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Chimpanzees can but sometimes do not do it:
Restrictions in cognition and motivation
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Human uniqueness is often attributed to highly sophisticated cognitive ability. Through comparative studies
with humans and non-human animals, especially our closest evolutionary relatives, behaviors not demonstrated by
any non-human animals are considered unique to humans, and this inaction is then explained as arising due to a
lack of necessary background cognitive abilities. However, even if non-human animals do not demonstrate a certain
behavior, it is too early to say they cannot. There has been accumulating evidence that non-human animals do have
the necessary cognitive bases for certain complex behaviors, yet still do not perform these in their everyday lives. By
introducing some examples of chimpanzees” social and cultural behaviors, I propose four hypotheses to explain their
inaction, three of which are more focused on motivational than cognitive restrictions. This paper mainly discusses,
from a motivational perspective, why certain behaviors do not manifest themselves despite evidence for their cogni-
tive foundations.
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Figure 1. Concept of the area of latent cognitive abilities
(“Can do but does not do”) (republished from Figure 1
in Yamamoto 2021)
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Table 1.
Four hypotheses to explain why chimpanzees' cognitive
abilities are present but are not exerted in their ordinary lives
(republished from Table 2 in Yamamoto (2021))

Hypotheses of renoiil):i Prosociality lesaj(rzli;ig innovation
Additional Y

cognition

Relationship v v

Context v

Profitability v v v

Note. “v" means that the hypothesis plausibly explains the
chimpanzees’ inaction even with the cognitive ability.
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