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Abstract
Apoptosis is a mechanism that regulates hepatic tissue homeostasis and contributes to both acute
and chronic injury in liver disease. The apoptotic signaling cascade involves activation of the
death-inducing signaling complex (DISC) and subsequent recruitment of proteins containing
death-effector domains (DED) which regulate downstream effector molecules. Prominent among
these are the Fas-associated death domain (FADD) and the cellular caspase 8 (FLICE)-like
inhibitory protein (cFLIP) and alterations of these proteins can lead to severe disruption of
physiological processes including acute liver failure or hepatocellular carcinoma. Their role in cell
signaling events independent of the DISC remains undetermined. Oxidative stress can cause cell
injury from direct effects on molecules or by activating intracellular signaling pathways including
the mitogen activated protein kinases (MAPK). In this context, prolonged activation of the cJun
N-terminal kinase (JNK)/AP-1/cJun signaling pathway promotes hepatocellular apoptosis, while
activation of the extracellular signal regulated kinase (Erk) exerts protection. We investigated the
role of FADD and cFLIP in acute oxidant stress induced by the superoxide generator menadione
in hepatocytes. Menadione resulted in dose-dependent predominantly necrotic cell death.
Hepatocytes expressing a truncated, dominant-negative FADD protein were partially protected,
while cFLIP-deficient hepatocytes displayed increased cell death from menadione. In parallel, Erk
phosphorylation was enhanced in hepatocytes expressing dnFADD and decreased in cFLIP-
deficient hepatocytes. Hepatocyte injury was accompanied by increased release of proapoptotic
factors and increased JNK/cJun activation. Thus, FADD and cFLIP contribute to the regulation of
cell death from acute oxidant stress in hepatocytes involving MAPK signaling. This implies that
DED-containing proteins are involved in the regulation of cellular survival beyond their role in
cell death receptor-ligand mediated apoptosis.

Keywords
FADD; cFLIP; oxidant stress; MAPK; apoptosis; hepatocyte

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Corresponding author: Jörn M. Schattenberg, University Medical Center of the Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz,
Langenbeckstrasse 1, 55101 Mainz, Germany, Phone: +49 (6131) 176074, Fax: +49 (6131) 17477282, schatten@uni-mainz.de.

Publisher's Disclaimer: This is a PDF file of an unedited manuscript that has been accepted for publication. As a service to our
customers we are providing this early version of the manuscript. The manuscript will undergo copyediting, typesetting, and review of
the resulting proof before it is published in its final citable form. Please note that during the production process errors may be
discovered which could affect the content, and all legal disclaimers that apply to the journal pertain.

NIH Public Access
Author Manuscript
Free Radic Biol Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 May 01.

Published in final edited form as:
Free Radic Biol Med. 2012 May 1; 52(9): 1911–1917. doi:10.1016/j.freeradbiomed.2012.02.049.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Introduction
Apoptosis is a conserved and highly regulated mechanism of cell death which contributes to
physiological tissue homeostasis and to tissue injury in acute and chronic disease. In the
liver apoptosis is involved in the pathophysiology of toxic, viral and metabolic injuries [1].
Additionally, increased cell turnover from enhanced apoptosis was shown to promote the
development of hepatocellular carcinoma [2,3]. Activation of the TNF-receptor superfamily
through its cognate ligands triggers apoptosis involving the formation of an intracellular
death inducing signaling complex (DISC) which elicits caspase activation. Hepatocytes
require an additional amplification of the cell death signal through the release of
proapoptotic factors from mitochondria and lysosomes [4]. The class of death effector
domain (DED)-containing proteins constitutes and regulates the DISC through recruitment
of apoptosis effector molecules involving protein-protein interactions without enzymatic
activity [5]. Among these, the mediator of receptor-induced toxicity (MORT1), also called
Fas-receptor associated death domain (FADD) and the cellular caspase 8 (FLICE)-like
inhibitory protein (cFLIP) regulate the activation of caspase 8 [6,7]. FADD recruits
procaspase 8 molecules to the DISC following activation of a TNF-receptor through its
cognate ligand, while cFLIP antagonizes caspase 8 activation through binding to and
blocking FADD or procaspase 8 [5]. Beyond their role in apoptosis DED-containing
proteins have been implied in embryogenesis, tissue development, proliferation and
regeneration [8–10].

