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There is no question of being able to live in
a world of our own any more. The world has

grown too small. You cannot live just in the
United States—you must be part of the world

as a whole, and the sooner we learn this the
sooner we will discover that we really have to

know what brings war about—that war any-

where 1s a menace to peace everywhere.

Eleanor Roosevelt, The Standard, 1940
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Welcome to Spring!

That is, welcome to Volume II of The Annals and our shift to labeling its issues with the seasons.
While we might offer philosophical and/or poetic justifications for linking our work to the earth’s
journey around the sun and our human connection to these cycles (and flowers on trees), we will
forego that pleasure and blithely move on.

The Ethical Report in this (did we mention “Spring”?) issue highlights the ongoing work of the
NYSEC Archive Committee and volunteers from the Society and the community as part of the
Adler Study Project. The Project is a multi-year effort to document and preserve the collection
of rare and historic resources housed in the Adler Study at NYSEC. The report documents a
milestone in that project and provides a useful tool for research as well as the interested but
casual reader (why, yes, it is another bibliography).

Our Ethical Focus is once more on Felix Adler. Curt Collier looks at Adler’s 1895 address on
“The Ethical Education of Children” and places it in the context of Adler’s evolving ideas about
education. Joseph Chuman looks at Adler’s ideas about evolution itself. Both look at previously
unpublished works to bring new definition to our understanding of important elements of Ethical
Culture’s thought. As an added bonus to Annals readers, we provide another previously
unpublished Adler lecture, “Darwinism and Religion” (given at Carnegie Hall, November 25,
1894), which, while not a source for Chuman’s article, does seem to follow right along with his

thesis.

We have taken a slightly different approach to Ethical Expression in this, our Spring issue. Our
thanks to Kirk Ruebenson, intrepid photographer and avid historian late of Fieldston School, for
following a thread that he pulled from Howard Radest’s Toward Common Ground to locate
transcripts of the interviews conducted as part of the Oral History Project. Among those
transcripts is an interview with Dr. Ruth Pilpel Brickner, and it is her mention of her son’s novel
and its reflection of his education in the school that Adler built (so to speak) that provided us
with a clear expression of Adler’s insistence on the inherent worth of every human. Our source
for this expression is, however, that novel, which we cannot reproduce in these pages. Instead,
we have provided links to accessible online sources, which we hope you will follow to read this
interesting ethical expression.

Finally, in Ethical Notes and News, we note our news and acknowledge the increasing number

of people who have lent their time and talents to the support of the ECI’s work, including those
who have contributed to the making of this issue.
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We welcome you to this issue of the Annals. We invite you to follow the links that we provide to
online resources for further reading. We invite your further participation by letter (address to
institute (@ nysec.org), by your Ethical Expression(s), or by participating in our upcoming
events.

Carolyn A. Parker, PhD
Editor
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Ethical Report

Bookcase A:
Being a Bibliographic Essay on the Adler Study
at the New York Society for Ethical Culture

Carolyn A. Parker, PhD

The large lecture hall of the New York Society for Ethical Culture includes a modest-sized stage
with a lovely proscenium that, in its early days, carried the motto: “Where men gather to seek
the highest is holy ground.” Although the motto has since been removed, the sentiment still
continues: The Adler Study is, for some at least, holy ground.

When NYSEC’s Meeting House was first constructed in 1909-1910, the fourth and fifth floors
were not finished. The Society did not have sufficient funds for completion, so the decision was
made to construct the building, finish the auditorium, and leave the upper floors as more or less
empty shells until funds could be raised to finish them. Early plans nonetheless set aside space
for a study for Felix Adler:

The two upper floors, while not entirely completed at the present time, are to include on
the fourth story, (the one immediately above the Auditorium) a room or chapel

seating about 200 persons called the "Marriage Hall," for ceremonies ; a number of
Sunday School rooms and meeting rooms, and on the fifth floor studies for the

Leaders and small section-rooms. On this upper floor there have already been fitted up
three or four rooms ; a library and study for Dr. Adler and one for Mr. Chubb.!

What is now called the Adler Study was one of three studies used by Felix Adler at any given
time:

e His home study, holding the famous desk carved by Karl von Rydingsvird;*
e His summer study, a building separated from his home in the Adirondacks and dubbed,
fittingly, “The Eagle’s Nest” (Adler is German for “eagle”); and

! “Dedication Ceremonies,” p. 10. See also the Eighteenth Series of Ethical Addresses and Ethical Record (1911),
p- 33 ff. (https://archive.org/details/ethicaladdresses 1 8ameruoft/page/nS/mode/2up)

2 Charles de Kay, “The Revival of Woodcarving,” American Homes and Gardens (January 1906), pp.
39-42. (https://archive.org/details/americanhomesgar0Onewy/page/n50/mode/1up)
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e Room 514 at 2 West 64th St, Manhattan.

Room 514—The Adler Study of this discussion—contains a fireplace on the north wall, two high
windows on the east wall (overlooking Central Park), and built-in bookcases on all four walls.
An undated photograph of the space (below) shows it to be modestly set up for research,
dictation (assistant’s desk on the right), and meetings.

Today, the room is carpeted, and all 10 bookcases are enclosed behind lockable glass doors. The
room is no longer an office. Instead the space is used for Board meetings and Society programs;
it is also rented to individuals and organizations outside of the Society. Nonetheless the room
retains its association with Adler with his portrait now in the space shown behind the desk,
flanked by two busts made from his death mask.

The bookcase behind and to the left of the desk is Bookcase A.

While this review of Bookcase A is intended to be both a milestone discussion of the larger,
ongoing Adler Study Project and a snapshot review both of a portion of NYSEC’s larger
collection of books by and about Ethical Culture and of the many reference resources used in the
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preparation of lectures and publications, it also serves as a validation of the sentiment long
removed from the lecture hall’s proscenium arch. This room was—and on many occasions still
is—a place where people have sought the highest, giving it, in that respect, status as a place of
attachment or, in the older terminology, “holy ground.”

The Adler Study Project is a multi-year project of the NYSEC Archives Committee to preserve
the contents of the room, a collection of books and journals which date from as early as 1762 to
the beginning of the Twenty-First Century. This aspect of the Project includes cleaning,
inventorying, organizing, and, if possible, digitizing the entire collection. Another purpose of the
Project is to increase member and organizational appreciation of the role—both past and
future—that this space and its contents can play in increasing our understanding of Ethical
Culture and in meeting its purposes and mission.

Bookcase A has achieved something of
milestone status in comparison to the
remaining nine bookcases in Adler Study.
In April 2024, NYSEC members Amy
Schwarz and Danny Hanson began the
work of photo-documenting the Adler
Study. They took digital photos of the title
page of every book in the room (and versos
when needed to determine copyright and
publication data). That work continued
through October 2024, when all bookcases
in the Study had been similarly
photodocumented. Almost immediately,
the work of turning those photos into
bibliographic lists began, although to date,
only four bookcases have been fully listed
in that manner.

,_..——} Y A
¥

T i

When the work began, Bookcase A looked
as shown in the photograph on the right.
Light from the east windows shone across
the bookcase (contributing to fading and
desiccating the covers). Books were L

standing aslant or sometimes lain on their

sides (neither good for maintaining the
integrity of the spine or the covers). Some
past attempt at organization was reflected
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in the collection of books related to the life of Abraham Lincoln on the top shelf, but the
collection quickly passed from Lincoln to a mixture of philosophy and social science followed
by sets of bound journals, themselves shelved out of order and with the occasional missing
number.

Today, Bookcase A has been cleaned, and the books dusted.® The journals and selected books
have been moved to another cabinet, and those remaining in Bookcase A stand straight,
supported by bookends. The window shades are now closed when the room is not in use.

The first assessment of the collection of books in Case A showed that they numbered 124 (not
counting the journals which can be seen in the photo to occupy three of the six shelves). Of
those, 44 were published before 1933, the year of Adler’s death, indicating that the books in the
case continued to serve NYSEC’s Leaders in the succeeding years, the collection growing as
more Leaders used the Study. Indeed, several books displayed bookplates showing ownership
by Jerome Nathanson (NYSEC Leader 1940-1974) and John Lovejoy Elliott (NYSEC Leader
1894-1942). An equally significant number of books in the case (36) were written by EC
Leaders and NYSEC members. These may be considered part of the “core collection” of EC
writing; they have been removed from Case A and placed together with EC journals and other
EC-related writings in a separate cabinet (Bookcase C, for now) and will be discussed separately
as the Project continues.

One surprise among the books were three bearing an oval stamp which labeled them as part of
the Henry J. Golding Memorial Library. As the work has progressed, many more books bearing
this stamp have shown up in other bookcases. The plan is now to separate these “Golding
books” into a single bookcase in the Adler Study, first, to honor the decision that created this
special collection and, second, to support further study of Golding and his work.

The books remaining in Case A have been reshelved in the same order in which they were
photodocumented, i.e., no particular order at all. (The numbers assigned to the photographs by
Danny Hanson’s camera are currently the only guide to location in the Study.) Once the entire
collection has been processed in the manner of Case A, it may be possible to determine a more
coherent organizing strategy both for housing the collection and for digitizing those works which
have not already been digitized.

What, then, can we learn from Bookcase A and its remaining 87 books?

Twenty-nine of these titles were published before 1933 and may be considered to be resources
available to Adler as well as other leaders. The oldest work in the case is Richard Rothe’s

3 Many thanks to the volunteers who participated in the tedious and messy work of cleaning, sorting, and organizing
in March: May Wu, Richard Somma, Kelana Jackson, Vandra Thorburn, Loretta Tolliver, and Aubrey Todd.
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Theologische Ethik, a multivolume set published in 1869.* The most recently published, in 1971,
was Sherman Mandel’s Basic Problems in Behavior.” There are older books in the larger
collection and, of course, much more recent books as well. What the numbers and the dates do
not tell us is that this small collection, which represents less than 5% of the contents of the Adler
Study, nonetheless serves as a window through which to view the broader vista of the growth and
development of thought in Ethical Culture.

