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Abstract
Programmed cell death plays a critical role in the progression of spinal cord injury (SCI). Autophagy is a
protective factor for controlling neuronal damage, while necroptosis promotes further cell death and
neuroin�ammation after SCI. DADLE (d-Ala2, d-Leu5) is a selective agonist for delta opioid receptor
(DOR) and has been identi�ed as a promising drug for its neuroprotective effects. Our present work aims
to investigate the therapeutic effect of DADLE on locomotive function recovery following SCI and its
concrete mechanism. By establishing a mouse model of spinal cord contusion injury and using
functional behavioural assessment, our results showed that DADLE promoted functional recovery after
SCI. Through experimental methods such as western blotting and immuno�uorescence, we found that
DADLE promoted autophagic �ux and inhibited necroptosis. Then, analysis of the enzyme activity of NAG
and related protein expression of CTSD and CTSB in lysosomes and cytoplasm revealed that DADLE
decreased lysosomal membrane permeabilization (LMP). The autophagy inhibitor CQ reversed the
protective effect of inhibiting necroptosis. Further analysis identi�ed that DADLE decreased
phosphorylated cPLA2, and network pharmacology analysis revealed that the AMPK (Adenosine
monophosphate-activated protein kinase) signalling pathway may be involved in the therapeutic effect of
DADLE. Finally, blocking the interaction between DOR and DADLE by using naltrindole abolished the anti-
phosphorylation effect of DADLE on cPLA2 and p38, resulting in a decrease in autophagic markers and
an increase in necroptosis and LMP markers. Altogether, our study indicated that DADLE promotes
autophagic �ux and inhibits necroptosis by decreasing LMP by interacting with DOR and then activating
the AMPK/SIRT1/P38/cPLA2 pathway after SCI, which may have potential clinical application value in
the future.

Introduction
Spinal cord injury (SCI) is a serious traumatic organ injury that leads to severe disability and even death.
Moreover, patients who suffer from SCI live with a wheelchair and are greatly inconvenienced. According
to relevant investigations, the yearly estimated global rate of SCI falls in the range of 250,000 to 500,000
individuals [1, 2]. Mechanically, patients with SCI experience primary injury and secondary injury after
impact [3]. Primary injury occurs in a short window of time due to external violence, and secondary injury,
which is the most complex and severe phase during SCI, refers to the molecular, chemical, in�ammatory
cascade and cell death responsible for further spinal cord damage after the �rst impact [1]. Secondary
injury is the most important reason for the deterioration of SCI, and a complete understanding of
secondary injury helps us to better understand the pathophysiological process of SCI. Previous studies
have indicated that various types of cell death are involved in the pathophysiological process following
secondary injury [4–6]. Current evidence has suggestedthat inhibition or promotion of cell death during
secondary injury is pivotal to SCI treatment [7, 8].

In the past, apoptosis and necrosis were once believed to be two main types of cell death occurring in
organisms [9]. However, different forms of cell death have been discovered in recent years, highlighting
that a cell can die by experiencing a number of differing pathways, such as autophagy and necroptosis.
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Autophagy is a cellular pathway involved in the degradation of proteins and organelles by the formation
of membrane-encapsulated autophagosomes, which are able to fuse with lysosomes and digest their
contents [10]. The early stage of autophagy includes the formation of autophagosomes, and the late
stage includes the process of fusion between autophagosomes and lysosomes. Both lysosome damage
and dysfunctional formation of autophagosomes impair autophagic �ux. In previous studies, promoting
autophagic �ux alleviated motor dysfunction after SCI, so autophagy may be a protective factor against
spinal cord injury [11–13]. Necroptosis is a new type of programmed cell death induced by receptor-
interacting protein kinase 1 (RIPK1), receptor-interacting protein kinase 3 (RIPK3) and mixed lineage
kinase domain-like protein (MLKL) [14]. Necroptosis exacerbates cell death and subsequent
neuroin�ammation in the pathogenesis of central nervous system (CNS) injury. Moreover, necroptosis
mainly occurs in neurons in SCI, inducing early neuronal damage after SCI in adult mice [15, 16].
Therefore, we mainly researched necroptosis in neurons because inhibition of necroptosis in neurons
may be of great importance for SCI therapy.

Lysosomes are lipid bilayer membrane-enclosed organelles that mediate the intracellular degradation of
macromolecules, and lysosome damage induces an imbalance in cell homeostasis [17]. Thus,
maintaining lysosomal integrity and function is of great importance for cellular homeostasis. Lysosomal
membrane permeabilization (LMP) is part of lysosomal dysfunction, which causes the leakage of
cathepsins and other hydrolases from the lysosomal lumen to the cytosol, resulting in the initiation of
various types of programmed cell death [18]. surrounded by a phospholipid-containing membrane,
lysosomes are vulnerable to invasion. Many distinct stimuli are able to induce LMP, such as reactive
oxygen species, lysosomotropic compounds with detergent activity, and increased concentrations of
Ca2+, as well as some endogenous cell death effectors, such as Bax [17]. In addition, phospholipases
(PLAs) can easily attack lysosophospholipids, resulting in LMP. There are three major phospholipases A2
(PLAs) found in the CNS: calcium-dependent secretory phospholipase A2 (sPLA2), cytosolic
phospholipase A2 (cPLA2), and calcium-independent phospholipase A2 (iPLA2) [19, 20]. Among them,
cPLA2 is considered the most important phospholipase because its levels and activity increase in
numerous CNS injuries, including SCI [20]. Pharmacological and genetic blockade of cPLA2 has been
shown to reduce tissue damage and improve motor functional recovery in SCI. However, drugs that inhibit
cPLA2 in SCI are still poorly studied.

The normal functioning of lysosomes affects the balance between autophagy and necroptosis in cells.
The late stage of autophagy refers to fusion between autophagosomes and lysosomes, and the
permeability of the lysosomal membrane makes it di�cult for autophagy to occur. Inhibition of
autophagy usually causes induction of necroptosis. A previous study showed that impaired autophagic
�ux caused by myocardial ischaemic damage activates necroptosis [21]. In addition, necroptosis markers
RIPK1 and MLKL were con�rmed to be increased in SCI for dysfunctional degradation in lysosomes, and
restoration of autophagy-lysosomal function attenuated necroptosis after SCI [16]. These �ndings led us
to speculate that destruction of the lysosome membrane may impair autophagic �ux and further cause
necroptosis. Normally, increased autophagy attenuates necroptosis, preventing damage and
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in�ammation caused by necroptosis [8, 22]. This phenomenon indicates that autophagy and necroptosis
are in an antagonistic status. Therefore, we can take advantage of autophagy to reduce the
neuroin�ammation caused by necroptosis.

DADLE is a synthesized opioid peptide that primarily binds to DOR [23]. DOR is a G protein-coupled
receptor (GPCR) that is highly expressed in the CNS [24]. Growing evidence has indicated the biochemical
bene�ts and physiological effects of DOR in neuroprotection [25–27]. Previous studies have further
shown that DOR signalling triggers different neuroprotective mechanisms, such as ionic homeostasis
maintenance, glutamate excitotoxicity alleviation, and Bax-related apoptosis inhibition [28]. Moreover,
DADLE was proven to have cytoprotective effects by promoting autophagy, further improving cell survival
and exerting neuroprotective effects against ischaemia [28, 29]. DADLE is not only bene�cial to the
formation of autophagosomes by activating the mTOR signalling pathway but also promotes autophagic
�ux [29]. However, whether DADLE promotes autophagic �ux by preventing lysosome dysfunction
remains unknown. In addition, a recent study reported that DOR activation by using TAN-67 led to the
prevention of OGD/R-induced injury by inhibiting necroptosis [30]. DADLE also works as a DOR agonist,
but few studies have discussed whether DADLE has the potential to inhibit necroptosis to promote neural
recovery following SCI. Additionally, DOR activation exerts its neuroprotective effects via a variety of
pathways, such as the AMPK signalling pathway, PI3K pathway, and MAPK pathway [23, 27]. However,
the therapeutic function of DADLE in SCI has rarely been researched, especially the relationships between
DADLE and cell death following SCI. Based on its neuroprotective effect, we selected DADLE as our
experimental agent to verify its role and mechanism in SCI recovery.