Oxidative stress contributes to a wide spectrum of diseases and modulates acute and chronic
cellular injury in the liver including alcoholic and non-alcoholic steatohepatitis [11–13]. The
mechanisms of oxidant-induced cell death include direct injurious effects from biochemical
reactions of oxidants with macromolecules as well as the activation of signal transduction
pathways that regulate cellular survival [11]. Among these the class of mitogen activated
protein kinases (MAPK) including c-Jun N-terminal kinase (JNK) and the extracellular-
signal regulated kinase (Erk) are critically involved in hepatocyte survival. In response to
oxidant stress increased activation of JNK and Erk occurs. While prolonged activation of
JNK promotes cell death, Erk was shown to exhibit a protective effect by suppressing
prolonged JNK activation and cell death.

The aim of the current study was to explore the role of the DED-containing proteins FADD
and cFLIP in acute oxidant stress in hepatocytes using the superoxide generator menadione,
which has previously been employed to study the involvement of superoxide in liver injury
[14,15]. In vitro we observed increased expression and phosphorylation of proapoptotic
FADD from menadione. To expand these findings to non-transformed cells, primary
hepatocytes with targeted disruption of FADD and cFLIP derived form genetically modified
mice were studied. Inhibition of FADD ameliorated injury from acute oxidant stress, while
deletion of cFLIP caused increased sensitivity and cell death from apoptosis in hepatocytes.
In parallel, Erk signaling was altered and we observed increased phosphorylation of Erk
when FADD function was impaired, while decreased Erk phosphorylation occurred when
cFLIP was deleted. Interestingly, cell death from menadione was only partially prevented by
caspase inhibition. Thus we were able to show for the first time that DED-containing
proteins are involved in the regulation of cell death from oxidant stress involving MAPKs
and independent of cell death receptor activation in hepatocytes.

Material and Methods
Cell lines, tissue culture, and viability assay

HepG2 and Huh7 hepatoblastoma cell lines were cultured in Dulbecco's modified Eagle
medium: 10% FCS, 1% glutamine, 1% sodium pyruvate and 1% HEPES buffer (Gibco
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BRL, Life Technology, Carlsbad, CA) as previously described [16]. Where indicated, cells
were pretreated with the MEK inhibitor U0126 (Cell Signaling, Beverly, MA) or the
pancaspase inhibitor Val-Ala-Asp-fluoromethylketone (zVAD; Calbiochem, Darmstadt,
Germany) dissolved in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO, Sigma, Steinheim, Germany). Cell
viability was assessed by neutral red staining [17]. Briefly, cells were incubated for 2h at
37°C with medium containing neutral red (Sigma), washed and the absorbance was read
using a spectrophotometer at 550 nm after extraction of the dye with 1.5 ml of N-propanol.
The relative cell survival was calculated by dividing the optical density of a treatment group
by the optical density of untreated control cells.

Animal models
Mice exhibiting liver-specific expression of a truncated and antagonistic dominant negative
FADD protein (dnFADD) or mice with a hepatocyte-specific deletion of cFLIP using the
cre-loxP system under control of the albumin promoter were employed [18,19]. All mice
were bred and maintained in the animal facility of the University Medical Center of the
Johannes Gutenberg University, Mainz, according to the criteria outlined by the “Guide for
the care and Use of Laboratory Animals” and approved by the Committee for Experimental
Animal Research. Mice were kept in a 12-h light/dark cycle under standard conditions with
free access to water and food.

Isolation of primary hepatocytes by collagen perfusion
Murine hepatocytes were isolated by two-step collagenase perfusion. Briefly, mice were
anesthetized, the portal vein was intubated and the liver perfused with a calcium-free buffer
(0.14 M NaCl, 6.2 mM KCI, and 10 mM HEPES at pH 7.4) at 37°C. The perfusion was then
switched to a collagenase solution (0.066 M NaCI, 6.7 mM KCI, 6.3 mM CaCl2, 0.1 M
HEPES, and 75 collagen digestion units of collagenase isoform type I at pH 7.6). After 10
min of perfusion with collagenase liver cells were dispersed, filtered, resuspended (0.068 M
NaCI, 5.4 mM KCI, 1.1 mM KH2PO4, 0.7 mM Na2SO4, 1.4 mM MgCl2, 1.6 mM CaCI2, 30
mM HEPES, 0.03 M TES, 0.03 M tricine at pH 7.6) and washed 3 times. Viability was
assessed by trypan blue exclusion and reached 90% in all subsequent experiments.
Collagenase and chemicals were purchased from Sigma.

