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Abstract 

Boredom, in its blankness, has been both a canvas and a subject for modern artists and 

intellectuals. Whereas those in the early and mid-twentieth century theorized and aesthetically 

reencountered the conditions of boredom as a wasteland, boredom appears in the work of today as 

impossibly dense. Boredom in the semiocapitalist information age only remains blank insofar as 

it is full to the brim with information of inscrutable complexity and choices without real 

alternatives. Because boredom is fundamentally an experience of time distorted and emptied of 

meaning, developing this theory of boredom sustains a critical reflection on the temporality of 

contemporary everyday life. My approach is through vignettes of communication practices that 

are attempts at meaning-making and modulating time, but are also, in some sense, boring. After 

reviewing key literature on boredom pre- and post-digital revolution, I first turn to a consideration 

of texting. While texting is usually derided as trivial and time-wasting, I consider it as habitual in 

a compulsive, physical sense, but also ritual, in the sense of something done in a patterned way to 

affirm a bond. The experience of repeated sending and receiving is analyzed as an experience of 

accelerating or decelerating interpersonal temporalities. In the next chapter, I follow the shape of 

communication paths through the network and arrive at an exploration of line-making itself. 

Treating the line as a heuristic device, I consider the line as a cipher of boredom and the 

networked line, specifically, as an icon of late modernity. Chapter four deals with the use of lines 

and linearity in conceptual art and writing that explores boredom as a counter-spectacle; that is, as 

both a symptom of info- and entertainment culture and as a state from which it can be understood. 

I posit this work as an other of choice and information overload. Having used these vignettes to 

develop the idea of a uniquely late modern boredom of overload, I conclude that any 

confrontation with the twenty-first-century politics of information on the grounds of such 
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practices as surveillance or semiocapitalism, is incomplete without an understanding of this 

boredom as a public affect. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction: Boredom, Choice, and Time 

Whereas in the first case of [superficial] boredom we are concerned to shout down the 
boredom by passing the time so we do not need to listen to it; and whereas in the second 
case [of deeper boredom] what is distinctive is a not wanting to listen, [in profound 
boredom] we now have a being compelled to listen, being compelled in the sense of that 
compelling force which everything properly authentic about Dasein possesses, and which 
accordingly is related to Dasein’s innermost freedom. 

Martin Heidegger, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, 
Solitude 

 
In the absence of any credible, noncommercial guides for living, the freedom to choose is 
about as "liberating" as a bad acid trip: each quantum is as good as the next, and the 
only standard of an assembly's quality is its weirdness, incongruity, its ability to stand 
out from a crowd of other image-constructs and wow some Audience. 

David Foster Wallace, “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction” 
 
In the mid-century discourse on this experience without qualities [boredom], the weight 
of human responsibility for producing and guiding … progress comes into awareness. 
The ambivalent desire for a rapidly impending future gives rise to an idiom of reflection 
in which the moral burden of time that must be used and not wasted becomes palpable. 

Elizabeth Goodstein, Experience Without Qualities: Boredom and Modernity 
 

Is boredom a luxury? A curse? A moral failing? We have a lot of conflicting 

discourses about where boredom comes from, what it is, and what should be done about 

it. One of the most interesting conflicts among these different discourses is whether they 

portray boredom as an emotion or as part of an affective structure of social belonging. In 

other words, are you, the individual, the only subject of boredom, or can boredom grip an 

entire collective? And if it can, what can it do? Many scholars have attended to boredom 

as a mass phenomenon in modernity, seeing the experience of boredom as enabled by the 

creation of the autonomous liberal subject who, for the first time, expects life to be 

interesting in the sense of being personally meaningful. In liberalism, alongside the value 
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of equality, the other key value of freedom sees the individual as the locus of reality, 

prior to and above the socially contracting collective. It hasn’t therefore escaped anyone’s 

attention that boredom can trigger and be triggered by the supposed separateness of this 

subject from others in modern society. But what has gone relatively unexplored in the 

relationship between liberal individual freedom and boredom, specifically, is the 

imperative to realize this freedom in the project of self-making – the freedom-to-choose. 

