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Resumen: La escasez de literatura es una de las principales quejas hechas
por los investigadores del aburrimiento en todos los campos de estudio. Esta
afirmacién pasa de un estudio a otro sin ser cuestionada, dificultando asi la
comprensién del verdadero estado de la cuestién. En respuesta, este trabajo
demuestra que, de hecho, no es el caso que haya una escasez de literatura sobre
aburrimiento; por el contrario, existe una falta de variedad tematica y proble-
mas de accesibilidad linglistica. El articulo también refuta la afirmacién de
que, hasta principios del 2000, habia solo unos pocos estudios en aburrimiento
publicados cada ano. Los resultados se basan en una amplia base de datos que
incluye la poblacién total de estudios sobre el aburrimiento y los clasifica segun
criterios lingtisticos, tematicos y cronoldgicos.
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Abstract: A literature shortage is one of the major complaints made by bore-
dom researchers in all fields of study. This claim passes from one study to ano-
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ther without being questioned, thus hampering the understanding of the
true state of the issue. In response, this paper demonstrates that it is, in
fact, not the case that there is a shortage of literature on boredom; rather,
there exists a lack of thematic variety and issues of linguistic accessibility.
The paper also falsifies the claim that, up until the beginning of the 2000,
there were only a few studies on boredom published each year. The results
are based on a comprehensive database which includes the total popu-
lation of studies on boredom and classifies them according to linguistic,
thematic and chronological criteria.

Key words: Boredom, Language, Leisure, Literature, Pathology.

1. Introduction

Two years ago, prior to writing the first chapter of my Dissertation,
I was gathering information about boredom for a review of the state of
affairs of the topic. As I read and analyzed the literature, I soon realized
that several academic papers on boredom alluded to a shortge of literature
and the lack of research interest as being responsible for the lack of un-
derstanding of the subject, with some authors justifying the need for their
own work on boredom on the basis of this statement. Other such comp-
laints are included in the section devoted to the analysis of these studies.?
Criticism of a literature shortage in other areas of boredom analysis is not
less prevelant.? The result of this situation, according to Eastwood (2012),

2. See, e.g. the following: ‘The existing research on boredom is limited (...)’ (O’Hanlon 1981,
qtd. in Damrad-Frye and Laird 1989), ‘(...) review of the extant literature on boredom was
relatively unsatisfying and it became clear that organizational researchers know very little
about the phenomenon of boredom’ (Fisher 1987 and 1991), ‘(...) studies of boredom are rel-
atively few (...)" (Vodanovich 2003, qtd. in Martin et al. 2006), ‘(...) little research has been
devoted to the topic (...) Research literature relating boredom appears to be both limited and
diverse’ (Martin et al. 2006), ‘Among the few existing studies in which boredom is investigat-
ed (...)) (Nett et al. 2011), ‘Yet boredom has received far less attention by researchers than
emotions such as anxiety, anger, joy or interest. (...) there is a clear lack of research on the
boredom experienced (...)" (Pekrun et al. 2010), (...) limited research has been focused in this
construct [boredom]’ (Vodanovich and Watt 1999).

3. Some states are, e.g.: ‘Areas covered by this literature are wide-ranging, and no particular
aspect has received sustained attention. (...) A noticeable gap in research literature is any
evidence of ways to overcome boredom’ (Martin et al. 2006), ‘(...) little systematic research
has examined how strategies to cope with boredom are structured and classified’ (Vodanovich
2003, qtd. in Nett et al. 2010), (...) studies on the boredom experienced in achievement set-
tings are largely lacking’ (Pekrun et al. 2010), ‘Limited work, however, has been devoted to
investigating the association between boredom and psychological and physical health symp-
toms’ (Sommer and Vodanovich 2000), “The measurement of boredom has received relative-
ly little systematic attention in the literature’ (Vodanovich 2003), ‘Research examining the
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is that ‘the scientific study of boredom remains a relatively obscure niche
and boredom itself is still poorly understood’.

I was surprised to find that complaints about a literature shortage
and lack of research interest were always very similar. They followed the
same pattern and seemed to be copied from one paper to another. At first
I, as my predecessors, was tempted to follow the prevailing trend and in-
sert a sentence into my dissertation suggesting that the study on boredom
had been neglected given the literature shortage. However, I then realized
that I could not take such an unequivocal claim for granted without first
finding out if it was true. As such, I decided to investigate whether or not
we really were facing a problem in terms of a lack of research and interest
in boredom, finding it to be untrue.

In The Conquest of Happiness (1930), Bertrand Russell argued that
boredom, as a factor in human behaviour, had received far less attention
than it warranted. Henceforth, many authors have uncritically repeated
this statement and continue to do so even to this day; for example, the
quote from Smith (1981), explaining that there was only a single article
about boredom published per year from 1926 to 1980.* To this we may add
the more recent work of Leong and Schneller, in which they state that
there were around four articles per year appearing by 1993.° Belief in a
shortage of literature has come to be seen as the undisputed final word
on the matter. Thist myth is then transferred from the background of one
study to another. Thus, no one has considered the existing body literature
on boredom, its distribution in different languages and thematic areas,

work outcomes associated with trait boredom is somewhat limited’ (Bruursema 2007), (...)
shortcoming of boredom research in work environments (...)" (Kass et al. 2001), ‘Few have
explored this topic in the lives of people with physical disabilities (...)’ (Lee et al. 1999).

