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Abstract

 

We found previously that cationic anti-DNA autoantibodies

(autoAbs) have nephritogenic potential and usage of a spe-

cific germline Vk gene, A30, has major influences on cat-

ionic charge of the autoAb in human lupus nephritis. In the

present study, we have characterized A30 germline Vk gene

using cosmid cloning technique in patients with SLE. A30

gene locus locates in less than 250 kb from the Ck region,

and the cationic anti-DNA mRNA used the upstream Jk2

gene, indicating that cationic anti-DNA mRNA is a product

of primary gene rearrangement. By using PCR technique,

we found that A30 gene locus in the genome was defective

in eight out of nine SLE patients without nephritis. In con-

trast, all nine patients with lupus nephritis had intact A30

gene. The presence and absence of A30 gene was associated

with the development of lupus nephritis or not (

 

P

 

 

 

,

 

 0.01, by

Fisher’s exact test, two-sided). It was thus suggested that

absence of functional A30 gene may rescue from developing

lupus nephritis in the patients. A30 is reported to be a po-

tentially functional but rarely expressed Vk gene in hu-

mans. It is possible that normal B cells edit primarily rear-

ranged A30 gene with autoreactive potentials by receptor

editing mechanism for changing the affinity of the B cell Ag

receptor to avoid self-reactivity, whereas SLE B cells may

have a defect in this mechanism. Indeed, we found that nor-

mal B cells edit A30-Jk2 gene in their genome possibly by

inversion mechanism, whereas SLE B cells contain rearranged

A30-Jk2-Ck gene in the genome and express A30-associ-

ated mRNA, suggesting that receptor editing mechanism is

also defective in patients with SLE. Our study suggests that

polymorphism of Ig Vk locus, and failure of receptor editing

may contribute to the development of pathogenic anti-DNA

responses in humans. (
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Introduction

 

The appearance of anti-DNA antibodies (Abs)

 

1

 

 in circulation
represents the disease activity of systemic lupus erythematosus
(SLE) and anti-DNA Abs by themselves and/or their immune
complexes are intimately associated with the pathogenesis (1–5).
We have recently found that cationic anti-DNA Abs play ma-
jor roles in the development of human lupus nephritis (6, 7). In
an attempt to clarify the molecular basis for the production of
such Abs in patients with lupus nephritis, we found that the
germline Ig Vk gene of the human cationic anti-DNA Ab is
A30 gene designated by Zachau, which encodes extraordinary
cationic Ab protein (8) having positively charged amino acids
in the complementary determining regions.

The k locus of human Ig V gene contains approximately 70
genes and locates on the short arm of chromosome 2 at 2p11-
2q-12 (9). Moreover, it is reported that there are at least 16
polymorphisms and 9 haplotypes in the Vk cluster of normal
individuals (10). It has been reported that certain polymor-
phisms within the human Ig Vk locus are associated with rheu-
matoid arthritis (11, 12). In addition, it has been shown that
polymorphisms in the two human VH genes, both of which can
encode anti-DNA Abs are related with the development of au-
toimmune diseases (13–15). Other study has also suggested
that VH haplotypes may have linkage with autoAb production
(16). To date, none of the polymorphisms and haplotypes of
the Vk cluster are reported to be associated with SLE (17).

To investigate the molecular basis for the development of
cationic anti-DNA Ab precisely, we have performed cloning of
a cosmid library constructed with genomic DNA of a patient
with severe lupus nephritis. (Nucleotide sequences of the
clones we have identified are currently applying for the Gen-
Bank/EMBL/DDBJ accession numbers.) We have succeeded
in isolating a cosmid clone including a germline Ig Vk gene
that is associated with cationic anti-DNA Ab, and we have
conducted a characterization of this gene locus. In addition, we
have addressed whether failure of receptor editing of the Vk
gene with autoreactive potential is associated with the devel-
opment of anti-DNA Ab in patients with SLE. Our present
study strongly suggests that genetic predisposition and failure
of receptor editing are intimately associated with the develop-
ment of anti-DNA Ab in patients with SLE.

 

Methods

 

Patients. 

 

We studied 18 patients, all women, who fulfilled the 1982
revised criteria for the classification of SLE by American Rheuma-
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tism Association (18). The mean age (

 

6

 

SD) of these patients was
35.1

 

6

 

9.2 yr (range 14–55). Active lupus nephritis was defined as per-
sistent proteinuria of more than 2 g/d with positive cellular casts and/
or microscopic hematuria. Patients who lack proteinuria, cellular
casts, and microscopic hematuria were categorized as having inactive
renal disease (6, 8). The Human Studies Committee’s approval and
individual informed consent from each patient were obtained before
we conducted the present study. 29 healthy female volunteer blood
donors served as control subjects. Their mean age (

 

6

 

SD) was
36.2

 

6

 

6.3 yr (range 25–52).

