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Answer 

Question 1

The opposite of sentient is insentient. 

An insentient being is not aware of its own

existence and cannot feel physical or

emotional pain or pleasure. Think about

kicking a rock. Only the sentient being will

feel pain. The insentient entity will feel

nothing.

Sentience is central to the very concept of

human rights. 

Here’s why: because emotional or physical

pain feels bad, and pleasure feels good,

these feelings are relevant to which actions

are bad and which are good. Hence, human

rights exist to safeguard our well-being. If

we could not experience harm — or benefit

— rights would have no meaning.

Let’s begin by turning the spotlight on ourselves. Are we sentient?

If you are aware of yourself and know what it feels like to be you — if you can experience pain

and pleasure, love and hate, fear and joy, misery and emotional hurt, compassion and

empathy, along with countless other feelings — then you are sentient. The word sentience

comes from the Latin root meaning “to feel.”

Animal Sentience
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Question 2

Historic milestones in recognising animal sentience 

Are animals sentient too?

Anyone who has shared life with a dog, cat, or other

companion animal may find it surprising that animal

sentience was only formally recognised

internationally in the 21st century.

2005: At a conference in London hosted by

Compassion in World Farming, scientists voted

unanimously to urge the United Nations to

recognise animals as sentient beings capable of

suffering. The event, From Darwin to Dawkins: The

Science and Implications of Animal Sentience,

marked a turning point. Animal Voice April 2005

2006: Delegates from 108 countries attended a

follow-up symposium hosted by the World Society

for the Protection of Animals and a global petition

to the UN called for the recognition of animals as

sentient.

Animal Voice August 2006
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Koko caught on quickly. By the

age of 3, she could

communicate with 200 signs

and, as her vocabulary

developed, she made up her

own signed words. For example,

she called a ring, a ‘finger

bracelet’; she called ice cream

‘cold-candy’; an empty cup

‘drink no’. When she saw a horse

with a bit in its mouth, she

signed ‘sad teeth’.

KoKo had a special love for kittens. She named one of her favourites ‘All Ball’ and cuddled

the kitten as if he were her child. She grieved the loss of All Ball when he died, and she

made sounds similar to human crying. Her favourite bed-time story was The Three Little

Pigs, and she even learned to play the recorder. 

By the end of her life, Koko had learned to use more than 1000 signs, and under-stood

2000 spoken English words. Just before she passed away in 2018 at the age of 47, KoKo

told Penny she had a message. Using sign language, Koko said: “I am gorilla. I am flowers,

animals. I am Nature. Man Koko loves. Earth Koko loves. But man stupid. Koko cry. Fix Earth.

Help Earth. Nature see you. Thank you.”

Truly, Koko’s legacy is an extraordinary example of inter-species communication.

(Information from The Gorilla Foundation).

A gorilla named Koko, revolutionised our recognition of animal sentience though learning

Sign Language.

Born in the San Francisco Zoo in 1971, Koko was hand-reared by Penny Patterson, a graduate

student at Stanford University, who began teaching Sign Language to the young gorilla.

The story of Penny Patterson and Koko 

A gorilla named Koko had played a role in achieving this new understanding
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In an unanimous judgment in 2016, South Africa’s Constitutional Court declared that:
Animals are sentient beings capable of suffering and experiencing pain.

Animals have intrinsic value as individuals.

Protecting animals reflects constitutional values and the interests of society.

Animal protection safeguards the moral status of humans and prevents the erosion

of human values.

 www.saflii.org/za/cases/ZACC/2016/46

While sentience is not dependent on the extent and complexity of cognitive ability, it is also

not uniform across all species. In addition we tend to be more considerate towards animals

we live with — like dogs and cats — than towards equally sentient animals like pigs or cows.

For decades, fish were dismissed as insentient. However, in 2025 Science Alert reported

overwhelming evidence that fish suffer up to 22 minutes of intense pain when taken out of

water. Considering that an estimated 2.7 trillion fish are killed for human consumption each

year, this represents an almost unfathomable scale of suffering. 

In handing down judgment,

Justice Sisi Khampepe stated: 

“The rationale behind

protecting animal welfare

has shifted from merely

safeguarding the moral

status of humans, to

placing intrinsic value on

animals as individuals.”

Complexities ahead

South Africa acknowledges animal sentience
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