Fluorescence microscopy
The numbers of apoptotic and necrotic cells were quantified by fluorescence microscopy as
previously described [20]. In short, acridine orange (250 μg/ml) and ethidium bromide (250
μg/ml) were added to the medium of cultured cells, and the cells were visualized under
fluorescent microscopy at a 200x magnification. Acridine orange intercalates into the DNA
staining the nucleus green, while ethidium bromide is a membrane impermeable dye, and is
only taken up by nonviable necrotic cells, staining them orange. Cells were considered
apoptotic if they had a shrunken cytoplasm and nucleus and condensed chromatin or
necrotic if the cytoplasm and nucleus were stained orange. A minimum of 200 cells/dish was
examined, and the numbers of apoptotic and necrotic cells are expressed as a percentage of
the total number of cells counted.

Western Blot
Western blotting was performed by denaturing 50 μg of protein at 100 °C for 5 min in
Laemmli sample buffer containing 62.5 mM Tris, pH 6.8, 2% SDS, 25% glycerol, 0.01%
bromphenol blue, and 5% γ-mercaptoethanol. Samples were applied to 8% SDS-
polyacrylamide gels and resolved at 100 V over 2 h. Proteins were transferred to a
nitrocellulose membrane (Schleicher & Schuell) in a Tris-glycine buffer containing 25 mM
Tris, pH 8.3, 192 mM glycine, 0.01% SDS, and 15% methanol using a Bio-Rad Mini Trans
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Blot system according to the manufacturer’s specifications. Membranes were blocked in 5%
nonfat dry milk, 20 mM Tris, pH 7.5, 500 mM sodium chloride, and 0.5% Tween 20 (TBS-
T) for 1 h [21]. Primary antibodies included: actin (Sigma), phospho-JNK, cJun, phospho-
cJun, phospho-Erk, Erk, Bid, cytochrome c oxidase (COX) IV, cytochrome c (all Cell
Signaling Technology Inc., Danvers, MA), JNK, FADD, phospho-FADD, Mcl-1 (Santa
Cruz Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA). Membranes were exposed to goat anti-rabbit and
anti-mouse secondary antibodies conjugated with horseradish peroxidase (Sigma).

Preparation of cytosolic and mitochondrial protein from liver tissue
Tissue pieces were rinsed in cold PBS and homogenized using a dounce homogenizer
(Fisher Scientific, Schwerte) in buffer solution containing HEPES (20 mM, pH), KCl (10
mM), MgCl2 (1.5 mM), EDTA (1 mM), EGTA (1 mM), DTT (1 mM), PMSF (0.1 mM), and
sucrose (250 mM). The homogenate was spun at 3000 rpm (750 g) and the supernatant was
collected. After a repeated spin the supernatant was centrifuged at 11.000 rpm (10.000 g) for
15 minutes. The resulting pellet was dissolved in buffer solution and stored as mitochondrial
fraction. The supernatant was saved as cytosolic fraction.

Statistical analysis
All numerical results are expressed as mean ±standard error and represent data from a
minimum of three independent experiments. Statistical significance was determined by the
Student’s t test. Calculations were made with Sigma Plot 2000 (SPSS Science, Chicago, IL).

Results
Menadione causes dose-dependent injury in hepatoma cell lines and primary hepatocyte

