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REVIEW

The role of host autophagy machinery in controlling Toxoplasma infection
Sébastien Besteiro

DIMNP, UMR5235 CNRS, Université de Montpellier, Montpellier, France

ABSTRACT
Toxoplasma gondii is an obligate intracellular parasitic protist that infects a wide range of warm-blooded
vertebrates. Although this parasite can cause serious complications, infections are often asymptomatic,
allowing T. gondii to persist in its host and possibly enhancing the chances of its transmission. T. gondii
has thus evolved multiple mechanisms of host manipulation to establish chronic infection. This persis-
tence involves a balance between host immunity and parasite evasion of this immune response. This
review highlights recent investigations that have demonstrated the important role played by the
autophagy machinery in this balance, both in parasite control by the host, and in host exploitation by
the parasite.
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Introduction

Approximately one-third of the world’s population is
infected byToxoplasma gondii, a parasitic protist belonging
to the phylum Apicomplexa. Several factors make this
parasite so successful. First, this intracellular pathogen has
a wide host range and is able to invade any warm-blooded
animal. Second, the infection is usually largely asympto-
matic and the parasite is able to survive in its host through-
out its whole life, providing more opportunities for
transmission. Felids such as domestic cats are the only
known definitive hosts in which the parasite can undergo
sexual replication. All other non-feline warm-blooded ver-
tebrates can act as intermediate hosts, where T. gondii
replicates asexually. In intermediate hosts (including
humans), T. gondii is present as actively dividing tachy-
zoites responsible for the symptoms of a disease called
toxoplasmosis[1], or more quiescent bradyzoites which
are found in tissue cysts[2].

Upon primary infection of an immunocompetent host,
an acute phase of the disease is initiated by the actively-
replicating tachyzoites. Yet, as it is usually controlled by the
immune system of the host, it often remains asymptomatic
and will be followed by a chronic phase whereby the para-
sites will differentiate into encysted bradyzoites[3]. In the
case of immune suppression (i.e. for HIV/AIDS patients,
cancer patients with chemotherapy and transplant recipi-
ents), uncontrolled bradyzoites can reactivate into tachy-
zoites whose fast replication will lead to devastating tissue
destruction and potentially serious illnesses (i.e. encephali-
tis, pneumonitis, chorioretinitis or myocarditis). Another
severe form of the disease is during pregnancy, through a

transplacental transmission of the parasite from a primary
infected mother to a developing foetus. As with many
pathogens, the severity of the infection is variable and
depends on several factors influencing the interplay
between host and parasite, such as the type of host, its
immune status, but also the type of parasite strain. For
instance, severe ocular disease or even death, are possible
in immunocompetent individuals infectedwith highly viru-
lent strains of T. gondii. [4]

Although T. gondii is the only species described in the
Toxoplasma genus, there are different strains with some
degree of genetic variation. The majority of strains isolated
in Europe andNorth America belong to one of three clonal
lineages (referred to as types I, II and III)[5], however there
is a much greater diversity in other parts of the world,
especially South America[6]. Several of these strains differ
markedly in virulence in the mouse model: type I is con-
sidered the most virulent and lethal, while types II and III
are considered avirulent and are associated with chronic
infection[7].

Immune response to T. gondii in mice and in
humans

A large number of studies on T. gondii infection have been
performed in mice, which are natural hosts of the parasite
and excellent models for studying innate and adaptive
immune responses[8]. Although there are differences, the
immune response in human hosts follows a similar general
pattern. Early in infection, tachyzoites can induce a strong
innate immune response (Figure 1). The general paradigm
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is that sentinel cells of the mononuclear phagocyte system
(monocytes, macrophages, dendritic cells) are activated by
the parasites. In turn they will activate an adaptive immune
responsemediated by B and T lymphocytes [9] through the
action of pro-inflammatory cytokines such as IL-12[10].
Innate lymphoid cells such as Natural Killer cells are also
critical to license antigen-presenting cells and produce
soluble factors such as interferon gamma (IFN-γ) that
contribute to parasite control[11]. Ultimately, various
mechanisms of cell-autonomous immunity triggered by
CD8 T cell activity and Th1-polarized CD4T cell responses
are important for parasite control[12], as well as to some
extent the humoral response through B cells[13]. This
essentially constrains tachyzoites and enhances their differ-
entiation to bradyzoites confined to tissue cysts, which will
remain largely hidden from the immune system. It should
be noted that there are, however, some differences between
humans and mice, for example in the mechanisms trigger-
ing the innate cytokine response[14], or in some effectors of
the cell-autonomous immunity[15].

Tachyzoites infect their host cells by an active inva-
sion process [16] leading to the formation of a specia-
lized membrane-bound compartment called the
parasitophorous vacuole (PV) that is not destroyed by
fusion with the host endo-lysosomal system[17].
Control of acute infection by this parasite stage
depends largely on IFN-γ and associated pathways
[18], in both mice [19,20] and humans [21,22]. It

should be noted, however, that although it is commonly
admitted that IFN-γ-dependent pathways are pivotal in
the control of toxoplasmosis, other molecular signals
such as the cytokine tumor necrosis factor alpha (TNF-
α) [23] and the CD40 (a member of the tumor necrosis
factor receptor superfamily)/CD40 ligand interaction
[24–26] also play a significant role, although this may
be more the case in humans than mice. IFN-γ mediates
host protection via multiple mechanisms, including the
induction of antimicrobial molecules (ie nitric oxide
and reactive oxygen species) and is also responsible
for changes in host metabolism that limit parasite
replication (Figure 1)[27]. Moreover, in mice and
humans it induces immunity-related GTPases (IRGs)
and guanylate-binding proteins (GBPs) that can lead to
the destruction of parasite-containing PVs 28,(Figure 1).
However, the efficiency of this depends largely on para-
site strains: types II and III parasites are for example
susceptible to the IRGs, while highly virulent type I
parasites can secrete kinase-like proteins that inactivate
these GTPases.29,30 Overall, this shows that T. gondii
has successfully developed strategies to modulate host
immune effectors to ensure a delicate balance between
parasitism and the host’s immune response. As para-
sites ultimately depend on their host for survival and
transmission, they both have to preserve it and also
remain hidden from the immune system to avoid
destruction. For instance, some parasite effectors

