bacteria, fungi, and so on (the 

mediators of infection) are the cause. (308) 

If we look at restoring health in this fashion we would attend to problems in the tissues 

and the body environment itself instead of focusing on the “mediators of infection” as 

being the problem.  In this case, we are now susceptible to using the war metaphor to 

instances of ill health when a battle metaphor is completely inappropriate.  For example, 

we cannot in a real sense “fight” and “kill” things like pain, inflammation, fatigue, high 

blood pressure, and cholesterol.  Even cancer gets tricky in this sense as it is a disease 

caused by our own body cells reproducing out of regulation, and how do we wage war 

on our own cells?  Is it beneficial to think we are constantly needing to “defend” 

ourselves against normal inhabitants of our environment?  Is it constructive to think of 

research efforts as part of the “war against” something as in this Time magazine cover 

(see Fig. 4)? Even outside of the body, our conceptions around acquiring knowledge 

about certain health issues make use of battle metaphor.  Gaining funds to support 

research is considered “joining the fight against” whatever ailment is in question.   

 

 

Figure 2 - Cover of Time Magazine May 28, 2001  

 
And this language is not just used within the mainstream pharmaceutical medical 

paradigm; it is used in supposed alternative health concepts as well.  War metaphor is 
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found across many types of health cultures, and it reflects a wider perception of the body 

being at war than just in conventional Western medicine.  The war metaphor applied to 

the immune function and disease is easily traced to the same types of preferences in 

medical treatment methods, violent treatments that seek to kill and destroy in order to 

cure as opposed to holistic methods that seek to regain balance and treat the whole 

organism for restoration of health. 

 

A Contrasting View of the Immune System as Evidenced in Language Metaphors 

 In her illustrated text on anatomy, a book based on Western medical science, 

Beverly McMillan sets up the lymph system as the “staging area for defense” (152).  Her 

words describe the preparation of a battleground: “Lymph en route to the great veins 

trickles through lymph nodes and other lymphoid tissues, where white blood cells, 

including macrophages and lymphocytes, may intercept microbes and other threats and 

launch the immune system’s defensive counterattack” (McMillan 152).  Pip Waller 

describes the process in her book Holistic Anatomy a little differently: “As the debris filled 

lymph enters the node, the white blood cells within it engulf any foreign particles, old 

bits of cell, bacteria, viruses, cancerous cells, and such.  This engulfment (called 

phagocytosis) is a large part of the defensive ability of our lymphatic system” (118).  

Note how the two different texts (one Western medical, the other holistic) use different 

terms to describe how the white blood cells function.  Waller’s holistic perspective refers 

to the cells as “engulfing” the material rather than killing, whereas McMillan uses the 

dramatic phrasing of “launching a counterattack.”  They both refer to the process as 

“defensive,” however, the difference in nuance is quite noticeable between the choice in 

words.  Many examples of battle references can be found in the medical science 

textbook, Kent M. Van De Graff and Stuart Ira Fox’s Concepts of Human Anatomy as well.  

Again, there is no apparent acknowledgement of the metaphor use where there is in 

Waller’s holistic text.  Note the war and battle references in the following examples from 

Van De Graff and Fox (emphasis mine): “Internal specific and nonspecific defense 

mechanisms function together to combat infection, with lymphocytes interacting in a 

coordinated effort with phagocytic cells” (651).  Here is one more example: “The strong 

acidity of gastric juice (pH 1-2) also helps to kill many microorganisms before they can 

invade the body.  These external defenses are backed by internal defenses, such as 

phagocytosis, which function in both a specific and nonspecific manner” (651).  This 
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description is similar to the description of how fighting armies might be arrayed on a 

battleground. 

 The concept of the immune system as the seat of self-definition – as suggested by 

Matthew Wood – is also both powerful and logical.  Our immune response deals more 

with recognition and identification rather than all out combat.  Cells responsible for 

identification come into contact with a cell or substance or virus or any other matter and 

it asks “is this me, or is it something else?”  They then attach chemicals to the now 

defined substance to pass the message on to other cells of the body.  If and only if the 

particular substance is identified as a threat do the “killer” cells come out and deal with 

the now-labeled pathogen.  This defines a much more complex process of immune 

intelligence. Levels of adaptation, discrimination, constant and consistent monitoring are 

all the key pieces that we can learn from and take into our own behavior and thinking 

patterns. 

 

 

Germs: Hostile or Helpful? 

 The conventional view of germ theory is still held today in the institution of 

modern western medicine and public policy as well.  We see an environment filled with 

hazards and invaders.  We perceive a constant threat of infection floating around in the 

air and lying in potential wait on the surfaces of every object we encounter.  In order to 

remain healthy we first of all attempt to limit contact to these “germs” as much as 

possible.  We believe health (or rather, avoidance of disease) is accomplished by limiting 

contact with other people and frequently touched surfaces.  We also attempt to kill these 

“germs” with everything anti-bacterial or anti-microbial before they even have a chance 

to touch our bodies, a gesture fueled by a runaway fear of the organisms that share our 

environment. 

 Our systems of immunity are responsible for the job of recognition, not just 

destruction and eradication but identification of the matter particulates that are passing 

through the skin and mucous membrane boundary.  Pip Waller discusses how in a 

holistic view, these boundary crossers should not be perceived as enemies; they have the 

potential to actually serve a useful purpose for our well-being.  Waller states: 

A traditional naturopathic view is that germs are actually the cleansing 

agents that help us to recover from toxins or other assaults on the body.  

Their presence stimulates fever and increases the cleaning activities of 
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our immune system.  When their work is done, they become permanent 

parts of the body, in that the body can now keep them under check for 

optimum health. (119) 

Waller goes on to quote Sara Hamo, Israeli naturopath to say: “We get sick when we 

(our bodies) invite germs (the cleansing agents) to come and make order in the polluted 

body” (119).  This view is constructed under the metaphor that the immune system is 

more like a housekeeper and cleansing system.  Outside “pathogens” are not potential 

threats or foreign invaders.  It is far from the truth to apply characteristics of hostility to 

them in any way.  They are organisms and substances that are simply living out their 

own motivations in existence.  We must recognize that we share the environment with 

them and they actually can benefit us by infecting us and stimulating a cleansing process; 

a view that allows for a symbiosis with micro-organisms.  Seen in this holistic 

perspective, it is not a war between us and them – the relationship can be positive and 

even beneficial. 

