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Introduction
RBPs are typically considered as proteins that interact 
with single-stranded or double-stranded RNA, thereby 
altering the fate or function of the RNA molecules with 
which they interact. Currently, thousands of different 
RBPs have been identified, comprising approximately 
7.5% of the genes encoding proteins. RBPs extensively 
regulate every stage of the RNA lifecycle, including 
RNA splicing, mRNA synthesis and maturation, which 
are also essential for the life cycle of viruses. Therefore, 
RBPs play a critical role in host antiviral responses. The 
diverse functions of RBPs underscores the considerable 
diversity inherent in the structural elements that respon-
sible for RNA recognition. RBPs can be categorized 
into canonical and non-canonical groups based on the 
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Abstract
Viral infections pose significant threats to human health, leading to a diverse spectrum of infectious diseases. The 
innate immune system serves as the primary barrier against viruses and bacteria in the early stages of infection. A 
rapid and forceful antiviral innate immune response is triggered by distinguishing between self-nucleic acids and 
viral nucleic acids. RNA-binding proteins (RBPs) are a diverse group of proteins which contain specific structural 
motifs or domains for binding RNA molecules. In the last decade, numerous of studies have outlined that RBPs 
influence viral replication via diverse mechanisms, directly recognizing viral nucleic acids and modulating the 
activity of pattern recognition receptors (PRRs). In this review, we summarize the functions of RBPs in regulation of 
host-virus interplay by controlling the activation of PRRs, such as RIG-I, MDA5, cGAS and TLR3. RBPs are instrumental 
in facilitating the identification of viral RNA or DNA, as well as viral structural proteins within the cellular cytoplasm 
and nucleus, functioning as co-receptor elements. On the other hand, RBPs are capable of orchestrating the 
activation of PRRs and facilitating the transmission of antiviral signals to downstream adaptor proteins by post-
translational modifications or aggregation. Gaining a deeper comprehension of the interaction between the host 
and viruses is crucial for the development of novel therapeutics targeting viral infections.
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presence or absence of RNA-binding domains (RBDs). 
Canonical RBPs possess well-defined RBDs, which 
comprise of RNA recognition motif (RRM), K homol-
ogy (KH) domain, zinc-finger domains (ZNF), DEAD/
DEAH helicase, double stranded RNA binding domain 
(dsRBD), pumilio homology domain (PUM), cold-shock 
domain (CSD) and others [1]. Multiple immune regula-
tory proteins containing well-defined RBDs play a piv-
otal role in the host’s innate antiviral immune response, 

such as RIG-I and ZNFX1 (Fig. 1). In addition, numerous 
non-canonical RBPs lacking recognized RBDs have been 
demonstrated to interact with RNA molecules and also 
involved in antiviral response processes, including long 
non-coding RNAs like Lnczc3h7a and NEAT1 [2]. In fact, 
non-canonical RBPs make up the majority, accounting 
for approximately three-quarters of the total number of 
RBPs. These non-canonical RBPs lack the classical RBDs; 
instead, they feature intrinsically disordered regions that 

Fig. 1  Multiple immune regulatory proteins contain well-defined RBDs
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lack characteristic motifs or may carry uncharacterized 
RBDs [3]. RBPs exhibit specificity in recognizing RNA 
sequences or structures, thereby facilitating regulation of 
targeted gene expression at both the transcriptional and 
post-transcriptional levels. RBPs also exhibit reversibility 
and dynamism in their interactions with RNA, facilitat-
ing versatile regulation of RNA-related processes, such 
as splicing, translation, and localization. These require-
ments ensure that the intricate and precise network of 
interactions between biological molecules can adapt to 
the dynamic cellular environment and achieve specific 
biological functions.

Canonical RBPs, including numerous immune regu-
latory proteins, possess well-defined RBDs. Illustrated 
here are representative examples of immune regula-
tory proteins that contain typical RNA-binding motifs. 
Some RBPs contain multiple repeated RBDs, while oth-
ers possess various distinct RBDs. For example, NONO 
possesses two RNA recognition motifs (RRMs), whereas 
Mex3B contains two KH domains and one Zinc-finger-
RING domain. Various domains are visually depicted 
within distinct colored boxes.

RBPs play a significant role in various diseases, par-
ticularly in conditions involving autoimmunity and 
autoinflammation, due to their involvement in RNA 
metabolism and stability. Dysregulation or mutations in 
RBPs can result in aberrant RNA processing, contrib-
uting to the development of diseases characterized by 
abnormal immune responses. For example, mutations 
in RNA-binding protein Adenosine Deaminase Acting 
on RNA 1 (ADAR1) cause Aicardi-Goutières syndrome 
(AGS), a rare autoimmune disorder that causes inflam-
mation and leads to various neurological symptoms [4]. 
ADAR1, a member of the adenosine deaminase family, 
primarily catalyzes the conversion of adenosine (A) to 
inosine (I) in double-stranded RNA, subsequently affect-
ing gene expression and protein function. Twelve AGS 
affected individuals from eight families harbored biallelic 
ADAR1 variants, which disrupted normal editing activ-
ity and lead to the accumulation of unedited or misedited 
RNAs generated from genomic repetitive elements [4]. 
RBPs also affect the maturation, activation and control 
of tolerance of lymphocytes, such as B cell affinity mat-
uration and secretion, as well as T cell maturation and 
tolerance [5]. Therefore, RBPs are involved in the devel-
opment of autoimmune pathogenesis and inflammation 
by regulating diverse immunological processes.

