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7  Social Primates and the Evolution of  Social 
Cognition  
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7.1 Evolution and social cognition 

Evolutionary biology, since Darwin, is based upon the principle of  Òdescent with 
modificationÓ: a blind selective process retain certain forms of file while discard others; the 
selection is based on the fitness of the inherited trait. Thus natural selection requires only i) 
variation in a population, ii) heritability of variable trait, and iii) selection of these variations.  

Darwin draw inspiration from demographer Thomas Malthus,  philosopher (and founder 
of economics) Adam Smith and  geologist Charles Lyell. Matlhus showed that populations grow 
faster than their resources; Smith showed that population-level processes are not necessarily 
planned, but may emerge from individual interactions; and Lyelle showed that simple change, 
over long periods, can lead to important changes. The actual states of geological formations can 
help to explain the past. Thus in the Òeconomy of natureÓ, as Darwin puts it, each form of live 
strive to survive and reproduce, and thus must adapt. Current living beings embody years and 
years of adaptation. The modern evolutionary synthesis was achieved by Dobzhansky and other 
biologist who integrate Darwinian theory with mendelian genetics (1937). Darwinism provides a 
general mechanism to explain the diversity and adaptivity of living beingsÑ natural selectionÑ
and a guiding principle for organizing the mass of facts about them, the Òtree of lifeÓ. The 
following figure represent ape phylogeny:  

 
 

Thus our species did not "descend from apes": human and current apes share common 
ancestry Humans are hominins, primates, mammal, vertebrate, metazoarians and thus share 
certain trait with each of them.  

Darwin's anticipated a revolution in psychology:  

In the distant future I see open fields for far more important researches. Psychology will 
be based on a new foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power 
and capacity by gradation. 
-- Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species, 1859, p. 449. 
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In the Descent of Man, Darwin sketched an account of human faculty based on 
ÒEvolutionary social psychologyÓ.  Darwin argue (as many contemporary evolutionary 
anthropologists/psychologists) that intelligence and social life co-evolved.  

A defining feature of social animals is that they face specific category of problems. Not 
only do the have to cope with ecological problems, (climate, food, environment, etc), they have 
social problem. To borrown  Cheney & Seyfarth expression (2007, p.12): "most of the problems 
facing baboons can be expressed in two words: other baboons". Social life poses challenges such 
as (from Schaller et al., 2007): 
Alliance formation  
Status  
Self-protection 
Finding and maintaining mates 
Kin Care 

Hence, given the assumption that natural selection operate also on mental faculty, social 
animals might be not only adapted to their environment, but also to life in society. Thus primate 
and human intelligence might be an adaptation to social life. Darwin suggest that our Òsocial 
instinctsÓ might have evolved and turned into complex reasoning capacities:  

Ultimately our moral sense or conscience becomes a highly complex sentiment- 
originating in the social instincts, largely guided by the approbation of our fellow-men, 
ruled by reason, self-interest, and in later times by deep religious feelings, and confirmed 
by instruction and habit. (Descent of Man, chap. 5) 
About a century later, in "The social function of the intellect" Nicholas Humphrey draw a 

similar connection between intelligence an social life: 

  

“social primates are required by the very nature of the system they create and maintain to 
be calculating beings; they must be able to calculate the consequences of their own 
behaviour, to calculate the likely behaviour of others, to calculate the balance of 
advantage and loss -and all this in a context where the evidence on which their 
calculations arebased is ephemeral, ambiguous and liable to change, not least as a 
consequence of their own actions. In such a situation,"social skill" goes hand in hand 
with intellect, and here at last the intellectual faculties required are of the highestorder. 
The game of social plot and counter-plot cannot be played merely on the basis of 
accumulated knowledge, any more than can a game of chess” 
Thus social-cognitive capacities are required. Clearly, our folk-psychology could be an 

adaptation to social life. But then, is it something peculiar to our linguistic nature, or does our 
close cousins also enjoy similar abilities? The question that haunted primatologists, since the 
famous Premack and Woodruff (1978) paper is "Does the chimpanzee have a theory of mind?" 

7.2 Primate minds 

Premack and Woodruff (1978) define the Theory of Mind (TOM) as a capacity to impute 
Òmental states to himself and to others (...) A system of inferences of this kind is properly viewed 
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as a theory, first, because such states are not directly observable, and second, because the system 
can be used to make predictions, specifically about the behavior of other organisms (Premack and 
Woodruff 1978, p. 515). This characterization raises two kinds of problems.  

Empirical:  
 
Do chimpanzees predict and explain behavior? 
If predict and explain behavior, do they use mentalistic concepts, or behavioral ones ?  
If they use mentalistic concepts, is it B-D? 
(we know chimpanzee have certain concepts; it is not clear if they have mentalistic ones and if 

they use mentalistic concepts in social interactions).  

Conceptual:  
 
Are  predictions and explanations the main functions of folk-psychology (FP)? 
Do we always use mentalistic concepts to do so? 
Are B-D the only mentalistic concepts? 