 

The Immune System as Example for Changing Behavior and Thought Patterns 

 The primary aim of this chapter is to change thinking through first noticing and 

then changing word choices.  This leads to awareness of the metaphor of war we use for 

immunity, which is limiting in that it is not the entire truth and it restricts capacity to 

understand views of immunity that do not fit into the metaphor.  Through studying the 

holistic view of immunity I’ve learned that thinking of our immune systems as battle 

machines is not necessarily wrong in all cases, but it does oversimplify.  The metaphor 

used in Holistic Anatomy provides a different image of the immune system as 

housekeeper, in which it actually functions more in a cleaning capacity than as an 

instrument of war.  Penny Tompkins and James Lawley describe work with metaphor 

transformation itself in healing.  A patient diagnosed with cancer chose to envision his 

white blood cells as rabbits, and his cancer cells as carrots (par. 5), an example of 

choosing a metaphor of hunger and nourishment rather than violent battle.  These views 

are not necessarily more true, but open a different level of truth to the picture and 

reminds us that no single metaphor describes absolute reality.  This opens up the choice 

to using whichever ones might be better and more functional in individualized contexts.  
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Chapter Endnote  

 I’d like to leave this chapter with the flavor of appreciation for what we have 

learned from Western medical science.  We have a rich picture of many details and a 

wonderfully complex understanding that has emerged from this tradition.  However, my 

main argument is specifically over the terminology that is popularly chosen to describe 

the immune function.  I am not saying that the Western medical tradition has completely 

misunderstood and is wrong, but that wide use of the battle metaphor in American 

culture can cause us to reject vital information about complex processes of immunity and 

pits us at odds with our environment.   

 Conception of something as complex and mysterious as immune function suffers 

when we apply any one metaphor that is taken as truth, and it affects the way we think 

and act in a limiting manner.  The truth is that there are many ways to understand this 

system that is difficult to comprehend completely.  We need to be aware that our chosen 

metaphor of war can help us understand the immune system, but it is limiting in that it 

causes us to reject non-violent and harmonious methods of healing ourselves.  The 

battle/war metaphor is not necessarily wrong; we just forget that it is not absolute truth, 

and we rely upon the metaphor to understand and thereby treat imbalances of the body.  

We forget that it is just one possible representation of reality, that it does not serve 

understanding in all cases of ill health, which causes us to reject ideas that could provide 

a more beneficial understanding and more effective, less harmful, and suitable 

treatments. 
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Chapter 4 

We Can be Healed – The Medicine is All Around 

 

“Plants represent some kind of entire other dimension of existence, of which 
we view the topological manifestation of the form, but are completely 
occluded as to the network of energy and information that this represents.  
The vegetable kingdom seems to have intelligent species, and gradations of 
awareness in the world.  We are opening a dialogue with this other form in 
the biosphere, which we are just beginning to cognize as our own 
understanding about what the world is really about falls into focus”   
-Terrence McKenna (< http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eeeJK8Ffwpc >) 

 

 

Chapter Overview   

 This chapter visits four herbs that have a powerful history, influence, or 

relationship with the immune system, and that can help us understand our metaphors of 

immunity as well as our relationship to nature more deeply.  Each provides a different 

and special insight.  Echinacea, Pokeweed, Elderberry, and Dandelion not only offer us 

potential assistance to our physiology, they likewise will help us shift our thought 

patterns.  If we learn to look to the gifts that these plants have to offer, we may better 

understand and see a much larger picture than battle, human control, and dominance 

over nature.  And as seen in previous chapters, modes of combat and conquer influence 

the way we approach our own health and medicine.   

 The attitude can also be seen in the language and thought metaphors we use to 

conceptualize the human place in the world – a construct of battle against an enemy.  

Simply observing and learning from the plants and how they work with our health and 

body systems can show us a story we might never imagine on our own, especially 

considering the strength of the presumptions surrounding the scientific medical system 

and war paradigms we tend to accept.  Once we have a different model to observe, the 

conceptual picture can expand to incorporate more subtlety and complexity than is 

offered by the war metaphor alone in treating illness and achieving health. 

  

Easily Ignored, Yet Enormously Helpful 

 We can learn a lot from examining the plants themselves, but we can also learn 

much by examining our own attitudes and perceptions about plants.  Considering a 

common plant a “weed” is not a reality. A dictionary states the definition of weed to be: 
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“1.)  a valueless plant growing wild, especially one that grows on cultivated ground to 

the exclusion or injury of the desired crop, 2.)  any undesirable or troublesome plant, 

especially one that grows profusely where it is not wanted.” (Dictionary.com).  Defining 

a particular plant as a weed is a subjective and fleeting conception, only one side of 

many stories.  When we learn to recognize our views and perceptions as limited in this 

way, we can become more aware of our place in this existence we share with all beings 

in the world around us and throughout history.  We are cut down to proper size, better 

fit to spend a healthy life being and living with this planet rather than fighting and doing 

to it what we define as necessary, thinking we are working toward some type of 

beneficial progress in experience and existence when we are actually working (warring) 

against forces that could fill our lives to health and satisfaction. 

 If we look closely the plants tell us a story about how and where they grow and 

how they interact with the environment.  And if we look at how people have used them 

medicinally throughout history we see that the environment right at hand (not only in 

some far off exotic place) is packed with dynamic and intelligent life.  It is not difficult to 

ignore plants because they are passive and quiet life-forms.  Our reliance on visual 

perception allows us more often to appreciate amazingly colorful or unusual flowers and 

our sense of smell will sometimes draw us to their fragrance.  Outside of that, the 

appreciation of plants is usually reserved to specialized science, dramatic preservation 

efforts, or discoveries of exotic heroic rainforest cures.  The plants examined in the rest of 

this chapter are not exactly heroic, and depending on where you are from, are most 

likely not exotic.  But they are powerful and beneficial with potent healing properties to 

offer.   

 

Echinacea 

 Purple coneflower, Black Sampson, and Wild Niggerhead (see Figure 1) are and 

were common names for species of the genus Echinacea (Hutchens 113).  The name 

comes from the Greek echinos, which means hedgehog or sea urchin, a likely reference to 

the spiky seedhead of the flower (Bown 107).  Echinacea is more of a plant category than 

a specific plant and though there are many species in the genus, only a few are used 

medicinally.  Foster and Duke’s Peterson Field Guide to Eastern/Central Medicinal Plants and 

Herbs mentions the three commonly used medicinal species as angustifolia, purpurea, and 

pallida (225).  Deni Bown summarizes a history of Echinacea’s existence in the medicine 
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Figure 3 - Purple 
Coneflower/Echinacea Purpurea- 
Photo Courtesy of 123RF Stock 

Photos  

 
realm in her Herbal:  Echinacea was widely used by the American Indians, especially 

among the plains tribes where this plant commonly grows, for snake bites and poisonous 

stings.  Settlers adopted use of the herb in the eighteenth century and by 1895 use of 

Echinacea had spread to Germany (107).  Matthew Wood specifies that the Plains 

Indians used only the species angustifolia, that it was one of their most important plants, 

and that we should consider it a heritage gift from these people.  Wood writes that the 

Indians called it one of their “Snake Roots,” but most commonly called it “Toothache 

Root,” reflecting their preference for using the root part of the plant (1243-4).  

