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The evolutionary foundations and function of empathy in relation to the expression
of positive emotions in human nursing behaviors
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Empathy to positive emotions is unique to humans. What is the adaptive function
of this ability? Humans, compared to great apes, show (i) increased infant rearing costs in terms of time
and resources, and (ii% increased social smiling in childhood. This increased smiling-in conjunction with
rearing adult’ s empathy towards such positive emotions-may be driving the increased communal rearing
(allomothering), which in turn is crucial for the successful rearing of costly human infants. We
investigated the positive empathetic responses of humans and chimpanzees towards infant emotional
expressions. For humans, the caregivers increased interactions with infants was positively correlated
with the physiological measures for empathy. This suggests that empathy to positive emotions is linked
with increased exposure to infants’ smiling. Data remain to be analyzed for chimpanzees. This
preliminary evidence supports our theory that empathy to positive emotions is associated with
allomothering.
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