
WHAT IS IT LIKE TO BE A BEE?
Brian D. Earp

Do bees have feelings? What would that mean?
And if they do have feelings, how should we treat
them? Do we have a moral obligation towards
insects? A short commentary on M. Bateson, S.
Desire, S. E. Gartside, and G. A. Wright, ‘Agitated
Honeybees Exhibit Pessimistic Cognitive Biases’,
Current Biology 21.12 (2011), 1070–3.

Introduction1

Honeybees ‘exhibit pessimism’ according to a 2011
study2 published in Current Biology, and summarized in a
popular article for Wired Science.3 Pay attention to the
Wired headline, to begin with: ‘Honeybees might have emo-
tions’. Then there are these choice clippings: ‘You can’t be
pessimistic if you don’t have an inner life’. And, ‘inverte-
brates like bees aren’t typically thought of as having
human-like emotions’. The implication, of course, is that
these invertebrates have been shown to have them.

Inner life? Human-like emotions? Is there ‘something it is
like’, then, to be a bee?4

From an ethics standpoint, questions like these make a
big difference. As many philosophers have argued, and as
common sense generally confirms, morality has much to
do with a set of concerns about the well-being of conscious
creatures – that is, creatures with inner life, felt emotions,
or ‘qualia’ to use the technical term. Humans are a para-
digm example of qualia-possessing beings, and most of us
would agree that there are certain ways we should (and
shouldn’t) treat each other, based in large part on the prin-
ciple that it’s bad to cause unnecessary suffering. Why is it
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bad? Among other reasons, because suffering hurts – it
feels bad, subjectively – and it would be supremely selfish
for any of us to avoid suffering only for ourselves.

Ethicists like Peter Singer have done a great deal of
work to get us thinking about the suffering of non-human
animals,5 and have urged that we have a moral responsibil-
ity not to harm them. That is, we have a responsibility to
extend the ‘do no harm’ principle beyond the realm of
homo sapiens. This feels intuitively right when it comes to
the family dog or cat; and it’s certainly no surprise that
many vegetarians come from the ranks of former meat-
eaters who read a popular account of animal maltreatment,
or who saw a documentary film or YouTube video showing
the conditions of factory farming. Cleary other animals feel
pain, and we shouldn’t inflict it on them willy-nilly. Maybe
we shouldn’t inflict it (all else being equal) at all.

But bees? Those stinging little buggers from the garden?
Who cares?

Let’s not raise the morality alarm just yet. First, we
should take a more detailed look at the bee experiment,
due to Melissa Bateson from Newcastle University and her
colleagues, to see what it actually involved, and what it can
reasonably be taken to show.

The experiment

Here is what they did. The researchers trained a handful
of worker bees – strapped in little tiny bee-harnesses, by
the way – to associate a certain distinctive odour (call it
odour A) with a reward, namely a lick of sugar. In addition,
they trained those same bees to associate a certain differ-
ent odour (call it odour B) with punishment: a lick of
quinine, which tastes bitter and unpleasant. Spray the
odour, give the sugar or quinine, rinse and repeat. It’s
‘Pavlov’s Dog’ for bees.6 The actual behaviour they looked
at – to measure the ‘association’ – was the extension or
retraction of mouthparts. Pushing mouthparts outward
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showed the bee was reaching for an anticipated reward;
pulling mouthparts inward meant it was avoiding anticipated
punishment.

After this training session, the researchers took half of
the bees and shook them for 60 seconds (leaving the other
half alone) and then exposed both groups to some odours
that were gradient between odour A and odour B. (Shaking
is stressful for bees, as it can signal an attack by a
predator.)

Bateson and her colleagues found that the all-shook-up
bees were more likely to associate the in-between odours with
punishment compared to reward. That is, they were more likely
to retract their mouthparts when faced with the ambiguous
smells than they were to extend them. This pattern of behav-
iour can pretty fairly be called a bias, and the agitated bees
clearly exhibited it, when compared to their undisturbed coun-
terparts, to a statistically significant degree.

That is an interesting finding, and it tells us something
about how bees respond to ambiguous stimuli after they’ve
been rattled around a bit. Maybe it’s an evolved survival
strategy with a logic something like this: when you’re in a
dangerous or stressful situation, it’s best to play it safe
when it comes to (possible) poison. OK – so far so good.