Over the past few decades, an increasing number of 
novel viruses and virus-related diseases have been identi-
fied. For example, acquired immunodeficiency syndrome 
(AIDS) is caused by human immunodeficiency virus 
(HIV), severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 
2 (SARS‑CoV‑2) is responsible for COVID-19, and the 
H1N1 virus causes H1N1 influenza (commonly known as 

swine flu). As underscored by the COVID-19 global pan-
demic, viral infections pose significant threats to global 
human health and economic development. RNA virus 
Sindbis (SINV) infection alters the activity of hundreds 
of RBPs by the development of RNA-interactome capture 
(RIC), including well-established and unconventional 
RBPs [6]. Virus infection activates pathways involving 
E3 ubiquitin ligases, kinases and chaperones, many of 
which are among the stimulated RBPs. Upon viral infec-
tion, the innate immune system is rapidly activated and 
serves as the primary force in initiating early antiviral 
responses [7]. The innate antiviral defense is a conserved 
mechanism to protect the host, which is initiated by a 
set of genetically encoded pattern recognition receptors 
(PRRs), such as RIG-I-like receptors (RLRs) [8], Toll-like 
receptors (TLRs) [9] and cytosolic sensors for DNA [10]. 
RBPs exert critical regulatory roles in the activation of 
PRRs and downstream signal transduction to counteract 
viral infections. In this review, we will focus on the role 
of RBPs in innate antiviral response, aiming to provide 
novel insight into the future research on the interactions 
between viruses and hosts.

Innate antiviral response
Innate immunity is the first line of defense that the host 
employs to counter invasion by microbial pathogens, 
including viruses. PRRs are activated by binding con-
served pathogen-associated molecular patterns (PAMPs), 
such as viral RNA/DNA, which are essential for viral 
survival and replication. This activation of PRRs subse-
quently results in the activation of downstream adaptors 
and transcription factors such as interferon regulatory 
factor 3 (IRF3)/IRF7 and promotes the production and 
secretion of type I interferons (IFN-I) [11]. IFN-I is a fam-
ily of highly conserved antiviral cytokines, which inhibit 
viral replication and the spread of the virus within the 
cell. The secreted IFN-I interacts with the IFN-I receptor 
(IFNAR1) on the cell surface and activates STAT1/2 by 
Janus kinases, which eventually leads to the expression 
of hundreds of IFN-stimulated genes (ISGs) and inflam-
matory cytokines, such as interferon-inducible RNA-
dependent protein kinase R (PKR), 2’-5’-oligoadenylate 
synthetase (OAS), ISG15 and MxA [12]. By coordinat-
ing the expression of ISGs and the release of inflamma-
tory cytokines, the innate immune system optimizes its 
capacity to detect, respond to, and block viral infections.

RIG-I-like receptor mediated signaling pathway
Upon being challenged with RNA viruses, cytoplasmic 
RNA sensors, RIG-I and MDA5, recognize and bind to 
viral RNA, thereby initiating innate immune response. 
RIG-I and MDA5 are mainly localized in the cytoplasm 
of cells, but they exhibit differences in their specifici-
ties for recognizing different types of viral RNA. RIG-I 
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primarily recognizes short double-stranded RNA with 
a 5’ triphosphate, while MDA5 preferably detects long 
dsRNA, characteristic of replicative intermediates in 
RNA viruses [8, 13]. This diversity in their recognition 
capabilities enables RLRs to collectively detect a broader 
spectrum of viral infections, thereby contributing to the 
transmission of antiviral signals. Once binding to its viral 
RNA ligands, RIG-I and MDA5 undergo conformational 
changes that release the tandem caspase activation and 
recruitment domain (CARD), which transmit signals to 
the downstream mitochondrial-resident adaptor MAVS 
(also called VISA, IPS-1, or Cardif ) [14–17]. The activa-
tion of MAVS acts as a central platform for the recruit-
ment of ubiquitin ligases TRAF2/3/6 and kinases such as 
TBK1 and the IKK complex [18, 19]. Subsequently, the 
transcription factors IRF3 and p65 are phosphorylated 
and translocate from the cytoplasm into the nucleus, 
which turns on the transcription of IFN-I and inflamma-
tory cytokines by binding interferon-stimulated response 
elements (ISRE) and NF-κB binding sites.

Cytosolic DNA sensors mediated signaling pathway
DNA sensors are widely expressed in the cytoplasm 
of mammalian cells and have been identified in recent 
years, such as DNA-dependent activator of IFN-regu-
latory factors (DAI, also known as ZBP1), interferon-
gamma inducible protein 16 (IFI16) and 2′3′-cyclic 
GMP-AMP (cGAMP) synthase (cGAS) [20]. cGAS is the 
main DNA recognition receptor in the cytoplasm, which 
recognizes viral dsDNA and synthesizes 2′3′-cGAMP 
using ATP and GTP. The generated cGAMP functions 
as a second messenger and transmits the signal to the 
endoplasmic reticulum adaptor STING (stimulator of 
interferon genes, also known as MITA, ERIS and MPYS) 
[21–24]. Once activated, STING undergoes conforma-
tional changes and initiates oligomerization, resulting in 
trafficking to the Golgi apparatus and the exposure of its 
C-terminal tail to recruit TBK1 [25, 26]. Furthermore, 
the recruitment and activation of TBK1 phosphorylates 
IRF3, which drives the production of IFN-I and robust 
antiviral response. Other DNA sensors, such as DAI and 
IFI16, also sense intracellular DNA and transmit signals 
in a STING-dependent manner, but they exhibit distinct 
DNA recognition biases. DAI is classified among Z-DNA 
binding proteins and is characterized by its N-terminal 
Z-DNA binding domain (ZBD), which exhibits a specific 
affinity for left-handed double-stranded DNA helix [27]. 
Interestingly, DAI was also reported as an innate sensor 
of influenza A virus (IAV), a single-stranded RNA virus, 
and newly synthesized RNA of MCMV–infected cells, 
mediating RIPK3-dependent induction of programmed 
cell death [28, 29].