The first shelf serves as an example of the potential to be discovered in the Adler Study. This
shelf holds most, but not all, of the biographies and historical studies of Abraham Lincoln to be
found in the Study.® The volume of volumes alone attests to significant focus on the 16th
President as someone of interest for something more than his very significant role in American
history. Indeed, although Lincoln’s birthday has never been a federal holiday, it has been widely
marked as a day of commemoration; accordingly, Lincoln has frequently been the subject of
platform addresses by NYSEC leaders, among them David Saville Muzzey, Henry Neumann,
Algernon D. Black, Khoren Arisian, Jr., and others.” Even a small sampling of such platforms
confirms the impression derived from the presence of these books in the Adler Study that
Abraham Lincoln has served as a source of inspiration in Ethical Culture as a person who
exemplified moral leadership, democratic integrity, and ethical struggle. It is also possible to
see, in this part of the collection and other biographical sources in the library, a potential for
biography as ethical instruction, i.e., looking at real people rather than mythical or fictional
“heroes.”

Similar observations may emerge as the Project continues and as more of the resources in the
Adler Study are documented. Bookcase A, nonetheless, already suggests some areas for further
exploration.

e (Going along, as it were, with the Lincoln collection, Case A shows a strong interest in
history, including European and American history, but also historical studies of religion
and literature.

*Vols. II-I11, Second edition (Wittenberg: Hermann Roelling, 1869). A bookplate identifies these volumes as
Adler’s personal copies. Volume I has not yet been located in the collection.

> (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1971).

¢ Carl Sandburg, Abraham Lincoln: The War Years, 4 vols. (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1939); Albert
J. Beveridge, Abraham Lincoln: 1809-1858, 4 vols. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1928); Ida M. Tarbell,
The Life of Abraham Lincoln, 2 vols. (New York: McClure, Phillips Co., 1900); Anthony Gross,
Lincoln's Own Stories, The Star Series (Garden City, NY: Garden City Publishing Co., 1912); Carl
Sandberg. Abraham Lincoln: The Prairie Years, Vol. 1-2. (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1926
[1925]).

" Muzzey, “Homage to Washington, mimeograph (February 19, 1950); Neumann, “Lincoln and America’s
Big Chance, The Ethical Platform (February 11, 1962); Algernon D. Black, “Lincoln and the
Emancipation Proclamation--A Century Later,” The Ethical Platform (February 10, 1963); Khoren
Arisian, “The Humor—and Moral Legacy—of Abraham Lincoln,” The Ethical Platform (February 8,
1970).
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e Philosophy appears in both academic works and popular works written for the lay reader,
although it does not dominate this particular, but random, group of works.

e The social sciences are well represented in this set as is psychology. Both areas reflect
the frequent emphasis on the platform for understanding the relationship between science
and ethical behavior.

e C(ase A also reflects a commitment to social justice and an awareness of the pressures of
modern society on our ability to discern fact from fiction. This includes the study of
social systems and how they might be reformed to support ethical living.

e Commitment to democracy and concern for peace are also evident in the titles in this
bookcase. The rise of fascism appears as a contrast to both.

The richness of the Adler Study is well reflected in this small set of books, both as academic
resources and as practical approaches to the lived experience of social problems and conflicts.
While the Adler Study Project continues—noting that the Study itself cannot serve as either a
lending or a reading library—we now have partial documentation of its contents that can assist
the interested reader in delving deeper into the insights to be gained from one small sample of
the larger collection. A preliminary bibliography follows.® It serves as a milestone which will,
in due course, be replicated for the entire collection. In addition, the bibliography provides its
own version of a lending library through its links to the Internet Archive (shows as [[A] in the
bibliography), which allows readers to access (and download) digitized copies of
out-of-copyright books and, in some (limited) cases, to borrow (in hourlong sessions) copies of
more recent books.

8 This “Bibliography of Bookcase A” has been alphabetized for ease of use. The bracketed numbers are
those provided by the camera used to photodocument each book and can be used to locate the book on
the shelves of Case A. Links to those books currently available in the Internet Archive are provided in
brackets, viz. [IA]. Wherever possible, the IA link is to the edition found in the Adler Study; alternate
editions are noted when the AS text is not available. Books published after 1930, if present, may not be
available for borrowing. Initials in braces indicate prior ownership of the book, e.g., {JN} for Jerome
Nathanson.
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The Adler Study Project
Bibliography of Bookcase A

Current March 18, 2026

Prepared by
Carolyn A. Parker, Dan Hanson, and Amy Schwarz
With assistance from May Wu and Rick Somma

Adamic, Louis. My Native Land: Yugoslavia 1933-1943. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1943.
[2795-2796]

Adams, James Truslow. The Epic of America. Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1931.
[2777-2778]

Allen, Steve. Mark It and Strike It: An Autobiography. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
1960. [2789-2790]

Auer, J. A. C. Fagginger. Humanism States Its Case. Boston: Beacon Press, 1933. [2917-2918]
[1A]

Beard, Charles A. Jefferson, Corporations and the Constitution. Washington: National Home
Library Foundation, 1936. [2868-2869]

Becker, Carl L. The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers. New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1932. [2882-2883] [IA]

Bergson, Henri. Creative Evolution, translated by Arthur Mitchell. New York: Henry Holt and
Co., 1911. [2791-2792] [IA]

Beveridge, Albert J. Abraham Lincoln: 1809-1858. 4 vols. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1928.
[2734-2735] [1A]

Blanding, Don. Vagabond's House. New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1937 (1928). [2801-2802]

Brillouin, Leon. Scientific Uncertainty and Information. New York: Academic Press, 1964.
[2905-2906]
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Brownell, Baker. The Human Community: Its Philosophy and Practice for a Time of Crisis.
New York: Harper and Brothers, 1950. [2759-2760] {IN}

Buchler, Justus. Toward a General Theory of Human Judgment. New York: Columbia
University Press, 1951. [2919-2920]

Charnwood, Lord. (Godfrey Rathbone Benson). Abraham Lincoln. 3rd ed. Makers of the
Nineteenth Century, edited by Basil Williams. New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1917.
[2748-2749] {IN}

London edition [[A]

Columbia Associates in Philosophy. An Introduction to Reflective Thinking. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1923. [2821-2822] [1A]

Commission of Appraisal to the American Unitarian Association. Unitarians Face a New Age.
Boston: American Unitarian Association, 1936. [2907-2908]

Cornill, Carl Heinrich. History of the People of Israel, from the Earliest Times to the Destruction
of Jerusalem by the Romans. Translated by W. H. Carruth. Chicago: Open Court
Publishing, 1898. [2964-2965] [IA]

Crapsey, Algernon Sidney. The Last of the Heretics. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1924.
[2810-2811] [IA]

Dixon, W. Macneile. The Human Situation. London, St. Martin’s Press, 1954 (1937).
[2848-2849]

Dunning, William Archibald. Reconstruction, Political and Economic, 1865-1877. The
American Nation: A History, Vol 22. New York: Harper and Brothers, 1907.
[2767-2768] [1A]

Ehrmann, Herbert B. The Untried Case: The Sacco-Vanzetti Case and the Morelli Gang. New
York: The Vanguard Press, 1960 (1935). [2873-2874]

Fite, Warner. The Platonic Legend. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1934. [2853 & 2855]

Frank, Lawrence K. Society as the Patient: Essays on Culture and Personality. New
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1948. [2856-2857]
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. Nature and Human Nature: Man's New Image of Himself. New Brunswick:
Rutgers University Press, 1951. [2862-2863]

Frank, Philipp. Modern Science and Its Philosophy. New York: George Braziller, 1955 (1941).
[2956-2957]

Frank, Waldo. The Re-Discovery of America: An Introduction to a Philosophy of American Life.
New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1929. [2805-2806] [IA]

Frankel, Charles. The Case for Modern Man. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1955.
[2962-2963]

Gabriel, Ralph Henry. The Course of American Democratic Thought: An Intellectual History
Since 1815. Ronald Series in History. New York: Ronald Press Co., 1940. [2740] {JN}

Galbraith, John Kenneth. The Affluent Society. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, Co., 1958.
[2773-2774]
Garland, Hamlin. A Son of the Middle Border. London: John Lane, 1917. [2892-2893] [IA]

Gellhorn, Walter. Security, Loyalty, and Science. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1950.
[2831-2832]

George, Henry. Protection or Free Trade: An Examination of the Tariff Question, with Especial
Regard to the Interests of Labor. New York: Robert Schalkenbach Foundation, 1941.
[2827-2828]

Gross, Anthony. Lincoln’s Own Stories. The Star Series. Garden City, NY: Garden City
Publishing Co., 1912. [2738-2739] [1A]

Grossman, Jean Schick. Life with Family: A Perspective on Parenthood. New York:
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1948. [2835-2836]

Hacker, Louis M. The Triumph of American Capitalism: The Development of Forces in
American History to the End of the Nineteenth Century. New York: Simon and Schuster,
1940. [2909-2910]

Hall, Norris Folger, Zachariah Chafee, Jr., and Manley O. Hudson. The Next War: Three

Addresses Delivered at a Symposium at Harvard University, November 18, 1924.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard Alumni Bulletin Press, 1925. [2752] [IA]
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Hayes, Carlton J. H. 4 Political and Social History of Modern Europe. Vol I. New York:
Macmillan, 1925. [2750-2751] {IN} [IA]

. A Political and Social History of Modern Europe. Vol II: 1815 - 1924. Rev. ed.
New York: Macmillan, 1926. {IN} [[A]

Hart, Joseph K. Mind in Transition: Patterns, Conflicts and Changes in the Evolution of the
Mind. New York: Covici Friede, 1938. [2896-2897]

Heiden, Konrad. Der Fuehrer: Hitler's Rise to Power. Translated by Ralph Manheim. New
York: Lexington Press, 1944. [2797-2798]

Hofter, Eric. The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements. New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1951. [2860-2861]

Hopkins, Pryns [Prynce]. World Culture. Pasadena, CA.: Freedom Publications, 1945.
[2817-2818]

Jordan, W. K. The Development of Religious Toleration in England. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1939. [2846-2847]

Kaunitz, Maurice M. A Popular History of Philosophy. Cleveland, OH: World Publishing Co.,
1941. [2787-2788]

Lee, James Melvin. History of American Journalism. Revised edition. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1923. [2898-2899] [IA]

Lerner, Max. America as a Civilization: Life and Thought in the United States Today. New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1957. [2779-2780]

Linton, Ralph. The Tree of Culture. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1955. [2781-2782]

