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Slaves of Heredity or masters of our own 

destiny--which? from ea~liest times men have speculated 

about this problem, and to this day it occupies a place of 

hopeful interest in the study of psychology. In olden time■, 

and up to very recently, when most of the great problems of 

life were couched in philosophic or theologio terms rather 

than in psychological or physiological terms, as they are 

today, this problem was stated somewhat like thia: Is man a 

Has man free will? Or are his acts pre-free agent? 

determined? You can readily see that in religion, for 

example, this problem would occup7 a prominent position and 

would loom large, for the whole morai life of man depend& 

upon the answer to this problem. as well as certain attribute■ 

about God's omniscience, God's omnipotence. If Mania free 

to act. how can that freedom be reconciled with God's fore­

knowledge of the outcome of things? If man is not a free 

agent, if he does act or feel not out of choioe but out of 

necessity, how can he be held responsible for that? 

Today the problem has been restated in modern 

terms. We ask today, for example: Is heredit7 the dominani 

factor in a man'• life, or his environment? Is man com-

pletely moulded by his anceetey, that ia, individual anceatr7 

and racial anceatq? Or is he moulded b7 education which 

takea place after hie birt~? Or ia he perhaps determined 

largely b7 hie own will, b7 bis own ego, b7 something reaident 

----~------ -
-1-



• 
✓ 

• 

• 

within himself, regardless of hie anceat17 or of hie 

environment? 

We are no nearer the solution toda7 than• 

were when this problem was first propounded. Ae a representa­

tive of the school of hereditista we might take, for example, 

Professor Albert Edward Wiggaa j , whose recent book The New 

Decalogue of Science you have probably read. The New Deoa­

logae of Science is a popular exposition of the idea that 

nothing elae counts for much in the formation of a man's 

character or of a man's personality than heredity. After he 

ie born very little, if anything, can be done for hie real 

improvement. A man is born with all his moral, mental and 

physical qualities. Like father,like eon. As the author 

says, a wooden leg is not inherite4 but a wooden head is . 

"If papa has a wooden head, aonD7 will have one onl7 a little 

more so." Men are born stupid, men are born intelligent; 

men are born fools, men are born geniu•ea. 

Let me quote a sentence from Dr. Wigg .. '• book, 

The New Decalogue of Science. "Heredit7 and not environment 

is the chief maker of men. It is essentially the man who, 

in the long run, makes hie environment Dlllch more than it is 

the environment which makes the man. Man is not a pawn on 

the cheaaboard of environment, the football of circumstance 

and the puppet of chance and change. He is not a will'-o'-the­

wisp of fortune, a marionette whoee wirea are pulled b7 the 

hidden hand of 400■. He is not, aa the glib reformer haa 

taught ua to believe, the helpleaa victim of the paaaing 
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education, philosoph7 and theories of pedagogy of hie time; 

but that, in the germ cell, from which every man is born, 

there are resident those powerful personal forces by which he 

can rise in well-nigh any environment and. within the limits 

of human freedom, exclaim: 'I am the master of my fate; I am 

the captain of Dl7 soul.'" 

One thing is absolutely certain, says Dr. 

Wiggam, that all men are created unequal in all regarde. Bow 

as a corrolary to this thougat comes this other doctrine: that 

neither morals, education nor religion can improve the human 

race. Neither morale, nor education, nor religion, nor 

any post-natal influence can improve the human race. !heae 

things cannot be transmitted from one generation to another 

because they do not sink into the germ plaam which alone 

is transmitted. The onl7 way to improve the human race 

is to select those higher qualities of ability, of healtk, 

of energy, of sanity which are alrea~ to be found in the 

world among men, then to liberate them so as to improve 

and intensify their good qualities. 

through eugenice. 