Materials and methods
Mouse spinal cord injury contusion model

Female animals are commonly used in experimental studies on spinal cord injury (SCI) due to their
shorter urethra, which makes arti�cial voiding to prevent urine retention after SCI easier compared to male
animals. [31]. Healthy adult C57BL/6 mice (female, average weight 25–30 g) originated from Wenzhou
Medical University’s Experimental Animal Center (Licence no. SCXK [ZJ]LY2020-0001), Zhejiang Province,
China. 

To construct spinal cord contusion model, mice were �rst anesthetized with 1% sodium pentobarbital (50
mg/kg, i.p.) to induce anesthesia. Then, a standard T9-10 laminectomy was performed to expose the
spinal cord by sequentially dissecting the skin and muscles on the back. Subsequently, a Spinal Cord
Impactor was used to induce moderate SCI by releasing a 10 g weight bar with 3.0 mm diameter from a
height of 20 mm onto the exposed spinal cord surface. After spinal cord injury, the integrity of the spinal
cord was carefully observed for any signs of bleeding or rupture. In the end, muscle, fascia, and skin were
sutured layer by layer with 4-0 nonabsorbable silk sutures. Mice in the sham group underwent the same
operation as mentioned above, without any injury induced by weight drop. Postoperatively, mice were
manually assisted with urination three times a day, and were housed under standard conditions including
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a temperature of 21-25°C, a 12-hour light/dark cycle, and 50-60% humidity, with free access to water and
food. The experimental procedure related to animals followed the Guide for the Care and Use of
Laboratory Animals of the China National Institutes of Health, as accepted by the Animal Care and Use
Committee of Wenzhou Medical University (wydw 2017-0096). 

Antibodies and reagents

Topscience in Shanghai, China, manufactured the DADLE (TP1905) used in this study. Solarbio Science &
Technology in Beijing, China, provided the pentobarbital sodium, the Masson staining instrument
(Catalogue Number: G1340), the haematoxylin and eosin (HE) staining tools (Catalogue Number: G1120),
Nissl staining kit (Catalogue Number: G1430), lysosomal protein extraction kit (Catalogue Number:
EX1230) and N-Acetyl-β-D-Glucosidase (NAG) activity assay kit (Catalogue Number: BC4295). Sigma‒
Aldrich in St. Louis, Missouri, US, supplied chloroquine (CQ, Catalogue Number: C6628), Anti-cPLA2
antibody (SAB4502200) and Anti-Phospho-cPLA2 antibody (Catalogue Number: SAB4503812). Med
Chem Express in the United States of America provided dorsomorphin (compound C, Catalogue Number:
HY-13418A) and naltrindole hydrochloride (Nal, Catalogue Number: 111469-81-9). Applied Biological
Materials in Jiangsu, China, developed the AAV- Pla2g4a Virus (Mouse) (serotype# 1, with no �uorescent
reporter gene) and AAV-vehicle Control Virus (serotype# 1, with no fuorescent reporter gene). Cell
Signaling Technology in Beverly, Massachusetts, US, provided the primary antibodies against Beclin-1
(Catalogue Number: 3738), LC3B (Catalogue Number: 3868), SIRT1 (Catalogue Number: 9745t), RIP
(Catalogue Number: 3493), RIP3 (Catalogue Number: 95702) and cleaved caspase-8 antibodies. The
Proteintech Group in Chicago, Illinois, US, produced the CTSD (Catalogue Number: 21327-1) antibodies,
GAPDH (Catalogue Number: 10494-1) antibodies the secondary antibodies goat anti-mouse IgG (H+L),
HRP conjugate (Proteintech, SA00001-1) and goat anti-rabbit IgG (H+L), HRP conjugate (Proteintech,
SA00001-2). Abcam in Cambridge, UK, provided the goat anti-mouse IgG H&L (Alexa Fluor® 594)
(Catalogue Number: ab150116), goat anti-mouse IgG H&L (Alexa Fluor® 488) (Catalogue Number:
ab150113), goat anti-rabbit IgG H&L (Alexa Fluor® 488) (Catalogue Number: ab150077), goat anti-rabbit
IgG H&L (Alexa Fluor® 594) (Catalogue Number: ab150080), microtubule-associated protein-2 (MAP2)
(Catalogue Number: ab5392), mouse monoclonal to NeuN (Catalogue Number: ab104224), rabbit
monoclonal to NeuN (Catalogue Number: ab177487), p62/SQSTM1 (Catalogue Number: ab240635),
CTSB (Catalogue Number: ab214428). A�nity Biosciences in Ohio, US, supplied PI3 Kinase Class III
(VPS34, Catalogue Number: DF7921), MLKL (Catalogue Number: AF7919), p38(Catalogue Number:
BF8015), p-p38 (Catalogue Number: AF4001) antibodies. The 4’,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (DAPI)
solution was provided by Beyotime Biotechnology in Jiangsu, China.

Adeno-associated virus (AAV) vector packaging

AAV-cPLA2 (mouse Pla2g4e) and AAV-Vehicle (mouse Blank) were constructed and packaged by Applied
Biological Materials Company Co., Ltd. (Jiangsu, China). The detailed protocols were conducted
according to previously published instructions [32, 33]. The titres of AAV-cPLA2 and AAV-vehicle were
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5.63×1012 genomic copies and 8.74×1012 genomic copies per ml respectively under the analysis of
quantitative PCR (qPCR).

Drug and AAV vector administration 

We separated 255 mice in a random manner into thirteen groups: Sham (n=25), Sham + AAV-vehicle
(n=5), Sham+AAV-cPLA2 (n=5), SCI (n=45), SCI+DA (n=55), SCI+DA+CQ (n=10), SCI+AAV-vehicle (n=15),
SCI+AAV-cPLA2 (n=15), SCI+DA+AAV-vehicle (n=15), SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 (n=15), SCI+Nal (n=15),
SCI+DA+Nal (n=20), SCI+DA+Nal+CQ (n=5), SCI+CC (n=5), SCI+DA+CC (n=5). The DADLE was dissolved
in phosphate bufer saline (PBS) and was injected intraperitoneally in DADLE group as previous study
recorded (16mg/kg/day) [34]. The CQ was dissolved in DMSO and then diluted in coil oil at concentration
of 1%, Comound C and Naltrindole hydrochloride were dissolved in PBS. Daily intraperitoneal injection of
CQ (60 mg/kg), Naltrindole hydrochloride( 10 mg/kg) and compound C (1.5 mg/kg) was performed 30
min prior to DADLE administration for 3 days.  The dose and time of Nal, CC and CQ administration were
chosen according to previous studies on CNS trauma [34-36]. The mice were killed by overdosing them
with pentobarbital sodium, and processed for western blot at 3 days after injury, and histological samples
were acquired for corresponding experiments on days 3 and 28. The SCI + AAV-vehicle control, SCI+AAV-
cPLA2, SCI+DA+AAV-vehicle control and SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 groups received a 100-µl intravenous
injection of the viral vectors in PBS 14 days before SCI. After 14 days, the SCI+DA+AAV-vehicle control
and SCI+DA + AAV-cPLA2 groups received the same treatment as the DA group, while SCI + AAV-vehicle
control and SCI+AAV-cPLA2 groups only received operation. The animals were killed by overdosing them
with pentobarbital sodium, and histological samples were acquired for corresponding experiments on
days 3 and 28.

Functional behavioural assessment

BMS scores was utilized to evaluate motor function at 0, 1, 3, 7, 14, and 28 days after spinal cord injury in
mice. The BMS score ranges from 0 to 9, with 0 representing complete motor paralysis in mice and 9
representing mice with normal motor function. Footprint analysis was also applied to evaluate motor
function at 28 days after surgery. The hind limbs were stained in red and forelimbs in blue using different
color dyes. The results were measured by two independent testers who were blinded to the experimental
conditions.