Maclver, R. M. Society: Its Structure and Changes. New York: Ray Long & Richard R. Smith,
1931. [2799-2800]

Malisoff, William Marias. Meet the Sciences. Baltimore: Williams & Wilkins Co., 1932.
[2785-2786]

Mandel, Sherman. Basic Problems in Behavior. New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1971.
[2900-2901]
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Masaryk, Tomas Garrique. Masaryk on Thought and Life, Conversations with Karel Capek.
Translated by M. and R. Weatherall. New York: Macmillan, 1938. [2872]

Mills, C. Wright. White Collar: The American Middle Classes. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1951. [2837-2838]

Morison, Samuel Eliot. Builders of the Bay Colony. Boston: Houghton Miftlin Co., 1930.
[2771-2772] [1A]

Moulton, Harold G. The New Philosophy of Public Debt. Washington, DC: Brookings
Institution, 1943. [2870-2871]

Nevins, Allan, and Henry Steel Commager. America: The Story of a Free People. Boston:
Little, Brown, and Co., 1942. [2775-2776]

Ottley, Roi. ‘New World A-Coming’: Inside Black America. Boston: Houghton Miftlin Co.,
1943. [2954-2955]

Packard, Vance. The Hidden Persuaders. New York: David McKay Co., 1957. [2803-2804]

Perry, Ralph Barton. Puritanism and Democracy. New York: Vanguard Press, 1944.
[2746-2747] {IN}

Pieper, Josef. The Four Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, Temperance. Rev. ed.
New York: Harcourt Brace & World, 1965. [2936-2937]

Piper, Evelyn. Hanno's Doll. New York: Athenaeum, 1961. [2845]

Reiser, Oliver L. Philosophy and the Concepts of Modern Science. New York: MacMillan,
1935. [2755-2756] {JN}

Rosten, Leo. Hope and Honor and High Resolve. Excerpt from Captain Newman, MD. New
York: Harper and Row, 1961. [2902-2903]

Rothe, Richard. Theologische Ethik, Vol 1I-111. Second edition. Wittenberg: Hermann Roelling,
1869. [2969] {FA}
Vol. I [IA]; Vol. IIT [IA]

Sandberg, Carl. Abraham Lincoln: The Prairie Years, Vol. 1-2. New York: Harcourt, Brace &
Co., 1926 (1925). [2946-2947]
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Vol. 1 [IA] Vol 2 [IA]; Dell edition 1960 [IA]

. Abraham Lincoln: The War Years. 4 vols. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1939.
[2732-2733]

Santayana, George. Character and Opinion in the United States. New York: W. W. Norton and
Co., 1934 (1920). [2904]
First Edition [[A]

Sapirstein, Milton R. Emotional Security. New York: Crown Publishers, 1948. [2950-2951]

Schlesinger, Arthur W., Jr. The Crisis of the Old Order: 1918-1933. The Age of Roosevelt, Vol.
1. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1957. [2886]

Schniederman, Harry, and Julius B. Maller, eds. The American Jewish Yearbook: 5707
(1946-1947), Vol. 48. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1946.
[2839-2840]

Singer, Edgar A., Jr. On the Contented Life. New York: Henry Holt and Co, 1936 (1923).

Smith, T. V. The American Philosophy of Equality. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1927. [2858-2859] [IA]

Sparks, Edwin Erle. National Development, 1877-1885. The American Nation: A History, Vol
23. New York: Harper and Brothers, 1907. [2769-2770] [IA]

Stryker, Perrin. The Character of the Executive: Eleven Studies in Managerial Qualities. New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1961 (1958). [2960-2961]

Sullivan, William Laurence. Epigrams and Criticisms in Miniature. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1936. [2812-2813]

Tarbell, Ida M. The Life of Abraham Lincoln. 2 vols. New York: McClure, Phillips Co., 1900.
[2736-2737]
Vol. I, 1909, Lincoln History Society [IA]
Vol 11, 1917, new edition [IA]

Tiele, C. P. Elements of the Science of Religion, Part Il Ontological. New York: Charles
Scriber’s Sons, 1899. [2968] [[A]

Annals of the Ethical Culture Institute @ NYSEC - Volume 1, Issue 2 - Spring 2026 - 16



Tilney, Frederick. The Master of Destiny: A Biography of the Brain. Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, Doran, and Co., 1930 (1929). [2757-2758] {JN} [IA]

Trent, William Peterfield, et al., eds. The Cambridge History of American Literature in Three
Volumes. Vol. I1: Later National Literature: Parts II and III. New York: Macmillan,
1921. [2753-2754] [IA]

Trevelyan, George Macauley. The English Revolution: 1688-1699. New York: Henry Holt and
Co., 1939.[2793-2794]

Von Ranke, Leopold. Die Romischen Pdpste. Vol. Ill. Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1878.

[2880]
1962 Combined 9 Volumes [IA]

Wallace, Henry A. Sixty Million Jobs. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1945. [2890-2891]

Wallas, Graham. The Great Society: A Psychological Analysis. New York: Macmillan, 1914,
[2894-2895] [1A]

Warner, Amos G. American Charities: A Study in Philanthropy and Economics. New York:
Thomas Y. Crowell, 1894. [2825-2826] [IA]

Weinstein, Gregory. The Ardent Eighties and After: Reminiscences of a Busy Life. 3rd edition.
New York: The International Press, 1947. [2833-2834]

Wendt, Gerald. Science for the World of Tomorrow. New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1939.
[2966-2967]

White, Morton, ed. The Age of Analysis. Great Ages of Western Philosophy, Vol 6 . Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1955. [2763-2764]

Wightman, William P. D. The Growth of Scientific Ideas. New Haven: Yale University Press,
1953 (1951). [2952-2953]

X, Doctor (Alan E. Nourse). Intern. New York: Harper & Row, 1965. [2765-2766]

Annals of the Ethical Culture Institute @ NYSEC - Volume 1, Issue 2 - Spring 2026 - 17



Additional Works Cited

Arisian, Khoren, Jr. “The Humor—and Moral [Legacy—of Abraham Lincoln.” The Ethical
Platform (February 8, 1970).

Black, Algernon, D. “Lincoln and the Emancipation Proclamation—A Century Later.” The
Ethical Platform (February 10, 1963).

Dedication of the Meeting House of the Society for Ethical Culture of New York, October
23rd-26th, 1910. New York: Society for Ethical Culture, 1910.

“Dedication of the Meeting House of the New York Society for Ethical Culture.” Ethical
Addresses and Ethical Record. Eighteenth Series (1911): 33-109.
(https://archive.org/details/ethicaladdresses 18ameruoft/page/nS/mode/2up)

De Kay, Charles. “The Revival of Woodcarving” American Homes and Gardens (January 1906):
39-42. (https://archive.org/details/americanhomesgar0Onewy/page/n50/mode/lup)

Muzzey, David Saville, “Homage to Washington.” Mimeograph (February 19, 1950). NYSEC
Archives.

Neumann, Henry. “Lincoln and America’s Big Chance." The Ethical Platform (February 11,
1962).

Annals of the Ethical Culture Institute @ NYSEC - Volume 1, Issue 2 - Spring 2026 - 18



Ethical Focus

Wonder Before Doctrine:

Felix Adler and the Formation of the
Ethical Self

Curt Collier
Ethical Culture Leader
New York Society for Ethical Culture
Ethical Culture Society of Bergen County

In a cultural moment where many have stepped away from traditional religion but have not
abandoned the desire for a meaningful moral life, the work of Felix Adler offers an unusually
precise and still underappreciated path forward. Adler did not attempt to defend religion in its
inherited forms, nor did he discard it outright. Instead, he asked a more fundamental question:
what, at its core, is religion for? His answer was both disarming and demanding. Religion, he
argued, is not primarily about belief. It is about orientation—about the cultivation of a way of
being in the world that expresses itself in how we encounter others, how we act, and what we are
willing to stand up for.

Such a reorientation becomes especially clear in Adler’s reflections on the religious education of
children. From its earliest years, Felix Adler and the Ethical Culture movement placed strong
emphasis on the ethical formation of the young. The founding of the Workingman’s School in
1880 reflected this commitment, though it also revealed an ongoing tension—one that Adler
himself recognized—between preparing students for practical success and cultivating a deeper
ethical orientation to life. Writing in The Ethical Record, Adler insisted that education must
extend beyond the transmission of knowledge to include the formation of character. However,
he also argued that character too emerged through lived experience. “By trying our theories, we
test their validity,” he wrote, “action itself teaches us how we ought to act.”

Adler published his widely popular book, The Moral Instruction of Children, in 1892. In
prefacing Adler’s work, the editor of the series, W. T. Harris, places Adler’s work in the frame of
“new” versus “old” education. According to Harris, “The new education . . . substitutes the

? “Ethics and Culture,” The Ethical Record, 1, no.1 (April 1888), p. 11.
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internal authority of conscience for the external authority of the master.”'® Adler’s book focused
on providing the educational materials for schools to use in this mode of education—to invoke,
not to instill. The purpose of his book, based on a series of lectures first presented at the School
of Applied Ethics during its first session in Plymouth, Massachusetts, in the summer of 1891,
was:

... to give in outline the subject-matter of moral instruction for children from six to
fourteen or fifteen years of age, and to discuss the methods according to which this kind
of instruction should be imparted. "

In it, Adler argues that, ultimately, an ethical pedagogy is about cultivating an ethical personality,
not simply a person who can recite back answers.

This, however, raises a further question: if ethical understanding emerges through action, what
becomes of moral or religious education? Adler’s answer remains consistent with his broader
pedagogical philosophy. An ethical orientation cannot simply be taught through instruction; it
must grow out of direct experience, reflection, and participation in meaningful relationships.

Three years later, in his March 1895 address, “The Religious Education of Children,” Adler
explores how this process might unfold. He argues that a religious orientation to life remains
necessary, particularly in a culture increasingly shaped by material concerns—what he describes
as the zeitgeist, the spirit of the age. Yet he is equally clear about what such an education should
avoid. Adler does not want children to be filled with notions of supernatural forces or “magical
powers” that guarantee safety or resolve uncertainty. Instead, he seeks to cultivate a form of
religious life grounded in reality—one that deepens a child’s sense of responsibility, engagement,
and moral awareness without retreating into illusion.