Toll-like receptors mediated signaling pathway
TLRs, one of the earliest discovered families of PRR, also 
play a pivotal role in innate antiviral immunity. Several 
TLRs, including TLR3, TLR7, TLR8 and TLR9, are only 
expressed in intracellular vesicles, such as endosomes 
and lysosomes. Unlike surface-positioned TLRs that rec-
ognize microbial components of extracellular pathogens, 
these intracellular TLRs detect nucleic acids derived 
from intracellular pathogens, providing a rapid and effec-
tive response to viral infections [30]. TLR3 is responsible 
for the recognition of dsRNA of some viral genomes and 
replication intermediates, such as reoviruses and respi-
ratory syncytial virus. This recognition is enabled by 
its extracellular Leucine-Rich Repeat (LRR) domains, 
which possess a large horseshoe-like shape facilitating 
dsRNA interaction and detection [31]. Upon detection 
of viral dsRNA released during viral replication by TLR3, 
the receptor triggers downstream signaling through the 
adaptor protein TIR-domain-containing adapter-induc-
ing interferon-β (TRIF). TRIF similarly interacts with 
TBK1 and promotes the activation of IRF3 and NF-κB, 
subsequently leading to the production of IFN-I and pro-
inflammatory cytokines [32]. TLR7/8 are specialized in 
detecting single-stranded RNA from viruses, including 
influenza A, while TLR9 primarily recognizes unmeth-
ylated CpG motifs characteristic of bacteria and viruses.
MyD88 interacts with cytoplasmic domains of TLRs and 
initiates a signaling cascade by involving the recruitment 
and activation of IRAK1/4 and TRAF6, ultimately result-
ing in the activation of IRF7 and NF-κB [7, 33]. TLRs 
are crucial for the recognition of viral nucleic acids and 
subsequently triggering the production of IFN-I and pro-
inflammatory cytokines, which facilitates the clearance 
of viral infections and the robust activation of antiviral 
responses.

Roles of RBPs in host antiviral signal transduction
RBPs play crucial roles in regulating various aspects 
of RNA metabolism, including splicing, stability, and 
localization. Beyond these functions, emerging research 
underscores the pivotal role of RBPs in the intricate 
orchestration of host antiviral responses. This function is 
primarily achieved by their contributions to the recogni-
tion of viral nucleic acids or viral structural protein and 
the regulation of PRRs activation, which in turn facili-
tates the transmission of antiviral signals to downstream 
adaptor proteins. RBPs and PRRs share a close relation-
ship, jointly regulating the cellular antiviral response. For 
example, the cytoplasmic RNA virus sensors RIG-I and 
MDA5 are intrinsically RBPs with classical RBDs. Simi-
larly, the DNA sensor cGAS possesses a potential role as 
an RBP, primarily evidenced by its interactions with RNA 
and partnerships with other RBPs [34]. Many RBPs regu-
late the strength of host antiviral responses by targeting 
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various PRRs (Fig. 2), such as RIG-I targeted by TRIM25, 
RNF135; cGAS targeted by G3BP1, ZCCHC3; TLR3 tar-
geted by Mex3B, ZFYVE1, and so on. These RBPs are 
not only facilitate the recognition of viral RNA/DNA by 
PRRs, but also contribute to the activation and subse-
quent signaling transduction processes.

Once bound to viral RNA, RIG-I undergoes confor-
mational changes and transmits signals to mitochon-
drial-resident adaptor MAVS. Some RBPs regulate the 
function of RIG-I, such as TRIM25, RNF135. cGAS rec-
ognizes viral dsDNA and synthesizes the 2′3′-cGAMP 
utilizing ATP and GTP, which then transmits the signal 
to the endoplasmic reticulum adaptor STING. Several 
RBPs also regulate the function of cGAS, such as G3BP1, 
ZCCHC3. Intracellular TLRs detect viral nucleic acids by 

LRR domains and combine with the adaptor TRIF for sig-
nal transduction. Several RBPs regulates TLR mediated 
signaling pathway, such as Mex3B, ZFYVE1. Further-
more, the recruitment and activation of TBK1 phosphor-
ylates IRF3, which drives the production of IFN-I and 
robust antiviral response.

Recognition of viral PAMPs by RBPs
Recognition of viral RNA
Recognition of RNA is a pivotal mechanism utilized by 
RBPs, contributing significantly to the ability to dis-
tinguish and interact with pathogenic RNAs by innate 
PRRs. Canonical RBPs are known for their capacity to 
interact specifically with RNA molecules by RNA-bind-
ing domain, such as ZNF and DEAD/DEAH helicase. 

