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(Yes, finally I quit resisting: I did this title on Mark's wordprocessor.) This 
thinksheet is a response to Wm. Safire's being "down to six deadly sins," with the 
wry implication that the list might be whittled down some more, as in the current 
joke "Your choice of any 8 of the Ten Commandments." Since being laid off as the 
main speechwriter for Nixon 4 Agnew, he's been pushing his own brand of democratic 
capitalism with his inborn and developed acerbitous wit, less suble but as brilliant 
as that of his younger peer in journalism, Geo. Will....So here's WS on the Deadly 
Sin of Avarice or Covetousness, + my agreeings and frettings thereabout. 

Greed a sin that's not too deadly 
WASHINGTON — 0 Greed! You 

have never had a decent press. For 
centuries — yea, millennia — you 
have been blacklisted as one of the 
seven sins, usually under the names 
of Avarice or Covetousness, that lead 
to the death of the spirit. 

I hold no brief for Anger, Envy, 
Lust, Gluttony, Pride or Sloth — cer-
tainly not Sloth — all worthy objects 
of St. Gregory's wrath when he jotted 
down the list in 600 A.D. However, in 
the light of a strange new turn the 
world is taking, the time has come 
for a re-examination of the case 
against Greed with a view toward its 
delisting. 

Greed is a hunger for "more." 
1 Moral philosophers have character-

ized this natural human urge to accu-
mulate the accouterments of the 
good life, or at least the comfortable 
life, as a slavering grasp for more 
than one's share. Implicit in this der-
ogation of Greed is the idea that ev-
eryone should have the same portion 
of worldly goods and it is morally 
corrupt to want to snatch away the 

- other guy's little pile. 
Along came Karl Marx, exploiting 

the universal knock put on Greed by 
promising to divvy everything up so 
that nobody would have more than 
the next guy. But wherever his fol-
lowers have put this anti-Greed no-
tion into practice, most people's little 
pile of food dwindled. 

For 75 years, commissars in Mos-
cow have been blaming the weather 
for the need to import food from 
countries where Greed is the driving 
force of the economic system. But 
nature is not to blame; the fault lies 
in denying human nature. 

As a result of the repeated failures 
of the Greed-bashers, consider what 
is happening in the world: 

In China, where the redistribution 
schemes of Mao led to famine and 

depression and misdirected energies, 
a hundred flowers of prosperity are 
beginning to bloom. The reason is 
that peasants have been permitted to 
let Greed determine their work out-
put, and this self-serving idea — apo-
logized for as "socialism with Chin-
ese characteristics" by Deng — will, 
if there is no Great Leap Backward, 
allow a billion individuals to support 
themselves. 

In Britain, where a powerful social-
ist labor movement led the nation 
into the welfare state and near-bank-
ruptcy, union members from the coal 
mines to Fleet Street are undercut-
ting their ideological leaders. State-
owned companies and utilities are 
going private again, as the man in 
the street has come to understand 
that it is more blessed to produce 
than to distribute. 

In France, the Socialists came to 
power, nationalized the banks and 
put the controlled economy through a 
wringer. In a few years, the Socia-
lists had to backtrack madly in hopes 
of staying in power, and now the nou-
veaux economistes are demanding 
abolishment of state ownership, re-
duction of taxes and state services, 
and a realization that a Frenchman 
coined the term laissez faire. 

Even in Russia, where enforced 
equality is still espoused at least in 
theory (while a new class has risen to 
ride herd on the avarice of the work-
er), talk of reform is in the air. In 
Tbilisi, where the state buses run few 
and far between, the buses are being  

sold to the bus drivers; if such an 
experiment in enterprise works in 
Georgia, a great many card-carrying 
party members freezing in lonely bus 
stops are going to be glad to let avari-
cious drivers make a profit. 

In this cauldron of boiling change, 
what cooks? 

Greed is finally being recognized 
as a virtue. Dressed in euphemism — 
"the profit motive" or "growth in-
centives" or "the entrepreneurial 
spirit" — our not-so-deadly sin turns 
out to be the best engine of better-
ment known to man. 

The world has learned that to con-
centrate on divvying up diminishes 
us all, while scrambling to help our-
selves helps others; without Greed, 
there is no wherewithal for 
Generosity. 

