
players playing against each other and
one defects by mistake, the other
will retaliate, and then the first will
retaliate, and so on.”

Nowak has shown mathemati-
cally that in an error-filled
world, a more gen-
erous variant of
tit for tat—in
which if one
player defects,
the other “for-
gives” and still cooper-
ates a certain amount of the time—
is more successful. (Players who are
too forgiving, or always cooperate,
however, are exploited by others.)
In other words, says Nowak, “To
win the prisoner’s dilemma in a
world of errors, you must know how
to forgive. Natural selection leads to
forgiveness.”

This simple form of interaction,
known as direct reciprocity, relies on
repeated encounters between two people.
But direct reciprocity fails to explain a
whole range of observed “cooperative” or
altruistic human behaviors in which indi-
viduals perform selfless acts for others
without apparent expectation of a recip-
rocal act. Nowak wanted to explain such
ad hoc actions, and in 1998, he formulated
a much more powerful mechanism, “indi-
rect reciprocity,” by which evolution can
lead to cooperation.

Indirect reciprocity relies on reputation.
Observers watch the game and tell others
what they’ve seen. “Indirect reciprocity is
powerful because I gain experience even
without playing,” Nowak explains. Hu-
mans “are obsessed with finding out about
each other and...monitoring the social net-
work of the group. There are empirical
studies of what people actually talk about
on British trains, for example, or in small-
scale societies, sitting around fireplaces.
Sixty percent of the conversations” deal
with interactions with others.

When indirect reciprocity is incorpo-
rated into Nowak’s game, cooperative
players tend to find each other and form
clusters, because a single defector can ex-
ploit and “pop” a bubble of cooperation.
The ability to communicate about reputa-
tion thus becomes extremely important
to a cooperative player’s success.

Nowak, in fact, has demonstrated
mathematically how indirect reciprocity
provides selective pressure for the devel-

opment of human language, which he
calls the most important invention of the
last 500 million years. “Prior to the inven-
tion of language, evolution was based on
genetics only,” he explains. “With human
language, we have the machinery for un-
limited cultural evolution.”

Religion is a form of social behavior that
Nowak studies as part of a joint-research
project with the Divinity School on the
“Evolution and Theology of Cooperation.”
Religion, like language, is a human univer-
sal, he points out: every civilization has dis-
covered it. And he finds it remarkable that
the winning cooperative strategies in both
direct and indirect reciprocity require play-
ers to be hopeful, generous, and forgiving,
traits often encouraged by religions.

“Hopeful, because if we haven’t met prior 
to the first time we interact, the winning

strategy must actually assume 
the best of the other per-

son. Generous, be-
cause the win-
ning strategy is
happy with a

somewhat small-
er piece of a pie”:
the strategy wins
not by getting a
bigger slice of any
one transaction,

but by cooperating
successfully in many trans-

actions. “Forgiving, because if 
I’m in a relationship and some-
one defects, and I always hit
back—that’s a losing strategy.
I have to have a mechanism 

to forgive a failure to coop-
erate.

“Religions want to
understand what

causes su≠ering and
they also want to help

people. When you study their prescrip-
tions for how to live one’s life, what is
formulated is how to live the best possi-
ble life right now. The work on coopera-
tion shows which kinds of behavior are
important for human evolution,” he ex-
plains, and it “seems that religion actu-
ally helps people to behave accordingly:
to cooperate with each other.”

�jonathan shaw

martin nowak e-mail address:
martin_nowak@harvard.edu
martin nowak website:
www.ped.fas.harvard.edu/people/fac-
ulty/index.html
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Manhood Reconsidered

A
s  a  professor at Harvard
Business School, Robin J. Ely has
had her share of experience
with how men (who constitute

80 percent of the school’s faculty) conduct
themselves in the workplace. But her re-
search on how a work environment can
influence masculine norms took place far

from the campus, at two oil platforms in
the Gulf of Mexico. Before her first trip to
the rigs, in 2001, Ely thought she knew the
type of men she’d encounter there. After
interviewing some of the workers, though,
she was stunned: “I called my colleague
and said, ‘Where’s the masculinity?!’”