4. Smith, R., Boredom: A review, Human Factors, 23(3), 1981, 329-340; ‘Articles concerning
boredom averaged less than one paper per year during the review period’. ‘In a review of the
psychological and psychiatric studies of boredom from 1926 to 1980, Smith (1981) found that
articles on this subject averaged less than one per year’ (Farmer and Sundberg 1986), ‘For
instance, Smith (1981) estimated that an average of one article per year was published on
boredom’ (Vodanovich and Watt 1999).

5. ‘Smith (1981) reports an average of less than one research publication on this topic per
year. A review of Psychological Abstracts reveal an increase in journal publications focou-
sing on boredom to roughly 4 per year from 1983 to the present; however, about one-third of
these articles are conceptual or theoretical and do no involve research on boredom. A better
understanding of boredom is clearly warranted’ (Leong and Schneller 1993). See also: ‘A re-
cent review of Psychological Abstracts has raised this figure to approximately four per year’
(Leong and Schneller 1993, qtd. in Vodanovich and Watt 1999).
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nor followed the temporal trends in a methodological way in order to check
whether such assertions correspond to reality.

In light of this, I took the decision to ascertain for myself whether
or not we really faced a problem of disinterest in boredom that was reflec-
ted in a shortage of literature. After discovering that neither existed — a
literature shortage nor a lack of interest —, I wanted to analyze the reasons
why scholars had noted such a sense of disinterest in research on boredom.
Perhaps the study of boredom had been held back because it itself bored
researchers? Unequivocally not. In fact, on the contrary, the phenomenon
has aroused the interest of scholars for centuries. What is more, since the
beginning of the twentieth century, it has also become a matter of serious
discussion in the physical sciencies, for example in psychiatry. Most li-
kely, then, it is the result of a lack of information and accesibility. There
is both ample literature and interest, but papers produced on boredom
are neither particularly accessible nor diverse. Most of the literature and
papers belong to the same niches of study (disciplines such as psychiatry,
psychology, and so on) and almost a half of them are inaccessible to many
of us due to the language in which they are written.

I considered it very important to share my discoveries with future
researchers on the subject by publishing a paper so that they do not fall
into the same trap as I was about to. In order to develop this further, I
hypothesize that it is not true that there exists shortage of literature on
boredom; rather there exists a lack of thematic variety and availability
in accessible languages. I also disagree with the statement that until the
2000s there have only been a few studies on boredom published per year.
The following steps were taken in order to test my hypothesis: (1) establi-
shing the total population of academic studies on boredom; (2) classifying
the individual studies by language; (3) classifying the individual studies
thematically; (4) classifying the members of the population according to
thematic area in the language to which they belong; (5) classifying the
population chronologically; and (6) classifying the members of the popu-
lation chronologically according to the thematic area to which they belong
to see the historical trend.

In doing so, we see that there exists ample literature on boredom,
but thas it is written in some languages which are inaccessible to the gene-
ral public; moreover, the thematic variety is very narrow. Nonetheless, we
will demonstrate that interest in the study of boredom in fact first arose
over two centuries ago and has increased over time. The literature shorta-
ge and lack of interest in researching boredom can no longer be used as the
justification for further projects. The results of the analysis allow us to set
out a complete picture of the state of affairs in research into boredom that
will light the way for future researchers to develop their work on a firm
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basis, thus avoiding the mistake of repeating the afore mentioned claims
of a literature shortage and lack of interest in the subject.

2. Methodology

Step one (1): ascertaining the total population of academic studies
on boredom. We used the online search tool Google Scholar. Through this
web application, we were able search a large number of works on boredom,
including studies, doctoral dissertations, books, abstracts and papers from
several disciplines. We also had take into account that studies of boredom
have been written in various languages, all of which form part of the total
population regardless of the language in which they are written. However,
from the very start, we recognised the inherent limitations of this tool that
made it impossible to unearth each and every study ever written on bore-
dom. What we could feasibly hope to achieve was to highlight those which
contained “boredom” in the title and, from there, regardless of the fact that
there likely exist many more studies which do not employ the word in their
title and therefore go unnoticed, verify our hypothesis that complaints of
bibliographic scarcity were unfounded. Thus, we entered the word “bore-
dom” in the search box of Google Scholar in the different languages this
application allowed. From these searches, we obtained a list of results that
included the total number of works in different languages that contained
in the title the word “boredom” in the Google Scholar database.

Step two (2): classifying the members of the population according
to the language in which they were written. Once the list containing the
population of academic studies on boredom had been obtained, we clas-
sified the members of the population according to the language in which
they were written. We elaborated different lists for each language that
yielded results - there were no studies on boredom written in many of the
languages checked. Then, those lists in which there were one hundred or
more results (>100) were taken into account as the ‘Classifiable Popula-
tion’; this constitutes the sample with which we worked through the rest of
steps. Meanwhile, those lists which contained less than 100 items (<100)
were grouped together into a single group called ‘Not Classifiable Popula-
tion’, which were not taken into account in some parts of the study due to
their inaccuracy or unrepresentativeness.

Step three (3): classifying the members of the population (classi-
fiable population) according to the thematic area. We created categories
as required, considering that a thematic was sufficiently representative to
constitute a category if there was more than one (> 1) result that could be
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classified under the same name. The other items of the classifiable popu-
lation — those that could not be classified according to existing categories
as a result of being a singular (1) result — were compiled in a separate ca-
tegory called ‘Not Classified’. The thematic areas created were as follows:

a)

b)

d)

g)

h)

Art and Media (AM): studies in which boredom is addressed to,
related to or focused on any of several artistic disciplines, such as
music, painting, theatre, cinema, comics, photography, creativity
in advertising and the staging of media communication, among
others. E.g., Priest 2011, Sibayan 2014, Mallory 2003, Byor 1975
or Gombrich 1999.