 

Preparation of human genomic DNA. 

 

High molecular weight ge-
nomic DNA was obtained from purified neutrophils of the patients and
normal individuals, using a standard method (19). Briefly, purified
neutrophils were prepared from buffy coat fraction by removal of
lymphocytes using a Ficoll-Hypaque density gradient centrifugation,
and resulting neutrophil fraction contained 

 

, 

 

0.1% of contaminating
B cells, which react with anti-CD20 mAb (Leu 16; Becton Dickinson
Monoclonal Center, Inc., Mountain View, CA) when analyzed by
flow cytometry (8). B cells were purified by means of a SRBC rosette
technique, followed by depletion of monocytes by a Petri dish adher-
ence procedure. B cells were further purified by panning with anti-CD3
(OKT3; Ortho Diagnostic Systems, Inc., Raritan, NJ) and anti-CD14
and CD56 mAbs (LeuM3 and Leu19; Becton Dickinson Monoclonal
Center) (20). Purified human neutrophils and B lymphocytes were di-
gested with proteinase K and pancreatic ribonuclease in the presence
of EDTA and SDS, followed by extraction with phenol. Low molecu-
lar weight contaminants were removed by dialysis.

 

Construction of cosmid library of genomic DNA of neutrophils from

a patient with severe lupus nephritis. 

 

Genomic DNA library of neutro-
phils from patient S with severe lupus nephritis was constructed using
SuperCos1 cosmid vector and Gigapack II packaging extract (Strat-
agene, Inc., La Jolla, CA), as suggested by the manufacturer. Efficiencies
of 1.8 

 

3

 

 10

 

5

 

 to 2.5 

 

3

 

 10

 

5

 

 cosmid clones/

 

m

 

g inserted DNA were obtained.
Screening was performed against 7 

 

3

 

 10

 

5

 

 colonies, which covered
more than 99.9% of the human genome (19), with digoxigenin (DIG;
Boehringer Mannheim Biochemica, Mannheim, Germany) labeled
A30 (8) probe under stringent washing conditions. DNA sequencing
was performed by a dideoxy method using Sequenase version 2.0 kit
(United States Biochemical Corp., Cleveland, OH).

 

Restriction maps. 

 

Restriction maps of the cosmid clone were
constructed using established procedures (21). In brief, the inserted
DNA that has cleaved by NotI restriction nuclease carried T3 or T7
promoter sequences at either the 5

 

9

 

 end or the 3

 

9

 

 end, derived from
the cosmid vector. Partially digested and completely digested insert
DNA with different restriction nucleases were separated on 0.4%
(wt/vol) agarose gel and transferred to positive charged nylon mem-
brane. Filters were hybridized with 3

 

9

 

 end DIG-labeled T3 or T7 oli-
gonucleotide probe and then detected by chemiluminescent detection
kit (Boehringer Mannheim Biochemica).

 

Computer-aided sequence comparison. 

 

The DNASIS software
(Hitachi Software Engineering Co., Ltd., Tokyo) was used with Gen-
Bank and EMBL databases.

 

Primers and probes used in this study. 

 

Sequences and positions of
oligonucleotide primers and oligonucleotide probes were shown in Fig. 1
and Table I. Up1 primer is designed to hybridize to the upstream region
of A30 gene and this sequence exists just upon the breakpoint of the germ-
line Ig Vk Ap region (Fig. 1, 

 

arrowhead

 

). The primer termed g87 is an
antisense oligonucleotide of the gs87 oligonucleotide, which is the specific
sequence for A30. The primer termed A30-3

 

9

 

AS is designed to distin-
guish A30 from L11 gene (22), which is quite similar (96.5% homol-
ogy) with A30 gene. m659-2, which was isolated from the downstream
region of A29 germline gene, was kindly provided by Prof. H.G. Zachau
(University of Munich, Munich, Germany) (23). m659-2 is one of the du-
plication differentiating polymorphism, DDP, probe of the proximal A
region of human Ig Vk locus (10).

For detection probes, we used 3

 

9

 

 end DIG-labeled c-1-1 probe, g87
probe and A30-3

 

9

 

AS probe. A XbaI/HindIII fragment of Scos 10 clone
including A30 gene (termed Scos10-f2) and m659-2 were DIG labeled
using Nick translation kit (Boehringer Mannheim Biochemica).

 

Cloning of A30 locus from the genome of a normal individual.