In other worde, 

You can readily see that this doctrine lend• 

itself inevitably to the idea that there are, from ver, 

birth, inferior people and superior people, inferior racea 

and superior races. Some racee are b7 nature endowed witk 

choice gifts of abilit7--administrative, political, ■ocial, 

creative abilities, while other races are not. !here are 

4om1nant race■ in the world, therefore, and there are aubJeot 
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races ordained by nature itself. And from this follows, as 

a practical suggestio•, thia thought: that inasmuch aa 

mankind cannot be improved by morale and education and allT 

influences coming from the mvironment, and inasmuch as moat 

of the evils of life are due to the incompetence and the 

inefficienc7 of those born incompetent and inefficient, it 

follows as a natural postulate that the beat thing for 

society to do is to kill off the incompetent and the 

inefficient--to weed them out, to destroy them. 

That, of course, you will recall was the 

doctrine of Nietzsche. Nietzsche preached the ideal of the 

superman, and thua eugenicall7 raise supermen by means of 

destroying,as nature doea,the less fit. Nature does her 

work by letting the devil tak the hindmost; nature has a 

ruthless process of weeding out; and so must society have; 

and all th••ethica of mercy, of kindness, of sympath7, which, 

instead of destroying the weak, cuddles him,--all the•ethios 

which has led us to build aaylumna and homes for the aged 

and reformatories,--all th••• ethic■ which have made 

so much o~ charit7, are the ethics of coward■, of sentimental­

ists, claim these people, and they should be scrapped in the 

name of the strong race of tomorrow. 

Bow as against this theory of heredit7 pro­

pounded by some ■cientiata or paeude-acientista or Journal­

iatic-acientiata, comes the the017 of the behaviorist, who 

calla all tMliaolemn, on the S11rfac•~profound and acientific 
. 

pronunciation■ of the here41t1ata Juat balderdaah; not an 
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iota of truth in it, not a gram of truth, not a syntilla 

of evidence; they are all these generalisations of the 

hereditiats. Professor Jobn Watson, who is professor of 

psychology at Johna-Hopkins, and head of the laborato17 

there, and who is, in a sense, the founder of the behavior­

istic psychology of toda7, aaye: "Our conclusion, then, ia 

that we have no real evidence of the inheritance of traits. 

I would feel perfectl7 confident in the ultimately favorable 

outcome of the careful upbringing of a healthy, well-forme4 

baby born of a long line of crook■, murderers and thieves 

and pro■titute ■. Who baa any evidence to the contrar7? 

Many, m&.n7 thousands of children yearl7 born from moral 

aouseholds and steadfast parent■ become wa7war4, eteal, become 

proatitute■ , through one misstep r another of nurture. JlaD7 

more thousands of son■ and daughters of the wicked grow up to 

be wicket because they couldn't grow up a117 other way in suca 

aurroun4inga. As a matter of fact, there haan't been a double 

handful of cases in the whole of our civilisation of which 

records have been carefully noted and kept for u■ to draw 

any conclusion. I shouJ4 like to go one step further,• aa1■ 

Professor Watson, "and aa7 'Give•• a dozen health7 infants, 

well-formed, and UJ7 own specified world to bring them up in, 

and I will guarantee to take &DJ one at random and breed hi■ 

to become a117 type of apecialia, I might ■elect,--doctor, 

lawyer, arti■t, merchantman, thief or beggerman,--a!J7thing 

I want." 

Dile ~rofessor Wlggaa remark■ that if &JJ¥ta1ng 
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is certain it is certain all men are created unequal in all 

respects, Professor Watson maintains that the signers of the 

Declaration of Independence, who state that all men are 

created equal, were nearer right than one might expect, con­

sidering the dense lBJlorance of psycholog. They would have 

been strictly accurate bad the clause "at birth" been 

inserted after the word "equal",--that all men are created 

equal at birth. It is what happens to individuals after 

birth that makes one"a hewer of wood and a drawer of water"; 

another a diplomat, a successful business man or a scientist. 

In other words, a son cannot lay the blame for 

a wooden head at the door of his father. Professor Watson 

goes even a step further. In the entire school of the 

behaviorists they deny that t he re is such a thing as 

fundamental instincts in life transmitted. They claim that 

there are differences inherited as regards structure and 

form. One man 1s white, another is black; one ~a n is tall, 

anoth er one is short; one man is slender, another is stout. 

