Dan Seed (00:00):
We've all had the experience here in Texas of an unwanted visitor in the house, a spider, housefly, ants, and of course it's summer the cockroach. How many of you gently pick them up, open a door window and just kind of send them outside? How many of you grab a shoe and squish that roach spider ant or fly? I know I have to plead no contest to that one. In fact, I killed two roaches this weekend. But did you know that in 1872, Charles Darwin wrote that insects express anger, terror, jealousy, and love. Yes, emotions just like us. Pixar's 1998, film A Bug's Life, humanizes insects and gives them human struggles and emotions that we can relate to and that what bugs feel is the topic of this month's big ideas. A podcast from Texas State University. I'm your host, Dan Seed from the School of Journalism and Mass Communication. We are joined by Dr. Bob Fisher, an associate professor in the philosophy department and the director of the Society for the Study of Ethics and Animals. And he's here to talk about insects sentience, the capacity to experience positive and negative feelings such as pleasure, joy, pain and distress. Dr. Fisher, thanks so much for joining us.
Bob FIscher (01:10):
Thanks so much for having me. Great to be here.
Dan Seed (01:12):
So first, introduce yourself to our audience. What's your background? How did you get into philosophy and what it is that you study?
Bob FIscher (01:19):
Yeah, so Bob Fisher has been doing philosophy now for whatever, 15 years or so. I got into it because these were the biggest questions to be asking and people were asking them in a way that I found interesting. I think for lots of folks, philosophy seems kind of weird and wacky and obscure. My own experience. One description of philosophy I've always liked is philosophers are people who ask the questions that children ask and then try to answer them the way lawyers might try to answer them with those kinds of tools. That's a great
Dan Seed (01:54):
Definition. I've never heard that before.
Bob FIscher (01:56):
That's f fantastic. That's what I really like is we want to ask big questions. We want to ask the questions that matter, the things that are important, and then we want to use the most rigorous, logical tools we can use to make some progress. I started working actually in a somewhat abstract and technical area of philosophy, but found myself after I came to Texas State moving into issues about animals which the students enjoyed, which I cared about and have been my main domain of research ever since. And then in the last, let's see, 2016 or so, so I guess it has been quite some time now. It's funny, I didn't ever actually thought about it that way, but I guess for the last eight years was one of my interests. Thinking about invertebrates generally and what the sort of limits of sentient are, which animals out there can experience pain, which ones can be hurt?
Dan Seed (02:51):
I mean, that's quite an intersection though. How did you come to all this? I mean from that great definition of philosophy and being interested it to moving into this idea of ethics with animals and then insects. I mean, that's quite a path.
Bob FIscher (03:06):
Yeah, it's a path. So I think that the short version is something like 20 years ago or so, I had my first thoughts about animals as possibly of moral concern. My wife and I were driving down the highway, we passed a truck full of pigs. She started to tear up thinking about their fate, and I said, oh, if this bothers you, maybe we should try not eating meat for a while. And I thought that the upshot of that conversation was that we were going to try that for a month. She had some other very different idea, but regardless, once we thought about that and done some more reading, it just took and it seemed like, oh yeah, animals are important. They should show up somewhere in my moral calculations. I should pay some attention to them. But I didn't really do anything about it professionally until I came to Texas State and started teaching.
(03:58):
And once I started teaching, animal issues are some of the ones that students find most interesting. They love talking about 'em, they love thinking about 'em, and it's fun to talk about the things that the students want to talk about. And so I started doing more work in that vein in part because of student interest. And then I for a long time have been interested in these questions about how we ought to eat. And then one question is, if you've got concerns about the way we normally produce food, beef, pork, chicken, fish, et cetera, what should you do? Should you just be eating plants? Should you be eating strange things like bugs and bivalves? Should you be doing something else entirely eating synthetic foods of whatever kind? Who knows? This is a complicated area of the future of food, and that's what got me really thinking about bugs. And then from there you start to wonder, okay, well there's one question which is like, how should we eat? But then this raises much more fundamental questions like, oh my goodness, what should we think about these little creatures that are all around us? How much should we care about them? How important are they? And once you start asking those questions, you find yourself asking about sentient and asking about your fundamental moral priorities.