Many scholars have traced the rhetoric of boredom as a sin, a decadence, a moral failing, 

a poor reflection on a lazy mind, contrasting it with the rhetoric of boredom as profound, 

contemplative, creatively charged, transformative, revolutionary. The idea that boredom 

is a bad thing that needs to be met with a stronger will – that you can choose your way 

out of it – needs to be examined in light of the literature on modern choice overload. 

Outside of (a fairly small field of) scholarship, boredom is still often misdescribed by the 

exceptionalist analytic of personal choice, to the extent that boredom’s operation at the 

social level goes unnoticed, and at the expense of being able to articular boredom as an 

important genre for the historical present. My project aims to develop the existing 

literature on how boredom constitutes a cultural mood as well as a psychic affliction by 

exploring the paradox that boredom appears to be both a quagmire that you can choose 

your way out of and also a consequence of facing too many choices – the paralysis of 

choice overload. 

Following the argument laid out by Elizabeth Goodstein (2005, 34) in Experience 

Without Qualities that “boredom cannot be adequately understood in abstraction from its 

historical context and cultural conditions of possibility” I develop the thesis that choice 
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overload is itself a kind of boredom, one that is particular to the late modern moment. 

Goodstein suggests that it is as an experience of modernity that boredom appears timeless 

because of the particular ways in which meaning has become subjective in this era, and I 

furthermore contend that the relationship of that subjectivity to choice is a crucial site for 

the production of bored affect. At the same time, I also recognize that an overload of 

choice is only possible amid an overload of information. 

Information overload is part of the material context where this uniquely late-

modern boredom grips the subject (the decisive agent) at the same time as it also relates 

to the object (the everyday world of late modernity) – and even as information itself 

becomes digitally immaterial. For those of us whose temporal constitution is marked by 

these conditions, differently situated as we are, we must somehow become aware of our 

options and their opportunity costs, and such awareness increasingly comes through 

ubiquitous communication and information technology. Those options, meanwhile, are 

endlessly condensing within a vast and growing field of cultural activity where “the main 

tool for production ceases to be material labor and becomes cognitive labor” (Berardi 

2011) supposedly using “the free and creative disposition of [workers’] imagination and 

energies” (Gardiner 2014, 33). Thus involving the whole being of the worker, who 

continues to inhabit the hyperreal world of the spectacle even in their leisure time, “the 

very affective and emotional registers of our lives are shaped fundamentally by [these] 

transformations in the productive process now unfolding in the technologically-advanced 

societies of the global North” (Gardiner 2014, 29). Obviously, this also means that the 

lives of different kinds of workers are shaped along the lines of their class memberships, 
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which intersects – influences and is influenced by – their gender, sexual, racial, and other 

forms of difference and belonging. With different kinds of work, or lack thereof; leisure, 

or lack thereof; choices, or lack thereof, etc., there will be differences in relationships to 

and experiences of overload, and thus different reasons why boredom might variously 

appear as a luxurious distinction, a trivial curse, or a moral failing. Nonetheless, the 

information conditions in technologically-advanced societies of the global North can be 

characterized by an unrelenting “acceleration of the info-sphere – the environment from 

which information arrives in your brain” (Berardi 2011). And it is the influence of these 

conditions on a cultural mood that I am primarily interested in here. 

Since Orrin Klapp’s work in 1986 it has been clearly established that the sheer 

volume of input channeled into subjects of the “information society” can be 

overwhelming rather than informative. As Franco (“Bifo”) Berardi (2011) more recently 

put it: 

Do not forget that your brain functions in time, and needs time in order to give 
attention and understanding. But attention cannot be infinitely accelerated … You 
can accelerate attention by taking amphetamines, for instance, or using other 
techniques or drugs that give you the possibility of being more attentive, more 
productive in the field of attention. But you know how it ends. 
 

