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Book Review

AndewSantella isan independentwriterandjournalistwholives inBrooklyn.He
isknownforhavingwrittenseveralawardedarticlesandessays,suchas“Happiness
is”,“Notimeforyou”or“Diamondsintherough”.Santellawritesforpublications
thatincludeNewYorkTimesBookReview,GQ,Slate,NewYorkTimesMagazine,
DetailsandCommonweal.Aprocrastinatorhimself,ashesincerelyadmits,Santella
challengesthemainstreamviewsaboutthehabitofdelaying,inhisbook:“Soon:An
OverdueHistoryofProcrastinationfromLeonardotoDarwintoYouandMe”.The
mainfocusofthebookistorationalizepeople’sdelayingtacticsbyinvitingthereader
toconsideravarietyofsituationswhenprocrastinationisjustifiable.Intheattempt
tounveilthisdifferentfacetofprocrastination,thebooktakesanaccountofabroad
rangeofanecdotesandinvestigatesthehabitsoffamousfiguresthroughouthistory.

Santella’s argument for why deliberate postponing should not be stigmatized
beginswithhisskepticismregarding thehumanduty tobeefficient.Althoughnot
onlyanissueofthemodernman,therejectionofprocrastinationispresentedinthe
bookasbeingaggravatedbythesocialnormsbroughtbyindustrialization–people
internalizedtheefficiencydemandedfromworkersinfactories.Theauthor’sviewis
thatwhatiseconomicallyadvantageousisnotalsosomethingtobeproudofatthe
personallevel.Santellaconsidersthatourneedforautonomy,thedifficultdecision
ofwhatisworthdoingandtheunnecessaryexpectationtobeefficientallthetime
arecircumstancesthatjustifyprocrastination.

The book follows a circular development. It begins with Darwin’s delay in
publishingTheOriginofSpeciesandendswiththeauthor’stripatDarwin’sDown
Houseandvisitattheplacewherethefamousnaturalistwouldenjoyhisdailylong
walks. The book contains a collection of diverse descriptions of the presence and
themeaningofprocrastination in the livesof famous individualscoupledwith the
opinionsofexpertsinthefieldandtheauthor’sownreflections.Theauthorenumerates
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instances of procrastinators who were at the same time high achievers, including
CharlesDarwin,BenjaminFranklinandLeonardodaVinci,toshowthatthenature
ofprocrastination shouldbe reconsidered.Hehighlights two importantpoints: (1)
procrastinationisnotequivalenttolazinessand(2)thepeoplewhopracticeitarenot
necessarilyunproductive.Asopposedtotheauthor’sthesis,thebookpinpointsthe
opinionsofresearchers,thinkersandmoralauthoritiesthatseethishabitasadeficiency
andstruggletocorrectit.Accordingtothem,procrastinationleadstoself-destructive
moods.Itisanexpressionofthefearoffailureortheworryofbeingoverwhelmed
bysuccess,aproofofpoortimemanagement,aninabilitytoregulateownemotions,
aprobleminthewaywethink,and,finally,ariskfactorforhealthandwell-being.

Thenoveltyofthisbookliesintheauthor’sintentiontodefendprocrastination.
Santellasuggeststhatprocrastinationisawayofexploringyourownselfandponder
themeaningofyouractivities. Italsogives thepersonasenseof independence in
freeinghimorherfromthepathdictatedbywhoeverassignstheirtasks.Inthisvein,
understandingprocrastinationasanon-conformityorasanadmirableactofrebellion
is basicallynothing elsebut a justified claim for individual autonomy.Not only a
toolforwalkingthroughanavalancheofobligations,itisarefugefromtheprospect
ofthemeaninglessexistence:itiscomfortingtohopeorpretendthereissomething
better todowithour time thanwhatweare supposed todo.Moreover, theauthor
arguesthatthishabitkeepsthedooropenfortakingadvantagesofnewopportunities
and can make people think more deeply about what they are planning to achieve.
Evenifthisdesireforflexibilityisactuallycontestedbysomeexperimentalevidence
(Shin&Ariely,2004)infaceoflossaversionastherealmotivation,thegoodside
ofprocrastinationisstillillustratedinapersuasivemanner,asanincubatorofideas
anda ritual that amplifiescreativity.Not the least, theauthorbriefly refers to the
perceptionofeffortovertime,statingthatdelayingisaformof“timetravel”,since
peopleattempttotransferactivitiesfromtheconcretepresenttotheabstractfuture
when everything seems easier to accomplish than now. This again is a somewhat
contrastingpositiontothepresentbias(O’Donoghue&Rabin,2015),asdocumented
inthebehavioraleconomicsliterature,takingintoaccountmaybetheperspectiveof
asophisticatedagentandnotthenaïveindividualthatiscompletelyunawareofthe
perksofinter-temporalchoice.

