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When fathers are pregnant 
Immune system alteration identified as key process in the male pregnancy of 
pipefishes and seahorses 
 
13 April 2020/Kiel. Reproduction is still one of the greatest mysteries in nature. Pregnancies 
are usually carried out by the female sex. Only in pipefishes and seahorses males are the 
pregnant sex. An international team of scientists 



 

 

 
 

 
A similar loss, albeit completely independent during their evolution, had previously been reported 
for cod-like fishes. Yet, in contrast to cod, where it remains puzzling why the MHC II has been lost, 
the loss is in pipefishes and seahorses is associated to the evolution of the unique male 
pregnancy. Interestingly, the genes lost in the pipefish immune system are coding for precisely 
those pathways that are attacked by the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). “Pipefishes that 
survive without these critical immune system functions could become an important model system 
for the study of natural and disease-related immune system deficiencies


