
 
 
 
 
Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: Parasite by 
Mira Grant 

 
The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 

specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 

forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 

some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 

In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 

to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 

us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 

focus for communication. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 

We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 

impact etc – as well as about the book.   

Parasite by Mira Grant (2013) is the first in a trilogy. Her previous trilogy, Feed, 

focused on a zombie-like infection. In Parasite, 83% of the population has been 

protected from a range of medical conditions by the use of the ‘Intestinal 

Bodyguard’TM. This is a one-pill treatment through which a tapeworm is introduced 

into the body. The tapeworm then becomes the vehicle for the delivery of drugs used 

to treat a variety of infections.  

One premise for the value of the tapeworm is that it helps to counteract the impact of 

the ‘hygiene hypothesis’, which has been used to explain the observed rise in 

allergies such as asthma, eczema and hay fever, by damping down the host immune 

response. (there are adverts for the treatment on the company website, 

www.symbogen.net).  

However, in the development of the Intestinal BodyguardTM, to improve 

biocompatibility, reduce the likelihood of rejection and enhance the effectiveness of 

the treatment, scientists had carried out certain genetic modifications to the original 

tapeworm (Diphyllobothrium symbogenesis), introducing genes from the parasite 

Toxoplasma, and also human genes. The novel describes how problems were 

beginning to appear in the population, with ‘sleepwalkers’ (zombie-like individuals) 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop
http://www.symbogen.net/


manifesting aggressive and violent traits, and some evidence of unspoken 

communication between these individuals. There seems to be a link with Intestinal 

BodyguardTM, but also a cover-up ongoing. 

The story is told mainly through the experiences of Sally Mitchell, daughter of the 

chief of USAMRIID, girlfriend of a parasitologist (whose mother was one of the 

original scientific team), and subject of continued study by Symbogen, creators of 

Intestinal BodyguardTM , due to her unexplained survival of a car accident, which 

resulted in a completely changed personality and no memory of the ‘previous’ Sally 

Mitchell.  

 

Bookclub discussion 

Overall, the book was not particularly well received (‘better than “The Strain”’ is little 

commendation – the screenplay-style narrative was a common factor). As a 500-

page thriller, it was not sufficiently thrilling or fast-moving – there was too much 

padding, repetition and co-incidence (particularly in the connectedness of the 

characters, and overly heavy reliance on Nathan remembering a book read to him as 

a child as a plot device). ‘Petroplague’ had certainly been thrilling and fast moving, 

for all its other faults.  

Faults or difficulties in the plot were identified. What was the role of dogs as 

detectors of (early infection?) sleepwalkers? How did the dog get outside Sally’s 

house to bark at the besieging sleepwalkers? What happened to sleepwalkers after 

the initial confusion and zombie-like state? There was not a significant urge to read 

the rest of the series. 

Rather than a book about science for science students, it was suggested that it could 

be explored by creative writers, with them being challenged to write a story that the 

novel inspired: how would you write this book? What does it mean to be yourself? 

When is your daughter not your daughter? What experience does 6 years of life 

provide to enable independent and informed adulthood? 

There were several characters in the novel. Some were liked (Tansy, Sally), one was 

an archetypal ‘mad scientist’ (Cale), one was an English baddie (Sherman), one was 

an amoral corporate autocrat (Banks), and Sally’s father was highly unpredictable 

and unlikeable.  We spent some time discussing who the baddies actually were.  

Sally was clearly a special case in terms of manifestation of worm infection and 

takeover, so why had no-one looked at her brain in an MRI scan prior to p500 (or 



why had she not been aware of their findings?)?! We had suspicions about the 

nature of Sally’s persona (she was a tapeworm) very much earlier on in the 

book...Why was she such an important person to the sleepwalkers? 

The underlying science is interesting. There has been an increase in allergies in the 

West, with incidence around 10% now compared to <1% in the 1950s. It is proposed 

that a reduction in exposure in childhood to environmental microorganisms that we 

have tolerated throughout evolution, the ‘old friends mechanism’, may be 

responsible. The diversity of the gut flora is more significant in the hunter-gatherer 

population: the human microbiome educates the immune system, and exposure to 

‘normal’ bacteria helps to dampen down the immune response to environmental 

microorganisms, but trains it to recognise pathogens. Old infections, such as 

tuberculosis and parasitic works did not kill the host, but were tolerated and made 

less allergic.  

Toxoplasma genes were deemed responsible for the behavioural changes in the 

sleepwalkers. T.gondii is a very common parasite and one third of the world’s seven 

billion population is believed to be infected. Cats are the only known definitive host. 

Recent evidence has suggested that infection modulates neurotransmitter levels, 

changing personality and behaviour to increase its opportunity for onward 

transmission – for example infected rodents stop fearing cat odour, and therefore 

better expose themselves as prey. Infected people also show behavioural 

changes.... 

So, not one of the best of our Bad Bugs Books, and the tapeworm is larger than the 

microbiologists among us would like, but it did provoke plenty of discussion. 

 

Joanna Verran 

 

 