Figure 1. Schematic view of immune responses to T. gondii upon initial infection. Cells involved in the innate and adaptive immune
response to T. gondii infection are shown. Initial host control of parasite infection induces the production of the pro-inflammatory cytokine
interleukin 12 (IL-12) by macrophages and dendritic cells. IL-12 will in turn activate natural killer (NK) and T cells to secrete interferon γ (IFN-γ).
Neutrophils and T cells also produce IFN-γ in response to infection. IFN-γ then activates several host defense mechanisms for intracellular
elimination of T. gondii, including the activation of interferon-induced GTPases, and the induction of nutrient and oxidative stresses. Activated
B cells can also help limiting the spread of the parasites to some extent.
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promote a pro-inflammatory microenvironment to
protect the host from excessive parasite growth, while
others are protecting T. gondii from the mounting
immune response [31,32].

The host autophagy machinery participates in
the control of intracellular pathogens

Autophagy is a self-digestive lysosomal degradation path-
way found in most eukaryotic cells. The most widespread
autophagic process is macroautophagy, which is generally
simply referred to as “autophagy” (I shall do likewise in this
review). It relies on the formation of a double membrane
structure called the autophagosome that will engulf intra-
cellular material and subsequently fuse with lysosomes for
degradation and recycling of its content[33]. Autophagy is
particularly important for providing sources of energy in
response to nutrient stresses, but it also plays a housekeep-
ing role in removing misfolded or aggregated proteins and
clearing damaged organelles[34]. Finally, autophagy can be
involved in the elimination of intracellular pathogens by a
process called “xenophagy” (“xenos”meaning “stranger” in
Greek, as in that case it leads to the disposal of material of
foreign origin) [35,36].

The formation of the autophagosome is a highly
regulated process depending on a molecular machin-
ery[33], of which a large part has been identified thanks
to mutant screening assays in the yeast Saccharomyces
cerevisiae[37]. AuTophaGy-related (ATG) proteins
coordinate this process, which is initiated by the for-
mation of a double-membrane cytosol-sequestering
vesicle, termed the phagophore that can engulf either
random portions of the cytosol or specific proteins and
organelles (Figure 2(a)). This is regulated by upstream
kinases such as the Target Of Rapamycin (TOR) com-
plex, acting as a repressor[38], and the class III phos-
phatidylinositol 3-kinase (PtdIns3K) complex, which is
a positive regulator[39]. The phagophore then matures
into a fully closed autophagosome that will subse-
quently fuse with lysosomes to give a hybrid organelle
called autolysosome, in which digestion and recycling
of the sequestered material will take place (Figure 2(a)).

One central protein in the process is a ubiquitin-like
regulator of autophagosome biogenesis called microtu-
bule-associated protein 1 Light Chain 3 (LC3)[40]. LC3
association to the autophagosomal membrane is tightly
regulated by a core ubiquitin-like conjugation machin-
ery that consists of proteins ATG3, 4, 5, 7, 10, 12 and
16L1 (Figure 2(a)). Briefly, the C-terminus of LC3-I
(the cytosolic form of the protein) is cleaved by the
ATG4 protease to expose a glycine residue. This residue
is then covalently linked to the membrane-embedded
lipid phosphatidylethanolamine, though the action of a

ubiquitin-like conjugation cascade including ATG7,
ATG3, and ATG12/ATG5-ATG16L1 acting as E1, E2,
and E3 enzymes, respectively. The resulting membrane-
bound form is called LC3-II. It should be noted that in
mammalian cells, there are at least six homologues,
classified into the LC3/GABARAP subfamilies, that
can potentially be conjugated to the autophagosomal
membrane in a similar way[41], but might play differ-
ent roles in the autophagic process[42].

Interestingly, a non-canonical recruitment of LC3 to
single-membrane phagosomes surrounding intracellular
pathogens has been described recently and termed LC3-
Associated Phagocytosis (LAP, Figure 2(b))[43].
Recruitment of LC3 to phagosomes occurs rapidly (≤ 15
min) after internalization and is transient[44]. The forma-
tion of these LC3-decorated phagosomes (also called
LAPosomes) involves several components of the canonical
autophagy machinery. A PtdIns3K complex (although dif-
ferent from the one involved in regulating canonical autop-
hagy) is for instance important for LAP initiation[45], by
generating PtdIns3P that will act as a signaling platform at
the phagosome membrane. The two ubiquitin-like conju-
gation systems required for LC3 membrane conjugation
during canonical autophagy (ATG7, ATG3, and ATG12/
ATG5-ATG16L1), are also required for the conjugation of
LC3 to the LAPosome[45]. As for autophagosomes, pha-
gosomes (and LAPosomes) have to fuse with lysosomes to
mature as lytic compartments and subsequent degrade
their cargo. LC3 function on LAPosomes is not fully elu-
cidated, but it seems it could accelerate their maturation by
fusion with lysosomes [45,46]. Rab7 and its interacting
partners on endosomes and phagosomes are however
also able to promote fusion with lysosomes[47], but how
LC3 coordinates with other known regulators of phago-
some maturation is currently unknown.

IFNγ-dependent parasite clearance is mediated
by the autophagy machinery independently of
autophagosome formation

In the mouse model (Figure 3(a)), killing of T. gondii
inIFN-γ-activated host cells is associated with blebbing,
vesiculation and ultimately stripping of the PV mem-
brane early after cell entry. The recruitment of IRGs to
the PV membrane leads to its destruction, exposure of
the parasite to the host cytoplasm and its subsequent
elimination, although the precise mechanism by which
the IRG proteins achieve this is not known[48]. Initial
observations in activated macrophages described autop-
hagosome-like double membrane vacuoles surrounding
entire parasites, suggesting a role for autophagy in the
elimination of the tachyzoites[49]. Others have also
described an accumulation of LC3-positive vesicles near
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the disrupted PV in activated host cells before their
elimination, however the authors did not see structures
resembling autophagic vacuoles engulfing whole para-
sites by cryo-electron microscopy[50]. Moreover, during
canonical autophagy the double-membrane-bound
autophagosome normally goes on to fuse with LAMP1-
positive lysosomes, but degraded T. gondii-containing
vacuoles are not uniformly LAMP1-positive [50,51].
Finally, proteins that are important for the initiation of
autophagosome formation, like ATG9, or upstream reg-
ulators ATG14 and Beclin 1 (Figure 2(a)), are dispensa-
ble for parasite destruction [52–54]. It thus appears IFN-
γ-treated cells can kill parasites through a mechanism
that is independent of the formation of canonical
autophagosomes.

