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What does your body do to protect itself from invading microbes? Even before an
organism can enter your body, your skin provides a protective barrier. But foreign
substances can still enter through cuts or natural body openings, such as your mouth or
your nose. Tears, saliva, and mucus help to remove some invaders at these sites. But
when foreign substances cross these barriers, your immune (ih-MYOON) system comes
to the rescue.
Your immune system has the amazing ability to distinguish between the substances of
your own body and foreign substances, such as bacteria and viruses. A healthy immune
system can then mount a defense against these invaders. Several kinds of cells,
particularly white blood cells, are responsible for this immune response.
The pictures here show normal human blood cells. The photograph on the left was
taken through a scanning electron microscope, while the photograph on the right was
taken through a light microscope. Note that the red blood cells are the most common.
Also note the detail of the white blood cells. They increase in number when the body is
under attack from a foreign substance.
Immune responses of the human body are not always helpful. Any new material in the
body, including blood and organs, can trigger an immune response. It is this reaction of
the immune system that makes organ transplants and blood transfusions difficult. If the
blood type of the blood donor is not compatible with that of the person receiving the
blood, the transfused blood cells are seen as foreign by the immune system and they
clump together. These clumps can create blockages in blood vessels and cause death.
That is why it’s important to know which types of blood can be donated safely to people
with each of the four human blood types: A, B, AB, and O.