The superoxide generator menadione causes acute oxidative stress and cell death in non-
transformed hepatocytes even at low concentrations [22]. We have previously shown that
chronic oxidative stress induced by overexpression of cytochrome P450 2E1 partly
desensitized cells from the toxic effects of menadione [20]. To further explore the
mechanisms of oxidative injury in hepatocytes, transformed cell lines with a prolonged
(Huh-7) or unaltered (HepG2) half-life of the tumor suppressor gene p53 were studied [23].
Cellular viability was assessed following 24h of treatment with increasing concentrations of
menadione (fig. 1a). We observed dose-dependent loss of cellular viability in both HepG2
and Huh7 cells. Interestingly, toxicity in Huh7 cells occurred even at low concentrations
indicating that the underlying mechanism maybe unrelated to the half-life of p53. At higher
concentrations the loss of cellular viability was comparable between both cell lines.
Hepatocyte injury from menadione involves prolonged activation of the MAPK JNK and the
downstream transcription factor c-Jun [22]. In the two hepatoma cell lines menadione
caused a dose-dependent increase in phosphorylation of the JNK p54 and p46 isoform, while
levels of total JNK remained unchanged from treatment (fig 1b). Next we sought to
determine if DED-containing proteins are involved in the regulation of injury from
menadione. FADD is a critical regulator of cell death in hepatocytes and required for the
activation of caspase 8 during cell death receptor mediated apoptosis. We have previously
shown that inhibition of FADD protects from CD95/Fas/Apo-1 and TNF-induced liver
injury [18]. In HepG2 cells increased levels of total and phosphorylated FADD protein were
detected in response to menadione (fig 1c). This effect was independent of Erk activation
and the MEK inhibitor U0126 did not affect the expression or phosphorylation of FADD.
Thus, oxidant-induced injury from menadione is accompanied by activation of JNK,
induction of FADD protein and occurred independently of p53 or Erk.
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Critical role of the Fas-associated death domain (FADD) in regulating hepatocyte-injury
from acute oxidative stress

To extended these findings to non-transformed cells, primary hepatocytes were treated with
increasing concentrations of menadione and apoptosis and necrosis were quantitated. We
observed a dose-dependent increase of necrotic cell death from menadione in wild type
hepatocytes while only low levels of apoptosis occurred (fig. 2a). To determine if FADD
contributes mechanistically to menadione-induced cell death, hepatocytes derived from mice
exhibiting a functional loss of FADD were studied. These mice express a truncated,
dominant-negative FADD protein (dnFADD) in hepatocytes which acts as a competitive
antagonist and protects from apoptosis induced by CD95/Apo-1/Fas and TNF [18,24].
Hepatocytes derived from dnFADD mice exhibited increased resistance towards acute
oxidant injury even at high concentrations of menadione and cell death at 40 μM was
reduced by 36% in dnFADD compared to the wild type (fig. 2b; viability dnFADD vs wt:
78.1% vs 50.3%, p<0.01). Resistance to menadione-induced cell death was previously
shown to involve phosphorylation of ERK1/2 whereas sustained activation of JNK/c-Jun/
AP-1 signaling promotes cell death [25]. Therefore we studied activation of JNK and Erk in
dnFADD hepatocytes. As previously described, hepatocytes derived from wild type mice
exhibited increased phosphorylation of JNK at 4h in response to menadione (fig. 2c). In
hepatocytes derived from dnFADD mice, the degree of JNK activation was increased at
baseline in untreated cells and did not increase further in response to menadione (fig. 2c). In
parallel, menadione resulted in increased phosphorylation of the downstream transcription
factor cJun in wild type but not in dnFADD hepatocytes (fig. 2d). Pretreatment with the
pancaspase inhibitor zVAD ameliorated cJun phosphorylation in hepatocytes stressing the
involvement of caspases during JNK/cJun activation despite the low degrees of apoptotic
cell death. Strikingly the phosphorylation of the MAPK Erk was significantly higher in
dnFADD hepatocytes compared to the wild type at baseline. Despite decreased
phosphorylation following treatment, dnFADD hepatocytes exhibited increased levels of
pErk at all times compared to the wild type (fig. 2e). Next we explored the mechanistic
involvement of Erk in this context. Treatment with the MEK inhibitor U0126 abolished Erk
activation in both genotypes (fig. 2e). In parallel, inhibition of Erk decreased cellular
viability in dnFADD hepatocytes to a level comparable to the wild type, while the
pancaspase inhibitor zVAD ameliorated cell death significantly in both genotypes (fig. 2f).