“I just didn’t see it, not in the traditional



way,” she recalls. “Some of [the men] were
big and burly; many drove Harleys and
were into hunting and fishing; and their
humor—while never mean-spirited—
could be gross in that ‘peculiarly male’
way, such as farting and then laughing
about it.” But the workers on the two rigs
(which were dubbed Rex and Comus)
surprised her by how openly they ex-
pressed their vulnerability, in terms of
both physical limitations and emotional
concerns. The typical image of masculin-
ity, she explains, is one of impenetrable
infallibility: manly men don’t like to say
they don’t know, or need help, or are
scared. The men at Rex and Comus were
quick to do just that. 

Ely, who focuses on organizational be-
havior, had not explicitly studied mas-
culinity before, and when she first set o≠
for the oil platforms, neither she nor her
coauthor, Debra E. Meyerson, an associate
professor of education and organizational
behavior at Stanford University’s School
of Education, knew what shape their pro-
ject would take. Ely’s initial reaction
prompted them to investigate why the
workers were so unexpectedly in touch
with their emotions and shortcomings. In
their paper, as yet unpublished, they
argue that the soft side the workers dis-
played was a by-product of organiza-

tional features the parent company had
put in place to make the workplace safer.
As part of an initiative called “Safety
2000,” the rig workers were trained to put
safety above image and to speak up when
they were unsure about something. Be-
cause safety was such an easy goal to sup-
port, the men took the program to heart,
Ely noticed, even when that meant break-
ing masculine norms. During a bumpy he-
licopter ride, for instance, one man said,
“I don’t feel safe.” Rather than mock him,
the other men took his concern seriously
and worked to rectify the problem. 

Fear wasn’t the only emotion workers
on Rex and Comus communicated open-
ly. Because any outside issue could be a

distraction, and any distractions could be
dangerous, they stayed closely attuned to
each other’s emotional states. One work-
er spoke to the researchers about a team
member who returned to work only a few
days after his daughter had been shot at:
“He told us, ‘This is what I’m dealing with
at home. If you all would please keep me
focused and understand if I’m a little dis-
tracted, I’d appreciate it.’ And people
were very supportive of him for that.”

The work environment for these men,
who ranged in age from about 21 to 58,
wasn’t always so touchy-feely. When Ely
voiced surprise at how far they were from

the macho prototype, the older men in-
variably responded, “Oh yeah, it used to
be like that.” One 27-year veteran spoke of
the old days on drilling rigs, when “the
guy that was in charge was the one who
could basically outperform and out-shout
and out-intimidate all the others.” But by
creating policies and norms that shifted
the men’s focus from proving their mas-
culinity to engaging in larger goals—en-
suring safety, building a community, and
advancing the company’s mission—their
employer was able to reshape their previ-
ous notions of what a manly man should
look and sound like.

Ely and Meyerson plan a comprehen-
sive follow-up survey of a broad sample of

oil platforms, to test in a
more varied population their
hypothesis that certain orga-
nizational features can break
down employees’ need to
project a macho image.
Meanwhile, their work adds
an interesting case study to
gender literature, which
tends to focus only on wo-
men. But Ely notes that fur-
ther research is needed to
determine how generally ap-
plicable their findings are.
After hearing about her re-
search, she says, an executive
from another oil company
expressed interest in having
her team observe his firm’s
corporate headquarters and
suggest ways to break down
the masculine norms there.
She believes it might be di∞-
cult to replicate the oil-rig
situation, where workers
live, eat, and sleep on the rigs
for two-week stints (which

makes them a captive audience for orga-
nizational-change e≠orts), and where
their work is so dangerous. “Not dying,
not blowing up, not losing legs—that
meant a lot to them,” Ely says. “In the cor-
porate environment, you don’t have that
compelling incentive to change.” 

�samantha henig
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Dangerous work
can lead to new
definitions of
masculinity.
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