Philosophy and Theology (PHT): studies in which boredom is
addressed to, related to or focused on different philosophical
(existentialist, phenomenological, metaphysical, etc.) or theological
issues. E.g., Bargdill 1998, 2000, Bigelow 1983, Clive 1965,
MacDonald and Holland 2002 and Raposa 1999.

Physics (PHY): studies in which boredom is addressed to, related
to or focused on i1ssues around space and time from the scientific
discipline of physics. E.g., Anderson 2004, Vodanovich and Watt
1999.

General (G): studies in which boredom is approached from a
general and superficial perspective without being related to any
particular field. E.g., Smith 1981, Scitovsky 2000, Perkins 1981
and Hopkins 1980.

Gerontology (GT): studies in which boredom is examined within
the gerontological discipline. E.g., Strahan 1980, Stagner 1975 or
Bromberg 1981.

Labor (LA): studies in which boredom is discussed in relation to
the problems of working life (lack of motivation, leadership, etc.).
E.g., Abdolahi et al. 2011, Cronon 2012 or Fisher 1991, 1987.

Literature (LI): literary studies in which boredom is the main
theme as a narrative or as a literary movement. E.g., Weinberg
1984, Yamamoto and Ishikawa 2010 and Tucker 2007.

Neurocognitive Sciences (N): studies in which boredom is analyzed
in terms of the biological mechanisms underlying cognition, with
a specific focus on the neural substrates of mental processes and
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their behavioural manifestations. E.g., Artino and Stephens 2007,
London and Monell 1974 and Merrifield 2014.

i)  Oncology (O): studies in which the role of boredom in the
experiences or lives of cancer patients is analyzed. E.g., Theobald
et al. 2003, Inman et al. 2003 or Passik 2003.

j)  Academic (AC): studies in which boredom is addressed to, related
to or focused on issues in the academic world and pedagogy. E.g.,
Acee et al. 2009, Harrison 1984 or Nett et al. 2010.

k) Political, Economic and Military (PEM): studies in which boredom
is approached in relation to the political, economic and military
issues. E.g., Rubin 2009, Bills 2003 or Hancock and Krueger 2010.

I) Psychology, Psychiatry and Therapy (PPT): studies in which
boredom 1is addressed to, related to or focused on the issues
surrounding the psychological and psychiatric disciplines and the
treatments and therapies offered in both fields. E.g., De Chenne
1988, Binnema 2004 or Fenichel 1951.

m) Computational Sciences (C): studies in which boredom is analyzed
in relation to computers, computing and its application to computer
systems. E.g., Rakoff 2001 or Bolland and Emami 2007.

n) Leisure (LE): studies addressing boredom in terms of the
phenomenon of leisure and the use of leisure time. E.g., Barnett
2005 or Iso-Ahola and Weissinger 1987.

o) Measurement Techniques (ME): studies that focus on the analysis
of the different techniques for measuring boredom. E.g., Ahmed
1990 and Farmer and Sundberg 1986.

p) Society, Ethnology and History (SEH): studies in which boredom
is addressed to, related to or focused on issues surrounding social,
ethnological and historical phenomena. E.g., Barbalet 1999, Mains
2007 and O’Farrell 1982.

q) Zoology (Z): analysis of boredom in the animal kingdom. E.g.,
Hamilton 1999 or Wemelsfelder 1993.

r) Female (FE): studies on the phenomenon of boredom and the
female gender. E.g., Nufiez 2000.
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s) Sex and Relationships (SRP): studies that analyze boredom in
sexual, interpersonal and marital relations. E.g., Dym and Glenn
1994 and Ohlendorf 2012.

t) Paleontology and Anthropology (PAN): studies that take into
account boredom as a means of interpreting the life of our
ancestors. E.g., Bilz 1971.

u) Not Classified: studies on boredom that can neither be classified
in any of the above categories nor permit the creation of a new
category because of the number of its exponents. E.g., Koster et al.
2007, Fahmy and Noble 1981 and Charlton 2008.

Step four (4): classifying the members of the population (classifia-
ble population) according to their thematic area in the language in which
they are written. We classified the contents of the different lists of the clas-
sifiable population (languages that yield a hundred or more than one hun-
dred results in our search) separately according to their thematic area. As
a result, we obtained different lists for the different languages, in which
their members were grouped into the thematic categories. Thus, the sub-
population of each language was classified according to its thematic area
in order to observe the predominance of each category in each language.

Step five (5): classifying the population (classifiable population)
chronologically. We organized the classifiable population chronologically
including only the years in which we could find some result. Those results
which were not dated were classified separately as ‘Not Dated’.

Step six (6): classifying the members of the population (classifiable
population) chronologically according to thematic area. We organized the
classifiable population chronologically to analyze the number of studies
published on boredom each year in each thematic area. Those results that
were not dated were classified separately as ‘Not Dated’.

The whole recopilation of data can be found in a series of tables
locatable in the following link https://goo.gl/Go8VaZ not to exceed the pro-
perly space of this paper.