Fig. 2  RBPs regulate the strength of host antiviral responses by targeting PRRs
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DEAD-box helicases are a large group of ATP-depen-
dent RNA helicases, with 36 members discovered in 
humans so far. This family is highly conserved among 
various species, sharing the most conserved DEAD (Asp-
Glu-Ala-Asp) motifs, which are critical for the helicase 
activity and RNA binding function. The DEAD/DEAH 
helicase domains are integral components of certain 
PRRs, including RIG-I and MDA5. Several other DEAD-
box helicase family members also exert significant effects 
on the innate immune response to viral infections, such 
as DDX6, DDX60 and DDX41. DDX6, a known compo-
nent of cytoplasmic mRNA-ribonucleoprotein (mRNP) 
granules like P-bodies and stress granules (SGs), func-
tions as an RNA co-sensor for RIG-I by binding viral 
RNA and promoting the ability to induce interferon 
expression upon viral infection [35]. DDX60 is an IFN-
inducible cytoplasmic RNA helicase that enhances the 
antiviral response by specifically activating RIG-I-like 
receptors, which binds to RIG-I and MDA5, but not to 
downstream signaling factors, to facilitate type I inter-
feron production [36]. DDX41 is a key sensor in the 
innate immune response to retroviruses, detecting the 
DNA/RNA hybrid formed during reverse transcrip-
tion and collaborates with cGAS to enhance the antivi-
ral defense against murine leukemia virus (MLV) and 
HIV [37]. RBPs located within endosomes or mitochon-
dria play a significant role in identifying RNA molecules 
and facilitating antiviral signal transduction. It has been 
demonstrated that zinc finger NFX1-type containing 1 
(ZNFX1), employing its Armadillo-type fold and P-loop 
domain, operates as a mitochondria-localized sensor for 
double-stranded RNA (dsRNA) stimulated by interfer-
ons (IFNs) [38]. Zinc-finger FYVE domain-containing 
protein ZFYVE1 and Mex3B, members of the ZNF and 
KH families of RBPs respectively, exhibit direct binding 
to poly(I: C) and concurrently heightened the binding 
capacity of TLR3 to poly(I: C) [39, 40]. However, whether 
these RBPs act as co-receptors of TLR3 for viral RNA 
requires further experimental investigation.

On one hand, certain RBPs possess the ability to tar-
get multiple PRRs, thereby facilitating the recognition of 
RNA and orchestrating the regulation of the innate anti-
viral response, such as Protein Activator of PKR (PACT). 
PACT functions as a cellular activator of RIG-I by stimu-
lating its ATPase activity, thereby facilitating innate anti-
viral responses response to SeV [41]. Furthermore, PACT 
is also indispensable for MDA5-dependent induction of 
IFN-β during encephalomyocarditis virus (EMCV) infec-
tion by interacting with LGP2 [42]. On the other hand, 
the RNA sensor function can also be achieved by forming 
complexes with multiple RBPs. For instance, a complex 
composed of three DEAD-box helicase family members, 
specifically DDX1, DDX21 and DHX36. The DDX1-
DDX21-DHX36 complex has been identified as a key 

RNA sensor for dsRNA in myeloid dendritic cells (DCs) 
by the isolation and sequencing of poly(I: C)-binding pro-
teins, which utilize the TRIF-dependent pathway to ini-
tiate IFN-I production [43]. Specifically, DDX1 binds to 
poly(I: C) through its Helicase A domain, while DHX36 
and DDX21 interact with the TIR domain of TRIF by 
their HA2-DUF and PRK domains, respectively. Addi-
tionally, RBPs can also exert positive regulatory effects 
on viral replication. RBPs not only serve well-recognized 
roles as cofactors facilitating viral proliferation, such as 
DDX1 and DDX56 in HIV-1 replication [44], but also 
bind to viral RNA, leading to the promotion of viral 
replication by dampening the production of IFN-I. For 
instance, STAU1 binds to the genomic double-stranded 
RNA (dsRNA) of infectious bursal disease virus (IBDV), 
subsequently affecting the MDA5-dependent induction 
of IFN-β [45].

Recognition of viral DNA
Besides the widely recognized functions of RBPs in bind-
ing to RNA molecules, recent studies have revealed the 
capacity of specific RBPs to interact with DNA as well. 
Firstly, numerous RBPs can facilitate the interaction 
between viral DNA and cGAS. Employing a tandem 
affinity purification followed by a mass spectrometry 
(TAP-MS) approach, poly(rC)-binding protein 1 (PCBP1) 
was identified as a cGAS-associated protein. PCBP1 
directly binds to viral DNA, significantly facilitating the 
interaction between cGAS and DNA, and thereby pro-
moting the IFN-I signaling induced by DNA viruses [46]. 
ZCCHC3, a CCHC-type zinc-finger protein of RBPs, 
emerges as a co-sensor of cGAS that contributes to the 
effective detection of dsDNA and facilitates the innate 
immune response following DNA virus infections [47]. In 
addition, ZCCHC3 expands its role in the innate immune 
response by targeting RNA sensors RIG-I and MDA5. It 
potentiates the binding affinity of RIG-I and MDA5 to 
viral dsRNA and facilitates their activation by recruit-
ing the E3 ubiquitin ligase TRIM25, thereby significantly 
promoting innate immune response to counteract RNA 
virus infections [48].

