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88 ANIMALS

targets, and directing action. It may also provide a capacity for
subjective experience.

Insects are a very large and diverse category of beings. Hon-
eybees have about a million neurons, w which isn’t many com-
pared to our roughly 20 billion neocortical neurons, let alone
the 37 billion recently found in the neocortex of a pilot whale.
But it is still enough to be capable of performing and interpret-
ing the famous “waggle dance” that conveys information about
the direction and distance of flowers, water, or potential nest sites.
Caterpillars, as far as we know, have no such abilities. But they
may still be conscious enough to suffer as they starve.

In contrast, Barron and Klein say, plants have no structures
that allow for awareness. The same is true of simple animals like
jellyfish or roundworms; on the other hand, crustaceans and
spiders, like insects, do have such structures.

If insects have subjective experiences, there is much more
consciousness in the world than we may have thought, because
there are, according to an estimate from the Smithsonian Insti-

tution, some ten quintillion (10,000,000,000,000,000,000) in-

dividual insects alive at any one time.

How we are to think about that depends on what we believe
their subjective experiences could be like, and here the com-
parative structures don’t tell us much. Perhaps the caterpillars
gained so much pleasure from feasting on my arugula that their
lives were worth living, despite their miserable deaths.

But the opposite is at least equally probable. With species
that reproduce so prolifically, many of their offspring will starve
from the moment they are hatched.

In the West, we tend to smile at Jain monks who sweep ants

from their paths to avoid treading on them. We should, instead, -
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admire the monks for carrying compassion to its logical
conclusion.

That does not mean that we should launch a campaign for
insect rights. We still do not know enough about insect subjec-
tive experiences to do that; and, in any case, the world is far
from being ready to take such a campaign seriously. We need
first to complete the extension of serious consideration to the
interests of vertebrate animals, about whose capacity for suffer-
ing there is much less doubt.