3. Results

Step one (1): ascertaining the total population of academic studies
on boredom. The total population of academic studies on boredom which
we found with the online search tool Google Scholar was 2,878. The lan-
guages that yielded results when we entered the relevant word for ‘Bore-
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dom’ in the search box were: German, Arabic, Spanish, Catalan, Korean,
Croatian, Danish, Slovak, Slovenian, Esperanto, Finnish, French, Greek,
Hausa, Hebrew, Dutch, Hungarian, Indonesian, English, Icelandic, Ita-
lian, Javanese, Norwegian, Polish, Russian, Serbian, Swedish, Thai and
Turkish. The results of these searches made up 100% of the population.

Step two (2): classifying the members of the population according
to the language in which they were written. We considered as our ‘Clas-
sifiable Population’ only those languages whose search yielded a hundred
or more (>100) items. Those languages were Spanish, Chinese, French,
English, German and Japanese and were distributed as follows: German
415 results (15.66%), Spanish 138 results (5.20%), Chinese 560 results
(21.14%), French 319 results (12.04%), English 986 results (36.54%) and
Japanese 231 (8.72%). These added up a total of 2,649 studies (92.04%).
The rest of the studies in other languages, included in the category ‘Not
Classified’ totalled 229 titles (7.95%). From this moment on, we only took
into account the sample of the population consisting of the members of the
languages that yielded a hundred or more (>100) items; i.e. the classifiable
population.

Step three (3): classifying the members of the population (classifia-
ble population) according to the theme. We organized the classifiable po-
pulation of 2,649 studies into the following thematic areas: Art and Media
(202 results), Philosophy and Theology (168), Physics (15), General (176),
Gerontology (24), Labour (168), Literature (354), Neurocognitive Sciences
(36), Oncology (5), Academic (340), Politics, Economy and Military (122),
Psychology, Psychiatry and Therapy (367), Computational Sciences (69),
Leisure (136), Measurement Techniques (29), Society, Ethnology and His-
tory (203), Zoology (20), Female (9), Sex and Relationships (18), Paleonto-
logy and Anthropology (5) and Not Classified (183). The most popular field
in general was Psychology, Psychiatry and Therapy, followed by Literatu-
re and Academic.

Step four (4): classifying the members of the population (classifia-
ble population) according to theme in the language in which they were wri-
tten. English: The English subpopulation consisted of 986 studies (36.54%)
which were distributed in the following thematic areas: AM (41), PHT
(565), PHY (10), G (41), GT (11), LA (95), LI (90), N (36), O (5), AC (113),
PEM (53), PPT (206), C (23), LE (59), ME (27), SEH (77), Z (18) and NC
(26). The most popular field in the English subpopulation was Psychology,
Psychiatry and Therapy. German: The German subpopulation consisted
of 415 studies (15.66%) distributed as follows: AM (38), PHT (50), G (38),
GT (4), LA (24), LI (70), AC (42), PEM (17), PPT (31), C (2), LE (39), SEH
(37), PAN (3), SPR (4) and NC (16). The most popular field in the German
subpopulation was Literature. French: The French subpopulation consis-
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ted of 319 studies (12.04%) distributed in the following thematic areas:
AM (25), PHT (24), PHY (2), G (33), GT (2), LA (4), LI (83), AC (36), PEM
(6), PPT (63), LE (4), SEH (26), SPR (3) and NC (8). The most popular field
in the French subpopulation was Literature. Chinese: The Chinese subpo-
pulation consisted of 560 studies (21.14%) which were distributed in the
following thematic areas: AM (567), PHT (7), G (37), LA (28), LI (65), AC
(117), PEM (33), PPT (37), LE (18), SEH (27), SPR (11), GT (4), C (38), FE
(4), ME (2) and NC (75). The most popular field in the Chinese subpopula-
tion was Academics. Japanese: The Japanese subpopulation consisted of
231 studies (8.72%) distributed as follows: AM (24), PHT (15), G (21), LA
(11), LI (27), AC (14), PEM (13), PPT (10), LE (6), SEH (26), GT (3), C (3),
FE (3), PAN (2), Z (2) and NC (51). The most popular field in the Japanese
subpopulation was Literature, although the result was not relevant due
to the high number of items classified in the ‘Not Classified’ category due
to their ambiguity. Spanish: The Spanish subpopulation consisted of 138
studies (5.20%) distributed in the following thematic areas: AM (17), PHT
(17), PHY (3), G (6), LA (6), LI (19), AC (18), PPT (20), LE (10), SEH (10),
C (3), FE (2) and NC (7). The most popular field in the Spanish subpopula-
tion was Psychology, Psychiatry and Therapy (see Table 1).

Step five (5): classifying the population (classifiable population)
chronologically. The total population of academic studies published each
year are available for examination the link given above (see Table 2). At
the bottom of the Table 2 there is a separate box titled ‘Not Dated’ in which
we organized the studies of the classifiable population for which the date
of publication was unknown. It is not true that from 1926 to 1980 there
appeared one article per year. We may draw attention to years like 1937,
when there was a total of 3 studies, or 1939, when there were 4. Subse-
quent years show a gradual increase: 4 studies in 1948, 5 in 1950, 10 in
1951, 51in 1952, 71n 1953, 6 in 1959, 8 in 1962, 9 in 1965 and from 1966 to
1969 a total of 45 studies. We find a total of 178 studies published in the
70s. This demonstrates that the statement made by Smith 1981 is untrue.
From 1926 to 1980 (54 years) a total of 326 studies were published. Mo-
reover, in the years before 1926, we see a total of 51 studies in 222 years.
However, these are rarely considered by researchers. In the same way, the
claim by Leong and Schnell (1993) that there were 4 papers per year in
1993 does not correspond to reality. In 1993 alone, we find a total of 36 stu-
dies and the number continues increasing in subsequent years reaching
119 items in 2013. To sum up, it is not true that there was little attention
to boredom, neither in the past nor the present.

