rber Tasimli Is a 23-year-old researcher at Yale University’s Infant Cognition
Center, where he studies the moral inelinations of babies—how the littlest chil-
dren understand right and wrong, before language and culture exert their deep
influence,”"What are wo at our eore, before anything, hefore everything?" he
asks. His experiments draw on the worlk of Jean Piaget, Noam Chomasloy, his
own undergraduate thesis at the Universily of Pennsylvania and whal hap-
pened to him in New Iaven, Connecticut, one Friday night last February,
% [t was about 8:45 p.om., and Tasimi and a friend were strolling home from
dinner at Buffalo Wild Wings, Just a few hundred feet from his apartment
building, he passed a group of young men in jeans and hoodies, Tasimi
barely noticed them, until one landed a punch to the back of his head. 9
There was no time to run. The teenagers, ignoring his friend, word-
lessly surronnded Tasimi, who had crumpled to the brick sidewalle,

“Tt was seven guys versus one aspiring PhDD” he remembers. "1
started counting punches, one, two, three, four, five, six, seven,
Somewhere along the way, a knife came out.” The blade slashed
through his winter coat, just missing his skin, % At last the at-

tackers ran, leaving Tagimi prone and weeping on Lhe sidewall,
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Born to Be Mild

ARE WE BORN KNOWING RIGHT FROM WRONG?
NEW RESEARCH OFFERS SURPRISING ANSWERS
TO THE AGE-OLD QUESTION OF WHERE
MORALITY COMES FROM BY ABIGAIL TUCKER

PHCTOGRAFPHS
BY JILL GREENBERG
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his left arm broken. Police later said
he was likely the random victim of a
gang initiation

After surgeons inserted a metal rod
in his arm, Tasimi moved back home
with his parents in Waterbury, Conn
ecticut, aboul 35 minutes from New
Hoven, and bocame a creature much
like the babies whose social lives he
studies, He couldn’t shower on his
own. His mom washed him and tied
his shoes. His sister cut his meat

Spring came. One beautiful aflter-
noon, the temperature soared into the
TU0s and Tasimi, whose purple and yel-
low bruises were still healing, worked
up the courage to stroll outside by him-
self for the first time. He went for a
wilk on anearby jogging trail. He tried
not Lo notice the two teenagers who
seemed Lo be following him, "Stop ca-
tastrophizing,” he told himself again
and again, up until the moment the
boys demanded his headphones.

The mugging wasn't violent but it
broke his spirit. Now the whole world
seemed menacing. When he at last re
gumed his morality studies at the In
fant Cognilion Center. he parked his
car on the street, feeding the meter
eyvery few hours rather than risking a
ahudowy parking garage.

“I've never been this low inlife” he
told me when we first met at the baby
lab a few weeks after the second
erime, “You can’t help wonder: Are we
o failed species™

At times, he gaid, “only my research
gives me hope.”

ha study of babies and
voung toddlers is a perplex-
ing business. Even the
mogt perceplive obsarvers
can be tempted to see what isn't there.
“When our infant was only four
months old 1 thought that he tried to
imitate sounds; but I may have de

coived myself” Charles Darwin wrole
in “A Biographical Sketch of an In-
fant,” his classic sudy of his own son
Babies don't reliably control their
bodies or communicate well, if at all,
g0 their opinions can’t be solicited
through ordinary means. Instead,
rogearchers outfit them with minia-
ture wire skullcaps to monitor their
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brain waves, serutinize them like
shoplifters through video cameras
and two-way mirrors, and conduct ex-
ceedingly clever and tightly controlled

experiments, which a good portion of

their subjects will refuse to sit
through anyaray, Even wall-bhehaved
bahies are notoriously tough to read:
Their most meditative expressions
ure often the sign of an impending
bowel movement.

