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Science 
study 
shows 
manners 
maketh 
people 
prosper 

Ruarldh Nicoli 

GORDON Gecko would 
have been angry and 
confused - that is if 

the fictional broker's eight­
ies ethic of greed had lasted 
long enough for him to hear 
about research provIng 
kindness is a key to evolu­
tionary progress. 

Martin Nowak, a zoolo­
gist from Oxford university 
and Karl Sigmund, a math­
ematician from the Univer­
sity of Vienna argue in the 
latest issue of Nature that 
being mean leads to the 
evolutionary dead end 
while being nice helps 
boost chances of survival. 

"Darwin's theory is 
based on the idea of compe­
tition which makes it hard 
to explain co-operation," 
said Professor Nowak. 

Until now this has been 
explained by "direct reci­
procity" or as the professor 
put it: "If I buy you a pint 
of beer, I hope you would 
bUy me a pint of beer 
hack." 

For direct reciprocity to 
work both sides have to be 
repeatedly in contact so one 
act of kindness can be 
repaid by another until the 
individuals form a "con­
tract" based on helping 
each other. 

But the academics found 
that random acts of kind­
ness that do not rely on a 
perceived return could also 
be beneficial. "We found it 
can work if you walk into a 
pub and offer drinks with­
out a hope of being bought 
a beer." 

To reach their conclu­
sions the academics built a 
community on a computer. 
Some residents gave uncon­
ditionally and others took a 
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more miserly approach. 
Each individual lost points 
when they offered help and 
gained points when they 
received. While the 
"givers" initially lost, what 
they gained in goodwill 
from the community as a 
whole benefited them far 
more in the long run. 

The answer, the academ- I 

ics found, is that good deeds 
beget good deeds. Society 
sees nice people as worth 
cultivating. 

In an accompanying 
article. ecologist Regis Fer­
riere. from the Ecole Nor­
male Superieure in Paris, 
takes the concept further 
by suggesting that the pro­
fessors' "indirect reciproc-, 

ity" could also be relevant 
to animal and plant 
comulunities. 

The Arabian babbler was 
a gregarious bird that 
seemed "to enjoy helping 
other babblers" and com­
peted for the status of do­
nor. he said. 

Prof Nowak said he be­
lieves human society is 

based on the ability to co­
operate. Most is carried out 
with an eye on its payoff. 

Whether Mother Teresa 
was motivated in her minis­
tries by her desire to be 
well liked is still a subject 
of hot debate. "Our model 
doesn't take account of 
human motivation," said 
Prof Nowak. 