 

To clarify whether there is any difference of A30 gene organization
between a SLE patient and a normal individual, we have cloned a
normal counterpart by PCR using genomic DNA of a normal indi-
vidual (WK). To amplify the upstream region of A30, PCR was per-
formed between Up0 primer and g87 primer (see Fig. 1 and Table I).
Similarly, downstream region of A30 was amplified using gs87
primer and Down1 primer. The PCR products of the expected size
were recovered and ligated into the pCR-Script

 

TM

 

 SK(

 

1

 

) vector

Figure 1. Restriction maps of Scos 
10 and position of primers and 
probes used in this study. (A) Re-
striction maps of Scos 10 and posi-
tion of long oligonucleotide primers 
used for long distance PCR study. 
Scos 10 was mapped by restriction 
endonucleases including BamHI, 
BglII, and SmaI. Proximal A region 
of human Ig Vk locus, essentially 
the same with Scos 10, was pre-
sented for comparison (23). Scos
10-f2 was a XbaI/HindIII fragment 
of Scos 10 containing A30 gene, and 
its nucleotide sequence was deter-
mined after subcloning into pBlue-
script II vector. (B) Schematic rep-
resentation of Scos 10-f2. Position 
of primers used in this study was 
also presented. Arrowheads in A 
and B represent a breakpoint re-
ported by Lautner-Rieske et al. (23).
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(Stratagene Inc.). The clone of upstream region (gs87 primer and
Down1 primer) was termed WKU0G1 and that of downstream re-
gion was WK87D1-40.

 

Detection by PCR of A30 gene deletion in patients with SLE and

normal individuals. 

 

To clarify whether functional A30 gene is
present or deleted within the genomic DNA of normal individuals
and patients with SLE, PCR was carried out. PCR primers were de-
signed to amplify a 863-bp fragment of the A30 upstream region,
spanning 

 

2

 

755 to 

 

1

 

107 relative to the A30 Vk coding region start
site, and a 837-bp fragment of the downstream region spanning 

 

1

 

87
to 

 

1

 

750. In addition A30 coding region was also amplified. 10 ng ge-
nomic DNA was PCR amplified as follows: 50 cycles at 94

 

8

 

C for 1
min, 55

 

8

 

C for 2 min, 72

 

8

 

C for 2 min, and then a final 10 min at 72

 

8

 

C.
The PCR products were hybridized to the probes listed in Table I to
confirm their identity.

 

Long distance PCR of human genomic DNA. 

 

Long distance PCR
(24, 25) was performed using LA PCR kit (Takara Biochem, Inc., Ky-
oto, Japan), with a set of long oligonucleotides described in Fig. 1 and
Table I. The A29 primer was designed to distinguish A29 Vk gene
(23) from A13 Vk gene (23), which is reported to be a duplicated
copy of the A29 gene. 100 ng of genomic DNA of the neutrophils
or purified B cells was added to 50 

 

m

 

l reaction mixture of the kit and
amplified as follows: 35 cycles at 98

 

8

 

C for 20 s, 68

 

8

 

C for 15 min, af-
ter 2 min at 94

 

8

 

C, and then a final 10 min at 72

 

8

 

C. The PCR products
were hybridized to the probes mentioned in Fig. 1 to confirm their
identity. In some experiments, long distance PCR products were puri-
fied by glass bead methods. Using the purified product or the B cell
genomic DNA as a template, conventional PCR was carried out with
a combination of A30 sense primer and Jk2 antisense primer. Result-
ing products were further nested amplified by PCR using g87 primer
and Jk2 antisense primer, and their sequences directly determined as
has been reported (26).

 

Results

 

Isolation and restriction mapping of the cosmid clone. 

 

We have
previously characterized coding region of a germline Ig Vk
gene encoding cationic anti-DNA Ab L chain obtained by
PCR reaction of the genomic DNA from the patient’s neutro-
phils (8) and the germline Ig Vk gene was found to be identical
with A30 gene designated by Zachau. In this study, we have
obtained a cosmid clone that contained A30 gene, termed Scos
10, in an attempt to clarify the difference of Ig Vk gene locus
between SLE patients and normal individuals.

Scos 10 had 36.5 kb inserted DNA. The restriction maps of
BglII, BamHI, and SmaI on the Scos 10 clone were shown in
the Fig. 1 

 

A.

 

 Compared with the human Vk locus previously
reported by Zachau and co-workers (23), restriction maps of
our Scos 10 were essentially the same with the Ap proximal re-
gion containing A27, A28, A29, and A30 genes.