Hematoxylin-Eosin Staining, Masson staining and Nissl Staining

On day 28 post-surgery, mice were re-anesthetized using 2% (w/v) pentobarbital sodium and perfused
with PBS saline to prepare the spinal cord tissue. Subsequently, the spinal cord tissue containing the
lesion (15 mm long, epicenter in the center) was dissected and �xed in 4% (w/v) paraformaldehyde for 48
h. Then, the samples were embedded in para�n and respective longitudinal and cross sections were
prepared. Longitudinal sections of 4 μm thickness were cut using a microtome in preparation for next
step. The prepared tissue sections slides are degreased and dehydrated, followed by immersion in
Masson staining solution. Subsequently, they are washed multiple times with distilled water, then
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dehydrated, and mounted on slides according to established protocols. For HE staining, the tissue
sections are degreased and dehydrated, followed by immersion in hematoxylin dye, washing with distilled
water, soaking in eosin dye, and washing with distilled water again. Finally, the slides are dehydrated and
sealed. The crossed sections of spinal cord from mice at 28 days were incubated in 1 % cresyl violet
acetate for Nissl staining. Finally, a light microscope (Olympus, Tokyo, Japan) was used to acquire
images. Masson-stained lesion area (blue) was measured by using thresholding method in Image J
software. Number of Nissl-stained ventral motor neuron was counted manually in a double-blind manner.

Western blot (WB) analysis

Mice were euthanized on day 3 under SCI, and the spinal cord parts containing lesion part from mice (1.5
cm; covering the injury epicentre) were isolated and stored at -80°C prior to WB. Then RIPA, PMSF and
phosphatase inhibitors were added to the tissue in 1.5 ml griding tubes. Ten minutes later, the samples
were placed in a homogenizer for the preparation of tissue homogenate. After the supernatant was
absorbed, the supernatant was centrifuged for 5 minutes at 3000 rpm. Absorb the supernatant again
process with ultrasound for 3 times. The supernatant was sent to the next centrifuge for 5 minutes at
12000 rpm. After centrifugation, the samples made from the supernatant are placed on ice for the next
experiment. BCA assays were used for protein quanti�cation. We performed 12% (w/v) gel
electrophoresis to separate equal amounts of protein (60 μg); the samples were then transferred to
polyvinylidene �uoride membranes (Roche Applied Science, Indianapolis, IN, the United States of
America), which were blocked in 5% (w/v) skimmed milk and probed with the following antibodies
overnight at 4°C: Beclin1 (1:1,000), SQSTM1/p62 (1:1,000) LC3B (1:1,000), VPS34 (1:1,000), CTSD
(1:1,000), CTSB (1:1000), RIPK1 (1:1,000), RIPK3 (1:1,000), MLKL (1:1,000), c-caspase8 (1:1,000), cPLA2
(1:1000), p-cPLA2 (1:1000), p38 (1:1000), p-p38 (1:1000), p-AMPK (1:1,000), AMPK (1:1,000), Sirt1
(1:1000), GAPDH (1:1,000). The membranes were subsequently incubated with HRP-conjugated IgG
secondary antibodies at an ambient temperature for 2 h. Using a ChemiDocTM XRS + Imaging System
(Bio-Rad) based on an ECL immune-detection tool, band signals were visualized and investigated.

Immuno�uorescence (IF) staining

On day 3 after SCI, spinal cord specimens from mice were dissected and collected for IF staining. We
performed IF staining on the tissue side according to the rostral spinal cord (1 mm long, 4 mm from the
epicentre) following a previous description. We depara�nized, rehydrated, washed, and then treated the
sections with 10.2 mM sodium citrate buffer for 20 min at 95°C. Subsequently, we permeabilized the
sections with 0.1% (v/v) PBS-Triton X-100 (10 min). Next, we blocked the sections with 10% (v/v) bovine
serum albumin in PBS (1 h). The slides were then incubated overnight at 4°C with antibodies against
CTSD (1:200)/NeuN (1:400), LAMP 1 (1:100)/CTSB (1:400), LC3 (1:200)/NeuN (1:400), p62 (1:200)/NeuN
(1:400), RIPK1 (1:200)/NeuN (1:400), RIPK3 (1:200)/NeuN (1:400) p-p38 (1:200)/NeuN (1:400) and MAP2
(1:200). Next, we washed the sections for 10 min at an ambient temperature 3 times and incubated them
at an ambient temperature for 1 h with FITC-conjugated secondary antibody. Finally, we captured and
evaluated images with a �uorescence microscope (Olympus, Tokyo, Japan) within six �elds taken in a
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random manner in three random sections pertaining to the respective sample. The Immuno�uorescence
intensity of MAP2, p62, RIPK1, RIPK3, p-cPLA2 and p-p38 in each neuron was estimated by utilizing
ImageJ software. IF images of LC3 puncta in each neuron were counting using Image J software.
Number of diffused CTSD was estimated manually in a double-blind manner. Number of positive CTSB
lysosome in each neuron was estimated manually in a double-blind manner.

Subcellular fractionation and preparation of lysosome protein extraction

4 mm Spinal cord tissue fragments obtained from mice were gathered and homogenized on ice using a
Dounce tissue grinder. Puri�ed lysosomal protein components obtained by differential centrifugation of
spinal cord homogenate according to protocol of the manufacturer (Lysosomal Protein Extraction
Kit; Solarbio Science & Technology). The resulting supernatant fractions were saved as cytosolic
fractions. Isolated lysosome protein fractions and cytosolic fractions were stored at -80 °C for further
research.

NAG activity assay

NAG was estimated with N-Acetyl-β-D-Glucosidase (NAG) activity assay kit following the manufacturer’s
instructions. Fluorescence released from the synthetic substrate was measured using a �uorescent plate
reader at absorbance of 450 nm for NAG activity. NAG activities in the lysosomal or cytosol fraction were
evaluated as change in absorbance per ml of extracting solution.

Collection of targets of SCI and prediction of targets of DADLE

The disease targets of SCI were derived by searching the databases. With the key words including "spinal
cord injury", targets related to SCI were founded in the the GeneCards. The target of DADLE was
processed from a website (SwissTargetPrediction) using for compound target prediction by giving a
canonical SMILE. And the canonical SMILE was download from pubchem. These target genes were took
an intersection for subsequent KEGG analysis.

Kyoto encyclopedia of genes and genomes (KEGG) enrichment analyses

The database for annotation, visualization and integrated discovery (metascape, version 3.5.20230101)
was used to carry out KEGG enrichment analysis on the intersection target genes. Metascape utilizes the
well-adopted hypergeometric test and Benjamini-Hochberg p-value correction algorithm to identify all
ontology terms that contain a statistically greater number of genes in common with an input list than
expected by chance [37]. KEGG is a knowledge base for systematic analysis of gene functions and
related pathway involving in.

Statistical analysis

We completed all statistical investigations using SPSS ver. 19 software (SPSS, Chicago, IL) and adopted
a double-blind approach during the analysis process. Values are expressed as the mean ± standard error
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of the mean (SEM). To control for unwanted sources of variation, data normalization was performed in
this study. Two-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s multiple comparisons test were used to analyse
diferences among three or four groups when the data were normally distributed, and nonparametric
Mann–Whitney U tests were used for groups if the data were not normally distributed. We employed an
independent-sample t-test to compare two independent groups. The p-values less than 0.05 indicated
statistical signi�cance.

Results
DADLE promotes mouse locomotive function recovery after SCI

DADLE is a neuroprotective opioid peptide, so we �rst detected whether it plays a role in functional
recovery after SCI. HE, Masson and Nissl staining, IF staining, footprint analysis, and BMS scores were
used to evaluate motor function following SCI. HE and Masson results showed that lesions in the spinal
cord were obviously smaller with DADLE treatment than in the SCI group (Fig. 1A-
B). Spinal cord specimens exhibited the same result (Fig. 1G). Additionally, Nissl staining and IF staining
revealed that anterior horn neurons and neural MAP 2 expression in the SCI group were lower in the
DADLE treatment group than in the sham group (Fig. 1C-F). Furthermore, we evaluated motor function by
analysing BMS and footprint analysis. The sham group showed a normal BMS sore and footprint (Fig.
1H-I). In the SCI group, the BMS scores at 3, 7, 14, 21 and 28 days were obviously lower than those in
the sham group, while the DADLE treatment group achieved signi�cantly greater scores than the SCI
group at 14, 21 and 28 days. Likewise, footprint analysis of the SCI group
exhibited a shorter step distance of the posterior limb; however, DADLE treatment signi�cantly
reversed the reduced step distance (Fig. 1H-I). All these results indicated that DADLE is able to promote
functional recovery after SCI.