Now that the pressure to accelerate is widespread in the way it is, the result seems to be a 

cultural mood of boredom that is, in fact, difficult to admit in the face of such apparent 

freedom and means. Though it cannot yield determinate prescriptions for action, in 

articulating this relationship between choice, information, and boredom there is much to 

learn about undoing our “unhealthy obsession with choice” (Salecl 2013b), much to gain 

from decoupling the concept of “information” from pure “freedom,” and much to reveal 
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about the obstacles facing any attempt to attune ourselves to profound boredom. 

In what follows, I will set the stage for pursuing the study of boredom as an 

affective structure of contemporary life, boredom’s relationship to choice, and the crisis 

of meaning they triangulate in late modern temporality. I begin by briefly discussing my 

methodology before reviewing the key literature on boredom and choice. Here, I survey 

the ways boredom has been related to various aspects of modernity, such as the 

ascendance of scientific rationality and the resulting “democratization of existential 

skepticism” (Goodstein 2005, 412) about matters of cultural, moral, and spiritual import. 

The problematic of information having become meaningless or burdensome is tied 

through in describing these discursive contexts. (In subsequent chapters, information 

itself becomes inseparable from choice in discussions about art and social media practices 

that actually manipulate information as something with material, rather than just 

semantic, properties). Discussing a selection of important sources of thought on boredom 

– primarily the metaphysical inquiry of Martin Heidegger, the sociological approach of 

Henri Lefebvre, and, to a lesser extent, the cultural critique of Walter Benjamin – I 

explore what it means to contend, as they each do in different ways, that boredom is not 

only a distinctively modern phenomenon, but that it is an essential characteristic of 

modernity itself. Next, I focus on elucidating the link between boredom and choice 

overload, starting with Peter Berger’s (1979) thesis of the “heretical imperative,” that is, 

the requirement for subjects of a pluralistic modernity to choose, rather than simply take 

for granted, their worldview. I then refer to the later work of Renata Salecl (2004; 2006; 

2009; 2011; 2013a; 2013b) whose concept of “the tyranny of choice” shifted attention to 
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the psychoanalytic dimensions of facing not just the imperative to choose, but to choose 

among limitless options in everything from religion to consumer electronics. 

Understanding the nature of choice in contemporary life leads us from modern 

ideological pluralism, to the realm of consumer choice and the logic of late capitalism, 

and the neoliberal vision of society as merely an emergent property of the interactions of 

rationally contracting individuals. But because the experience of boredom is 

fundamentally an experience of time, where time is emptied and slowed, it is impossible 

to understand either boredom or choice alone, let alone the ways they intersect, without 

also attending to the way that time itself is structured by and imagined in these 

ideologies, periods, and paradigms. Through a discussion of recent studies which 

acknowledge that, while such “mild psychic disturbances” as feelings of boredom may at 

first sound trivial, or even beyond “the purview of a rigorous social science,” boredom is 

actually “a touchstone through which we can grasp wider anxieties and societal changes” 

(Gardiner 2012, 38), I consider how temporal consciousness has changed since the time 

of Heidegger, Benjamin, and Lefebvre and ask if boredom can still be said to be a 

prevailing mood of late modernity. Finally, I outline the shape of the four chapters that 

follow. 

 

1.1 Methodology and Rationale 

Methodology 

I pursue this work using the methodological paradigm of articulation, a hybrid 

method/theory developed through the interdisciplinary field of cultural studies that sees 
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theorizing as inseparable from the methodology by which concepts, symbols, and 

phenomena are explored alongside one another. As a theory, articulation transforms 

cultural studies “from a model of communication” where scholars “decode” the meanings 

encoded in a product or event, into a “theory of contexts” (Grossberg 1993, 4). As a 

method, it suggests setting up a constellation of theoretical objects that are linked – 

articulated – not by necessity but provisionally, in order to grasp something about the 

circumstances of their production. These features permit me to speak of the movement of 

political logics and emergent affects across registers typically separated by conventional 

disciplinary methods. 