Step six (6): classifying the members of the population (classifiable
population) chronologically according to the theme. The total population
of academic studies published each year distributed according to thematic
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area are available for examination in Table 2. At the bottom of the table
there is a separate box titled ‘Not Dated’ in which we organized the studies
of the classifiable population for which the date of publication was unk-
nown. We can confirm that the chronological trend has played in favor of
the psychological and psychiatric issues.b

4. Discussion

The study of boredom finds itself in a paradoxical state; one which
makes its definition and explanation difficult from the multiple disci-
plinary perspectives from which it is drawing interest. As it stands, re-
searchers consistently decry the paucity of the existing bibliography with
regards to the analysis of boredom, and a perceived lack of interest in
resolving the conflict that this creates. Experts point to both problems as
reasons that it still remains impossible to understand exactly what bore-
dom is and, thus, justify the need to publish their own work. Using our
method to conduct a survey of the existing literature, we determine that
the population of academic studies on boredom is 2,878. This is a conside-
rable total when one considers the time it would take a researcher to cover
this body of literature.

In this study we have taken into account only those works which
were retrieved by our chosen search tool and were published in the eigh-
teenth century or later. While it is certainly true that thinkers in Ancient
Greece did not leave much written evidence of boredom, we can nonethe-
less find some brief and superficial allusions that might be seen to refer to
boredom. Examples of this can be found in the The Iliad (Book 24, passage
403), in Pythian (passage 81-83) by Pindar, in the fragment 804-808 of
Iphigenia in Aulis by Euripides, and Plato’s Symposium (section 173c). As
Toohey (1988) argues, ‘It would be incredible to maintain that Greeks did
not feel such an emotion’. Let us suppose that it were in fact something
that seriously preoccupied the Greeks (Martin et al., 2006). Perhaps they
did not make a more profound statements on boredom simply because, as
Leslie (2009) ventures, it made no public contribution to the formation of
one of the fundamental cornerstones of their civilization: the obligation to
participate in political life by cultivating their own virtues in this manner.

6. Also, there are some extra tables in which we can find a classification of the mem-
bers of the population (classifiable population) chronologically according to the language in
which they were written (Table 3), and of the members of the population (classifiable popu-
lation) chronologically according to thematic are in the language in which they were written:
Tables 4 (English), 5 (German), 6 (French), 7 (Chinese), 8 (Japanese) and 9 (Spanish). All of
them have not been included in this paper as a matter of lenght.
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It was through the foundation of Epicureanism and its extension to Roman
Greece that people acquired positive notions of free time and boredom. The
Epicurean ethic maintained, in contrast to its antecedents, that virtue lay
in liberation from political matters in order to gain time that allowed for
idleness, the direct consequence of which was boredom. The Stoicorum
Veterum Fragmenta (SVF) by Hans von Arnim demonstrates one of the
earliest uses of the word “boredom” outside of the few salvaged fragments
from the work of one of Epicureanism’s greatest exponents, Metrodorus of
Lampascus (Papyrus Epicurei, Fragment 831).

The first serious considerations of boredom appeared in Rome du-
ring the first century BC, in relation to an uncomplicated and incipiently
spiritual form of “horror loci” that would later be found in the works of
thinkers like Lucretius (On the Nature of Things, passage 1060-1067), Ho-
ratio (Epistles, 8, 11) and Seneca (Epistulae morales ad Lucilium, epistles
24, 40, 70) (Toohey 1988). After Seneca, the consolidation of the notion of
boredom as being linked to a fear of death was established definitively
with the emergence of Christianity and the subsequent period of cultural
rebirth in the fourth century, during which we witness the birth of the con-
cept of “Acedia”. The rise of Christianity marks an unprecedented moment
in which responsibility for the self falls into the hands of pastoral powers,
the priesthood, institutions and ecclesiastical hierarchies. It therefore ou-
ght to be a period of great boredom. Demonstrations of this appear in the
scornful descriptions of boredom in the Holy Scriptures (Proverbs), as well
as Essays by Montaigne, Saint Augustine’s Confessions (VIII), Evagrius
Ponticus’s Antirrhetikon, Casiano’s Institutions, Saint Thomas’ Summa
Theologiae (II-11, 35) and the eponymous Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius
of Loyola. Protestantism later devolved the authority and responsibility
for selfdisposal to the individual and promoted literacy and the idea of
universal equality in the community (Leslie 2009). The modern phenome-
non of boredom must be understood in the context of this new thirst for
individuality.

Boredom as we experience it today — as a sort of recognition of
the absurdity of existence — was not experienced with much frequency or
across a large spectrum of people until the point that leisure and wealth
began to grow (Conrad 1997, Musharbash 2007). Similarly, strictly-spea-
king it did not even appear as a concept until the eighteenth century as an
expression of metaphysical despair and socio-political impotence (Antén
2012). It is at this point that we begin to pick up the trail with the first
of the studies which comprise our database. From the eighteenth century
onwards, boredom appears with increasing regularity in the philosophical
sphere with the emergence of the writings of Voltaire (The Age of Louis
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X1V), Rousseau (Emile, or on Education) and Kant (Anthropology from a
Pragmatic Point of View).

