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I

Is it not a curious fact that in a world steeped in 
irrational hatreds which threaten civilization 
itself, men and women—old and young—detach 
themselves wholly or partly from the angry cur-
rent of daily life to devote themselves to the cul-
tivation of beauty, to the extension of knowl-
edge, to the cure of disease, to the amelioration 
of suffering, just as though fanatics were not 
simultaneously engaged in spreading pain, ugli-
ness, and suffering? The world has always been 
a sorry and confused sort of place—yet poets 
and artists and scientists have ignored the fac-
tors that would, if attended to, paralyze them. 
From a practical point of view, intellectual and 
spiritual life is, on the surface, a useless form of 
activity, in which men indulge because they pro-
cure for themselves greater satisfactions than 
are otherwise obtainable. In this paper I shall 
concern myself with the question of the extent 
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The Usefulness of Useless Knowledge

to which the pursuit of these useless satisfac-
tions proves unexpectedly the source from 
which undreamed-of utility is derived.

We hear it said with tiresome iteration that 
ours is a materialistic age, the main concern of 
which should be the wider distribution of mate-
rial goods and worldly opportunities. The justi-
fied outcry of those who through no fault of their 
own are deprived of opportunity and a fair share 
of worldly goods therefore diverts an increasing 
number of students from the studies which their 
fathers pursued to the equally important and no 
less urgent study of social, economic, and gov-
ernmental problems. I have no quarrel with this 
tendency. The world in which we live is the only 
world about which our senses can testify. Unless 
it is made a better world, a fairer world, millions 
will continue to go to their graves silent, sad-
dened, and embittered. I have myself spent 
many years pleading that our schools should 
become more acutely aware of the world in 
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which their pupils and students are destined to 
pass their lives. Now I sometimes wonder 
whether that current has not become too strong 
and whether there would be sufficient opportu-
nity for a full life if the world were emptied of 
some of the useless things that give it spiritual 
significance; in other words, whether our con-
ception of what is useful may not have become 
too narrow to be adequate to the roaming and 
capricious possibilities of the human spirit.

We may look at this question from two points 
of view: the scientific and the humanistic or 
spiritual. Let us take the scientific first. I recall 
a conversation which I had some years ago with 
Mr. George Eastman on the subject of use. Mr. 
Eastman, a wise and gentle farseeing man, 
gifted with taste in music and art, had been say-
ing to me that he meant to devote his vast for-
tune to the promotion of education in useful 
subjects. I ventured to ask him whom he re-
garded as the most useful worker in science in 

Flexner.indb   53 12/13/2016   11:42:05 AM

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu

(CONTINUED...)