These things are transmitted but functions are not. To what 

uses these structural differences are to be put, that is 

determined only after birth, or perhaps during birth. 

Now which of these two theories is true? Which 

one shall we choose? I believe, as a layman, that we know 

too little of the entire subject to make a choice; but to 

accept one or the other, I am inclined to think that both of 

these theories are in ma117 regards extreme. Th•~ have the 

over-simplification and the generalization whicll inevitabl7 
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come with new and incorrect sciences. I believe there is an 

element of truth in both. But this is clear to me: that in 

the behavioristic psychology, in the psychology which main­

tains that a man is fashioned by his environment and by 

education, there is more hope and there is more optimism 

for the human race than in the psychology of the hereditists. 

~or don't you see ~hat everything depends on 

education? If the human race has it within itself to pre-

establish a man's entire destiny, then there are no limits 

to which the race cannot go, and there are no heights which 

the race cannot scale. It is an extremely hopeful and 

stimulating philosophy of life. And as far as the individual 

is concerned, it brings him a treasure trove of hope. A man 

need not be worried about hie ancestry; nor need a man be 

worried about the fatalism of his early environment. A man 

• may have been unfortunate in having a poor bringing up, but ..... 

that poor bringing up, that first set of stimuli which 

brought about the unfortunate responses in the man can be 

altered; a man can, by dint of will, place himself within a 

new sphere of new stimuli, and by reconditioning hie life 
a 

change his whole life. And that isAtremendously hopeful 

gospel to preach to men. 

On the other hand, the doctrine of the 

hereditiets is a very pealmietio, fatalistic one. What was 

cannot be changed; the dead hand of the past dominates and 

master■ the present and the future; that which has been will 

be; a man oannot escape however much he triea; he cannot 
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escape the infringements, the limitations, the incarcerations 

of his past. And thia doctrine, too, of the hereditist, 

places the seal of approval upon all social caste systems 

in society, upon all gradations among men; it placee · its 

seal of approval upon the doctrine that some men are by 

nature inferior and some men are by nature superior. And 

similarly of races. And it justifies exploitation, domina­

tion and tyranny of all kinds, in the lives of individuals 

and in the lives of races. The kaiser thought that the 

Nordic was a superior race, and inasmuch as the Germanic 

is the highest type of Norllo race, auperior by natural 

endowments and natural sanction, that therefore, as a matter 

of course, the Nordic race ought to dominate all other race ■ . 

The gentlemen in the South accept thia 

doctrine with rare avidity, and claim that the negro is by 

nature--not by social and political inhibitions and re­

strictions and incapacities, but by nature an inferior 

being, and he must therefore be forever held in inferior 

position lest he pollute and degrade the superior white race. 

And so if I bad to choose, as a layman, between 

these two tbeoriea, I would be tempted to choose the 

behaviorist'•· But I need not choose. I think it is too 

early for man to chooae. I think we might well say, "Take 

hold of thia, but of this, too, do not let your band go 

of it." There is truth in the one. Both behaviorists and 

hereditist■ maintain at beat that structural differences are 

tranBJDitted and that certain defeota are transmitted, anl 
~~-~~~---t-~---
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- inasmuch as all agree that a child should be given a fair 

start in life, it follows as a matter of courae that no 

child should be saddled with any organic deficiencies of its 

parents. In other words, that imbeciles and the hopelessly 

insane and the hopelessly tainted, whose taints are trans­

mitted by simple Mendelian law,--that these be not permitted 

to mate so as to transmit to others and innocent ones their 

deficiencies, their taints, their sorrows. 

It also behooves society to be very cautious 

lest in its eugenic zeal, and on the present basis of 

insufficient data and insufficient knowledge about this 

entire subject, for we are simply at the very beginnings of 

thinga,--leet it begin to tamper needlessly and oriminall7 

with the working■ of nature . It is too early in the day to 

draw conclusions from the insufficient and fragmentary data 

which science has so far collated. I would say that perhaps 

the famous rabbinical saying attributed to Akiba is our beet 

guide in this entire discussion--Slaves of Heredity or Kaster• 

of our Destiny--which! "Everything is preordaine4. and yet 

free will is granted to man." 

