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The evolutionary origins and maintenance of altruism are indeed major unsolved problems in the study of
animals and humans. Most people attempt to find ways in which altruistic behaviour, which is believed to
be detrimental to the fitness of the actors, is nevertheless favoured by natural selection. Zahavi and his
co-workers on the other hand, have consistently pursued the idea that so-called altruistic behaviour is
actually beneficial to the actor. This is because the very fact that the altruist is willing (and capable) to
undertake costly altruistic behaviour increases his prestige and therefore his access to mates.
 
In this paper the authors attempt to provide support for their idea (often refereed to as the Handicap
Principle), by showing that males of the Arabian babbler compete with each other to have the opportunity
to undertake presumably costly, altruistic sentinel or guarding behaviour. Such a claim has been made by
this group before but has been criticised by others who were either unable to find such pattern in sentinel
behaviour of this species or argued that the observed pattern can be explained by other means. It may be
very hard to conclusively demonstrate that males do or do not compete to perform sentinel behaviour or
that all other explanations have been ruled out. The best way therefore to test the Handicap Principle in
this case is to measure the actual costs and benefits of sentinel behaviour. This has not yet been done
and is perhaps hard to do. Thus until such costs and benefits can be measured, we continue to rely on
understanding and explaining the patterns of sentinel behaviour. In such a situation, wide acceptance of
the Handicap Principle will necessarily depend on other researchers finding evidence in support of it.
More research, more data and reiteration by the same authors and their associates are unlikely to be
sufficient.
 
I would therefore argue that this is treated as an open question and researchers finding evidence for and
against the Handicap Principle should have the opportunity to publish their findings and their
interpretations, as long as they are scientifically rigorous. In this spirit I support the dissemination of this
paper but to make it scientifically rigorous I recommend that the authors revise their manuscript in
response to my comments below.
 

Introduction, last paragraph: If the authors wish to argue that altruistic acts are not actually
altruistic, they should not continue to say “altruistic act of guarding”. Perhaps they should
something like “supposedly altruistic act of guarding”.
 
Under the heading “Descriptions of guarding patterns a. Guarding”, the authors state that: “It is
usually easy to distinguish the sentinel from an individual that is in the tree for another reason, such
as feeding, resting, auto-preening, etc.” The authors should say clearly how to make such a
distinction between a sentinel and a bird that is in the tree for another reason, so that other
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I have read this submission. I believe that I have an appropriate level of expertise to confirm that
it is of an acceptable scientific standard, however I have significant reservations, as outlined
above.
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