According to Jennifer Daryl Slack (1996, 113) “epistemologically, articulation is 

a way of thinking the structures of what we know as a play of correspondences, non-

correspondences and contradictions, as fragments in the constitution of what we take to 

be unities.” Marcus and Saka (2006, 101) call it a set of “structure-like surrogate[s],” 

closely related by a Wittgensteinian “family resemblance,” that “permi[t] the researcher 

to speak of emergence, heterogeneity, the decentred and the ephemeral in nonetheless 

ordered social life.” It is a way of thinking what Clifford Geertz (1988, 11) has called 

“the nervous present,” or “the nervous system” in the words of Michael Taussig (1992) 

after him, in which the domain of qualitative inquiry is “characterized by ‘profound 

epistemological skepticism’” (Dillard 1982, 132) in the face of frenetic interconnection. 

As a cultural studies concept, articulation is necessarily concerned with “foregrounding 

the structure and play of power” which has been at the center of the field’s interest in 

analyzing social formations, conjunctures, or contexts (Slack 1996, 113). Since it resists 
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the “application” of theory, where the objects of study are given and theory merely 

“provid[es] answers which are already known in advance,” articulation is performed as a 

methodology in the course of setting up relations as much as analytically invoked in a 

methods section (113). In the present work there are of course no lab procedures, 

interviews, or statistical analyses, so the theorizing is, from the start, inseparable from the 

methodology by which concepts, symbols, and phenomena are explored alongside one 

another.  

 

Rationale 

As I will show, boredom and its cognates like anxiety and depression have long 

been objects of philosophical investigation but they have only recently been of great 

interest in a number of interdisciplinary fields. Studies on affect have become quite 

prominent since Frederic Jameson (1984) sounded the death knell of affect in an age of 

postmodernity. In “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” Jameson 

(1984, 61) diagnosed “the waning of affect in postmodern culture” and “the emergence of 

a new kind of flatness or depthlessness … perhaps the supreme formal feature of all … 

the postmodernisms” (60). As the theorists Jasbir Puar and Ann Pellegrini (2009, 35) 

explain: 

The integrity of the unitary modern subject was now dissolving into schizophrenic 
fragmentation, its depth displaced by multiple forms of discombobulating surface 
articulations. This waning of affect, laments Jameson, does not deflate or 
eradicate expressive forms, but rather shifts their register from the realm of 
substantive feelings to fleeting “intensities.”  
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The path of the turn since Jameson’s landmark prediction is evidence that, while he may 

have miscalculated the way in which public feeling would attract theoretical attention in 

the future, he was right in thinking that postmodernity has entailed some conversion of 

earlier substantive feelings into free-floating and fleeting “intensities.” If that is the case, 

then one of the problems we now face is allowing these intensities to be equated in their 

fleetingness. I echo the claims of Puar and Pellegrini (2009, 37) who observe that 

scholarship “invested in how concepts like affect, emotion, and feelings aid in 

comprehending subject-formation and political oppositionality” is of vital importance 

“for an age when neoliberal capital has reduced possibilities for collective political 

praxis.” It is valuable, therefore, to be able to link personal and structural analyses of 

boredom and the late modern logic of choice so as to understand what feelings are 

politically worth acting on, and to find ways to resist liberal individualism’s twin 

tendencies toward depoliticizing personal experience and toward pathologizing painful 

feelings so as to make them into exceptions rather than rules. 

 

1.2 Boredom 

Boredom, according to both those who have seen it in primarily metaphysical 

terms and those who have focused on its sociohistorical dimensions, represents a special 

experience of time – one where it is emptied, slowed, and perhaps sometimes stubbornly 

cannot be made to pass. In fact, even cognitive neuroscience may support this 

connection; there is a brain region called the insula where it is suspected that the 

experience of emotions and temporal passage interface (Toohey 2011, 172-73). But 
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although boredom can connote “a trivial emotion which trivialises the world, 

disempowers the individual and empties time” (Dalle Pezze and Salzani 2009, 10), unlike 

with other psychic afflictions that seem to flourish as part of the modern condition, such 

as anxiety and depression, some have argued that we could in fact benefit from the 

intensification of the ordinary experience of boredom. The German philosopher Martin 

Heidegger, notably, saw profound boredom as an experience of time stilled, wherein the 

collapse of past, present, and future held the germ of profound contemplation – and 

therefore the potential of self-knowledge ([1929/30] 2001). Boredom, on this view, is 

both a symptom of modern disconnection from systems of shared meaning, and also a 

powerful affective site from which to grapple with the resulting “spiritual crisis” of 

modernity as an era of “experience without qualities” (Goodstein 2005, 223). 

