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IN 2000, TWO years before he died, the leg-
endary television comic Milton Berle sued NBC 
for losing track of 130 fi lm reels of his early 
shows. A few years later, the Supreme Court 
upheld the Sonny Bono Copyright Act, extend-
ing copyright terms to 70 years past the death 
of the author, or 95 years from the date of fi rst 
publication. And in the last decade and a half, 
the ownership of the nation’s commercial ra-
dio stations has become more concentrated, 
with the number of owners decreasing by 40 
percent even as the number of total stations 
has grown.

These may seem like unrelated develop-
ments. But to Bill Ivey, they’re part of the same 
story: American culture is being taken over by 
powerful private forces and, as a result, fenced 
off from public use.

Ivey served as chair of the National Endow-
ment for the Arts under President Clinton, and 
he has thought as hard as anyone about how to 
protect and nourish American arts and culture. 
When he looks across the American cultural 
landscape, he sees a series of turf battles that 
pit private interests — often huge wealthy en-
tertainment conglomerates — against a ragtag 
assembly of advocates representing particular 
interest groups. Nobody, in all this, represents 
the interests of the “culture” itself — the vast, 
evolving collection of artworks, scripts, record-
ings, and texts that Americans are constantly 
creating and consuming in some way, or sim-
ply take patriotic pride in being aware of.

To remedy this state of affairs, Ivey has an 
ambitious proposition: create what he calls a 
“cultural EPA.” His vision is not a European-
style culture ministry, but a federal agency 
that would make sure no one gained too much 
control over the nation’s cultural assets: Just as 
the Environmental Protection Agency was cre-
ated to regulate any activity that exploited the 
nation’s environmental resources, so would a 
cultural EPA regulate activities that affect the 
nation’s cultural riches. Rather than relying on 
a disparate band of artists, First Amendment 
campaigners, local-radio enthusiasts, music 
historians, archivists, and the like, the nation’s 
cultural life would have a defender with the 
weight of the executive branch behind it, and 
the power to discipline and compel corporate 
behavior: to hold up mergers that threatened 
to concentrate too many cultural resources in 
one company’s hands, to weigh in on inter-
national trade deals and to reshape the way 
copyrights are awarded, and to regulate the 
airwaves with an eye on a broader sense of 
cultural vitality rather than chasing down foul 
language and the 

PERHAPS THE MOST unlikely hero to emerge from this sum-
mer’s World Cup was Paul the octopus, a lightly spotted inver-
tebrate living in an aquatic center in Germany. Paul earned 
worldwide fame for successfully “predicting” the winner of 
eight out of eight soccer games, including the fi nal match. Be-
fore each game, Paul’s keepers would place two food-fi lled box-
es, each of which was decorated with one team’s national fl ag, 
in the creature’s tank. Whichever box Paul ate from fi rst was 
considered to be his pick. The octopus nailed it all eight times.

Though Paul’s success seems mainly to have been luck — ev-
idence for psychic sports forecasting ability in octopuses is, 
well, somewhat lacking — if you were looking to consult a 
brainy animal, you could do worse than an octopus. Research 
is increasingly revealing that there’s something sophisticated 
going on inside the octopus’s soft and squishy head. The crit-
ters, it seems, are surprisingly smart.

Octopuses “make decisions all the time, complicated de-
cisions,” says Roger Hanlon, a senior scientist at the Marine 
Biological Laboratory in Woods Hole. “People don’t expect that 
from a creature related to an oyster.”

What scientists are discovering about the octopus calls into 
question many of our assumptions about intelligence. Partly 
this is because the creatures are so different from the kinds of 
animals — social vertebrates, especially mammals — that have 
long been seen as having a monopoly on OCTOPUS, Page C12
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DOWNWHY DRIVERS HIT OFFICERS 
ON THE SIDE OF THE ROAD
BY TOM VANDERBILT

FOR THE AVERAGE driver, there may be no more visible car on the 
road than a police cruiser. Through sheer practice — and maybe a ticket 
or two — we learn to pick out the radar-equipped patrol car nestled in a 
roadside clearing, our brake lights signaling the danger to fellow driv-
ers, like a bird alerting its fl ockmates. Even undercover cop cars — those 
white Ford sedans with the whip antennas — fairly scream for the atten-
tion of the attuned driver. Spend time inside of a police car, and you’ll see 
how a single car can affect a whole traffi c stream; indeed, one of the chal-
lenges in training police offi cers to be better drivers is that they never 

receive negative feedback from fellow drivers.
To the already recognizable shape and coloration of the highway pa-

trol, add fl ashing, high-intensity lights, and you would have, presum-
ably, the dictionary defi nition for the word “visible.” Which is why there 
is something deeply surprising, counterintuitive, and disturbing in the 
fact that police cars, often in plain view on clear days with lights ablaze, 
are so often struck by other cars during traffi c stops or other tasks.