Dan Seed (05:15):
And before we get into this idea of sentt here with insects, I'm curious when these topics come up with your students, which I imagine they do in these classes, what's their reaction? Because I mean, my thought is the doey cow and you see and it's like, oh gosh, that's awful. But again, like I said at the beginning, the cockroach or the fly, it's a pest, it's a nuisance, and it's just get rid of it. There's thousands more. Who cares? What is their initial reaction when you first pose these questions to them?
Bob FIscher (05:45):
Well, of course lots of the kind of reaction that you just had. And then one of the things you do is you go through each of those kinds of reasons and you think 'em through. We don't normally apply that kind of everywhere. We don't just say, well, look, there are lots of people. What difference does it make whether we save this one? That's not the kind of reasoning in which we engage. And also we should remember things like the category of a pest. All that means is fritter. We don't like around here. It's not like that's some fundamental joint of nature that we're detecting. It just means that we've got this tension between our interests and theirs. And so one question is always, okay, are there ways of reducing those tensions so that we don't have to treat them in that way? So lots of people, I mean, to give an example that's not about insects, think about something like feral hogs.
(06:39):
Lots of people would prefer not to have feral hogs be a big problem in Texas, and they also want to kill hogs humanely. And so then they've got to figure out how do we manage these populations in a way that results in breeding these animals respectfully while simultaneously protecting our crops and our gardens and so on and so forth. And then you might just sleep the same way, but insects like, Hey, if they end up being the kind of thing that matters at all, how do you set up your life such that you don't have to kill as many and they're not as much of a nuisance? Because of course, if they're a nuisance, you're going to find ways of reducing the nuisance. But maybe you can do things the same way you might with hogs where it's not like anything goes, treat 'em however you want. You still want to treat 'em well, even if you're managing 'em likewise with insects, maybe you still want to treat 'em well, even if you're managing 'em.
Dan Seed (07:31):
And hearing that, you can see that the root of the philosophical question, and of course it expands to larger and larger areas like you mentioned going to humans. And it really does make you think it would stand to reason that as living beings, that insects would have these kind of feelings. These feelings like what Darwin wrote about. But is there a way, I mean, it sounds like a dumb question, but is there a way to know for sure? I mean, it's not like we can gauge this or have focus groups with them. I mean, how do we know for sure with
Bob FIscher (08:06):
This? So we don't know for sure, and that's not the standard to which we should hold ourselves in this domain. What we want to ask is, okay, can we get evidence that's good enough to guide what we should do? Because that's ultimately the practical question. What we were trying to figure out, at least from the perspective of an ethicist, which is what I am, is how should we go about acting in the world? What kinds of things should we do? And then the question is, can you get evidence good enough to let you know what you should think? And if you hold yourself to the, you got to be sure, then that's always going to be a way of giving yourself wiggle room to not act, right? You can't be sure about lots of things. And so quite often this is a trick we do and we don't really want to make any changes in our behavior, is we sort of ratchet up the standard of evidence that we're going to require.
(08:56):
That being said, when it comes to this, you're going to use the same kind of techniques used for any study of non-human animals. You're going to look at things like what are the kinds of evolutionary forces that are in play? What kind of cognitive abilities might have been selected for? Why might it be valuable for organisms, different kinds to have different abilities? Why might it be good to have a pain system? Why might you care about that? Or rather, why might evolution care about producing that? And of course, evolution doesn't care about things, but it's sort of a useful way of thinking about what's going on is to say, well, what would the adaptive value of this kind of system be? That helps you start to develop decent hypotheses about which kind of organisms would have something. And one basic story about that is going to be, look, once you get mobile organisms, they're not just like permanently to rocks, but they're moving around in environments.
(09:57):
They have to be able to distinguish themselves from the environment. They have to be able to make fast decisions about avoiding predators and finding their prey or finding food sources. Then they need some kind of system that motivates them to go toward the good and escape the bad. And maybe things like pleasure and pain, positive and negative feelings are what do that for them. And so if you accept a story about, that's why we have these kinds of feeling states in the first place in organisms, well then that's a very basic fundamental ability that you would expect to have in lots of organisms. You would expect sentient to be very widely distributed in the animal kingdom. And then on top of that, you just look at behavior, right? You say, okay, well, do they try to avoid things that damage them do?
