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Insect orientation to polarized moonlight

» Sunlight scatters when it strikes tiny particles in
the atmosphere, giving rise to
patterns

» Many creatures use the
to orientate themselves




Insect orientation to polarized moonlight

An African dung beetle
uses to
make a swift exit after
finding food.

The beetle is rolling a ball
of dung.

M. Dacke et al. Nature 424 (2003) 33




Paths taken by beetles ( n = 10) moving dung balls
outwards from the centre of an arena (diameter, 3 m).

On a moonlit night
On moonless nights

Change in direction
(turn to the right by +70)
taken by a beetle when
a perpendicularly
polarizing filter is
placed over the beetle
at the point indicated by
the dot; the beetle
resumes its direction of
travel on exposure to
the open sky.




Polarized light as a butterfly mating signal

This optical feature of
some iridescent wings
catches a suitor’s eye
In the deep forest.

A. Sweeney et al.
Nature 424 (2003) 31
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