Furthermore, several DNA sensors exhibiting RNA-
binding capabilities, such as ZBP1 and cGAS, hold a sig-
nificant position in the innate antiviral response triggered 
by DNA viruses. ZBP1, classified as a member of the IMP 
family of RBPs, possesses six conventional RNA-binding 
domains, including two RRM domains and four hnRNP 
K homology (KH) domains [49]. ZBP1, also known as 
DAI (DNA-dependent activator of IFN-regulatory fac-
tors), is a critical cytosolic DNA sensor that binds to 
dsDNA and interacts with the IRF3 and TBK1 kinase, 
hereby enhancing the DNA-mediated activation of 
innate immune responses [50]. cGAS is also considered 
a potential RBP, and the significance of its RNA-binding 
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activity cannot be ignored in the cGAS-mediated innate 
antiviral response [34]. cGAS exhibits a distinctive inter-
action with cia-cGAS, an exonic circular RNA possess-
ing a paired stem region. In detail, cia-cGAS is highly 
expressed in murine long-term hematopoietic stem cells 
(LT-HSCs), which inhibits the interaction between cGAS 
and genomic DNA and reduces the production of IFN-I 
[51]. Notably, the RNA binding activity of cGAS does 
not serve as an RNA sensor in a manner similar to RIG-
I, which substantially affects the DNA-binding activity 
of cGAS and the innate antiviral response induced by 
DNA viruses. Finally, RBPs potentially play crucial roles 
in sensing DNA viruses within the cell nucleus, such as 
hnRNPA2B1. hnRNPA2B1 is one member of the hetero-
geneous nuclear ribonucleoprotein (hnRNP) family of 
RBPs, containing two consecutive RRMs at its N-termi-
nus. Upon DNA viral entry and release of genomic DNA 
into the nucleus, nuclear-localized hnRNPA2B1 recog-
nizes viral DNA, and undergoes homodimerization and 
subsequently demethylation by JMJD6 [52]. This modi-
fied hnRNPA2B1 then relocates to the cytoplasm, where 
it plays a crucial role in activating the TBK1–IRF3 path-
way, leading to the initiation of IFN-α/β production.

Recognition of viral structural protein
In addition to recognizing viral nucleic acids, RBPs also 
play an indispensable role in innate immune antiviral 
responses by binding viral structural proteins within the 
cytoplasm and nucleus. DDX1 is a member of the host 
DExD/H helicase family that acts as a coactivator role in 
the induction of the IFN-β response initiated by TGEV 
(transmissible gastroenteritis virus) infection. Among the 
TGEV-encoded proteins, nsp14 is identified as the most 
potent inducer of IFN-β by activating NF-κB. During this 
process, the host RNA helicase DDX1 plays a crucial role 
by interacting with nsp14, significantly contributing to 
the TGEV-induced IFN-β responses and the expression 
of ISGs [53]. DDX1 also inhibits FMDV (foot-and-mouth 
disease virus) replication by interacting with FMDV 3D, 
thereby participating in IFN-β activation and ISG expres-
sion [54]. TRIM5α, a well-characterized antiviral restric-
tion factor, limits retroviral infection through a direct 
interaction with the viral capsid, leading to early uncoat-
ing and disassembly of the capsid [55]. This mechanism 
might result in the release of viral nucleic acid, which 
can be detected by cytosolic PRRs. In the nucleus, RBPs, 
which are commonly hijacked by viruses for replication, 
can additionally modulate the innate immune defense. 
NONO, an RBP containing two RRM domains, serves as 
a critical sensor of the HIV capsid within the cell nucleus. 
NONO was previously regarded as a versatile RNA- and 
DNA-binding protein scaffold with roles in transcrip-
tion, splicing, and the DNA damage response. Lahaye 
et al. found that NONO directly binds to the capsid of 

HIV, exhibiting a stronger affinity for weakly pathogenic 
HIV-2 compared to highly pathogenic HIV-1. Upon HIV 
infection, NONO is indispensable for activating cGAS 
and facilitating the association of cGAS with HIV DNA 
in the nucleus [56].

Regulation of PRR activation
Functions of RBPs in RIG-I/MDA5 activation
The activation of PRRs is a critical step in the innate 
immune response, which facilitates the transmission of 
essential signals for a coordinated defense against infec-
tions and enables the immune system to quickly respond 
to virus invasion. The members of the TRIM family have 
garnered substantial attention in the field of immune 
signal transduction by E3 ubiquitin ligase activity, and 
have also been classified as novel RBPs owing to the pres-
ence of RNA binding activity associated with their NHL 
(NCL-1, HT2A, and LIN-41) or PRY/SPRY domains 
[57, 58]. Multiple members of the TRIM family have 
been reported to participate in the regulation of RIG-I 
activation, such as TRIM4 and TRIM25. TRIM4 associ-
ates with RIG-I and promotes its K63-linked polyubiq-
uitination, which is crucial for the activation of RIG-I 
and RIG-I- mediated IFN-I production [59]. TRIM25 
is characterized by a distinctive structural configura-
tion comprising a RING domain, two B-box domains, 
a coiled-coil domain (CCD), and a C-terminal SPRY 
domain, which is notable for its pioneering role as the 
first TRIM protein confirmed to possess immune regu-
latory functions [60]. TRIM25 catalyzes the attachment 
of K63-linked polyubiquitin chains to RIG-I, facilitating 
its conformational change and activation [61]. TRIM25’s 
SPRY domain interacts with the first CARD of RIG-I and 
catalyzes K63-linked polyubiquitination at lys-172 of 
the second CARD. As later found by Dr. Shu’s research 
group, TRIM25 also catalyzes the activation of MDA5 in 
a similar manner, thus playing a role in the MDA5-MAVS 
antiviral axis [48]. TRIM25 also is a crucial cofactor for 
the antiviral protein ZAP, enhancing its activity against 
diverse viruses. TRIM25 enhances ZAP modification via 
K48- and K63-linked polyubiquitin, although this doesn’t 
directly impact ZAP’s antiviral efficacy [62]. Instead, 
TRIM25 is crucial for ZAP’s ability to inhibit the trans-
lation of viral genomes. Additionally, nuclear TRIM25 
plays a distinct role in inhibiting the replication of IAV 
by directly interfering with viral RNA synthesis. TRIM25 
can simultaneously bind to both the RNA and protein 
components of viral ribonucleoproteins (vRNPs), which 
prevents the movement of RNA into the polymerase 
complex and inhibits viral RNA synthesis [63, 64].