However, intriguingly, not only LC3 is recruited to the
vicinity of PVs, but functional studies have shown parasite
elimination depends on autophagy proteins which are
important for LC3 lipidation. More precisely, in mice
the recruitment of IRG proteins to the PV membrane

and subsequent destruction of the parasite is promoted
by ATG5 [51,55], a key protein involved in LC3 conjuga-
tion to membranes (Figure 2(a)). Interestingly, knockout
of ATG5 in macrophages and neutrophils not only
increases susceptibility to infection by T. gondii, but also
by the bacterium Listeria monocytogenes[51]. Besides,
IFN-inducible GTPases have been implicated in cellular
immunity against bacteria via the autophagy machinery,
thus suggesting it is a general defense mechanism against
intracellular pathogens [28,56]. Although ATG5 is clearly
involved in the control of the parasites, autophagosomal
membranes were not observed around intracellular tachy-
zoites[51], again suggesting that canonical autophagy is
not at play here. In dendritic cells, ATG5 may even
modulate the CD4 + T cell cytokine response through
mechanisms different from canonical autophagy, but also
distinct from LC3-associated phagocytosis or the IRG-
dependent response[57].

Importantly, not only ATG5, but the entire LC3
conjugation system, including ATG7, ATG3, and the

Figure 2. Autophagy-related protein LC3 associates with different types of membranes. (a) Schematic representation of the
mammalian autophagic process and its regulatory machinery. The process is initiated by the formation of a structure called the phagophore,
which engulfs cytoplasmic cargo and, once complete, will form a double membrane compartment called the autophagosome. The
autophagosome will then fuse with lysosomes to form an autolysosome where the autophagic cargo will be degraded for subsequent
recycling. The whole process is regulated by upstream kinases such as Target of Rapamycin (TOR) and class III phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase
(PtdIns3K). Microtubule-associated protein 1 Light Chain 3 (LC3), an important player for autophagosome formation, is conjugated to
phosphatidyl ethanolamine (PE) on themembrane of elongating phagophores thanks to ubiquitin-like conjugation systems. (b) The process of
LC3-associated phagocytosis (LAP) is involved in the degradation of extracellular pathogens. LC3 associates with phagosomal membranes
thanks to the same ubiquitin-like conjugation machinery required for LC3 membrane conjugation to the phagophore during canonical
autophagy. The emerging phagosome, now referred to as LAPosome, will mature by fusion with lysosomes and the cargo will be degraded.
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ATG5-ATG12-ATG16L1 complex, are involved in
IFN-γ-dependent anti-T. gondii IRG recruitment
(Figures 2(a) and 3(a)) [52,53,58]. This suggests the
presence of PV-located LC3 is the main factor that
recruits the IFN-inducible GTPases specifically to the
target membrane. Interestingly, not only LC3, but also
its homologs of the GABARAP family localize to the
membrane of the parasite-containing PV in a conjuga-
tion-dependent manner and are able to recruit IFN-γ-
induced GTPases[59]. It should be noted that there
does not seem to be a complete functional redundancy
between these different members of the LC3 family, as
GABARAPs might be more important for parasite con-
trol[54]. Moreover, how LC3 and related proteins
recruit the GTPases to the PV is currently unclear[60].

The aforementioned studies have been essentially per-
formed in mice and although human cells express a wide
repertoire ofGBPs, they do not necessarily express the IRGs
found in mice[61]. Besides, human GBPs are thought to be
either dispensable for IFN-γ–induced inhibition of T. gon-
dii proliferation, [52] or to be acting without being targeted
to the PV[62]. However, it is interesting to note that pro-
teins of the LC3-conjugating machinery such as ATG16L1

(Figure 2(a)) are also important for the recruitment of
human GBPs to parasite-containing vacuoles[52].

Cd40-dependent parasite clearance mediated
by the autophagy machinery

The CD40-dependent parasite elimination may represent
an important complementary mechanism to the primary
IFN-γ-mediated pathways[63]. Interestingly, there is an
IFN-γ-independent/CD40-dependent autophagy machin-
ery-related killing of intracellular tachyzoites[64]. In con-
trast with IFN-γ-dependent killing of T. gondii, the CD40-
stimulated pathway promotes killing of the parasites by the
lysosomal system (Figure 3(a))[64]. Moreover, canonical
autophagy seems involved, as CD40 signaling appears to
act on autophagy. More precisely, it acts on LC3 recruit-
ment around the parasites [65] through the stimulation of
upstream regulators such as Beclin 1[63], a regulatory sub-
unit of autophagy-promoting PtdIns3K (Figure 2(a)), and
ULK1[66], a kinase that regulates this complex (Figure 2
(a))[67]. In non-hematopoietic cells, the down-regulation
of autophagy proteins (Beclin 1 or ATG7), or the use of the
PtdIns3K-inhibitor 3-methyladenine to block autophagy,

Figure 3. Schematic representation of the interplay between host autophagy-related machinery and intracellular tachy-
zoites. (a) Possible autophagy proteins-dependent pathways for the degradation of tachyzoites in immunologically-activated mouse
host cells. The LC3-centered autophagy machinery has an IFN-γ-stimulated non-canonical role in the recruitment of immunity-
related GTPases (IRGs) to the parasitophorous vacuole; on the other hand, CD40 stimulation leads to parasite elimination by
canonical autophagy, LAP, or a related lysosome-dependent mechanism. (b) In permissive host cells, invading tachyzoites can
potentially block the autophagy machinery of the host by interfering with epidermal growth factor receptor (EGFR)-dependent
signaling pathways. Developing parasites can also recruit host organelles, including autophagic vesicles, to access nutrients sources.
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can also prevent the CD40-dependent fusion between LC3-
decoratedT. gondii-containing vacuoles and the lysosomes,
and inhibit subsequent killing of the parasites[65].
Altogether, this shows that the CD40-induced anti-T. gon-
dii activity depends on proteins of the autophagy machin-
ery, but in contrast to IFN-γ-mediated killing, it seems to
involve the sequestration and degradation of intracellular
tachyzoites through classical degradative autophagy.

