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Moral problems are coming to be more and 

more psychoiogice1 problems. We are coming to see that 

h1.1r.1an conduct must be stated in relation to the structure 

or t h e human mind and to all the inherited and conditioning 

faotors, if we are to arrive at a.ny sa ti sf act ory theory of 

morality or ot any sound moral judgment. It is not 

enough to know what a man has done in a given situation; it 

is important now to know why he did it, and in this Why 

must be included not only the immediate motive but tJ,e 

whole of the man--his inherited and acquired previous 

position. 

We now wish to study the behavior of man in 

a given situation, as an expression o f. the full man, or all 

that which biology and history a:.--id experiences and tr~ining 

has made of him. In other words, we wish to understand 

him psychologically. 

This newer approach to human conduct has 

already greatly innuenced the science of' criminology, 

penology. e are no longer punishing crime on the basis or 

the act; so much and somuch of social trespass, therefore 

so much and so much of punishment. Justice is no longer 

as mechanistic as it was up to very recentlri. We now study 

the criminal. He who trespasses, we try to understand 

his past~ his antecedents, his mental. grasp, his mental. 

soundness, in order to deteimime tha degree or his 

responsibility and consequently the degree ot his deserved 
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punishment. 

d so in the science of ethics in genera1: 

we no longer stand today on the basis of the old rational.­

istic ethics whJch assume that man as a rational being 

and that therefore sin was an expression of stubbornness 

and wickedness and hardness or heart, which should of 

course be punished. Ethics today is being redrafted on 

the basis of the newer psychoiogy. No system of ethics 

would be seriousiy considered today, for example, which 

did not take into account the nature and the origin of. 

human emotions. No student of ethics woul.d, for a moment, 

in developing an ethical theory, ignore the findings of 

modern psychoanaiysii.s, the orks of Freud,Stekel, Tridon. 

e cannot take a moral pro bl.em today, as it 

expresses itself' in the life or en individual., w1 thout 

attempting to understand the pecuiiarities of that individ­

ual.'s life, his conscious and his unconscious self, his 

reversions and his inhibitions and his fantasies and his 

introversions, and all that new science, that pychoanalysis, 

is revealing to mankind. 

en, therefore, W3 ask the question: Is 

human natureohangeable? can we change human nature? we must, 

first of all, go to the psychol.ogist tor an answer. This is 

a basic problem. All. morality depends upon it. When we 

speak ot moral progress, or the pro ess of the human raoe 

morall.7, ethicall.7, we assume t at human nature can change. 

If it cannot, then moral. ~-~~ is a del.usion; 
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how far can it change? What are the laws which govern 

the change of human na 1ll re? Very frequently you hear in 

a discussion of moral problans, even as they appear in the 

life of indiv1dua1s or of groups or of nations, that you 

cannot change human nature? ''What's the use? You can't 

change human nature." You speak of abolishing war. Very 

often you will have the answer: 11Why war will al.ways be 

because you can't change human nature. n You speak of 

cupidity and avarice as they manifest themselves in the 

lives or individuals, and you lament the fact, and the 

answer comes back: nwell, you can't change human nature; 

that is part of human nature." 

Oi' ccurse there is a fatalism inherent in 

this phrase r1hich is hardly sus ected by the man who utters 

it. If you analyze the phrase you arrive--you must arrive-­

at t he conclusion that human nature from the very beginning 

of time has not changed, and that al:L the special.1z1ng and 

morali zing influences which have been brought to play upon 

man t'rom the vecy beginning or time to this day have had 

no perceptible effect upon him. Man today 1s e xa otl.y as 

he was in the jungle or before--at best a superficial., 

thin veneering of restraint and convention, but essentially 

the same • 

That of course 1s a tragic and a pessimistic 

view to take. Along with this bel.iet' goes the belief in 

the absolutism or heredity 1n the l.ife of a man. A man is 

what his ancestors have made him; a man is predetermined 
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in his life's habits, in his habits of thought and conduct, 

by his racial antecedents. They ballot6d for him; they 

made him; they determined him; he is not at all free to 

reorganize his life and redirect it. an is like an eddy, 

a small eddy on the surface or a vast, onsweeping, endless 

tide, an d the substance or hich the in vidual man is 

formed and the reot1on hich his lif'e must take are pre­

determined by the onsweep1ng of this vast tide which is 

beyond his control. 