It is true, however, that language may have played a limiting role
in many incidents. Although most of the literature on boredom is pu-
blished in English (a total of 986 works), much of it exists in languages
barely accessible to the general public, such as Chinese (560 studies) and
Japanese (231 studies). Perhaps this has been one of the major reasons
why researchers have complained about a lack of literature on boredom.
Moreover, the researchers who complain of a bibliographic scarcity do not
seem to be taking into account the different formulations and transforma-
tions of the term that have shaped boredom throughout history. Beyond
its formulation as ‘acedia’ and its Christian implications, it is in the eigh-
teenth century that we begin our journey with the first appearance of the
English word “boredom” in print in approximately 1766 (Healey 1984).
During the Renaissance, “acedia” was replaced by the term “melancholy”,
an emotion that also affected the aristocracy, imbued instead with a notio-
nal relationship to sickness and wisdom (Musharbash 2007).

Similarly, by the twelfth century an alternative to “acedia” had
already come into use in France: “ennui”. Taken from the Latin “enodiare”,
it refers to a hatred for one’s own life (Martin et al. 2006). The use of the
French word “ennui” filtered into English at the end of the seventeenth
century, gradually giving rise to what would later become known as the
“English disease” (Toohey 1988; Antén 2012). European poets and com-
mentators dedicated some of their most anguished lines to the subject of
boredom, as in The Life and Letters of John Donne and Pascal’s Pensées
(Thoughts). From this moment on, tedium has become an important sub-
ject in both French and English literature as a symbol of sophistication
amongst the social elite.

The moment at which boredom took hold of the philosophical and
literary production was the in nineteenth-century in Europe (Martin et
al. 2006). Boredom, as Svenden (1999) points out, was a privilege of the
modern man, as Romanticism pondered on the massive transformations
that had begun to reveal themselves the previous century. A multitude
of thinkers throughout the West grappled with this most complex of emo-
tions, pointing to a precursor in the well-known contemporary “patholo-
gy” in what was known as the “English Disease” (see Lyrical Ballads by
Wordsworth and Coleridge or Don Juan by Lord Byron (Don Juan) (Peters
1975), the “Sturm und Drang” (see Schiller (The Maid of Orleans and Fies-
co), Kleist (The Schroffenstein Family), Biichner (Leonce and Lena, Danton’s
Death and Lenz), Novalis (Hymns to the Night), Holderlin (The Death of
Empedocles, acts 1-3) or Heine (Conditions in France and Book of Songs),
as representatives of capturing the general sensation of the decadence of
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the age in literature (Volker 1975), and in philosophy see Goethe (Schrif-
ten zur Naturwissenschaft, The Sorrows of Young Werther, From my Life:
Poetry and Truth, Italian Journey, Kampagne in Frankreich, Sonette XV,
Gotz von Berlichingen mit der eisern Hand, to name only a few), Schopen-
hauer (The World as Will and Idea, Zur Philosophie und Wissenschaft der
Natur, Parerga and Paralipomena), and Nietzsche (Twillight of the Idols,
On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense, The Antichrist, The Gay Scien-
ce), among others), or the “mal de siécle” (see Chateaubriand (Memoirs
from Beyond the Tomb), Baudelaire (Flowes of Evil), Durkheim (Suicide),
Flaubert (Madame Bovary), Verlaine (The Damned Poets, Songs Without
Words) and Mallarme (Poems). The writers of this period are crucial not
only to understanding the way in which transformations in the perception
of boredom came to a head, but also as testimony to mistakes made by re-
searchers in their allegations of a lack of interest in the topic.

The idea of boredom that devastated European civilization, tur-
ning its subjects into sleep-walkers that wandered around unconscious
in search of that which would permit them to regress to the state of wild
animals, reached as far as Norway, Sweden, Denmark and, of course,
emotionally-repressed Russia. In these countries the population had the
now-familiar experience of the emotion of boredom, perhaps with the ex-
ception of those few who continued to work in forced labour (Kreisel 2006)
(see Henrik Ibsen (Peer Gynt. A Dramatic Poem, Hedda Gabler); August
Strindberg (Roda Rummet, Hemsoborna. Skdrkarlsliv, Giftas); Seren
Kierkegaard (Either/Or, The Concept of Anxiety, Repetition, The Sickness
Unto Death, On the Concept of Irony with Continual Reference to Socrates);
Dostoyevsky (Prision Life in Siberia, White Nights, The Gambler, Notes
from the Underground, Crime and Punishment) and Leo Tolstoy (Anna
Karenina, War and Peace, The Kreutzer Sonata, Family Happiness, Father
Sergius, Resurrection, The Kingdom of God is Within You).

The multitude of texts that have been dedicated to boredom over
the course of history in its different linguistic formulations forces us to
consider that it refers to a sort of intercultural apex, an emotion that
affects man from the greatest depths of his being. From the Blumenberg’s
view (2006), boredom might be considered as the anthropogenetic state in
which representatives of all cultures that have been encountered, are en-
countered and will be encountered as it is an inherent part of the human
being. The feeling of taedium affects all of us and not only configures our
character, but also our habits and the world of our design in which we find
ourselves immersed.

