
Why the mother’s immune system does not reject her fetus
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A b s t r a c t

Fetal antigens are allogeneic to the mother’s immune system and should
theoretically elicit an immune response. The fact that this does not occur and
that the fetus thrives for so long in the mother without undergoing rejection by
her immune system is a scientific mystery. There are five main theories that could
explain the fetus’s success in evading the mother’s immune system. These are
the mother’s overall immune suppressed state, maternal tolerance to fetal
antigens, down-regulation of fetal antigens, the presence of a barrier between
maternal immunity and the fetus, and local immune suppression at the site of
the placenta. None of these mechanisms can fully explain this phenomenon
despite the varying degrees of evidence in support of each. The last mechanism
(local immune suppression) seems to be the most plausible one according to
current thinking. The actual explanation of this paradox may well lie in 
a combination of several different factors rather than a single account. 
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Introduction

The primary purpose of the body’s immune system is to safeguard against
invading foreign pathogens. An essential prerequisite to performing this
task is the immune system’s ability to recognize the body’s own antigens
as “self” and all other antigens as “non-self”. This distinction (between self
and non-self) is what guides the immune system in its decision as to whether
or not to respond against any given set of antigens. In fact, many pathogens
have evolutionarily adapted to mimic the body’s unique antigenic signature
so as to evade detection by the immune system; such capacity has rendered
these pathogens especially virulent. The ability to distinguish self from non-
self materializes during the early developmental stages of the immune
system. Gaining tolerance to self is a process that is realized and honed both
centrally and peripherally. The process of negative selection occurs centrally
and serves to identify and remove “autoreactive lymphocytes”, that is,
lymphocytes that bind strongly to self antigens and hence may initiate
autoimmune reactions if not removed. Peripheral tolerance mechanisms are
also in place; these serve to suppress the action of any autoreactive
lymphocytes that might have escaped the central tolerance mechanism.
Together, these mechanisms ensure that the body’s immune system is
geared towards reacting against non-self-only antigens.

The mystery of why the mother in all mammalian species, including
humans, tolerates the fetus without mounting an immune response against
it has intrigued researchers for years. One half of the genetic makeup of the
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fetus is foreign to the mother’s immune system
because it is derived from the father. Hence, theo-
retically, the mother’s immune system should identify
the fetus as non-self and mount an immune response
against it. There have been many key discoveries
related to maternal-fetal immunological interactions
that have helped shed light on this scientific
quandary. No unifying mechanism to date, however,
exists to adequately explain this naturally occurring
paradox. Theoretically speaking, five possible mecha-
nisms could explain, at least in part, the ability of the
fetus to evade the mother’s immune system. First,
the mother’s generally immune-suppressed state
during pregnancy may help cushion the fetus from
any serious immunological sequelae. Second, the
immune cells of the mother may undergo tolerance
to fetal antigens in a similar manner to that in which
they acquire tolerance to self antigens. Third, an
anatomic barrier around the fetus may be present
that prevents the maternal immune cells from
reaching fetal tissues and afflicting harm. Fourth, fetal
cells might somehow be able to suppress the
expression and presentation of their own antigens,
preventing the immune system from detecting the
fetus. The fifth possible mechanism involves the
creation of a local area of immune suppression around
the fetus. While various degrees of evidence exist in
support of each of these arguments, no single
explanation has emerged to fully account for this
phenomenon.

