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A Japanese molecular immunologist is sharing this year’s Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine. Tasuku
Honjo and American James P. Allison are being honored for research that led to a revolutionary cancer therapy.
Honjo’s research focuses on antibodies and immune responses. He discovered a protein that functions as a
brake on the immune system. This is how the therapy works. When a pathogen, such as a virus, enters the
human body, it’s attacked by immune cells. But for some reason, they are unable to fight cancer cells. Honjo
discovered why. A protein called PD-1 acts as a brake on the immune system. The cancer cells use it to
protect themselves. Honjo’s discovery led to the idea of covering the switch, blocking the cancer cells from
activating it. This was behind the development of the drug Opdivo, which has had impressive results. Honjo
is the 26th Nobel winner born in Japan.
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