
Empathy and anticipation of desires: Children have it, but apes do not

Have you ever guessed what dish your significant other would order at a restaurant before they even
picked up the menu? If so, congratulations, you’ve engaged in a behavior that some researchers believe
might be “uniquely human.”

In a new paper, published [January 17] in PLOS ONE, a team of scientists found that young children from
diverse cultural backgrounds have the ability to anticipate other peoples’ food preferences—but
nonhuman great apes do not. “It’s a question of social cognition,” says Juliane Kaminski, a comparative
psychologist at the University of Portsmouth and a co-author of the study. “We are basically asking about
theory of mind.”

“Theory of mind” refers to an individual’s ability to understand that others have emotions, thoughts and
desires that are unique from their own.
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Kaminski and her co-authors recruited 71 children from three different countries: Samoa, Namibia and
Germany. They also tracked down 25 captive great apes representing the four species most closely
related to humans: bonobos, chimpanzees, orangutans and gorillas. Then the researchers ran both
groups through a test that involved three food choices, which the team ranked from most to least desirable.

…

[W]hen the adults conveyed a preference for the candy, the children almost uniformly opted for their
second choice (crackers) so that the grown-ups could enjoy the sweet treat—and the kids could be certain
of getting at least some reward while avoiding the dreaded tomatoes. This pattern held across each of the
three cultural backgrounds.

Great apes, however, showed no such courtesy. When the researchers ran a similar food preference test
with chimpanzees, bonobos, gorillas and orangutans, they found that the primates did not take the desires
of human volunteers into account.

This is an excerpt. Read the original post here
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