A TDG Executive Vignette(

Idling – by Mortimer Adler

I have defined idling in an earlier book, in which I dealt with the six activities that consumes all of our life’s time – sleep (and other biologically necessary functions such as eating, cleansing), play, economically necessary toil or work, truly leisure pursuits, rest, and last, but not least, idling.

Human idling is like the idling of an automobile engine when it is turned on, but not put into gear to move in some determined direction.  We idle when we are awake, but do no purposeful thinking, thinking driven by some aim or goal.  If one has done highly concentrated and purposeful work in the morning, such as writing a chapter, that concentration and purpose cause things in the fringe of your conscious mind to be shunted into your unconscious.  Then when you relax in the afternoon to spend an hour or two idling, those things, buried in your unconscious, come alive in your conscious mind.

Sometimes they are phrases or sentences to use in the chapter you are going to write the next morning or on some subsequent day that week.  Sometimes they are an addition to the thinking process that you had assumed was completed before you started writing.

The writing of the chapter in the morning did not include the thought or two that pops into your mind while idling that afternoon.  It was shunted out of your conscious mind into your unconscious because your attention was so concentrated in the morning on the task of writing.  Knowing this, I never sit down for my afternoon hours of idling without paper by my side on which to take note of the words or thoughts that idling always produces.

The usefulness of idling in the process of writing a book is not peculiar to that process.  It will occur in the busy life of professional persons, such as lawyers, physicians, or engineers, as well as in the busy life of top executives in commerce and industry.

It will occur, but only if they allow it to occur, which means they must avoid being busy all the hours of their waking life.  Especially if they work hard in the morning, they should manage to find an hour or two for idling in the late afternoon or evening of the very same day.  Postponing it for some other day or later in the week will not do.  What was buried in the unconscious by concentrated attention to the tasks of the morning must be permitted to revive in the afternoon or evening of the same day.  Idling delayed is idling deprived of its efficiency.
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