Is boredom really so peculiar to modernity? Well, the English term “boredom,” at 

least, simply didn’t exist before the seventeenth century (Dalle Pezze and Salzani 2009, 

5). In the introduction to their edited collection on boredom and modernity, Barbara Dalle 

Pezze and Carlo Salzani (2009, 5) perform a genealogy of some of the terms that came 

before it – acedia, melancholy, ennui, spleen, Langeweile – and conclude that modern 

boredom is “a recent and different phenomenon.” Its meaning is bound up in relation to 

its conceptual opposite, interest, which only came into widespread use around the same 

time and with the same frequency as it did. Before that time, the term “interesting” 

designated something of objective importance, but in the modern sense, what is 

interesting is as subjective as what is boring. In his book A Philosophy of Boredom, Lars 

Svendsen ([1999] 2008, 11) agrees that boredom “has only been a central cultural 
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phenomenon for a couple of centuries.” Its prenominate precursors tended to be available 

only to economic elites and religious devouts – this is boredom-as-luxury, sometimes 

eliding into boredom-as-decadence and -sin – “whereas the boredom of modernity is 

wide-ranging in its effect and can be said to be a relevant phenomenon today for 

practically everyone in the Western world” (11). Goodstein’s (2005, 99) entire project is 

premised on the idea that, insofar as the concept of boredom is in play today, its meaning 

exists only in relation to other features of contemporary life, but she also characterizes 

boredom as so central to the modern experience that it is apparently inevitable: “The 

contemporary terror of boredom, which testifies to its apparent inevitability, is saturated 

with the post-romantic resignation to a world in which neither work nor leisure can bring 

happiness to subjects who no longer hope for divine restitution in the next.” From this 

passage, it can be seen that modern boredom’s continuities with particular philosophical, 

political, and religious pasts only signals its historicity, not its timelessness or 

universality.   

Knowing this context, we can now compare and contrast the work of several 

philosophers who were writing on boredom around the middle of the twentieth century, 

namely Martin Heidegger and Henri Lefebvre, and to a lesser extent, Walter Benjamin. 

After presenting critiques of their work, I then discuss the recent writings on boredom 

and consider what conditions enabled this line of work to be picked back up again. I 

observe a number of commonalities among the work of boredom theorists: they tend to 

associate boredom with time and internal time consciousness; they tend to recognize both 

metaphysical as well as sociohistorical dimensions of boredom; and they tend to identify 
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at least three modalities of boredom, namely 1.) a “manic, enervated,” (Gardiner 2012, 

52) distracted, and stultifying boredom, 2.) a relaxed, meditative boredom that is 

subjectively valuable in and of itself, and 3.) a revolutionary boredom that is full of 

socially transformative potential.  

 

1.2.1 Heidegger: Boredom as the Prevailing Mood of Modernity 

In the phenomenological analysis of Heidegger ([1929/30] 1995), boredom is, in 

fact, the fundamental mood of the modern times (157), and, as such, “springs from the 

temporality of Dasein [from our being-in-the-world]’” (127). Presented in the 1929-30 

lecture series on the three fundamental concepts of metaphysics – the world, finitude, and 

loneliness – this analysis is considered to be “the most elaborate phenomenological 

analysis of boredom” to date (Svendsen [1999] 2008, 107). In it, Heidegger ([1929/30] 

1995) distinguishes between three types of boredom: the most superficial “becoming 

bored by” (127), which involves the need to drive away time; the deeper “being bored 

with” (127) which describes what appears, in retrospect, to have been a waste of time; 

and the profound boredom expressed by the phrase “it is boring for one” (134), in which 

it is “hopeless” to try passing the time (136). In the latter, “to not permit any passing the 

time means to let this boredom become overpowering … the ‘it is boring for one’ – this it 

is thus for one – has in itself this character of manifesting how things stand concerning 

us. This attunement brings us ourselves into the possibility of an exceptional 

understanding” (136). In these “moment[s] of vision” (149), as Victor Biceaga (2004, 