To characterize A30 gene of the SLE patient precisely,
Scos 10 was digested by XbaI and HindIII, which do not cleave
A30 gene coding region. The positive fragment that hybridizes
with A30 probe, about 2.3 kb in length (termed Scos 10-f2),
was subcloned into pBluescript II, and the nucleotide se-
quence determined (Fig. 2). This fragment included single Vk
gene and the sequence of the coding region was entirely
matched with the A30 sequence except one base that locates
within the 5

 

9

 

 primer (c-1-1) portion of the A30 Vk gene used in
the previous report (8) and the sequence of this Vk gene was
completely matched with A30 gene reported by Zachau (23).
The nucleotide sequence of the upstream region of this frag-

 

Table I. Nucleotide Sequences of Primers and Oligonucleotide Probes Used in This Study

 

Primers used for short PCR

Up0

 

5

 

9

 

-

 

ATGTTAAATATAGGCCCC

 

-

 

3

 

9

 

Up1

 

5

 

9

 

-CTCTCTAGCTGCATATAC-3

 

9

 

g87

 

5

 

9

 

-TACCAGCCTAAATCATTTCTA-3

 

9

 

gs87

 

5

 

9

 

-TAGAAATGATTTAGGCTGGTA-3

 

9

 

Down 2

 

5

 

9

 

-ACTTCTGAGATAACTTGA-3

 

9

 

Down 1

 

5

 

9

 

-TGAATCAGGACAGTGGGA-3

 

9

 

Jk1

 

5

 

9

 

-CCCTTGGCCGAACGTCCA-3

 

9

 

Jk2

 

5

 

9

 

-CCCCTGGCCAAAAGTGTA-3

 

9

 

Jk3

 

5

 

9

 

-ATCCACTTTGGTCCCAGG-3

 

9

 

Jk4

 

5

 

9

 

-CCCTCCGCCAAAGTGAG-3

 

9

 

Jk5 short

 

5

 

9

 

-TTTAATCTCCAGTCGTGT-3

 

9

 

Oligonucleotide probes used for the detection of A30 specific PCR products

c-1-1

 

5

 

9

 

-GCTCTAGAAGCCATCCAGATGACCCAG-3

 

9

 

A30-3

 

9

 

AS

 

5

 

9

 

-AGGGTAACTATTATGCTG-3

 

9

 

g87

 

5

 

9

 

-TACCAGCCTAAATCATTTCTA-3

 

9

 

gs87

 

5

 

9

 

-TAGAAATGATTTAGGCTGGTA-3

 

9

 

Primers used for long PCR

A27

 

5

 

9

 

-CAATGCCTGGGTCAGAGCTCTGGAGAAGAG-3

 

9

 

A29

 

5

 

9

 

-AGCTCCTGATTTATAGGGTTTCCAATCATC-39

A30 sense 59-GACATCCAGATGACCCCAGTCTCCATCCTCC-39

Down2-L 59-CTTTGTCCACCACTGCTTCCCAGTCTGAGC-39

Ck120 59-AACTGCTCATCAGATGGCGGGAAGATGAAG-39

Jk5 long 59-ACGTTTAATCTCCAGTCGTGTCCCTTGG-39

c-1-1 primer was designed in the previous report (8) and nucleotides with underline represented a XbaI cutting site. Down2 primer and Down2-L

primer were designed to hybridize with neighboring but not identical position.
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ment was the same with the sequence of HSBP65912 (23) de-
posited in the GenBank database, which included a breakpoint
sequence with LINE homology region corresponding to the
upstream of A30 Vk gene (23, 27). Thus, we have determined the
germline Ig Vk gene, corresponding to the cationic anti-DNA
Ab L chain mRNA that has been shown to play major roles in
the development of lupus nephritis (6–8), is A30 gene. In addition,
we found that there were no structural abnormalities such as
heptamer-nonamer sequences and a promoter region (see be-
low), suggesting that A30 is potentially functional in patients
with SLE. The finding that A30 is potentially functional in nor-
mal individuals has already been reported by Zachau (27).

Nucleotide sequences of A30 germline Vk gene locus in a patient

with SLE and a normal individual. We have compared whether
there is any difference of A30 germline Vk gene locus between
a patient with SLE and a normal individual by PCR. To study
the entire A30 gene locus that spans about 2.4 kb efficiently,
we have synthesized three sets of PCR primers. The PCR
products that correspond to upstream region of A30 gene, A30
germline Vk gene coding region, and downstream region of
A30 gene were obtained and their sequences determined (Fig.
2, A–C). The sequence of A30 locus of the normal individual
(WK), especially the 59 untranslated region (Fig. 2 B) and the
downstream region (Fig. 2 C), was somewhat different from
that of the SLE patient. However essential sequences such as
TATA box, leader sequence, coding region, and heptamer se-
quence were the same with that of the SLE patient. In addi-
tion, there was no major/minor alteration of A30 coding region
(Fig. 2 B) and the upstream region (Fig. 2 A) between a pa-
tient with lupus nephritis and a normal individual. Nonethe-
less, whether the minor differences of these sequences may af-
fect the transcription efficiency is needed to be studied.

