The immune system as artistic research and geopolitical mapping

Baltic 39 (Gateshead)
10 September 2013


The Immune System

The confidence that our body has in combating any infection is attributed to the intricate system of cells and tissues within it called the immune system. It is our protective shield and helps to keep the integrity of the body intact. It is a response that the body elicits against any infection and attacks from the exterior environment (exception is autoimmune diseases). The system is remarkably effective, most of the time. The foreign substance that attacks is termed the antigen and the response the body generates is in the form of antibodies. So basically the immune system is the interplay or “chess” between antigen and antibody. The remarkable and unique feature of our immune system is Self/non-self recognition. Any cell not displaying a marker is treated as non-self and attacked. As there are exceptions to most cases so is this one. Sometimes the process breaks down and the immune system attacks itself. This is the case of autoimmune diseases like allergies, arthritis and diabetes.

· Something about my background (conflict, change)
· Panmunjom/Beckett
· HIV in sub-Saharan Africa and community performance: the great imitator (syphilis, AIDS)

· The almost clinical (post)colonial conflict between white Australian government with harsh immigration laws and an indigenous population outside the national identity (cf. Sweden).

I’m interested in applied performance and, in this case, whether it was possible to apply the concept of the immune system in the social world. But there was no given application. The immune system is a blueprint for how to protect a life form but also to be overly confrontational to any threat in its ecological context; it is a force field of, at once, vitality and belligerence but it makes no distinction between identity and change. And yet this lies at the core of the formation of an immune system itself. It is hard to imagine a more precise identity for an individual than his or her immune system and yet it is defined by its encounters with unfamiliar antigens. So just like the balance of medicine, which Hedda Viå’s work shows and where the wrong dose can kill you or be useless in too small doses, the balance in the immune system hinges on equal measures of strength and weakness, recognition and estrangement, life and death.

Innate immune response: cells within family (scratch, cold). A certain pathogen that is easily identified and eliminated by the innate immunity within a few days. Local conflicts.

Adaptive immune response: response within a cultural history (flu, HIV, allergies). White blood cells, lymphocytes consult a huge bank of information in order to identify a certain pathogen. Large-scale conflicts with more or less unknown invaders.

There are external scenarios to these internal operations that can be considered although with lots of ethical discretion:

· Local/family conflicts among aboriginal communities both in Australia and southern Africa are known to have been solved by temporary geographical movements and displacements. The opposite scenario is well-known in societies where combinations of, for instance, drugs and firearms are common and where small conflicts can end in fatal consequences.

· HIV attacks the very foundation of the adaptive immune response but masquerades as local diseases.

· Colonial occupation can be likened to a challenged adaptive immune response.

· A very special form of conflict that is becoming more common both within our bodies and geopolitically is acute auto-immune disorders (allergies, arthritis, etc.), when the immunity undergoes systemic malfunctions and attacks itself. This can possibly be compared with particular domestic warfare or unrest, e.g., Korea (cf. Panmunjom), Syria, Israel/Palestine.

All these scenarios are potentially preventable, with gun control, human and civil rights, perhaps through a radically reformed United Nations and, as Negri and others have called for, a global citizenship where universal and, mutatis mutandi, individual civil and human rights override political interests – where health has precedence over ideology and values over opinions. Physical and psychological health might very well be the most important measure of democracy. The arts can be highly pro-active in this respect.

· Very belligerent (dialogues), but a process that serves a gradually ever stronger system via negative identification.
· Artistic research in virtue of an open hypothesis and an experimentality that is kept open and that would be wrong to foreclose and specify a teleology for.
· The risk of treading onto a rift of an academic combat zone between sociological relativism and deterministic biologism.
· Many ways to read the video. But there are overdetermined relations between the immunal scenarios of the video and the culture-historical reality of Perth/Fremantle – and therefore the spectator can enjoy the interpretive applications according to immunological and artistic horizons of their own.

· Amanda: Brief background to residencies
· SymbioticA
· Fremantle Arts Centre
· Worked with costume, workshops with acting students, written scenes and improvised scenes except for a couple of parts.
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