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Abstract

Theory of Mind (ToM) is central to human social cognition, yet the roots of this capacity remain poorly understood.
Both infants and nonhuman primates perform inconsistently on false belief tasks, limiting our understanding of the
representations that characterize their ToM. Here, we seek to better understand this often-contradictory literature by
dissecting these failures. Specifically, we focus on primates’ characteristic null performance on false belief tasks. Across
three studies, we find that—despite succeeding on a closely-matched control—rhesus monkeys fail to predict how agents
with false beliefs will behave even when the agents perform highly unexpected, unlikely actions. We interpret this
pattern of performance as evidence that monkeys have no representation of another agent’s past awareness once the
scene changes outside of that agent’s view. This work moves beyond the success/failure dichotomy typically used to
assess ToM, and instead gives a more precise characterization of primates’ signature limits in ToM.
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