 Echinacea is one of those plants that have risen to popular status and acceptance 

in Western culture.  The plant is well known enough to be included among mass 

marketed over-the-counter health products such as Airborne, which is an herb and 

vitamin formula that contains Echinacea.  Airborne was formulated by a teacher, 

nutrition experts and herbalists, is promoted to boost immunity, and is carried by large 

corporate retailers such as Target, Walgreens, CVS, and Walmart 

(www.airbornehealth.com).  Echinacea is generally understood to support the immune 

system as “it increases the activity of various cells in the body whose job it is to eliminate 

germs and toxins, and inhibits the growth of viruses” (Bown 107).  Louise Tenney, 



 

29 

Master Herbalist, writes that “Echinacea stimulates the immune response, increasing the 

body’s ability to resist infections, especially the production of white blood cells” (60). 

 Herbalist Matthew Wood acknowledges some of the controversy and 

problematic nature around how both medical science practitioners and people in general 

understand the expectant benefits of Echinacea.  In his unpublished notes on the 

immune system, he states: “many people take it at the beginning of a cold or flu, to abort 

the process, but such people will often find that the threatening condition comes back 

again and again – because echinacea has been used to artificially resolve the condition, 

not to cure it” (Wood2 43).  Being more interested in practicing holistic and homeopathic 

medicine (Homeopathy is a branch of medicine started by Dr. Samuel Hahnemann that 

uses very dilute dosages of a substance to cure what illnesses that very substance would 

create in a healthy person [Wood3 33-5]), Wood argues that any substance that is needed 

in large doses to heal the person is more allopathic (referring to conventional Western 

medicine) and pharmaceutical in style.  Allopathic use depends upon the brute force effect 

of the physical properties and chemicals in the plant (Wood1 243).  Using large doses of 

medicine (even herbal) with the understanding of “fighting” off an illness perhaps more 

closely resembles the combative metaphor, where the holistic (specifically homeopathic) 

angle would be to understand that medicines support our bodies in reattaining an 

environmental balance, and we only need to use small enough amounts to achieve 

balance and be on our way without the medicine.  Wood would not disagree that 

Echinacea has a place in healing and a specific way that it works, but it is popularly 

misunderstood to cure and prevent colds and flu because it only works when given in 

large and frequent doses (Wood2 43).  However, other herbalists, not necessarily the 

“opponent” Western orthodox medicine, would argue on the other side – that  

Echinacea is absolutely effective in these cases and have no qualms about employing 

large doses to treat illness, so long as it works. 

 Herbalist Ed Smith, co-founder of national herb company HerbPharm, is a 

leading cheerleader for the benefits and efficacy of Echinacea for treatment and 

prevention of colds and flu.  He argues against an article found in the New England 

Journal of Medicine that published findings on Echinacea’s lack of efficacy in clinical 

scientific studies (Turner et. al).  Ed Smith, in an audio interview found on HerbPharm’s 

online education site, claims that in this study they simply did not use enough of the herb 

to show the valid beneficial immune support, and that is why they did not find it to be of 

any benefit.  Smith also defends Echinacea against claims that it is harmful in cases of 



 

30 

autoimmune or immunity impaired disorders.  Those that find Echinacea to be 

contraindicated in autoimmune disorders theorize that supporting and strengthening 

immunity would be negative in cases where a person’s immune system is working 

against cells that belong in the system and are harmless.  Smith argues: 

Mounting evidence suggests that immune system herbs like 

Echinacea don't simply stimulate immunity, but rather they help to 

modulate its activity. From a herbal perspective, this normalizing (or 

'amphoteric') effect is likely why there is no clinical scientific evidence 

to indicate that giving Echinacea at times of immune system 

dysfunction results in aggravation of the problem. In fact, Eclectic 

physicians used Echinacea extensively and successfully during the 

first half of the last century for conditions that would now be 

classified as auto-immune diseases. (Learning Module #2) 

Many discrepancies are possible when people disagree on medicine modalities, as well as 

the understanding of how the immune system works.  The very existence of 

disagreement shows how complicated the workings are of both our body systems and the 

medicine we use. 

 It seems that Echinacea has enjoyed its popularity because it fits more clearly 

into the paradigm of Western medicine and our common metaphors of immunity.  Even 

the herbalists that observe its effectiveness use it in large doses, though there is something 

definitely more complex going on than an immune “call to arms.”   Louise Tenney, 

Master Herbalist describes it succinctly: 

Echinacea stimulates the immune response, increasing the body’s 

ability to resist infections, especially the production of white 

blood cells.  It improves lymphatic filtration and drainage, and it 

helps remove toxins from the blood.  It is considered one of the 

best blood cleansers and is called the King of the Blood Purifiers.  

It is considered a non-toxic way of cleansing the system. (60) 

Tenney’s description provides us with an alternative understanding of a cleansing and 

infection resistant perspective rather than a combative view of taking the herb as a 

medicine for killing germs and pathogens.  

 It is easier to assimilate the use of herbs into our current system that act like the 

forceful chemical medicines we already use. Substances that we take in high doses to 

induce effect over and for the body are easier to understand, rather than substances that 
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work to support the body’s own intelligent functions in a suggestive assistive manner.  As 

was noted in chapter three, strong immunity is not necessarily about having a strong 

army to do battle against “bad germs.”  In holistic medicine, strong immunity starts and 

often ends with having a properly regulated environmental homeostasis in the body.  

With a strong homeostasis, the body does not become severely ill from encounters with 

most bacteria, viruses, and other “not self” material, and is able to repair injury and 

clean out infection and waste products on its own.  Herbs would be beneficial and 

necessary, from a holistic perspective, only in cases where the homeostasis has been 

compromised and the body needs a little hand in resolving health.  

 

 

 

Figure 4 – Elderberry/Sambucus canadensis: Photo Courtesy of The Natural Wellness Kitchen 

 

Elderberry 

 Sambucus, American Elder, and Sweet Elder are common names for species of 

the genus Sambucus (Hutchens 114).  Elder is more like a small tree, shrub or bush and 

gives us two main forms of medicine, the flowers and the ripened berries.  Some say all 

parts of the plants can be used quite safely (Hutchens 115), though other sources say the 

undried bark, root, leaves and unripe berries are said to contain small amounts of 

poisonous alkaloid (Bown 245), or cyanide (Foster & Duke 270).  I learned from 

studying with practicing herbalist, Lise Wolff, that the flowers are a component in fever 

reducing formulas and have some action on endometriosis, but this section is focused on 

the immune system supporting berries of Elder.  There are different species of Elder, and 

Wolff asserts that one must be sure to use the black berry variety which has distinct 
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differences in shape and form of the flower clusters, the color of the berries, and most 

importantly the medicinal effect. 