Polymorphisms in A30 locus of the patient’s genome. In the
previous study, we have reported that the cationic anti-DNA
Ab L chain mRNA expression is restricted to patients with lu-
pus nephritis (8). Thus, it is important to study whether there is

Figure 2. Nucleotide sequence of Scos 10-f2, A30 gene of a normal 
individual and HSBP65912. The nucleotide sequences of XbaI/Hind-
III fragment of Scos 10 including A30 (Scos 10-f2), HSBP65912, 
WKU0G1, and WK87D1-40 were compared. WKU0G1 was derived 
from the upstream region of A30 locus by PCR of genomic DNA 
from a normal individual (WK) and WK87D1 was from the down-
stream region. The arrowhead represents a breakpoint reported by 
Lautner-Rieske et al. (23). Primer position used in conventional PCR 
study and Down2-L primer used in the long distance PCR were indi-
cated. (A) The upstream region of A30 gene, (B) A30 Vk germline 
gene coding region, and (C) the downstream region of A30 gene.

Figure 3. Characterization of A30 locus in patients with SLE. For 
amplification of the upstream region of A30 gene from human ge-
nomic DNA, Up1 primer and g87 primer were used, followed by hy-
bridization with c-1-1 probe. Similarly, for the downstream of A30, 
PCR products between gs87 primer and Down2 primer were hybrid-
ized to A30-39AS probe. As a control template, Scos 10-f2 was used. 
Lanes 1–5, patients with nephritis; lanes 6–9, patients without nephri-
tis; lanes 10–14, normal individuals.
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any difference in the organization of germline A30 gene be-
tween normal individuals and lupus patients with/without ne-
phritis. From the nucleotide sequences of the SLE patient and
the normal individual (Fig. 2), we have synthesized oligonucle-
otide primers shown in Fig. 1 B and Table I. We have con-
ducted PCR and subsequent hybridization study of genomic
DNA from SLE patients with/without nephritis and normal in-
dividuals. Results of five normal individuals, five patients with
lupus nephritis, and four patients without nephritis are shown
in Fig. 3.

We made two sets of PCR primers for amplification of A30
locus. To amplify A30 upstream region (Fig. 3, top), PCR was
carried out using primer Up1, which corresponds to the break
point in the upstream region of A30 gene, and primer g87,
which hybridizes to the specific sequence of A30, followed by
hybridization to c-1–1 probe, 59 portion of A30 coding region.
In addition, the downstream region of A30 gene was PCR am-
plified using gs87 primer, antisense of g87, and Down2 primer,
z 0.9 kb downstream from the A30 Vk coding region start site,
and hybridized with A30-39AS probe, 39 portion of A30 coding
region (Fig. 3, bottom).

To date, we have tested 29 normal donors, 9 patients with
lupus nephritis, and 9 patients without nephritis. We inter-
preted the results as follows: if a patient has a functional A30
gene, then the upstream region, A30 coding region, and the
downstream region should all be amplified. In patients without
nephritis, only one patient had both upstream and downstream
PCR products in the nine patients tested, suggesting that only
one patient had intact A30 gene locus and that a vast majority
of the patients lacked a functional A30 gene. In contrast, in pa-
tients with nephritis, nine patients tested had both PCR prod-
ucts suggesting that all the patients tested had functional A30
gene. In 29 normal individuals tested, 22 had both PCR prod-
ucts, the remaining 7 did not. Thus, the existence and integrity
of A30 gene in the genome was significantly different between
the patients with nephritis and those without nephritis by
Fisher’s exact test (two-sided; P , 0.01). These results further
suggest that the patients without nephritis may have some de-
fects within A30 gene locus, which encodes the cationic and
thus pathogenic anti-DNA Ab L chain V region. Thus, the pa-
tients would lack cationic anti-DNA Ab in their circulation,
leading to rescue of the patients from development of renal
manifestation of SLE.

Defects in the germline Ig Vk gene of SLE patients without

nephritis shown by long distance PCR. A30 germline Vk gene
has been reported to have a breakpoint on the 0.8-kb upstream
of coding region, at which genetic deletion or transposition
could occur during evolution (23). Because A30 locus of pa-
tients without nephritis was found to be defective by conven-
tional PCR, we have further confirmed the above finding by
performing long distance PCR. We made A29 primer (the up-
stream of A29 gene) and Down2-L primer (the downstream of
A30 gene) to yield a 13.5-kb PCR fragment corresponding to
the 39 end of Ap region. A 13.5-kb amplified product should
be amplified if the integrity of A30 locus in patients without
nephritis is not compromised. Fig. 4 shows representative re-
sults of the experiments. In summary, 22 out of 29 normal indi-
viduals tested and all nine patients with nephritis had the 13.5-
kb-long distance PCR products. 7 out of 29 normal individuals
lacked the 13.5-kb product. Eight out of nine patients without
nephritis having defects within A30 region of their genomic
DNA by conventional PCR (see Fig. 3) lacked the 13.5-kb

product. Only one out of nine patients without nephritis had
the 13.5 kb product. Thus, the results of long distance PCR ex-
periments were essentially the same with the conventional
PCR experiments. Statistical data analysis of the long distance
PCR experiments confirmed that the existence and integrity of
A30 gene in the genome was significantly different between
the patients with nephritis and those without nephritis by
Fisher’s exact test (two-sided; P , 0.01).