As a recent spate of crashes — fi ve in fi ve weeks in Massachu-
setts — demonstrates, this seems to happen with a alarming frequency. 
Statisticians might note that clusters of crashes, like so-called accident 
hotspots, could be random spikes of activity, 
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Octopus
Continued from page C1

TOOL USE

It requires a certain kind of smarts for a 
creature to recognize that its efforts to 
solve a problem aren't working, and then 
to switch to a new strategy. The octopus 
seems capable of just that. Clams, which 
make up a major portion of the octopus 
diet, are difficult to open: Some have 
shells weak enough to just yank open, 
while others require the octopus to drill 
into the shell or chip around the edges. 
Mather and her colleague Roland Anderson, a 
biologist formerly at the Seattle Aquarium, decided 
to surprise octopuses by wiring shut clams that are usually easy to open. After trying in 
vain to yank the shells open, the animals quickly changed their approach, drilling into the 
clams instead. "The octopus is very good at trying different strategies," Mather said.

PLAYING
Play, a behavior restricted to the most 
intelligent species, is a sign of an 
active mind at work, and there are 
some indications that an octopus can 
play. When Mather and Anderson 
placed an empty pill bottle in an 
octopus tank, they observed that 
several of the creatures would blow a 
jet of water at the bottle, pushing the 
container into the tank's water current, 
then wait for the current to bring the 
bottle back, and blow it away again. 
"It's the water equivalent of bouncing a 
ball," Mather said. 

Subsequent studies, published in 2003 and 2006, documented play-like 
behavior with Legos. Whether this truly counts as "play" remains 
controversial: It can be tough to determine whether the octopus is playing 
with a new object or merely investigating it.

STEALTH MOTION CAMOUFLAGE
Hanlon calls it "the moving rock trick": When an octopus has to move across 
the open sea, it will take on the appearance of a rock and slowly creep along 
the ocean floor. "What's really sophisticated," Hanlon said, "is that they will 
adjust their speed based upon the amount of apparent motion in the water." 
More motion to distract from the octopus, and the creature will move more 
quickly. If the sea is calm and still, the cephalopod tiptoes more slowly. "It 
takes a big brain, excellent eyes, and magnificent coordination to pull off this 
cunning trick," Hanlon said.

SPATIAL MAPPING
In the wild, an octopus may go out foraging for hours, 
winding through numerous different types of habitats. And 
then, "suddenly," Hanlon said, "they'll leap up in the water 
column and make a beeline back home." In laboratory 
experiments, Hanlon and others have shown that the 
cephalopods can recognize environmental landmarks and 
use them to navigate. It sounds simple, but it requires some 
serious smarts—the creatures are essentially creating 
abstract mental maps of their environments and then 
storing and retrieving them from their long-term memories.

PROBLEM SOLVING

Octopuses will carry around two halves of an empty coconut shell and then hide inside them to avoid predators, a team of 
Australian researchers reported in late 2009. (Videos of this trick are easy to find on YouTube.) Tool use is considered a mark 
of cognitive sophistication; aside from humans, only a few creatures—including some primates, certain birds, and 
dolphins—have been shown to make and use tools. So far, the octopus is the only invertebrate known to manipulate tools.

Calm waters

Wavy waters

Coconut 
shells

The Word
By Erin McKean

Verbed!
Not every noun wants 

to stay that way
WHAT DO THESE words and phrases have in com-
mon? Friend, Google, TiVo, log in, contact, barbecue, 
unlike, concept, text, Photoshop, leverage, party, Xe-
rox, reference, architect, parent, improv, transition, 
diligence, host, chair, gift, heart, impact?

They’ve all been declared — by someone, some-
where, whether a usage expert or just a self-appoint-
ed language cop — “not verbs.” It doesn’t matter 

whether they’re useful, interesting, or entertaining 
as verbs; to many people, if a word began its life as 
a noun, then “verbing” it (like I did there) is just 
wrong.

This visceral reaction is the motivating force be-
hind the recently popular loginisnotaverb.com, one 
man’s impassioned plea against this kind of verbing. 
The site’s elaborate (and funny) arguments against 
login’s verb status really boil down to a simple de-
nial. “I will repeat the important part for clarity: 
‘login’ is not a verb. It’s simply not,” he writes.

The history of English, however, suggests that 
the language is remarkably fl exible in terms of what 
can be verbed. Almost any word can be drafted to 
serve as a verb, even words we think of as eternal 
and unchanging, stuck in their more traditional 
roles. It’s easy to think of scenarios where “She me’d 
him too much and they broke up” and “My boss to-
morrowed the meeting again” make sense.