Perhaps these sorts of conceptions of boredom and the literature
in which they have been brought to light have passed by unnoticed those
that protest a shortage of literature and interest because the study of bo-
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redom has focussed mainly on specific thematic areas since the twentieth
century. For example studies of boredom and its implications for literature
(354), academic issues (340) and the clinical dimension including psycholo-
gical, psychiatric and therapeutic works (367). Other areas of study are be-
ginning to show interest in the phenomenon of boredom but, as yet, we can
say there is little literature emanating from disciplines such as anthropo-
logy or paleontology. Here, we may ask for more attention to be paid to the
topic in these areas of study so that we may obtain a better understanding.

In the first half of the century it is possible to detect an increase
in the use of the word boredom, reflecting an expansion of the penetra-
tion of boredom in modern society. The literary, philosophical, sociological
and psychological writings of the time are a clear demonstration of the
progressive acceptance of the increased usage of the concept. Richard Ku-
hn’s (1976) phenomenal diagnosis superb assessment argues that in the
twentieth century boredom was not merely one recurring theme amongst
many, but the dominant one; an persistent obsession that enmeshed it-
self in the works of the majority of contemporary writers throughout the
world. Perhaps the greatest literary production comes from German lan-
guage, from novelists such as Mann (Buddenbrooks, Royal Highness, Litt-
le Mr Friedmann, The Magic Mountain), Fontane (Effi Briest, Trials and
Tribulations, Jenny Treibel), Musil (The Confusion of Young Torless) and
Kafka (Diaries). During the twentieth century, the literary production re-
volving around boredom spread without concern for borders, moving from
Germany and Austria towards Spain (Unamuno, Mist) by way of France
(Valéry, Variété, Dance and The Soul, Mon Faust) and Portugal (Fernando
Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet). This phenomenon, which had captivated
intellectuals since the previous century, began to pose a challenge to the
study of sociology for thinkers such as Deleuze (Postscript on the Society
of Control), Simmel (Philosophy of Money, Introduction to the Science of
Ethics), Durkheim (The Division of Labour in Society, Suicide) and Kra-
cauer (The Mass Ornament). In addition, one of the most representative
battlefronts in the examination of the social and historical conditions of
complex boredom associated with sociology and likewise with the philo-
sophy of the era through critical theory and critical ideological discussion
was the Frankfurt School (Benjamin, The Arcades Project, Adorno and
Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment). Taking a more philosophical
approach, boredom began to capture the imagination of the existentialists
such as Sartre (The Transcendence of the Ego), but also Heidegger (The
Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics).

In the centre of a landscape in which boredom carried with it more
and more problems and difficulties for people at a time of adaptation to a
complex society, the discipline of psychology will soon gradually enter the
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scene to offer a first examination of the introspective capacity of boredom.
Boredom did not begin to be studied seriously by psychologists until the
final decades of the twentieth century. Some of these works concentrate
on defending the existence of a propensity to boredom on the part of indi-
viduals generated by the intensification of work and the new tendencies
of the era. However, the majority of these focus on the existing relations-
hip between boredom and anxiety, gambling, aggression and eating di-
sorders, amongst other pathologies. The affective, cognitive and motiva-
tional aspects of boredom as a constructed emotion have been understood
as a threat to the individual’s perception of meaning and their capacity to
re-establish meaning on that which surrounds them. Unlike sociologists,
who would understand boredom as a constructed emotion, psychologists
have conceived of it as a passing emotion and a psychological trait. Per-
haps the first of these modern works on boredom in this context are those
of Emile Tardieu (Lennui: Etude Psychologique) and Theodor Lipps (Gui-
de to Psychology).

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, when specialists
appear to have forgotten the historical precedents of the phenomenon and
decry a lack of interest in and paucity of the bibliography on the subject,
the first technical scientific definitions of boredom begin to emerge alongsi-
de psychology and psychiatry which have facilitated the perception of the
phenomenon as an absolute and incomprehensible reality. Boredom arose
as a subject of scientific investigation as a result of industrial psychologi-
cal examinations of workplace efficiency (Munsterberg 1913). Since then,
the study of boredom has been carried out across a wide range of unrelated
fields, occupying a predominant place in the work carried out in discipli-
nes related to the field of mental health. Among these there exists a lack
of consensus with respect to the origin and nature of boredom, as well as
its causes and its consequences. At the end of the twentieth century and
the beginning of the twenty-first, we find ourselves confronted with total
confusion and lack of agreement over a phenomenon so extremely common
that it has become an unfathomable task. As if caught in a vicious cycle,
this situation impedes the development of better tools for the study, mea-
surement and evaluation of boredom that might lead to a genuine unders-
tanding of the phenomenon (Vogel-Walcutt et al. 2012).

On examination of the existing bibliography on the topic we find
that, complicating things yet further, a split has been established between
two variants of boredom: the simple and the complex. Simple or situa-
tional boredom is defined as the most common state of taedium which is
temporarily experienced by all human beings (Toohey 2011). Complex Bo-
redom, for its part, is conceived as a transcendental form of taedium that
many would define as profound and existential in the manner of Roman

Thémata. Revista de Filosofia N°56 (2017) pp.: 171-198.

186



Boredom: a comprehensive study of the state of affairs

writer Emil Cioran in Histoire et Utopie (see also Todman 2003, Healy
1984). Whilst this second form of boredom has resulted in voluminous
work in books and articles, precious little attention has been paid to “sim-
ple” boredom which is seen as trivial (Toohey 2011).