The mother’s immune-suppressed state

Many specific changes occur in the mother’s
immune system during pregnancy. For example, it has
been found that CD4+ T cells decrease during the
second and third trimesters whereas CD8+ T cells
decrease only during the third trimester [1]. Others
have found that CD4+ T cells decrease in the third
trimester whereas CD8+ T cells decrease during the
first trimester and that both return to baseline levels
four months postpartum [2]. Also, other researchers
have found that cell numbers in the spleen and para-
aortic lymph nodes draining the uterus are decreased
during pregnancy in mice [3]. It has also been found
that the mother’s immune armament during preg-
nancy shifts to Th2-type responses (i.e. those geared
towards antibody-mediated immune reactions) rather
than Th1-type responses (those geared towards cell-
mediated immunity). This is why cellular autoimmune
diseases, such as rheumatoid arthritis, are commonly
attenuated during pregnancy whereas antibody-
mediated autoimmune diseases, such as systemic
lupus erythematosus, often worsen [4]. This preg-
nancy-related change alone may afford the fetal cells
some protection from the mother’s immune system.
In fact, investigators have found that artificially
inducing increased IFN-γ secretion, thus creating 
a Th1-type cytokine environment, in pregnant mice

led to fetal loss [5]. Further evidence for the Th2
environment’s beneficial effects on the fetus’s well-
being and the Th1 environment’s detrimental effects
on fetal well-being exists. For example, peripheral
blood mononuclear cells from human females with 
a history of recurrent spontaneous abortions have
been found to produce high levels of IFN-α but not
IL-4 and IL-10; in contrast, mononuclear cells from
normal pregnant females did not produce IFN-α but
did produce IL-10 [6].

In addition to these specific changes, the pregnant
female is also known to be in a relatively suppressed
immune state. For example, maternal leukocytes are
known to be relatively functionally impaired during
pregnancy and the risks of bacteriuria, bacteraemia,
and certain infections also rise [7]. Despite this overall
immune-suppressed state, the pregnant mother is
still able to mount immune responses (with a com-
petent immune system) against a wide range of
pathogens. On the other hand, the specific changes
to the immune system that occur during pregnancy
do provide important insight into the adaptation of
the mother’s immune system to tolerance of the
fetus. Nevertheless, these variables do not exhibit
100% concordance with fetal survival or demise.
Hence, these changes, while they may be important
contributors, cannot fully account for the fetus’s
successful evasion of the mother’s immune system.

Maternal tolerance to fetal antigens

The question of whether or not the mother’s
immune system is capable of recognizing the fetal
antigens as non-self and mounting an immune
response against them is an essential piece in this
scientific puzzle. Evidence conclusively supports that
the mother’s immune system is, in fact, capable of
recognizing the fetal antigen as non-self and thus
mounting an immune response. It has been found,
for example, that fetal skin tissue transplanted onto
female rats pregnant with that same fetus was
rejected at the same rate as allogenic grafts [8]. So
why is the fetus itself not rejected by the mother?
Mixed chimerism is a state in which haematopoietic
cellular elements of both the host and donor coexist
in the same individual. This has been shown to
effectively induce tolerance of the host to transplanted
allogenic grafts from that donor [9-14]. An interesting
proposition would be that a similar type of mixed
chimerism accounts for the mother’s apparent
tolerance to the fetus. Indeed, fetal DNA has been
detected in human females during pregnancy [15, 16].
The significance of this finding is still in doubt given
the conflicting evidence regarding maternal tolerance
of fetal antigens. While some evidence points to 
a maternal tolerance of fetal tissue during pregnancy,
other evidence negates this claim. For example, Tafuri
et al. showed that pregnant mice were tolerant to
mastocytoma cells MHC-matched to the fetus but
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Mother’s immune system and fetus

only during pregnancy [17]. Hence, while chimerism
mediates tolerance in the case of allograft trans-
plantation, its true existence and role, if any, in
inducing maternal tolerance to fetal tissue has yet
to be defined.

Another possible mediator of fetal survival of the
mother’s immune system is regulatory T cells (Treg
cells). These cells are normally responsible for 
the peripheral suppression of autoimmune T cells.
They may, however, also play a role in peripherally
suppressing maternal cells that are reactive against
fetal tissue. It has been found that adoptive transfer
of Treg cells from non-abortion-prone mice crosses to
abortion-prone ones decreases the rate of spon-
taneous abortions in the latter group [18]. Also, the
depletion of Treg cells in pregnant mice has been
found to significantly decrease the number of viable
offspring [19]. It has been found that in human
pregnancy, CD4+CD25high Treg cells localize preferen-
tially to the decidua compared to peripheral blood
[20]. The same authors also found a significantly lower
proportion of Treg cells in the deciduas of females
with spontaneous abortions. Normal human preg-
nancy is characterized by low peripheral NK cell
activity, and increased NK activity seems to play a role
in spontaneous abortions of unknown aetiology.

