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44The Ancient Answer for Liver Ailments

Beyond a shadow of a doubt … the incidence of liver disease in the United 
States is currently exploding. 

According to the American Liver Foundation, nonalcoholic fatty liver 
disease (NAFLD) - once a little-known condition - now affects an 
astonishing one out of four Americans (1). 

And, while NAFLD can be mild, 15 to 25 
percent of cases progress to nonalcoholic 
steatohepatitis (NASH), a much more 
serious condition that can lead to cirrhosis, 
liver failure and liver cancer (2).

It is no coincidence that rates of liver 
cancer - a particularly deadly form - 
have doubled since 1980, with the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) estimating that over 27,000 Americans lose their lives to 
the disease every year (3).

Moreover, approximately 3.5 million people in the United States are now 
living with hepatitis C - with 350,000 to 500,000 dying of complications 
yearly (4).

With this emerging national epidemic of chronic liver disease - and with 
mainstream medicine offering limited treatment options - there could be no 
better time than right now to explore the amazing therapeutic potential of 
milk thistle. 

This natural, non-toxic herbal remedy has long been revered by natural 
healers for its ability to safely treat a variety of illnesses - and scientific 
research confirms its value. 

Cutting-edge medical studies have shown that potent phytochemicals in 
milk thistle can reduce oxidative stress, combat obesity and metabolic 
syndrome, help treat NAFLD and NASH – and even protect against heart 
disease and cancer.

In this special report, we will highlight the many mechanisms by which milk 
thistle combats disease and supports liver health - and what you need to 
know to put this extraordinary supplement to work for you. 
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COMMON ROADSIDE WEED OFFERS A “TREASURE TROVE”  
OF THERAPEUTIC PLANT COMPOUNDS

Scientifically known as Silybum marianum, milk thistle is originally native 
to the Mediterranean, but now grows wild in the Eastern and Midwestern 
United States. 

A member of the Asteraceae plant family, milk thistle is related to 
sunflowers, chrysanthemums and daisies 
- but is not as pleasing to the eye. With its 
milky green, jagged leaves and scrubby 
form, milk thistle looks like what it is - a 
weed (although it does feature feathery 
purple blossoms in the summer and early 
fall). 

But the beauty, and the value, of milk thistle lies in the therapeutic powers 
of its seeds, and the extracts made from them. 

Also called “holy thistle,” “blessed thistle” and “St. Mary’s thistle,” milk 
thistle has been used for 2,000 years to treat liver ailments, gallbladder 
conditions and skin rashes.

The key to milk thistle’s curative powers lies with a flavonoid known as 
silymarin. This constituent - along with a specific type of silymarin known 
as silybin (or silibinin) - has been extensively studied for its powerful 
antioxidant and anti-inflammatory activity. 

And, when it comes to exploring the various disease-fighting effects of 
silymarin and silybin, scientists have so far only scratched the surface. 
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GREAT PROTECTION FROM THE HAZARDS OF THE  
STANDARD AMERICAN DIET

Nonalcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD), which affects between 80 and 
100 million Americans, is exactly what it sounds like: excess fat in the livers 
of people who consume only moderate amounts of alcohol - or none at 
all. NOTE: When the liver is composed of 5 percent fat or more, NAFLD is 
considered to exist. And, with 10 percent liver fat, NASH is diagnosed.

When obesity is present, the risk of NAFLD climbs to 60 percent. 

Most experts, including Donald B. Jump, 
Ph.D. - a professor at Oregon State 
University’s College of Public Health 
and Human Services - maintain that 
nonalcoholic fatty liver disease is caused 
not by excessive alcohol, but by excess 
calories.  

According to Dr. Jump, who specializes in the impact of dietary factors on 
liver disease, the standard American diet - high in refined sugar, unhealthy 
fats, excess carbohydrates and cholesterol - is the primary culprit behind 
the soaring rates of liver disease (5). 

A related condition known as metabolic syndrome (a cluster of unhealthy 
conditions that include abdominal obesity, hypertension, high blood sugar 
and abnormal lipid profiles) can also set the stage for NAFLD.

On the other hand, preventing obesity and metabolic syndrome can help 
reduce the risk of NAFLD - and its progression to NASH. 

Milk thistle helps to do this by promoting the efficient metabolism of fats 
and sugars which would otherwise accumulate in the liver.

