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In the present study we investigated underlying mechanisms indicative of the presence of autoimmunity in workers exposed 
to silica (n=103). Original results were obtained with the quantification of interleukin-2 (IL-2), soluble IL-2α receptors 

(sIL-2Rα), Natural Killer (NK) cells and CD8+/CD4+ lymphocytes. Reduced levels of IL-2 and CD4+ cells were observed in the 
exposed population, in association to significant increases in the levels of sIL-2Rα, NK cells (CD16+ and CD56+ subpopulations) 
and T CD8+ cells. These findings are relevant in view of the fact that IL-2 is essential for natural tolerance and prevention 
of autoimmune diseases due to its involvement in the differentiation and function of T CD4+ lymphocytes. Moreover, NK 
cells are recognized by promoting tissue damage, induction of autoimmunity and development of fibrosis. In addition, sIL-
2Rα receptors liberated in the circulation by activated T lymphocytes are used as biological markers of immune activation. 
The results we obtained in this area generated relevant information for the more precise conceptualization of autoimmune 
pathogenic processes whose origin is questionable.
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