Receptor editing of autoreactive Ig receptor by B cells in

normal subjects and in patients with SLE. Because there is no
major structural difference of A30 gene locus between normal
individuals and patients with lupus nephritis, it is important to
clarify whether other mechanisms than genomic organization
of the Ig Vk locus have some influences on the development of
autoAb in humans. To this end, we take advantage of our as-
sumption that A30 may be autoAg-associated Ig Vk gene, be-
cause the cationic anti-DNA Ab used the A30-Jk2-Ck gene
with somatic mutations (8, 27; see Discussion).

It is possible that the A30 gene may be once productively
rearranged and be expressed on the cell surface of immature
B cells in the bone marrow. The rearranged A30 gene products
of the B cells would react with autoAg, thereafter in normal in-
dividuals, receptor editing mechanisms would operate, leading
to the secondary gene rearrangement using the combination of
upstream Vk gene and downstream Jk gene via inversion or
other mechanisms by upregulation of recombination activating
genes (28, 29). If secondary gene rearrangement would take
place by inversion mechanism, productively rearranged germ-
line A30-Jk2 gene might be present far distant from Ck gene
with reverse orientation in the normal B cell genome. Using
conventional and long distance PCR of genomic DNA from
purified B cells, we found that A30-Jk2 (z 300 bp) fragment
was successfully amplified in normal individuals. On the other
hand, A30-Ck (z 6 kb) fragment was not amplified in the B
cell genomic DNA from all the normal individuals tested. In
striking contrast, both the A30-Jk2 fragment and A30-Ck (in-
cluding Jk2; see legend for Fig. 5) fragment were amplified in
the B cell genome of patients with SLE. There were no A30-
Jk2 fragment and A30-Ck fragment amplified in SLE patient 5
who lacked A30 gene in her genome (Fig. 5). Thus it is sug-
gested that rearranged germline A30-Jk2 gene is really present

Figure 4. Long distance PCR in Ap region of the genome from pa-
tients with/without nephritis. Long distance PCR between A29 
primer and Down2-L and subsequent hybridization study were per-
formed. Long distance PCR products from normal individuals (lanes 
1–4), patients with lupus nephritis (lanes 5–8) and lupus patients with-
out nephritis (lanes 9–12) were loaded on a 0.6% agarose gel and hy-
bridized with m659-2 probe, which was isolated from the downstream 
region of A29 germline gene by Pargent (10) (see Fig. 1 A). The blot 
was also hybridized with Scos 10-f2 probe containing A30 gene. The 
size of the amplified products are z 13.5 kb.
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in the B cell genome far distant from Ck gene with possibly re-
verse orientation in normal individuals, even though we do not
know the exact orientation. Thus, it should be emphasized that
A30 is edited in normal B cells, whereas SLE B cells do not

edit and express A30-derived mRNA and Ab, as has been re-
ported (8).

As a normal control of autoreactive A30 gene we choose
A27 gene, a Vk gene that is also functionally competent Vk
gene and is expressed very frequently in normal individuals
(27). Both A27-Jk2 and A27-Jk2-Ck are consistently amplified
in the B cell genomic DNA of normal individuals as well as of
patients with SLE. Thus at least some A27 genes are not re-
ceptor edited in the B cell genome in normal individuals and in
patients with SLE.

It is important to confirm that A30-Jk2 fragments of normal
B cells are productively rearranged, because A30-Jk2–derived
Ig should be expressed at immature/mature B cells before re-
ceptor editing takes place. To this end, we have first amplified
A30-Jk2 fragments by PCR using purified B cell genomic
DNA as templates. The products were gel purified and were
used as templates for second PCR using g87 primer and Jk2
primer. Sequencing of the fragments from three normal indi-
viduals revealed that they were productive, and some of them
were identical with cationic anti-DNA Ab light chain cDNA.
Thus, it is suggested that A30-Jk2 gene that is once produc-
tively rearranged may be receptor edited in normal B cells.