Loss of cFLIP sensitizes hepatocytes towards acute oxidative injury
The caspase 8 homologue cFLIP is crucial for the regulation of tissue homeostasis in the
liver. We have previously shown that hepatocytes lacking cFLIP exhibit increased liver
injury and apoptosis in response to activation of the CD95/Fas/Apo-1 and TNF-receptor
[19]. To explore the role of cFLIP in acute oxidant stress, primary hepatocytes derived from
cFLIP knockout mice (flip−/−) were treated with increasing doses of menadione. In contrast
to the degree of toxicity observed in wild type and dnFADD hepatocytes, the loss of cFLIP
resulted in significant cell death which occurred even at low concentrations of menadione
(fig. 3a). At higher concentrations the difference between wild type and flip−/− hepatocytes
was lost (fig. 3a). While wild type hepatocytes exhibited primarily necrotic cell death, we
observed increased apoptosis in hepatocytes derived from flip−/− mice (fig. 3b). To
determine if increased vulnerability in flip−/− hepatocytes was caspase-dependent, the
pancaspase inhibitor zVAD was employed. Pretreatment with zVAD significantly
ameliorated cell death from 30 μM menadione in flip−/− hepatocytes (fig. 3c). These results
point towards both caspase-dependent and -independent mechanisms of cell death from
oxidant stress in hepatocytes.

To examine the involvement of Erk phosphorylation in response to menadione in flip−/−

hepatocytes, immunoblotting was performed (fig. 4a). Erk phosphorylation in cFLIP
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knockout mice was decreased both at baseline and following treatment with menadione.
Pretreatment with the MEK inhibitor U0126, but not zVAD decreased phosphorylation from
menadione effectively irrespective of the genotype (fig. 4a). In parallel, phosphorylation of
the downstream target of JNK, cJun, was significantly increased in cFLIP-deficient
hepatocytes (fig. 4b). Thus, in line with the observations in dnFADD hepatocytes, activation
of cJun and decreased Erk activation are contributing to the increase in cellular injury from
menadione in cFLIP-deficient cells.

Receptor-mediated apoptosis in hepatocytes requires the release of proapoptotic
mitochondrial proteins from the Bcl-2 family [26]. To determine if menadione-induced
oxidant cell death resulted in activation of Bid and release of cytochrome c, cytosolic and
mitochondrial proteins were examined separately by immunoblotting (fig. 4c and 4d).
Menadione caused an increase in total Bid protein in the cytosolic fraction and increased
truncated (tBid) in the mitochondrial fraction of wild type hepatocytes. In contrast, flip−/−

hepatocytes exhibited higher levels of cytosolic Bid both untreated and in response to
menadione (fig. 4c). In parallel, liberation of the proapoptotic cytochrome c from
mitochondria into the cytosol was significantly enhanced in cFLIP-deficient hepatocytes
following treatment with menadione (fig. 4d). Also, levels of cytochrome c were
significantly lower in the mitochondrial fraction of cFLIP-deficient hepatocytes while levels
of cytochrome c oxidase IV (COX IV) which served as a control for the separation of
cytosolic and mitochondrial fractions and equal protein loading were comparable (fig. 4d).
Mcl-1 is an anti-apoptotic factor of the Bcl-2 family that prevents activation of the
mitochondrial loop of apoptosis [27]. To determine if Mcl-1 contributed to menadione-
induced cell death in wild type, dnFADD and flip−/− hepatocytes cytosolic levels were
examined. Although oxidant stress did not change Mcl-1 at 4h, we observed significantly
higher levels of this anti-apoptotic protein in flip−/− hepatocytes (fig. 4e). Thus, despite a
potentially compensatory up regulation of anti-apoptotic and alterations in the level of
cytochrome c factors in flip−/− hepatocytes, the loss of cFLIP sensitized hepatocytes towards
acute oxidant injury from menadione with increased cJun activation, increased activation,
and release of pro-apoptotic mitochondrial proteins.