But what is all this talk about human-like emotions and
inner life? Are we supposed to bee-lieve (sorry) that the
jangled-up insects subjectively felt pessimistic – or maybe
even depressed? Are bees ‘conscious’ in the way that
humans are?

Two senses of emotion

Not necessarily. I think there is some confusion going on
here about the word ‘emotion’ – and I’ll explain what this
confusion is in just a moment. First, though, let us walk
through the scientists’ argument, paying special attention to
their reasons for suggesting that bees may have (some
kind of) emotion.
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Step one: Human beings sometimes show ‘pessimis-
tic’ cognitive biases, as when a depressed person
sees a frown in a neutral expression.

Step two: We know that these cognitive biases cor-
relate with certain felt emotions in humans – like the
sad feeling that comes with depression – as well as
with certain chemical and physiological signals that
can be measured objectively.

Step three: Human beings have a handy self-report
tool – language – which they can use to tell other
human beings about their internal states. In addition,
each of us knows, from our own experience, what it
feels like to be in a state like sadness, and we
assume that others feel that way when they tell us,
‘I’m feeling blue’. Other animals, and insects like
bees, don’t have this nice language tool, so we’re
stuck with using the ‘objective’ measures only when
trying to decide what’s going on inside their heads.

Step four: Other animals, and now insects like bees,
have been shown to exhibit the following things: (1)
pessimistic cognitive biases (as shown through their
behaviour), and (2) some of the chemical and
physiological signals that correlate with felt, subject-
ive emotions (like sadness) in humans. (I haven’t
mentioned this part yet, but the researchers took a
separate group of bees, shook them up, and
extracted chemical samples to prove the point.)

Step five: Given that the bees show the very same
type of behaviour (as well as the same chemical
markers) that humans show when they experience
certain emotions, shouldn’t we suppose that bees
experience those emotions, too?

For my part, I am not entirely convinced. Here is where I
shall try to tease out that confusion about the word
‘emotion’, because it will help me to explain why. ‘Emotion’
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can refer to any number of things, but there are at least a
couple of major senses of the term as it applies to human
beings. On the one hand, ‘emotion’ can refer to certain
brain processes and physiological states of arousal that are
triggered by stimuli and which guide behaviour – a sort of
‘brain-level’ or unconscious sense of emotion, and the sort
we can measure ‘objectively’ in ourselves and other
animals. On the other hand, it can refer to that first-per-
sonal, private, subjective, self-reportable feeling people
have when their brains and bodies are going through those
processes and states.7

It should be pretty easy to believe that bees have emo-
tions of the first kind. But to call those emotions ‘human-
like’ assumes that the first sense always goes together with
the second sense, as it seems to do in humans. But
whether it does or doesn’t is an open question, and differ-
ent theories of consciousness will give very different
answers.8

To be fair to the scientists, they were careful to address
this point in the original Current Biology article:

Although our results do not allow us to make any
claims about the presence of negative subjective
feelings in honeybees, they call into question how
we identify emotions in any nonhuman animal.9

So what does all of this mean for morality? In the case of
humans, we think it is wrong to cause needless pain, in
large part because we know, from our own, first-person
experience, what it is like to feel pain. And we sense that
there is something unfair about wishing that felt experience
on someone else – specifically someone else capable of
subjectively having those very same sorts of feelings. In
other words, it isn’t that we want to avoid triggering certain
brain states in our fellow humans; we want to avoid trigger-
ing the way those brain states feel to them.

To extend this reasoning to bees, then, we shall have to
make up our minds about the relationship between
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objective ‘brain states’ and subjective, felt experiences in
the case of other animals and now insects as well. The
stakes are pretty high. As Kelsey Horvath and her collea-
gues have pointed out, ‘invertebrates make up the majority
of animal species’, and yet ‘their welfare is [often] over-
looked compared to the [moral] concern shown to
vertebrates’.10

Perhaps it is time, then, to raise the morality alarm
after all.11

Brian D. Earp is Associate Director, the Yale-Hastings
Program in Ethics and Health Policy, The Hastings Center,
Garrison, New York; he is also based jointly in the
Departments of Philosophy and Psychology at Yale
University, New Haven, Connecticut. brian.earp@yale.edu
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