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around on two legs rather than four, at least when they’re not flying (and some of

them can't). Parrots!, at least, have a consistent preference for picking things up
with one foot, although in a mocking reversal? of human handedness® most of
them prefer to use the left foot (most humans are right-handed and right-footed).
Some birds prudently* store food for the winter, and there is evidence that some of
them can remember not only where they store food but also when they stored it,
suggesting a kind of memory—known as episodic memory5—that has been
claimed as unique to our own species. Birds make tools. They fly, albeité without
purchasing airline tickets. They sing. And some of them talk.
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@ But of course birdsong differs in lots of ways from human speech. The ability of

birds to imitate sounds probably has to do with the recognition of kin? and the

establishment and maintenance of territory but has nothing to do with
conversation. Birds sing characteristic songs for much the same reason that

nations of people fly characteristic flags or plav national anthems8. The

remarkable ability of species like the mockingbird? to imitate the songs of other
birds has no doubt evolved also as a deceptivel® device to give the illusion of a
territory filled with other birds, so that they may occupy that territory for
themselves.
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In any event, it would of course be irresponsible!! of me to claim any real

7 kin 1if%k

8 national anthem [EiK

9 mockingbird <RIV
10 deceptive K< K972

11 jrresponsible #EEF/R

i ke OM13(066—95)



kinship!? between humans and birds. There is a remote sense in which we are
related to them, but to find the common ancestor of birds and humans we would
have to go back some 250 million years (and it couldn't fly), while the common
ancestor of ourselves and the chimpanzees!3 existed a mere 5 or 6 million years
ago. I am therefore compelledi4 to adopt the more conventional, down-to-earth15
view that our descentl® was not from the creatures of the sky but from the more
restricted arboreall” heights of our primatel® forebears1®. Those seductive20
parallels between characteristics we fondly2! imagine to be unique to ourselves
and their taunting counterparts?? in birds are most likely the results of what is
known as convergent evolution 22 — independent adaptations to . common
environmental challenges—rather than features that were handed down from
that 250-million-year-old common ancestor. @722, Fifzb % B, % L I O&EY
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(Adapted from Michael C. Corballis, From hand to mouth: the origins of

language.)
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