NOif 1~, when you say you cannot change human 

nature, you mean that in man there are certain inherited 

traits or instincts, a certain set of modes of' response or 

reaotions to stimul.i hich cannot be easily changed--and 

you are right--man does inherit io 1th his bodily 

structure a certain set of' basic instincts, inherited 

habits of response--sex, nutrition, self-preservation, 

gregariousness, and any nu.mt.er or otrer automatic reactions 

hioh are as inef'f'acable as the physical structure which 

he inherits at birth; although here too it should be 

remembered that even the physi cal stru~ture of man, the 

body of ~he human race, has undergone considerable mo ifica­

tion an d chan e over long cycles or time. All. of' our 

physical equipment--our limbs, our senses, our nervous 

system--has been mo fied, biologists, evolutionists, ·tell 

us, by the changes hich have taken place in man's environ­

ments and t .. rerore in man's needs. These changes are 

imperceptibly sio and require tens of thousands or years 
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for their consummation. 

And so it is with these inherited traits 

or instincts which are common to all men. They too are 

very s1.ow to yie:td to change. But if' when we say you 

cannot change human nature we mean that these inherited 

traits are the onl.y factors in a man's life, that they 

are the onl.y facts which de tennine man's makeup; if you 

mean by that that man cannot acquire new traits and new 

habits which will mate~ial1y alter his behavior, that is 

human nature, because, after ali, human nature is nothing 

more than the human mind in action, in behavior. If' yen 

mean that man cannot acquire at any time something over 

and above that stock or set or automatic responses which 

he is given at birth, then you are not on scientific ground; 

there 1s nothing in the science of bioiogy or psychology 

which substantiates such a thing; nor can it be established 

scientifically that man is entirely the creature ot heredity; 

that the dead hand of the past is forever upon him; th9.t 

he is shackled by what he himself could not recollect. 

A new school of thought has arisen whioh 

almost completely discounts the doctrine of heredity. The 

behaviorist today maintains that man is not al all the 

creature of his anoestraI. past but that he is almost 

entirely fashioned by the influences at his birth and 

immediately thereafter; in other words, by his training, 

his education, his experiences. And man is not what his 

ancestors made him but what his environment, his family, 
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his community, his education, his experiences make him. 

T1ere is a reater optimism to this theory of behaviorism; 

it holds greater promise for the human race. It, too, is 

an extreme doctrine and must be cautiously approached, 

beca· se man is not entirely the creature of his environ­

ment, either. an is not entirely a moulded and a fashioned 

organism determined by outside influence. 1an sometimes 

makes his environment; man som9times masters his environ­

ment; man sometimes sets for hi self ideals which become 

a new environment for him. But there is a measure of 

scientific truth in behaviorism which corrects this 

absolutism of heredity. To be sure, heredity plays a 

role, and a very significs.ntrol , in a man's life; to be 

sure, there are those who are born entally deficient; 

there are those who are born with functional nervous dis­

orders just as there are those who are born with or anic 

deficiencies. Such men are forever handicapped. They 

will find it more difficult to learn, that is, to acquire 

new habits of life and thought and action. They are handi­

capped; they are therefore to be pitied and protected. 

But for t 1e norrr.al man, for the ave rage an, the re are 

no such handicaps, and the normal and average man is free 

to learn, that is, to acquire new habits am new traits 

which will give him an opportunity to change what we call 

his nature,--whioh is only a rna.n in aotion. 

To be sure, there are those who are born 

with superior mental equipment than others; there are some 
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who are quicker to learn; the re are t ose o can concen-

trate better; there are those ~ho can retain longer. o 

two men are born with the same identical mental equip ent. 

