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Do Insects Have Subjective Experience: A Study from Evolutionary Biology
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Abstract: In the discussion of the possibility of subjective experience in insects, philosophical zombies
and Nagel’s bat criticism are two main challenges. Peter Godfrey-Smith developed a gradualism interpretation
of subjective experience from the perspective of evolutionary biology. Drawing on Jonathan Birch’s evaluation
framework for animal pain, together with extensions by Gibbons et al. to insect cases, and integrating Andrew
Barron and Colin Klein’s neurobiological analysis of the insect central complex, this paper examines whether
there is a structure—function implementation pathway within insect nervous systems capable of supporting
subjective experience. Adopting a gradualism view that emphasizes graded, degree-like differences in the origin
and evolution of experience, the paper argues that insects may possess a basic level of subjective experience while
lacking monitoring of their own cognitive processes or self-consciousness; such experience at least comprises
two basic types, perceptual and evaluative. Subjective experience, therefore, should not be restricted to humans or
human-like animals, but understood as a cross-lineage biological phenomenon that unfolds in diverse forms.
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