But tiny children are also some of

psychology's most powerful muses
Because they have barely been ex-
posed to the world, with its convaluted
cultures and social norms, they repre-
gent the raw materials of humanity:
who we are when we're born, rather

than who we become. Benjamin
Spock’s famous book, Dr. Spock’s Baby
and Child Care, “startg out with the
sentence You know more than yvou
think yvoudo,”” says Melvin Konner, an
Emory University anthropologist and
physician and the author of The Evo-
fubion of Childhood. "Theras another
point that needs to be made to parents:
Your baby knows more than vou think
she knows. That's what's coming out
of this kind of research.”

The 1980s and "90s brought a series
of revelations about very young babies’
sophisticated perceptions of the phys-
ical world., suggesting that we come to
life equipped with guite an extensive
tool kit. (Can 5-month-olds count? Ab-




solutely, Do they understand simple
phyzics? Yes) Recently, some labs
have turned to studying infants' in-
born social skills, snd how babies per-
ceive and assess other peoples goals
and intentions. Scrutinizing these
functions, scientists hope, will reveal
some innate features of our minds—
“the nutshell of our nature” says
Karen Wynn, director of the Yale lah,

“People who've spent their whole
careers studying perception are now
turning toward social life, because
that's where the bio-behavioral rubber
meels the evolutionary road,” Konner
save. “Natural selection has operated
as much or more on social behavior
ag on more basic things like percep-
tion. In cur evolution, survival and re-
production depended more and more
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on gocial competence as you went
from basic mammals to primates to
human ancestors to humans.”

The Yale Infant Cognition Center
is particularly interested in one of the
most exalted social funetions: ethical
judgments, and whether babies are
hard-wired to make them. The lab's
initial study aleng these lines. pub-
lished in 2007 in the journal Nolire,
startled the scientific world by showr-
ing that in a series of simple marality
plays, 6- and 10-month-olds over-
whelmingly preferred “good guys” to
“had guys! "This capacity may sorve
as the foundation for moral thought
and action,” the auvthors wrote. It “may
form an essential busis for ., . . more
abstract concepts of right and wrong.”

The last fow vears produced a spate
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of related studies hinting that, far
from heing born a “perfect idiot,” as
Jean-Jacgues Rousseau argued, or a
selfish hrute, as Thomas Hohbes
feared, a child arrives in the world
provisioned with rich, broadly pro-so-
cial tendenecies and seems predis-
posed to care about other people.
Children can tell, to an extent, what
is good and bad, and often actin an al-
Lruistic Fashion, "Giving Leads to
Happiness in Young Children,” astudy
of under-2-vear-olds concluded. “Ba-
hies Enow What's Fair” was the up-
shot of another study, of 18- and 21-
month-olds. Toddlers, the new litera-
ture suggests, are particularly equi-
table, They are natural helpers, aiding
distressed others al a cost to them-
aelves, growing concerned if someones
shreds another person's artwork and
diveying up earnings after a shared
task, whether the spoils take the form
of detested rive bread or precious
Gummy Bears.

This all sounds like cheering news
for humanity, especially parents who
nervously chant “share, share, share”
as their children navigate the commu-
nal toy box. Indeed, some of these stud-
ies sugdest that childron's pogitive so-
cial inclinations are so deeply ingrained
Lhat it doesn’t matter what parents say
or do: A Harvard experiment, nick-
named “The Big Mother Study™ (as in
Big Mother [s Watching You), showed
that small children helped others
whether or not a parent commanded
them to help or was even present.

These lindings may seem counter-
intuitive to anyone who has seen tod-
dlers pull hair in a playground tunnel
or pistol-whip one another with a
plastic triceratops. Day to day, babies
can aeem unfeeling and primitive, or
at the very least unfathomably hizarre,
alraid of donkeys one minute and the
moon the next, their prismatic minds
heaming nonsense and non seguiturs
instead of the secrets of our higher na-
ture. No seasoned parent can beligve
that nurture doesn't make a differ-
ence, or that nature trumps all, The
guestion is where the balance lies.