The intelligence quotient of one man may be higher than 

that or another. Th.at does not mean that the inf'erior 

ind! vidual has no freedom at all to grow and develop and 

change, nor does 1 t necessarily mean that the man who 

possesses the sui:e rior mental ability will therefore be 

morally superior--superior as a full social. hwnan being. 

ian, my friends, is lar ely determined by 

habits; and there are two kinds of habits--involuntary 

habits and voluntary habits. Involuntary habits are those 

which others establish for us, hich others give us. 

Voluntary habits are those hich e ourselves choose and 

adopt. In our infancy, in our early childhood, we are 

given sets of habits by our parents, by our family, by 

our friends, by our school, by our environment. T'nese 

are involuntary habits into which e are trained, and 

they are perhaps the most decisive and critical facts in 

our later lite. 

iany a human lite is wreaked and marred 

in the early years ot its existence, perhaps in the first 

four or five years. any a hun.an personality is thrown 

out or alignment, unbalanced, snarled and entangled in the 

early years, on too vecy threshold, so to speak, or lite. 

That is why it is so desperately important that the child 

shall be given every possible advanta 
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habit-forming agencies which detennine his later life 

but over hich he has no control. That is by it is so 

extremely important that parents shall scrutinize every 

relationship of theirs to the child and every attitude of 

theirs to the child and every relationship to 1h1ch the child 

is subjected, so that the habits, which the child forms 

very quickly, al.most spontaneously, in these very earl:.y 

and very formative and very plastic years, shall be good 

habits, social habits, helpful habits and not baneful 

habits. 

The Rabbis have a very significant phrase: 

"The man who rears the child is called the rather, not the 

man ho ives birth to him." .And there is a 1orld or 

phychic truth in that simple phr e, because environment 

is inrinitely more significant than heredity, and the man 

who rears and trains and educates the child in that first 

network of habits, reall.y makes that child, is the father. 

And in early lire of a human being society can play its 

great role. hat is where the school comes in; that is 

where social standards and traditions and customs come in; 

that is where society invests itself in the life of evezy 

one of its constituent elements. 

But these involuntary habits, important as 

they are and critical as they are in the llf' e of every 

human being, are not the only habits. life would be sad 

if they ere the only habits, because man would then be 

a creature of others and never a creator of himseit. 
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There are voluntary habits which we ourselves can form 

which can change and modify these involuntary habits, which 

others have given unto us and hich can project new modes 

or response in our life in the ruture. These voluntary 

habits, as a rule, we make in the later stages of our 

life and therefore they are the more d1ff1 cult. It is 

much easier to learn music when you are eight or ten years 

old than when you are thirty years old. But these habits 

can be acquired; iven the proper emotion, given the proper 

effort of the will, and given the proper self-training 

an discipline, almost any habit of man can be destroyed, 

altered, chan ed or reintroduced. 

nd here is where an's :freedom enters in 

choosing what habits he shall ado t for himself, in de­

termining how he shall modify involuntary habits in his 

life. In other words, in choosing between right and wrong, 

as it ~ere, man is free. "Behold, I have set before you 

this to do: life and the good, and ~eath and the evil. 

Choose you life." 

By a process of education--and education, 

my friends, simply means the formation ot habits or right 

thinkin and right action--by education in our early 

manhood and throughout our 11.fe, we can do three things: 

we can destroy bad habits which others have fonned for us 

in those d ys when we cold not complain or challenge; we 

can substitute salutary and healing habits in our life; and 

e course of our aotion and of our thinking--



that is to say, we can change our nature. 