Thie is a paradox, one of the most startling 

paradoxes in our entire literature, and yet, to my mind, one 

of the profoundest truth& and one of the soundeat guides in 

life. I interpret it to mean this: that assuming that every-I 

thing is predestined, all of our acts, we must yet live and 

aot and strive as if we were free--aa if we were masters of 

our leatl~, aa if we would fashion our life, and in thia 
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sensation of freedom, even if that freedom is unreal, even, 

I say, if it is a delusion, in this sensation of freedom a 
. 

man should find his highest satisfaction even as he will find 

hie greatest glory and privilege. Translated into modern 

terms, making due allowance for all the force and compulsion 

of heredity, making due allowance for all the etching in of 

circumstance, making due allowance for all the shackling and 

binding forces of envirqnment to which a human being is in­

evitably subjected, willy-nilly, man mu.at nevertheless console 

himself as if things could be different, as if progress were 

possible, as if evil were a fact, and responsibilit7 were 

a fact, and reward and punishment were a fact. 

In this faith a man will find hie supreme 

freedom . Bow of course that is very difficult to reconcile 

intellectually, this paradox, but that is the fault of the 

limitation of our intellect. In our experience it is not 

so difficult to reconcile them; for we are conscioua, we are 

aware daily, hourly, in our experience, that we do chooae, 

that we do make selections, that we are capable of making 

preferences, that we do make decisions. That is a real, 

vivid experience in our life; and whether it is ultimately 

real, whether it is not ultimately predetermined by certain 

causes which we do not know, the sensation which we experience 

of making the choice--in other worda, free will--ia a real 

one. In other words, more freedom like political freedom, 

like economic fteedom, like religious freedom is an achieve-

ment and not a gift. A man becomes free, a man become ■, in 

-10-
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a sense, master of his own life as he struggles to gain that 

The more ignorant we are the leaa free we are. We 

ma7 be whimful, we may be rebellious, we may be disobedient, 

but we are not free; for freedom goes hand in hand with 

intelligent conduct. The less we know, for example, about 

the moral facts of life, the lees free are we and the more 

likely are we to be helpless in the face of passions and vice ■ 

and temptations; just as community ignorance of the laws of 

health and sanitation is helpless in the face of an epidemic. 

• 
Freedom. then. is achieved through education, 

through study, through the exercise of the intellect, through 

cooperative, intelligent work with the world about us. That 

is what gives us freedom. Man is born neither whol4'slave 

nor wholly master. A man is restricted--and we might accept 

this fact as a fact in life--a man is restricted to a degree 

by his ancestry. and restricted to a degree by his environment . 
. 

But giTen self-confidence, given the will to aspire a man can. 

by struggle and strife, will for himself a growing sense of 

self-emancipation and a growing sense of real freedom. 

There are _ two ways in whicil to gain freedom. 

One is a subjective one and the other is an objective one. 

The one is by looking within, and the other is by looking 

without; the one is by disciplining our will, by individual 

effort and struggle, by an individual effort to control those 

sociall7 harmful and individually destructive passions within 

us. and the other way of gaining freedom is a social way, like 

aociety's effort to establish those inetltutiona arcund the 

-11-
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individual which will give him an oppor•unit7, a political, 

an economic, a social, an edudational opportunity to free 

himself from the hold of the past and rise to the level of 

nobility and freedom, which are man's highest estate . 

In other words, fri•nds, if you were to ask me 

the question: Are we the slaves of heredity, or can we 

determine our own conduct, our own life, shape our own 

character, our own personality? I would say it depends 

entirely on you. It depends entirely on you and on you 

collectively. If you wish to be free, then you may be free. 