(10:50):
Do they actively seek things that seem be beneficial for them? Do they respond to analgesics? If you give them the same kind of painkillers to which humans respond, do they respond to them? And it turns out proof lies due, for instance. And so there are all of these behavioral tests you can also use. And so you put together a few sources of evidence. You say, let's think about this from a big evolutionary perspective. Let's look at some behavior. We'll also look at some neurophysiology. Insects are useful pain models and depression models actually for humans. So people use fruit flies to study pain in humans, but pain circuits in humans. And that's a very interesting thing. Why are they such a useful model? Well, maybe because they have similar sorts of states. So maybe we don't want to go as far as Darwin and attribute all of the sort of complicated, sophisticated emotions, but some simple states like positive feelings and negative feelings. That seems not so crazy.
Dan Seed (11:51):
And you touched on earlier this idea of this fitting into some larger issues in society, food sources. For example, we've done an interview with a professor here at Texas State who was looking at using fly larvae, for example, to feed cows to help that situation. How does this fit into that larger global issue that we're facing now in the future?
Bob FIscher (12:18):
So I mean, there are lots of things to say about this big interesting, complicated issue. One thing to say is just because we're farming animals doesn't mean that we have to farm them in any particular way. So you can farm animals in better and worse ways, ways that are higher welfare and lower welfare. If we're going to raise cattle, we should raise 'em. Well, if we're going to raise pigs, we should raise 'em well. And likewise, you might think if we're going to raise animals for feed, if you're going to raise black soldier flies to feed them to cattle, well maybe make sure you think about the welfare of those animals as well, right? They're just one more animal in that system. And so the first thing to say is just insofar as we can learn things about what's good and bad for these animals, we can use that to divine better systems for rearing them for the purposes we have in mind.
(13:08):
Now, there's a big and much larger set of questions to ask about, Hey, is this a system we want? Do we want to try to build an animal-based food system? We want to fundamentally be trying to produce these kinds of products knowing the way that animals are often harmed in the context of those systems. And that's a big important debate too. And it intersects with lots of other important conversations about the sustainability of the food system, and can we really afford environmentally to be raising this many animals? And is it good for our health to be eating as many animal products as we do, et cetera? So there's a lot of big moral questions to ask. There are connections between those big moral questions and environmental and health questions that we also all care about public policy questions. But to return to the beginning, the fundamental point is, Hey, if we're going to do this, we can do it better. So let's keep animal welfare in mind whenever we're rearing any animal.
Dan Seed (14:09):
And again, we're joined by Dr. Bob Fisher from the Department of Philosophy, and I mentioned Darwin 150 years ago writing about this. You've talked about these studies with fruit flies your own work. It seems like as we've moved farther from Darwin, this has become this ever-growing field of research and thought just looking at it in research for this show, it's really fascinating. Why do you think that over the last number of years, this has become a more popular field of study?
Bob FIscher (14:38):
Well, I do think it has become a more popular field of study. In part, it's just a trend line in that if you go back 40 years, you're looking at debates about whether birds can feel things. And then you go back a little bit into the nineties and there are debates about whether fish can feel things. And then you go back 15 years and the conversations about octopuses and now all of a sudden the invertebrates are in view and we're just having this next stage of the discussion about insects. It's kind of a natural progression in one sense. It's also, I think, emerging in part just because the food system is changing right now. If you want protein to feed either to ourselves or to other animals, you got two options. You grow it or you catch it, right? You grow soy or you catch fish and turn 'em into a fish meal.
(15:34):
That's where the protein is coming from, that goes into animal feed. And insects promise to be this exciting alternative from a perspective of the basic protein that goes into the food system because it's not stuff you have to grow or catch. It's stuff you can rear on recycled product. So that's the big sustainability promise of insects is that you can feed them on waste. And so as opposed to getting new stuff, you can reuse old stuff, which is drawing a lot of capital into the insects as feed industry, and it's getting hundreds of millions of dollars of capital investment. But that of course, raises questions about these animals where we weren't rearing insects at intensive scale previously. Now we are. And so then you start to ask, okay, well anything we should be worried about here, any welfare issues that should be on our minds? And suddenly that conversation comes to the fore.