Ir, for example, you find when you are a 

young man, or even advanced in years, that your early 

training, or the so-called highstrung nervous system or 

yours, have given you a network of habits, of quick temper, 

irascibility, unfriendliness, suspicion, intolerance, you 

can, if you are earnest about it, you can by an effort or 

will and by a system of self-training and self-discipline 

root out these habits and substitute for them a new set 

or habits or amiability, of friendliness, of confidence, 

of' trust, just as when you find your muscles eak and 

flabby you can, by an effort of will, by exercise, strength­

en them, toughen them; just as when y find that, thrown 

into t'e water, you cannot swim, you proceed over a long 

period of time so to train yourself to control your 

muscles and the movements of your limbs that you learn 

how to swim--Just as you learn a trade: simply by an effort 

of will and exercise and training. JUst as you can 

control your physical body, so can you learn to control 

your emotional self. In ofu.er words, so can you learn to 

change your nature if you w1 sh 1 t. 

If you find at a given stage in your life 

that you are becoming or have become miserly and niggardly, 

untruthful, --tendencies which may have been given to you 

in your very early infancy, which may not at all be a 

result or your inner wiokedness, so to speak, you can, it 

you will, if you are ready to make tl-e sacrifice in labor, 
~=~===~~= 
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in effort and stru6gle, you can train yourself out of these 

anti-social habits, that old nature of yours, and you can 

train yourself into a new set of socially beneficent habits, 

into a new nature. You 111 beco:rre a new man. 

One or the most significant facts in 

psychology observed by almost any psychologist is the 

faot of conversion. I do not mean the conversion from one 

religion to another; I ~an conversion in t he sense of re­

organizing one's entire life. Many a man at the age of 

forty, fifty, sixty and older corms up against an over-
his 

whelming experience, something which tries/reins, as it 

were, --something which reaches dom to the very depth or 

his psychio and revolutionizes him, and that man will 

undergo a change hich will cle n fs life from basement 

to attic, as 1 t ere , --completely change Mm; his ent 1 re old 

nature will fall off like a sloughed off skin and a new man 

111 appear. That is known in psychology, in human 

experience. 

So it 1s, on a lesser scale, true in every 

man's life. nat is needed :fin order to enable a man to 

acquire ne habits, good habits, what is needed is an ideal. 

No man adopts a new mode of life unless he is moved to it 

by some great emotion, and nothing gives a man a great, 

impulsive, propel ling emotion as a great 1 deal, and tba t 

is why it is so important to hold up before human beings 

constantly the challenge or eat ideals; for once a man 

links up his life with an i deal that ideal becomes a dynamo 
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in him. That ideal becomes a cleansing and a purging 

fire; that ideal will prompt him to do anything and give 

him the strength to do it . 

It is human ideal.,human aspiratioru,,backed 

by great hunan emotions and human enthusiasm, which have 

taken the human raoe from the jungle to the present day. 

,J.:Jvery great advance in the moral life of the human raoe, 

every new nature, new set of behavior which the human race 

bas taken on in its long history, has been due to the 

presence in the life of a few men, of a few individuals, 

of some ideal towards which they- have reached up, towards 

which they elevated themselves, as it ~ere, by the boot­

straps,--an effort of will to rise above the limitations 

of the present, to knock off' the oh ins which shackle us 

to our past, to our heredity, to our environment, and 11ft 

ourselves to a higher leTe1. And when you can introduce 

an ideaI--any great social ideal.--in the life of an 

individual, you will have saved that individual for growth 

and freedom; you will have enabled that individual. to talce 

charge of his life, as it were, and to determine his own 

career. 

lithout an ideal Ill:ln remains the s1ave of 

that set of involwitary habits, of those influences of 

environment or those inherited traits; he remains their 

slave, a victim, never a creator, or his own destiny. 

That is the function of religion in life--to give human 

beings ideals which will urge them to change their life 
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and hich ill make them free; for only in the pursuit of 

ideals is a man free. The great Hebrew poet of the .tl d dle 

es, jehuda Haievi, was profoundly and psychologically 

right when he said: "They ho are the servants of time 

are servants indeed, but they who are the servants of God 

are free men indeed. " 

A man--and this is my last word to you, 

friends--n man should never be afraid or his inherited 

instincts. e have nothing to be afraid of the instinct 

of sex or nutrition or self-preservation or collectivism, 

gregariousness. They are not intrinsically bad or harmtul. 

