
At its core, the fearful ape hypothesis posits that vulnerable humans under perceived

threat started signaling for help (expressed fear) in environments where help was

likely to be given (alloparental care). The notion of emotions as a social influence

tactic is well accepted (Crivelli & Fridlund, 2018), and the author argues that fear

signaling as a threat response is more adaptive in cooperative care environments,

where help is more abundant. Neglected, however, is the parallel notion that in

environments where help is more abundant, fearfulness may be less indicative of

actual threat. In cooperative care environments, expressions of fear may be more

noticed and attended to, but less accurate. Why? In environments with more abundant
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therefore an open question of whether heightened childhood fear can help

caregivers protect the child from danger; it may even distract caregivers from

noticing such danger.

After all, when caregivers are more responsive, children are less fearful, not more

(Ainsworth, 1979). These securely attached children rely more on their caregivers to

keep them safe than their personal capacity to detect threats. In societies with

greater wealth and thus lower childhood mortality, childhood fear expression is even

less indicative of actual threat because there is less threat. Childhood fear in such

societies may not be less accommodated, but less warranted.

Perhaps heightened childhood fear is adaptive – but not because it helps human

adults respond to a child in real danger, but rather, as the target article also suggests,

because it increases a!ective bonding and caregiver investment (Hrdy, 2016;

Tomasello, 2020). How would a heightened expression of fear help such a child?

Perhaps by evoking empathy. When it comes to the provision of altruistic care to

progeny, a significant amount of scholarship suggests that empathic concern, worry

about the welfare of another, is an essential ingredient (Batson, 2009, 2011). Let us

assume that the expression of fear is particularly powerful is soliciting feelings of

empathic concern from would-be caregivers, yielding greater a!ective bonding, and

caregiver investment in the child. However, this sword is double-edged. To the extent

that the child's expressions of fear are not well calibrated to actual threats in the

environment, a-child-who-cried-wolf dilemma emerges: Heightened, but “baseless,”

expressions of fear are likely to tax the emotional, cognitive, and behavioral resources

of caregivers – especially in ultrasocial contexts where the few threats that do remain

are already under cooperative surveillance and care.

Humans may express more fear than apes. The adaptive, or otherwise, reasons for

heightened fear expressiveness are worth exploring. The target article raises one

definite possibility: cooperative care. However, under cooperative care, children's fear

as a signal of threat is both more noticed, and less accurate. This implies that as an



a!ective bonding strategy, emotional expressions that avoid unwarranted caregiver

stress may be more adaptive.
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