Barrier separating the fetus from 
the mother’s immune system

The third possible mechanism to explain maternal
tolerance to the fetus is that of a barrier preventing
the mother’s immune system from reaching the fetus.
The layer separating the mother from the fetus is the
trophoblast. It has been found that murine trophoblast
cells resist lysis by CD8+ T cells whereas fetal fibro-
blasts do not [21]. This provides some support for the
existence of a physical barrier separating the fetus
from the mother’s immune system. The importance
of this barrier to fetal evasion of the mother’s immune
system, however, is questionable at best. The finding
of fetal cells circulating in the mother’s blood, both
during and after pregnancy, obviates the vitality of
such a barrier in sheltering fetal antigens from the
mother’s immune system.

Suppression of fetal antigen presentation

The fourth possible mechanism explaining mater-
nal tolerance to fetal antigens revolves around the
ability of the fetus to down-regulate its antigens to
avoid immune detection by the mother. It has been
shown that trophoblast cells in contact with the
maternal circulation do not express either MHC 
class I or MHC class II molecules [22]. The significance
of this in preventing fetal rejection by the mother,
however, is in serious doubt. Several investigators
have induced the expression of allogenic MHC class I
molecules on trophoblast using transgenic technology

and found that the maternal immune system still did
not reject the fetus [23, 24]. Also, ample evidence
exists to assert the maternal immune system’s ability
to effectively mount responses against fetal antigens.
This implies that fetal antigens are, in fact, mature
enough to be recognized by the mother’s immune
system as non-self. Hence, as before, this mechanism
is unlikely to, at least fully, account for the fetus’s
survival of the maternal immune system.

Local immune suppression

The fifth possible explanation for maternal
tolerance of the fetus is local immune suppression
around the fetus permitting it to survive. This is an
attractive explanation as it accounts for the fetus’s
survival while accommodating for a functioning
maternal immune system and a mature set of
allogeneic fetal antigens. Evidence has emerged to
support the role of tryptophan (an essential amino
acid) or, more likely, its catabolites in preventing fetal
rejection by the mother. Pregnant mice that were
given an inhibitor of indoleamine 2,3-dioxygenase,
an enzyme that catabolizes tryptophan, aborted their
fetuses [25]. Depletion of tryptophan has been found
to inhibit T cell proliferation by arresting the cells in
the mid-G1 phase of the cell cycle [26]. Also,
tryptophan catabolites have been shown to hinder
the activation and proliferation of T cells, B cells,
and NK cells [27, 28]. Despite the delineation of the
role of tryptophan in pregnancy viability in mice, its
role in human pregnancy has yet to be studied.

Apoptosis induced by the Fas/FasL pathway is
essential to the control of the immune system as
evidenced by the severe lymphoproliferation and
autoimmunity that results when this pathway is
disrupted [29]. Ample evidence points to the presence
of apoptosis at the trophoblast throughout pregnancy
[30-32]. This may provide an immunological, rather
than physical, barrier to the mother’s immune system
around the fetus. Also, CD3+ T cells have been shown
to undergo apoptosis when cultured with human
trophoblast as a result of the expression of FasL [33].
This provides further evidence for this “immunological
barrier” theory. This mechanism of local immune
suppression seems to be the most favoured expla-
nation of fetal survival in current thinking. Most of
the research currently investigating the fetus’s evasion
of the mother’s immune system is centred around
this hypothesis. Despite this enthusiasm, the evidence
has not yet conclusively shown that fetal survival is
entirely attributable to local immune suppression.