I say there is one duty which we owe to our children—to tell them the truth. Not the
whole truth—they cannot comprehend that, I admit, but whatever we say to them should
be true to the best of our knowledge and belief. No matter how comforting a lie may be,
you have no business to tell your child a comforting lie.'

Where most traditions begin with instruction—teaching doctrines, stories, and beliefs about
God—Adler reverses the order entirely. He begins not with ideas, but with experience. The first
task, he suggests, is to awaken a sense of wonder. A child should be brought into contact with the
living world: the quiet persistence of plants, the sudden force of storms, the vastness of the night
sky. These are not sentimental gestures. They are formative encounters. Before a child can

1"W. T. Harris, “Editor’s Preface,” in Felix Adler, The Moral Instruction of Children, International Education Series,
Vol. XXTI (New York: D. Appleton, 1892), p. vi.

11 “Prefatory Note,” in Adler, op. cit., p. xi.

12 Lecture delivered to the New York Society for Ethical Culture (May 17, 1895) at Carnegie Hall.
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meaningfully engage questions about ultimate reality, they must first feel that reality—its depth,
its mystery, its capacity to evoke awe. Without this grounding, concepts arrive hollow, detached
from the very experiences they are meant to illuminate.

Yet wonder alone is not sufficient. It opens the child to the world, but it does not yet orient them
ethically within it. That work, Adler insists, belongs not to instruction but to example. A
reverence for life emerges when a child witnesses adults who live with conscience—who take
responsibility seriously, who act with integrity even when it is difficult, who stand up for others
when it would be easier to remain silent. In such moments, the child begins to perceive that life
is not neutral, that it makes claims upon us. Adler captures this relational dimension of ethics in
one of his most cited formulations: the aim is “to elicit the best in others and thereby in oneself.”
What the child sees, over time, is that moral life is not a set of rules imposed from above, but a
pattern of engagement lived out between people. Reverence, in this sense, is not taught as a
concept; it is absorbed as a way of being.

Only after these experiences of wonder and reverence have taken root does Adler turn,
cautiously, to the realm of ideas. His recommendation that the concept of God be withheld until
adolescence—until roughly the age of fourteen—is among his most controversial proposals, and
also one of his most carefully reasoned. It is not, as it might first appear, an attempt to exclude
religion from a child’s life. Rather, it is an effort to protect the integrity of their early
development. Adler was deeply concerned that introducing theological concepts too early would
short-circuit the very processes he believed were essential. Words, especially powerful ones like
“God,” can easily become substitutes for experience. A child may learn to repeat them, even to
rely on them, without ever having encountered the realities they are meant to name.

If education is to invoke, not to instill, what is Adler hoping to avoid?

The question raises two distinct concerns, both of which remain strikingly relevant. The first is
the problem of externalized worth. When children are taught that their value derives from a
divine source—that it is granted, judged, or secured by an external authority—they may come to
see their own dignity as dependent on something outside themselves. Adler’s alternative is not to
deny worth, but to relocate its grounding. Human dignity, in his view, is discovered within the
fabric of relationships, in the mutual recognition that arises when we take one another seriously
as ends rather than means. It is something encountered and enacted, not bestowed.

The second concern is more subtle but equally important. Adler feared that early theological
instruction could foster a kind of moral passivity. If the world is presented as something already
ordered—fixed by divine will, made as it is meant to be—then the role of the individual shifts
toward acceptance rather than transformation. The task becomes one of accommodation, of
fitting oneself into what already exists. Adler, by contrast, wanted children to experience the
world as unfinished, as something that invites participation and can be shaped by human effort.

Annals of the Ethical Culture Institute @ NYSEC - Volume 1, Issue 2 - Spring 2026 - 21



Ethical life, in this view, is not about aligning oneself with a predetermined order, but about
contributing to the ongoing work of making that order more just, more humane, more worthy of
reverence.

In this light, Adler’s oft-quoted principle of "deed before creed" takes on a broader
significance—it's not the profession of belief, but the performance of duty, which is the mark of
the religious spirit. What he preserves from religion is not its metaphysical claims, but its ethical
intensity, its insistence that life matters, that our actions carry weight, that we are accountable to
something larger than our immediate interests. At the same time, he strips away the elements that
divide: dogma, doctrine, and the demand for assent to propositions that cannot be universally
shared.

For contemporary readers, particularly those who find themselves outside traditional belief
systems, Adler’s framework offers both an invitation and a challenge. It affirms the possibility of
a deeply meaningful moral life without reliance on supernatural claims. It suggests that what has
historically been called “religious” may, at its best, refer not to what we believe about the
universe, but to how we inhabit it—with attention, with seriousness, with a commitment to the
well-being of others. At the same time, it demands a great deal. Without doctrine to lean on,
responsibility cannot be deferred. Without divine authority to appeal to, the work of ethical life
must be carried forward through human relationships and institutions.

There are, of course, tensions in Adler’s approach. One might reasonably ask whether ethical
traditions can sustain themselves across generations without shared narratives or symbols, or
whether delaying religious language risks leaving certain existential questions unarticulated
during formative years. Adler does not resolve these tensions so much as redirect them. His
focus remains fixed on the conditions under which ethical life can genuinely emerge. If those
conditions are right—if wonder is cultivated, if reverence is embodied, if agency is
preserved—then the concepts, when they do arrive, will have something real to attach to.

What Adler ultimately offers is not a rejection of religion, but a reconstruction of its foundations.
He asks us to begin not with answers, but with experiences; not with doctrines, but with
relationships; not with certainty, but with a disciplined openness to the world and to one another.
In doing so, he places the burden, and the possibility, squarely where it belongs: in the lived
practice of human life.
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Fundamentally our age has been and still is, in contrast with other
eras, the age of individualism. And from the outset I have felt
obliged to criticize the individualistic conception of freedom,
together with the reactions to which it leads, as the chief evil we
have to overcome with a new ideal. . . . The ethical viewpoint, as I
see it, means linkage and interrelation. . . . As I see it the ethical
problem is always to organize, in the true sense, those essential
relationships between individuals and groups that are the very
matrix of personality and human development unto freedom.

Felix Adler,
quoted in Our Part in This World, p. 42.
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Darwinism and Anti-Darwinism in the
Thought of Felix Adler

Joseph Chuman, PhD

Leader Emeritus
New York Society for Ethical Culture

Felix Adler was among religious thinkers troubled by the implications of Darwinian evolution.
Though it would be hyperbolic to claim that Adler’s philosophy was a response to Darwinism
specifically, he felt the need to answer Darwin, both in his technical exposition and from the
platform of the Ethical Culture Society. We might speculate that Adler would have developed his
philosophy, which was foremost dedicated to absolutizing the worth of person, had Darwin never
crafted the theory of evolution. But Darwinism was undoubtedly the most powerful expression of
the mechanism and materialism emanating from Europe, against which Adler formulated his
ethical idealism.

Evolution, both in its philosophical and scientific manifestations, characterized the zeitgeist of
nineteenth century thought. While Enlightenment figures such as Condorcet propounded an
optimistic theory of social evolution and Kant and Laplace held forth on the evolution of the
cosmos in the eighteenth century, nineteenth century evolutionary theories were characterized by
greater systematization, organicism and often reflected a unifying commitment to romanticism.
Hegel’s philosophy of the dialectical evolution of Idea toward the Absolute bore commanding
influence in molding both an historicist understanding of intellectual development as well as a
grasp of the progressive development of society through stages. Of almost equal influence in its
time was the philosophy of Auguste Comte, which presented humanity as evolving via three
distinctive eras—the religious, metaphysical and scientific. For Comte, the “laws of nature” were
not religious, nor metaphysical, but “positive,” and such positivism characterized the most
advanced stage of society. Later, Herbert Spencer’s theory of social evolution, developed both
before and after the publication of the Origins of Species in 1859, was to render him a virtual cult
following in intellectual circles in England, and even more so in the United States. Spencer
explicated what intellectual historian Maurice Mandelbaum refers to as “total evolutionism,” an
all-pervasive system of laws that governs the development within societies as well as the
progressive evolution through time of successive societies.'? Such perspectives were to animate
the nascent social sciences, including social anthropology, which flourished in the years
immediately after the publication of the Origins.

13 Maurice Mandelbaum, History, Man, & Reason: A Study in Nineteenth-Century Thought, (Johns Hopkins Press,
1971), 90, http://archive.org/details/historymanreason0000mand
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From the time of Newton it was assumed that God, the creator, had instilled nature with regular
laws, the details of which could be discovered through empirical research, and from such
investigation the laws themselves would be inductively sketched. In short, the divine hand was
never completely absent from the workings of nature. On the biological side, such presumptions
animated the work of Darwin’s contemporaries and Darwin himself through his early and middle
years. Two points are in evidence here: The first is that evolution was a component of the
intellectual climate among Darwin’s peers. The second is that in that era, variants of
philosophical creationism characterized normative biology.

Evolutionary theories of the diversification of species were in the air when Darwin did his
research and penned the Origins. In the eighteenth century, the French naturalist, Buffon, had
speculated that species were not fixed, but varied as a result of environmental influences on their
external forms. Jean Baptiste Lamarck famously postulated that animal species evolved through
the inheritance of acquired characteristics. In the United States, the botanist, Asa Gray, a strict
creationist, who corresponded with Darwin, accepted natural selection, but held that it was
governed by a divine hand. The most famous American zoologist of the nineteenth century was
Louis Agassiz, who railed against natural selection yet believed in the progressive emergence of
new fauna. Agassiz held to a version of catastrophism in which natural disasters would cause the
extinction of species, to be replaced by the almighty with more perfected forms. As is well
known, the naturalist, Alfred Russell Wallace developed the theory of natural selection both
independently and simultaneously with Darwin. And Darwin’s grandfather, Erasmus Darwin,
spurred Charles’ interests through work that explained organic life according to evolutionary
principles. A critical treatise, which laid the foundation for Darwinian evolution, was Charles
Lyell’s Principles of Geology, published in 1832. The Principles compellingly advanced the case
of a uniformitarian geology, signifying that changes in the earth surface occurred gradually over
vast periods of time. Though Lyell’s work profoundly influenced Darwin, Lyell remained a theist
who believed that new species were created by divine agency.