However, although a double membrane structure was
noted around the T. gondii-containing PV in autophagy-
inducing conditions[68], it is unclear how autophago-
somes could be built to accommodate such large objects
(autophagosomes of mammalian cells are usually
< 1.5 µm in diameter)[69]. Instead of a single autophago-
some that would surround whole parasite-containing
PVs, the LC3-positive structures could represent local
recruitment and fusion of multiple autophagosomes
(Figure 3(a)). It could also be a non-canonical recruitment
of LC3 directly to the PV membrane, similar to the LAP
process (Figure 3(a)). However, LAP is known to be
dependent on Beclin 1 and the PtdIns3K complex[45],
but independent of ULK 1 activity[70].

T. gondii can block and also exploit host
autophagy

In parallel to the implication of host autophagy in the
control of intracellular microbes, there is also a growing
list of pathogens that seem to be able to antagonize the
host autophagy machinery, or even exploit it to enhance
their replication[36]. Similarly, there is some evidence T.
gondii is activating host cell signaling that counter-regu-
lates the autophagymachinery, in order to avoid degrada-
tion. [68,71] Establishment of the parasites in a PV leads
to a molecular cascade preventing the targeting of T.
gondii by the autophagy machinery through activation
of epidermal growth factor receptor (EGFR)-dependent
pathways (Figure 3(b)). Parasite-dependent activation of
EGFR and a downstream effector PtdIns3K-regulated Akt
pathway, prevents parasite targeting for autophagic/lyso-
somal degradation in endothelial, epithelial and glial cells
[68]. Akt is a regulator of the TOR kinase, a critical
modulator of autophagy induction[34]. Parasite-activated
EGFR-dependent signaling is also acting on the functions
of signal transducer and activator of transcription 3
(STAT3) that can regulate autophagy via the transcrip-
tional regulation of several genes, or can inhibit autop-
hagy by sequestering the eukaryotic Initiation Factor 2
alpha (eIF2α)[72].

To support its growth, T. gondii is also known to be
very efficient at intercepting host organelles shortly
after invasion and its establishment in the PV. These
are probably used as a source of nutrients, in particular

lipids[73]. They include the endoplasmic reticulum and
mitochondria[74], as well as vesicles of the endolysoso-
mal pathway [75,76], several Rab-associated vesicles
[77], and lipid droplets (Figure 3(b)) [78,79].

Interestingly, a study performed in HeLa cells and
primary fibroblasts presents evidence that T. gondii is
able to induce a significant recruitment of the autophagy
machinery in these cells, as highlighted by LC3-positive
vesicles and Beclin 1 localization around the PV[80]. This
recruitment of autophagosomes seems to be independent
of TOR, but parasite growth was reduced in ATG5-defi-
cient cells, indicating a beneficial role for host cell autop-
hagy in the development of the parasites. The recruitment
of autophagosomes was observed several hours after inva-
sion and is similar to the recruitment of other host cell
organelles. More recently, it was shown that infection by
T. gondii triggers lipophagy (the autophagy of host lipid
droplets) to provide a source of fatty acids for parasite
development[81]. Altogether this suggests that in non-
IFN-γ-activated cells, host cell autophagy is exploited by
the parasite for acquiring nutrients to sustain its growth
(Figure 3(b)).

Conclusion and outstanding questions

Overall, the current knowledge indicates a significant,
but still not completely elucidated, role of members of
the autophagy machinery in eliminating T. gondii in
IFN-γ-primed host cells. Upon stimulation by IFN-γ,
the autophagy machinery regulating the membrane
association of proteins of the LC3 family with para-
site-containing PVs, allows the recruitment of GTPases
for the disruption of the PV membrane and elimination
of the parasites. This process is clearly different from
canonical autophagy/xenophagy as it seems largely
independent from classical upstream regulators of the
autophagic pathway, and does not seem to directly
involve lysosomal degradation of the parasites. A num-
ber of questions remain regarding this original role for
the autophagy-related machinery at parasite-containing
PVs. First, mammalian cells express a number of LC3
homologues, and as currently described in the literature
their respective contributions to this particular process
are not completely clear [54,59]. Also, at the PV mem-
brane it is not known if these proteins of the LC3
family can directly act as a scaffold for the GTPases,
or as a signal in conjunction with IFN-γ activation for
further recruitment of currently unknown protein part-
ners. Ubiquitin and p62 (a selective autophagy adaptor
with a ubiquitin-binding domain) are also recruited to
the PV in an IFN-γ-dependent way and are likely to
also play an important role for the recruitment of
GTPases [82–85].
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As mentioned above, a significant part of the studies on
parasite control by the autophagymachinery of the host has
been performed in the mouse model, and mostly in cells of
the mononuclear phagocyte system. They demonstrated a
prominent role played for IRGs in the IFN-γ-driven
response, but different mechanisms are also potentially
playing a significant role, noticeably in other hosts or
other cell types. For instance, an IFN-γ-independent/
CD40-dependent upregulation of the autophagy machin-
ery and recruitment of LC3 to T. gondii-containing
vacuoles for its elimination has also been characterized in
both mice and human cells[64]. In contrast with the IFN-γ
GTPase-mediated pathway, this depends on well-charac-
terized upstream regulators of the autophagic process and
intersects with the lysosomal pathway, which is suggestive
of a canonical degradative autophagy. However, the nature
of the LC3-decorated structures surrounding the parasites
is incompletely characterized. The recent discovery of LAP
suggests that the observation of LC3 around pathogens can
no longer by itself be taken as an evidence for the presence
of autophagosomes and that some other unconventional
compartments involving autophagic markers exist. In this
regard, it is interesting to note that the PV membrane is
derived from the host cell’s plasma membrane, although it
is distinct from a phagosomal membrane, as it does not
contain host proteins allowing transformation into a
mature phagolysosome [17,86]. It is intriguing to note
that LC3 (or related proteins) can be recruited to different
membrane-bound compartments such as autophagosomes,
phagosomes, or directly to parasite-containing vacuoles, yet
the factors driving the specificity of this recruitment are
unknown.