DADLE promotes autophagic �ux in SCI

As a major way to eliminate harmful components, autophagy is extremely crucial in neurons, which are
terminally differentiated cells that must last the lifetime of the organism [38]. Impairment
of autophagic �ux in SCI is strongly related to neuronal death and recovery of motor function [39]. Thus,
reducing neuronal death is important for the recovery of motor function after SCI. Promoting autophagy
in motor neurons contributes to motor function recovery, indicating that autophagy is a neuroprotective
factor for SCI [40]. To further ascertain the role of autophagy in SCI after treatment with DADLE, we
detected autophagy-related indicators. The class III PI-3 kinases, notably VPS34 (vesicular protein sorting
34) and its binding partner Atg6/Beclin-1, are collectively involved in phagophore formation [41]. LC3B-II,
which is processed by LC3B (microtubule-associated protein light chain 3) through various reactions, is a
great marker of autophagosomes [41]. p62/SQSTM1 is an autophagic substrate protein, and
accumulation of p62 indicates inhibition of autophagic �ux. Therefore, we detected the protein
expression levels of VPS34, beclin-1, LC3B and P62. As shown in Fig. 2A and B, we observed a signi�cant
increase in the protein expression of autophagy indicators such as VPS34, Beclin-1 and LC3 in the DADLE
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treatment group compared with the SCI group. IF staining showed �uorescence images of p62 and LC3
in neurons, which showed that the �uorescence intensity levels of p62 were higher than those in the
sham and SCI+DA groups, while the number of LC3 �uorescence puncta in neurons of the SCI+DA
group was greater than that in the sham and SCI groups (Fig. 2C-F). These results revealed that DADLE
may promote autophagy in the initial phase. However, an increase in LC3 may be attributed to
the blockage of fusion with autophagosomes and lysosomes or an increase in the formation of
autophagosomes [42]. p62 increased in the SCI group compared to the sham group, while adding DADLE
obviously decreased p62 expression after SCI (Fig. 1A-B). To con�rm whether
DADLE promotes autophagic �ux, we estimated LC3 expression by the addition of CQ, which can
block the interaction between lysosomes and autophagosomes. The results showed that LC3 II levels
in the SCI and SCI+CQ groups were not signi�cantly different, while the SCI+DA and SCI+DA+CQ groups
exhibited signi�cant differences (Fig. 2 G-H). Undoubtedly, autophagic �ux is blocked after SCI, but
DADLE treatment contributes to the recovery of autophagic �ux. These data indicated that DADLE
promotes autophagic �ux.

DADLE inhibits necroptosis after SCI

MLKL aggregates on the cell membrane in necroptosis, inducing neural rupture and death, leading to
neuroin�ammation and impaired motor function[15, 43]. As neuronal necroptosis may be a key factor in
neurodegenerative disorders, inhibiting necroptosis appears to give rise to neuroprotective effects by
rescuing neurons [43]. Therefore, decreasing necroptosis in neural cells may contribute to motor function
recovery. We next used WB analysis and IF staining to detect the necroptotic indicators RIPK1, RIPK3,
MLKL and cleaved caspase-8. WB results showed that the protein expression of RIPK1, RIPK3, MLKL and
cleaved caspase-8 increased in the SCI group compared to the sham group, which
indicated the occurrence of necroptosis in SCI (Fig. 3A-B). However, the protein expression levels of
RIPK1, RIPK3 and MLKL decreased, while the levels of cleaved caspase-8 increased signi�cantly
in the SCI+DA group compared to the SCI group, indicating inhibition of necroptosis (Fig. 3A-B). IF
staining re�ected the �uorescence intensities of RIPK1 and RIPK3 in neural cells. Similarly, in comparison
to the SCI group, the �uorescence intensity of RIPK1 and RIPK3 in neurons was lower in the SCI+DA group
(Fig. 3C-F). Altogether, these results showed that the restorative effect of DADLE after SCI was partly due
to the suppression of necroptosis.

DADLE inhibits lysosomal membrane permeabilization after SCI

As described previously, autophagic �ux is blocked after SCI, and DADLE can promote recovery of
autophagic �ux. Lysosome dysfunction causes abnormal infusion of lysosomes and
autophagosomes within autophagy, inducing blockade of autophagic �ux [18]. LMP is one type of
lysosome dysfunction that causes the release of cathepsins and other hydrolases into the cytosol,
resulting in the initiation of various types of programmed cell death. In previous studies, LMP occurred in
SCI and caused the accumulation of necroptosis-related proteins [16, 20]. Therefore, we hypothesized
that DADLE promotes autophagic �ux by inhibiting LMP. We detected the protein expression of cathepsin
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D (CTSD) and cathepsin B (CTSB) in the cytoplasm and lysosomes. WB results showed higher protein
expression of CTSD and CTSB in the cytoplasm and lower expression in lysosomes after SCI compared
to the sham group, while the DADLE treatment group reversed these changes (Fig. 4A-B). The presence of
lysosomal enzymes in the neural cytosol was con�rmed by IF staining. In Fig. 4C, IF staining of neural
CTSD exhibited granular �uorescence in the sham group, but �uorescence was diffuse in the cytoplasm
in the SCI group, which indicated that the neural lysosome membrane was damaged and leakage of
lysosomal enzymes occurred in SCI. Additionally, overlapping �uorescent puncta of LAMP1 (lysosome
associated membrane protein 1) and CTSB in neurons were detected, and the results showed that in the
sham group, there were more CTSB-positive lysosomes than in the SCI group, indicating that CTSB
diffused in neurons following SCI (Fig. 4D). The leakage of lysosomal enzymes into the cytosol indicated
that LMP occurs in the spinal cord after SCI. After DADLE treatment, IF staining showed
fewer diffuse CTSD neurons and more CTSB-positive lysosomes in each neuron than in the SCI group,
indicating a decrease in lysosome destruction (Fig. 4C-F). To further examine the effect of DADLE on
lysosomal function, we measured lysosomal NAG activity in sham, SCI and DADLE-treated mouse
spinal cords with or without SCI contusion after 3 days. The activity of NAG in the cytoplasm was
increased in the SCI group compared to the DADLE treatment group (Fig. 4G).
However, subcellular fractionation of spinal cord tissues exhibited lower NAG activity in the lysosomal
fractions prepared from injured mice compared to the DADLE treatment group. Therefore, the promotion
of autophagic �ux after SCI is likely due to the decrease in LMP.

Blockage of autophagic �ux by CQ weakens the inhibitory effect of DADLE on necroptosis in SCI

We then explored the relationships between necroptosis and autophagy in SCI, so we intended to inhibit
autophagy to further detect changes in necroptosis. CQ is a widely used autophagy inhibitor that mainly
inhibits autophagy by impairing autophagosome fusion with lysosomes [44]. Our previous work revealed
that DADLE may promote autophagic �ux by inhibiting LMP (Fig. 4). Thus, we used CQ to intentionally
inhibit autophagic �ux in the same manner as LMP. As shown in Fig. 5A-B, the addition of CQ obviously
increased the protein levels of necroptosis markers such as RIPK1, RIPK3 and MLKL and decreased
cleaved caspase-8 after treatment with DADLE. IF staining of RIPK1 and RIPK3 �uorescence intensity in
neurons showed the same results as WB analysis (Fig. 5C-F). Our experiment indicated that autophagy
antagonizes necroptosis, and inhibition of autophagy promotes necroptosis to further aggravate SCI.