“Where morality comes from is a re-
allvhard prollem,” says Alison Gopnil,
a developmental psychologist at the
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University of Culifornia at Berkeley
“There isn't 4 moral module that is
there innately. But the elements that
underpin morulity—altruism, sympa-
thy for others, the understanding of
other people's goals—ure in place much
carlier than we thought, and clearly in
place before children turn 2.7

hough housed in a storn

stone edifice on the Yale

campus, the baby cognition

labvis a happy nest of an office

with a comfy couch, meant to be torn
apart by one wroodo of a toddler after
ancther, and huge, sunlight-streaming
windows, through which researchers
spy on approaching strollers. Ranging
in age from 3 months to 2 vears, the vis-
iting infants are eluborately received by
glall members who crawl around
on the Hoor with them while par
ents gign consent forms. (A
littla-known expense of this
line of reseurch is the cost
of new pants: The
knees wear out
fast) In the
back room,

the atmos-
phere is logs
oy There'slota of
weird stull lying around:
plastic molds of Cheerios,
houseplants that have been
spray-painted silver

Infant morulity studies are
&0 new that the field’'s grand
dame iz 2%-year-old J. Kiley
Harmnlin, who wos o graduate stu-
dent at the Yale lub in the mid-
2000, Sho was spinning her wheels
for a thesis project when she stumhbled

on animated presentations that one of
ber predecessors hud made, in which a
"climber” {say, a rod circle with soggle
eyves) attermpted to mount & hill, and a
“helper” (a triangle in some trials) as-
gisted him, or a "hinderer” (a sgquare)
Imocked him dewn, Previous infant re-
search had [pcused on other aspects of
the interaction, bul Hamlin wondered
if a baby observing the climber’s plight
would prefer one interfering character
over another,

“As adults, we like the helper and
don't like the hindeorer,” says Hamlin,
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now an assistant professor at the Uni-
versity of British Columbia. “We didn"
think babies would do that too, It was
just like, Let's give it 4 try because
KAlenr's a firgl-year graduate student and
she dossn't know what she's daing.’”

Wrynn and her husbund. the psy-
chologist Paul Bloom, collaborated on
much of Hamlin's research, and Wynn
remembers being a bit more opti-
mistic: “Do babies have attitudes, ren-
der judgments? I just found that to be
a very intuitively gripping guestion,”
ghe says. “Ifwe tend Lo think of hahies
heing born and developing sttitudes
in the world as a result of their own
experiences, then babies shouldn't be
responding [to the scenarios]. But
mayhe we are built to identify in the
world that some things are good and
some things are not, and some helptul
and positive social interaction is to be
approved of and admired,”

In fact, 8- and 10-month-old babies
did seem to have strong natural opinions
about the climbing scenarios: They
passionately preferred the helper to the
hinderer, as assessed by the amount of
time they spent looking at the chanc-

Lers. This result “wus totally surreal,”
[Tamlin says—so revolutionary
that the researchors themselves
didn’t quite trust it. They de-
signed additional experi-
ments with plush ani
mal puppets helping
and hindering each

other; atl the end babies

got the chance Lo reach

for the puppat of Lheir

choice, "Basically every
single baby chose the nice pup

pet,” Hambin remembers.

Then they tested 3-month-

old infants, The researchers

couldnt agk the infants to reach (or the
puppets, because 3-month-olds can't re-
liahily resch, so they tracked the subjects’
ey movernents instead. These infants,
Lo, showed an aversion tothe hinderer.

When [ visited, Tasimi wus recreat-
ing versions of Hamlin's puppet shows
as background work for a new project.

The son of Albhanian restaurateurs,
Tasimi likes to say that his parents
would “prefer that Tmerely produce ba-
bies, instead of gtudy them” Friends

joke that he attends Yale to be a pup-
peteer. Though it's decidediy unfash
ionable in the developmental field to ad
mitl thul one enjoys the company of
babing, Tasimi clearly does, 1Te'd only
been back at work for a fow days, and
he often looked agonized when wa
walked outside, but in the lab he grinned
broadly, When one of his subjecls blew
a blizzard of raspberries. he whispered
“The best/worst thing about this job is
viou want to laugh, but vou can't.”

