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Entomology as an appreciation of life
on a different scale

JOE GRAY FBNA

To see a world in a grain of sand
And a heaven in a wild flower,

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand
And eternity in an hour.

THE OPENING LINES OF ‘AUGURIES OF
INNOCENCE’ BY WILLIAM BLAKE

In my pieces published to date in
Country-Side 1 have celebrated the
Forest of Dean’s wild boar (Sus scrofa)
population as a breathtaking example of
wildness in Britain (Gray, 2015), then
reflected more generally on the
persistence of wildness in the country
(Gray, 2016), and most recently
considered competing values arising
from the potential reintroduction of
wild Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx) to our
island (Gray ef al., 2016). I now turn to
consider the pursuit in Britain of
entomology (which I use, in an informal
sense (hence the italics) to include the
study of non-insect invertebrates).
While this might seem like something
of a departure from the theme that has
emerged from the first three pieces, |
will aim to clarify how I see it as,
instead, growing directly out of it. In
doing so, I hope to say something novel
about the reasons that lead people to
pursue entomology in Britain.

In my preparations for writing this
short piece, I browsed a number of
university and society websites (e.g.
www.royensoc.co.uk) to explore current
thinking on why people might want to
pursue entomology, in either a
professional or an amateur capacity. We
know that many children have an innate
fascination with observing invertebrates
(e.g. Neal and Skvarch, 2004);
however, much of the justification for
entomology in adults (at least in a
professional sense) seems to be directly
related to human health and the human
economy. One entomology-promoting
webpage goes as far as using a military
metaphor to describe the relationship
between humans and insects

www.bna-naturalists.org

(Washington State University, 2018;
my emphasis): “Urban entomologists
provide answers in our war with
structural, turf, and ornamental insect
pests.”

However, as the late Professor
Frank J Radovsky, a specialist in
parasitic mites, noted four decades ago
(Radovsky, 1980: 263): “What leads
people to become entomologists is not
the same question as what is fascinating
in this field of study.” On this he
expanded: “the great importance of
entomology to human welfare is not a
primary impetus for most people who
become entomologists. Insects are
fascinating in themselves for the vast
majority of entomologists.” In other
words, the funding for careers might be
born out of entomophobia, but the
fondness of amateurs and children
comes from entomophilia.

Other noted reasons for pursuing
entomology found on my reading of
websites included the focal organisms’
pervasiveness, their variety, their long
evolutionary history, and the relative
ease of studying them. To this could be

added the wealth of unanswered
questions that exist in the field (a reason
I have heard mentioned at entomology
meetings). The list grows further if we
add, to scientific and recreational
entomology, other cultural motivations
for this discipline: invertebrates feature
prominently in many cultures’
mythologies and have also frequently
served as inspiration for visual and
musical arts (Hogue, 2009; Lemelin and
Fine, 2013).

Proposing an additional reason

A key reason that I have not found
mentioned in any literature but that I
would like to propose as being
particularly relevant in Britain and other
heavily developed countries (especially
within their more anthropogenically
fragmented regions), is that entomology
allows naturalists to focus on life at a
different scale.

Let us take, as an example, the
bulrush bug (Chilacis typhae). This is a
true bug in the family Lygaeidae that is
approximately half a centimetre in
length. It feeds on, mates on, and

Bulrush bug, Chilacis typhae.
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Bulrushes (Typha latifolia), River Beane, Waterford Marsh
Photo: Peter O’Connor
(CCBY-SA 2.0; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.01)

overwinters in the head of greater
reedmace (Typha latifolia). While 1
have encountered this species away
from its host-plant, it is possible that,
for some individuals at least, the edge
of a small pond is the entire known
‘universe’ during their lifetime. (More
broadly, the same limited universe is
true for many other colony-based
species.) When I marvel at paired-up
bulrush bugs on the head of a greater
reedmace on the edge of a woodland
pond, I can forget, for a while, the
screechingly busy dual carriageway
that skirts the wood’s western edge, the
chemically pummelled fairways and
greens of the golf course to the north,
and the toxic arable monoculture
growing in fields to the south and east.
In wilder areas, away from Britain,
I’ve been able to raise my head to the
horizon without fear of witnessing the

devastation of development. Around my
home, though, I’ve come to realize that
it is much better, from a mental health
perspective, to shift my focus to a
smaller scale. And so, now, I happily
spend summer days in a single small
meadow or wood, walking short
distances between wildflowers, shrubs,
and trees, and observing the richness of
invertebrate life, without having to
worry about what is happening outside.
On these days, the insects and I share a
universe.

I am not suggesting that this desire
to shift scale — and temporarily forget
road-building, agricultural deserts, and
plastic lawns — is a conscious reason for
many who engage in recreational
entomology; indeed, 1 first had this
thought as recently as the summer of
2018, shortly after an insect meeting at
which we spent some time marvelling at

29 Country-Side Spring & Summer 2019

a small colony of down shieldbugs
(Canthophorus impressus) in the rough
of a golf course (Gray, 2018). However,
I’m convinced, now, that it was a
subconscious driver for my own
blossoming passion for insects, and I
imagine that it is subconsciously at
work in at least a small proportion of
the British entomological community.
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