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The need and the capacity to distinguish between what is acceptable
as self and what must be rejected as alien is the evolutionary basis of
immunology. [1]

In its classic mid-twentieth century formulation, the science
of immunology is one of self/non-self discrimination. Proper
functioning of the proper body relies on the gatekeeping of
an interior, skin-encapsulated ego.

[T]he organism possesses certain contrivances by means of which
the immune reaction, so easily produced by all kinds of cells, is
prevented from acting against the organism’s own elements and so
giving rise to autotoxins [...] so that we might be justified in speaking
of a “horror autotoxicus” of the organism. These contrivances are
naturally of the highest importance for the individual. [2]

A cornerstone of this theory of biology is the principle of natural
aversion to self-injury: an individual's cells shall not form
antibodies against its own tissue. Conditions of autoimmunity
give the lie to this basic evolutionary principle, and thus give rise
to paradoxical images of the embodied self.



Autoimmune diseases (sometimes called connective tissue diseases)
refer to a collection of chronic illnesses wherein normal tissues are
misidentified by the endogenous immune system as ‘foreign’. In these
conditions, organ damage may occur as a consequence of the body
‘attacking itself’. [3]

These diseases number over 100 disparate conditions affecting
diverse parts of the organism, among them Alzheimer’s,
Parkinson's, and Hashimoto’s diseases, MS, Lupus, Rheumatoid
Arthritis and Ulcerative colitis. The frequency autoimmunity is on
the rise in Western and Westernised societies, to the point where
immunologists speak of an autoimmune disease epidemic.

Rheumatic, endocrinological, gastrointestinal and neurological
autoimmune diseases revealed the following annual % increases per
year: 7.1, 6.3, 6.2, and 3.7, respectively. [4]

By identifying the material compounds present in autoimmune
conditions, researchers have linked these diseases in one way or
another to environmental factors such as chemicals and dietary
habits. Far from being an impartial arbiter of the organism's
outside and inside — the very name immunity is borrowed after all
from ancient Roman law — the relation of the immune system to
its environment is one of interpenetration and entanglement.

[AJutoimmunity becomes anathema not just because it wreaks havoc
in human bodies but also because it confounds the political ontology
that underlies our entire way of life. Perhaps that is also why
“autoimmunity” continues to provoke if not horror at least
misunderstanding, despite all efforts to the contrary. [5]

The individual's sovereignty over her “own” cellular property
grounds both the biology and the politics of immune function in
that it provides a clear demarcation of selfhood. Yet the immune
system does constitute an identity, yet not one that is proper to
the organism, rather it is alongside this identity that the organism
itself emerges.

This identity is not, as traditionally stated, a demarcation of self as
defense against the non-self of invading antigens. It is a self-
referential, positive assertion of a coherent unity — a "somatic

ecology" — mediated through free immunoglobulins and cellular
markers in a dynamical exchange. [6]



Internalising materials changes the composition of the self,
whether by means of metals (like the mercury, zinc and copper
found in dental amalgam), medications (anti-anxiety and
hormonal therapy drugs are known to be implicated in
Alzheimer's disease and Lupus, respectively), air-borne
pollutants (road dust contains various polycyclic organic
hydrocarbons, phthalates, benzothiazoles and plasticisers),
pesticides (containing hexachlorocyclohexane or rotenone), or
food additives (for example artificial sweeteners or unsaturated
fatty acids) or residues from food production (like the antibiotic
residue from cow's milk). These materials are ubiquitous in our
surroundings, in the food we eat, the clothes we wear, the pills
we take and the air we breathe. Thus the very nature of our
existence contradicts our modes of self-explanation. Or, more
precisely, the contradictory nature of our biological existence
brings us face to face with the horror of self-poison.
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