
ACADEMIA_,_.,,. ·-

The Magazine of the I\Jlish Academy of Sciences
No. 2 (42) 2014

Quarterly
ISS 1731-7401

Edited by:
Polish Academy of Sciences

© Polska Akademia Nauk 2014

Editor Address:
Polish Academy of Sciences

Office for Popularizing and Promoting Science
PKiN, pl. Defilad 1, 00-901 Wars&1, Poland

e-mail: academia@pan.pl
www.academia.pan.pl

Subscription:
academia.prenumerata@pan.pl

Editorial Staff:

Jan Strelau
Editor-in-Chief

Anna Zawadzka
Deputy Editor

Humanities

Katarzyna Czarnecka
Managing Editor

Agnieszka Kloch
Biomedical Sciences

Agnieszka Pollo
Mathematics, Physics,
Chemistry, Technology

Jolanta Iwańczuk
Earth Sciences

Daniel Sax
English Language Editor & Translator

Caroline Stupnicka
Translator

Paweł Adamów
Art Director

Scientific Council:

Chairman:
Michal Kleiber

President of the Polish Academy of Sciences

Aleksander Posem -Ziełiński

Je,zy Duszyński
Henryk Szymcza k

Lucjan Pawlowski
Jacek Zaremba

D11' by Studio J.PJ.

Printed by Ed~ Sp. z o.o.

From Academia

The Use of Being Idle
The notion of "utility" (or "usefulness") can take on myriad shades of meaning, inclu­ 

ding productivity, profitability, functionality, and practicality; efficacy, efficiency, effective­ 
ness, and expediency; adequacy, aptness, applicability and advantageousness. 

At first glance, this might read like a list of the key concepts of capitalism in its purest, 
19th-century form. But these are also all words that are used again and again in refer­ 
ence to modern-day scientific research. What purpose does science serve? To what use can 
its findings be put? What is taxpayers' hard-earned money actually being spent on? 

These are questions we have been striving to answer time and again in Academia 
magazine over the past 1 O years, by showcasing the research done by Polish scientists 
and scholars - always trying hard to bring highflying intellectual feats back down to 
Earth, and always paying particular attention to what the results of scientists' hard work 
mean, or might mean. 

But this time, however, we'd like to somewhat playfully consider a kind of activity that 
is quite well forgotten in today's word: the art of doing nothing. 

"I think that there is far too much work done in the world, that immense harm 
is caused by the belief that work is virtuous," the British philosopher Bertrand Russell 
wrote back in 1905, in his famous essay "In Praise of idleness." 

''A preposterous view!" one might feel like crying out, from the perspective 
of the modern research community so demanding of fastidious toil. Thomas Edison, 
certainly someone who understood what it takes to get somewhere as a scientist, him elf 
wrote, "The three great essentials to achieve anything worthwhile are: hard work, 
stick-to-itiveness, and common sense." 

But on the other hand, "all work and no play makes Jack a dull boY," the well-known 
proverb maintains, and surely there's some truth in it as well. We race to catch up with 
time, yet it continually evades us and slips through our fingers. Just because research 
results are hard-won does not necessarily mean 
that they are innovative. So can anything truly 
result from idleness? Can sleeping in late actually 
help us get ahead? 

Perhaps something does happen when we take 
our mind off things. After all, a popular anecdote 
maintains that Newton conceived of the law of 
gravity when an apple fell on his head. And that 
never would have happened if he had not been 
just lazing around under an apple tree. 

And music, poetry, painting - it would be 
hard to find a direct "application" or "utility" in 
them. So is time spent on such endeavors being 
used efficiently? A skeptic might say that without 
the wheel, the steam engine, or the computer humanity would still be living in caves, 
but it could certainly get by without a couple of poems or abstract paintings. But how true 
is that? 

Doing nothing in particular, allowing rambling trains of thought to run their course, 
is the kind of thing that some might consider just lazing around, but might for others be 
a crucial part of the creative process, the grain of inspiration that leads to innovation. 
And so we should not be so afraid to waste time - at least for just a moment! 
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