Several key principles were operative in creationism as it pertained to the biological science of
the day. Beyond the predication that the universe was brought into being by an act of the Creator
was the doctrine of saltationism. While many of Darwin’s peers could accept that small
variations were brought about within species as a result of environmental pressures, they held
that new individuals, who became the ancestors of new species, suddenly emerged as a result of
divine agency. The second was finalism, or teleology, specifying that nature revealed an inherent
trend toward a preordained goal or purpose, such as the attainment of perfection.'* These
doctrines were corollaries to the most potent arguments raised by natural theologians, who based
their convictions on the notion that a study of nature revealed clues to the existence and working

14 Ernst Mayr, One Long Argument: Charles Darwin and the Genesis of Modern Evolutionary Thought (Harvard
University Press, 1991), 179.
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of a divine creator and custodian. The most influential among these was the argument from
design, most forcefully put forward by the British theologian William Paley in the first decade of
the nineteenth century.

Contemporary zoologist Ernst Mayr explains that Darwinism centers around two major
theoretical points. The first is descent of all life from a common ancestor, as opposed to distinct
origination for each species. The second is the process of natural selection as the vehicle that
propels the creation of new species over time. Moreover, inherent in natural selection is the
competitive dynamic of the struggle for survival, which favors those changes that enable
individuals to more successfully adapt, and thus achieve greater reproductive success, while
those more poorly adapted to their environmental niche suffer extinction.

According to Mayr, although some of the creationists accepted aspects of Darwin’s theory, a
compelling way to define Darwinism is by contrasting it to creationist theories, for . . . it was
the adoption or rejection of Darwin’s thesis of evolution by natural means that neatly separated
the Darwinians from the non-Darwinians.” Mayr goes on to say:

The theory of evolution by natural means was powerfully supported by the explanatory
power of the theory of common descent. Indeed, it was this theory which even brought
the morphological idealists into the Darwinian camp when they realized that this was the
only reasonable way to explain the hierarchical arrangements of morphological
archetypes. To be sure some morphologists, like Louis Agassiz, ascribed this order of
nature to God’s laws. But the natural explanation of common descent by Darwin and his
followers was so much more convincing that Agassiz’s interpretation fell on deaf ears
and was no longer heard after Agassiz’s death in 1873."

The date, which can demark the triumph of Darwinism over creationism in the scientific camp, is
significant, because it was at this time that Adler was completing his graduate studies at
Heidelberg and Berlin. These were among the world’s most progressive universities, where
Adler was exposed to Darwinism as a natural science devoid of creationistic elements, for, unlike
their American peers, members of the German academy increasingly accepted materialistic and
non-theistic views of reality. Indeed, Benny Kraut confirms that while in Germany,

Adler suspended the question of the world’s creation in time; it could neither be proven
or disproven, and he deemed the issue religiously insignificant. He adopted Darwin’s
theory of natural selection as the operating mechanism of nature, and he enthusiastically
endorsed the principle of scientific progress in the world.'

P Tbid., 100.
16 Benny Kraut, From Reform Judaism to Ethical Culture: The Religious Evolution of Felix Adler (Hebrew Union
College Press, 1979), 55.
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The implications of Darwin’s findings could not be more radical for theistic religion, perhaps
even more so for liberal religious thinkers who were eager to hitch their theological wagons to
the prestige and authority of nineteenth century science. What Darwin had done was to formulate
a powerfully compelling, totally internal, organic and natural explanation for the emergence of
species—including the descent of the human species from anterior ones—absent external or
supernatural agency. The self-sustaining character of the evolutionary process obviated the
presence of a divine designer as the introduction of chance into the mechanisms of natural
selection undercut both determinism as well as teleology. As Mayr makes clear, though Darwin
employs such terms as the “laws of science,” he was at variance from the way “law” was
invoked by his theological peers. “Law” for Darwin did not mean laws implanted in nature by a
supervening Deity, but regularities inductively derived from observations of how nature behaved.
As Mayr states,

... Darwin’s ‘laws’ were not the laws of the deists but were either simple facts or regular
processes. No longer relying on universal laws, Darwin had no problem accepting
statistical generalizations. It was a complete rejection of Cartesian-Newtonian
determinism."’

The result was that the human being’s privileged place in the natural order, based on his special
creation in the divine image, and possessing a soul, was thoroughly dissolved. Moreover,
Darwin’s revelation that evolution required extraordinary waste as well as cruelty in the
production of new species profoundly challenged the theological presumption of a perfect and
beneficent Deity.

The power of Darwin’s theory was inescapable and generated a flurry of religious responses.
Among them was a retrenchment into biblical literalism and fundamentalism, which was to
appear later in the century. Others held to the deistic notion that God created the universe while
evolution was affirmed as a reasonable vehicle by which divine will unfolded. Still others
incorporated Darwinism into philosophies of “cosmic evolution” while some responded by
affirming the findings of evolution in the natural realm as they sought elsewhere to rescue the
privileged status of the human person from the reductionist maw of naturalistic claims. The last
of these general responses was the one adopted by Felix Adler.

Adler’s Metaphysical Tightrope

As nineteenth century science, of which Darwinism was the most consequential expression,
moved in a more positivist direction, Adler refused to throw the baby out with the bathwater. To
be sure, Adler accepted the deliverances of contemporary science within the phenomenal realm,
but was intensely concerned that science could not achieve what religion had historically

"Mayr, One Long Argument, 49.
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accomplished, viz., provide objective sanction for grounding the absolute worth of the person.
Nor could science provide the foundation required to sustain ethics.

Adler identifies the heart of the Hebrew religion, which he locates in the prophets, with the
construal of morality as a holy thing, affirmation of the sacredness of the person, and the
heralding of an ethic of non-violation. Jesus carried these central principles forward. As Adler
notes,

From the Hebrew prophets we learn that there shall not be violation of personality or
injustice, the positive commitment being mercy; from Jesus’ teachings we learn that there
shall not be impurity in the inner forum, the positive by-product being the doctrine of
love.

Taking over the Hebrew heritage, Jesus affirmed that the spiritual nature exists in all
human beings.'®

Adler contends that both Judaism and Christianity, though incalculably significant in advancing
the moral development of humankind, have run their course and speak with finality, and
therefore are no longer adaptable to the changing conditions of modern times. Yet, Adler affirms
that their precious insights as to the holiness of the person, though requiring reformulation, lies at
the heart of religion and must be preserved. Constructing an intellectual defense of this
preservation was the prevailing preoccupation of his philosophical project.

Yet, Adler confronts a dilemma, which is a particular instantiation of the problem of modernity.
Adler, as noted, accepts the findings of contemporary science, which has rendered historical
religion anachronistic and no longer credible with regard to its supernaturalistic claims as well as
to the legends, dogmas and creeds based on those claims. Yet, science, with its appropriation of
positivism, has purged reality of its spiritual dimension and with it the inviolate and holy
character of the person, which religion has traditionally and theoretically vouchsafed (e.g., man
created “in the image of God”). Moreover, the determinism of contemporary science reduces the
human being to merely a confluence of molecular dynamics and therefore robs the person of
freedom, which is a necessary corollary to morality. Darwin, again, provides the most potent
challenge to the indwelling of the spiritual, and thereby, special, character of the human person.

This tension, which drives Adler’s thought, is manifest in the following passage from his
Reconstruction of the Moral Ideal:

Now no intelligent person will publish himself an obscurantist and a fool by disputing the
teachings of science. The problem is to extricate oneself from this heavy burden that rests
upon self-consciousness, without stultifying the mind by subterfuges or evasions. The

'8 Felix Adler, unnamed manuscripts, 1918, Columbia University Rare Books and Manuscripts Library, 35-36.
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truths of science must be received as such, but a way must also be found of not only
vindicating, but enhancing the spiritual prerogatives of man, of establishing as a fact that
there exists in him a spiritual nature which exalts him, which gives him a unique place in
the scheme of things. Seen from one point of view he is like Hume’s oyster, or like oxen
or sheep, a mere product of physical evolution; known from another point of view, he is
far more than a development of the inferior life-forms. He is a witness of the infinite
striking into the finite world. A reconstructed ideal must make good this proposition,
must relieve mankind of the pain, the depression, due to profound self-depreciation and
self-contempt."

While Adler has to be addressed on his own terms, I think it would not be wrong to conclude that
the “profound self-depreciation and self-contempt” he feels as being a “mere product of
evolution” is akin to the angst experienced by more conservative religionists when they
confronted the implications for the status of the human species as a mere by-product of nature,
specified by Darwinian theory. Indeed, I have located platform addresses in which Adler
acknowledges that contemplating our ancestors as hairy monkey-like creatures with tails is a
source of personal revulsion.

Adler walks a narrow metaphysical tightrope: he cannot look to traditional religion to ground the
sanctity of the person because contemporary science has rendered theistic religion no longer
credible. But he cannot look to science either, based, as he believes it is, on an atomic
determinism, since science has abolished the human species’ special status within nature. In
short, science, founded on naturalism, denies man’s spiritual nature, has erased his soul, and with
it an objective ground for ethics.

Able to look neither here nor there for the foundation Adler most requires, he takes what I refer
to as “an introspective turn” and invokes the categories of neo-Kantian idealism, which he had
adopted in his student years, and which remained the basis of his ethical theorizing for the
balance of his career.

Adler’s Anti-Darwinism

While in Germany, Adler studied directly with several luminaries of the neo-Kantian movement,
especially Hermann Cohen, the founder of the Marburg school, and Friedrich Lange. According
to Benny Kraut “ . . . the impact of their teachings on him . . . was nothing short of
revolutionary.”® Starting in 1860, the neo-Kantians sought a revival of Kantian philosophy as a
reaction against materialism and empiricism. They also differed from the post-Kantian romantics
in their emphasis on concepts rather than intuition. While Adler rejected Cohen’s socialism, he

1% Felix Adler, The Reconstruction of the Spiritual Ideal (D. Appleton, 1924), 16-17.
2 Kraut, From Reform Judaism to Ethical Culture, 48.
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gained from him, and especially Lange, a repudiation of philosophical materialism, which placed
Adler firmly in the idealist camp.