The activation of MDA5 is also influenced by mem-
bers of the TRIM family, such as TRIM65 and TRIM38. 
TRIM65 preferentially associates with MDA5 rather 
than RIG-I, and it is indispensable for enhancing the 
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K63-linked ubiquitination of MDA5 at K743, a modifica-
tion that is vital for the oligomerization and activation of 
MDA5 [65]. TRIM38 functions as a positive regulator in 
the innate antiviral response by serving as a SUMO E3 
ligase, facilitating the dynamic sumoylation of MDA5 at 
K43/865, as well as RIG-I at K96/888, respectively [66]. 
Conversely, members of the TRIM family can also inhibit 
the activation of RLRs, such as TRIM40. TRIM40 acts 
as a suppressor of the RLR signaling pathway by directly 
targeting MDA5 and RIG-I, which promotes the K27- 
and K48-linked polyubiquitination of MDA5 and RIG-I, 
eventually leading to their subsequent proteasomal deg-
radation [67]. Intriguingly, TRIM13 plays a dual role in 
regulating the RLR-mediated signaling pathway. TRIM13 
acts as a negative regulator of MDA5-induced type I IFN 
production by interacting with MDA5, while potentially 
contributing to the positive modulation of RIG-I activity 
[68].

There are abundant reports indicating that Zinc finger 
proteins (ZFPs) have diverse functions in the immune 
responses induced by viruses, encompassing both anti-
viral and proviral roles [69]. DNA/RNA-binding ZFPs, 
characterized by zinc finger motifs coordinating zinc ions 
for structural stability, constitute a significant portion of 
human proteins, with the C2H2 Zinc finger, RING finger 
proteins (C3HC4), PHD ((Plant Homeo Domain)), and 
LIM (Lin-11, Isl-1, and Mec-3) types being prominent 
subfamilies [70]. Multiple RING finger proteins play cru-
cial roles in innate immunity through their ubiquitination 
activity, such as RNF135/Riplet, RNF122 and RNF125. 
RNF135 interacts with the C-terminal helicase and 
repressor domains of RIG-I, leading to K63-linked poly-
ubiquitination of the C-terminal region of RIG-I [71]. 
RNF122 serves as a negative regulator of RIG-I-induced 
antiviral innate immune response by promoting K48-
linked ubiquitination at the K115 and K146 sites within 
the RIG-I CARDs [72]. RNF125 is also recognized as a 
negative modulator of RIG-I-induced signaling, facilitat-
ing the ubiquitination-mediated proteasomal degrada-
tion of RIG-I/MDA5 [73]. Recent research has indicated 
that ZFP36 (also termed TTP), a member of the Zinc-
finger RNA-binding protein family, is a positive regula-
tor of IFN expression by interacting with RIG-I. ZFP36 
itself lacks ubiquitin ligase activity but facilitates the K63-
linked polyubiquitination of RIG-I, mainly targeting the 
K154/K164/K172 residues [74]. The mutation of C118 
and C162 to serine in ZFP36 failed to increase polyubiq-
uitination of RIG-I, suggesting that these sites may play 
a crucial role in binding to TRIM4 or other E3 ubiqui-
tin ligase. In addition, ZFP36 demonstrates an affinity 
for the AU-rich element (ARE) found within the HIV-1 
genomic RNA, leading to a decrease in the production of 
HIV-1 virions by elevating the levels of multiply-spliced 
viral RNAs [75]. ZFP36 decreases the synthesis of the 

inflammatory factors TNF-α and IL-6 by enhancing the 
decay of the respective mRNA, as the 3’ UTRs of Tnf 
mRNA and Il6 mRNA contain ARE regions [76, 77].

Functions of RBPs in cGAS activation
cGAS is a widely distributed DNA sensor responsible for 
initiating innate immune responses through the synthe-
sis of cyclic GMP-AMP (cGAMP) using ATP and GTP, 
and subsequently activates STING [20]. In the course of 
antiviral signal transduction, cGAS undergoes numer-
ous post-translational modifications, including ubiquiti-
nation and SUMOylation, some of which are reliant on 
modifications by RBPs.

