ARTIN NOWAXK Temovwes
his shoes, props his white-
:socked feet on achair, and
explains why he is right acd every-
one elac is wiong. He's imthe corner
office of the pro-
gram be directs,
which vecupies
the sixth floor of
an office build-
ing near Harvard
University, where he holds a dual
. appoinument in mathematics and bi-
ology. The 46-year-old bas &n cavi-
able résumé, with tens of millions in
grams and humdreds of publications.
But it's the paper that appearcd
in Noture fast Angas! that has -
tracted the modt atrention. In it, he
and his co-anthors aternpt to dis-
mantic 2 dearly hek! tenet of evoln-
tienary biclogy calied kin selection
The response from fellow scientists
bas been Jess than favorable: 137 of
them signed = letter thet, in so many
words, calls the paper bunk. The Jet-
ter argues that Mr. Nowak, Corina
E. Tarnila, and E.O. Wilson, the es-
teemed biologisd, are not only wrong
bt wronghceded. They don'l eves,
these critics contend, seem 0 under-
stand what it is they're attacKing,
The neacly universal oppro-
brium hasn't shaken Mr. Nowak's
confidence or diminished his gen-
ial demeanor, though-—~even when
tha criticism has 1oken a more
persenal tom.

THOMAS
BARTLETT

The Pereolator

SURYIVAL OF TAZ FrazvpLDoT

Evolutten is cutthroat. Winpers
take all, cruelty triumphs over com-
passion, Bacept, atrangely, when it
doesn't. There are myrnerous exam-
ples of self-sacrifice and cooperation
among organisns, alirulstic behav-
ior that benefits the comrounity but
barms the individual. Worker ams
by down their lives {or the queen.
Human parents value the wefl-being
of their chikiren over theit own (st
least in general), Sometimes nature
is mice.

The phenomenon is called euso-
ciality. and it's long been explained
by the kin-sclection theory. The sci-
entist who quantifisd that notion was
W.D. Homifton, who calculated that
the cost of certain generous actions
was ofTset by the degree 10 which
the do-gooder was redated to hig
beneficiaries. Hamilton's rule has
been cited countless times, repeated
in biology textbooks, memorized by
nngdergradnates everywhere, Jroni-
cally, it was Mr. Wilson who belped
popularize Hamiltoo's inxights.

Now Mr. Wilson has jomed with
Mr. Nowak to announce that kin se-
lection is not necessary, thet it doesn’t
really opply lo inost cases of altruis-
tic behavior, and that biologists have
beert more of less deluding them-
selves for decades. This is not how
you make friends 81 conferences.

No onc is saying that organisms
dou’t coopemte: They clearly do.
‘What Mr. Nowak aud his co-authors
arg asserting is that tbe dominant
mode] for undzrstanding this coop-

crarion, by plicing such a sirong en-

Others have 1aken more direct

phasis on genetic mla:ednesgu - aim at'Mr. Nowak, specifically the
riously flawed. Related: of his grants Mr. Nowak,
less than hiologists bave Rippesed, whao is & Cstholic, has been closely
they argue. And rather than requir-  allicd with the Joha Templeton
ing a separme model. cooperation.  Foundation, which in 2009 gave
can be accounted for using good old  him.a $10.5-smillion grant. He also

najnral selection.

Aftempting to summarize the
conflict is perilous becsuse the
two sides don't agree on the ba-
sics. Some biologlsts womid argue
that Hamlhon's ruls is proper'y
understood as an integral part of
naiural selection, mot as some spe-
cial addeadum. In the Nature pa-
per, it soemed to many Lhat Mr.
Nowak and company were insisi-
ing that relotedness didn'l mattor
at all; they’ve since clarified the
point, though ot to everyone's
1atisfaction.

Dicier still is the fact that the de-
bate hinges on the intricate math-
ematics of altruism, which plenty of
biologists—1lo say nothing of jour-
nalists—would confess that tey
don‘t cornprehend,

The ergurent i3, at one level,
completely pure. Scienlists are
quarreling about how best to de-
soribe the world. But there's also
the issue of tone. The Nasure paper
was seen in some quarters as dis-
missive, even arrogant, Likevdse,
Mr. Nowak's new book, Supercoop-
eratory: Alrrulsm, Evolution, and

sarved, umtll {ast year, on ite board
of advisers. The Templeton foun-
darion is viewed with suspicion
by many scientists for its refigions
overtones. When Martn Rees,
a British astrophysicist, woa the
foundation’s sanvai prize this yesr,
zome colieagues called oa him e
turn it down
Cn his blog. Why Evolution Is

True, Jerry A, Cayne, a profes-
sor of biology at 1he University of
Chicago, devoted space to exam-
izing Mr. Newak's coonections
to Terrpleton, em organization he
chastises for its “insidious blending
of science and woo.”’ Mr. Coyne’s
discussion of Supercooperufors
was tilled “Mew book shows that
humans are genetically nice, ergo
Jesus.” And while that’s 2r inten-
tionaily comic description of Mir.
Nowak’s premise, his book does
posit that research on cooperation
hes resoited in she core creeds of
world religions—amercy, charity.
kindpess—being “enshrined ip sci-
ence.” [1's a statement goaranteed
1o make Lhe irreligious queasy.