How we define Òtheory of mindÓ (ToM) influence the question ÒDoes X have itÓ. Is there 
evidence of a theory of mind in chimpanzees? Or are chimpanzees using only behavioral rules? 
The literature identify usually the possession of a ToM as manifest in imitation, self-recognition, 
social relationships, role-taking, deception and perspective taking, (Heyes, 1998). The challenge 
raised by what we might call Òskeptical behaviorismÓ, is to see if one can reformulate behavioral 
evidence without mental terms, in which cases the observed behavior might not require a ToM. It 
many cases, it is not clear whether this capacity indicate a ToM or if another ÒbehavioristÓ 
explanation would be sufficient. For example, imitative behavior can be acquired by other means 
than mental-state inference. The sweet-potato washing observed in Japanese macaques is not 
necessarily an imitation, but maybe the induction of a behavior by similar stimulus (the macaque 
goes in the water, drop it, and conclude, like the other before, that it remove the sands), stimulus 
enhancement rather than imitation. Moreover, one ca imitate an action without attributing mental 
states. Self-recognition (the fact that apes, but not monkeys, touch their head in front of a mirror 
when they see a red spot that was painted while they were sleeping) maybe due to the fact that 
chimps touch their faces more often than monkeys, or because the experimenter introduces the 
mirror when the animal is completely awake (anesthetic artifact). Moreover, Òmirror-guided body 
inspectionÓ is not a sign of a ToM, but a sign that the ape have a Òbody conceptÓ not a Òself-
conceptÓ. Autistic children do not attribute belief but inspect their bodies. However, the problem 
with Òskeptical behaviorismÓ is that even children who pass the false belief test have not ToM! 
The child could be using behavioral regularities about Sally Òpeople look for things where they 
wereÓ 

As Kristin Andrews note, the problem might be also with the standard account of Human 
folk-psychology (Andrews 2005, 2007). According to this standard account, FP uses beliefs-
desires for prediction/explanations. Thus it consists in 2 assumptions 

 (1) Homogeneity: one mechanism (mental state attribution) generates prediction and 
explanations 

(2) Narrowness of functions: prediction and explanations are paradigmatic functions 
(cooperation, bonding, etc, are ignored in accounts of FP) 
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A problem with (1) is the plurality of mechanisms. We use several mechanisms to predict 
behavior, (and some of them are not mentalistic), such as:  

 
Assuming people will act like us 
Stereotypes 
Generalizations about past behavior 
Personality traits 

Another problems is the inaccuracy of B-D predictions. When we focus on B-D, our 
predictions are less accurate and we overestimate the probability of actions when provide 
reasons. But we are generally good at predicting behavior in ordinary situations, so these 
predictions might not be primarily based on B-D. The problem with (2) is the plurality of 
functions. FP is used also for: evaluation and moral judgement (Knobe),  story-telling (Hutto), 
etc. We use it for interaction, coordinating behaviors, detecting deception, bonding, etc. A 
Brandomian could also insist on justification: humans ask for reasons, and have to provide 
reasons. FP is the framework we use when we give and ask for reasons 

Hence, the problem with the standard account is that prediction/explanation is one thing; 
attributing B-D is another; and FP is not exhausted by the set of all propositional 
predictions/explanations.  

The question that should be asked is the: do chimpanzee use mentalistic concepts? It 
seems that they do, in certain practices that requires mentalistic cnoncepts: tactical deception, 
punishment, bonding  or coordination. Certain bands forage collectively and coordinate their 
effort by distributing functions between individuals. While they hunt, certain chimps can have 4 
four roles: the driver, the chaser, the ambusher and the captor. This coordination seems to require 
a sort of FP for coordination, prediction, understanding, etc. Coordination is compatible with the 
mastering of FP concepts. We should not look for mentalistic concepts only in terms of 
predictions, but see if chimpanzees master any mentalistic concepts (for prediction or not, B-D or 
not) such as SEEING: If Al know that Bert see an apple, than Al attribute a mental state to Bert 
(Note that  the question is not whether chimps can see, but whether they have the concept of 
SEEING). When subordinate chimps mate and feed when dominants cannot see them, this seesm 
to indicate that they master the concept of seeing.  
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In an experiment, Hare et al (2001) used the following display:  

  
The subordinate sees the food, the dominant cannot. When food is occluded, the 

subordinate approach it; when it is not, he avoid it. The the subordinate knows what the dominant 
knows, and have a concept of SEEING (Òhe does not see it, so I will eat it and wonÕt be 
punishedÓ). Could it be explained by a non-mentalistic strategy? Maybe the subordinate use 
behavioral rules; Òavoid food when the dominant is oriented toward itÓ, etc. However, the 
subordinate behave similarly even when the dominant is behind and opaque door: when the food 
is in the dominantÕs visual field, the subordinate avoid it. Hence he does not read behavior here.  
The subordinate does not have a simple rule to decide whether he approach the food or not. He 
uses abstract generalizations about the visibility/ invisibility of the food (Òwhen invisible for the 
dominant, go for itÓ) 

According to Andrews, to understand the chimps representations of visibility as Òthat 
which the dominant may approachÓ we need mentalistic concepts. To know something about 
visibility is to know something about seeing. The chimp concept of seeing might be similar to the 
3-years-old child: SEEING is not connected with BELIEVING, but clearly connected with an 
abstract mentalistic concepts. Thus chimps have some kind of FP because they see others as 
minded agents, and engage in certain FP practices  
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