Tidiness

A desk is a dangerous place from which to watch the world. (John le Carre)

Several years after former President Dwight D. Eisenhower left the White House, I interviewed him a number of times at his office in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and was much impressed by his strict “clean desk” policy. At the beginning of each session, the only items on his gleaming desktop were a pad of lined paper and a couple of sharpened pencils. Apparently, no letter or document was allowed to linger after coming to his attention. One afternoon, my interview ran late and Ike’s desk became littered with the memoranda, reference papers and clippings he was using to refresh his memory. A phone call interrupted us and when Ike hung up, he said, “That was Mamie. We’re having guests at the farm and I’ve got to run.” With that, he opened the wide middle drawer of his desk, which, I could see, was nearly filled with a scrambled collection of papers, and quickly swept the litter from the desktop into it. He pushed the drawer shut, neatly positioned the yellow pencils and writing pad on the clean desktop and walked me to the door. (John Bird, in Reader’s Digest)

A home economist visited our women’s club to speak on household cleaning and organization. “Is your home a place of order?” she asked. “If you were in an accident, how would your house stack up?” As the speaker paused to let this thought sink in, my friend spoke quietly into my ear: “If I’m ever in an accident,” she pleaded, “please burn my house down.” (B. E. S., in Reader’s Digest)

Order fosters tolerance: Could cleaning up clutter make people more open-minded? Researchers from Tilburg University in the Netherlands say it can, Nature.com reports. In a series of innovative experiments, they found that exposure to disorder – from standing on a shabby street to looking at a photo of a messy bookshelf – made people more likely to agree with negative stereotypes about Muslims and homosexuals, and less disposed to donate to charity. They also found that when white subjects were asked to sit down on a trash-strewn train platform, they tended to choose a seat farther away from black people than from white ones; on a clean platform they didn’t discriminate. The authors say their study suggests that stereotyping may be “a way to cope with chaos” by mentally organizing people into neat categories, and that investments in tidying up neighborhoods and parks “may be relatively inexpensive and effective ways to reduce stereotyping and discrimination.” (The Week magazine, April 29, 2011)

Physics wasn’t one of my best subjects in high school. However, I do recall the second law of thermodynamics. It states that in a closed system in which no energy is coming in or going out, disorder either remains the same or gets worse. Simply put, the second law of thermodynamics says that if I have a messy, cluttered room, it’s not going to get organized until someone puts in the energy to tidy it up. (Lester Seto, in Portals of Prayer) 
Keep the cave tidy: Modern homes have separate rooms dedicated to different activities, including the kitchen, home office, and living room. But the impulse to organize one’s living space into categories isn’t at all new. Archaeologists have unearthed evidence at an 800,000-year-old campsite in Israel that its residents, a hominid predecessor of humans called Homo heidelbergensis, segregated the space into discrete “activity areas” for sleeping, food preparation, tool-making, and hearths. Homo heidelbergensis was clearly “a very tidy species,” archaeologist Clive Gamble, who was not involved with the find, tells ScienceNow. Organizing living spaces at this level of sophistication connotes a level of cognition once thought to be exclusive to humans, or Homo sapiens, who migrated from Europe some 40,000 years ago. The new finding shows that even our primitive hominid ancestors were capable of spatial neatness. (The Week magazine, January 15, 2010)

Show me a home where the buffalo roam, and I’ll show you a very messy house. (Current Comedy)

Billy says to Jeffy as Mom cleans his room: “Now I won’t know if my things are missing or just put away.” (Bil Keane, in The Family Circus comic strip)
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