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THE USEFULNESS OF USELESS

KNOWLEDGE

BY ABRAHAM FLEXNER

r IT not a curious fact that in a world

steeped in irrational hatreds which

threaten civilization itself, men and

women-old and young-detach them-

selves wholly or partly from the angry

current of daily life to devote themselves

to the cultivation of beauty, to the exten-

sion of knowledge, to the cure of disease,

to the amelioration of suffering, just as

though fanatics were not simultaneously

engaged in spreading pain, ugliness, and

suffering? The world has always been a

sorry and confused sort of place-yet

poets and artists and scientists have ig-

nored the factors 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 procure for themselves greater satis-

factions than are otherwise obtainable.

In this paper I shall concern myself with

the question of the extent to which the

pursuit of these useless satisfactions proves

unexpectedly the source from which un-

dreamed-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 material goods and worldly

opportunities. The justified 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 govern-

mental 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, saddened, and embittered. I

have myself spent many years pleading

that our schools should become more

acutely aware of the world in which

their pupils and students are destined to

pass their lives. Now I sometimes won-

der whether that current has not become

too strong and whether there would be

sufficient opportunity for a full life if

the world were emptied of some of the

useless things that give it spiritual sig-

nificance; in other words, whether our

conception of what .is useful may not

have become too narrow to be adequate

to the roaming and capricious possibili-

ties 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 far-

seeing man, gifted with taste in music

and art, had been saying to me that he

meant to devote his vast fortune to the

promotion of education in useful sub-

jects. I ventured to ask him whom he

regarded as the most useful worker in
science in the world. He replied in-

stantaneously: "Marconi." I surprised

him by sayin~, "Whatever pleasure we
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DANCING CHEEK-

TO-CHEEK, BUT ON 
THEIR OWN 
RHYTHM (C. 

FREEMAN, 1981)
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THE DEEP RESEARCH SPECTRUM (SOURCE: LSE, DYEVRE, 2024), IMPACT OF 

“DEEP SCIENCE” ON INTRODUCTION OF NEW USPC PATENT CLASSES
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IMPACT OF PATENTS RESULTING FROM PUBLICLY FUNDED 

“DEEP SCIENCE”, FUNDAMENTAL SCIENCE
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EUROPEAN R&D PRODUCTIVITY DECLINES, FIRM-LEVEL 

CHALLENGES >< CHINESE DARK FACTORIES

6



RECONFIGURING 
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CHAINS?
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MATERIALS AS THE ABSOLUTE PRIORITY IN TRANSITION ECONOMICS

• Electric vehicles deployment will likely generate scarcity of critical materials and is likely to be the first impacted.

• Material extraction requires lots of energy and implies the need for water and chemicals. A lot of effort is required (and has started) to increase its 
environmental sustainability.

Main risks #1: Resource availability
The energy and mobility transition is metal intensive and faces sustainability challenges.

Materials used in selected technologies

Sources : 2. IEA, WEO special report, 2021. The Role of Critical Minerals in Clean Energy Transitions.
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TRIAD:
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10



BUT … CULTURE EATS STRATEGY FOR BREAKFAST (P. DRUCKER) 
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BREAKTHROUGHS ARE ROOTED IN DEEP SCIENCE
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