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THE CHALLENGE OF CHRONIC PAIN

Zhang Xu

(Department of Neurobiology, Institute of Neurosciences, Fourth Military Medical University, Xi'an 710032)

Abstract  Although the term pain is used to define all sensations that hurt or are unpleas-
ant, actually two distinct kinds of pain exist. The first kind of pain, which is nocicep-
tive, is physiological and links with noxious stimuli. The second kind of pain is clinical,

and can be either acute or chronic. Acute pain results from soft tissue injury or inflamma-
tion, and has biologically useful functions. Chronic pain, which is a sustained sensory ab-
normality caused by neuropathological change, is difficult to be treated. For a very long
time neuroscientists have tried to find the mechanism of pain, especially nociceptive pain.

Many molecules, such as classic neurotransmitters, neuropeptides, nitric oxide, protons,

adenosine 5’-triphosphate, have been suspected to play important roles in nociceptive
pain. However, recent studies have shown that the expression of neuropeptides, recep-
tors, nitric oxide synthase is markedly changed in primary sensory neurons following pe-
ripheral axotomy. The new phenotype of primary sensory neurons may be related to the
causes of the chronic pain which often occurs after peripheral nerve injury. These results
strongly suggest that chronic pains may have molecular and cellular mechanisms which are
different from nociceptive pain and acute pain. Such rapid development in the study of
chronic pain will not only lead to new insight of pain mechanism, but also offer the poten-

tial for developing novel therapeutic strategies for treating chronic pain.
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