 Deni Bown describes Elder as growing easily in moist soil and sun or part shade 

in areas of Europe, North Africa, and south-west Asia (244-5).  Hutchens also states that 

it grows quite readily in rich soils in all parts of the United States and Canada (114-115).  

Wide availability and plentitude make it an easy collect-it-yourself medicine, as long as 

you have the knowledge to identify the correct species variety.  Bown gives a descriptive 

history: 

The elder is a tree of contrasts.  It was once planted in the courtyards of 

synagogues in Israel, possibly for use in rituals of the Jewish cabbala, 

while in the British Isles, before the days of indoor sanitation; it was 

traditionally grown next to the privy to deter flies.  The young wood is 

brittle and filled with soft pith that can be hollowed out to make 

blowpipes or simple musical instruments.  Old wood is almost as hard as 

metal, and was once used by cobblers to make nails for the soles of shoes.  

According to Scandinavian folklore, one should never harvest or cut an 

elder without first asking the elder tree mother, Hylde-Moer.  This is just 

one of the many superstitions connected to this important plant that has 

been called “the medicine chest of the people.” (244) 

This tree has a rich history filled with superstition and folklore, as well as a history of 

wide usage for not only medicine, but also functional objects.  

 Elderberry enjoys a relative status of acceptance into some mainstream over-the-

counter health products, much like Echinacea.  Products named for the botanical Latin 

Sambucus such as Sambucol can be purchased at popular retailers such as Walgreens, and 

is advertised to relieve the symptoms of cold and flu (www.sambucolusa.com). Through 

personal experience of using Elderberry for maintaining health stability during cold and 

flu season, the effect and dosage required is quite mild yet very successful in keeping the 

illness response to circulating cold and flu from getting too severe. 

 The action of Elderberry on the immune system is much different than 

Echinacea, although it can be thought of similarly as immune system support during 

cold and flu season.  The Peterson Field Guide to Medicinal Plants and Herbs states that “an 

Israeli research group has conducted clinical studies on the use of a fruit extract of 

European Elder (Sambucus nigra) with positive results for colds and flu” (Foster & Duke 

269).  The way that Elderberry seems to approach immune support can provide us with 
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more insight into how the immune system functions.  Namely it suggests that immunity 

might again be a process of maintaining general well being and modulating immune 

response in a healthy manner rather than fighting battle and winning against an attacking 

enemy.  

  

 
Figure 5 – Poke/Phytolaca americana: Courtesy of 

Women’s Resource Library  

Poke Root 

 Poke root, poke berry, pokeweed, pigeon berry, garget, scoke, coakum, inkberry, 

and pocan are common names for species of the genus phytolaca (Hutchens 223).  Poke 

Root as an herbal medicine has a strong affinity and effect on the human immune system 

mainly through the cleansing of stagnant lymphatics and enlarged glands, especially the 

spleen (Tenney 111).  Poke is also a great example of a common “weed” being extremely 

powerful and useful.  Poke grows ubiquitously and is native to the United States from 

the Midwest to the East Coast (Hutchens 223), but is more common in the hot weather 

of the south.  It grows best in dry fields and roadsides (Hutchens 223), found commonly 

in “wasteplaces” (Foster & Duke 66), and many regard it as a nuisance, though it has a 

long history of usefulness in medicine (Hutchens 223).  

 Poke is an example of an herbal medicine being used in small doses 

(homeopathically) to support immunity and treat illness, as it is toxic at high doses and 

needs caution with use (Santillo 163).  Used carefully (meaning at monitored small 

levels) Poke is described to have the action of “immune stimulation,” which once again 

could have implications of creating a greater capacity for “fighting” off disease, but this 

is not exactly what is happening.   

 Since its action is described as remedial for the lymphatics, Poke as medicine is 

supporting the cleansing of the lymph and helping the body to remove waste products 
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and infections.  When any part of the lymph system is clogged with waste and debris, it 

is not only more difficult to sustain a proper boundary from a disease state, the 

stagnation can actually create and become a more serious condition (Flint 83).  So using 

Poke, we are not “fighting” infection, we are “clearing out” the stuck points, sweeping 

out the corners and restoring proper flow to stimulate and regain a health balance, which 

is more in line with the housekeeping metaphor in Pip Waller’s Holistic Anatomy.   

 I have personally used Poke to move through illness and found it to be quite 

effective at reducing inflammation of the tonsils (lymph glands in the neck) and speeding 

up the process of returning to normal health when suffering from symptoms of a flu.  

Holistically, normal health could be considered a state of balance with all surrounding 

environmental micro-organisms, as opposed to a disease state of internal instability and 

systemic weakness giving way to surrounding micro-organisms overcoming and infecting 

the body.   I have seen a limited number of products that include Poke in over-the-

counter type alternative medicine products, and they are not well known, unlike 

Elderberry and Echinacea.  This is perhaps due in part to the potential danger in 

misinformed self-administration of a substance that is toxic at a certain level.  If working 

with a practitioner or someone knowledgeable about potentially toxic plant, the 

poisonous characteristic becomes a mark of potency that is part of its effectiveness when 

used with specific care and wisdom.   

  

Dandelion 

 Plants have a rich and varied history of use and importance across time and 

cultures, and this section looks at the story of the Dandelion in deeper detail because this 

simple, ubiquitous plant provides a quintessential example of a misjudged medicinal 

herb. 

 As the Dandelion crossed time, culture, and place, it has carried, lost, and picked 

back up very different perceptions of value based on who is looking at it.  The Dandelion 

is well known, but often well hated, and sits right at that strange intersection of 

extremely common, yet extremely and commonly misunderstood.  There is so much to 

that little yellow flower that pops up out of the lawn and most of us would never think of 

its possibilities for health and wisdom.  This knowledge is just simply not something to 

which we are exposed.  In historical and current uses in herbalism, Dandelion exists as a 

remedy that holds many different healing properties.  There are plants that give very 
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specific cures to very specific ailments as specialized remedies, and then there are the 

seeming cure-alls, which includes the Dandelion. 

 

 

Figure 6 – Dandelion/Taraxacum officinale : Photo 
Courtesy of dayincatasauqua.blogspot 

 
 There is much to learn about this potent and persistent plant, and it does not 

appear to be giving up its determination to propagate and thrive any time soon.  To the 

Dandelion, it is not engaging in the battle as we often perceive ourselves to be – it is 

simply living its life and doing its work.  So we might as well take a clue and figure out 

what it could be saying to us, rather than going at it in combat.  

