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How crab claws keep crabs safe and help them get food

Crab claws (called chelae) are one of a crab’s most important tools. They do more than just look scary
— claws are built for grabbing, cutting, crushing and signaling. Below is a step-by-step look at how claws
work and why they help crabs survive.

1. What a claw is and how it’s built

¢ Exoskeleton: Claws are part of the crab’s hard outer shell (exoskeleton). The outer layer is
strong and protects the soft parts inside.

¢ Two main parts: A movable finger (dactyl) and a fixed finger (propodus) form the pincer.
Muscles inside the leg close the movable part against the fixed part.

¢ Sensory hairs: Tiny hairs on the claw help a crab feel and taste food.

2. How claws protect crabs (defense)

1. Threat display: Crabs raise and open claws to look big and warn predators or rivals. This can
stop fights without damage.

2. Physical defense: If a predator attacks, the crab can pinch to bite or push away the threat.

3. Armor and escape: Some claws can break off (autotomy) to distract predators, letting the crab
escape; the claw can later regrow after molting.

3. How claws help crabs get food

¢ Grabbing and holding: Claws catch fast or slippery prey (worms, small fish, other invertebrates)
and hold them while the crab eats.

¢ Crushing: Many crabs have strong, thick claws (crusher claws) to crush hard shells of mollusks
and snails.

¢ Cutting/tearing: Other claws are sharper and better at cutting soft prey or ripping pieces of
seaweed.

¢ Sorting and feeding: Crabs use one claw to tear food and the other to transfer pieces to their
mouthparts. They also use claws to clean and groom food, removing sand or unwanted bits.

¢ Filter and scoop: Some crabs use claws to dig in sand or filter small particles from water.

4. Interesting examples

¢ Fiddler crabs: Males have one huge claw used mainly for waving to attract mates and fighting —
the smaller claw does most of the feeding.

¢ Blue crabs: Have sharp claws for tearing and slicing prey and thick parts for crushing.

e Coconut crabs: Can use very strong claws to crack open coconuts — an extreme example of
claws used for feeding.

5. Growth, molting and trade-offs

e Claws are part of the exoskeleton, so crabs must molt (shed their shell) to grow. After molting,
claws are temporarily softer.

¢ If a claw is lost, a crab can regrow a new one over several molts. Regrowing takes energy, so
there’s a trade-off between fighting and staying safe.

¢ Very large claws (like a fiddler’s) are useful for signaling or fighting but can slow the crab down or
make it more visible to predators.
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6. Simple observations you can try (safe and respectful)

¢ Watch tidepool or shoreline videos and note how crabs use claws to eat or defend themselves.
¢ If you safely observe crabs in nature, keep your distance and don’t disturb them. Notice which
claw they use for feeding and whether one claw is bigger.

e Compare pictures of different crab species to see how claw shape matches their diet (sharp for
cutting, thick for crushing).

Quick summary

Crab claws are multi-purpose tools: they protect crabs by warning and fighting off threats, and they help
crabs get food by grabbing, cutting, crushing and sorting meals. Claw shape and size match a crab’s
lifestyle, and claws can even be lost and regrown when needed.

If you want, | can show diagrams of claw parts, compare specific species, or suggest videos to watch —
tell me which you'd like.
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