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Getting Off Dead Center
A GOOD sociETY depends on good individuals,
.l'l.. rather than bad ones. That seems selfevident, and equally evident is that individuals
act in response to what they believe - the ideas
they hold. Thus, it would seem to follow that
the state of society is but a reflection of the
underlying ideas. If we do not like the current
socialistic tum of American society, the only
practical first step toward correction is to bring
better ideas into play. This ought to be our toppriority project.
There would be no point in highlighting the
above truisms were it not for this fact: Most of
us who complain about the trend in the U.S.A.
toward all-out statism insist, quite impractically,
on looking for improvement through political
action. For example, such activities as "organizing right down to the precinct level," getting
out the vote, and other forms of political contention and competition are at the action level.
This action, we must bear in mind, is but the
reflection of underlying ideas; and a reflection
is utterly incapable of improving itself. To expect real and lasting improvement to originate
with political action is like hoping for a lie from
one's mirror. It is obvious that actions- which
are, after all, reflections - cannot be bettered
except by improvements which precede the
actions.
Following this line of reasoning, it would
seem as inappropriate to complain about the
results of political action as to deplore an eclipse
of the sun. Responsibility for improved political
action must exert its influence prior to, not in,
the action as such.
We must not, however, in any analysis of this
kind, lump individuals into the two different

camps of either actionists or ideologists, for this
is not an either-or proposition. I act in response
to what I am. The l-am is the idea side of me;
the response part is the action side of me. Thus,
each of us is at once an ideologist and an actionist. If we give no attention to improving the lam part, we are likely to be low-grade ideologists indulging in low-grade actions. To repeat,
the quality of the actionist side of us has no
chance to improve except as our ideas improve.
Again, the above are truisms; no argument
encountered! One might infer that such agreement would spell progress; but it does not.
Why? It is because most of us ascribe all the
poor ideas to other people and, therefore, make
no effort to improve ourselves. But we are not
in a position to improve other people; so most
of us remain on dead center insofar as idea betterment is concerned. We remain at an ideological standstill!
And so I hold it is not treason
To advance a simple reason
For the sorry lack of progress we decry.
It is this: Instead of working
On himself, each man is shirking
And trying to reform some other guy.

IT extremely difficult for any of us to become
IS

aware of, let alone acknowledge, our own shortcomings. We quite easily, often unknowingly,
slump into an egocentric rut: We ourselves have
rectitude and knowledge aplenty; the faults lie
in the world around us! Getting out of these ruts
requires changing ourselves; it demands the
flexing of imaginative and intellectual faculties
which, if long unused, are stiff and hardened.
Achieving cerebral activity, once "calcification"

has set in, is painful and dreaded exercise, at
least at the outset. Having completed their
"education," few have any stomach for the selfimprovement venture; not many have what it
takes to get off the dead center they are on.
This is why countless persons look for solutions
to social problems at the hopelessly futile political action level, and why they repeatedly offer
the excuse of "not time enough" to labor at the
meaningful, practical, ideological level!
But, here again, as with poor ideas, we tend
to ascribe lethargy to others, not ourselves. This
plague couldn't possibly be my shortcoming!
The brutal fact is that all of us are on dead center, more or less. Where is the individual who
has fully exploited his own potentialities? Does
he exist? How many of us reasonably approximate such attainment?

WHY

do we grade ourselves so high and
others so low, thus excusing ourselves from any
blame or need to improve? Perhaps we make
unfair comparisons. We tend to choose the subject most familiar to us and then fascinate ourselves by our superiority over those whose
knowledge in the same field is inferior. We fail
to note the respects in which others are superior
to us, and excusably, for how can we make

comparisons in subject areas about which we
know little or nothing. But worse, we rarely
compare the l-am to the 1-that-might-be. This
latter comparison, were we able to make it,
would get us off dead center.
If this tendency toward self-righteousness
seems overdrawn, then merely note that we
thought our ideas were just as right ten years
ago as we think a different set of ideas is right
today. We have altered our views, not our selfesteem.
In any event, much of our self-satisfaction
seems unmerited; we see faults so much more
clearly in others than in ourselves. At odds with
my emotional inclinations, I confess, during my
most rational moments, to being the victim of
this myopia; and, so far as I know, everyone is
somewhat similarly afflicted.
When an individual arrives at the point
where he realizes that "the proper study of
mankind is man," and that the best man to
work on is himself, then he has staked out the
area, if nothing more, in which he can fruitfully
labor. Man as thinker will take precedence over
himself as actionist- which is to say, he will
get the horse where it belongs, ahead of the cart!
Improvement of ideas requires a growth in
one's spirit of inquiry. The tools are study, con-
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templation, humility in the sense of freedom
from know-it-allness, reaching out for that
which is not yet understood, the kind of reading
that's "above my head," a mind freed from dead
center and unafraid to peer into the unknown
and, above all, an indomitable, conscious, prayerful effort to emerge intellectually and spiritually. Ideological improvement is hitched to the
eternal search for truth and is on a plane much
higher than action and distinctly separate from
it. One is substance, the other, shadow.
T HosE OF us who are perturbed about the
socialistic tum the American society is taking
get an enormous satisfaction from exposing the
cliches of socialism but, for the most part, we
overlook what might be termed, "cliches of
Americana." How familiar are such unfounded
utterances as:

Education is all well and good but time is running
out; I want action.
We are only talking to ourselves; we've got to sell
the masses.
We must elect the right men to public office.
Write your stuff so it can be read by the man in the
street.
Let's organize the home owners and stockholders
against socialism.
How can we get our ideas into the heads of voters?