 What is a Weed Anyway?  In light of its usefulness, can we really call the 

Dandelion a weed?  The answer comes in the word “weed” itself, as the definition is not 

given by hard science or a specific set of characteristics that a plant carries in all contexts.  

The definition of weed comes from perspective, how we feel about a certain plant and its 

influence on us and our environment (usually cosmetic) and whether or not we want it 

where it is.  It’s all about control and perspective.  Pamela Jones writes in the 

introduction of her work Just Weeds:  History, Myths and Uses: 

If we personally buy a plant at a nursery and set it in a garden 

bed, we recognize it as a garden plant; if it’s in a field or along a 

roadside, we call it a wild flower or a wild plant; if we shake it, 

dried, out of a jar and into our stewpot, we call it an ‘erb or herb; 

and if it messes up the perfection of our lawn or the vegetable 
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garden, then it’s a weed. And weeds must be pursued, 

dismembered, trampled, and destroyed without mercy (9-10). 

The distinction is essentially arbitrary, relative to which person is viewing it in which 

context, their background knowledge and their specific interests.  People are very 

personally involved in defining of the concept weed and many reasons for disliking 

certain species are psychologically colored (Crockett 7).  The typical landowner, 

concerned with a cosmetic lawn, sees a blemish and would call the dandelion the most 

horrible weed.  An herbalist or educated wild forager will see a useful and healing 

remedy and a plant of nourishing substance.   

 There are a few ways of categorizing weeds that include behaviors and 

characteristics of plant life that humans tend to see as deserving weed status.  In his book 

designed to educate on the subject of weed control, Walter Conrad Muenscher includes 

the characteristics of uselessness, ugly appearance, harmful substance, persistence in 

growing where it simply is not wanted, and proficient and ubiquitous habits of growth 

and reproduction that make them difficult to control (3-22).  He also admits that these 

characteristics can change and a plant might not be called a weed in one condition, and 

be considered a weed in another, so it is therefore about what we do and do not 

subjectively desire in a certain environment.  For example, we can understand that a 

soybean plant would be considered a weed growing in the cornfield, or that a violet is a 

weed if it spreads into the rose patch.  But the definition of weed can also be varied over 

time and culture based on the value of a plant as perspective changes, or as knowledge is 

gained or lost as the culture itself evolves and changes 

 The Dandelion definitely fits the definition of proficient and ubiquitous habits of 

growth and reproduction.  Its yellow “flower” is actually a flower head made up of 

dozens of tiny flowers that are each capable of making dozens of individual seeds.  It has 

no problem reproducing and spreading its seed in abundance.  The Dandelion, like a lot 

of other “weeds,” is also capable of propagating vegetatively, which means that if you 

chop up the root of one plant, each piece of that root is capable of growing out a new 

plant.  So if you try and dig up a Dandelion (which it is not easy because those taproots 

hold tight), and you leave one little piece of root under there, it will sprout up a whole 

new plant.  Some types of Dandelion also have a special capability that is not unique but 

rare, of being able to produce viable seeds without being fertilized, a process called 

apomixis (Sanchez 125).  Even the way we view these characteristics is based on 

perception.  We could say that these are characteristics of ubiquitous persistence – giving 
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it the connotation of wild and out of control, or we can consider them to be qualities of 

strength, adaptations that have become the plant’s own success story in its abundance 

and resilience.  

 My personal perspective is that everything has a place, a role, a purpose, and is 

present for reasons we do not necessarily understand how to control or define, but there 

is a value in balance when it comes to nature and ecology.  Nature has a very complex 

system of relationships and balance, where beings live simultaneously for and off of each 

other.  The issue comes when the system is out of balance, an organism is allowed to 

grow in abundance without something else to keep it in check, and this also could be a 

defining moment for a plant as a weed – that it is growing where there is nothing 

(human, animal, other plant, or natural event) to moderate or regulate.  In this sense, the 

Dandelion would fit into this definition because it is not a “native” part of the North 

American environment and it grows on a continent where it is no longer widely eaten or 

used by the creatures who brought it there. 

 Carried on Wind, Ship, and in Apron Pockets.  Just as humans have evolved, 

migrated, and traveled all over the earth through the course of history, so has the 

Dandelion, even seeming to follow right in the footsteps of human movement at points.  

It is difficult to determine the origins of anything organic, for the simple fact that it 

decomposes and breaks down.  The information returns to the cycle of life and is lost.  

All of the information we have about pre-recorded history by humans comes from 

materials that do not break down or have survived through flukes of preservation such as 

fossilization.  It is rare but sometimes researchers are able to find DNA of ancient plants 

through pollen or plant matter preserved in these circumstances.   

 It is thereby almost impossible to say when or where the Dandelion emerged into 

existence.  An article on the origins of the sunflower (which is in the same family as the 

Dandelion – the Compositae) points to an ancient temperate and tropical Antarctica as 

the place of the ancestor and origin of the Compositae.  As this region cooled 56 to 23 

million years ago, the family of this ancestor dispersed and migrated in separate 

directions, the Compositae moving westward to southern South America (Stuessy 1606).  

Who knows what its path and story contained over these millions of years, but it is 

obvious today that this particular plant family has helped itself to spreading across much 

of the globe.  The first record of Dandelion’s mention as a medicine was in the tenth and 

eleventh centuries by Arabian physicians (Grieve 252).  Claire Shaver Haughton writes 

that in the East, the Chinese call the Dandelion “earth nail,” (for its long taproot) and 



 

38 

the green leaves have been used for food and medicine since antiquity.  She also notes its 

prominence in Japan, where it has been grown as a decorative plant.  Two hundred 

varieties – in white, orange, black, and copper – are cultivated by florists.  There was 

even a national Dandelion Society that existed until the twentieth century (103).  Pamela 

Jones describes its “origins” as being in the Mediterranean regions of Asia Minor and 

Europe before being brought to the North American Continent: “The ancient Egyptians 

are said to have known and used the plant; Theophrastus described it some 300 years 

before Christ” (193). It shows up in recorded human history where humans deemed it a 

notable, useful, and beautiful plant. 

 Haughton shares that the Dandelion spread around much of the ancient 

“civilized” world, though it did not make its appearance in North America until it was 

brought over in the wake of European migration and Western colonization of the land. 

