Bupleurum Root (Chai Hu, Radix Bupleuri): Uses, Benefits, Dosage, Safety & TCM Perspective
What it is
Bupleurum Root (Chai Hu) is the dried root of Bupleurum spp. In TCM it harmonizes Shaoyang, soothes Liver Qi, and helps raise clear Yang when appropriately paired. Clinically it addresses alternating chills/fever, chest/hypochondriac fullness from Liver Qi constraint, epigastric/menstrual pain due to stagnation, and certain prolapse patterns with suitable combinations [1-4]. Modern pharmacology centers on saikosaponins (e.g., saikosaponin A/D), volatile oils and polysaccharides linked to anti-inflammatory, immunomodulatory, and hepatoprotective/anti-fibrotic actions [5-7,16].
Identity & Taxonomy (Quick Reference)
	English Name
	Bupleurum Root

	Chinese Pinyin (TCM Name)
	Chai Hu

	Common Names
	Thorowax Root; Bupleurum; Chinese Thoroughwax

	Latin Pharmaceutical Name
	Radix Bupleuri

	Scientific Name(s)
	Bupleurum chinense DC (Bei Chai Hu); Bupleurum scorzonerifolium Willd (Nan Chai Hu) [1]

	Family
	Apiaceae (Umbelliferae)

	Part Used
	Dried root

	TCM Category
	Cool‑Acrid Herbs that Release the Exterior; Harmonizing Herbs (Shaoyang) [2-4]

	TCM Nature
	Cool (slightly cold) [2-4]

	TCM Taste(s)
	Bitter, acrid [2-4]

	Organ Affinity (Channels)
	Liver, Gallbladder, Pericardium, San Jiao [2-3]

	Primary Production Areas
	N. & NE. China for B. chinense; N./NW./NE. China for B. scorzonerifolium (cultivated) [1]



Key constituents (why it works)
• Saikosaponins (A, D, etc.) → anti‑inflammatory (NF‑κB/TLR4/NLRP3), immunomodulatory, anti‑fibrotic (hepatic stellate‑cell regulation via TGF‑β/Smad, MAPK); neuro‑immune modulation also reported [5-7,16,19].
• Polysaccharides & volatile oils → adjunct antioxidative/immune regulation [5].
Evidence‑supported directions (clinical & preclinical)
1) Liver support (hepatitis/fibrosis) strongest mechanistic base
• Anti‑fibrotic/hepatoprotective: Saikosaponins regulate hepatic stellate cells and inflammatory cascades (e.g., BMP‑4, TGF‑β/Smad, MAPK), supporting anti‑fibrosis rationale (preclinical) [5-7,16].
• Xiao Chai Hu Tang / Sho‑saiko‑to (formula level): A Cochrane review concluded uncertain/low‑quality clinical evidence for chronic hepatitis B despite broad use [8]. Single‑arm/early trials and registries exist in hepatitis C, but definitive RCTs remain limited [9-10]. Safety signals (below) require attention with long‑term liver indications.
2) Harmonizing Shaoyang / fever from constraint (pattern‑based)
Foundational for alternating chills & fever, chest/hypochondriac fullness, poor appetite/nausea classic Shaoyang disharmony. Appears in Xiao Chai Hu Tang: Chai Hu, Huang Qin, Ban Xia, Sheng Jiang, Ren Shen, Da Zao, Gan Cao [3-4]. Modern antiviral/immune data exist at the formula level; human evidence remains limited [17].
3) Mood/stress modulation (adjunctive)
Bupleurum‑containing formulas (e.g., Xiao Yao San family, Chai Hu Shu Gan San) are widely used for depression/anxiety with Liver‑Qi stagnation. Meta‑analyses suggest symptom benefits (alone or as SSRI adjuncts) but heterogeneity and study quality limit certainty [18,20]. Mechanistically, saikosaponins modulate HPA axis, mTOR, TLR4/NF‑κB and neuroinflammation in stress models [19,21].
Bottom line:
Clinical evidence is strongest at the formula level; use Chai Hu within pattern‑based prescriptions for Shaoyang/Liver‑Qi constraint. For chronic hepatitis/fibrosis, treat as adjunctive and monitor safety; single‑herb RCTs are limited [5,8,11-14,18-20].
How to use (TCM + practical)
Pattern first: Shaoyang disharmony (alt. chills/fever, chest/hypochondriac fullness), Liver‑Qi stagnation (distention/mood), Yang sinking/prolapse (with Sheng Ma) [3-4].
Dose (adult): decoction 3-9 g/day (some texts up to 12 g). Vinegar‑processed Chai Hu for Liver‑Qi stagnation; raw for exterior‑releasing; alcohol‑processed small dose for Yang‑raising [3,15].
Formula anchors: Xiao Chai Hu Tang (Shaoyang); Chai Hu Shu Gan San (Liver‑Qi stagnation with pain); Si Ni San/Xiao Yao San families (constraint with cold/heat).
Synergy & “Steady‑State Quartet” counter‑balance (examples)
Raise Yang / prolapse: Chai Hu + Sheng Ma + Huang Qi + Bai Zhu → lift clear Yang (short course, pattern‑based) [3-4].
Liver‑Qi stagnation with pain: Chai Hu + Xiang Fu + Chuan Xiong + Zhi Ke → move Qi/Blood without excess heat (favor vinegar‑processed Chai Hu).
Shaoyang fever/alternating chills‑fever: Chai Hu + Huang Qin + Ban Xia + Sheng Jiang + Ren Shen + Da Zao + Gan Cao (XCHT) [3-4].
Safety, interactions, quality
Sho‑saiko‑to/XCHT has rare reports of interstitial pneumonitis and hepatotoxicity; caution in patients with lung disease, on interferon, or with hepatic compromise; use professional oversight and monitor when prolonged [11-14,17].
Avoid/caution in Yin deficiency with heat or Liver Yang rising (dryness, headaches/vertigo); may push upward Qi if overused [2-4].
Quality: source from GMP suppliers; authenticate species (B. chinense, B. scorzonerifolium); processing impacts chemistry and actions [1,15,16].
Quick reference (clinical talking points)
Core herb to harmonize Shaoyang and soothe Liver‑Qi; patterns with alternating chills/fever + chest/hypochondriac fullness [3-4].
Mechanistic rationale: saikosaponins → anti‑inflammatory, immunomodulatory, anti‑fibrotic (stellate‑cell & TGF‑β/Smad pathways) [5-7,16].
Clinical data strongest at formula level (e.g., XCHT); Cochrane review: low/uncertain evidence for hepatitis B; observe lung/liver safety [8,11-14].
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