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What a Bee Knows: Exploring the Thoughts, Memories, and Personalities of 
Bees.  

By Stephen Buchmann. Washington (DC): Island Press.  

$30.00. xviii + 278 p.; ill.; index. ISBN: 9781642831245. 2023. 

 
As the title says, this volume is about bees. But unlike most bee books, this one was 
written by a pollination ecologist who knows bees as much as plants, and this makes 
a difference. Stephen Buchmann takes us on a fascinating journey into the recent 
discoveries in bee behavior and cognition, and explains how the surprisingly 
sophisticated inner life of bees help them better interact with their environment. 
Although many authors (including myself) would probably have focused their volume 
on the well-studied honey bees and bumblebees, Buchmann treats rightly bees as a 
large and diverse group of insects. He reminds us that many of them are single moms. 
Some, like the cactus bees, have weird sexual habits. Not to mention the vulture bees 
that unusually prefer meat over pollen.  

This is an entertaining book written by a trained storyteller. The author regularly takes 
us into his favorite work place, the Sonoran Desert of southern Arizona, where he 
observes and studies various kinds of bees. I was delighted, for instance, to hear about 
his early experiments on bee vision and UV perception. Lots of glue gun, cardboards 
sheets, plastic bits, and duct tape.  

But this is also the work of a trained professor. University students will learn about 
many key concepts in ecology and evolution, such as sexual selection and the arms 
race that shape plant-pollinator interactions. In the first chapters, Buchmann de- 
scribes “what we know a bee knows,” with textbook knowledge about their everyday 
lives, social activities, perception of the world, how they choose plants, and how they 
mate. But as the book progresses, he discusses “what we are not completely sure a 
bee knows.” He describes recent studies suggesting more sophisticated cognitive 
abilities, emotions, pain, and the possibility of consciousness. All of these discoveries 
are changing our perception of insects, as more complex creatures than previously 
thought and that we probably need to treat differently. Buchmann himself explains how 
he very much prefers observing live bees in the field rather than dead pinned 
specimens.  

The volume ends with some considerations about bee declines that the author started 
to document in the mid-1990s. Sadly, since then things have only gotten worse. We 
can all individually take actions to support and protect pollinators. But perhaps the most 
powerful thing we can do is to encourage this book be read by the broadest possible 
audience, so that people, just like Buchmann, realize how human bees are and how 
much we need to care about them.  
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