Discussion

Many investigators have recently characterized potentially
pathogenic, disease-associated anti-DNA Abs in both humans
and mice in an attempt to determine the mechanisms leading
to production of the pathogenic autoAbs (30, 31). We have
previously reported close relationship between the presence of
cationic anti-DNA Abs and the development of lupus nephri-
tis in humans (6, 7). In addition, it has been suggested that us-
age of certain germline gene is important for the development
of cationic anti-DNA Ab, while somatic mutations are associ-
ated with affinity maturation of anti-DNA Ab in human lupus
nephritis, and that mRNA expression of cationic anti-DNA
Ab L chain in B cells is rather restricted to SLE patients with
active renal involvements (8). In this paper, we have shown
that receptor editing mechanism may be defective in patients
with active renal disease and that A30 locus, encoding nephri-
togenic anti-DNA Ab L chain, has some defects in patients
without nephritis, resulting in the absence of cationic anti
DNA Ab and renal manifestations.

Pargent et al. (10) have reported 16 polymorphisms in the
human Ig k locus by comparing the restriction patterns of the
DNA from 23 unrelated individuals. The human Ig k locus
comprises two very similar but not identical copies on the short
arm of chromosome 2 at 2p11-2p12: Ck proximal copy and dis-
tal copy (32). It is assumed that the duplicated k locus arises
from an originally single copy locus by amplification processes
similar to the evolution of the W region gene. W region Vk gene

Figure 5. Rearrangement pattern of A30 Jk2 Ck segments in B cell 
genomic DNA in patients with SLE. (A) Schematic representation of 
long distance PCR for detecting receptor editing in B cells. (B) Re-
sults of long distance PCR detecting receptor editing in B cells. Long 
distance PCR between A27 primer or A30 primer and Ck120 primer 
(z 6 kb) was carried out to study whether A27-Ck and A30-Ck rear-
ranged products were present within the B cell genomic DNA. Long 
distance PCR products from genomic DNA of purified B cells in pa-
tients with SLE were loaded on a 0.8% agarose gel and subsequently 
hybridized with A27 probe or g-87 probe that is specific for A30. Sim-
ilarly conventional PCR using A30 primer and Jk2 primer (z 300 bp) 
was carried out to analyze whether A30-Jk2 rearranged products are 
present in the B cell genomic DNA, followed by hybridization with g-87 
probe. Conventional PCR with A30 primer and Jk2 primer was also 
conducted using purified long distance PCR products of SLE B cells 
as templates, and we confirmed that A30-Jk2-Ck was really rear-
ranged in the SLE B cells (data not shown). Patients 1, 2, 3, 4, and 6 
had renal diseases, whereas patient 5 lacked renal manifestation.

Figure 6. Characterization of the 
A30-Jk2 rearranged gene segment 
in normal B cells. Conventional 
PCR products of purified B cell ge-
nomic DNA using A30 primer and 
Jk2 primer (z 300 bp) were recov-

ered, and nested PCR was carried out using gs87 primer and Jk2 primer. Resultant PCR fragments were directly sequenced. We sequenced nine 
clones (three clones each for three normal individuals). Among the nine clones sequenced, seven clones are the same with clone A, whereas the 
remaining two are the same with clone B.
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cluster includes 11 Vk genes and exists on the long arm of
chromosome 2 at 2cen-q11. Zimmer et al. (33) postulated that the
W region cluster has been constructed primary transposition
from the short to the long arm of chromosome 2 by a pericen-
tric inversion, and then amplified in two subsequent steps.
They suggested that the gene amplification or transposition
might occur at the site homologous to the Alu or LINE se-
quence (34, 35). The 0.8-kb upstream of A30 gene is a LINE

homology region, HSBP65912, that has a breakpoint when com-
pared with its duplicated copy (23). Thus, it is plausible to as-
sume that the upstream of A30 gene, in which regulatory gene
elements may exist, is prone to be altered during evolution.

Previous reports suggest that there is no major alteration in
the structure or genomic organization of Ig L chain genes in
patients with SLE (17). Nonetheless, we found that A30 locus
has some defects in patients without lupus nephritis and mi-
nority of normal individuals. The defects of A30 locus in pa-
tients with SLE may lead to the absence of the functional A30
germline gene, leading to the escape from developing lupus
nephritis. It is interesting to postulate that as far as A30 locus,
SLE patients without nephritis may belong to one subpopula-
tion that differ from the subpopulation of SLE patients with
nephritis in their genealogy. Thus the conventional PCR study
we have conducted may give some insight into whether a pa-
tient develops lupus nephritis or not.