In conclusion, despite the many pieces of evidence
relating to immunosuppression in pregnancy, none
has been shown to be sufficiently necessary, and
hence accountable, for the maternal immune system’s
tolerance towards the fetus. Another complicating
factor in this area is the applicability of findings
obtained from animal experimentation to humans.



This is a significant issue since a great portion of the
research in this area is not performed on humans
due to ethical constraints. Of all the broad possible
mechanisms that could account for the maternal
immune system’s tolerance of the fetus, the localized
immune suppression theory seems to be the most
credible. The eventual answer to this mystery may
indeed involve a combination of different factors
rather than any one explanation.

Re f e r e n c e s
1. Tallon DF, Corcoran DJ, O’Dwyer EM, Greally JF. Circulating

lymphocyte subpopulations in pregnancy: a longitudinal
study. J Immunol 1984; 132: 1784-7.

2. Watanabe M, Iwatani Y, Kaneda T, et al. Changes in T, B,
and NK lymphocyte subsets during and after normal
pregnancy. Am J Reprod Immunol 1997; 37: 368-77.

3. Carter J, Newport A, Keeler KD, Dresser DW. FACS analysis
of changes in T and B lymphocyte populations in the
blood, spleen and lymph nodes of pregnant mice.
Immunology 1983; 48: 791-7.

4. Raghupathy R. Pregnancy: success and failure within the
Th1/Th2/Th3 paradigm. Semin Immunol 2001; 13: 219-27.

5. Guleria I, Khosroshahi A, Ansari MJ, et al. A critical role for
the programmed death ligand 1 in fetomaternal tolerance.
J Exp Med 2005; 202: 231-7.

6. Hill JA, Polgar K, Anderson DJ. T-helper 1-type immunity
to trophoblast in women with recurrent spontaneous
abortion. JAMA 1995; 273: 1933-6.

7. Andrassy J, Kusaka S, Jankowska-Gan E, et al. Tolerance
to noninherited maternal MHC antigens in mice. 
J Immunol 2003; 171: 5554-61.

8. Woodruff MF. Transplantation immunity and the immu-
nological problem of pregnancy. Proc R Soc Lond B Biol
Sci 1958; 148: 68-85.

9. Ildstad ST, Wren SM, Bluestone JA, Barbieri SA, Sachs DH.
Characterization of mixed allogeneic chimeras. Immuno-
competence, in vitro reactivity, and genetic specificity of
tolerance. J Exp Med 1985; 162: 231-44.

10. Slavin S, Strober S, Fuks Z, Kaplan HS. Induction of specific
tissue transplantation tolerance using fractionated total
lymphoid irradiation in adult mice: long-term survival of
allogeneic bone marrow and skin grafts. J Exp Med 1977;
146: 34-48.

11. Slavin S, Fuks Z, Kaplan HS, Strober S. Transplantation of
allogeneic bone marrow without graft-versus-host disease
using total lymphoid irradiation. J Exp Med 1978; 147: 
963-72.

12. Slavin S, Reitz B, Bieber CP, Kaplan HS, Strober S. Trans-
plantation tolerance in adult rats using total lymphoid
irradiation: permanent survival of skin, heart, and marrow
allografts. J Exp Med 1978; 147: 700-7.

13. Vallera DA, Soderling CC, Carlson GJ, Kersey JH. Bone
marrow transplantation across major histocompatibility
barriers in mice. II. T cell requirement for engraftment in
total lymphoid irradiation-conditioned recipients.
Transplantation 1982; 33: 243-8.

14. Ildstad ST, Sachs DH. Reconstitution with syngeneic plus
allogeneic or xenogeneic bone marrow leads to specific
acceptance of allografts or xenografts. Nature 1984; 307:
168-70.

15. Thomas MR, Tutschek B, Frost A, et al. The time of appea-
rance and disappearance of fetal DNA from the maternal
circulation. Prenal Diagn 1995; 15: 641-6.

16. Lo YM, Lo ES, Watson N, et al. Two-way cell traffic between
mother and fetus: biologic and clinical implications. Blood
1996; 88: 4390-5.