146) puts it, “not having the possibility to pass the time means that Dasein temporalizes 
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itself in such a way that every present is pregnant with new possibilities carrying forward 

the heritage of the past.” It is here in this kind of meditative, creatively charged state that 

he believes we can “be brought to grasp our own possibilities for being” (Svendsen 

[1999] 2008, 125). Heidegger sees this capacity as a universal, timeless one insofar as 

“Dasein is time and boredom is one possible expression of time” (125) but there is also a 

historicity to his philosophy of boredom in that he sees boredom as being particularly 

activated in modern times.  

Before exploring why boredom is intensified in modernity, it is first necessary to 

ask: what exactly is meant by “mood”?1 And does Heidegger consider one of these three 

levels of boredom to be dominant in the prevailing mood of modernity? It appears there 

is more at hand to answer the former question than the latter. For Heidegger, moods are 

both subjective and objective. Heidegger approaches his investigation of boredom in his 

distinctive phenomenological way, but connects it with the consolidation of modernity by 

regarding it, according to Jan Slaby (2010, 4), as an “existential orientation” that 

structures the experience of modern subjects. “Moods,” explains Victor Biceaga (2006, 

143), “always co-present objects and they do so by giving them a horizon and arranging 

them into a world.” For example, Michael Gardiner (2012, 40-1) wryly observes: 

when we mention to friends or colleagues that we are ‘bored’, we are unlikely to 
make reference to an imbalance of the humours, a physiological cum 
cosmological explanation characteristic of the early modern discourse on 

                                                        
1 In contemporary discussions of boredom, “mood” and “affect” are often used interchangeably 
(eg. Gardiner 2014). In this way, they often capture the ambient way boredom touches both the 
personal and social registers as well as the way it hangs about the things and places of the 
material world. When the specifically collective dimension of boredom is being pointed up, 
discussions tend to use the adjective phrase “cultural mood,” or the adjectival form “affective” (as 
in the “affective condition that relates to modes of capitalist production” [Gardiner 2014, 29]). 
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melancholy, much less the demonically inspired religious doubts and confusions 
of acedia, which afflicted monks in the early Christian era. 
 

So boredom as a mood, for Heidegger, does bridge the personal and the social-structural 

– “the mood is precisely the fundamental way in which we are outside of our self” 

(Nisbet 1982, 26) – and it “is typical for the people of his time” explains Lars Svendsen 

([1999] 2008, 126), “because Dasein no longer has an essential need of anything.” Here, 

Heidegger ([1929/30] 1995, 163-64) is referring to the innumerable changes in the 

subject’s relationship with almost every aspect of life that have given birth to the modern 

individual who is free to choose their allegiances but free from any unbreakable ties:  

The absence of an essential oppressiveness in Dasein is the emptiness as a whole, 
so that no one stands with anyone else and no community stands with any other in 
the rooted unity of essential action. Each and every one of us are servants of 
slogans, adherents to a program, but none is the custodian of the inner greatness 
of Dasein and its necessities (Bedrängnis). This being left empty 
(Leergelassenheit) ultimately resonates in our Dasein, its emptiness is the absence 
of any essential oppressiveness. The mystery is lacking in our Dasein, and thereby 
the inner terror that every mystery carries with it and that gives Dasein its 
greatness remains absent. The absence of oppressiveness is what fundamentally 
oppresses and leaves us most profoundly empty, i.e., the fundamental emptiness 
that bores us. This absence of oppressiveness is only apparently hidden; it is 
rather attested by the very activities with which we busy ourselves in our 
contemporary restlessness. 
 