Adler wielded his ironclad commitment to idealism as a scalpel to critique the limitations of
empiricism and naturalism, most fervently in the field of ethics. Adler was assuredly a
non-naturalist, who repeatedly contends that one cannot derive ethics from non-ethical sources.
While technically not a metaphysical dualist in that he asserts that mind and body are connected
(though the nature of that connection is unknown and unknowable), he is assuredly an epistemic
dualist. Following Kant, he asserts that there is a categorical divide between the realms of reason,
logic, mathematics, and, especially, ethics, on the one hand, and the empirical, or actual, realm,
on the other. The former are built upon the “functional finalities” which are processes by which
the mind creates reality. Since there can be no reality ulterior to mind, the deliverances of mind
are “objective,” “ideal,” “infinite,” "absolute,” “perfect,” i.e., “real.” This reality is therefore
“supersensible” in that it both transcends and functionally organizes our sense experience.

»n % <6

Adler’s commitment to the ideal/actual divide is expressed in the following passage, which can
serve as a generic prologue to his critique of Darwinism:

... even if the principle of brain action were perfectly understood; even if the circuit
were in every respect complete; if an impression coming through the eye or the ear could
be traced through the entire series of its metamorphosis; if it could be shown how it leads
to recollection, reflection, inward struggle, final decision, and issues in consequent
manifestations of speech and action, if the molecular movements in the brain,
corresponding to every possible emotion of thought were ascertained, we should still be
as far as ever from an explanation of what mind is. It is one thing for a stone to be hot; it
is another for me to be hot. The stone is hot, whereas I am hot and, in addition feel that I
am hot. The feeling of heat is itself not heat, and is something radically distinct.
Materialism can simply prove that, as far as we know, mind is linked with matter. But it
does not demonstrate the mind to be the outcome of matter.”!

It is this categorical distinction between mind and matter that frames Adler’s critique of the
limitations of Darwinism. Generally speaking, as implied, Adler accepts Darwinism as a
scientifically compelling explanation for the physical evolution of the human species, but he
categorically rejects the Darwinian presumption that the physical brain holds sway over the
mind’s functioning. In an address “The Ethics of Darwin,” given in 1889 or 90, Adler contends
as follows:

For it is quite possible that so far as our bodily structure and functions are concerned we
may be descended from an ape-like progenitor, and yet that does not exclude the

2 Felix Adler, “Substitutes for a Personal God,” n.d., Columbia University Rare Books and Manuscripts Library.
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possibility that as the structure of the brain becomes more complex, entirely new faculties
may arise, of which there is no trace in the lower order of organisms. In other words, the
fact that our physical nature is developed from that of the apes does not prove that our
intellectual and moral nature is developed from theirs.?

Note that with his assertion that in the human mind there is “no trace of the lower order of
organisms,” Adler is able to preserve that categorical distinctiveness of the human being from the
balance of nature.

In its final capacity to create reality, the mind serves to severely delimit the scope of what is
empirically acceptable. Adler states at one point:

.. . since science is incompetent to serve as a guide for conduct, we must take our cue
from the teleological spiritual ideals, using our scientific and psychological knowledge as
best we can, and gaining from our failure ultimately to manage our physical and
emotional experiences so as to make them conform to the spiritual ideal, a more
confident faith in the ideal itself. The belief in the real cannot be shaken. If the world as it
is does not tally with the ideal of perfect reality, the world as it is is so far unreal.”?

Such is the idealist’s creed, which he applies to Darwinian evolution to evince its shortcomings.
Adler’s critique of evolution ranges from the highly abstract, almost abstruse, in his technical
papers, to the accessible and almost lyrically in his popular addresses.

In a brief paper entitled “Weak Points in the Theory of Evolution,” Adler asserts the dominant
power of mind to create reality, suggesting that the theory of evolution itself is a product of mind
and cannot thereby exceed its parameters. In this paper his approach is strictly logical and
rational.

... not only do our moral ideals create environments which have not previously existed
and are thus, in part at least, the authors rather than merely the products of
environment—but apart from this, the whole theatre on which evolution takes
place—space and time, the elementary environment, are themselves products of mind.
The evolutionary theory reasons in a circle in making mind the partial creator, the product
of what it has created.*

Falling back on the Kantian assertion that a self-contradiction cannot be true and what is not
logical is not real, Adler concludes that evolution cannot have created the mind, since the theory

2 Felix Adler, “The Ethics of Darwin,” 1889, Columbia University Rare Books and Manuscripts Library.
2 Adler, unnamed manuscripts. Box 45.
# Ibid.
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of evolution itself is a product of mind, and the notion that it would create itself is an
unwarranted vicious circle.

Adler is also logically troubled by the fact that Darwinian evolution is non-teleological. To
Adler, it operates as a directionless mechanistic process, which also produces new individuals by
chance that are then positively fitted to their environments. As he notes, this is a theoretical
weakness in the theory in that “two negatives are supposed, in this instance, to make an
affirmative, and teleological adjustment is declared to be the result of chance operating on
chance.”” However, Adler’s most serious and far-reaching criticism of Darwinism is with
Darwin’s ethics. He categorically objects to Darwin’s location of the genesis of morality in the
animals, thereby denoting that there is continuity between animals and man in the moral sphere,
and that evolutionary theory can illuminate the source of ethics.

Adler here states a logical and formal problem with Darwin’s moral claims, which he
substantively builds upon elsewhere. Throughout his corpus he invokes, with a Platonic
resonance, a hierarchy of faculties; our physical needs and functions comprising our lower
faculties; our intelligence, aesthetic capacities and ethics, our higher ones. Again, Adler sees a
rational contradiction in evolution in that adaptive intelligence “is a means in the procuring of
pleasurable sensations.” This is logically unabidable, according to Adler, in that it subordinates
the higher to the lower, rather than the reverse, which is what his ethical theory proffers.

We get to the heart of the matter when we look substantively at the moral dimension. Here the
dualist character of Adler’s philosophy describes the fault line between his ethics and Darwin’s.
Adler says:

Our bodies we freely give over to the evolutionist,—they are a part of nature, subject to
the same physical, chemical, mechanical laws which obtain in the rest of nature,—but
when anyone tells us that the soul of man, or by whatever name we choose to call the
higher part of him, is nothing but a more developed ape’s soul, we express a profound
repugnance toward such an assertion, and are disposed to resist and to protest.?’

In his address on “The Ethics of Darwin,” Adler employs his usual approach of positing his own
views by setting up foils. In the address, he begins by praising Darwin, his character, his
overcoming the vituperation that had been hurled at him, and the brilliance of his inductive
powers and his scientific abilities, which have enabled his theories to triumph. Adler readily
concedes,

% Ibid.
% Ibid.
27 Adler, unnamed manuscripts. Box 80.
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It would be a superfluous task to explain to an intelligent audience at the present day
Darwin’s title to greatness in his special line of work. I do not feel myself in the least
competent for such a task, nor do I deem it incumbent upon me to undertake it.*®

Yet, the auditor awaits the predictable inflective moment, and Adler doesn’t disappoint.

But because Darwin was great in his own specialty, is he therefore to be esteemed great
in specialties far remote from his own? Because we recognize his authority in zoology, in
botany, in geology, are we therefore to attribute a like authority to such opinions as he
may have chosen to pronounce on questions of ethics . . .? What he has written on this
subject does not show that he has made a profound or subtle analysis of the phenomena
of the moral life, and he was evidently not acquainted with some of the principle theories
of ethics which have been put forward by the great thinkers of the past.”*

Darwin’s mistake was to commit the naturalistic fallacy, the implicit contention that evolution
can be the bridge that takes us over the gap separating the “is” from the “ought.” In concrete
terms, Adler focuses on Darwin’s contention that our ethics develop from, and are expressions
of, “social instincts,” which are observed in animals, and which themselves are founded on
“sympathy.” Adler concurs with Darwin in his appreciation that we are social creatures and that
we can immediately feel the feelings of others as our own, but sympathy, Adler contends, cannot
explain moral principles, the moral laws. It can only work in the context of immediate relations
and not at a distance.

Darwin, Adler tells us, posits two natural instincts which are in conflict with each other—the
social instinct, which is an inheritance from our animal ancestors and which leads to cooperative
morality and serves as the source of conscience for Darwin, and the selfish instinct, such as
hunger, passion, the desire for vengeance and the like, which is often temporarily stronger. As
Adler states of Darwin, “the social instinct is a kind of dynamo in which are stored up the
sympathetic feelings of our primitive ancestors, and of all the generations past.”*® A pang of
conscience emerges when the selfish instinct violates our social instinct as a jolt of “emotional
electricity” from which “we receive a shock whenever we do something wrong.”*!

Darwin’s moral theory, as Adler presents it, falters on two grounds. Adler contends that the
predication by Darwin of a cumulative and latent social instinct is implicitly unscientific in that it
cannot be found and can be readily explained by the pleasure we take of the company of others
in the current moment. He asserts that

28 Adler, “The Ethics of Darwin.”
¥ Ibid.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
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instinct is a convenient word which has been made to cover up a multitude of gaps in
knowledge. Who knows what an instinct is? Heredity, too, is a convenient word to cover
up a multitude of the gaps of knowledge. The laws of heredity are still exceedingly
obscure.*

With the luxury of more than a century of hindsight, we might conclude Adler is violating his
own stance of humility by wading into a field in which he himself is not expert. In the 1880s,
heredity was indeed a nascent science, and current research points to the notion that Darwin’s
speculations about the heritability of instincts are closer to fact than Adler’s broadside negation
of them. However, the central problem is vesting ethics in nature. If we do so, Adler contends,
moral responsibility is removed from our ethical decision making. Those of a more tender nature
will permit the sympathetic instincts to hold sway; those who are emotionally not impressed by
the suffering of others, and lack the moral imagination to feel the emotions of the other across a
distance will turn away.

For Adler, this will not do. In the following exposition of his position, the transcendent,
non-natural, derivation of his ethics becomes clear.