TRIM family proteins also exert a central role in host 
defense against viral infection by modifying the ubiqui-
tination of cGAS. TRIM56 acts as an RBP with E3 ligase 
activity to trigger monoubiquitination of cGAS at K335, 
which plays a critical role in enabling cytosolic DNA 
sensing and the subsequent production of cGAMP [78]. 
In vivo, TRIM56-deficient mice are unable to mount a 
proper defense against herpes simplex virus-1 (HSV-1) 
infections but remain resistant to RNA virus infections, 
such as influenza A virus. TRIM41, also known as RING 
finger protein that interacts with C kinase (RINCK), 
serves a crucial role in cGAS activation by mediating 
cGAS monoubiquitination, promoting cGAS-mediated 
cGAMP synthesis and IFN-I production in response 
to cytosolic DNA [79]. Interestingly, some TRIM fam-
ily proteins, despite lacking E3 ubiquitin ligase activ-
ity, also play a crucial role in regulating cGAS activity, 
such as TRIM14. During the regulation of cGAS activ-
ity, K48-linked ubiquitination of cGAS serves as a signal 
for p62-mediated selective autophagic degradation. In 
response to viral infections, TRIM14 is upregulated and 
recruits the deubiquitinating enzyme USP14 to cleave 
the K48-linked ubiquitin chains of cGAS at K414, con-
sequently bolstering cGAS stability and strengthening 
the antiviral response against DNA viruses [80]. RNF185 
(Ring Finger Protein 185) is identified as a positive regu-
lator of cGAS activation, which interacts with cGAS and 
catalyzes K27-linked poly-ubiquitination upon HSV-1 
challenges [81].

In addition to ubiquitination modifications, ZFPs 
also influence cGAS activation through alternative 
post-translational modifications, such as neddylation 
and sumoylation. Nedd8 E3 ligase RNF111 signifi-
cantly enhances DNA-triggered cGAS activation with-
out impacting downstream signal activation induced 
by cGAMP, providing clear evidence of RNF111 on the 
neddylation of cGAS [82]. RNF111 interacts with cGAS 
and facilitates its poly-neddylation at the K231 and 
K421 sites, thereby enhancing cGAS dimerization and 
its capacity to bind DNA [82]. During the early phase of 
viral infection, TRIM38 targets cGAS for sumoylation 
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at K231 and K479 (corresponding to K217 and K464 in 
m-cGAS), a process that shields cGAS from K48-linked 
polyubiquitination and degradation [83]. TRIM38 also 
facilitates the sumoylation of STING, thereby promot-
ing its activation and stability. Additionally, cGAS binds 
to cytoplasmic DNA, triggering the formation of liquid-
phase condensates referred to as “droplets or foci”, which 
amplifies its enzymatic activity and promotes elevated 
cGAMP production [84]. Poly(rC)-binding protein 2 
(PCBP2) has been discovered to specifically interact 
with cGAS, significantly inhibiting cGAS enzyme activ-
ity by preventing its condensation, which in turn helps 
maintain the equilibrium of the innate immune response 
mediated by cGAS [85]. GTPase-activating protein SH3 
domain–binding protein 1 (G3BP1), a ZFP previously 
recognized for its role in regulating the formation of 
RNA stress granules, serves as a co-sensor by binding 
dsRNA and RIG-I, thereby positively regulating the RIG-
I-mediated signaling pathway [86, 87]. It is also identified 
as a crucial factor for the efficient activation of the cyto-
solic DNA sensor cGAS, interacting directly with cGAS 
and enhancing its DNA-binding capacity by facilitating 
its oligomerization [88].

Functions of RBPs in TLRs
The structures of TLRs encompass an extracellular leu-
cine-rich repeat (LRR) domain responsible for ligand 
recognition and binding, along with a single transmem-
brane domain and a cytoplasmic Toll-IL-1 receptor 
(TIR) domain for triggering downstream signaling by 
interacting with the adaptor TRIF. RBPs also influence 
antiviral responses by regulating the activation of TLRs 
by targeting their cytoplasmic TIR domain or extracel-
lular domains. Ring finger protein 170 (RNF170) was 
identified as a TLR3-binding E3 ligase, which facilitated 
K48-linked polyubiquitination of TLR3 at residue K766 
within its cytoplasmic TIR domain, subsequently lead-
ing to TLR3 degradation [89]. As a result, the deficiency 
of Rnf170 mice exhibit heightened antiviral responses 
when infected with encephalomyocarditis virus (EMCV), 
a virus that produces dsRNA in the cytoplasm, as com-
pared to their wild-type counterparts. Furthermore, it 
has been observed that ZFPs with E3 ligase activity can 
facilitate the activation of TLR3 by targeting its TIR 
domain, such as TRIM3. TRIM3 is primarily localized 
in the Golgi apparatus but relocates to early endosomes 
when stimulated with the poly(I: C), which mediates K63-
linked polyubiquitination of TLR3 at the K831 residue 
[90]. Subsequently, K63-linked polyubiquitinated TLR3 is 
recognized and directed to endolysosomes for activation 
by the endosomal sorting complex required for transport 
(ESCRT) complexes. Mex3B (also known as RNF195), a 
RING-type ZFP, functions as a co-receptor of TLR3 in 
the endosomes by interacting with viral dsRNA, thereby 

boosting TLR3’s dsRNA-binding capability. Mex3B also 
plays a role in maintaining TLR3 stability by promoting 
proteolytic processing, which is a crucial step for its sub-
sequent activation [39].