She describes the exodus: 

They came by the hundreds and thousands – the Quakers, the 

Catholics, the Huguenots, and the various religious sects of 

Germany whom we know as the Pennsylvania Dutch.  Their 

dreams and their seeds came with them, for they were all devoted 

horticulturists.  Immigrant cotton, sugar, rice, indigo, and native 

tobacco built the great plantations of the south. (xi) 

At this point we can see that the Dandelion was not only spreading by reproductive 

mechanisms of its own.  Humans used and valued this plant and saw it as essential 

enough to necessitate carrying it with them as they migrated across continents.  An 

interesting point that Haughton makes in her book Green Immigrants is that the 

Dandelion was not found on government required seed lists, but that women were 

expected to carry them to the New World to plant in their family garden plots (104-5).  

The Dandelion was certainly an intentional, and also undoubtedly an accidental 

hitchhiker, transported from seeds stuck to clothing and animal furs, mixed in exported 

soil, and settled in linens, hair and pockets on the ride across the Atlantic.   

 Once it arrived on North American soil, the Dandelion took quite nicely to the 

conditions there.  In Anita Sanchez’s work The Teeth of the Lion, she describes in her 

essay “Putting Down Roots” how the Dandelion had its start as a cultivated part of the 

colonial gardens, but soon escaped and spread its seed and roots beyond the garden 

fences (10).  The Dandelion prefers conditions of disturbed soil and full sunlight, so as 

the colonies expanded, forest areas were cut, the root systems of the prairies were tilled, 
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and the Dandelion flourished and established itself, following the roads of Western 

expansion and progress. 

 Dent-de-lion: Lion’s Tooth or Piss-the-Bed?  The name Dandelion is only one 

of many for the specific plant it describes.  In the tradition of the common names of 

plants, it has a whole handful given to it by proponents of differing regional and 

descriptive perspectives.  The list includes “Monk’s Head”, “Swine’s Snout”, “Piss-the-

Bed”, “Lion’s Tooth”, “Blowball”, “Clock-Flower”, and “Bitterwort” to name a select 

few (Sanchez 52), and they all have their unique etymological roots.  Some you can 

guess by appearance – the bald head of a Dandelion after the puffball of seeds has been 

blown off looks like the bald head of a monk; some describe folklore – Clock-Flower 

comes from a myth that you can tell time from the way you blow the seeds off; and some 

describe medicinal properties – Piss-the-Bed describes the plant’s diuretic property.  Karl 

von Linee (Linnaeus) spent his life developing a descriptive and standardized system of 

plant names (an effort to banish the confusion of multiple and varied regional common 

names), from which the Dandelion was given the Latin name Taraxacum Officinale 

“derived from the Greek taraxos (disorder), and akos (remedy), on account of the curative 

action of the plant (Grieve 249-250).  For whatever mysterious linguistic selection, 

Dandelion is the name that is most familiar to the American consciousness today. 

 The word Dandelion itself has an interesting and mysterious etymology.  It 

literally means “Lion’s Tooth,” or Tooth of the Lion derived from French Dent-de-Lion, 

and also from Latin dens leonis (Sanchez 57).  Someone somewhere must have thought 

the leaf or root of the plant appeared to resemble the teeth of a lion, though most actually 

do not see the same resemblance, and ponder where the association originated.  It might 

be possible to see in the jagged edges of the leaves or the pointy taproot, but it is not 

obvious.  It has also been wondered if the plant had such an important position in health 

and wellness as to be associated with the mythological and archetypal king of beasts 

himself, the Dandelion – king of healing plants. 

 Malady and Remedy.  The Dandelion plant – all parts including leaves, stem, 

flowers, seeds, roots – has a deep and powerful history of being able to affect the animal 

body in healing ways.  It is considered an alterative, which is a remedy that supports 

elimination of wastes through one or more of the liver, large intestine, lung, lymph, skin 

and kidney (Flint 143) which can result in a gradual but productive restoration of the 

entirety of the body to a normal and healthy function.  Matthew Wood states simply that 

alteratives “alter the body in some way” (1 473).  Lise Wolff teaches that topical use of 
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oil infused with Dandelion flower is known to aid in muscle soreness, and I have tested 

this particular use with success.  Used as a flower essence (an emotional aid utilizing 

energetic properties of a flower), it is promoted to balance the overly tense and assist 

over-active individuals in listening to emotional messages and bodily needs (Kaminski 

and Katz 308-9). In the world of herbalism it is most commonly taken internally as a 

root tea or tincture (a concentrated solution of alcohol or water and plant material), or 

even simply eaten. 

 The liver performs over a thousand functions,  many of which are very important 

for the health and survival of our bodies including digestion, blood sugar regulation, fat 

metabolism and the cleansing out of toxins (Waller 175-181).  You can imagine the 

problems that can compound when the liver is not functioning properly – with all of its 

various responsibilities.  This is why the Dandelion can seem to be a “cure-all,” because 

there are so many conditions and health problems that will occur related to a liver 

imbalance that can be stabilized with Dandelion’s support. 

 Scientific studies done on the effects of Dandelion on the liver show evidence 

that something in Dandelion is verifiably effective.  A study was done at the University 

of Rijeka in Croatia on lab mice in early 2010 that provided “scientific evidence to 

substantiate the traditional use of Taraxacum Officinale root in hepatic disorders” 

(Domitrovic et. al., Abstract pg. 569).  It is used in many patent medicines and is 

apparently a registered drug in Canada (Grieve 254).  In the Peterson Field Guide 

dandelion is cited as a “familiar weed,” a comment followed by a long list of known 

medicinal uses– liver and gall bladder problems, kidney and bladder  

ailments, a diuretic and also a tonic for weak or impaired digestion and constipation 

(Foster and Duke 145).  The Dandelion, though most notable as an American weed, has 

much to offer medicinally. 

 A Mark of the Warpath.  We must consider the facts of the environment in 

which this weed is thriving, and whether it is the Dandelion that is out of place and out 

of control, or whether the Dandelion is simply a presence that indicates a whole 

environment that is itself out of balance.  The Dandelion growing out of control does not 

indicate a lack in the sense that so-and-so didn’t do the proper lawn treatments, use the 

right chemicals, or spend enough time digging up the weeds by the root.  It indicates a 

very deep instability in the entire urban landscape, one that nature is constantly trying to 

re-stabilize to no end, unless we stop fighting against what it is trying to do. 
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 We only need to look at the type of environment in which a Dandelion typically 

thrives in order to begin analyzing what our relationship may be to its abundance that we 

find so irritating.  Sanchez describes a different scenario: that the plenitude of the 

Dandelion may even be a direct result of human intervention and disruption of the land 

and the natural balance of the earth’s surface.  We might see a clean and immaculate 

lawn, but nature sees distress and want for homeostasis.  One species of cut down and 

manicured green grass is not a natural state of equilibrium; in fact this is a particularly 

vulnerable and ecologically unfeasible state of being for the surface of the earth.  By 

routinely cutting our grass or weeding and tilling our gardens, we are creating a 

perpetual state of disaster.  Nature attempts to repair it by sending in her “seral” species, 

the species of plants that are hardy and can thrive in conditions of catastrophe where 

other more delicate plants cannot grow (Sanchez 14), and the Dandelion is one of these.  