Regarding the innate immune system it should also be
noted that interferon-inducible GBPs are important for the
activation of the inflammasome[87], a multiprotein oligo-
mer is responsible for the activation of inflammatory
responses that potentially play a role in host resistance to
toxoplasmosis [88,89]. As canonical autophagy is involved
in the regulation of inflammasome activation[90], it would
be interesting to investigate further the interaction between
these pathways in the context of T. gondii infection.

Moreover, autophagy also has implications for the adap-
tive immune response, as antigens originating fromparasite
degradation by this process may be presented by class II
molecules of the major histocompatibility complex[91].
This might be important for the cellular and humoral
responses to T. gondii. However, this needs to be explored
further as previous work suggested only ATG5, but not
ATG7-dependent canonical autophagy, might promote
antigen presentation in the context of T. gondii infec-
tion[57].

Host autophagy may thus facilitate the optimal regula-
tion of innate immune signaling, the elimination of the

parasites, but also the enhancement of antigen presentation
in the context of adaptive immunity. Therefore, stimulating
this pathway by the use of pharmacological agents is poten-
tially of therapeutic interest for combating infectious dis-
eases[92].However, although there are extensive preclinical
animalmodel data supporting a potential therapeutic use of
autophagy upregulation in the context of several diseases,
there are nomolecule currently available for use in humans
[93]. One of the reasons is that autophagy is a complex
process, involved in multiple cellular pathways and main-
taining a delicate balance between degradation and bio-
synthesis; thus stimulating autophagy can have a positive
or a negative impact, depending on the context of a given
disease or the stage of disease progression.

The case of T. gondii infection also illustrates this.
For instance, like other intracellular pathogens[94], it
seems this parasite has evolved strategies to evade host
autophagy machinery-mediated degradation [68,71], or
even exploit it as a source of nutrients [80,81]. To
divide intracellularly, the parasite has to scavenge
some essential nutrients of which the host cell is a
valuable source. Interactions between host organelles
and the complex interface constituted by the PV limit-
ing membrane[86], facilitate molecular exchanges
between host and parasites. By nature, autophagosomes
are potential nutrient sources. Interestingly, when not
under pressure by the immune system, T. gondii can
recruit host autophagosomes and even stimulate lipid
droplets degradation by lipophagy to gain access to
nutrients. However, the parasitic factors that contribute
to the recruitment and exploitation of host autophago-
somes remain to be identified.

In conclusion, depending on the host organism, the cell
type and the type of immune stimulation, the autophagy
machinery will have a different impact on the intracellular
fate of T. gondii. A clearance function of autophagy may
enhance pathogen killing in host cells that have been acti-
vated for anti-parasitic function, while in permissive host
cells T. gondiimay co-opt the autophagy machinery for its
own benefit. This illustrates the remarkable role played by
this machinery in the intricate sets of interactions between
T. gondii and its host cells.

Acknowledgments

I am grateful to Nicolas Blanchard for his critical reading of
the manuscript and for offering some helpful suggestions. I
also thank Jonathan Howard for his insightful comments on
an earlier version of this work.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

VIRULENCE 7



Funding

Support from the Institut National de la Santé et de la
Recherche Médicale (Inserm), the Fondation pour la
Recherche Médicale (Equipe EQ20170336725) and the
Labex Parafrap (ANR-11-LABX-0024) is acknowledged.

ORCID

Sébastien Besteiro http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1853-1494

References

[1] Montoya JG, Liesenfeld O. Toxoplasmosis. Lancet.
2004;363:1965–1976.

[2] Dubey JP, Lindsay DS, Speer CA. Structures of
Toxoplasma gondii tachyzoites, bradyzoites, and spor-
ozoites and biology and development of tissue cysts.
Clin Microbiol Rev. 1998;11:267–299.

[3] Jeffers V, Tampaki Z, Kim K, et al. A latent ability to
persist: differentiation in Toxoplasma gondii. Cell Mol
Life Sci CMLS. 2018;75:2355–2373.

[4] Xiao J, Yolken RH. Strain hypothesis of Toxoplasma
gondii infection on the outcome of human diseases.
Acta Physiol. 2015;213:828–845.

[5] Howe DK, Sibley LD. Toxoplasma gondii comprises
three clonal lineages: correlation of parasite genotype
with human disease. J Infect Dis. 1995;172:1561–1566.

[6] Su C, Khan A, Zhou P, et al. Globally diverse Toxoplasma
gondii isolates comprise sixmajor clades originating froma
small number of distinct ancestral lineages. Proc Natl Acad
Sci U S A. 2012;109:5844–5849.

[7] Sibley LD, Boothroyd JC. Virulent strains of
Toxoplasma gondii comprise a single clonal lineage.
Nature. 1992;359:82–85.

[8] Sasai M, Pradipta A, Yamamoto M. Host immune
responses to Toxoplasma gondii. Int Immunol.
2018;30:113–119.

[9] Dupont CD, Christian DA, Hunter CA. Immune
response and immunopathology during toxoplasmosis.
Semin Immunopathol. 2012;34:793–813.

[10] Gazzinelli RT, Wysocka M, Hayashi S, et al. Parasite-
induced IL-12 stimulates early IFN-gamma synthesis
and resistance during acute infection with Toxoplasma
gondii. J Immunol Baltim Md. 1994;153:2533–2543.

[11] Dunay IR, Diefenbach A. Group 1 innate lymphoid cells in
Toxoplasma gondii infection. Parasite Immunol. 2018;40:
e12516.

[12] Könen-Waisman S, Howard JC. Cell-autonomous
immunity to Toxoplasma gondii in mouse and man.
Microbes Infect. 2007;9:1652–1661.