And to account for this verdict of morality, we must have recourse to a higher principle
than that of sympathetic feeling, a principle high, high exalted above the ordinary instinct
whereof Darwin speaks. A principle which Darwin did not recognize in his anxiety to
connect man with the lower animals. A principle, or a set of principles, that are founded
on human reason. There is in us a principle of justice which bears certain analogy to the
mathematical principle that the whole is greater than any of its parts. And there is, above
all, a principle of perfection in us, which leads us to reach forth in an endless pursuit
toward the absolute true and good; a principle of perfection which leads the man of
science to seek abstract knowledge for its own sake, and this devotion to abstract truth for
its own sake, which is certainly one of the highest virtues. I do not see how sympathy can
explain in the least; a principle of perfection which leads the moral reformer to press the
claims of moral righteousness upon mankind, no matter whether in the conflicts and
struggles which such reform necessarily provoke, the peace and happiness not only of
himself but of whole generations of men may be sacrificed. And again, this devotion to
the cause of abstract righteousness, for its own sake, sympathy cannot explain in the
least. And so I am constrained to state my conviction that the heights of a genuinely
ethical theory, Darwin did not attain: that his contribution to ethics as a science is not
likely to be remembered.*

32 Tbid.
* Ibid.
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Contemporary research into the science of morality, emerging from such thinkers, as  E. O.
Wilson, Marc Hauser, Robert Wright, Richard Dawkins, Anthony Appiah and others, who seek
to derive ethics from a natural foundation and have worked in the spirit of the evolutionary
framework laid down by Darwin, have proven Adler’s prophetic judgment on Darwinian ethics
to have been mistaken.

Adler’s critique of the limitations of Darwinism point to a nagging paradox in his theory of
knowledge that is difficult to resolve. As noted, he throws off the yoke of the traditional religions
because he sees them as fixed and closed systems, which, in particular, inhibit development and
progress in the ethical field. Although he critiques Kant for allegedly basing his ethics on a
recondite physical and mechanistic foundation, Adler invokes Kant’s commitment to
transcendental freedom as the arena in which to locate his reconstructed ethical theory. In a
paper, “A Critique of Kant’s Ethics,” Adler writes,**

The idea of freedom takes us outside the phenomenal world into the region of things per
se or of noumena. Freedom, be it distinctly noted, is vested in the noumena. What is
called psychological freedom is a transparent piece of self-deception.

Following Kant he says, . . . genuine freedom . . . is self-activity of the reason . . . the rational
substance in us acting on its own motion, causing to emerge of its own accord the commanding

motives that ought to sway our will.”**

Adler finds freedom in Kantian idealism and its transcendentals, yet one senses that his own
ethical ideal hovers over the empirical world setting a priori limits on the expansion of the
sciences and the truth claims derived from them. In coarser terms, his ideal template can serve as
an impervious refuge and defense that negates the moral claims coming from the empirical realm
no matter how strenuously argued or compelling the evidence. This raises the question of what
the relation is for Adler between empirical facts and the ideal, which serves as final arbiter. For
one thing is certain: Adler was a prodigious surveyor of the social sciences, who kept abreast of
new findings of the day, and who read broadly and critically. He often commends
acquaintanceship with new knowledge in the psychological sciences and pedagogy.

The resolution of this paradox merits further investigation, but I would provisionally conclude
that Adler combed the empirical world with a view toward discovering a convergence between
the empirical sciences and the transcendent ideal. In short, his theory of knowledge presupposes
a slow, evolving movement of thought and knowledge toward the framework posited by the
ideal, and the mining of the science was done, at least, in part to confirm this grand convergence.

3 «“A Critique of Kant’s Ethics,” in Essays Philosophical and Psychological in Honor of William James by His
Colleagues at Columbia University (Longmans, Green, and Co., 1908), 316-17,
http://archive.org/details/essaysphilosophOQunknuoft.

3% Ibid.
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Adler’s Ethical Teleology

Beyond aftirming evolution in the biological realm, we can locate Adler in the broad tradition of
philosophical evolution and was a commonplace in nineteenth century thought. Clearly Adler’s
acquaintance with the higher criticism of the bible, the effort to analytically dissect scripture in
order to ascertain the appropriate chronology and authorship of texts, led him away from theistic
religion. Apiece with the higher criticism were several left-Hegelians who were committed to the
process of biblical deconstruction. Although Adler eschewed Hegelianism, he was clearly
influenced by the zeitgeist shaped by Hegel through direct and indirect study with Hegel’s
disciples. Among the most influential and radical of the so-called Young Hegelians was David
Strauss, who applied Hegel’s notion of the evolution of spirit to Christian texts. For Strauss the
point of Christian scripture was not its historicity, about which we could not be certain, but its
metaphysical truths which are conveyed through myth. Myths themselves are fitted to the needs
and consciousness of the people of the times in which they live, and as such, myths evolve. This
evolving process is well summarized by philosopher A. Robert Caponigri:

To understand Christianity it is necessary to penetrate to the metaphysical truth which is
expressed in that mythical form. Since that mythical form is the product of the human
imagination at a specific period of history under specific historical conditions, it is
equally a mistake to view the mythical form of expression as exhausting the truth which
it conveys. With the movement of history, the human imagination does not lose its power
to envelop in myths the truths of religion rooted in the needs of human nature. To
appreciate the truth of the Christian message it is not only possible but necessary to find
new expressions of it according to the situation of man in successive historical periods.*

Undoubtedly, Felix Adler was intimately familiar with Strauss’ theory of religion, but a more
direct source was Abraham Geiger, Adler’s rabbinical teacher with whom he studied at Berlin.
Geiger was the major luminary of German Reform Judaism. Geiger was profoundly influenced
by Strauss’ work and applied the latter’s critical approach to religion to Jewish texts, including
the bible. According to Michael Meyers, a historian of Reform Judaism:

The cumulative effect of Geiger’s critical work was thus to historicize and therefore
relativize every sacred text of Judaism, biblical no less than rabbinic. Each reflected its
own age of origin, none stood above its historical milieu, none could serve as
unassailable norm. Whatever history had produced, the ongoing history represented by
present and future could alter or even abolish. But recognizing historical relativity did not
necessitate rejection. Every element of tradition could claim relative validity as a

36

Aloysius Robert Caponigri, Philosophy from the Romantic Age to the Age of Positivism (University of Notre
Dame Press, 1971), 131.
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revelation of the religious consciousness within the community of Israel at a particular
point in its development. If it still possessed viability in the present, then it was worthy of
reaffirmation.’”

It is my speculation that Adler fully absorbed from Geiger the notion of the evolutionary
unfolding of religion and, moreover, that its symbolic and mythic expression is transient and
fitted to the times, while cloaking what are enduring and absolute truths. Reform Judaism of the
nineteenth century was restructuring and defining itself around the principle of “ethical
monotheism” as its distinctive characteristic and message to humankind. It would not be
inappropriate, I believe, to contend that Adler took his lesson of evolving religious consciousness
from Geiger and defined Judaism out of its specific Judaic character into what was soon to
become Ethical Culture.

Perhaps Adler’s most accessible exposition of the evolving nature of religious symbolism is
found in his essay on “Changes in the Concept of God” in The Religion of Duty. Herein he
renders his own version of the transient and the permanent.*® He contends that concepts of God
are but the symbols of transcendent ideals that stand behind them. These symbols change
through the ages. In historical times, the highest was represented by an individual, a father, a
king. But in our current era a new symbol is required. As Adler says:

Humanity, as we know 1it, is ever imperfect. We need some larger outlook, to have set
before us an ideal of perfection, toward which our labours may be directed. What shall be
this ideal of perfection? Seeing that a metaphor, a symbol, is necessary, what religious
symbol may be employed? I have said that we cannot conceive of the moral ideal as
embodied in any individual whatsoever. The moral ideal escapes the bounds of
individuality. The elements which it includes are too manifold to be represented by a
single individual, no matter how sublimely idealized. The moral ideal is the social ideal.*

For Adler, the symbol of the ideal is the multiple Godhead, the impersonal Ethical Manifold, or
spiritualized humanity raised to the degree of infinity. “Human society,” he says, “made perfect
is the sign or symbol in religion, which I think, will serve our purpose; and the vision of a
spiritual millennium may take the place of the man-like image above the clouds™*

It should be noted that Adler's observation of the evolution of the spiritual ideal is not merely
descriptive. His idealism manifests an ethical teleology. In short, our lives are lived between the

37 Michael A. Meyer, Response to Modernity: A History of the Reform Movement in Judaism, with Internet Archive
(Oxford University Press, 1988), 93, http://archive.org/details/responsetomodern0000meye.

38 Cf. Theodore Parker, whose famous sermon on the “The Transient and Permanent in Christianity” (1841), was
also influenced by Strauss’ interpretation of religion.

¥ Felix Adler, The Religion of Duty (McClure, Phillips & Co., 1905), 67,
http://archive.org/details/religionofduty0000adle.

* Ibid, 69.
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actual and the ideal, the imperfect and the perfect. And the ideal, according to Adler exerts a
pressure, an influence, which prompts human society to move closer to it. This movement is
twofold: There is an evolution toward the recognition of new religious symbols better fitted for a
new age. Note the confidence that emerges from tagging one’s outlook to the sturdy bedrock of
the ideal.

I believe that a new religion will come in time, but I do not believe that the time is near at
hand. I see the seeds of it germinating even now, but I do not believe that we can
anticipate the slow progress of growth. . . . It may take centuries for the new religious
idea to win its place and work itself out. I even confess to have certain presentiments, or
perhaps I might use the stronger word, convictions, as to what the new religion will be. I
believe that it will be impersonal rather than personal religion. Using the word Deity in
its widest sense, I should say that Deity will be conceived of not as an individual being,
but as an infinite unity that informs and is inseparable from infinite multiplicity, the
whole that is present in every part.

I myself pledged to new religious ideas. I seek to preserve in the world the knowledge of
what was best in the religious past, holding fast to that as a precious legacy. I also seek to
sow as best [ may the seeds of what religion is to be. But [ am conscious that the new
religious ideas are as yet too abstract and difficult to be available for any except the few.
In my religious teachings, therefore, I address myself only to the few. But in the Ethical
work I address myself to all.*!

Beyond changes in religious expression, Adler reveals himself to be situated in the progressive
optimism of the nineteenth century, but with major reservation. The ideal exerts a pressure not
only to transform religion so as to create new forms, it also plays a progressive role in prompting
us toward ameliorated conduct. So he can say, “. . . there really exists that which corresponds to
the moral ideal, that there is a Power back of the effort toward righteousness, which gives effect
to it, beyond our finite power.”** Following Kant, he informs us that a moral “ought” implies a
“can.” However, I think we would be wrong to interpret Adler as a utopian, for just as he
envisioned an evolution in religious thinking, so his own thought evolved through his long life
and career.

