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12. The Good Samaritan and His Genes

Holmes Rolston III

The Good Samaritan, with his expansive vision of who counts as a neighbor,
has been a role model for millennia. Although there are secular Samaritans, in
the Good Samaritan himself Jesus is illustrating the second of the two great
commandments to love God and neighbor, a religiously motivated ethic
(Luke 10:29-37). Turning a millennium, we find ourselves in the century of
genes; we decoded our genome in 2001. The search now is for how these genes
shape behavior, and so we need to fit both the Samaritan’s ethics and his un-
derlying religion into a genetic account. But then again, there have been sur-
prises; we have fewer genes than we thought, with more plasticity, especially
for cultural achievements.

Since people have to eat daily, reproduce each generation, and care for
children throughout much of their adult lives, it is unsurprising that fertility
— success in staying alive from one generation to the next — is pervasive in
religions that have succeeded. Any religion persisting over the centuries will
have accompanied reproductive success. We know that before we look. The
most plausible theory is likely to be that such religion contributed to this re-
productive success — though it is logically possible that the religion was irrel-
evant or even detrimental but was hitchhiking on some other skills and prac-
tices that were the deeper cause of the success.

Mixed in with this raising of families is this Samaritan behavior — help-
ing non—genetically related others. We need to figure out how we reproduce
Good Samaritans, generation after generation. Unless biologists can set this
too in a Darwinian framework, perhaps this sort of altruism will be revealing
counterevidence to current biological theory. Religion would be generating a
social phenomenon that biology is incompetent to handle, either to explain
or to evaluate. If so, then such naturalistic accounts of the genesis of religion
will be partial, at best. Religious accounts of the genesis of this socially benefi-
cial altruism might be complementary or corrective to the biological ac-
counts. :
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The Good Samaritan and His Genes

The Good Samaritan “Biologicized” with Adaptive Genes

The Samaritan — and this is important for our case — is not genetically re-
lated to the Jewish victim whom he aids. “Jews do not share things in com-
mon with Samaritans” (John 4:9). The Jericho road is out of Samaritan terri-
tory. The Samaritan spent time, energy, and money helping an alien
(nonkindred) genetic line, a victim that his ethics valued as a neighbor. The
straightforward account is that the Samaritan is defending an unrelated other
altruistically. Parallel models can be found in other traditions, as widespread
variants of the Golden Rule illustrate.

From a genetic viewpoint, this victim, so assisted, will be more likely to
have offspring. A tribe of such Samaritans would be likely to do well in com-
petition with societies from which such behavior is absent. But this is not a
tribal affair; here we have cross-cultural ethics. The determinant here is an
“idea” (helping a neighbor, with sympathetic compassion) that is not just
subservient to but superposed on the genetics. Such an “idea” can be trans-
mitted nongenetically, as has indeed happened in this case, since the story has
been widely retold and praised as a model by persons in other cultures who
are neither Jews nor Samaritans. Persons regularly persuade others and are
themselves persuaded to adopt ethical creeds.

There is present both an ideal and the real. Persons fail to form creeds,
fail to act on the creeds they do form. There is moral selfishness. There are
thieves as well as Samaritans, exploiters as well as missionaries, assassins as
well as prophets. But such failure is proof, not disproof, of the norm — an
ethics that holds that one ought to help others individually, which will also
maximize the general sense of “neighborliness” pervading within and across
cultures. Neighbors are whomever one encounters that one is in a position to
help. The Samaritan respects life not his own; he values life outside his own
self-sector, outside his cultural sector.

But perhaps this straightforward account is also superficial. We need to
go deeper and find a naturalized ethics, a Darwinized morality.

E. O. Wilson begins and ends his Sociobiology with a “biologicized”
ethics:

What . . . made the hypothalamus and the limbic system? They evolved by
natural selection. That simple biological statement must be pursued to ex-
plain ethics and ethical philosophers, if not epistemology and epistemolo-
gists, at all depths. . . . The time has come for ethics to be removed tempo-
rarily from the hands of philosophers and biologicized. (1975, 3, 562)
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