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Misconceptions 
 
Parasitic species are always different from the host species. 
Some parasitic species are actually the same at the host species.  Consider the deep sea 
angler fish, Melanocetus johnsoni.  The difference in size of the male and female is 
substantial. The male is actually smaller than the female, about the size of a little finger. 
When the male fish becomes mature it can no longer feed by itself because its digestive 
system stops working. The male hooks itself to the female with small teeth and becomes 
a parasite since the blood vessels of the two fish join together. A female angler fish can 
have as many as six males attached at once. This makes reproduction really easy because 
as soon as spawning occurs there is a mate, or six, right there. 
 
All parasites are internal. 
Many parasites, particularly marine ones, are ectoparasites, meaning they are found 
outside the body of the host.  Many fish parasites tend to attach on to the skin, gills, and 
even the eyes.  Whale lice found on several species are also ectoparasites. 
 
Only animals are parasitic. 
Think of microbes, viruses, spores, and even plants.  Many of these organisms can be 
parasitic.  In fact, many parasites depend on OTHER parasites for transmission.  
Nematodes act as vectors for viruses.  Mistletoe and dodder (sometimes called witch’s 
hair) are a familiar parasitic plants. 
 
All parasites are lethal to their host. 
Parasites are harmful to their hosts with the amount of damage they cause widely ranging 
from minor inconvenience to debilitating to fatal. 
 
All marine parasites are invertebrates. 
Lampreys are a species of fish that are parasitic.  They attach themselves to the host with 
their sucker-like mouth and secrete an anticoagulant through their mucus, which keeps 
the blood from clotting. 
 
There are no human uses for parasites. 
Mistletoe is a popular holiday decoration.  Mushrooms (fungi) get their nutrients from 
plants, but many kinds are popular for human consumption.  Yeasts (also fungi) are 
needed for fermentation.  Yet more yeast species are used to treat tuberculosis and 
leprosy.  Parasites may also be monitored to help in detecting changes in environmental 
conditions. 


