Distinguished Science and Technology

Dr. Zhijian ‘James’ Chen

Professor; Investigator of Howard Hughes Medical Institute
University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center

Citation:
For elucidating the biochemical mechanism underlying immune responses to DNA and
RNA from the interior of the cell

Zhijian ‘James’ Chen received his B.S. degree in Biology in 1985 from Fujian Normal University and
his Ph.D. degree in Biochemistry in 1991 from the State University of New York at Buffalo. After his
postdoctoral training at the Salk Institute, Chen joined Baxter Healthcare in 1992 as a Research Scientist
to work on Cancer Immunotherapy. In 1994, Chen became a Senior Scientist at ProScript Inc, a start-up
biotechnology company where he helped discover the proteasome inhibitor VELCADE, a medicine used
for the treatment of multiple myeloma and mantle cell lymphoma. In 1997, Chen joined the University
of Texas Southwestern Medical Center (UT Southwestern) as an Assistant Professor and rose through the
rank to become a Professor in 2005. Since 2005, Chen has been an Investigator of Howard Hughes Medi-
cal Institute. He is also George L. MacGregor Distinguished Chair in Biomedical Science and Director of
Inflammation Research Center at UT Southwestern.

Chen has made a series of discoveries that transformed our understanding of cell signaling and innate
immunity. These include the discovery of MAVS and cGAS, two proteins that play a central role in the
recognition of bacteria and viruses as well as cancer cells by the body’s immune system. These discov-
eries have led to intense efforts in the pharmaceutical industry in developing effective therapies against
cancer and autoimmune diseases.

For his work, Chen has received numerous honors, including the National Academy of Science Award
in Molecular Biology (2012), the American Society of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology (ASBMB)
Merck Award (2015), and the Lurie Prize in Biomedical Sciences (2018). In 2018, Chen received the
Breakthrough Prize in Life Sciences, the largest science prize in the world. Chen is a member of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences.
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