 

DADLE inhibits LMP by decreasing cPLA2 phosphorylation following SCI

Given that autophagy participates in de novo membrane production and vesicle fusion, extensive
changes in lipid molecules are necessary. The lysosomal membrane, which is vulnerable to a variety of
substances, prevents lysosomal enzymes from directly destroying neural cells. cPLA2 is able to
signi�cantly change the lipid composition of the lysosomal membrane and leads to lysosomal
membrane damage [45]. In addition, a previous study reported that phosphorylated cPLA2 is activated
and present at lysosomes, inducing lysosomal membrane destruction and blocking autophagic �ux [20].
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Therefore, we hypothesized that DADLE may decrease LMP by inhibiting the phosphorylation of cPLA2 in
neurons. Quantitative WB analysis demonstrated that the ratio of
phosphorylated cPLA2 was signi�cantly increased speci�cally after SCI compared with that in the sham
group, and DADLE treatment obviously decreased the phosphorylation of cPLA2 after SCI (Fig. 6A-B).
Moreover, this result is also supported by IF analysis, where we observed that IF densities of phospho-
cPLA2 in each neuron were stronger in the SCI group than in the sham and DADLE groups (Fig. 6C and
Fig6.F).

To further identify the role of cPLA2 in SCI after DADLE treatment, we designed a rescue experiment by
overexpressing cPLA2. First, we compared the protein expression of cPLA2 and p-cPLA2 within the Sham,
Sham+AAV-vehicle and Sham+AAV-cPLA2 groups, and the results showed that AAV-cPLA2 obviously
increased cPLA2 and p-cPLA2 expression, whereas protein expression between the sham
and Sham+AAV-vehicle groups was not statistically signi�cant, indicating that the adenovirus with cPLA2
packaging was effective in overexpressing cPLA2 (Fig. 6 D-E). Then, we detected whether cPLA2
expression had an effect on lysosomes after SCI following DADLE treatment. Western blotting analysis
demonstrated that AAV-cPLA2 injection further decreased the levels of CTSB and CTSD proteins
in lysosomes but increased the levels in the cytoplasm after DADLE treatment (Fig. S1 A-B).
Simultaneously, co-IF staining of CTSD&NeuN and CTSB&LAMP1 showed more diffuse CTSD neurons
in the spinal cord and fewer CTSB-positive lysosomes in each neuron after AAV- cPLA2 administration
in the SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 groups compared to the SCI+DA+AAV-vehicle groups (Fig. 6 G-H and Fig S1D-
E). The NAG assay results showed that the NAG activity in the cytoplasm signi�cantly decreased after
DADLE and blank viral treatment in SCI, while the NAG activity in the lysosome increased. However,
the inhibitory effect of DADLE on NAG leakage was reversed by overexpression of cPLA2 (Fig. S1 C). This
evidence demonstrated that overexpressed cPLA2 reversed the positive function of DADLE in inhibiting
LMP. To further determined the relationship between cPLA2, autophagy and necroptosis in SCI, we carried
out a rescue experiment with the SCI+AAV-vehicle group, SCI+AAV-cPLA2 group, SCI+DA+AAV-vehicle
group and SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 group. As shown in Fig S2G-H, WB analysis revealed increased
necroptosis and autophagic substrate markers after administration of AAV-cPLA2 in the SCI+AAV-cPLA2
group and SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 group. Additionally, the increase between the SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 group
and DA+AAV-vehicle group was signi�cantly higher than that between the SCI+AAV-cPLA2 group and
SCI+AAV-vehicle group (Fig-S2 G-H). IF staining showed the �uorescence intensity of RIPK1, RIPK3, P62,
and LC3 in the neurons of groups SCI+AAV-vehicle, SCI+AAV-cPLA2, SCI+DA+AAV-vehicle, and
SCI+DA+AAV- cPLA2, respectively (Fig S2A-F). Compared with the SCI+AAV vehicle group, the
�uorescence intensity of RIPK1 and RIPK3 in neurons was signi�cantly reduced after the addition of
DADLE (Fig S2A-C). However, the inhibition of necroptosis by DADLE was reversed by overexpression of
cPLA2 (Fig S2A-C). In comparison of the SCI+DA+AAV-vehicle group and the SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 group,
the �uorescence intensity of the autophagy substrate p62 and the �uorescence puncta number
of the autophagy marker LC3 in neural cells signi�cantly increased after cPLA2 overexpression (Fig S2D-
F). However, there was no signi�cant difference in the �uorescence puncta number of LC3 between the
SCI+AAV-vehicle group and the SCI+AAV-cPLA2 group (Fig S2D-F). These results were consistent with the
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WB analysis. In addition, these data were similar to our previous work  that blockade of lysosome by
administration of CQ after DADLE treatment inhibited autophagic �ux and promoted necroptosis (Fig. 2
G-H and Fig. 5). All of these results suggested that DADLE treatment may inhibit the activation and
presentation of cPLA2 on lysosomes, further decreasing LMP and subsequently blocking autophagic �ux
after SCI.

DADLE promotes autophagy and inhibits necroptosis through the DOR-AMPK-SIRT1-P38 pathway in SCI

To con�rm which pathway is involved in the neural protective function of DADLE, we searched for
downstream targets of DADLE and SCI genes from SwissTargetPrediction and GeneCards. We took the
intersection of the results, and Vein gram indicated that 88 genes may have to do with the therapeutic
role of DADLE in SCI (Fig. 7A). Next, we selected 88 genes for KEGG analysis, and the results showed that
the top 20 pathways participated in DADLE treatment, such as the AMPK signalling pathway, cAMP
signalling pathway and phospholipase D signalling pathway (Fig. 7B). Activation of the AMPK signalling
pathway has been proven to be bene�cial to functional recovery after SCI in previous studies, and
activating the AMPK signalling pathway promotes autophagy [46-49]. Thus, we selected the AMPK
signalling pathway for subsequent research. Simultaneously, cPLA2 can be phosphorylated by MAPK
(mitogen-activated protein kinases) to interact with downstream molecules, and p38 was identi�ed to be
inhibited after DADLE treatment, so we also detected MAPK p38 [50-52]. WB results showed that p-
AMPK and SIRT1 (sirtuin 1) were decreased but p-p38 was increased in the SCI group compared with
the sham group (Fig. 7E-F). However, these effects were reversed by DADLE treatment (Fig. 7E-F). Fig. 7C
showed IF staining image of p-p38 in neurons, and results showed IF densities of p-p38were lower
in the sham group and DADLE treatment group than in the SCI group (Fig. 7C-D). Therefore, we assumed
that DADLE may inhibit cPLA2 through the AMPK/SIRT1/P38 pathway. To further
prove the AMPK/SIRT1/p38 pathway in SCI, we used the AMPK inhibitor Compound C to
inhibit the AMPK pathway, and WB analysis revealed that AMPK, p-AMPK and SIRT1 were reduced while
p-p38 was increased in the SCI+CC group compared with the SCI+DA group (Fig. 7G-
H). Therefore, the AMPK/SIRT1/p38 pathway is involved in DADLE treatment in SCI.

By consulting previous literature, we can learn that DADLE gives play to its neuroprotection effect by
combining with delta opioid receptor. Thus, we decided to verify whether DOR participates in the
upstream of AMPK signal pathway. We added DOR inhibitor naltrindole to block the interaction between
DADLE and DOR. From the analysis of WB results, the addition of naltrindole in the SCI group did not
affect the expression of p-AMPK, SIRT1, or p-p38, while the addition of naltrindole in the DADLE treatment
group signi�cantly inhibited the expression of p-AMPK, SIRT, but increased the expression of p-p38 and p-
cPLA2 (Fig. 8A-B). Simultaneously, protein expression of necroptosis markers was increased after
treatment with naltrindole compared with SCI+DA group. In addition to that, autophagy marker LC3 II was
decreased and autophagy substrate p62 was increased after adding naltrindole in the SCI+DA+Nal group
compared with the SCI+DA group, but showed no signi�cance between SCI and SCI+Nal group (Fig. 8C-
D). These results may be attributed to little DOR activation after SCI, but arti�cial injection of DADLE
activated DOR, which promoted the occurrence of autophagy and the inhibition of necroptosis, and this
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effect could be inhibited by naltrindole. Next, we detected autophagy �ux by injection of CQ, and the
increase of related protein expression of LC3 II between the SCI+DA and SCI+DA+CQ group was
signi�cantly greater than that between the SCI+DA+Nal and SCI+DA + Nal + CQ group, so as to p62 (Fig.
8E-F). Thus, administration of naltrindole in DADLE treatment group will impair DADLE function to restore
autophagic �ux following SCI. Altogether, these results showed that DADLE inhibits phosphorylation of
cPLA2 by activating DOR/AMPK/SIRT1/p38 pathway, and inhibition of AMPK signalling pathway by
blocking the interaction with DOR causes blockage of autophagic �ux and promotion of necroptosis.