[13] Kang H, Remington JS, Suzuki Y. Decreased resistance
of B cell-deficient mice to infection with Toxoplasma
gondii despite unimpaired expression of IFN-gamma,
TNF-alpha, and inducible nitric oxide synthase. J
Immunol Baltim Md. 2000;164:2629–2634.

[14] Sher A, Tosh K, Jankovic D. Innate recognition of
Toxoplasma gondii in humans involves a mechanism

distinct from that utilized by rodents. Cell Mol Immunol.
2017;14:36–42.

[15] Bekpen C, Hunn JP, Rohde C, et al. The interferon-
inducible p47 (IRG) GTPases in vertebrates: loss of the
cell autonomous resistance mechanism in the human
lineage. Genome Biol. 2005;6:R92.

[16] Morisaki JH, Heuser JE, Sibley LD. Invasion of
Toxoplasma gondii occurs by active penetration of
the host cell. J Cell Sci. 1995;108(Pt 6):2457–2464.

[17] Mordue DG, Sibley LD. Intracellular fate of vacuoles
containing Toxoplasma gondii is determined at the
time of formation and depends on the mechanism of
entry. J Immunol Baltim Md. 1997;159:4452–4459.

[18] Sturge CR, Yarovinsky F. Complex immune cell interplay
in the gamma interferon response during Toxoplasma
gondii infection. Infect Immun. 2014;82:3090–3097.

[19] Scharton-Kersten TM, Wynn TA, Denkers EY, et al. In
the absence of endogenous IFN-gamma, mice develop
unimpaired IL-12 responses to Toxoplasma gondii
while failing to control acute infection. J Immunol
Baltim Md. 1996;157:4045–4054.

[20] Suzuki Y, Orellana MA, Schreiber RD, et al. Interferon-
gamma: the major mediator of resistance against
Toxoplasma gondii. Science. 1988;240:516–518.

[21] Cerávolo IP, Chaves AC, Bonjardim CA, et al. Replication
of Toxoplasma gondii, but not Trypanosoma cruzi, is
regulated in human fibroblasts activated with gamma
interferon: requirement of a functional JAK/STAT path-
way. Infect Immun. 1999;67:2233–2240.

[22] Pfefferkorn ER. Interferon gamma blocks the growth of
Toxoplasma gondii in human fibroblasts by inducing
the host cells to degrade tryptophan. Proc Natl Acad
Sci U S A. 1984;81:908–912.

[23] Janssen R, Van Wengen A, Verhard E, et al. Divergent
role for TNF-alpha in IFN-gamma-induced killing of
Toxoplasma gondii and Salmonella typhimurium con-
tributes to selective susceptibility of patients with par-
tial IFN-gamma receptor 1 deficiency. J Immunol
Baltim Md. 2002;169:3900–3907.

[24] Reichmann G, Walker W, Villegas EN, et al. The
CD40/CD40 ligand interaction is required for resis-
tance to toxoplasmic encephalitis. Infect Immun.
2000;68:1312–1318.

[25] Subauste CS, Wessendarp M. CD40 restrains in vivo
growth of Toxoplasma gondii independently of gamma
interferon. Infect Immun. 2006;74:1573–1579.

[26] Subauste CS, Wessendarp M, Sorensen RU, et al. CD40-
CD40 ligand interaction is central to cell-mediated immu-
nity against Toxoplasma gondii: patients with hyper IgM
syndrome have a defective type 1 immune response that
can be restored by soluble CD40 ligand trimer. J Immunol
Baltim Md. 1999;162:6690–6700.

[27] Yarovinsky F. Innate immunity to Toxoplasma gondii
infection. Nat Rev Immunol. 2014;14:109–121.

[28] Kim B-H, Shenoy AR, Kumar P, et al. IFN-inducible
GTPases in host cell defense. Cell Host Microbe.
2012;12:432–444.

[29] Etheridge RD, Alaganan A, Tang K, et al. The Toxoplasma
pseudokinase ROP5 forms complexes with ROP18 and
ROP17 kinases that synergize to control acute virulence
in mice. Cell Host Microbe. 2014;15:537–550.

8 S. BESTEIRO



[30] Hermanns T, Müller UB, Könen-Waisman S, et al. The
Toxoplasma gondii rhoptry protein ROP18 is an Irga6-
specific kinase and regulated by the dense granule
protein GRA7. Cell Microbiol. 2016;18:244–259.

[31] Hakimi M-A, Olias P, Sibley LD. Toxoplasma effectors
targeting host signaling and transcription. Clin Microbiol
Rev. 2017;30:615–645.

[32] Melo MB, Jensen KDC, Saeij JPJ. Toxoplasma gondii
effectors are master regulators of the inflammatory
response. Trends Parasitol. 2011;27:487–495.

[33] Yin Z, Pascual C, Klionsky DJ. Autophagy: machinery
and regulation. Microb Cell. 2016;3:588–596.

[34] Boya P, Reggiori F, Codogno P. Emerging regulation and
functions of autophagy. Nat Cell Biol. 2013;15:713–720.

[35] Deretic V, Saitoh T, Akira S. Autophagy in infection,
inflammation and immunity. Nat Rev Immunol.
2013;13:722–737.

[36] Shibutani ST, Saitoh T, Nowag H, et al. Autophagy and
autophagy-related proteins in the immune system. Nat
Immunol. 2015;16:1014–1024.

[37] Tsukada M, Ohsumi Y. Isolation and characterization
of autophagy-defective mutants of Saccharomyces cer-
evisiae. FEBS Lett. 1993;333:169–174.

[38] Díaz-Troya S, Pérez-Pérez ME, Florencio FJ, et al. The
role of TOR in autophagy regulation from yeast to
plants and mammals. Autophagy. 2008;4:851–865.

[39] Kihara A, Noda T, Ishihara N, et al. Two distinct
Vps34 phosphatidylinositol 3-kinase complexes func-
tion in autophagy and carboxypeptidase Y sorting in
Saccharomyces cerevisiae. J Cell Biol. 2001;152:519–
530.

[40] Wild P, McEwan DG, Dikic I. The LC3 interactome at
a glance. J Cell Sci. 2014;127:3885–3889.

[41] Kabeya Y. LC3, GABARAP and GATE16 localize to
autophagosomal membrane depending on form-II for-
mation. J Cell Sci. 2004;117:2805–2812.