The Dandelion easily establishes itself in environments that are difficult for other plants.  

It tills up the soil with its taproot, brings up vital nutrients to the surface, leaves a healthy 

compost from its own leaves and stems, and makes way for other plants to begin 

returning to the area, restoring the ecosystem (Haughton 107).  And once this leads back 

to shrubs and trees and tall grasses in place, the Dandelion can no longer thrive and 

leaves the scene – it prefers open space and short or little to no ground cover.  In this way 

the Dandelion is not only a strong remedy for the animal body, it serves as a kind of 

ecological remedy as well.  The Dandelion would be one of the first to appear after a 

natural type of disaster such as wildfire, lightning strike, flood or drought, and so it 

appears that by its very presence it is actually marking our lawns and gardens as areas of 

disaster rather than areas of beauty and perfection as we might see them. 

 The Dandelion is not only a bane to lawn perfection; its role in restoring balance 

is shown in farm fields as well.  Before tilling, the state of the Midwestern prairie was 

that of a thick network of interlocked root systems of varying native prairie species, 

forming an almost cement hard soil surface (Sanchez 13).  Humans thought it beneficial 

to break this network with picks and plows, disturbing the hard grown and balanced 

protective structure of the prairie ecosystem in order to use the land to our own end.  The 

tilled fields were great for crops but also turned out to be an opportunity for unwanted 

plants to invade these newly made habitats, so the evolution of weeds goes hand in hand 

with the evolution of crop cultivation – the weeds were the plants that were able to adapt 

themselves to the tilled and (Zohary & Hopf 10).  It is we ourselves who are to blame for 



 

42 

the weeds that grow and thrive in the conditions of disturbance that was created.  

Lawrence Crockett points out the human responsibility:  

Have you ever noticed that the most favored habitats of weeds 

are open, sunny places? Few weeds are tolerant of shade.  It was 

man who opened up the sunny spots where weeds are happiest.  

Certainly there were open spots when the forests of the United 

States were intact, but these had been open for ages and the 

plants in them had attained a definite ecological balance.  Few 

open areas in the United States have this balance today.  Man 

tore down the forests, cut swathes through grassland, forest, and 

other long-established ecological situations, and cut open 

pathways for roads and railroads across the entire nation.  His 

clothes, vehicles, and animals all carried seeds and liberally 

scattered them as he himself spread across the continent. (8) 

We can view the existence of weeds as a simple sign of nature out of balance, and one 

that we ourselves created.  Our constant attempts to control the earth provoke the 

responses of an organism that is always attempting to maintain homeostasis, much like 

our own bodies.  How is it that these signs are not read in this manner?  We see the 

irritating persistence of weeds as a sign, a sign of our lack of control (we must develop 

better systems, better understanding, better chemicals for eradication), rather than a sign 

of the destruction dealt by that very control itself.  We are unable to see because of our 

thickened perception of reality, which includes the idea that the earth and nature can be 

controlled and conquered according to our own desires, a battle metaphor again where 

we are always the victors.  This perception does not include the fact that nature has its 

own idea of balance and homeostasis that does not necessarily align with every human 

desire.  If we would just leave it alone, or better, work with nature and discontinue the 

perception that we need to win some sort of control battle, it might actually just show us 

a path to a healthier way for everyone. 

 The reason the Dandelion is so hated must lie in the mystery of its symbolism, 

what it represents to the American psyche, as the plant itself is quite harmless even 

where it is not seen as useful.  Charles Walters confirms that the Dandelion has no 

negative impact to speak of on actual crop production and except for its negative 

popularity it might be excluded from the roster of weeds needing control (211).  Yet there 

is an entire industry profiting from the sale and service of lawn herbicides.  And if you 
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don’t agree with harsh, deadly chemicals, simply consult a source of alternative weed 

control and it will tell you to treat the soil 6-7 inches deep with a supply of high calcium 

lime as Dandelions tend to grow where the calcium levels are weak or absent (Walters 

210).  This is a supposedly more friendly “natural” way of “winning the weed battle.” 

 The clearest social reason for the ridding of Dandelions is one of status.  You can 

walk by houses in a neighborhood and see the clear dividing of property lines based on 

which yards have clear green grass, and which ones have weeds popping up and 

spreading through.  The former lawn receives judgment of clean, nice, and presentable.  

The latter receives a grimace, a judgment bestowed on the owner that they do not value 

their property enough to put in the necessary effort and therefore are lazy, indigent, and 

undeserving of respect.  It is like leaving garbage in your yard.  Neighbors might resent 

that all their hard work to keep Dandelions out of their own yards has gone to waste 

when someone else is allowing Dandelions to grow and spread seeds.   

 The clear yards define the “responsible” neighbors, but they also define the 

people who have the money to spend on chemical treatments or yard services.  If you 

“allow” Dandelions to grown in your yard (in other words, you don’t have the money to 

spend, or you don’t care, or maybe you actually use them in your meals and medicine 

cabinets) you are an irresponsible member of the neighborhood. You are insulting the 

hard work of others, and lowering yourself in the social status network that is upheld. 

 To what ends are our means?  Why do we continue to think we are waging a 

war, and especially against a plant that is taking an active role to repair the damage we 

have done to our planet?  I might venture to guess that we already know that the 

appearance of a Dandelion is the marked attempt of nature to rebalance herself in spite 

of all the work we’ve done to control it, and we do not like being reminded of this fact.  

The fact is, we are wasting a lot of energy trying to control the environment based on our 

own limited perception of what the environment should look like and what it should be 

doing, it is wasted energy because we will never succeed.  The Dandelion serves as a 

constant standby reminder, it is like the emergency response team waiting on the 

sidelines, ready to jump in and rescue the earth the moment we let down our guard.  
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Chapter Endnote 

 Plants used effectively in herbal medicine have much to teach us about how our 

immune systems work and how our health is effectively supported while simultaneously 

supplying us with a route to a better relationship to nature.  This chapter visited several 

medicinal plants, some considered nuisance “weeds” that support our immune systems 

and general health in different ways.  A more thorough examination of the Dandelion 

followed, describing the various levels of usefulness of this “king of weeds.”  The 

Dandelion is a prime example of the medical, nutritional, and ecological aid we have 

growing everywhere around us, yet much like we see ourselves at battle with micro-

organisms, we persist in fighting it as an obnoxious pest that must be annihilated.   
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

Summary and Statement of Thesis 

 Metaphor – something used to represent something else – is a great linguistic 

device for colorful, descriptive, and poetic communication.  More deeply, it is also a 

reflection of the way our minds conceptualize ideas that are difficult to comprehend.  