Inhibition of DOR-AMPK-SIRT1-P38 pathway reverses neural protective effect by DADLE after SCI

Next, we conducted another behavioural experiment after adding naltrindole. The HE and
Masson results showed that lesions in the spinal cord were larger in the SCI+DA + Nal group than in
the DADLE group, while in the SCI and SCI + Nal groups, there was no difference (Fig S3A-
B). Spinal cord specimens exhibited the same result (Fig S3C). In addition, Nissl staining revealed that
anterior horn neurons were reduced after treatment with naltrindole in the DADLE treatment group (Fig
S3D-E). IF staining indicated that neural MAP2 �uorescence intensities in the SCI+DA+Nal
group were obviously lower than those in the DADLE group, while no signi�cant difference was found
in the SCI and SCI+Nal groups (Fig S3F-G). We also evaluated motor function by analysing BMS and
footprint analysis, and the results showed that the BMS score at 3, 7, 14, 21 and 28 days and the distance
of the step of the posterior limb at 28 days exhibited no signi�cant difference between the SCI and SCI +
Nal groups but were obviously lower in the SCI+ DA + Nal group than in the DADLE group (Fig S3H-I).
These outcomes may be due to the lack of signi�cant activation of DOR after SCI, while injection of
DADLE to activate DOR caused a series of reactions to promote injury recovery. Altogether, these results
indicated that DADLE is capable of promoting functional recovery after SCI through interaction with DOR.

Discussion
According to the pathological process, traumatic SCI is divided into two stages: primary injury and
secondary injury. With a large number of studies focused on secondary injury, it is normally thought that
the progression of SCI may be attributed to cell death and neuroin�ammation. Cell death inevitably
occurs in SCI and causes motor dysfunction. Thus, inhibition of cell death may contribute to functional
recovery after SCI. DADLE is a synthetic opioid peptide that functions by interacting with DOR. In the past,
researchers have studied the pharmacological function of DADLE in brain ischaemia‒reperfusion injury,
oxygen-glucose deprivation (OGD) and spinal cord ischaemia and reperfusion injury [51, 53]. This
evidence indicates that DOR activation by DADLE may exert a neuroprotective role after neural injury.
However, few studies have researched the protective role of DADLE in traumatic SCI and its concrete
mechanism. Our present study provides novel evidence indicating that DADLE plays an important role in
inhibiting necroptosis and promoting autophagic �ux following SCI by inhibiting LMP through the
DOR/AMPK/SIRT1/p38/cPLA2 pathway. Through BMS score and footprint analysis, we found that the
administration of DADLE to mice signi�cantly restored motor function in comparison with the SCI group.
Additionally, DOR activation promotes autophagic �ux and inhibits necroptosis by decreasing the
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destruction of the lysosome membrane attacked by p-cPLA2. Notably, inhibition of the AMPK-SIRT1-P38
pathway by blocking the interaction of DOR will reverse the neuroprotective function of DADLE. Thus,
DADLE can be used as a potential drug for treating SCI in the future.

Autophagy, a lysosome-based degradation process, is evolutionarily conserved and plays a critical role in
diverse pathophysiological conditions across various environments. [54]. There are two steps of
autophagy: a. formation of autophagosome and b. autophagosome fusion with the lysosome to become
an autolysosome, which is able to degrade the components contained within it. In the initiation phase of
autophagy, induction, nucleation and elongation of autophagosome formation requires a variety of
complexes, such as the ATG family, VPS34 and beclin-1 [55]. As previous studies have shown, autophagy
has been identi�ed as a therapeutic intervention target for SCI, and autophagy may protect and promote
neuronal recovery after SCI [54, 56]. DADLE promotes autophagy by augmenting autophagosomes to
improve neuronal survival and exert neuroprotective effects against ischaemia [29]. In our work, we found
that DADLE increased the expression of VPS34, beclin-1 and LC3 compared with that in the SCI groups,
indicating the promotion of autophagy initiation. The autophagic substrate p62 accumulated after SCI,
which was relieved by administration of DADLE. This phenomenon indicated that autophagic �ux may be
promoted after DADLE treatment. To further detect whether an increase in LC3 II augments
autophagosome synthesis or inhibits fusion between autophagosomes and lysosomes, we used the
lysosome inhibitor CQ to assess autophagic �ux. Furthermore, we found that DADLE treatment
aggravated the accumulation of LC3 II and the autophagic substrate p62 after adding CQ, indicating that
DADLE treatment �xes the impairment of autophagic �ux. Previous studies have reported that
impairment of autophagy occurs in SCI due to lysosomal dysfunction. Therefore, we speculated that
DADLE promotes the recovery of autophagic �ux by regulating lysosome function.

Necroptosis is a regulated form of necrosis mediated by RIPK1 and RIPK3 that is capable of exacerbating
cell death and neuroin�ammation in the pathogenesis of central nervous system (CNS) diseases [16, 57].
Activation of RIPK1 triggers necroptosis by forming a complex with RIPK3 and MLKL, wherein RIPK3
phosphorylates MLKL, causing cellular membrane disruption and subsequent cell lysis [58]. Inhibition of
necroptosis promotes functional recovery after SCI [59, 60]. Therefore, we hypothesize that DADLE may
inhibit necroptosis to exert neuroprotective effects. In this study, we found decreased expression of
necroptosis marker proteins such as RIPK1, RIPK3 and MLKL and increased caspase-8 by using WB
analysis and IF staining in the DADLE groups, indicating that DADLE inhibits necroptosis. Furthermore,
we attempted to elucidate the relationships between autophagy and necroptosis after DADLE treatment
following SCI. In previous studies performed by our team, inhibition of autophagy aggravated necroptosis
after SCI [22, 35]. Similarly, we also obtained the same result: blockade of autophagic �ux by CQ reversed
necroptosis inhibition after DADLE treatment. This result revealed that autophagy and necroptosis are
antagonistic to each other, and inhibition of autophagy will facilitate the further development of
necroptosis. Autophagy is a self-degradative process that can eliminate harmful substances, and
augmenting autophagy may eliminate necroptotic markers such as RIPK1, RIPK3 and MLKL, thus
inhibiting necroptosis. However, the speci�c connection and biochemical mechanism need to be further
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studied. Altogether, these results demonstrated that DADLE inhibited necroptosis via autophagy
enhancement, which plays a critical role in motor function recovery after SCI.

Lysosomes serve as cellular recycling centres for cargo received mainly through autophagy and
endocytosis [61]. The lysosomal membrane is vulnerable to different forms of stress, and any substance
that can destroy the lysosomal membrane will cause LMP. Lysosome membrane destruction induces
leakage of intralysosomal components out of lysosomes, which further causes programmed cell death
[18]. However, LMP blocks the fusion of autophagosomes and lysosomes, resulting in inhibition of
autophagic �ux. Here, we hypothesized that LMP plays an important role in lysosomal dysfunction in SCI.
In our present work, by isolating lysosomes from the cytoplasm and analysing the distribution of NAG,
CTSB and CTSD, we found that the protein expression of CTSB and CTSD and the enzyme activity of
NAG increased in the cytoplasm but decreased in lysosomes after SCI. IF staining also showed more
diffuse CTSD neurons and fewer CTSB-positive lysosomes in each neuron in the SCI group than in the
sham group. These results indicate that components in lysosomes �owed out of lysosomes, which may
account for the destruction of the lysosome membrane. After DADLE treatment, lysosome enzymes such
as CTSD, CTSB and NAG decreased in the cytoplasm and increased in lysosomes. IF staining also
revealed a decrease in diffuse CTSD neurons and CTSB-positive lysosomes in each neuron after DADLE
treatment following SCI, proving that DADLE decreased LMP and the subsequent leakage of lysosomal
contents. Next, we further detected which factor gave rise to LMP. After reviewing previous literature, we
found that cPLA2 may be related to SCI, so we designed a series of experiments to verify the relationship
between DADLE and cPLA2 [20]. IF staining and WB analysis results showed that DADLE decreased the
phosphorylation of cPLA2 after SCI, suggesting that DADLE may inhibit LMP by decreasing
phosphorylated cPLA2. Moreover, overexpression of cPLA2 impaired the capability of inhibiting LMP
following DADLE treatment, resulting in inhibition of autophagy and promotion of necroptosis. Thus,
phosphorylated cPLA2 caused LMP and induced leakage of lysosomal contents, which led to impairment
of autophagic �ux and aggravation of necroptosis after SCI, and this effect was prevented by DADLE
administration. Taken together, these results demonstrated that the therapeutic effect of DADLE was
regulated by inhibiting the phosphorylation of cPLA2 to maintain the integrity of the lysosomal
membrane.

