
158    Regression & Linear Modeling

Zeno’s Paradox, a Nerdy Science Joke, and Inherent 
Curvilinearity in the Universe . . .

My high school science teacher, Larry Josbeno, was not only a brilliant teacher; he was 
also fond of lousy physics jokes. One of his favorites was related to Zeno’s paradoxes 
and was a variant of what is apparently a classic mathematical joke, which I paraphrase 
below (although I cannot replicate his spot-on delivery)2:

At a high school dance, a group of boys are lined up on one wall of a dance hall, and an 
equal number of girls are lined up on the opposite wall 10 meters apart. Both groups are 
then instructed to advance toward each other by one-half the distance separating them 
every 10 seconds (i.e., if they are distance d apart at time 0, they are d/2 at time = 10,  
d/4 at time = 20, d/8 at time = 30, and so forth). A mathematician, a physicist, and 
an engineer are asked when the boys and girls would meet at the center of the dance 
hall. The mathematician said they would never actually meet because the series is 
infinite. The physicist said they would meet when time equals infinity. The engineer 
said that within 1 minute, they would be close enough for all “practical” purposes. 

Enthusiastic adolescent laughter ensued, predictably. Thank you, Mr. Josbeno! But 
what does this have to do with curvilinear effects in regression? Like many things in 
life, if we were to explore the relationship between time and distance between our girls 
and boys, the relationship is not linear, as Figure 7.1 shows. And curvilinearity is the 
topic of this chapter!

2	 See “Zeno’s paradoxes” by Paul Field and Eric W. Weisstein, available on the Wolfram MathWorld website 
(http://mathworld.wolfram.com/ZenosParadoxes.html).
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Figure 7.1  Zeno’s Paradox in the High School Dance