In addition to playing a critical role in cytosolic 
dsDNA-induced IFN production (as mentioned above), 
TRIM56 also plays a significant role in RNA-induced 
TLR signaling. TRIM56, as a positive regulator of TLR3 
signaling, serves to limit the replication of bovine viral 
diarrhea virus (BVDV), an economically significant pos-
itive-strand RNA virus [91]. Interestingly, TRIM56 exerts 
its function independent of E3 ubiquitin ligase activity 
but instead promotes signal transduction by a physical 
interaction with TRIF. RNF216, also referred to as Tri-
ad3A/ZIN, plays a pivotal role in regulating the signaling 
of multiple TLRs, which interacts with the cytoplasmic 
TIR domain of TLR4, TLR9, and TLR8 [92]. RNF216 
utilizes its E3 ubiquitin-protein ligase activity to facili-
tate K48-linked polyubiquitination of TLR4, TLR9, and 
TLR8, resulting in their degradation, and ultimately sup-
pressing antiviral immune responses [93].

Conclusions
PRRs are crucial components of the innate immune sys-
tem responsible for recognizing invading viruses, which 
primarily function by recognizing viral nucleic acids and 
transmitting signals to downstream adapter molecules. 
RBPs are indispensable cellular constituents that play a 
pivotal role in the binding, regulation, and processing of 
RNA molecules, including their involvement in the intra-
cellular replication processes of viruses. In this review, 
we summarize the roles and mechanisms of action of 
RBPs on various types of viral PRRs (Table S1). In this 
process of antiviral immune response, RBPs play a pivotal 
role in both virus recognition and the activation of PRRs 
(Fig. 3). Firstly, RBPs serve as RNA/DNA sensors, directly 
recognizing viral nucleic acids, such as RIG-I, ZNFX1, 
and ZBP1. RIG-I serves as the primary cytoplasmic 
RNA sensor, while ZNFX1 is a mitochondrial-localized 
dsRNA sensor, transmitting signals to MAVS to initi-
ate antiviral responses. Secondly, RBPs can function as 
co-receptors for PRRs, enhancing the antiviral response 
induced by RNA/DNA viruses, such as Mex3B, DDX6 
and ZCCHC3. Zinc-Finger Protein ZCCHC3 plays a 
dual role in the immune response to viral infections. It 
acts as an essential co-receptor for RLRs, facilitating 
the binding of RIG-I and MDA5 to viral RNA. Concur-
rently, ZCCHC3 augments the cGAS sensor’s ability to 
recognize dsDNA, thereby promoting cGAS-mediated 
immune signaling upon viral infection. Thirdly, RBPs 
can also serve as crucial sensors within the cell nucleus, 
recognizing viral nucleic acids or structural proteins, 
and initiating innate immune responses to combat viral 
intrusions, such as nuclear-localized hnRNPA2B1 and 
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NONO. After recognizing viral DNA entering the cell 
nucleus, hnRNPA2B1 forms a homodimer and undergoes 
demethylation mediated by the demethylase JMJD6. Sub-
sequently, hnRNPA2B1 translocated from the nucleus to 
the cytoplasm, where it activates the TBK1-IRF3 pathway 
and initiates the production of IFN-I. NONO serves as a 
crucial HIV capsid sensor within the nucleus, facilitating 
DNA sensing by cGAS and subsequent downstream anti-
viral signal transduction.

RBPs play a pivotal role in both virus recognition and 
the activation of PRRs. Some RBPs serve as RNA/DNA 
sensors (A), such as RIG-I and ZNFX1, or as a co-recep-
tor for RIG-I and cGAS (B-C), such as Mex3B, DDX6 
and ZCCHC3. RBPs can also serve as crucial sensors 
for viral structural proteins, such as NONO (D). On the 
other hand, many RBPs regulate the activation of PRRs 
by modulating their ubiquitination modifications (E-G), 
such as TRIM56 and RNF185, or regulating oligomeriza-
tion for signal transduction (H), such as G3BP1.

Lastly, RBPs regulate the activation of PRRs by modu-
lating their ubiquitination modifications or aggregation. 
Many RBPs possess E3 ubiquitin ligase activity, thereby 
promoting or inhibiting the activation of PRRs through 
various types of ubiquitination modifications, such as 
TRIM56 and RNF185. TRIM56 directly binds to cGAS, 

promoting its monoubiquitination, while RNF185 cata-
lyzes K27-linked polyubiquitination of cGAS. TRIM14 
indirectly enhances cGAS stability by inhibiting K48-
linked polyubiquitylation through recruitment of the 
deubiquitinase USP14. On the other hand, RBPs can 
also modulate the activation of PRRs through alternative 
post-translational modification, such as RNF111. In addi-
tion, RBPs also influence the PRRs by oligomerization or 
liquid-liquid phase separation, to enhance the activation 
and signal transduction of PRRs, such as G3BP1. G3BP1 
promotes the formation of larger cGAS complexes, facili-
tating the binding of cGAS to viral DNA. When cGAS 
binds to dsDNA, it triggers a robust phase transition 
into liquid-like droplets. RBPs are likely to be involved 
in this process, but further research is needed to identify 
the specific roles of RBPs. Additionally, it’s worth noting 
that RBPs play a pivotal role not only in the activation of 
PRRs but also in the regulation of downstream signaling 
molecules and the transcription of ISGs. These numerous 
RBPs, through intricate and diverse mechanisms, influ-
ence the host’s ability to recognize invading viruses and 
the strength of the antiviral immune response.

Fig. 3  The role of RBPs in the function of PRRs
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