If you wish to be free, then seek the truth and the truth will 

make you free; if you wish to be free, then suppress the 

anti-social instincts which are resident in every human 

being, or, rather, redirect them into socially useful 

channels; if you wish to be free, then free your mind of 

superstitions, free your mind of ignorance, free your will of 

bad habits; think, learn, but think critically, soundly, 

accurately, learn to do the good, and you will find that 

• progressively you will gain a greater and greater sense of 

expansion, of freedom. Do not be burdened with the ghastly 

memories of a past that is gone. You do not know, no one 

knows, how much a man's past or a man's ancestry governs a 

man's life. One need not worry much about that, but one may 

turn his back upon that past and by dint of constructive 

effort, of striving, of aspiration, rise on the rungs of 

experience and self-conquest to higher freedom. And in thia 

task society can help a man, all men, if society builds 
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schools and finer schools; if society trains children in 

those early, the all-critical and the all-important and the 

all-determining years of a man's life; if society gives the 

child true ideas about life, true ideas about self, true 

ideas about conduct; nay, more, if parents in the first three 

or four or five years of a child's life, when so much, 

perhaps most, of a child's destiny is determined, if parents 

then give that child only those stimuli which will bring out 

the best responses in the child, they will help the child to 

grow into freedom in the years of his life. 

I should like every man to take with him i~to 

this world this faith so beautifully expressed by one of the 

English poets--Invictus--unconquered. /hatever the burdens 

of life may be, whatever our handicaps in life a!e, ¥thatever 

an uncontrolled past imposed on us, whatever the misfortunes 

of our youth may have been, I should like every man to carry 

in his soul somewhere this faith of Invictue--unconquered 

and unconquerable. I am conquered but I will not yield to 

the sense of defeat, and as long as I refuse to yield to a 

sense of defeat I am a free man and master of myself. There 

is no defeat exeept the defeat of acknowledgment. You may 

be broken and crushed by life, you may not have a chance in 

the world, but if you do not know it, if you do not yield to 

it, if you refuse to acknowledge it, you have got the most 

glorious chance in the world to be a master of yourself and 

a free man. 

-13-
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"Out of the night thet ooura me 

Black ae the pit fro■ pole to pole. 

I taank whatever gods may be 

Por 1111' unconquerable soul. 

In the fell clutck of circumstance 

I aave not winced nor cried aloud, 

Under tae blu4geon1nge of caance 

111' head is blooq, but unbowed. 

Beyon4 this place of wrath and tear• 

Loome but the Horror of the aha4e, 

And yet the menace of the year, 

71nda and shall find me unafra14 . 

It matters not aow strait tbe gate, 

How charged wita punishments the acroll, 

I am the master of my fate: 

I am the captain of rq soul. 

!hat ia n,.an'a challenge to fate, to dest1D1', 

to heredit7 and to environment; that is the innermost man in 

man ~urling man•a eternal challenge to nature. "I aa the 

maeter of 1111' fate, I am the captain of fA7 soul." .lnd it la 

tai• challenge ·springing down the milliona of year■ of man'• 

exiatenoe upon eart~ which has brougkt man from tae cannibal 

and the Jungle, from the barbarian and th• melieTaliet, te 

tlle 8bakeapeare and the Goetlae and tlle Darwin ant tae llenlel. 

It la tbia unconquerable soul of llia, thia unquenollable 
~unger to be more, to free hlmaelf fro■ the auctlea of •1~• -------• 
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world and to rise, to pull himself up by hie own bootstraps, 

as it were, that has made man master in the world; and a bit 

of that faith, a bit of that undying loyalty to the best 

in man, to himself, a bit of that confidence in man's 

volatility, in the mercurial power of the human soul to rise 

against all repression,--a bit of that in all of us it might 

be well to take into life, and with it will inevit~bly go a 

sense of freedom, which is, after all, wbat we most want in 

life. 

We want to be free to live our own lives. 

But freedom, friends, when all is said and done, is not a 

gift that can be had cheaply. The price must be paid--in 

effort, in stud7, in self-control, in education. • 

--o--
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