Next, we investigated which signalling pathway regulates cPLA2 after treating DADLE by using network
pharmacology analysis. By collecting SCI-related genes from Genecard and DADLE downstream targets
from SwissTargetPrediction, we found that 88 genes may be involved in DADLE treatment in SCI. After
KEGG analysis of 88 genes, we found that the cAMP signalling pathway, AMPK signalling pathway and
phospholipase D signalling pathway may be involved. AMPK, which is capable of responding to a low-
energy state and starvation, can be activated by the ratio of AMP/ATP [62]. Activation of the AMPK
signalling pathway contributes to autophagy, and a previous study also proved that DADLE is able to
activate AMPK and its downstream signalling molecules [29, 63, 64]. In addition, cPLA2 is
phosphorylated by MAP kinase to further activate downstream cascade reactions, and DADLE is reported
to inhibit p38 MAPK in different diseases [50–52, 65]. Therefore, we decided to explore whether DADLE
regulates cPLA2 by the AMPK signalling pathway and p38 MAPK. WB results showed an increase in the
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protein expression of p-AMPK, SIRT1 and p38 after DADLE treatment following SCI. Next, we designed a
rescue experiment to further clarify the results. With the use of Compound C, suppressing AMPK after
DADLE treatment could reduce the expression of SIRT1 and increase the expression of p-p38 and p-
cPLA2, indicating that the AMPK-SIRT1-p38 pathway is activated after DADLE administration in SCI.
DADLE functions by interacting with the delta opioid receptor [23, 25]. Thus, we added naltrindole to block
the interaction between DADLE and DOR, and the results showed that the in�uence exerted by DADLE on
autophagy and necroptosis was reduced. In addition, the application of naltrindole inhibited the AMPK
signalling pathway after DADLE treatment. These results suggest that the effect of DADLE on autophagy
and necroptosis is regulated by the DOR-AMPK-SIRT1-p38 pathway.

As a kind of opioid receptor agonist, DADLE also has the ability to ease pain. Given that patients
suffering from SCI endure intense pain, DADLE has the potential to relieve pain, which is a very
advantageous point for clinical patients. Therefore, future research concerning DADLE needs to combine
the analgesic effects with the function of promoting neural function recovery. The advantages of DADLE
suggest that it has much promise for use in clinical settings. However, our research also has some
limitations requiring in-depth analyses. We described that DADLE triggers the AMPK signalling pathway
by interacting with DOR but failed to explore how DOR activates AMPK. In addition to the AMPK
signalling pathway, network pharmacology analysis showed that several signalling pathways were also
involved in the pharmacological impact of DADLE on SCI, such as the phospholipase D signalling
pathway. PLD1 (phospholipase D1) refers to a lipid-hydrolysing enzyme previously implicated in
intracellular signalling and vesicle tra�cking, which is of vital importance in later stages of autophagy,
and inhibition of PLD1 causes blockage of autophagy �ux [66]. This is similar to our current research,
and future studies can further detect their relationships. While our study demonstrated the involvement of
DADLE in the later stages of autophagy, speci�cally the fusion between autophagosomes and
lysosomes, it does not preclude the possibility that DADLE also plays a role in the early stages of
autophagy. In our experiment, DADLE treatment contributed to VPS34, beclin-1 and LC3 expression,
indicating an increase in autophagosomes. In addition, other studies have reported that DADLE is
capable of regulating mTOR, which is a classic autophagy signalling molecule [29, 63]. Moreover, as a G-
protein coupled receptor, there may be many connections between DOR and other signalling pathways,
which need to be further explored. In addition, our present work on cPLA2 mainly focuses on its in�uence
on the lysosome membrane, but cPLA2 can also function as a message molecule to mediate other signal
transduction pathways. Active p-cPLA2 is able to release AA (arachidonic acid) from phospholipids,
which is a substrate of COX-2 and mediates the COX-2 signalling pathway [67]. A study reported that
abnormal regulation of cPLA2 and the COX-2 signalling pathway leads to hyperexcitability of cortical
pyramidal neurons in a mouse model of autosomal-dominant lateral temporal epilepsy [68]. It has also
been reported that cPLA2 activation promotes lipid metabolism reprogramming that produces
super�uous ROS (reactive oxygen species) to further exacerbate cerebral injury, while inhibition of cPLA2
facilitates neuroprotection after brain I/R injury [69, 70]. After treatment with DADLE, whether cPLA2
participates in other mechanisms to promote the recovery of motor function after spinal cord injury needs
further study.
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Altogether, we present a neuroprotective drug, DADLE, that maintains the integrity of the lysosome
membrane during SCI by reducing phosphorylated cPLA2. We revealed that neuronal autophagy was
increased and necroptosis was decreased in an AMPK-dependent manner under in vitro SCI after DADLE
treatment, and inhibition of the AMPK-SIRT1-p38-cPLA2 pathway by blocking the interaction between
DOR and DADLE aggravated the neurological de�cits in SCI models. Therefore, DADLE might be a
potential therapeutic drug for future SCI treatment.

Conclusion
After interacting with DOR, DADLE inhibits p38 phosphorylation by activating the AMPK/SIRT1 pathway,
which further decreases the phosphorylation of cPLA2. These events lead to inhibition of necroptosis and
promotion of autophagic �ux by decreasing destruction of the lysosome membrane following SCI
(Fig. 8G). Furthermore, DADLE can effectively promote motor functional recovery after SCI, indicating that
DADLE takes great advantage of SCI treatment. Thus, our present study suggests that DADLE may work
as a promising therapeutic drug for SCI treatment in the future.
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Figure 1

DADLE promotes mice locomotive function recovery after SCI.(A) Longitudinal spinal cord sections from
the sham, SCI and SCI+DA groups at 28 days were examined via HE dyeing and Masson dyeing (scale
bar = 400 μm). (B) Quantitative investigations of Masson-positive lesions within the spinal cord of the
respective groups. (C) Cross section of mice spinal cord from respective groups at 28 days were
examined via Nissl dyeing. The overview of the spinal cord was observed at 4X and anterior horn of
spinal cord was observed at 20X (scale bar=50μm). The black arrow indicates the neuron. (D) Counting
analysis of ventricle motor neurons in the cross section of spinal cord from respective groups. (E)
Photographs of spinal cord sections in the respective groups stained with antibody MAP2 (green) (scale
bar = 25 μm). (F) Quanti�cation of MAP2 optical density within a spinal cord in each group. (G)
Photographs of spinal cord section on mice in sham, SCI and SCI+DA groups at 28 days after surgery. (H)
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Photographs of mouse footprints in each group following 28 days. Blue: forepaw print; Red: hind paw
print. (I) Basso mouse scale (BMS) for the indicated groups at days 0, 1, 3, 7, 14, 21, and 28. The data are
shown as the mean ± SEM. n = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates no signi�cance.