Discussion
The role of DED-containing proteins beyond the regulation of receptor-mediated apoptosis
in hepatocytes is undefined. In the current study we evaluated the contribution of FADD and
cFLIP in acute oxidant injury using two hepatoma cell lines and two murine models with
hepatocyte-specific modification of DED-containing proteins. HepG2 and Huh7 cells
displayed similar toxicity from menadione independent of their differences in the tumor-
suppressor gene p53 and was accompanied by activation of JNK [22]. Interestingly we
observed an induction of FADD protein in response to acute oxidant stress indicating that
FADD potentially contributes to cellular injury independent of the classical receptor-
mediated apoptosis signaling pathways. This type of ligand-independent death receptor
activation has previously been implied for ethanol-mediated apoptosis involving DR5 and
CD95/Fas signaling in hepatocytes [28,29]. The regulation of FADD is complex and only
partly understood: both increased expression and phosphorylation have been implied in the
regulation of cellular survival. Recent evidence has implicated FADD serine
phosphorylation in its subcellular distribution and trafficking - one way by which FADD
potentially exerts receptor-independent effects [30]. Additionally, activation of Erk which
regulates toxicity from menadione, has been shown to contribute to FADD-dependent
apoptosis in transformed non-hepatic tissue [22,31]. In the current study we did not observe
an effect of Erk inhibition on menadione-induced FADD expression or phosphorylation.
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The loss of FADD function in hepatocytes expressing an antagonistic, dominant negative
protein protected from menadione-induced cell death and decreased the activation of JNK.
Previous studies have shown that the dynamics of JNK activation determines the amount of
cell death. Czaja et al. demonstrated that prolonged activation of JNK in the context of Erk
inhibition dramatically increased oxidant-induced injury in hepatocytes while transient
activation of JNK did not promote cell death [22]. In the current study inhibition of FADD
resulted in increased Erk phosphorylation at baseline and ameliorated JNK phosphorylation
in response to menadione treatment. The inhibition of Erk using an MEK inhibitor
completely abolished the protective effect of dnFADD in menadione-induced cell death.
These findings imply that activation of Erk underlies the protection of hepatocytes with
impaired FADD function from menadione potentially through its ability to modulate JNK
activation. Interestingly, only a small amount of cell death was due to apoptosis in wild type
and dnFADD hepatocytes. Nonetheless, the pancaspase inhibitor zVAD partly protected
from menadione, indicating that despite low levels of caspase activation during the initial
priming phase of injury, cellular protection can be achieved through caspase inhibition.
Thus, these results identify FADD as a factor that promotes oxidative injury due its ability to
modulate Erk and JNK signaling in hepatocytes. In patients with hepatocellular carcinoma
the resistance of cancer cells towards apoptosis and the activation of Erk signaling has been
linked with a poor prognosis. With respect to our findings this could partly result from a
decreased sensitivity of cancer cells towards oxidative stress [32,33].

To further explore the role of DED-containing proteins hepatocytes lacking the caspase 8
homologue cFLIP were studied. We have previously shown that cFLIP-deficient
hepatocytes are more sensitive to apoptosis induced by activation of the CD95/Apo1/Fas- or
TNF signaling pathway [19]. Acute oxidant stress resulted in a significant increase of cell
death and apoptosis in cFLIP-deficient hepatocytes. Interestingly, this type of cell death was
only partly dependent on caspase activation but resulted in increased activation of
proapoptotic Bid and augmented release of cytochrome c from mitochondria. Thus, oxidant
stress from menadione involves the release of proapoptotic factors independent of caspase
and death receptor activation. These findings are in line with recent observations, that loss of
FADD and caspase 8 protect cells from breakdown of the mitochondrial membrane
potential, the release of cytochrome c and the activation of caspases [34].

To further substantiate the role of MAPKs in menadione induced cell death, we evaluated
Erk and cJun activation. In line with our previous findings in wild type and FADD-deficient
hepatocytes, we observed lower levels and decreased activation of Erk and increased
phosphorylation of c-Jun from menadione in cFLIP-deficient hepatocytes, indicating that
Erk activation represents a protective signal, which is partly responsible for the suppression
of injurious JNK/c-Jun/AP1 activation. Mcl-1, an anti-apoptotic member of the Bcl-2
family, was unaffected by treatment with menadione indicating that in the studied model
selectively alters proteins that are involved in the mitochondrial cell death pathway.
Interestingly, we observed increased levels of Mcl-1 protein in cFLIP-deficient hepatocytes,
which could represent a counter regulatory effect in these cells which are prone to increased
activation of the cell death pathway.