No human instinct 1s in itself harmful. Human instincts 

are meant to be runctions or tlie human organism., to help 

man in his life, not to destroy him. he instinct of sex 

builds homes and families and all the affections or family 

and all the beauty of family life. It makes possible to 

a great degree art and all. the beauty and romance of the 

world. It is when that same instinct 1s perverted by a 

set of bad habits that it becomes a devestation in life. 

The instinct of self-preservation makes 

possible our laws, law and order in society, peace. 

Confused and distorted by bad habits, that instinct leads 

to selfishness and miserliness and uncharitabl.eness and 

cruelty and exploitation. ven the rood instinct is 

naturally an indispensable instinct 1n rnan far his 

sustenance, for his nourishment, for his strength. 

Corrupted it makes for over-in ul ence and gluttony and 
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vulgarity. The instmt of man as a soc1al anima1, the 

gregarious instinct, makes possible our institutions, our 

government, society. Degraded it makes for mob and mob 

passion and mob standards and mob viciousness. 

hat we must do is to use that which nature 

gives us by way of inherited traits and on them rise to 

the higher levels; what we must do is to establish sets 

of responses to these instincts--habits which will use 

these instincts beneficently and socially. e need not 

be afraid of our inheritance. I know many men and women 

who have been terrified throughout their lite by memories 

of things which their parents bequeathed unto the.m--the 

dread of what has gone be fore; and . any a man and woman 

has ha d his or her life darkene d by traits of heredity. 

That is a mistake. No one can ev r know vhat part heredity 

actually plays in his lite, and the ref ore no one should 

organize his life around that thought. Every man or woman 

should l.ive and act as if' he or she were ab oo lutel.y and 

completely free--self'-determining, self-controlling. 

To live as if' we were f'ree is to begin to 

taste freedom. Everyone should live with se.lf-conr1dence, 

with trust 1n one's own powers to change one's own lif'e; 
. 

and while there will always be a framework in which his l.ife 

will have to move, a set ot circumstances given to man over 

which he has no control, yet within that framework, w1 thin 

that set of' limi tat 1ons, man can enjoy a pro:tundi ty- ot 

freedom if' he will. 
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an 1s neither entirely f'reemr entirely a 

slave; but let man ive as if he were entirely free and 

his life will be"a song or ascent." He will be experienc­

_ing throughout his life new adventure and new promise and 

new growth. And give your young people the belief' that 

they can make their ovm life; they will discover soon 

enough their limitations. But let them start out in life 

1th the conviction that they can make their own life. Let 

them set out to o it; they will be amazed to discover to 

what extent they oan actually make their ovm. life; they 

will discover within.them inner springs of power, inherent 

springs or ambition; they will discover ithin themselves 

originality, powers of new conviction and new synthesis, 

new ideas, and they will enjoy life because the whole joy 

of lire 1s in tree and purposeful aotivity. 

Let not, therefore, the newer psychology 

frighten any human be 1ng or estiop any bmnen being from 

living as if he were an absolute y free man. The Rabbis 

had the same problem only in a theologic sense. Tmy 

said: If' od knovs everything, he !mows what a man 111 

do, and if God knows what a man will do, man is not :tree 

to choose because man must choose that whioh God kno 

he will do." And they were confronted--our theologians--

with the same d11enma, only they arbed it in a theologio 

dress. Too problem is the same en garbed in a psychologic 

dress. If heredity and environment predetermine a man, 

how can man be said to be tree to choose and determine his 
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his own life? And the answer which the Rabbis gave still 

is valid for our life. ~Everything is foreseen, and 

nevertheless free will is given to them." An anomalous 

statement, a contradictory statem3nt, yes, but a profoundl.y 

true statement, nevertheless. 

Every man must llve as if freedom was given 

him to be the creator of his own life, and in so doing 

he will find life's profoundest meaning and life's 

grea-test opportunity. 
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