He neaded 16 compliant 12- or 13-
month-alds to complete a prelirinary
study, and [ happened to have one
handy, so I brought her along.

The experiment was called "Crack-
ere.” My OshKosh-clad daughter sat on
her dad’s lap; his eyes were closed, so
he wouldn't influence her decisions. 1
was watching behind the scenes along-
gide three other adults: one who
worked the puppet show curtain and
squenked a rubber toy to gel the baby's
attention, one who tracked the buby's
focus so abell sounded when it drifted,
and Tasimi, the puppeteer, who man-
aged to make the plush characters
danee around winsomely degpite the
metal rod in his ulna. The whaole pro-
duction had the avant-garde feel of
black-box theater: intentionally prim
itive, yot hyperprotessional.

First, two identical stuffed bunnies,
one in a green shirt and the other in
orange, appenred on stage with plates
of graham crackers. “Mmmm, yum!”
they said The curtain fell. This was
the equivilent of the opening sonnet
in a Shakespeare play, a sort of fram
ing device for what followed.

The curtain rose again. Alamb puppet
appeared onstage, strugsling to open o
plastic box with atoy inside. The orange
bunny flounced over and slammed the
lid shut. My child flinched at this, though
it was hard to gay il it was the sound of
the slamming or the rabhit's nastiness
that apooked her, Her brow furrowed
Then she got bored, A bell dinged alter
she looked away from Lhe scene for two
seconds, and the ourtain fell

[t soon rose again: Cue the green
bunny. Instead of [oiling the lamb's

Wateh gome of Woarneken'
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plans, he helped lift the lid of the toy
box, The haby stared, drummed plump
fingers on Tht‘_r: table for a moment, then
lookeed away. The curtain fell.

This seenario was repeated six limes,
5o the baby would grasp what she was
seeing, but the green bunny was always
nice and the orange bunny was always
mearn. Al the curtain call, the lab man-
ager emerged with the two puppets,
Each oftered the baby a graham cracker.
I was ahout to tell the experimenters
that my daughter had never even seen
a graham cracker and was an exdremely
picky eater when she grabbed the treat
from the nice bunny, as most ol the pre-
vious babies had done, I felt an umwwar-
ranted surge of parental pride. Twas not
alone in my delight.

“Ehe chose the good guy!™ Tasimi said,
“After all that, she chosze the good gur”

hen babies at the Yale
lab turn 2, their parents
are tactfully invited to
return to the university
after the child’s third birthday. Re-
searchers tend to avoid that event
horizon of toddlerhood, the terrible
twos, Renowned for their tantrums,
2-year-olds are tough to test, They
speak, but not well, and while active

The SV arc clever riciney

don't watch puppets help: They them-
selves are asked to help,

The chief scientist is Felix
Warneken, another young researcher,
though not one whose appedrance
initially telegraphs baby scientist. He
stands &-foot-6. He usually groets
children from the floor, playing with
them heftore standing up at the last
possible moment, "Only then do they
realize theyve heen dealing with a
giant.,” Warneken savs. He usually
wore the same red sweater in all his
experiments, because he thinks kids
like it. In addition to designing
groundbreaking studies, he has also
dreamed up several toys to reward or
distract subjects, including an ingen-
ious device he calls a jingle box: An
angled xylophone concealed in a card-
board container, it makes a thrilling
sound when wooden blocks are
dropped inside.

Warneken was initially interested
in how little children read the inten-

tions of others, and the question of

whether toddlers would assist others
in reaching their goals, He wanted to
zound out thease behaviors in novel
helping sxperiments—"accidentally”
dropping a hat, for instanece, and see-
ing if the kids would return it.

following civilization's rules, or pun-
ished for breaking them.