[42] Schaaf MBE, Keulers TG, Vooijs MA, et al. LC3/
GABARAP family proteins: autophagy-(un)related
functions. FASEB J Off Publ Fed Am Soc Exp Biol.
2016;30:3961–3978.

[43] Lai S-C, Devenish RJ. LC3-associated phagocytosis (LAP):
connections with host autophagy. Cells. 2012;1:396–408.

[44] Sanjuan MA, Dillon CP, Tait SWG, et al. Toll-like
receptor signalling in macrophages links the autophagy
pathway to phagocytosis. Nature. 2007;450:1253–1257.

[45] Martinez J, Malireddi RKS, Lu Q, et al. Molecular
characterization of LC3-associated phagocytosis reveals
distinct roles for Rubicon, NOX2 and autophagy pro-
teins. Nat Cell Biol. 2015;17:893–906.

[46] Nguyen TN, Padman BS, Usher J, et al. Atg8 family
LC3/GABARAP proteins are crucial for autophago-
some-lysosome fusion but not autophagosome forma-
tion during PINK1/Parkin mitophagy and starvation. J
Cell Biol. 2016;215:857–874.

[47] Harrison RE, Bucci C, Vieira OV, et al. Phagosomes
fuse with late endosomes and/or lysosomes by exten-
sion of membrane protrusions along microtubules: role
of Rab7 and RILP. Mol Cell Biol. 2003;23:6494–6506.

[48] Howard JC, Hunn JP, Steinfeldt T. The IRG protein-
based resistance mechanism in mice and its relation to
virulence in Toxoplasma gondii. Curr Opin Microbiol.
2011;14:414–421.

[49] Ling YM, Shaw MH, Ayala C, et al. Vacuolar and plasma
membrane stripping and autophagic elimination of
Toxoplasma gondii in primed effector macrophages. J
Exp Med. 2006;203:2063–2071.

[50] Martens S, Parvanova I, Zerrahn J, et al. Disruption
of Toxoplasma gondii parasitophorous vacuoles by
the mouse p47-resistance GTPases. PLoS Pathog.
2005;1:e24.

[51] Zhao Z, Fux B, Goodwin M, et al. Autophagosome-
independent essential function for the autophagy pro-
tein Atg5 in cellular immunity to intracellular patho-
gens. Cell Host Microbe. 2008;4:458–469.

[52] Ohshima J, Lee Y, Sasai M, et al. Role of mouse and
human autophagy proteins in IFN-γ-induced cell-
autonomous responses against Toxoplasma gondii. J
Immunol Baltim Md. 2014;192:3328–3335.

[53] Choi J, Park S, Biering SB, et al. The parasitophorous
vacuole membrane of Toxoplasma gondii is targeted
for disruption by ubiquitin-like conjugation systems of
autophagy. Immunity. 2014;40:924–935.

[54] Sasai M, Sakaguchi N, Ma JS, et al. Essential role for
GABARAP autophagy proteins in interferon-inducible
GTPase-mediated host defense. Nat Immunol.
2017;18:899–910.

[55] Khaminets A, Hunn JP, Könen-Waisman S, et al.
Coordinated loading of IRG resistance GTPases on to
the Toxoplasma gondii parasitophorous vacuole. Cell
Microbiol. 2010;12:939–961.

[56] Kim B-H, Shenoy AR, Kumar P, et al. A family of IFN-
-Inducible 65-kD GTPases protects against bacterial
infection. Science. 2011;332:717–721.

[57] Liu E, Van Grol J, Subauste CS. Atg5 but not Atg7 in
dendritic cells enhances IL-2 and IFN-γ production by
Toxoplasma gondii-reactive CD4+ T cells. Microbes
Infect. 2015;17:275–284.

[58] Haldar AK, Piro AS, Pilla DM, et al. The E2-like conjuga-
tion enzyme Atg3 promotes binding of IRG and Gbp
proteins to chlamydia- and toxoplasma-containing
vacuoles and host resistance. PloS One. 2014;9:e86684.

[59] Park S, Choi J, Biering SB, et al. Targeting by autophaGy
proteins (TAG): targeting of IFNG-inducible GTPases to
membranes by the LC3 conjugation system of autophagy.
Autophagy. 2016;12:1153–1167.

[60] Choi J, Biering SB, Hwang S. Quo vadis? Interferon-
inducible GTPases go to their target membranes via the
LC3-conjugation system of autophagy. Small GTPases.
2017;8:199–207.

[61] Pilla-Moffett D, Barber MF, Taylor GA, et al. Interferon-
inducible GTPases in host resistance, inflammation and
disease. J Mol Biol. 2016;428:3495–3513.

[62] Johnston AC, Piro A, Clough B, et al. Human GBP1 does
not localize to pathogen vacuoles but restricts Toxoplasma
gondii. Cell Microbiol. 2016;18:1056–1064.

[63] Portillo J-AC, Okenka G, Reed E, et al. The CD40-autop-
hagy pathway is needed for host protection despite IFN-Γ-
dependent immunity and CD40 induces autophagy via
control of P21 levels. PLoS ONE. 2010;5:e14472.

[64] Andrade RM, Wessendarp M, Gubbels M-J, et al.
CD40 induces macrophage anti-Toxoplasma gondii
activity by triggering autophagy-dependent fusion of
pathogen-containing vacuoles and lysosomes. J Clin
Invest. 2006;116:2366–2377.

VIRULENCE 9



[65] Van Grol J, Muniz-Feliciano L, Portillo J-AC, et al.
CD40 induces anti-toxoplasma gondii activity in non-
hematopoietic cells dependent on autophagy proteins.
Infect Immun. 2013;81:2002–2011.

[66] Liu E, Lopez Corcino Y, Portillo J-AC, et al. Identification
of signaling pathways by which CD40 stimulates autop-
hagy and antimicrobial activity against Toxoplasma gon-
dii in macrophages. Infect Immun. 2016;84:2616–2626.

[67] Russell RC, Tian Y, Yuan H, et al. ULK1 induces autop-
hagy by phosphorylating Beclin-1 and activating VPS34
lipid kinase. Nat Cell Biol. 2013;15:741–750.