17. Tafuri A, Alferink J, Möller P, Hämmerling GJ, Arnold B. 
T cell awareness of paternal alloantigens during
pregnancy. Science 1995; 270: 630-3.

18. Zenclussen AC, Gerlof K, Zenclussen ML, et al. Regulatory
T cells induce a privileged tolerant microenvironment at
the fetal-maternal interface. Eur J Immunol 2006; 36: 
82-94.

19. Darrasse-Jèze G, Klatzmann D, Charlotte F, Salomon BL,
Cohen JL. CD4+CD25+ regulatory/suppressor T cells
prevent allogeneic fetus rejection in mice. Immunol Lett
2006; 102: 106-9.

20. Sasaki Y, Darmochwal-Kolarz D, Suzuki D, et al. Proportion
of peripheral blood and decidual CD4(+) CD25(bright)
regulatory T cells in pre-eclampsia. Clin Exp Immunol
2007; 149: 139-45.

21. Zuckermann FA, Head JR. Possible mechanism of non-
rejection of the feto-placental allograft: trophoblast
resistance to lysis by cellular immune effectors. Transplant
Proc 1987; 19: 554-6.

22. Redman CW, McMichael AJ, Stirrat GM, Sunderland CA,
Ting A. Class 1 major histocompatibility complex antigens
on human extra-villous trophoblast. Immunology 1984;
52: 457-68.

23. Shomer B, Toder V, Egorov I, Ehrlich R. Expression of allo-
geneic MHC class I antigens by transgenic mouse tropho-
blast does not interfere with the normal course of
pregnancy. Transgenic Res 1998; 7: 343-55.

24. Rogers AM, Boime I, Connolly J, Cook JR, Russell JH.
Maternal-fetal tolerance is maintained despite transgene-
driven trophoblast expression of MHC class I, and defects
in Fas and its ligand. Eur J Immunol 1998; 28: 3479-87.

25. Munn DH, Zhou M, Attwood JT, et al. Prevention of allo-
geneic fetal rejection by tryptophan catabolism. Science
1998; 281: 1191-3.

26. Munn DH, Shafizadeh E, Attwood JT, Bondarev I, Pashine
A, Mellor AL. Inhibition of T cell proliferation by
macrophage tryptophan catabolism. J Exp Med 1999; 189:
1363-72.

27. Terness P, Bauer TM, Röse L, et al. Inhibition of allogeneic
T cell proliferation by indoleamine 2,3-dioxygenase-
expressing dendritic cells: mediation of suppression by
tryptophan metabolites. J Exp Med 2002; 196: 447-57.

28. Frumento G, Rotondo R, Tonetti M, Damonte G, Benatti
U, Ferrara GB. Tryptophan-derived catabolites are
responsible for inhibition of T and natural killer cell
proliferation induced by indoleamine 2,3-dioxygenase. 
J Exp Med 2002; 196: 459-68.

29. Green DR, Ferguson TA. The role of Fas ligand in immune
privilege. Nat Rev Mol Cell Biol 2001; 2: 917-24.

30. Smith SC, Leung TN, To KF, Baker PN. Apoptosis is a rare
event in first-trimester placental tissue. Am J Obstet
Gynecol 2000; 183: 697-9.

31. Jerzak M, Kasprzycka M, Wierbicki P, Kotarski J, Gorski A.
Apoptosis of T cells in the first trimester human decidua.
Am J Reprod Immunol 1998; 40: 130-5.

32. Jerzak M, Bischof P. Apoptosis in the first trimester human
placenta: the role in maintaining immune privilege at the
maternal-foetal interface and in the trophoblast
remodeling. Eur J Obstet Gynecol Reprod Biol 2002; 100:
138-42.33. Coumans B, Thellin O, Zorzi W, et al. Lymphoid
cell apoptosis induced by trophoblastic cells: a model of
active foeto-placental tolerance. J Immunol Methods 1999;
224: 185-96.

Ali Cadili

232 Arch Med Sci 3, September / 2008


