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Abstract: In certain situations, insects appear to lack a response to noxious stimuli that would
cause pain in humans. For example, from the fact that male mantids continue to mate while
being eaten by their partner it does not follow that insects do not feel pain; it could be the
result of modulation of nociceptive inputs or behavioural outputs. When we try to infer the
underlying mental state of an insect from its behaviour, it is important to consider the
behavioural effects of the associated physiological and neurobiological mechanisms.
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Mikhalevich & Powell (2020) (M&P)’s message is that we should aim to be consistent in our
standards of judgement for ethical protection for all animals: some of the arguments against
arthropod sentience could be used against sentience in any animal, even young humans.
Evidence of behaviour caused by pain may be an indicator of sentience. In section 2.3.3, M&P
discuss instances where it appears there is evidence for a lack of pain behaviour in insects
(Eisemann et al. 1984). These examples derive from three types of evidence:

1. Continuing to feed or mate whilst experiencing noxious damage
2. Not responding to noxious injury caused by a parasite
3. Not protecting the injury site (e.g., by putting weight onto the site of injury)

M&P describe three potential conclusions that could be drawn from such evidence: (a) that
these insects do not experience pain (Broom, 2013); (b) that they do not experience pain in
the way that vertebrates do; or (c) that the circumstances generating pain in these lineages
differ from those in vertebrates. We accept (b) and (c) as possible conclusions. We, will argue,
however, that (a) is not a logical conclusion for these types of evidence.

1. Continuing to feed or mate whilst experiencing noxious damage. It has been shown that
in vertebrates such as chickens, cats and rats, hunger suppresses reactions to noxious stimuli
(Casey and Morrow, 1983; Foo and Mason, 2005; Wylie and Gentle, 1998), possibly via the
opioid system. This suppression has also been found in invertebrates, specifically gastropods
(Davis et al., 1974; Gillette et al., 2000). Therefore, there appears to be a phylogenetically
conserved system in which feeding suppresses the reaction to pain (Foo and Mason, 2009);
this behavioural pattern may hence not be indicative of the true internal state of the insect.
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It has also been suggested that an insect may consume more food if it has an immune
response to an injury in order to provide the energy to sustain the immune response (Junca
and Sandoz, 2015; Groening et al., 2017). Schwartz et al. (2016) suggest that male mantids
will self-sacrifice to sexual cannibalism during mating, even though this causes noxious injury,
because it increases the number, size and survival of the offspring. This is perhaps comparable
to how humans and other mammals endure the pain of childbirth. The benefits of sexual
reproduction for the mantids seem to outweigh the pain that may be associated with it.
Enduring sexual cannibalism is not good evidence of insentience in insects, because the
actions of both feeding and mating can suppress the expression of responses to pain or injury
in many species, vertebrate and invertebrate.

2. Not responding to noxious injury caused by a parasite. Some parasites are able to
manipulate the host insect’s behaviour, again making the behavior unrepresentative of the
internal experience of the host. For example, the parasitic jewel wasp stings the cockroach
and delivers neurotoxins into the cerebral ganglia to induce a “zombie-like” behaviour, in
which the cockroach is unable to initiate movement and thus unable to engage in any
stereotypical reaction to injury or pain (Gal & Libersat 2010, Libersat et al. 2018). Prior to the
delivery of neurotoxins, the cockroach responds by kicking, stabbing and biting at the wasp
(Catania, 2018), thus demonstrating its awareness of the attack. The venom may elicit these
changes by affecting not the motor system but the opioid system. The cockroach’s startle
response threshold to an electric shock after being stung is reduced if opioid antagonists are
given, suggesting that the venom may have not just a paralytic effect but an analgesic one
(Gavra and Libersat, 2010). It has also been shown that a parasitic wasp that develops inside
a caterpillar temporarily desensitizes the body wall around the exit hole from which it is
emerging (Adamo et al., 2016). The caterpillar does not appear to feel pain from the
emergence of the parasite, but this is due to a dampening of nociceptive processing, not the
inability to feel pain. No conclusion about the existence of a painful mental state in insects
can be drawn from this kind of evidence.

3. Not protecting the injury site. There are numerous examples of insects appearing to
protect an injury site in different ways. For example, an increase in self-grooming after injury
has been identified in cockroaches (Weisel-Eichler et al., 1999), drosophila (Corfas and Dudai,
1989), ants (Ugelvig et al., 2010) and bees (Cox and Wilson, 1984; Hurst et al., 2014). In
addition, when the leg that a praying mantis uses to groom itself is removed, its contralateral
leg takes over even though it produces a non-functional motion, suggesting that this
behaviour is plastic and not a reflex (Zack, 1978; Zhukovskaya et al., 2013). Termite-hunting
ants have been shown to carry back injured ants to the nest and treat their injuries with
grooming, which seems to help prevent infection and reduce mortality (Frank et al., 2018).
The injured ants also acted ‘more injured” when they were around nest-mates, suggesting
awareness of the contingency. Hence insects seem to engage in certain types of self-
protective behaviour in response to injury that goes beyond a reflexive response.

Avoidance of putting weight on a leg injury during locomotion has only been reported
in anecdotal observations, but not experimentally tested, in insects (Eisemann et al. 1984). In
mammals, this reaction occurs due to an injury eliciting an inflammatory reaction and causing
hyperalgesia and allodynia, making the injury site more sensitive to nociceptive processing
and thus more painful (Sandkthler, 2009). It has been shown that a similar process may be
occurring when spiders autotomize an injured leg (Eisner and Camazine 1983):
automatization can be initiated by injecting histamine, serotonin and phospholipase, all of
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which contribute to hyperalgesic and allodynic states in mammals (Coutaux et al., 2005),
Combined with the evidence of non-reflexive protective behaviour this suggests that there
may be differences in the specific protective behaviour between insects and humans, but that
such behaviours may have the same function: to lessen further damage to the site of injury.

Conclusion. Whether insects can feel pain cannot be determined from the three kinds of
evidence described above. The most circumspect conclusion from these kinds of evidence is
either that if insects feel pain, (i) what they feel is different from what vertebrates feel; or (ii)
the circumstances that induce pain in these lineages differ from those in vertebrates. There
may, of course, be evidence elsewhere that strongly suggests that insects do not feel pain,
but these particular examples do not constitute such evidence.
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