When we do not completely understand something we apply to it an idea that feels more 

readily available to cognition.  The human immune system is an extremely complex 

facet of the body, and we have a difficult time visualizing its workings completely and 

accurately.  So we use the metaphors of war or battle – concepts that are grasped more 

easily and are common in human behavior and history.  We see the immune system as a 

thing that “fights” germs and “defends” our bodies.  When we recover from illness we 

have “won the battle” against the “enemy” of disease. 

 Systems of medicine that have a more holistic view seem to offer more 

alternatives to war or battle metaphors for understanding immunity and health, though 

battle metaphor does appear at times even in alternative systems.  Demonstration of any 

alternative metaphor develops flexibility in perception, especially where common 

unconscious use of war language indicates a deep belief that immunity is in concrete 

reality an actual battle.  Through the common linguistic choices we make in reference to 

our health and immunity (and in light of holistic versus Western theories of disease) we 

can easily see how the war metaphor has become an unconsciously dominant paradigm 

in how we understand our bodies and medicine. 

 As I explored this vision of being at war with organisms in the surrounding 

environment, I found that metaphor softened by looking to herbal medicine.  The plant 

world offers many options for treating imbalances of the body and supporting the action 

of the immune system to restabilize itself from a state of disease.  Echinacea, Poke Root, 

and Elderberry are three examples that have been used extensively in healing traditions 

and they can all tell a different story about how our immune system works in 

relationship to health and the balance of the body.  And where the war metaphor carries 

beyond illness to other creatures in our midst, the Dandelion offers a wider perspective 

as well.  It is an iconic example of what we might currently define as a “weed,” however, 

it also has a profound story of use in healing people as well as having a role in healing 

the environment of the planet.   
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 War is a common recurring metaphor that is repeated in our medical and health 

discourse, specifically regarding our understanding of immunity in American culture.  

Looking at perspectives from holistic medicine and common medicinal plants as herbs 

softens this hardened unconscious acceptance of battle with the outside environment.  I 

argue that war metaphor in language not only reflects deep and violent thought 

paradigms, it also imposes a negative limitation on how we could better behave in 

relationship to our own health as well as the natural environment. 

 In this paper I argue in support of alternative herbal and holistic medicine 

systems that utilize abundant and effective medicinal plants that grow everywhere. These 

systems help us to expand narrow views beyond what we believe to be valuable and 

effective to recognizing and perceiving what is possible in a balance with nature and 

what is actually available for us to thrive. 

 

Personal Significance 

 My intention is not to invent and put into use a new and better metaphor, but to 

open up space for the development and usage of many different perspectives for 

understanding health and immunity, including alternatives that already exist but do not 

receive much popular attention.  I do not believe that something as complex as a new 

culturally shared metaphor can just be contrived and placed into rotation.  Human 

patterns of language and communication work on too subtle a level to ever successfully 

impose such distilled invention with the expectation that it be adopted and regarded as 

only a new substitute dogma.  Rather, I hope to create awareness of the limitations that 

surround our conceptions.  The structures of understanding that we use may fill in some 

blanks about the mystery of existence, but we need to remember that no single concept 

will ever, accepted in and of itself, lead to full understanding.  Our bodies, our health, 

and what nature provides for us will continue to remain largely a mysterious gift. 

 Through the pursuit of knowledge in herbalism, I have not only learned to 

recognize and appreciate the plant world, but have also come to realize that the human 

perception of a balanced environment is not necessarily practiced by the organisms that 

surround us.  In order to adjust our perceptions to be more in synchrony (rather than in 

fearful battle) with the world around us, we first need to recognize that our views are not 

rock-solid reality, and that better possibilities and examples of health and balance may 

exist.  We must develop the ability to learn from the vantage point of nature what we can 

incorporate into the medical and health paradigm.  This will enable us to change, 
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improve, and heal our bodies, as well as our relationship to nature.  But first our current 

ways must be transformed from rigid to flexible, able to shift and take on new form.  

Like the story of the snake, we must let ourselves inhabit the reality of other beings 

(animals, plants, micro-organisms) while simultaneously allowing them to inhabit us.  

When we grow to know them they are transformed from a misunderstood and feared 

“other” into familiar allies.  Stepping into the reality of the plant world has been a 

profound experience in re-imagining my own comprehension of life, health and the 

natural world. 

 The human mind needs help to make shifts once we become accustomed to and 

comfortable with thought patterns.  An unhealthy conception of reality can become fixed 

and unproductive – in the case of our health practices and medical institutions, for 

example as well as our relationship to the natural world – but we have difficulty seeing 

our way out of it.  Examining language on the level of metaphor can be a metaphysical 

remedy to create the first shifts in thinking and bring about healing.  Learning the healing 

properties of the plants that surround us can be just as much a part of that shift, guiding 

healing on the thought level as well as the actual physical healing properties that they 

literally offer.  

 There is so much contained in this world and in this experience we call our lives.  

As we grow, mature, and socialize, we learn to see and understand the reality of our 

world.  This reality tends to freeze around contemporary and culturally specific 

conventions as much as it is shaped by personal trials, tribulations, and experiences.  It is 

human nature to like the comfort and safety of established perceptions because if it is 

shared, it is reassuring, and then it seems “right.”  The perception of plants in the 

contemporary Western world does not quite match the power of the history behind 

them, nor does common perception even come close to matching the ability plants 

possess to nourish and heal our bodies, our selves, and our earth.  This has not always 

been the common perception, or lack thereof, and it definitely is not shared by everyone.  

There is a culture, albeit small but strong, of those who appreciate and make use of these 

creatures of chlorophyll beyond that of garden hobby, or that of vegetable, leaf and fruit 

we already know from the grocery store shelves.  There are also many traditional 

cultures around the world who use plants as a very active part of their healing practices.  

I feel fortunate that I became acquainted with the world of herbalism to begin renewing 

my perception of the plants that share this planet.   
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 Through my studies, I have gained a powerful sense of wisdom at my fingertips, 

at all of our fingertips, right in our backyards or growing out of the cracks in the sidewalk 

pavement, showing up where we think plants shouldn’t be, but actually where we need 

them most.  As I learned to pay more attention, I have noticed a distinct movement 

away from feelings of apprehension about other life forms and fear around disease. In its 

place, I move toward curiosity about the mysteries of nature and my own body, with 

accompanying feelings of connection, vitality, and openness.  
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