As the mechanisms for the development and maintenance
of self-tolerance, clonal deletion (36, 37), clonal anergy (38),
and receptor editing (28, 29, 39) of autoreactive B cells have
been postulated. Clonal deletion ordinarily means apoptotic
cell death of autoreactive lymphocytes. Nonetheless, clonal de-
letion may include receptor editing, a mechanism revising their
surface Ig receptor by secondary gene rearrangement, and ab-
normal receptor editing may be one of the important mecha-
nisms of defects in self-tolerance.

Bensimon et al. have reported the cDNA cloning of the Vk
genes of a panel of human anti-DNA Ab derived from four pa-
tients with SLE (40), which are O-81 idiotype positive (41–43).
In their study, all the Vk genes used map to the less than 280-kb
portion of the 39 end of the Vk locus, suggesting that they rep-
resent essentially the products of primary rearrangement (40).
This proximal clustering of the Vk genes used contrasts with
the broad distribution of immunization-induced human Ab
that used Vk genes spanning over 1,400 kb of the entire locus.
In addition, lupus autoAbs show no tendency to express the
downstream Jk exon; another indication of infrequent second-
ary variable gene assembly. Because successive rearrange-
ments may extinguish high-affinity recognition of self-Ag, they
proposed that this bias in Vk and Jk expression reflected a low
rate of secondary L chain rearrangements among lupus autoAb.
This is the case for the anti-DNA Ab we have studied; A30
gene that encodes cationic anti-DNA Ab locates the 250-kb
portion of the 39 end; in addition, in the cationic anti-DNA
cDNA, A30 gene is rearranged with the upstream Jk, Jk2 gene
(8). Genomic DNA of normal B cells contained edited A30-
Jk2 gene that is productively rearranged, whereas SLE B cells
contained A30-Jk2-Ck gene (see Fig. 5) and express the
mRNA (8). We favor that cationic anti-DNA Ab encoded by
A30-Jk2 may be a primary gene rearrangement product due to
the failure of receptor editing mechanism.

Receptor editing is believed to occur in the bone marrow at
a pre-B to immature B transitional stage of B cell differentia-
tion (39). Within the receptor editing theory, it has been postu-

lated that emergence of autoreactive receptors in B cells re-
sults in expression of high levels of Ig-recombinases that will
mediate secondary rearrangements on the accessible L chain
V genes, evaluated from the experiments using murine trans-
gene models (28, 29, 37, 39). It has been reported that the A30
gene is expressed as autoreactive Ig L chains such as an anti-
platelet integrin IIb heavy chain Ab, HUMIGKVJ (unpub-
lished data), and our anti-DNA autoAb (8). Our previous study
revealed that cationic anti-DNA Ab L chain mRNA, was ex-
pressed only in the patients with active renal involvements, but
not normal individuals and expression of the mRNA is re-
stricted to autoreactive B cells of the patients (8). A30 gene is
categorized as a functionally competent Vk gene by Zachau and
co-workers, because there is no structural abnormality in the
gene such as abnormalities in heptamer-nonamer sequences or
a promoter region (22). We have confirmed Zachau’s finding
(Fig. 2). Nonetheless, A30 is rarely used in the functional Ig
Vk gene repertoire (27). The reason for the extremely low fre-
quency of the functionally competent A30 gene usage has been
obscure. One possible explanation is that A30 gene is autoAb-
associated germ line Vk gene, and in normal B cell development,
such B cells would be edited by receptor editing mechanism.
The precise role of the VL chain for anti-DNA Ab binding to
the Ag is not clear. Nonetheless, the contribution of both VH
and VL chains to DNA reactivity of some murine IgG Ab has
been shown (44–47). We believe that VL chain is important for
autoreactivity of the Ab and failure of receptor editing is inti-
mately associated with the development of autoimmunity, es-
pecially at the beginning of autoimmune responses.

It is possible that anti-DNA Ab-producing B cells that have
appeared in the peripheral lymphoid tissues, by failure of re-
ceptor editing at the immature/mature transitional stage of B cell
maturation in the bone marrow, would be stimulated by DNA
or cross-reactive Ag via Ag-specific manner, resulting in clonal
expansion of the B cells and further acquisition of somatic mu-
tations of their Ig V gene. Several distinct mechanisms that
permit survival and propagation of the autoreactive B cells—
such as failure of clonal deletion, failure of clonal anergy, Ag that
specifically stimulates autoreactive B cells, and failure of recep-
tor editing—would operate simultaneously to break self-toler-
ance, leading to the development of the autoAb and the disease
manifestation of SLE. In addition, repetitive stimulation of au-
toreactive B cells for a long time and hormonal influences may
be necessary for the development of autoimmune diseases.

In summary, in addition to the somatic mutation that has
already been emphasized for its importance, genetic predispo-
sition including polymorphisms of Ig Vk locus, and failure of
receptor editing may contribute to the pathogenic anti-DNA
responses in humans.
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