In one study, silybin was more effective than the pharmaceutical drug 
rosiglitazone at improving insulin resistance, a major factor in the 
progression of NAFLD to NASH – and in the development of type 2 
diabetes, as well.

The flavonoid also reduced oxidative stress and stabilized energy-handling 
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metabolism in liver cells (6).

Additional studies showed that silybin fights obesity by inhibiting glucose 
production, and by enhancing the breakdown of fats and helping to clear 
them from the liver (7).

SIMPLE WAY TO MINIMIZE THE THREAT OF LIVER DISEASE

In the “simple” form of NAFLD, there is little or no inflammation or damage 
to liver cells. 

With NASH, however, the inflammation is much more severe, and may lead 
to scarring, or fibrosis. This, in turn, can lead to cirrhosis, in which healthy 
liver tissue is replaced by hard scar tissue. 

Experts estimate that NASH produces liver cirrhosis in 20 percent of 
patients - and, for 12 percent, is ultimately fatal (8).

Animal, cell and human studies have yielded evidence supporting milk 
thistle’s ability to stop and even reverse liver inflammation and fat deposits, 
thereby arresting NAFLD progression.

In animal studies, researchers had found that silymarin suppressed the 
activation of inflammatory cells in the liver, regulated fat metabolism and 
suppressed oxidative stress - all factors that could work against NASH 
development.

And, studies have shown that milk thistle extracts have the ability to lower 
liver enzymes ALT and AST - markers of liver damage and inflammation - in 
humans as well.

In one 2012 clinical study published in Free Radical Biology and Medicine, 
NAFLD patients who were given a combination of silybin and vitamin E 
experienced significant improvements in markers of liver damage and in 
the microscopic appearance of liver cells. 

But that wasn’t all.
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Participants who were overweight or obese (roughly 85 percent of the study 
group) experienced a substantial 15 percent improvement in body mass 
index.

And, in patients with hepatitis C viral infection, the supplement improved 
markers of liver function. This encouraging set of results led the research 
team to conclude that the findings warranted further investigation (9).

It’s worth noting that milk thistle extracts improved NAFLD safely, with no 
serious side effects reported.

These impressive results have caused researchers to characterize milk 
thistle extracts as a safe, inexpensive and effective adjunct therapy for 
NAFLD. 

NEUTRALIZE TOXINS SAFELY AND EFFECTIVELY

The liver works non-stop in order to perform more than 500 functions 
necessary for life. In fact, you really can’t live without a liver!

In addition to metabolizing fats, proteins and carbohydrates, the liver also 
regulates blood sugar, stores vitamins and minerals and produces bile, the 
digestive enzyme that break down fats.

In addition, this hard-working organ performs one more supremely 
important function - the neutralization of toxins, pollutants, unhealthy fats, 
drugs and alcohol.

In fact, the liver could fairly be described as “Detox Central.”

This means it is exposed to an inordinate amount of toxins, inflammation 
and free radicals - exacerbated, of course, by the many synthetic chemicals 
and pollutants that bombard us daily.

In one study, 2,500 Americans were screened for 148 different industrial 
chemicals. Almost unbelievably, significant quantities of all 148 chemical 
substances were found in the bloodstreams of every individual tested (10).

As if this weren’t enough of a challenge to the liver, prescription and over-
the-counter medications contribute to the body’s toxic burden as well. In 
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fact, more than 900 different pharmaceutical drugs have been implicated 
in liver damage, including statin drugs, hormonal contraceptives and 
antibiotics. 

However, when it comes to the potential 
for liver toxicity, the number one culprit is 
acetaminophen (Tylenol) - a component of 
many commercial preparations for cold, flu, 
arthritis and headaches. 

According to the Mayo Clinic, 
acetaminophen overdose is the most common cause of acute liver failure in 
the United States (11).

Of course, never reduce or stop taking prescribed medications, unless 
your doctor specifically advises it. But, be sure to discuss the possibility of 
substituting more liver-friendly alternative treatments, whenever possible. 

Silymarin and silybin not only help to neutralize toxins from drugs, but also 
help protect against ethanol alcohol (the type found in liquor, wine and 
beer), organic solvents and even Amanita phalloides, the lethal “death cap” 
mushroom. 

In a review of studies published in Drugs, the authors reported that milk 
thistle extracts even outperformed standard medical treatment in protecting 
against the effects of the mushroom (12). 

