
Why Can’t I Fly Yet? 
Adapted from writing by Joshua Engel 

 

When students are learning about evolution, one of the most common questions is: “If species 

are always evolving to become better, then why can’t humans fly yet?” Or for that matter, why 

can’t every animal fly? The answer, of course, is that having wings is actually a trade-off. 

Or as Joshua Engel put it, “Because hands are too useful. Plus, we're too fat.” 

 

Evolution doesn't get to make whole new mechanisms on a clean slate. Note that both bats and 

birds had to sacrifice their hands to make wings. Evolution didn't just tack on wings. Their arms 

and hands gradually changed into wings. Birds and bats live in an environment with lots of 

predators, so having wings gives them a huge advantage. Humans don’t really have any 

predators anymore. 

 

Engineers can sometimes do better, because unlike evolution, they have a plan in mind from the 

get-go. That’s how they were able to build airplanes. Unfortunately, engineers can't even yet re-

grow a human arm yet, something they have right in front of them.  Adding a whole new 

structure to humans is way, way beyond the state of the genetic engineering art. 

 

Even when they get to that point, 

they're going to have a very hard 

time making wings that work by 

muscles. Birds and bats sacrifice 

a lot to be able to fly. They have 

light, fragile bones. They also 

have enormous muscles, and 

have oriented their entire 

biochemistry around getting 

energy to those muscles. You 

don't get to be a bird just by 

adding wings to it. You have to 

re-orient the entire physiology around being a wing-having organism. 

 

What humans specialize in is getting machines to do the work for them. We have cars and 

planes and helicopters. Planes are a much faster way to get distances more than a few hundred 

miles anyway. You didn't really want to flap your wings from New York to San Francisco. Boy, 

would your arms be tired! 


