












tions in the supernatants were below the limits of detection. To
examine whether the lack of stimulation by the chitosan hex-
amerswas a general property of soluble chitosan, we solubilized
chitosan by dissolving it in dilute acetic acid. Although the sol-
uble chitosan induced IL-1� release, the levels were less than
20% of that seen when insoluble particulate chitosan served as
the stimulus (Fig. 4F).
Effect of Cytochalasin D on IL-1� Activation—The inverse

association of size of the chitosan particles with inflammasome
activity suggests that phagocytosis is necessary for inflam-
masome activation. To test this supposition further, we exam-
ined the effect of cytochalasin D, an inhibitor of actin polymer-
ization andphagocytosis, on stimulated release of IL-1� (Fig. 5).
For the particulates, alum and chitosan, pretreatment of
macrophages with cytochalasin D significantly reduced the
amount of IL-1� produced. The small amount of IL-1� stimu-
lated by the chitin was also inhibited by cytochalasin D. How-
ever, IL-1� production in response to soluble nigericin was
unaffected. Taken together, the data demonstrate that phago-
cytosis is required for IL-1� activation by chitosan.

DISCUSSION

The immunological properties of chitin and chitosan have
been the subject of much investigation. However, previously
reported studies generally used partially purified preparations
and/or did not compare the two glycans side by side. Here we
utilized preparations that were derived from a common source
and differed solely by their degree of acetylation to ascertain
what impact acetylation had on inflammasome activation. We
found that although chitosan potently activates the inflam-
masome, chitin is only a very weak stimulator.
The seemingly contradictory literature on the immunos-

timulatory properties of chitin and chitosan are likely due to

many factors, including differences in the sources of the mate-
rial, procedures used for purification, readouts for inflamma-
tory responses, and the size of the glycan particles. Most pub-
lished studies on chitin and chitosan used preparations derived
from crustacean sources (16, 20), as in our studies, although
some have used chitin isolated from fungi (19, 38). There are
known structural differences between the two sources (39) that
could have an impact on how the particles effect the immuno-
logical response. Chitin and chitosan are able to withstand
many harsh purification procedures (40). However, some of
these procedures may affect the tertiary structure of the poly-
mers (13). Additionally, methods of purification are often
proprietary, and endotoxin, glucans, proteins, and other
contaminants may impact the results obtained. We obtained
relatively pure chitosan and then undertook a series of fur-
ther purification steps. These steps included NaOH treat-
ment to destroy possible endotoxin contaminants (36) and
chloroform to extract remaining proteins. Finally, for each
experiment, half of the chitosan was acetylated to chitin, and
therefore one would expect that had contaminants remained
after the purification procedure, they would be present in
both of the preparations. With only the chitosan having sub-
stantial capacity for stimulating the inflammasome, the
activity is unlikely to be due to a contaminant but because of
the polysaccharide itself.
In addition to contaminants, disparities in the size of the

chitin and chitosan preparations may account for some of the
seemingly contradictory results reported in the literature. In a
prior study, particle size was reported to impact the capacity of
chitin to stimulate macrophage TNF� and IL-10 production
(20). However, in our studies, chitin was a poor activator of the
inflammasome regardless of particle size. In contrast, size had a

FIGURE 3. The effect of particle size on inflammasome activation. A, chitosan and chitin preparations prepared as in Fig. 1 were sonicated and then
size-fractionated through 100-�m and 20-�m filters. BMM� (1 � 105/well) were primed with LPS and then stimulated with chitosan or chitin particles (1
mg/ml) that were left unfractionated (unfract) or size-fractionated as indicated. IL-1� was analyzed by ELISA. Data are means � S.E. of three independent
experiments, each performed in triplicate. p � 0.001 comparing unfractionated chitosan to 20 –100 chitosan and �100 chitosan fractions, and between the
�20 chitosan fraction and the 20 –100 and �100 chitosan fractions, analyzed by two-way ANOVA. B, LPS-primed BMM� (1 � 105/well) were left unstimulated
(Unstim) or incubated for 6 h with the indicated size and type of beads (1 mg/ml). Alum (1 mg/ml) served as a positive control. Supernatants were analyzed for
IL-1� by ELISA. Data are means � S.E. of three independent experiments, each performed in triplicate. p � 0.01 comparing 3-�m chitosan beads and 50-�m
chitosan beads by two-way ANOVA. Shown are representative photomicrographs of BMM� following 30-min incubation with 3-�m chitin-coated (C) and
chitosan-coated (D) beads demonstrating robust phagocytosis of both types of glycan-coated beads.
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major influence on the immunostimulatory properties of
chitosan.
Several lines of evidence support the inverse relation

between size and the ability of chitosan to stimulate the inflam-

masome. First, when the particulate glycans were passed
through filters of defined size, the smallest size fraction (�20
�m) induced the most cleavage of pro-IL-1� and release of the
mature cytokine. The larger-sized fractions also had some bio-