Throughout the book, the author infuses its documented accounts of world’s
famousprocrastinatorswithpiecesofhisownexperiences.Indoingso,hepointsout
theuniversalityofthisbehavior.Heconsistentlystrivestoaccommodatetheconcept
inthemindofthereaderbyhighlightingthatnotonlydelayingisacommonpractice,
butitcanalsobejustifiedandregardedwithmoreoptimism.

Thisbookdistinguishesitselfthroughthevarietyofdomainsthatwereexplored
in its elaboration. It adds an interesting perspective on an intensely debated topic
nowadays.Boththegeneralpublicandtheexpertsinthefieldmightfindthisreading
enjoyableandthoughtprovoking.However, thedownsideofthisbookistheslight
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imbalancebetweenitsscientificbasisandtheamountofpersonalreflection.Whilethe
readermayfindsomeoftheargumentsintuitiveandeasytorelateto,theirstrength
canbequestionedby thecertainextentofsubjectivity involved.Besides,someone
with a keen interest in procrastination might want a concluding discussion of the
consequenceoftakingtheoptimisticperspectiveproposedbytheauthor.

Althoughtheauthor’sthesisdoesnotimplythatprocrastinationisbeneficial,itdoes
systematicallyplacethisbehaviorinthepositivelight.Therefore,theideasdeveloped
inthebookdepartfromthecurrentparadigm.Mostof theresearchinpsychology,
behavioral economics and even traditional economics regard procrastination as an
undesirabletendency.Ameta-analysisconductedbySteelin2007findsthatindeed
procrastination is extremely prevalent, as Santella also suggests, but it shows that
it is considered harmful both by those who self-report procrastination, and by a
considerableamountofstudieswhichdiscussitslinkswithlowconscientiousness,
lowself-efficacyandself-regulatory failure.Asa result, social scientistsputa lot
ofeffortinfindinginterventionsagainstprocrastination.Inmosteconomicmodels,
researcherslabelprocrastinatorsasindecisiveandconsiderthatprocrastinatorshave
a consistent temporary preference for smaller immediate results over larger ones.
Someseerationalityinthistemporaldiscounting,pointingoutthatasonepostpones
consumptionorasthetimegapbetweeninvestmentsandreturnsgrowsbigger, the
uncertainty increases.Astudythatdoes identifyapositivesideofprocrastination,
conductedbyChunChuandNamChoi(2005),splitsprocrastinatorsintoactiveand
passiveones.Activeprocrastinatorstakedeliberatedecisionstopostponetheiractions
andfeelenergizedtoworkunderpressure.Theyderiveutilityfromthisbehaviorand
managetofinishtheirworkontime,withnoharmtotaskperformance.Inhisbook,
Santellaisskepticalwhetherthosewhobelievetheyreallyshouldturntoothertasks
insteadoffinishingwhatwasinitiallyintended,canbeconsideredprocrastinators.

Overall,thisbookoffersawell-researchedanddiversifiedinsightintothehistory
ofprocrastination.Santella’samusingandsmartwritingstylewouldappealtoabroad
audience.Inmyopinion,itcanbeausefulbasisforfurtherdiscussionaboutthenature
ofprocrastinationandanincentiveforfutureresearchthatwouldtakeintoaccount
this“rebellious”perspective.
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