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Smiling and laughing as communication in humans and non-human primates
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Why are human smiles unique? Neonates show spontaneous smiling, i.e.,
smiling without any external stimuli, during irregular sleep. Moreover, the frequency of social
smiling increases from around two-months of age in both humans and chimpanzees. 1 observed human
infants, captive chimpanzees, and captive infant Japanese macaques. The main results indicated that
infant Japanese macaques, similar to humans, show spontaneous smiling. Furthermore, chimpanzees
displayed social smiling in only two situations: when playing, and when infant chimpanzees were
lifted by their mothers. These observations suggest that the early development of smiling and
laughter in humans and non-human primates have commonalities, although smiling in chimpanzees might
be limited to playful situations. Also, chimpanzees might not be sensitive to smiling by other
chimpanzees. Humans might be unique in showing frequent smiling under a variety of situations, and
in sharing pleasant emotions with others by smiling.
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