Adler’s confidence in the moral improvement of the human condition is more representative of
what Horace Friess* identifies as his first stage. The second stage is characterized by a reverence
for “the Moral Law” and powers that drive us to seek righteousness. By the time he reaches his
third stage, in which he outlines the specifics of the Ethical Manifold, Adler appropriates an

4 Adler, unnamed manuscripts. Box 80.

2 Adler, The Religion of Duty, 39-40.

# Horace Leland Friess, Felix Adler and Ethical Culture: Memories and Studies (Columbia University Press, 1981),
passim, http://archive.org/details/felixadlerethica0000ftie.
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abiding appreciation of what he refers to as “the tragic view.” We are prodded to move toward
the ideal, but our condition as empirical beings, ensures that we will not achieve it, perhaps not
even move closer. Rather than a palpable moral improvement, Adler’s latter vision of human
moral evolution is one of a deepening spiritual apprehension. It is spiritual transformation, not
empirical change that sketches his final outlook. In an undated paper entitled “The Factors That
Determine the Ethical Evolution of Mankind,” Adler states the following:

What should be said is that a prompting is present, an ethical, spiritual prompting in the
individual member of society, to produce such changes in himself and others as will
approximate the empirical human group more and more to the absolute ideal of the
organic whole.*

Adler’s ethical telos does not lead to a linear transformation of the empirical human condition,
but rather to a transformation characterized by a heightened awareness that society and we who
are members of it comprise a spiritual universe and that we are better off for our grasp and
appreciation of the ideal.

This has taken us far from Darwin’s naturalism and the ethical theorizing that emerges from it. In
biographical terms, it clarifies how Darwin could consistently move toward agnosticism later in
life, while Adler’s mature years were characterized by an increasingly intense focus on spiritual
ideals that enabled him to move far beyond agnosticism. Perhaps Adler’s final position on the
question of moral evolution is best summarized by Horace Friess:

It must be stressed that what his ethical religion attributed to people was a universal
foundation for development in ideal relatedness rather than exemplary attainment of it in
finite life. Indeed, he increasingly insisted that finite society must be “frustrated” in
respect to realizing the ideal relatedness. Yet his idealism continued to rank the need for
social improvement above individual hero-worship. Can it be validly claimed that life
gets nearer the Ideal? This truly remains questionable, said Adler, but such frustration can
be accepted as a necessary price for a truer vision of what the ideal dimension of reality
is. And such truer vision is itself to be prized as a factual index of closer approach.*’

Conclusion
Both Adler and Darwin were moderns, who were committed to the scientific spirit. Each

embraced the zeitgeist of the nineteenth century in their appropriation of both progress and
organicism, which animated much of the era’s thought.

# Felix Adler, “The Factors That Determine the Ethical Evolution of Mankind,” n.d., Box 80, Columbia University
Rare Books and Manuscripts Library.
4 Friess, Felix Adler and Ethical Culture, 230.
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Darwin, emerging out of the British empiricist tradition, moved away from theism toward
positivism and, ultimately agnosticism, a position he shared with many intellectuals of the
Victorian period—John Stuart Mill, Herbert Spencer, Mathew Arnold, Thomas Huxley, Thomas
Hardy, and George Eliot, among them.

Adler remained rooted to the Continental idealism characteristic of his native Germany. In his
own words, he sought to create a philosophy which would be “ultra-scientific without being
anti-scientific.” While he embraced contemporary science as worthy of our trust in the empirical
realm, he averred that science, or any outlook grounded in naturalism, could not provide the
certainty, especially the ethical certainty required. He held with great seriousness the ontological
claims of the idealists as to the ultimacy of the categories of mind which structure and create
reality. This enabled him to subsume all science under such categories and obliterate scientific
claims which looked to naturalism as the source for mental functions, inclusive of reason, logical
relations and ethics.

This near-dualism in Adler’s thought enabled him to take a two-fold position on evolution.

Though his commitment to science in the empirical sphere led him to support evolution as a
biological theory of speciation inclusive of the descent of the human being, he categorically
rejected Darwin’s claim that linked physical evolution to the generation of ethical principles.

In the realm of ethical evolution itself, Adler posited the notion that the idea of perfection,
created by mind, propels individuals toward ethical excellence. At the same time, the
unbridgeable gap between the ideal and the actual generates existential frustration and places a
governor on our empirical capacities for moral improvement. Hence, for Adler, ethical evolution
is relegated to the spiritualization of the person through heightened appreciation of the reality of
the ideal, as one finds oneself within an infinite community of spiritual souls.
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Ethical Expression

The Broken Year

Carolyn A. Parker

Senior Research Fellow

The Broken Year is a novel written by Richard Pilpel Brickner, published in 1962, long after his
graduation from Fieldston Ethical Culture School. While Brickner himself is said to have
rejected his years of education in EC schools, his mother thought those years shaped him more
than he realized.

Stepping back a few years, we find the Pilpel family much in evidence in the founding and
development of Ethical Culture. Emanuel (Emil) Pilpel and his wife Cecile (Brickner’s maternal
grandparents), were early members of the New York Society for Ethical Culture. Cecile Pilpel
(listed as Mrs. Emanuel Pilpel) was one of the speakers for the ground-breaking ceremony for
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NYSEC’s Meeting House in 1910% and active in the founding and development of the Child
Study Association. The Pilpels’ daughter, Ruth (Brickner’s mother), along with her siblings and
several cousins, attended the Ethical Culture schools. Ruth Pilpel married Richard Max Brickner
in 1925, and their two sons, Richard and Robert, also attended the Ethical Culture Schools.

Dr. Ruth Pilpel Brickner and her husband were both psychiatrists. She, along with
Matthew les Spetter, co-founded the Riverdale Mental Health Clinic. Because of her family’s
long association with Ethical Culture, she was among those interviewed by Frida Moss for the
Oral History Project carried out by NYSEC in the early 1960s.*” In her interview, Dr. Brickner
discussed a number of topics, including Felix Adler and other early leaders of the Movement,
and her own attendance at the Ethical Culture schools. She referred to concerns that some had
voiced about the schools being too much like an “ivory tower,” neither reflective of the realities
of the “outside” world nor quite as egalitarian as one would expect. Dr. Brickner cited her son,
Richard, as one who held the view that the school erroneously shielded its students from “real
life” and the hardships that would confront them after graduation. Her son, she noted, went so
far as to emphasize this failure of his education in his novel—7he Broken Year.

What this scrap of history does not tell us is that Richard Brickner suffered a
life-threatening injury in an automobile accident while attending Middlebury College and, as a
result, spent the rest of his life in a wheelchair. The Broken Year, while not strictly
autobiographical, includes many elements that parallel or reflect Brickner’s own life experiences,
offering, among other things, painful insight into the objectification of those who are disabled.

The novel begins with the main character, Eric Green, immobilized in a hospital bed after
falling headlong down a staircase. With flashbacks to a childhood filled with attention-getting
antics, most of which seemed to anger the father whose attention Eric sought, the story proceeds
through Eric’s youthful friendships and budding romance(s) only to crash against the abrupt
interruption of everything by his fall. Eric’s struggles to regain control of his life and his body
parallel his struggles with relationships, including friends, girlfriends, family, and the
professionals who try to help him regain physical agency.

The novel is, of course, full of issues for our ethical consideration: disability, race, sex,
class, and more. Ethical Expression, however, seems clearest in the exploration of human
relationships and the understanding of human worth, one’s own as well as that of others.

46 “The Ethical Society Meeting House in New York: History,” Ethical Addresses and Ethical Record, Eighteenth
Series (1911), p. 38. (https://hdl.handle.net/2027/nyp.33433070253822)

47 The Oral History Project included a number of interviews of members of several northeastern Ethical Culture
Societies, which were used by Howard B. Radest in research for his book, Toward Common Ground: The Story of
the Ethical Societies in the United States (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1969). Moss interviewed Dr.
Brickner on April 2, 1963. The full transcript of the interview is currently stored in the NYSEC Archives. This and
other transcripts are now being digitized with the support of Fieldston Historian, Kirk Ruebenson.
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While clearly a mother proud of her son’s writing (and its status as the basis for a
made-for-TV movie)*®, Dr. Brickner, still a psychiatrist, commented that the years that her sons
spent in the Ethical Culture Schools, while not the in depth exposure to Ethical Culture that
might have come from attending the Society’s Sunday School, “had a powerful crucial influence
in their lives despite the second son’s sense—and he’s a boy who, although he protests about this,
has used this conflict in such a powerful way that I can only feel that it, too, was a source of
strength for him.”

If not available in your local library, The Broken Year can be borrowed at the Internet
Archive along with other Brickner novels.

The Broken Year (1962): https://archive.org/details/brokenyearnovel0Obric.

Bringing Down the House (1972): https://archive.org/details/bringingdownhous00bric.

Tickets (1981): https://archive.org/details/ticketsO0bric.
After She Left (1988): https://archive.org/details/aftersheleftOObric.

Brickner’s autobiography, "My Second Twenty Years: An Unexpected Life” (1976) is also
available at the Internet Archive (https://archive.org/details/mysecondtwentyye0000bric_ely8).
For more about Brickner, see Stephen Kessler’s memorial article, “An Unknown Writer:
Richard P. Brickner (1933-2006).”%

48 “The Broken Year,” Alcoa Presents, broadcast April 4, 1963. IMDb
(https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0507736/?ref =ttep_ep 27) accessed April 11, 2026.
¥ The Redwood Coast Review (Fall 2006), p. 2.
https://www.stephenkessler.com/rer/article/unknown_writer.pdf.
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Ethical News and Notes

ECI News

Webpage: NYSEC’s website has a fresh new look, and so does the ECI webpage. Visit us at
nysec.org/institute to find out more about the Institute and read past issues of The Annals.

Call for papers: The ECI calls for papers for The Annals. The Summer issue will focus on
anniversaries, including the 150th Anniversary of the founding of the New York Society for
Ethical Culture and of Ethical Culture Movement. Articles on other topics are also welcome.
Please consult the £CI Guidelines for Submission when preparing your manuscript.
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Volunteer Opportunities

Documenting the Adler Study: Volunteers are needed to continue the documentation of the
Adler Study collection. All of these activities can be conducted remotely via the internet.
Activities include: Development of bibliographic entries for each book, using photographic
documentation. Documentation of the digitization of individual works and their availability in
online repositories. To volunteer, please contact the Editor at institute (@ nysec.org.
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