But how, exactly, does milk thistle help shield the liver from toxic effects?  In 
other words, how does this herbal substance “protect the protector?”

Scientists have found that silymarin and silybin help to regulate both Phase 
I and Phase 2, the two major enzymatic liver detoxification systems.

In Phase I, drugs, alcohol and toxins are broken down and neutralized. In the 
process, however, highly reactive compounds are released - which can kill 
cells, induce cancer-causing mutations in DNA and promote birth defects. 

Silymarin comes to the rescue by actively reducing the production of these 
toxic compounds, thereby cutting the risk of carcinogens being released 
into the liver - and into the body.
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But that isn’t all.

It also activates liver enzymes involved in Phase 2, which help to usher 
toxins harmlessly from the body through bile and urine (13).

Amazingly, silymarin also promotes and facilitates the regeneration of liver 
cells. In other words, it can help the liver repair itself.

Finally, silymarin in milk thistle extract helps to boost levels of a disease-
fighting molecule known as glutathione. Produced in the liver, glutathione is 
considered the body’s most powerful antioxidant and detoxifier.

DESTROY CANCER CELLS BY CONSUMING SILYMARIN 

Recent studies support the ability of silymarin to attack cancer cells in a 
variety of ways, while leaving normal cells unharmed.

Silymarin’s powerful antioxidant and anti-inflammatory capabilities allow 
it to scavenge harmful free radicals and limit disease-causing oxidative 
damage, while suppressing production of inflammatory molecules linked to 
cancer spread.

In addition, silymarin also prevents toxins from binding to cell membrane 
receptors - thereby helping to protect against the cancer-causing mutation 
of cells. 

Silymarin has been shown to act against 
a variety of cancer cell lines. For example, 
it’s been found to slow the transition of 
cell types in lung tissue that precede the 
emergence of lung cancers, and also to 
reduce cancer cell survival and inhibit 
growth of squamous cell cancers from the 
human pharynx. 

In addition, it can arrest the cell cycle and induce cell death in human 
ovarian cancer cells and reduce inflammatory changes in human colorectal 
cancer cells (14).
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In a review published in Cancer Letters, the authors credited silymarin with 
suppressing cancer’s invasiveness by interfering with production of MMPs, 
enzymes that promote its spread (15).

Silymarin shows particular promise in preventing and treating cancers that 
depend on hormones to grow, such as cancers of the breast and prostate - 
and has been shown to block migration in breast cancer cells.

In a very promising study published in Cancer Research in 2007, 160 mg 
of silymarin a day reduced prostate cancer tumor size by up to 64 percent 
(16).

Two forms of silybin - isosilyabin A and B - have been found to suppress 
prostate-specific antigen (PSA), a marker of prostate cancer progression 
and recurrence (17).

Other silybin and silymarin cancer-fighting effects include reactivating 
genes that help suppress tumors, and “starving” cancer cells by inhibiting 
their supply of glucose.

No doubt, milk thistle’s remarkable ability to safely detoxify carcinogens 
and destroy cancer cells makes it one of the “MVPs” of natural cancer 
protection.

DON’T BECOME A LIVER CANCER STATISTIC 

Researchers report that rates of deadly liver cancer are increasing, with 
42,000 new cases (roughly triple the amount reported in 1980) diagnosed 
every year (18).

Even with a liver transplant - the best conventional medical “treatment” 
option to date - liver cancer survival rates remain very poor.

However - while human studies on silymarin’s effects against liver cancer 
are limited, cell and animal studies have been encouraging. In one study, 
published in World Journal of Gastroenterology, researchers found 
substantial anticancer effects after treating human liver cancer cells  
with silybin. 
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These effects included suppressing the cell cycle of liver cancer cells, 
reducing the cellular proliferation of cancer and increasing apoptosis 
(cancer cell death) (19).

In another study published in 2013 in Molecular and Cellular Biology, 
silymarin improved Phase I and 2 liver enzymes and decreased the 
proliferation of malignant cells - while increasing proteins that promote 
apoptosis (20).

An earlier animal study, published in 2009 in World Journal of 
Gastroenterology, showed that milk thistle extracts inhibited cancer cell 
proliferation and slowed tumor growth (21).

Silymarin also helps to fight hepatitis C, one of the primary causes of liver 
cancer, and has been shown to help decrease viral load in human patients.