When we can get it into our own heads that
we can play no part in bettering society except
as we begin the process of self-improvement,
thus attracting others to draw on what we have
in store, we'll be off dead center - and not before. The most important dividend will be an
improved self which is automatically invested
in society, and is the only type of capital that
can purchase economic and political well-being.

INCORRUPTIBILITY - - - - - --

W

ERE wE

to search for that virtue which,

if observed, would save our economy

from all-out statism, we might well settle for
incorruptibility.
If this contention is to hold water, we shall
have to refine the notion of corruption beyond
its generally accepted identification with bribery, stealing, bold-faced lying, and the like.
Deplorable as are these specimens, they wreak
but minor havoc compared to the more subtle
corruptions of the intellect and the soul which,
unfortunately, are rarely thought of- or even
felt - as corruption.
The level of corruption I wish to examine was
suggested to me by a friend's honest confession,
"I am as much corrupted by my loves as by my
hates." Few of us have succeeded in rising
above this weakness; indeed, it is difficult to
find one who has. Where is the individual who
has so freed himself from his affections for or
prejudices against persons, parties, creeds that
he can utterly disregard these passions and
weigh each and every act or proposal or idea
strictly on its own merits - as if he were un-

aware of its source? Where is the man who can
say "yes" or "no" to friend or foe with equal
detachment? So rare are such individuals that
we run the risk of concluding that no such person exists.
However, we must not despair. Recently, I
was presented with an idea by an unknown
author. It read, "There is no such thing as a
broken commitment." Observing that people
do go back on their bond, I thought this to be at
odds with the facts of life. Later, its meaning
was explained-to me : An unbroken commitment
in this context means something more than paying debts, keeping promises, observing contracts. A man has a commitment to his own
conscience, that is, to Truth as his highest conscience discerns Truth, and every word and
deed must be an accurate reflection thereof. No
pressure of fame or fortune or love or hate can
even tempt such a person to compromise his
integrity. At this level of life there can be no
broken commitment.
Incormptibility in its intellectual and spiritual sense refers to a higher order of men than

is generally known to exist. It relates to men
whose moral nature is such that infidelity to
conscience is as unthinkable to them as stealing
money from a child's bank is to us. Folks who
bre~k commitments with their highest concept
of nghteousness simply are not of this order nor
are they likely to be aware that there is such
an order.
An interesting sidelight on the individual
whose prime engagement is with his own conscience and who is not swerved by popularity
or the lack of it, is that he seldom knows who
his incorruptible brothers are. They are, by
their nature- all of them - a quiet lot· indeed
those of us who are not of this moral stature'
integrity, incorruptibility are lucky if we eve;.
spot one.
A T THIS MOMENT in history, this order of men
must be distressingly small. The reason for this
opinion is the "respectability" which presently
attends all but the basest forms of corruption. Almost no shame descends upon seekers
after office who peddle pure hokum in exchange
for votes; they sell their souls for political power
and become the darlings of the very people on
whom their wiles are practiced. Business and
professional men and women, farmers and
workers, through their associations and lobbies
clergymen from their pulpits, and teachers be~
fore their students shamelessly advocate special
privileges: the feathering of the nests of some
at the expense of others- and by coercion!
For so doing they receive far more pious acclaim than censure. Such are the signs of widespread corruption.
. As further evidence of intellectual corruption, reflect on the growing extent to which
excuses are advanced as if they were reasons.
Fo~ example, we put an embargo on goods from
Chma because they are, in fact, competitive.
But professing to favor free, competitive enterprise, and hesitating to confess that we are
against competition, we corrupt ourselves and
offer the excuse that these goods are "red."

Caviar from Russia- noncompetitive - is imported by the ton but is just as "red" as a linen
tablecloth from China. This type of corruption
occurs on an enormous scale, but is shrugged
off as "good business." Things would be otherwise if incorruptibility were more common.

IF

I am not mistaken, several of these rare incorruptible oversouls have passed my way during these last three decades; one managed a
chamber of commerce. Being brought up in that
profession, I am quite certain that we, as a
tribe, have rung few bells in Heaven. But this
character was different. It cannot be said that
he stood out from the rest of us for, to borrow
a phrase from a Chinese sage, he operated in
"creative quietness." While not standing out,
he was outstanding- that is, his position was
always dictated by what he believed to be right.
This was his integrity. He consistently, everlastingly sought for the right. This was his intelligence. Furthermore, his integrity and intelligence imparted to him a wisdom few ever
attain: a sense of being a man, not a god, and
an awareness of his own inability to run the
lives of others. This was his humility. Lastly, he
never did to others that which he would not
have them do to him. This was his justice.
The city and the state in which this man has
labored have bowed less to the corruptions of
our time, in my opinion, than any other city or
state in our nation. Why? I can find no reason
more persuasive than the simple justice, the
admirable humility, the intelligence prayerfully
sought and, above all, the incorruptibility of
this man."
Among the earthy, practical lessons I deduce
from a life so lived is this: the first chapter in
any textbook on political economy should he
entitled, "Moral Discipline," and I nominate as
the author's conferee this seeker of excellence
the soul of incorruptibility.
'
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This tribute was written on the occasion of his retirement.
Name will be supplied on request.
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