Figure 2
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DADLE promotes autophagic �ux after SCI. (A)Western blotting to assess VPS34, beclin-1, p62 and LC3
expression levels in the Sham, SCI, and SCI+DA groups. GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. (B) The
quanti�cation of VPS34, beclin-1, p62 and LC3-II expression levels were analyzed in each group. (C)
Double immuno�uorescence staining of LC3(green) and NeuN (red) in the spinal cords of the Sham, SCI,
and SCI+DA groups (scale bar= 25μm) (D) Number of LC3 II puncta in each neuron on the right. (E)
Double immuno�uorescence staining of p62 (green) and NeuN (red) in the spinal cords of the Sham, SCI,
and SCI+DA groups (scale bar= 25μm) (F) Quanti�ed related p62 immuno�uorescent density data in each
group are presented on the right. (G) Western blotting for P62 and LC3 II expression levels in SCI+DA and
SCI+DA+CQ groups to assess autophagic �ux. (H) Quanti�cation of p62 and LC3-II expression levels were
analyzed in SCI+DA and SCI+DA+CQ groups.GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. The data are
shown as the mean ± SEM. N = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates no signi�cance.



Page 29/37

Figure 3

DADLE inhibits necroptosis after SCI. (A) Western blotting for RIPK1, RIPK3, MLKL and c-caspase-8
expression levels in the Sham, SCI, and SCI+DA groups. GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. (B) The
quanti�cation of the RIPK1, RIPK3, MLKL and c-caspase-8 expression levels were analyzed in each group.
(C) Double immuno�uorescence staining of RIPK1 (green) and NeuN (red) in the spinal cords of the
Sham, SCI, and SCI+DA groups (scale bar= 25μm) (D) Quanti�ed immuno�uorescent density data of
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RIPK1 are presented on the right. (E) Double immuno�uorescence staining of RIPK3 (green) and NeuN
(red) in the spinal cords of the Sham, SCI, and SCI+DA groups (scale bar= 25μm) (F) Quanti�ed
immuno�uorescent density data of RIPK3 are presented on the right. The data are shown as the mean ±
SEM. n = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates no signi�cance.

Figure 4

DADLE inhibits lysosomal membrane permeabilization after SCI.(A) Western blotting for CTSB, CTSD and
LAMP1 expression levels in the cytoplasm and lysosomes extracted from the spinal cord of Sham, SCI,
SCI+DA groups. Lysosomal membrane protein LAMP1 was utilized as a loading control in lysosomal
fraction. GAPDH was utilized as a loading control in cytosol fraction. (B) Quanti�cation of the protein
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levels of CTSB and CTSD in the cytoplasm and lysosomes extracted from the spinal cord. (C)
Immuno�uorescence staining of CTSD (green) and NeuN (red) in the spinal cord from Sham, SCI, and
SCI+DA groups on postoperative day 3 (scale bar= 25μm). (D) Immuno�uorescence staining of CTSD
(green) and LAMP1 (red) in the spinal cord from Sham, SCI and SCI+DA groups. LAMP1 was used to
visualize lysosome. (E) Comparison of the ratio of diffuse CTSD neuron in the anterior horn of spinal cord
from Sham, SCI and SCI+DA groups. (F) Positive CTSB lysosome in each neuron from the date of (D). (G)
Date of enzyme activity of NAG in the lysosome or cytosol extracted from spinal cord from Sham, SCI
and SCI+DA groups. The data are shown as the mean ± SEM. n = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates no
signi�cance.
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Figure 5

Blockage of autophagic �ux by CQ weakens inhibitory effect of DADLE on necroptosis in SCI. (A) WB
analyses of expression levels of RIPK1, RIPK3, MLKL and c-caspase-8 in the injured spinal cord lesion.
GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. (B) The analysis of RIPK1, RIPK3, MLKL and c-caspase-8
expression levels were quanti�ed in each group. (C) Double immuno�uorescence staining of RIPK1
(green) and NeuN (red) in the spinal cords of the DADLE and DADLE+CQ groups (scale bar= 25μm). (D)
Quanti�ed immuno�uorescent density data of RIPK1 are presented on the right. (E) Double
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immuno�uorescence staining of RIPK3 (green) and NeuN (red) in the spinal cords of the SCI+DA and
SCI+DA+CQ groups (scale bar= 25μm). (F) Quanti�ed immuno�uorescent density data of RIPK3 are
presented on the right. The data are shown as the mean ± SEM. n = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates
no signi�cance.

Figure 6
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DADLE inhibits LMP by decreasing cPLA2 phosphorylation following SCI (A)cPLA2 and p-cPLA2 protein
levels in the spinal cord from three groups on postoperative day 3. GAPDH was utilized as a loading
control. (B) Quanti�cation of the protein expression levels of p-cPLA2/cPLA2 in the spinal cord. (C)
Immuno�uorescence staining of NeuN (red) and p-cPLA2 (green) in the anterior horn of spinal cord from
three groups on postoperative day 3. (scale bar= 25μm). (D) Western blotting for protein expression levels
of cPLA2 and p-cPLA2 from the spinal cord of Sham, Sham+AAV-vhicle and Sham +AAV-cPLA2. GAPDH
was utilized as a loading control. (E) Quanti�cation of the protein expression levels of p-cPLA2 and
cPLA2 in the spinal cord from the result of (D). (F) Quanti�ed immuno�uorescent density data of p-cPLA2
are presented on the right (G) Immuno�uorescence staining of CTSB (green) and LAMP1 (red) in the
spinal cord from SCI+AAV-vhicle, SCI+AAV-cPLA2, SCI+DA+ AAV-vhicle and SCI+DA+AAV-cPLA2 groups.
LAMP1 was used to visualize lysosome. (H) Positive CTSB lysosome in each neuron from the date of (G).
The data are shown as the mean ± SEM. n = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates no signi�cance.
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Figure 7

DADLE promotes autophagy and inhibits necroptosis through DOR-AMPK-SIRT1-P38 pathwayin SCI (A)
Venn diagram showing the overlapping gene by SCI target gene and DADLE predicted target gene. (B)
The top 15 enriched KEGG pathways of the overlapping gene of (A). (C) Double immuno�uorescence
staining of p-p38 (green) and NeuN (red) in the spinal cords of the Sham, SCI and SCI+DA groups (scale
bar= 25μm). (D) Quanti�ed immuno�uorescent density data of p-p38 are presented on the right (E)
Western blotting for protein expression levels of AMPK, p-AMPK, SIRT1, p38, p-p38 from the spinal cord of
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Sham, SCI and SCI+DA groups, GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. (F) Quanti�cation of the related
protein expression levels of p-AMPK, SIRT1 and p-p38 in the spinal cord from the result of (D). (G)
Western blotting for protein expression levels of AMPK, p-AMPK, SIRT1, p38, p-p38 from the spinal cord of
SCI, SCI+CC, SCI+DA and SCI+DA+CC groups, GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. (H) Quanti�cation
of the related protein expression levels of AMPK, SIRT1 and p-p38 in the spinal cord from the result of (G).
The data are shown as the mean ± SEM. n = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates no signi�cance.
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Figure 8

Inhibition of DOR-AMPK-SIRT1-P38 pathway reverses neural protective effect by DADLE after SCI (A)
Western blotting for protein expression levels of AMPK, p-AMPK, SIRT1, p38, p-p38, cPLA2 and p-cPLA2
from the spinal cord of SCI, SCI+Nal, SCI+DA, SCI+DA+Nal groups. GAPDH was utilized as a loading
control. (B) The analysis of p-AMPK, SIRT1, p-p38 and p-cPLA2 expression levels were quanti�ed in each
group. (C) Western blotting for protein expression levels of RIPK1, RIPK3, p62 and LC3 from the spinal
cord of SCI, SCI+Nal, SCI+DA, SCI+DA+Nal groups. GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. (D) The
analysis of RIPK1, RIPK3, p62 and LC3II expression levels were quanti�ed in each group. (E) Western
blotting for protein expression levels of p62 and LC3 from the spinal cord of SCI+DA, SCI+DA+CQ,
SCI+DA+Nal and SCI+DA+Nal+CQ groups. GAPDH was utilized as a loading control. (F) The analysis of
p62 and LC3II expression levels were quanti�ed in each group from the result of (E). (G) Schematic
diagram showing the potential protective effect of DADLE against SCI. The data are shown as the mean
± SEM. n = 5. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01. ns indicates no signi�cance.
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