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The Nature of a Bird's World. By Eliot Howard. (Cambridge 
University Press). 7s. 6d. net. 

A NEW book by Mr. Eliot Howard will be welcomed by all discerning 
observers of birds. We may confess to a little disappointment on 
finding tha t it was not a critique of the recent discussions on territory, 
which we still wish that the author would write, but Mr. Howard 
evidently considers that the territory theory can take care of itself, 
and in his latest work he is concerned with the fascinating but even 
more difficult subject of the avian mind. 

I t is doubtful whether the problem of the nature and workings of 
minds other than, and probably differently constituted to, our own, 
can ever in the nature of things be more than imperfectly solved, but 
it is perhaps not too much to hope that critical and sympathetic 
study and experiment may some day lead to a picture of the mental 
life of the higher animals upon at least the outlines of which all animal 
psychologists can agree. That time, however, certainly seems rather 
remote a t present, and there are still wide divergencies of interpretation 
amongst students of animal behaviour, though an increasing tendency 
is noticeable towards a less narrowly mechanistic interpretation than 
was prevalent a few years ago. I t has come to be widely recognized 
that much of the earlier experimental work on animal learning was 
vitiated by the problems set being too complex and bewildering and 
too foreign to the general run of the animal's experience to constitute 
fair tests, and consequently led to their mental capacity being assessed 
at too low a level, and in recent years an important school of thought 
has developed, represented by such men as E. S. Russell and Bierens 
de Haan, who insist that , although much in the actions of animals may 
be reflex and automatic, to seek to interpret their behaviour solely in 
terms of physical stimulus and response to the exclusion of processes 
of an essentially mental order is to give an entirely false picture of the 
animal mind. 

With the conclusions and point of view of such investigators Mr. 
Howard's have much in common. His discussion of the " Nature of 
a Bird's World " is in fact a fuller development of the thesis with which 
readers of his " Introduction to the Study of Bird Behaviour " will 
already be familiar, tha t the behaviour of a bird, for all the apparent 
automatism of much that it does, is inexplicable in terms solely of 
mere passive response to stimulation and only becomes intelligible 
through the recognition of a control and direction of activity which is 
essentially mental, and is itself a source of action independent of, 
though working in close relation with, sensory experience. 

The author discusses first the physical basis of the bird's " world " 
and emphasizes tha t the reactions of the breeding season do not neces
sarily follow one another in an invariable order and cannot therefore be 
regarded as a sequence of cause and effect. They are dependent on 
internal changes in the body and often one reaction which succeeds 
another has no direct relation to it. The rhythmical fashion in which 
reactions follow one another is a feature of bird behaviour and each one 
dominates the bird so long as the rhythm lasts, though it may be 
attended by a subsidiary, or, as the author calls it, a false reaction, 
which presently may become the dominant one. In this way " a bird 
may do two or three things in quick succession, and do them well ". 

The bodily changes with their corresponding kinds of activity are 
adjusted to the meteorological conditions which are normal for the 
time of year when the change occurs. But conditions in the outside 
world are rarely stable, and unfavourable weather, by lowering the 
intensity of response, may react detrimentally on breeding. I t is 
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suggested in this connexion that false reactions may have value by 
enabling the bird to respond more quickly, oftener, and to weaker 
stimulation. 

The second chapter deals with the conclusion to which observation 
and experiment alike point, tha t under the influence of different bodily 
states the bird lives in so many different " worlds ", so many different 
states causing its whole pattern of behaviour and its reactions to the 
same objects to be different a t different times, a territory world, a sexual 
world, a feeding world, a brooding world and so on. This, and the 
succeeding chapter, show some striking contacts with the point of view 
of such observers as Russell, for example, in the stress laid on the 
purposive character of such reactions as nest building, the striving or 
seeking for materials or a site which are not in the birds' sensory field 
a t all to begin with, and the impossibility of accounting for its actions as 
a sequence of mechanical responses to external stimuli. 

The final chapter deals with learning and incidentally introduces 
some important remarks about territory. The way in which birds 
form fixed routines and seem to be dominated by them is familiar. 
I t shows itself in the building of platforms and the shells of nests in the 
early part of the breeding season, but presently the bird spontaneously 
breaks the routine and starts afresh. The story of a Moorhen which 
had a routine pathway from its pond to the meadow where it fed, but 
when the provision of sufficient food for the young became urgent took 
a short cut over the hedge which completely cut it off from any sensory 
experience of the meadow so long as it was on the pond, shows again 
that birds are not bound by long-established routines and also that 
there must be a mental factor in their behaviour, since it frequently 
has reference to things outside their immediate sensory experience. 
The same mental element is evident in the fact that the location of 
shells and platforms once built is not forgotten, for in due course the 
bird will return to one of them, not necessarily the last made, and com
plete it, and i t appears again in the bird's behaviour with reference 
to its territory. Experiments are liable to mislead because the experi
menter cannot reproduce the internal states which under natural condi
tions are fundamental in influencing behaviour. Consequently there is a 
danger of their over-emphasizing the automatism and obscuring the 
adaptability of the bird's behaviour. 

I t is impossible in a review to do more than indicate in a quite 
sketchy manner the ground which Mr. Howard covers. The book is 
frankly not all easy reading and requires some concentration to do 
justice to the argument, but every serious student of bird behaviour 
will find it well worth the trouble of digesting carefully and rich in 
food for thought. But the reader must not expect to find a cut-and-
dried formal theory of bird behaviour, for the author expressly disclaims 
any intention of attempting to produce such a thing. His book is a 
record of the reflections of a penetrating observer groping towards 
some measure of understanding of what must probably always remain, 
in some decree, a. mvsterv.—B.W.T. 
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