REFLECTIONS ON SELF: IMMUNITY AND BEYOND

Self-Discrimination, a
Life and Death Issue

reek mythology tells of Narcissus, a young man punished by the gods for scorning the

many women who fell in love with him. Coming across a pool of clear water, Narcissus

saw his own reflection. Made to believe that a spirit lived in the pool, he admired the

beauty of the face reflected back at him; unwittingly, Narcissus fell in love with himself

and died in the futility of his obsession. Narcissus’s downfall wrought by his inability to

identify the reflection as his own can be viewed as a metaphor for the fundamental im-
portance of distinguishing what is self from what is not, in many aspects of life. In this special issue, we
consider self/nonself discrimination from a range of biological and evolutionary perspectives. Because
the idea for this issue originated from concepts in immunology, this is where we start.

Immunity represents an evolutionary response to pathogens, and Medzhitov and Janeway (p. 298)
discuss how the innate immune system has developed to distinguish infectious nonself from noninfec-
tious self. Receptors identify molecular cues and activate immune responses. Resemblances to certain
receptors in invertebrates suggest that elements of the innate immune system of mammals evolved
from more primitive antimicrobial defenses. A Report by Choe et al. (p. 359; also see the accompany-
ing Perspective by Khush, p. 273) describes a pathway in Drosophila for responding to pathogens.
Matzinger (p. 301) presents the countersuggestion that the immune system has
evolved not to discriminate self from nonself, but rather to recognize “danger”
signals within the body, regardless of source.
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