Dan Seed (16:31):
So this work that you do and others are doing, who's your main audience? Is it the general public? Is it folks like say entomologists? What's the intersection there?
Bob FIscher (16:42):
Well, it's not really the general public. I mean, it's great if the general public wants to hear thrilled if someone wants to engage on this front. And of course there are things for the general public in that, as you were initially saying in your intro, yeah, we're thinking about the question of how you should handle the cockroaches in your house. That's at least worth exploring as a puzzle. But the primary goal is to talk with folks in industry and with the entomologists who are collaborating with industry and to say, Hey, this is happening. This is where we are. This is where the food system is headed. We should expect alternative protein sources like this to grow in the future. So how do we do this as well as possible? How do we think as clearly and carefully as we can, given the possibility that we're dealing with animals that can feel,
Dan Seed (17:34):
And your larger work in animal ethics is really interesting. Again, because of all the ways that it touches our society. Could you give us a glimpse into that and how thinking ethically towards animals impact society on a different level? You did already, you touched on it briefly, but I'm just curious some of the other things that you've worked on for our audience to know about and hear about.
Bob FIscher (17:56):
There are two things that I think are on a theoretical level to answer your question, and I'll say something about the more practical stuff. There are two things that we're really trying to do and we're thinking ethically about animals. One of them is just putting animals in view. Most of the time we just don't think about 'em. They're just not really part of the moral calculation at all. And we're thinking about human interests, and then we're not trying to figure out, okay, well what are the impacts on animals in this context? How are they affected by what we're doing? So that's the first, I think, major impulse in animal ethics. And the second is just to force people to think a bit more carefully about the reasons for courses of action. And I already did this to you, so you made this quick comment like, oh, they're replaceable.
(18:41):
There are lots more. And what did I do in response to that? I just said, oh, well, we don't use that same kind of reasoning elsewhere. And that was just a nudge to say, not necessarily that you're wrong about what you were ultimately thinking it was okay to do, but just to ask for a more systematic reason that doesn't just treat animals as a special separate case and invites us to be more consistent in the moral principles that we apply across species. So from a theoretical perspective, that's really what I'm trying to do when I'm doing animal ethics, keep animals in view and push for a bit more consistency. On the practical side, in terms of the kinds of projects, there are a lot of different things. So I worked with a team to produce a book about wildlife ethics, and the main challenge there was talk to conservation biologists and wildlife managers about the kinds of ethical issues they face as they're out there doing the work they do, culling some animals that are perceived as pests, dealing with invasive species, trying to figure out what kinds of methods for tagging animals are better and worse than others.
(19:50):
Trying to figure out how to deal with tradeoffs between animal welfare and environmental goals, all of those kinds of things. I've done work with philanthropies trying to help them figure out, Hey, you're looking to spend your budget. You want to decide how to get the most bang for your buck in terms of doing good in the world and you're invested in animal projects. What kind of things should you prioritize? How should you set your objectives as an organization? I've done papers on a whole range of particular applied topics, everything from questions about should you keep your cats indoors to prevent them from killing songbirds to how should we think about the way our relationships with animals change during the pandemic, a big range of stuff. But to go back to the original point in all that work, really the main themes are the same. Just get animals in the picture and try to push for a bit more consistency.
Dan Seed (20:51):
So we mentioned earlier the students and getting people to think about this. In what ways do you think that you can go about, or we can all go about a better understanding of this topic, insects, whether it's animals, insects, whatnot, to think better about this or to think differently maybe about this?
Bob FIscher (21:11):
Yeah, great question. I think the first thing to say is just start to think a bit more about animals as individuals. Think about them as not just instances of a species, but rather try to think about the impacts on individuals. One thing that I often think about when it comes to insects is imagine that bumblebees were the size of elephants and really rare, and they only lived on the Savannah in Africa. People like bumblebees. Now imagine how much more they would like bumblebees. Then You don't have to imagine them any more sophisticated, any more emotionally complicated. But what that sort of suggests is the fact that something is really small and maybe is sometimes a nuisance buzzing around your head makes you basically not care about it. And if we just change the size and how common it is, you could think really different. And I think the same thing is true.
