Are Chickens Dinosaurs?

Hi Jon,

 

Thanks for your note and your question regarding the interesting program put out by Discovery Channel recently.  I just saw the program last night myself.  Thanks for the heads up.  

 

You make the key observation that, "At least some of this material apparently codes for anatomical structures that living organisms don't have." 
 

That's a very important observation.  Living chickens don't have teeth, but they do apparently have the genes for them.  Do you know that horses also have the genes for long canine teeth as well as multiple toes instead of the single hoof usually seen on modern horses?  Cave fish that do not have eyes still have the genes to make eyes (plus one key point mutation that turns the eye-making genes off).  Flightless birds that live exclusively on windy islands today still have the genetic information for long feathers and the wing and body structures needed for flight.
 

My point is that It is very easy to start out with more information than is needed and loose expression of it in various environments where it is no longer needed, than to go the other way around and get novel genetic information when it didn't already exist in the gene pool.
 

What I'm suggesting here is that the original bird ancestors already had the genes for making teeth, long tail vertebrae, scales, and the informational complexity for feathers (modern birds have all of this genetic information).  The question now is, do reptiles have this information?  
 

Consider that taking a bird gene pool that already contains the genes for both scales and feathers to produce a bird that has feathers where it usually grows scales, or visa versa, is no big deal.  Every single cell of that creature has all the genes.  Getting it to help grow either scales or feathers is just a matter of turning on the right set of genes.  What the scientists interviewed in the Discovery program did was to flip a very simple chemical switch (retinoic acid / Vitamin A in this case) to turn on the desired set of genes for either scales or feathers.  That's easy.  
 

The problem is that this very interesting demonstration does not support the hypothesis that creatures that never did have the genes for feathers to begin with could produce feathers by flipping the same informationally simple chemical switch.  If, for example, these scientists were able to get an iguana to grow feathers using the same Vitamin A switch that they used in chickens, that would be much more interesting.  But, starting with a chicken, known to have genes for both scales and feathers, and getting it to grow feathers or scales in different places is pretty lame beyond a technical level of laboratory interest - to be honest. It really doesn't say anything important or interesting about how to go the other way around and get complex feathers from simple scales without the genes for feathers already being there.
 

Take a look below at the detailed structures of a feather (left) and scales (right), both magnified 80 times.
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Superbly engineered for lightweight aerodynamic efficiency, the system of interlocking hooks and barbules means that a quick preen with the bill will cause flattened feathers to snap into fully aerodynamic shape again. But note that every structure or organ must be represented by a great deal of genetic information (written in DNA). Clearly, the information required to code for the construction of a feather is of a substantially different order from that required for a comparably simple scale. For scales to have evolved into feathers means that a significant amount of genetic information, or specific chemical complexity, has to exist in the bird's DNA which is not present in that of the reptile. Examine the amazing close-up (below) of the barbules of a feather showing the tiny hooklets and grooves (Magnified 200 times).
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At this stage we should be feeling uneasy about the idea that a simple chemical like vitamin A, containing a relatively small amount of 'information', could cause such an ordered structure to arise all by itself. And, of course, it doesn't. The scientists have already told us that their experiments were done on chicken embryos, which already have the information coding for feather construction. The simple chemical (Vitamin A) was only used as a simple 'switch' or 'trigger' during embryonic development to turn on the true complexity of the set of genes needed to code for feather development.

Now, if a clever genetic engineer were to splice out the information coding for feather construction from a chicken embryo, and splice it into a iguana embryo to cause it to grow feathers, this would confirm my point — that is, such complex information at such a high level cannot arise via the evolutionary mechanism of random mutation and natural selection. It has to be deliberately created or transferred from a preexisting source of high-level information. 

 

Exactly the same thing is true for the other features mentioned in the program - to include the genes for the longer tail vertebrae and the teeth.  These already exist in the chicken.  Try getting them to evolve in a creature than never had these genes to begin with.  That's a whole different ballgame.  

 

Beyond this, the scientist in the Discovery Channel program kept emphasizing the notion that fossil creatures like Archaeopteryx was some sort of closer link to dinosaurs.  They failed to mention the fact that this notion is hotly contested by a number of mainstream scientists.  

 

Dr. Alan Feduccia (evolutionary biologist and chair of the Biology Dept at University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill) spoke at the San Diego Natural History Museum on the origin of birds November of 2004. During that talk he said, "Paleontologists have tried to turn Archaeopteryx into an earth-bound, feathered dinosaur. But it's not. It is a bird, a perching bird. And no amount of 'paleobabble' is going to change that."  (Link)

 

During this talk he especially emphasized the following points:

 

  Archaeopteryx is a true bird. 

  "Dinofuzz" is nothing more than collagenic fibers found on many other fossils. 

  Today's highly touted "Feathered Dinosaurs" are a myth: some fossils (i.e. Caudipteryx) have flight-feathers but they aren't really dinos--they are secondarily flightless birds 

  Birds have digits 2-3-4, and theropods have digits 1-2-3. This is powerful evidence that birds couldn't have evolved from theropod dinos. 

  Also, the theropod --> bird hypothesis requires that birds evolved flight from the ground-up. If Caudipteryx has feathers but not for flight, Feduccia finds this explanation quite tenuous. Put simply, ground-up proponents say feathers were pre-adapted for flight but evolved originally for insulation. This is silly because feathers are perfectly suited for flight, and very energetically costly to produce. If insulation was all that was needed, hair would have done the job just fine and would NOT have been nearly so costly. It strains credibility to say feathers evolved for insulation. 

  Feduccia prefers Microraptor as an ancestor of birds because he likes the trees-down hypothesis, not the ground-up hypothesis. 

  If birds didn't come from theropods, this does leave a rather large time-gap where there is essentially no fossil documentation of exactly what sort of dinos or other reptiles from which birds would have evolved. 

 

For more information on this topic see the following Link.

 

So, I hope this has helped somewhat with your question, "What does this say for the theory of evolution?  In short, it strongly supports the notion that genes that are already there can be turned on by simple switches.  It does little to explain how highly complex systems got there to begin with outside of deliberate design.  
 

But, you ask, "What reason could God have had to create it?"  
 

I believe God created living things with a great deal of plasticity or ability to adapt to many different environments.  He gave living things a great deal of extra information to be able to cope well with various environments which they might encounter.  Some environments, of course, make certain genetic options unhelpful - like eyes in the darkness of a cave.  So, such options, since they really use a lot of energy to produce without any benefit, are not protected by natural selection (a real force of nature by the way).  
 

As the saying goes, if you don't use it, you lose it.
 

Anyway, hope this helps . . .
 

Sean Pitman
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