Just keep in mind, you shouldn’t just stop the use of prescribed treatments 
for hepatitis C. But, it’s a good idea to ask your integrative physician about 
supplementing with milk thistle to help heal a damaged liver and help to 
neutralize the virus.

BE GOOD TO YOUR HEART – BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE 

While rapidly climbing rates of fatty liver disease are cause for concern, 
it is cardiovascular disease that remains the number one killer in the 
United States. In fact, according to the CDC, heart disease kills 647,000 
Americans every year - a rate of one death every 37 seconds (22).

Could silymarin’s potential for protecting those at high risk for 
cardiovascular disease become a factor in helping to lower these figures?  
The answer may be “yes!”

Clearly, silymarin and silybin help to promote the metabolism of fats, thus 
helping to protect against obesity - a primary trigger for heart disease. And, 
studies also support the ability of milk thistle extracts to protect heart health 
by reducing the oxidation of harmful LDL cholesterol. 

Researchers also found that silymarin helped to protect against 
atherosclerosis by inhibiting the production of adhesion molecules that 
contribute to the formation of artery-clogging plaque (23).
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In additional research, silymarin conferred significant benefits on animals 
with laboratory-induced atherosclerosis - including reducing harmful LDL 
cholesterol and triglycerides, while increasing beneficial HDL cholesterol. 
The flavonoid also increased production of glutathione - essential for both 
heart and liver health. 

IS MILK THISTLE SUPPLEMENTATION RIGHT FOR ME?

Milk thistle extracts are available in tablets, capsules, powders and 
liposomal form - as well as a soothing tea. Look for a high-quality product 
from a reputable vendor, in a formulation standardized to contain at least 
80 percent silymarin.

Just remember, because silymarin and silybin have poor bioavailability, 
many natural health experts now advise opting for a silybin-
phosphatidylcholine complex for maximum benefit. Remember, silybin 
is a particularly potent form of silymarin, while phosphatidylcholine is a 
component of cell membranes that facilitates the transport of silybin into 
the intestinal tract. This combination is believed to offer five times more 
availability than silymarin or silybin alone.

Integrative physicians typically recommended around 420 mg per day of 
milk thistle extract in divided doses. However, higher doses have been 
used in clinical trials. Naturally, we always suggest you talk to your own 
doctor before adding milk thistle to your health routine. 

NOTE: if you are allergic to any member of the Asteraceae family - 
including ragweed, daisies, chrysanthemums or marigolds - don’t use milk 
thistle extracts.

Other supplements that may benefit the liver include N-acetyl-cysteine, 
alpha lipoic acid, B complex vitamins and the antioxidant vitamins C and  
E (24). 
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ACTION STEP: NATURAL WAYS TO LOWER YOUR TOXIC BURDEN

Simple lifestyle choices can also help you support the health of your liver. 

Studies have shown that Mediterranean-style diets - featuring antioxidant-
rich fruits and vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins and healthy fats from 
olive oil, nuts and avocados - are linked with lower incidence of obesity  
and NAFLD.

Other foods that are beneficial for liver 
health include cruciferous vegetables such 
as Brussels sprouts, arugula, broccoli and 
kale - which can help enhance glutathione 
production - and beetroot and carrot juices, 
which are rich in beta-carotene, a vitamin A 
precursor that helps to flush out toxins. 

Other “liver-soothing” foods include 
apples - which contain a toxin-busting fiber known as pectin - and oatmeal, 
also high in beneficial dietary fiber. And don’t forget antioxidant, anti-
inflammatory spices and herbs, such as rosemary, cinnamon, garlic, ginger 
and turmeric. 

Of course, an organic diet - free of chemical pesticides, GMOs and 
antibiotics - helps to reduce the toxic burden on the liver, as does drinking 
purified water daily.

Obviously, you want to steer clear of highly-processed foods – loaded with 
unwanted chemicals and synthetic hormones - and avoid trans (toxic) fats 
and refined sugar from your diet as well. 

In addition, getting enough physical activity, avoiding unnecessary use of 
medications, reducing exposure to environmental pollutants and eliminating 
or sharply reducing alcohol consumption are wise moves as well.

Silymarin and silybin from milk thistle show remarkable ability to improve 
liver function “across the board.”  With an excellent safety profile and 
proven therapeutic value, milk thistle can be a valuable ally in promoting 
liver health and preventing a variety of dangerous diseases, including 
NAFLD, heart disease and cancer. 

Not bad for a roadside weed.
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