Warneken put the notion on hold
while he studied other aspects of tod-
dler cooperation. One day he and a
toddler were bouncing a ball together,
Truly by accident, the ball rolled
away— the moment of serendipity,” as
Warneken now calls it His first im-
pulse was to retrieve the toy and carry
on, but he stopped himself, Instead, he
stayed where he was, pretending to
atrain for the ball, though he was barely
extending his incredibly long arms.
The little hoy watched him struggle,
then after & moment heaved himself
up, waddled owver to the tov and—defi-
ing the scientific commumity's unchar-
itahle expectations—stretched outhis
own chubhby little arm to hand the ball
to his gigantic playmate,

In the following months, Warneken
designed experiments for 18-month-
olds, in which a hapless adult (often
plased by him) attempted to perform
avariety of'tasks, tono avail, as the tod-
dlers looked on, The toddlers gallantly
rescued Warneken's dropped tea-
spoons and clothespins, stacked his
booles and pried open stubhorn cabinet
doors so he could reach inside,

“Eighteen-month-old children would

s, It 18 Not

some thm*j that’s been trainec, and they
readily come to help without _oromptmg
or without being rewarced.”

they're not particularly coordinated.

Butnot all rezearchers shun 2-vear-
olds, The nesct lab T visited was at Har-
vard University in Cambridge, Mas-
gachusetts, and it has made this age
group something of a specialty,
through work on toddler altruism (a
phrase that, admittedly, rings rather
hollow in parental ears),

One advantage of testing slightly
older habies and children is that they
are able to perform relatively compli-
cated tasks. In the Laboratory for De-
velopmental Studies, the toddlers

Bul while this was an interesting
idea in principle, his advizers at the
Maoc Flanck Institute for Evolutionary
Anthropology in Gernmany said it was
guite imposggihle in practice, Onee
toddlers got their hot little hands on
d desirable object, Warneken was told,
“theyll just hold onto il, and there's
no way thev'll give it hack,” Begides,
prominent psychologiste had previ-
ously argued that children are selfish
until theyv are socialized; they acquire
altruistic behaviors only as childhood
progresses and they are rewarded for

help across these different situations,
and do it very spontanecusly;” he says.
“"They are clever helpers, It isnot some-
thing that’s been trained, and they
readily come to help without prompt-
ing or without being revwarded.”

The children even help when it's a
personal burden, Warneken showed me
a videotaped experiment of a toddler
wallowing in a wading pool full of plas-
tiehalls. It was clear that he was having
the time of his life. Then a lkdutzry ex-
perimenter seated at 4 nearby desk
dropped her pen on the floor. She
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seemed to have great trouble recover-
ing it and made unhappy sounds. The
child shot her a woebegane look belore
dutifully hauling himself out of the ball
pit, picking up the pen and returning it
Lo the researcher, At last he felt fres to
belly llop into the hall pit once more,
unaware that, by helping ancther at a
cost to himself, he had met the formal
delinition of altruism,

Because they were manifested in 18-
month-olds, Warneken believed that
the helping behaviors might be innate,
not taught or imitated. To test his as-
sumption, he turned to one of our two
nearest primate relatives, the chim-
pangee. Intellectually, an adult chimp
and a 2-year-old are evenly matched:
They have roughly equivalent toal-ua-
ing skills and memories und perform
the same in causal learning teats,

The first chimps Warneken studiead,
nursery-raised in a German zoo, were
comfortable with select people, He re-
placed objects alien to chimps (such as
pens) with familiar materiols like the
sponges that caretakers use to clean
the facilities. Warneken wailed in the
hallway, watching through a camera,
as the caretaker dropped the first ob
Ject: As if on cue, the chimp bounded
over and breezily handed it back. ™
freaking out!” Warneken remembers,
“1 couldn’t believe my eves, thut they
winild do that. T was going crazy!”