(Linguists discussing this process sometimes 
avoid the nonstandard word verbing by using the 
technical terms denominal derivation or conversion 
instead. Rhetoricians are even less likely to use the 
word verbing and use the general term antimeria 
to describe any use of a word in a different part of 
speech.)

Objections to verbifi cation in English tend to 
be motivated by personal taste, not clarity. Verbed 
words are usually easily understood. When a word 
like friend is declared not a verb, the problem isn’t 

that it’s confusing; it’s that the protester fi nds it 
deeply annoying.

Some of the outrage might be connected to verb-
ing’s popularity as a feature of business jargon: Li-
ase, incentivize, leverage, and status are often cited 
as horrible bizspeak to be shunned at all costs. 
(Why are businesses supposed to be supereffi cient 
in everything but their use of language? “He didn’t 
have a chance to status us before he left” is four 
words shorter than “He didn’t have a chance to give 
us a status update before he left.”)

Some not-a-verb declarations are made for rea-
sons that are more fi nancial than linguistic: Google, 
TiVo, Adobe, and Xerox want to defend their trade-
marks, and one way to do that is to announce loud-
ly, and at every opportunity, that Google, TiVo, Pho-
toshop, and Xerox are not, repeat NOT, verbs. Xerox 
occasionally runs ads in major magazines (most 
recently in the Hollywood Reporter this past May) 
reminding people that Xerox is still a trademark, 
and asking writers not to use Xerox the trademark 
as a verb.

Given the outrage, why do people verb? Often, 
it’s a shortcut: There comes a point where text is 
just a shorter way to say “send a text message.” And 
there’s a kind of cultural currency to verbing, which 
might be a reason that it’s a staple of television writ-
ing. (There’s an episode of “Seinfeld” where Kramer 
says “Let’s bagel!”; and “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” 
used proper names as verbs on multiple occasions, 

including Keyser Soze, Clark Kent, and Scully.)
But something deeper is going on, too: When 

done well, verbing delights our brains. Philip Davis, 
a professor at the School of English at the University 
of Liverpool, devised a study in 2006 that tested just 
what happens when people read sentences with ver-
bed nouns in them — and not just any verbed nouns, 
nouns verbed by Shakespeare. (Shakespeare was an 
inveterate noun-verber; he verbed ghost, in “Julius 
Caesar, I Who at Phillipi the good Brutus ghosted”; 
dog, in “Destruction straight shall dog them at the 
heels”; and even uncle, in “Grace me no grace, nor 
uncle me no uncle.”)

So what did happen? When people were con-
fronted with verbed nouns (in sentences such as 
“I was not supposed to go there alone: You said 
you would companion me.”) EEGs measured their 
brains recognizing a syntactic anomaly, but not a 
semantic one. In other words, the subjects under-
stood — in a time measured in milliseconds — that 
something cool and new was happening. And they 
immediately got what it meant. Their double-take 
was measurably different from the one caused by 
hearing nouns or verbs unrelated to the context of 
the entire sentence (“you said you would charcoal 
me” “you said you would incubate me”).

Granted, it was just one study, and using Shake-
spearean language to boot. But if there’s even a slight 
chance that verbing attentions people, wouldn’t it 
be a shame not to take advantage of it?

Erin McKean is a lexicographer and founder of 
Wordnik.com. E-mail her at erin@wordnik.com.

smarts. Octopuses are members of a class of crea-
tures known as cephalopods, which appeared on 
the planet even before the fi rst fi sh, and they are 
almost as far removed from us primates as another 
animal can get. And although it has long been theo-

rized that intelligence evolved in social creatures as 
a way for species that live in groups to navigate the 
complex social world, the octopus leads a solitary 
life.

That suggests that perhaps the octopus’s smarts 
evolved for a different reason. The soft creatures are 
a favored prey for many marine species, and unlike, 
say, clams, they lack protective shells. Many of the 

octopus’s cleverest tricks, then, have nothing to do 
with navigating the social world and everything to 
do with avoiding becoming dinner. It’s an entirely 
different kind of intelligence than what’s required 
in the human world. And that’s what makes the 
creatures so fascinating.

“We’re smart and the octopus is smart, but oc-
topus intelligence just can’t be related to our intel-

ligence,” said Jennifer Mather, a psychologist at 
Canada’s University of Lethbridge and expert on ce-
phalopod behavior. The cephalopod’s mental skills, 
she said, suggests that perhaps we have defi ned in-
telligence too narrowly.

When scientists say an octopus is smart, then, 
what do they mean? Here, a guide to some of the 
capabilities that scientists are investigating.
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