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BACK TO THE BEGINNING:
OUR ANIMAL ANCESTORS

An innate capacity for numbers coded in our genome implies that we
have inherited that coding from our parents, and they from their par-
ents. How far back in our evolutionary history can we trace it} We
have seen that the earliest Homo sapiens appeared to possess the
capacity, and possibly our Neanderthal cousins too. We have no direct
evidence that our common ancestor, Homo erectus, conld count, since
the surviving artefacts offer no clues, It is, however, possible to test
descendants of our more distant ancestors, the chimpanzees, who split
off from the human lineage about 6 million years ago.** If we can find
evidence that chimpanzees categorize the world in terms of numerosi-
ties, then this opens up the possibility that the genetic endowment goes
back to at least the ancestor of both humnans and chimps. Of course,
other animals may have this number sense too, in which case it orig-
inates much further back in the evolution of life.

But there is one crucial caveat to thig line of reasoning. To show
that an ability has been inherited from an ancestra] animal, the mere
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