FIGURE 4. Effect of pepsin digestion of chitosan on inflammasome activation. Following the procedure outlined in A, chitosan was digested with pepsin and then
half was converted to chitin. B, dose curve of the pepsin-treated chitin and chitosan-stimulating BMM� (1 � 105/well) after they were primed for 3 h with 100 ng/ml
LPS. Data are means � S.E. of four independent experiments, each performed in triplicate. p � 0.01 comparing chitin and chitosan at any concentration � 0.1 mg/ml
as analyzed by unpaired t test. C, BMM� (1.5 � 106/well) were primed for 3 h with 100 ng/ml LPS and then stimulated with alum (0.1 mg/ml) or chitin and chitosan
derived from the procedure outlined in Fig. 4A (pepsin) or the procedure outlined in Fig. 1A (NaOH). Supernatants were then collected and analyzed for caspase-1 and
IL-1B by immunoblot. Caspase-1 p20 and IL-1B p17 represent the mature forms and indicate an active inflammasome, whereas caspase-1 p45 is an inactive proform
of caspase-1. D, BMM� (1�105/well) were primed as in B and then stimulated with alum or chitin and chitosan derived from the procedure outlined in Fig. 4A (pepsin)
or the procedure outlined in Fig. 1A (NaOH). The chitin and chitosan preparations were left unsonicated (no sonication) or sonicated for 5 min (5 min). All stimuli were
added at a concentration of 0.1 mg/ml. Supernatants were analyzed by ELISA for IL-1�. Data are means � S.E. of three independent experiments, each performed in
triplicate. p � 0.001 comparing no sonication and 5-min sonication of pepsin chitosan by two-way ANOVA. E, BMM� (1 � 105/well) were primed as in B. Two hours
later, wells either received 0.1 mg/ml chitin or were left without chitin treatment (no chitin). One hour later, cells were left unstimulated (unstim) or stimulated for 6 h
with alum (0.1 mg/ml), or chitosan (0.1 mg/ml), or 1 h with nigericin (2.5 �M). Supernatants were analyzed by ELISA for IL-1�. Data are mean � S.E. of two independent
experiments, each performed in triplicate. F, BMM� (1 � 105/well) were primed as in B. Insoluble suspended chitosan and chitosan that had been solubilized in acetic
acid were diluted in media and added to cells. Supernatants were analyzed by ELISA for IL-1�. Data are means�S.E. of two independent experiments, each performed
in triplicate. p � 0.01 comparing insoluble with soluble chitosan by two-tailed unpaired t test.
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activity, whichmayhave beendue to some smaller particles that
failed to pass through the filters. Second, when macrophages
were challengedwith chitosan-coated beads, the 3-�m- but not
the 50-�m-diameter chitosan beads were stimulatory. Third,
partial digestion of chitosan with pepsin boosted the ability of
the glycan to activate the inflammasome. Finally, mild sonica-
tion, which broke up aggregated particles, resulted in a boost in
the IL-1� signal.

Generally, small particles or soluble compounds have been
found to be the best activators of the inflammasome, although
inflammasome stimulation following “frustrated phagocyto-
sis,” defined as the process whereby phagocytes attempt to
phagocytose particles too large to be ingested, has been
described (24). With chitosan though, inflammasome activa-
tion did not occur via frustrated phagocytosis, as the 50-�m
chitosan-coated beads were not stimulatory. Rather, phagocy-
tosis appeared to be required for inflammasome activation, as
particles that were small enough to be phagocytosed were the
best activators. Moreover, treatment of macrophages with
cytochalasin D, which inhibits phagocytosis, abolished chi-
tosan-induced IL-1� release. Similarly, for other particulate
activators of the inflammasome, inhibition of phagocytosis also
abrogates inflammasome activation (24, 41).
In addition to a requirement that chitosan particles be small

enough to be phagocytosed, optimal inflammasome stimula-
tion required that the chitosan be in a particulate form. Soluble
chitosan hexamers failed to stimulate IL-1� release, whereas
soluble chitosan stimulated greatly reduced amounts of IL-1�
compared with particulate chitosan. An analogous situation
exists for �-D-glucans where Dectin 1 signaling and cytokine
release is activated by particulate, but not soluble, �-glucans
(42). Taken together, these data emphasize that the level of
stimulation seen with glycans will vary as a function of their
physicochemical properties, including size, solubility, and ter-
tiary structure.
The inflammasome is an important component of the