(22:08):
When I look at other species, you think about ants or termites or anything else. Yeah, maybe I'm only reacting kind of negatively to this creature because it's inconvenient for me and it's small and it feels replaceable, and I can't really see any of the individual things that it does. But if it were a larger thing, I would care. And that sort of checks my own impulse to just be like, oh, these things don't matter. I'm like, oh yeah, that's actually just a bias. I'm just responding to size and numbers. I'm not responding to any facts about this individual creature. And so that sort of changed the way I think about a lot of animals where it checks the impulse that I have to just sort of write 'em off as not important. The other thing, of course, is I think for most people, when they learn more about any kind of animals, that changes the way they think about 'em, right?
(23:01):
Most people don't know that pigs build nests and are frustrated. They can't build nests in standard intensive production facilities. And when they learn that, they're like, oh, that seems bad. That's sad. Yeah, that's an unfortunate thing about the world, that they don't get the opportunity to do this thing that they really care about doing. And I think it's the same also with insects. When you find out that when ants go to war with termites, they carry their wounded nest mates back to the nest. They tend to them, they give them antibiotic secretions, feed them, and you're like, oh, man, I don't know. It seemed a bit more like a band of brothers than I once realized, and it can sort of change your thinking about these animals. So I think a lot of it is just trying to see the individual and learning enough to be able to get a sense of what these animals are about, what they care about, what's important to them, and that can be enough to sort of change your attitudes a little bit.
Dan Seed (24:02):
It's interesting that you say that because I think I have two daughters, seven and five, and we'll be outside playing, and my five-year-old, the ants will be walking across the sidewalk and it's just a free for all. Like, oh, ants, let me squish. I've never really thought of it how you've presented it, but I will say to her now that Ant wasn't bothering you. He's just walking across the sidewalk. Why did you do that? And it's interesting, the example that you gave, and she said, well, because they're in my way and they're small, and look how many there are, right? And so is this something that you would say, I mean, this is a big philosophical thing and something that PhDs and college students investigate and question, but even working with children on that very basic level, that would be a great opening way to kind of begin this discussion, and then it can get more complex and complicated.
Bob FIscher (24:54):
Yeah, I think that's exactly right. And you think about what you did there as a parent, and there are two things that I think are quite significant. One was just inviting a child to have to justify an action, which we do all the time as parents. I also have kids. My kids are just a little bit older than yours, but similar ages and a lot of moral education is just showing students or showing your kids that this is the kind of thing you have to give a reason for. It's not like a freebie. So that's a really important thing that you're doing. The other thing is just sort of inviting your kids to see this as the kind of area where some compassion would be appropriate. Like you said, oh, well, it wasn't bothering you, it was just doing its own thing. And that's inviting a certain kind of response was to see this insect as an individual and to be like, Hey, look, a little bit of mercy is appropriate here.
(25:53):
A little bit of concern, a little bit of attention. And that too, I totally agree. That's the right kind of approach. I think on some level, when I think about the insect case, this is not the topic I ever thought I'd be working on. This is not the thing that I ever thought I'd be spending a bunch of time occupied with, but on some ways I see it as kind of a case study in how committed we are to building a culture of compassion. If we really care about doing that, then it's kind of useful actually to focus on insects for a moment, because kind of a proof of concept, right? Test case, can we be compassionate even here? Well, if so, maybe that's a good way of cultivating some virtue, right? Developing the kind of character traits we actually want for ourselves and others.
Dan Seed (26:38):
Well, Dr. Bob Fisher, thanks so much for being with us. This is really quite enlightening, and honestly, even my mindset has changed here after talking to you. Thank you so much for being with us.
Bob FIscher (26:50):
Fantastic. Really enjoyed being here. Lovely to have the conversation,
Dan Seed (26:53):
And thank you all for the pleasure of your time in downloading and listening to another episode of Big Ideas. We'll be back next month with the new episode. Until then, stay well and stay informed.