Following on from the above, work on boredom — principally of the
complex variety — has brought to light its association with a particular
type of malady or difficulty. From this perspective, it has pushed forward
the idea that boredom is a problem that affects individuals in regards to
their personal and social development and is an issue that needs to be
resolved. Within these parameters, the affliction of boredom occurs inside
the subject like a pathology or a disorder, even taking the form of a chronic
illness with grave psychosocial consequences (Eastwood et al. 2012) and
mental health problems (German and Latkin 2012; Bergler 1945). It was
at the beginning of the twenty-first century that complex boredom, con-
sidered personal problem, came to represent a question of scientific and
clinical interest; that is, to be analyzed in terms of its neurological and
psychological conditions, despite the fact that hardly anything is known of
its cognitive or neural basis (Eastwood et al. 2012; Danckert and Allman
2005).

Today, boredom is thought to arise as a consequence of a disconnect
between the patient and his environment that persists despite changing
external conditions. These are caused by pathologies of boredom such as
the pathology of chronic boredom, the disorder of a propensity towards bo-
redom or the problem of subjective perception of boredom. Otherwise, it is
seen as a corollary of other pathologies, such as an inability to clarify one’s
own desires, a distorted perception of time, an excess or lack of self-awa-
reness, an inability to find meaning in existence, attention deficit disorder
and hypochondria, or perhaps even many of these at the same time. As
a result, a large part of the extant bibliography regarding complex bore-
dom as a problem affecting individuals is geared towards treatments of it
as a pathology. Specialists in psychoanalysis and existential philosophy
(Martin et al. 2006) have learned to deal with boredom and teach others
how to get to grips with it in order that they might prevent or tackle it
(Goffman 1959; Conrad 1997). Our era, more than any other, has seen
the proliferation of innumerable antidotes to the evil of boredom (Retana
2011), be that through the implementation of strategies of confrontation
or avoidance (Nett et al. 2010). For their part, psychiatric professionals
consider boredom as an experience that lacks the sort of qualities that
would justify treatment as a common pathology like depression or stress
(Butler et al. 2011), since it plays a definitive role within psychotic disor-
ders as a result of its neurotic implications (Bergler 1945). For some, the
treatment of boredom will necessitate the genetic location of the illness in
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order to allow for an intervention at the neurological level (Bergler 1945).
That which most interests researchers in the context of complex boredom
as a personal illness is the consequences that emerge from suffering it
(Tilburg and Igou, 2011; Martin et al. 2006; Vodanovich and Watt 1999).
However, this predominance of psychological and psychiatric perspectives
in the study of boredom serves to demonstrate that there indeed exists
great interest in the phenomenon and that the existing literature is not
much less abundant.

From other disciplines, which contribute to demonstrate this in-
terest, have understood boredom as a causal reality that causes effects
necessarily to whom experiences it and that not necessarily respond to a
dysfunctional but creative profile. As an experience that triggers anxie-
ty and agitation (c¢f. Tilburg and Igou, 2011: 181-194), and perhaps even
something like nervousness (cf. Fenichel, 1951), boredom, detached from
the complexity of the mental disease, appears as a cause of the innovation
cycle, as discontent with the above because «<when we are bored there is
something of the context that we are rejecting» (Retana, 2011: 183), which
organizes the search for the novelty as a reaction to the environment. It
is a symptom that instigates moments of experimentation and expansion
(Parreno, 2013; Moravia, 1999), including a critical element, an expression
of deep dissatisfaction (Svendsen, 2006). Taking up the words of Toohey
(2011: 185), we note that boredom has other positive characteristics as
well. Scholars such as Dr. Peter Toohey has pointed out that the potential
character of boredom meets an adaptive function among members of our
species — following the psychologist Robert Plutchik and the neurologist
Antonio Damasio. As Toohey, the German philosopher Hans Blumenberg
has seen the phenomenon of boredom under these anthropological catego-
ries. He has tried to understand the scope of the anthropogenetic adaptive
function that resides on the driving force of boredom. Boredom meets an
adaptive role in stimulating change that keeps our interest and forces us
to constantly retraining (Blumenberg, 2011).

Finally, it is true that much of this literature has the added pro-
blem that it is difficult to access as it is either no longer available or very
difficult to find. This was even more difficult for researchers in the past
for whom this technology did not exist. These are very complicated issues
which make it difficult to address the variety of literature on boredom
but, as we suggested, this does not mean there is a limited bibliography.
The use of Google Scholar as search tool implies certain limitations as it
is quite likely that not all existing works on boredom are registered in
its database. In any case, this does not contradict our conclusions as we
would be leaving out some studies which would merely confirm that it is
untrue to claim that there is a shortage of literature on boredom. Google
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Scholar does not provide access to all studies, merely their bibliographic
data. Thus, there were a minimum number of cases in which we classified
a study in a thematic area by its title, abstract, keywords and even by the
magazine or publisher in which it appeared. Despite these limitations, it
was essential to gather a complete knowledge of the state of affairs of re-
search into boredom that will provide future researchers with a means of
developing their work on a sound basis.

Thus, our paper represents a task that had never been performed
before, from which we are able to observe the state of affairs of the study
on boredom today with reliable and comparable data. In doing so, we have
not only demystified the claim about a literature shortage, but also the
idea that boredom was not studied until recently. We have drawn a clear
map of the landscape of studies on boredom paying attention to the diffe-
rent languages in which they have been written, their various thematic
areas and their temporal trends. Thanks to this effort, researchers of bo-
redom will be able to discuss the state of the question with clear frame of
references. This project is a starting point for further research and serves
as a call for more attention from other disciplines that can certainly shine
a light into the darkest recesses of the phenomenon of boredom”.
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