Omee the euphoria faded, Warneken
wondered if perhaps human-reared
chimps had been conditioned to be
helpful to their food providers, So he
arranged for others Lo conduct a ver-
gion of the test at the Ngamba Island
Chimpanzee Sanctuary in Uganda,
where semi-wild chimps live. [n the
experiment. two researchers appeared
toargue fiercely over astick: The win-
nerof the fight puts the stick out of the
loser’s reach, and he pines for it as a

I was
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chimp watches. The chimp has to de-
cide whether to hand the prized pos-
gezzion through the bars of the cage to
the vanquished party, Many did,

“The expectation was that initially
the chimps might help, but when they
don't receive a reward the helping
should drop off over time,” Warneken
gays. "Bul there was no such pattern.
They would consistently help when the

a
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person was reaching for the object,”
even in the absence of any payoff,
Maybe the animals would aid people
under any circumstances, assuming a
rewiard would come theirway down the
line, The final step wasto see if chimpa
would assist each other. So Warneken
rigged spparatuses where one caged
chimp could help a neighbor reach an
inancessible banana or piece of water




melon. There was no hope of getting a
hite for themselves, vet the empowered
chimps fed their fellow apes regardless

Warneken's chimp work makes the
cage thal human altruism is a tradt that
evolution has apparently endowed us
with at birth. But under what cireum
atances are toddlers altruistic? Some
recent chimp studies suggest that
chimps won't help others unless they

witness the dismay of the creature in

1an children likewrise “re
active” helpers. or can they come to an
other's assistance without social cues?
Warneken created a scenario in which
a clueless experimenter fools around
with a bunch of milk cans at a table as
2eyaar-old looks on, Unbeknown to the
pelult, sorme cans start to roll offthe edge

The experimenter doesn't ask the
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toddler for help: She doesnt even real-
ize that a problem exists. Yet many of
the children tested read the situation
correctly and rushed to her aid, often
yelling “Your can felll” with great
alacrity before handing it back. “You can
see the birth of this proactive helping

behavior fromaround 1.5t0 2.5 vears of

age,” Warneken explains. “The children
don't need solicitation for helping. They

do it volhumtarily” Proactive helping may

guely human skill

riticlems of the "nice baby
rezearchare varied, and the
work with the youngest
kids is perhaps the most
controversial. Over the sumimer, &
srop of New Zealand scientists chal
lenged Kiley Hamlin's wutershed

making inter

national headlines of their own

They charged that Hamlin and her
co-workers had misidentified the key
stimuli; Rather than making nuanced
moral judgments about kindly triangles
and antisocial squares (or vice versa,
since the researchers hod also switched
the roles assignod to each ghupe), Ham-
lin's subjects were merely reacting to
simple physical events in the oxperi-
mental setup, The babies liked the
shant cir-
cle at the top of the hill after the triangle

helped it reach the summit, and they

o

ouncing motion of tl

didn't like the way the circle occasion-
ally collided with the other shapes.

Hamlin and her colleagues re
sponded that the New Zealanders’ re-
creation of their experiment was
flawed (for one thing, they let the cir-
cle’s goggle eyves look down instead of
pointing at the summit, confusing the
babies’ sense of the goal). Plus, the Yale
team had replicated its results through
the puppet shows, evidence that the
critice didn't address

Though Hamlin persuasively dis-
missed their objections, such methodo-
logical worries are never for from
baby researchers’ mindg, For ingtance,
Tasimi had a sneaking suspioion that
in some versions ol his puppet shows,
the babies were choosing orange pup-
pets over green ones not because they
had sided with good over evil but sim

ked the color orange.

Py DEcause they

(Stll, the babies’ preference for helpful
bunnies persisted even when the re-
searchers switched the shirt colors )
Other critics, meanwhile, fault the
developmental philosophy behind the
experiments, Babiey moy look like
thev'te endowed with robust social
alills, these researchers argue, but ac-
tually they start from seratch with
only senses and reflexes, and. largely

through interaction with their moth-

s social worle

astonishingly short period of time. 1
don't think they are born with knowl-
edge,” sayvs Jeremy Carpendale, a pay-
chologist at Simon Frager University,
A toddler's moral pargpective, he sayvs,
i8 not a given.

And still other seientists think the

baby studies un- coMTINUED DM PAGE 16
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