In conclusion we have identified the DED-containing proteins FADD and cFLIP as
regulators of cell injury from acute, oxidant stress in hepatocytes which occurred partly
independent of death receptor ligand- and caspase-activation. Resistance of hepatocytes
lacking FADD is mediated by increased Erk activation and decreased phosphorylation of
JNK and c-Jun. In analogy, loss of cFLIP resulted in decreased Erk phosphorylation,
increased cJun activation, and increased oxidant-induced cell death. Thus, our study implies
a novel function of DED-containing proteins which are capable of regulating cellular
survival independent of death-receptor and DISC activation. These findings are especially
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relevant to patients with hepatocellular carcinoma, which is associated with resistance
towards cell death signaling and exhibit alterations of tyrosine kinase signaling pathways.
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Highlights

• The role of DED-containing proteins in oxidant-induced cell injury is undefined

• Cell death from oxidative stress in hepatocytes is regulated by FADD and cFLIP

• Increased JNK activation and decreased Erk activation promote oxidant cell
death

• DED-proteins regulate oxidant cell death independent of receptor-ligand
interaction
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Figure 1. Cellular viability, JNK activation, and induction of FADD in hepatoma cell lines from
menadione are independent of p53
(a) HepG2 and Huh7 cells were treated with increasing concentrations of menadione and
cellular viability was assessed by neutral red staining at 24h. Cellular viability is expressed
in percent relative to untreated controls as mean ±standard error and * indicates a p-value
<0.05. (b) Activation of JNK was assessed by immunoblotting using phospho-specific
(pJNK) antibodies at 4h. Total JNK and actin served as a control for equal protein loading.
(c) Levels of total and phosphorylated FADD (pFADD) protein were determined in HepG2
cells treated with menadione at 6h. Cells were pretreated with U0126 for 1h when indicated.
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Figure 2. Inhibition of FADD ameliorates menadione-induced cell injury and JNK/c-Jun
activation
(a) Primary hepatocytes were treated with increasing concentrations of menadione and
apoptosis and necrosis were assessed morphologically by staining with acridine orange/
ethidium bromide as specified in material and methods. Results are expressed as mean
±standard error derived from 3 independent high power fields. (b) Cellular viability in
hepatocytes derived from wild type and mice with liver-specific expression of a dominant-
negative FADD protein (dnFADD) was assessed by neutral red staining following ex-vivo
treatment with increasing concentrations of menadione for 24h and is expressed relative to
untreated controls. * indicates a p-value <0.05 for wild type vs dnFADD. Activation of (c)
JNK, (d) cJun, and (e) Erk were assessed by immunoblotting for phosphorylated and total
protein, or actin as control following treatment with menadione. Pretreatment was done with
DMSO, zVAD, or U0126 for 1h when indicated. (f) Cellular viability in response to
menadione was reassessed following pretreatment with DMSO, U0126, or zVAD. *
indicates a p-value <0.05 for dnFADD ±U0126 and # for wild type ±zVAD.
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Figure 3. Loss of cFLIP augments apoptotic, partly caspase-independent cell death from
menadione
(a; c) Hepatocytes derived from wild type or mice with liver-specific deletion of cFLIP
(flip−/−) were isolated using collagen-perfusion and treated ex-vivo with menadione for 24h
as indicated. Pretreatment with zVAD was for 1h when indicated. Cellular viability was
assessed by neutral red staining. Results are expressed as mean viable cells ±standard error
relative to untreated controls and * indicates a p-value <0.05 for wild type vs. flip−/−, # p-
value <0.05 for flip−/− ±zVAD. (b) The degree of apoptosis and necrosis was assessed by
costaining with acridine orange/ethidium bromide as specified in material and methods.
Results are expressed as mean ±standard error and * indicates a p-value <0.01 for wild type
vs flip−/−.
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Figure 4. Cell death from oxidative stress in cFLIP-deficient hepatocytes involves altered
MAPKs signaling and proapoptotic mitochondrial factors
(a) Activation of Erk and (b) c-Jun were assessed by immunoblotting for phosphorylated and
total protein following treatment with menadione for 4h. Hepatocytes were pretreated with
DMSO, U0126, or zVAD for 1h when indicated. (c; d) Immunoblotting for cytochrome c
(cyto c), Bid and cytochrome c oxidase IV (COX IV) was performed following separation of
cytosolic (c) from mitochondrial (m) protein and treatment with menadione. (e) Levels of
Mcl-1 were determined by immunoblotting in wild type, dnFADD and flip−/− hepatocytes.
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