immune response to fungal infections. IL-1� has been shown to

be essential for host defenses against fungal pathogens (43), and
several fungal pathogens have been shown to activate the
NLRP3 inflammasome (44–46). Our data suggest that cell wall
chitin is unlikely to contribute greatly to the IL-1� release seen
in response to fungal stimulation. A more likely stimulator is
�-glucans, which are abundant components of the fungal cell
wall and have recently been shown to be activators of the
NLRP3 inflammasome (46). Although a mutant strain of Can-
dida albicanswith reduced chitin content stimulated less IL-1�
release comparedwith thewild-type parent (47), compensatory
structural changes in the cell wall could have been responsible
for the results. However, for those fungi such as C. neoformans,
that contain significant amounts of chitosan that glycan could
contribute to inflammasome activation. Although chitin and
chitosan are part of the inner cell wall and therefore not sur-
face-exposed, following phagocytosis and phagolysosomal
fusion, digestion by lysozyme and chitinase could result in
release of fragments of chitin and chitosan.
Chitosan has been demonstrated to have adjuvant proper-

ties, leading some to propose its use as a vaccine adjuvant (48–
52). If future studies determine that the adjuvant properties of
chitosan are inflammasome-dependent, then formulations
consisting of particles small enough to be phagocytosed would
likely lead to maximum effectiveness. Interestingly, the com-
monly used adjuvant alum also stimulates the NLRP3 inflam-
masome (27, 53, 54), although recent studies have suggested
that the ability of alum to activate the inflammasome is not
required for its adjuvanticity (55). Chitosan has also been
utilized to encapsulate DNA (56), and the primary amines of
chitosan can be exploited to conjugate antigens, thus allow-
ing direct delivery into cells. Conversely, in biomedical
applications where inflammatory responses are not desired,
such as in bioprostheses, our data suggest that non-phago-
cytosable (e.g. � 50 �m) chitosan and/or acetylation to chi-
tin should be considered.
The mechanistic basis for why chitosan activates the

inflammasome but chitin does not is speculative. Chitin does
not play an inhibitory role, as incubation of macrophages
with chitin does not prevent IL-1� release by known activa-
tors of the inflammasome. Although chitosan is charged
because of its free amine, the presence of N-acetylation
results in chitin lacking charge. Thus, activation could be
dependent, at least in part, on a charge-charge interaction,
although a large variety of compounds activate the NLRP3
inflammasome, including �-glucan, which is uncharged (46).
Another possible explanation for inflammasome activation
by chitosan but not chitin may be related to differences that
occur in the phagolysosome after uptake. Although chitin
and chitosan particles are readily phagocytosed, the environ-
ment of the phagolysosome is likely to have very different
effects on the two glycans. Acid-soluble chitosan may
become soluble in the phagolysosome, whereas chitin will
remain particulate. Conversely, mammalian white blood
cells contain chitinases and lysozyme (3, 57) that can act on
both chitosan and chitin but are more effective on chitin (58,
59). These properties may better enable chitosan to translo-
cate from the phagolysosome to the cytosolic compartment
and activate the NLRP3 inflammasome.

FIGURE 5. Inhibition of phagocytosis blocks inflammasome activation.
BMM� (1 � 105/well) were primed for 3 h with 100 ng/ml LPS. The BMM�
were treated with 1 �g/ml cytochalasin D to inhibit phagocytosis 10 min prior
to addition of stimuli. After 1 h stimulation with nigericin (2.5 �M), or 6 h with
alum (0.1 mg/ml), chitin (0.1 mg/ml), and chitosan (0.1 mg/ml), supernatants
were collected and analyzed by ELISA. Data are means � S.E. of three exper-
iments performed in triplicate. p � 0.001 comparing cytokine concentrations
with and without cytochalasin D following stimulation with alum and chi-
tosan, analyzed by two-tailed unpaired t test.

Chitosan but Not Chitin Activates the Inflammasome

OCTOBER 14, 2011 • VOLUME 286 • NUMBER 41 JOURNAL OF BIOLOGICAL CHEMISTRY 35453

 at U
niversity of M

assachusetts M
edical C

enter/T
he L

am
ar Soutter L

ibrary on Septem
ber 11, 2017

http://w
w

w
.jbc.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://www.jbc.org/


In summary, we have demonstrated that chitosan potently
activates the inflammasome, whereas chitin does not. More-
over, stimulation of IL-1� release by chitosan is dependent on
both phagocytosis and assembly of the NLRP3 inflammasome.
It is possible that the inflammasome response elicited by expo-
sure to naturally occurring versions of these glycans may vary
because of the variable degrees of acetylation found in natural
chitin and chitosan. However, our findings have important
implications for the formulation of chitin and chitosan for use
in biomedical applications, both in situations where an inflam-
matory response is desirable (e.g. enhancing adjuvanticity) and
in those where it is not (e.g. bioprostheses). Finally, our
improved methodology for purification of chitin and chitosan
will be useful to those studying or preparing these ubiquitous
glycans.
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37. Roncal, T., Oviedo, A., López de Armentia, I., Fernández, L., and Villarán,
M. C. (2007) Carbohydr. Res. 342, 2750–2756