_Another target is Mr. Nowak’s

Wiy Wa Need Each Other (o Suc - relationship with JefTroy Epstein,
ceed, doesn’t tread lightly on the the disgraced billionaire who was
feelings of fellow 1 hers. Bi- | d from prison in 2009 after
ologisis are mocked as holding tight  serving 13 momthy for soliciting &

to & bogas theory rathet than Jetting
“an ogly and inconvenient fact get
in the way."

Mr, Nowak is moro copcjliatory
in person. He says that whike he'd
rather scieoce “move beyond” kin
selection, like a kid who dispenses
with raining wheels o a bike,
he cap imagine situaticas when it

The nearly universal
opprobrium hasn’t
shaken Martin Nowak’s
confidence.

might be useful in belping someone
think through a problem. But theae
hypothetical researchers should be
aware that Lhe theory is severely
lirnried, the numbere don't add up,
and that it shouidn’t be relied om ex-
chuively. Other than that, go for iL.

A CamicaTure or THE Scrence?

In faimess, his critics havea't ex-
actly held their tongues siiber, They
allege that Mr. Nowak is pumme}-
ing & etraw men, defacing a carica-
tore, For instance. Richard Dawkins,
whose classic The Seffith Gene owes
much to Hamilln, wrots thet the
paper “ralssea the whole point of kin
selection” and called the chapter in
Supercooperators that addresses the
opic “embarrassing.”

miror for prosiftetion. Mr. Epstein
biag been a generous supporter of
science, doling out money to 8 host
of thinkers who strike his fency,

but hie's been especially kind ta. Mr. .

Nowwak. HE reportedly made 8
$30-million pledge to Harvard to
sart Mr. Nowak's program in 2003,
well before Mr. Epstein's legal
troubles. (Harvard officials would
mot confirm the size of the gift or
whether it bad been paid in fuil)

In kis book, Mr. Nowak writes
that Mr. Epstein “ofien chellenged
my perspeciive with new ideas”
and has said previcusly rhst Mr.
Epstein's financia) support “changed
my life.” He also describes in the
book visiing Mr. Epstein’s private
island and said jn an interview (hat
he and the hedge-fund mogul talked
on the phozne frequently.

Jon Wilkins wrote on his blog,
Lost in Transcription, that sccept-
ing meney from or even intereciing
with Mr. Bpstein is morally suspoct
(though ho softened ihis by allow-
ing that “some people may feel dif-
ferently without necessarily being
bad people”). Mr. Wllkins, a pro-
fessar of bology at the Santa Fe
Tastiture who atudies evolotionary
theory, also noted that some in the
ficld belreve that Mr. Nowak hns
a0t really sarned bis reputation.”

Mr. Coyne would cenainly be
on that list, T can’t pame one sub-
siantive thing he's achicved that has
maoved evalutionsry biclogy for-

FOT My Comi e

Martin Newak, o przq'!.uor nfm:hcmaric: and béalog 'y af Harwrd i,

Wrote d paper crificiging a long g 1enel of evolutionary theory.

The response has been harsh—ard prrmnal.

ward,” be says. “T can only mumble . jabs: *1 see wore jealonsy and spite
sonwtfiing abowt game theory™ Mr.  in that kind of response.”

Wilkine says thal the remarkably Mr. Nowak professes to be m-
prolific Mr. Nowek has p-obnbly perturbed. In.fact, he seems almost
wrilledl *'more geod and i y ally pl more bikely
papers tham most people do in their 10 grln and shrug than trade ver-

careers” but that be has a “tendency
not to give as much credit to other
researchess as those reseaichers
feed they deserve.”

Both professors think his paper
on kin selection is ridiculous. Mr.
Wilkins made an online anjmated
video featuring two characters dis-
cussing the paper. One character,
amswerirg why such a prestigious
Journal would publish such a mis-
guided piecs of reseanch, says thal
it's “important Harvard scientisis
who do important Rarvard sci-
ence. The imaplication being that
minus the reputntions and affilia-
tions of its authors, the paper never
would have appesred in Nature.

Not all of Mr. Nowak's critics
are guite 5o harsh. Jain D. Courin,
an assistant professor of biology at
Prineston University, signed the Jet-
terin opposulo-n to the paper and
belicves it misrepresented 1be fiekd.
That said, he also thinks it’s “fan-
tastic that thoy're chellenging the
status quo”’ As for the more pointed

bal bloews. He points oul that the -
$10.5-million grent from Temple-
ton is being used to finance young
researchers, some of whom are not
memhers of his program. As for
Mr. Epstein, he says all he knows
about his légal woubles is what
he's read in the news media. When
the two men talk, they talk shout
science.

Right sow Mr. Nowak is working
to understand the mathematics of
cancer; previously, he has outlined
the mathematics of viryses. It falls’
within his career mission to “pro-
vide & mathematical description
where there is none,” be says, a goal
at once modest and lofty. He would
aleg like 1o wrlte 2 book oo the

m don of religion and sci
a ptiblication that would no doubt
further endear him 10 atheists.

He knows that the debate on kirt
selection 3 far from over. though he
seey ihe ad hominem atiacks as a good
sign. “Hf the arpuniest is ow on this
Yovel” he suys, “1 have won.” .




