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medical microfile

WHAT IS FOREIGN? WHAT IS NOT?

Understanding how the immune system functions, requires a discussion of foreignness. In the most general sense, a foreign material is something that can be recognized or distinguished as not being a natural part of an organism’s body. The properties of recognition and identification of nonself are traits of primitive origin, present to a limited extent in most organisms, and often essential to survival. When an ameba seeks out and ingests bacteria, it is showing a primitive capacity to distinguish that which is foreign (and edible). A similar recognition occurs in the life cycle of slime molds, whose separate ameboid cells migrate toward one another and aggregate into a large, many‑celled stage. Even sponges, the most primitive animals, have a recognition system sufficiently developed to distinguish the cells of other species. If two species of sponges are finely divided and mixed, the cells reaggregate only with cells from their original species. This property is even more refined among the higher invertebrates and vertebrates, which have specialized blood cells to conduct surveillance and defense.

An even more specific term for a foreign, nonself molecule is antigen.* An antigen is a substance, often a surface marker, that evokes a specific immune response. As we shall see later in this chapter and in the next, antigens are responsible for eliciting specific reactions that occur during infection, vaccination, and allergies.

*antigen (an’‑tih‑jen) From antibody + gen, to produce. Originally, any substance that elicits the production of antibodies, but the term is now used to include other kinds of reactions

Discovery of a key antigen in rheumatoid arthritis may lead to new, more effective treatments for this crippling disease.
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