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(Columba livia domestica)

Abstract. Through the use of learned symbols, a pigeon accurately communicated
information about hidden colors to another pigeon. Each verbal exchange was initi-
ated with a spontaneous request for information. The two pigeons engaged in a sus-
tained and natural conversation without human intervention.

In a recent report, Savage-Rumbaugh
et al. (1) described the first successful
demonstration of symbolic communica-
tion between two nonhuman primates.
They showed that chimpanzees’ non-
verbal communication ability could be
enhanced through learning. Specifically,
the chimpanzees exchanged information
about food through the use of geometric
symbols. They were first taught to name
a number of foods by pressing buttons on
which corresponding symbols were
marked. Then they were taught to
request hidden food by using its symbol-
ic name. Finally, in a test of how well
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Fig. 1. Adjoining keyboards for the two pi-
geons. Jack’s is on the left and Jill's is on the
right. Jack needs information about the color

recessed 5 cm behind the curtain in the upper -

right-hand corner of Jill's keyboard. The R.
G, and Y on Jill's keyboard are black on
white. The three keys below the wHaT coL-
or? key on Jack's keyboard are yellow, red.
and green from left to right.

information about a given food could be
transmitted from one chimpanzee to the
other, one chimpanzee watched while
some food was hidden and, in the pres-
ence of the second chimpanzee, was
asked by the experimenter to indicate
the symbolic name for that food. If the
second chimpanzee then correctly asked
for that food by using its symbolic name,
both subjects were rewarded with the
food. Also briefly described was a situa-
tion in which the chimpanzees spontane-
ously used symbols to request food from
each other. Evidently, communication
through the use of symbols is not an ac-
tivity that is necessarily unique to man.
The question naturally arises as to
whether it is unique to primates.

This report presents, to our knowl-
edge, the first instance of such symbolic
communication between nonprimates—

two White Carneaux pigeons (Columba

livia domestica). Pigeons are known to
communicate under natural conditions
by using coos. short grunts, and wing
claps (2). We present here data showing
that their natural inclination to communi-
cate can be enhanced through learning
and. in particular, that they are able to
transmit information to one another by
using symbols.

The communication system was simi-
lar to that of Savage-Rumbaugh ez af. (1).
The pigeons expressed words or short
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