38. Gow, N., Gooday, G., Newsam, R., and Gull, K. (1980) Curr. Microbiol. 4,
357–359

39. Lenardon, M. D., Whitton, R. K., Munro, C. A., Marshall, D., and Gow,
N. A. (2007)Mol. Microbiol. 66, 1164–1173

40. Hunsley, D., and Burnett, J. H. (1968) Nature 218, 462–463
41. Sharp, F. A., Ruane, D., Claass, B., Creagh, E., Harris, J., Malyala, P., Singh,

M., O’Hagan, D. T., Petrilli, V., Tschopp, J., O’Neill, L. A., and Lavelle, E. C.
(2009) Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 106, 870–875

42. Goodridge, H. S., Reyes, C. N., Becker, C. A., Katsumoto, T. R., Ma, J.,
Wolf, A. J., Bose, N., Chan, A. S., Magee, A. S., Danielson,M. E.,Weiss, A.,
Vasilakos, J. P., and Underhill, D. M. (2011) Nature 472, 471–475

43. Netea, M. G., Gijzen, K., Coolen, N., Verschueren, I., Figdor, C., Van der
Meer, J. W., Torensma, R., and Kullberg, B. J. (2004) Microbes. Infect 6,
985–989

44. Hise, A.G., Tomalka, J., Ganesan, S., Patel, K.,Hall, B. A., Brown,G.D., and
Fitzgerald, K. A. (2009) Cell Host Microbe. 5, 487–497

45. Gross, O., Poeck, H., Bscheider, M., Dostert, C., Hannesschlager, N., En-
dres, S., Hartmann, G., Tardivel, A., Schweighoffer, E., Tybulewicz, V.,
Mocsai, A., Tschopp, J., and Ruland, J. (2009) Nature 459, 433–436

46. Kumar,H.,Kumagai,Y.,Tsuchida,T.,Koenig,P.A.,Satoh,T.,Guo,Z., Jang,M.H.,
Saitoh, T., Akira, S., andKawai, T. (2009) J. Immunol.183, 8061–8067

47. van de Veerdonk, F. L., Joosten, L. A., Devesa, I., Mora-Montes, H. M.,
Kanneganti, T. D., Dinarello, C. A., van der Meer, J. W., Gow, N. A.,
Kullberg, B. J., and Netea, M. G. (2009) J. Infect. Dis. 199, 1087–1096

48. Kang, M. L., Kang, S. G., Jiang, H. L., Shin, S. W., Lee, D. Y., Ahn, J. M.,
Rayamahji, N., Park, I. K., Shin, S. J., Cho, C. S., and Yoo, H. S. (2006)
Eur. J. Pharm. Biopharm. 63, 215–220

49. McNeela, E. A., Jabbal-Gill, I., Illum, L., Pizza, M., Rappuoli, R., Podda, A.,
Lewis, D. J., and Mills, K. H. (2004) Vaccine 22, 909–914

50. Read, R. C., Naylor, S. C., Potter, C. W., Bond, J., Jabbal-Gill, I., Fisher, A.,
Illum, L., and Jennings, R. (2005) Vaccine 23, 4367–4374

51. van der Lubben, I. M., Kersten, G., Fretz, M. M., Beuvery, C., Coos Ver-
hoef, J., and Junginger, H. E. (2003) Vaccine 21, 1400–1408

52. van der Lubben, I. M., Verhoef, J. C., Borchard, G., and Junginger, H. E.
(2001) Adv. Drug Delivery Rev. 52, 139–144

53. Eisenbarth, S. C., Colegio, O. R., O’Connor, W., Sutterwala, F. S., and
Flavell, R. A. (2008) Nature 453, 1122–1126

Chitosan but Not Chitin Activates the Inflammasome

35454 JOURNAL OF BIOLOGICAL CHEMISTRY VOLUME 286 • NUMBER 41 • OCTOBER 14, 2011

 at U
niversity of M

assachusetts M
edical C

enter/T
he L

am
ar Soutter L

ibrary on Septem
ber 11, 2017

http://w
w

w
.jbc.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://www.jbc.org/
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