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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

“T” LYMPHOCYTES IN BREAST TUMORS

( Recelved on November 19, 1991 )

Human peripheral blood T lymphocytes, which
are mainly responsible for cell mediated immunity, can
be identified by their ability to form rosettes (E Ro-
settes) with sleep red blood cells. These cells play a
vital role in combating intracellular organisms like
tubercle bacilli and brucellosis. They are also respon-
sible for rejection of transplanted tissue and play a key
role in immuno-surveillance. Malignant cells have a
different antigen which normal cells do not contain and
hence the normal immune mechanisms will reject these
mutant cells by producing activated T lymphocytes
against these antigens (2). This study was undertaken
to enumerate the T cells in breast tumor patients so
as to differentiate the early malignant tumors from
benign tumors without biopsy.

T lymphocytes were estimated in human periph-
eral blood by using the E rosette technique (3) in
twenty normal females of age group 40-60 years.
Sixtysix patients, 40 to 60 years of age, having breast
tumor were selected with the following clinical enti-
ties, viz. fibroadenoma, ductal and non-ductal carci-
noma at random, and their complete clinical history
was recorded. The T cell counting was done by the
same investigator for all the cases in this study, who
was not aware of the source of the specimen. The
results were analyzed by Student’s t-test for statistical
significance.

Our results show (Table I) that the mean T cell
number in control group was 41.126.5 and in fibroade-
noma breast, it was 44.73+7.06 which was not signi-
ficantly different. However, there was a significant
decrease in T cell count in carcinoma breast.

TABLE I : T cell count in breast umor patients.

Group n T cell count

Control 20 41.116.5

Fibroadenoma 30 44.731£7.06 NS
Ductal carcinoma 9 32.5549.67 **
Non-ductal carcinoma 11 28.0015.40 %

**P<0.01 ; ***P<0.001 (compared to the control group)

It. has been already shown that immunological
forces play a protective role in suppressing the clini-
cal appearane of neoplasm and macrophages have been
repeatedly demonstrated as potentially effective tumor
cell destructors both in vivo and in vitro (1). This
study has shown that malignant tumor bearing patients
tend to have a lower T lymphocyte population in the
peripheral blood than those with benign tumors of
the breast.

Although the role of immuno surveillance by
lymphocytes in the genesis of cancer is still unclear,
two observations merit consideration. It has been
reported that some normal subjects with low peripheral
T cell count developed cancer, many years later, and
in some families with high incidence of cancer, one
may find healthy members with low T cell count (4).
All these observations and correlations suggest that T
cell rosettes in peripheral blood can be used as an
index of immuno-surveillance in breast cancer and
probably in other forms of malignancy.
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