[68] Muniz-Feliciano L, Van Grol J, Portillo J-AC, et al.
Toxoplasma gondii-induced activation of EGFR prevents
autophagy protein-mediated killing of the parasite. PLoS
Pathog. 2013;9:e1003809.

[69] Mizushima N, Ohsumi Y, Yoshimori T. Autophagosome
formation in mammalian cells. Cell Struct Funct.
2002;27:421–429.

[70] Martinez J, Almendinger J, Oberst A, et al. Microtubule-
associated protein 1 light chain 3 alpha (LC3)-associated
phagocytosis is required for the efficient clearance of dead
cells. Proc Natl Acad Sci. 2011;108:17396–17401.

[71] Portillo J-AC, Muniz-Feliciano L, Lopez Corcino Y, et al.
Toxoplasma gondii induces FAK-Src-STAT3 signaling
during infection of host cells that prevents parasite target-
ing by autophagy. PLOS Pathog. 2017;13:e1006671.

[72] You L, Wang Z, Li H, et al. The role of STAT3 in
autophagy. Autophagy. 2015;11:729–739.

[73] Coppens I, Romano JD.Hostile intruder: toxoplasmaholds
host organelles captive. PLoS Pathog. 2018;14:e1006893.

[74] Sinai AP, Webster P, Joiner KA. Association of host
cell endoplasmic reticulum and mitochondria with the
Toxoplasma gondii parasitophorous vacuole mem-
brane: a high affinity interaction. J Cell Sci. 1997;110
(Pt 17):2117–2128.

[75] Coppens I, Dunn JD, Romano JD, et al. Toxoplasma
gondii sequesters lysosomes from mammalian hosts in
the vacuolar space. Cell. 2006;125:261–274.

[76] Romano JD, Nolan SJ, Porter C, et al. The parasite
Toxoplasma sequesters diverse Rab host vesicles within
an intravacuolar network. J Cell Biol. 2017;216:4235–4254.

[77] Romano JD, Sonda S, Bergbower E, et al. Toxoplasma
gondii salvages sphingolipids from the host Golgi through
the rerouting of selected Rab vesicles to the parasitophor-
ous vacuole. Mol Biol Cell. 2013;24:1974–1995.

[78] Nolan SJ, Romano JD, Coppens I. Host lipid droplets: an
important source of lipids salvaged by the intracellular
parasite Toxoplasma gondii. PLoS Pathog. 2017;13:
e1006362.

[79] Hu X, Binns D, Reese ML. The coccidian parasites
Toxoplasma and neospora dysregulate mammalian lipid
droplet biogenesis. J Biol Chem. 2017;292:11009–11020.

[80] Wang Y, Weiss LM, Orlofsky A. Host cell autophagy is
induced by Toxoplasma gondii and contributes to
parasite growth. J Biol Chem. 2009;284:1694–1701.

[81] Pernas L, Bean C, Boothroyd JC, et al. Mitochondria
restrict growth of the intracellular parasite Toxoplasma
gondii by limiting its uptake of fatty acids. Cell Metab.
2018;27(4):886–897.e4.

[82] Selleck EM, Orchard RC, Lassen KG, et al. A nonca-
nonical autophagy pathway restricts Toxoplasma gon-
dii growth in a strain-specific manner in IFN-γ-
activated human cells. mBio. 2015;6:e01157-15.

[83] Lee Y, Sasai M, Ma JS, et al. p62 plays a specific role in
interferon-γ-induced presentation of a Toxoplasma
vacuolar antigen. Cell Rep. 2015;13:223–233.

[84] Virreira Winter S, Niedelman W, Jensen KD, et al.
Determinants of GBP recruitment to Toxoplasma gon-
dii vacuoles and the parasitic factors that control it.
PLoS ONE. 2011;6:e24434.

[85] Haldar AK, Foltz C, Finethy R, et al. Ubiquitin systems
mark pathogen-containing vacuoles as targets for host
defense by guanylate binding proteins. Proc Natl Acad
Sci U S A. 2015;112:E5628–5637.

[86] Clough B, Frickel E-M. The Toxoplasma parasitophor-
ous vacuole: an evolving host-parasite frontier. Trends
Parasitol. 2017;33:473–488.

[87] Man SM, Place DE, Kuriakose T, et al. Interferon-
inducible guanylate-binding proteins at the interface
of cell-autonomous immunity and inflammasome acti-
vation. J Leukoc Biol. 2017;101:143–150.

[88] Gorfu G, Cirelli KM, Melo MB, et al. Dual role for
inflammasome sensors NLRP1 and NLRP3 in murine
resistance to toxoplasma gondii. mBio. 2014;5:e01117-
13-e01117-13.

[89] Ewald SE, Chavarria-Smith J, Boothroyd JC. NLRP1 is
an inflammasome sensor for Toxoplasma gondii. Infect
Immun. 2014;82:460–468.

[90] Harris J, Lang T, Thomas JPW, et al. Autophagy and
inflammasomes. Mol Immunol. 2017;86:10–15.

[91] Münz C. Autophagy beyond intracellular MHC class II
antigen presentation. Trends Immunol. 2016;37:755–763.

[92] Rubinsztein DC, Bento CF, Deretic V. Therapeutic
targeting of autophagy in neurodegenerative and infec-
tious diseases. J Exp Med. 2015;212:979–990.

[93] Galluzzi L, Bravo-San Pedro JM, Levine B, et al.
Pharmacological modulation of autophagy: therapeutic
potential and persisting obstacles. Nat Rev Drug
Discov. 2017;16:487–511.

[94] Steele S, Brunton J, Kawula T. The role of autophagy in
intracellular pathogen nutrient acquisition. Front Cell
Infect Microbiol. 2015;5:51.

10 S. BESTEIRO


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Immune response to T. gondii in mice and in humans
	The host autophagy machinery participates in the control of intracellular pathogens
	IFNγ-dependent parasite clearance is mediated by the autophagy machinery independently of autophagosome formation
	Cd40-dependent parasite clearance mediated by the autophagy machinery
	T. gondii can block and also exploit host autophagy
	Conclusion and outstanding questions
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	References



