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U.S.-FRENCH DUO WIN NOBEL CHEMISTRY PRIZE FOR
GENE EDITING TOOL
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Emmanuelle Charpentier of France (left) and Jennifer Doudna of the U.S. who won the 2020
Nobel Chemistry Prize on October 7, 2020. It’s the first time a Nobel science prize has gone to a
women-only team.   | Photo Credit: AFP

Emmanuelle Charpentier of France and Jennifer Doudna of the U.S. on October 7 won the
Nobel Chemistry Prize for the gene-editing technique known as the CRISPR-Cas9 DNA
snipping "scissors", the first time a Nobel science prize has gone to a women-only team.

"Using these, researchers can change the DNA of animals, plants and microorganisms with
extremely high precision," the Nobel jury said.

Explained: 2020 Nobel Prize in Chemistry

"This technology has had a revolutionary impact on the life sciences, is contributing to new
cancer therapies and may make the dream of curing inherited diseases come true."

The technique has been tipped for a Nobel nod several times in the past, but speaking to
reporters in Stockholm via telephone link Prof. Charpentier said the call was still a surprise.

"Strangely enough I was told a number of times [it might happen] but when it happens you are
very surprised and you feel that it's not real," she said.  "But obviously it is real so I have to get
used to it now," she added.

Prof. Charpentier, 51, and Prof. Doudna, 56, are just the sixth and seventh women to receive the
Nobel Prize in Chemistry, and this is the first time a Nobel science prize goes to a women-only
team.

Prof. Charpentier told reporters she considered herself "a scientist" first, but hoped the prize
would provide "a really strong message for young girls".

While researching a common harmful bacteria, Prof. Charpentier discovered a previously
unknown molecule — part of the bacteria's ancient immune system that disarms viruses by
snipping off parts of their DNA.

After publishing her research in 2011, Prof. Charpentier worked with Prof. Doudna to recreate
the bacteria's genetic scissors, simplifying the tool so it was easier to use and apply to other
genetic material.

Nobel Prizes 2020

They then reprogrammed the scissors to cut any DNA molecule at a predetermined site —
paving the way for scientists to rewrite the code of life where the DNA is snipped.

The CRISPR/Cas9 tool has already contributed to significant gains in crop resilience, altering
their genetic code to better withstand drought and pests.

https://www.thehindu.com/profile/photographers/AFP/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/lists/nobel-prize-awarded-women/
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The technology has also led to innovative cancer treatments, and many experts hope it could
one day make inherited diseases curable through gene manipulation.

"There is enormous power in this genetic tool, which affects us all. It has not only revolutionised
basic science, but also resulted in innovative crops and will lead to ground-breaking new
medical treatments," Claes Gustafsson, chair of the Nobel Committee for Chemistry, said in a
statement.

Born in France, Prof. Charpentier currently works as the director of the Max Planck Unit for the
Science of Pathogens in Berlin, Germany.

Prof. Doudna, who was born in the U.S., is a Professor of Biochemistry at the University of
California.

"Only imagination sets the limit for what this chemical tool, that's too small to be visible to our
eyes, can be used for in the future," Pernilla Wittung Stafshede from the Nobel Committee told a
press conference.

The professor of chemical biology also noted that it had been widely adopted even though it had
only been around for eight years.

CRISPR's relative simplicity has however triggered the imaginations of rogue practitioners.

In 2018 in China, scientist He Jiankui triggered an international scandal — and his
excommunication from the scientific community — when he used CRISPR to create what he
called the first gene-edited humans. 

The biophysicist said he had altered the DNA of human embryos that became twin girls Lulu and
Nana.

His goal was to create a mutation that would prevent the girls from contracting HIV, even though
there was no specific reason to put them through the process.

"Ethics, laws and regulations are extremely important here as well," Ms. Wittung Stafshede said.

The first time a woman was honoured with the chemistry prize was in 1911 when Marie Curie,
who also took the physics prize in 1903, won after discovering the elements radium and
polonium.

Prof. Charpentier and Prof. Doudna will share the prize sum of 10 million Swedish kronor (about
$1.1 million, 950,000 euros).

They would normally receive their Nobel from King Carl XVI Gustaf at a formal ceremony in
Stockholm on December 10, the anniversary of the 1896 death of scientist Alfred Nobel who
created the prizes in his last will and testament.

But the in-person ceremony has been cancelled this year due to the coronavirus pandemic and
replaced with a televised ceremony showing the laureates receiving their awards in their home
countries.
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Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath

Please enter a valid email address.

Subscribe to The Hindu now and get unlimited access.

Already have an account? Sign In

Start your 14 days free trial Sign Up

You can support quality journalism by turning off ad blocker or purchase a subscription for
unlimited access to The Hindu.

Sign up for a 30 day free trial.
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