By hustling to improve our station, 
by indulging the desire for necessi-
ties that becomes a lust for luxuries, 
by competing to make our pile big-
ger, we engage in the great invisible 
handshake that enlarges pies, lifts all 
boats and enriches us without impo-
verishing our neighbor. 

The root of the word greed is "hun-
ger," and the cure for world hunger 
is the driving force of Greed. Yes, 
governments can enforce limits and 
moralists can urge moderation — I 
recognize there can be too much of a 
good thing — but only a hearty wel-
come to the demands of the truly 
greedy can insure ample supply for 
the truly needy. 

OK, we're down to six deadly sins. 
In a world in which so many suffer 
from lack of self-esteem, anybody 
want to take a crack at Pride? 

William Safire is a New York 
Times columnist. CCTE.J...,1`4, 
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1. Baalitybeing unkind to ideology though kind to humanity, we at the 
beginning of 1986 are advantaged, perspectively-analytically, in hav-
ing lived with various socialismsand communisms long enough to see how 
theory has worked out in practice (excuse me, "praxis"). Plato's RE-
PUBLIC looked good till a student of his took it seriously enough to 
try it in Syracuse, which became a shambles. Capitalist theory has had 
even longer to become embarrassed by reality. And fascisms have em-
barrassed both capitalism and socialism simultaneously! God (in marx-
ist lingo, "history") presses all ideologs toward humility. According-
ly, ideologies must depend for their promo on two small classes untamed 
by reality, viz, youth and "unreconstructed" elders. (I speak of old 
ideologies: we should always be young enough to welcome a new one! But 
we haven't had a new one since Mussolini.) 

2. Greed management is a social necessity under any ideology or modi-
fication thereof. Libing your thing without regard for others is anarchy, 
strife, apostasy. The Tenth Commandment (Covetousness, Greed), against 
insensitivity to neighbor, doubles back to make a circle with the First 
Commandment, sensitivity (as love) to God. In three prophecies, Jer-
emiah sees greed as a social-chaos factor leading to the Exile. Jesus 
(1.12.15) and Paul (Ro.1.29) warn against this major sin. As this sin 
tips the GET/GIVE scale to the left, it's the heart of a constellation 
described in First Clement 3.2 as "jealousy and envy, strife and sedi-
tion, persecution and disorder, war and captivity": for this very early 
Christian writer (end of the 1st c.), greed is the negative pole of 
history's engine, love being the positive pole. But note that it 
would be simplistic moralism (whether pietistic or marxist) to identify 
greed as GET and love as GIVE: greed gives in order to get, and love 
gets both in order to have (=self-love in the healthy-good sense) and 
in order to be able to give. Wordsworth's romantinc "Getting anclApend-
ing we lay waste our powers" is a criticism of the rising consumerism 
of the then-young Industrial Revolution; but in the wider sense, all of 
life is this pulsation or double action or anabolism-catabolism. Much 
of moral, ethical, social discussion is skewed by failure to correct 
for the torque that rhetoric puts on words, elative (as "love") and 
pejorative (as "greed"). 

3. The Bible's Hebrew and Greek terms for "greed," "covetousness," re-
late the idea, negatively, to JUSTICE: whatever one gets and holds un-
justly is gotten and held in conscious or unconscious defiance of God 
and violation of neighbor, and this behavior constitutes idolatry  (eg, 
Is.57.17; Co1.3.5; Eph.5.3). For studying this biblical sense in the 
functions of the heart and the fabric of society, here's my so-familiar 
(because I use it so much!) simplest window-grid: 

To get you started, note that all forms of 	 freedca 	order 
rapacity (ie, "greed" as snaching for promises and 
oneself at another's expense) are vio- rewards  
lations of "B" in the selfish, unjust threats and 
interest of "A": shalom (="AB") is im- punishments 
possible when the social fabric is 
torn by this "grasping" (Skr. "graha," in Buddhism the root sin). A 
society of "A" grasping hyperindividuals has an excess of freedom and 
a defect of order: moral anarchism that presses the society toward "D" 
(totalitarianism). The biblical God's behavior (promising/threatening, 
rewarding/punishing) is secondarily transcendentalized ecopolitics; it 
is primarily the discovered-revealed reality of the experienced tan-
gencies, the touching points, between the divine and the human. But I 
resist the collapsing of the divine into deontology and axiology: "God" 
and "justice" are not reversible, and Biblical "justice" is not an ab-
stract-concrete term-tool cooptable to any other "critical" thinking. 
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