Without the enabling constraints of traditional structures in work, family, religion, and 

community, our commitments seem arbitrary. Of course, unless you take some kind of 

radically teleological stance that assumes there is an ultimate meaning sub specie 

aeternitatis, our commitments are arbitrary in the sense that social and cultural meanings 

have a human authorship, collective though it may be. At any rate, Heidegger’s point is 

that, although boredom is a dimension of the time-constituting absolute flow of 

consciousness and is therefore always with us, it especially prevails in the modern 
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“absence of oppressiveness.” Note, therefore, that it isn’t necessarily that the activities 

novel to modern life are inherently boring and ought to be condemned, but that we make 

ourselves busy and restless with them – to the extent that we even seek drama and crisis 

to preoccupy ourselves with something non-contingent! – because they are not embedded 

in shared systems of meaning that give them any significance outside themselves. Given 

that “Heidegger’s sophisticated discussion of boredom shares in the typically modern 

lament over the anesthetizing effects boredom often has on an uprooted individual lost in 

a hostile and alienating mechanized world” (Biceaga 2006, 144) and given that, enduring 

as it does, the utopian potential of boredom has evidently not yet overcome itself, it 

would seem that the kind of boredom that grips “the modern times” corresponds better to 

the superficial being-bored-by than to the deeper or profound levels of boredom. But true 

to form, writes Svendsen ([1999] 2008, 131), “Heidegger never completed his analysis of 

time, where the three temporal ecstasies of past, present” – the seat of boredom being the 

eternal “now” – “and future were to have been united in one temporality. In a way, time 

is left as a utopian idea, as merely promised potential.” 

Svendsen ([1999] 2008, 131) critiques Heidegger, in fact, for being “unwilling to 

accept the commonness of human life,” and therefore being “constantly in danger of 

overlooking the ontic (beings) in favour of the ontological (Being).” There are a number 

of other modern continental philosophers, however, who offer a resolutely mundane take 

on boredom that likewise agree that there is something about boredom that is special to 

the modern world. In sociohistorical accounts like those dispersed throughout the work of 

the French Marxist philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre, boredom is potentiated 
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by a host of Sisyphean modern inventions including the toil of routinized and 

subspecialized labour under the alternating acceleration and torpidity of universal clock 

time. Cobbling together Lefebvre’s sociology of boredom, Michael Gardiner (2012, 39) 

observes that in his overarching “critique of everyday life” Lefebvre “used terms like 

‘boring’ or ‘boredom’ in loose, elliptical and seemingly contradictory ways.” Rather than 

betraying a flaw in Lefebvre’s thinking, says Gardiner, “such a lack of clarity reveals his 

ambivalence about this phenomenon, but also highlights a subtle pattern of differentiation 

he makes between particular modalities of boredom” (37) – sensible, given how deeply 

ambivalent boredom is itself. And not unlike for Heidegger, it was both lament for 

modern alienation and the “glimpse [of] latent connections between boredom and utopian 

propensities that caught the attention not only of Lefebvre but also such thinkers as Ernst 

Bloch, Siegfried Kracauer and Walter Benjamin” (37). Gardiner likens one line of 

Lefebvre’s thinking to the Situationist International, who saw some moments of modern 

boredom as “irredeemably ‘counter-revolutionary’” in the sense that “everyday life in the 

modern world is so deadened by stultifying routine, the banalization of culture and the 

colonization of subjectivity by the spectacle that ‘deep’ and unrelenting boredom is the 

inevitable result, and total revolution the only ‘cure’” (39). Like Heidegger and others, 

Lefebvre ([1961] 1995, 124) also saw some moments of modern boredom as “pregnant 

with desires, frustrated frenzies, [and] unrealized possibilities.”  

 

1.2.2 Lefebvre and Benjamin: Relaxed Boredom and Busy Boredom 

 Much of Lefebvre’s “understanding of the formation and nature of modern 
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boredom hinges on a transformation in our experience of time specifically, an epochal 

transition from cyclical historical time to an abstract, linear form that might be termed 

‘commodity time’” (Gardiner 2012, 43). No doubt this is why he was confident in 

diagnosing boredom as a “mass epidemic” – Lefebvre didn’t need a sociological survey 

filled with self-reports of who was bored, he understood that time itself had seemed to 

change. In the modern factory, the assembly line worker is not only alienated from the 

fruits of their labour, but set outside of communal time. Life used to unfold according to 

the intrinsic time-scales of natural cycles like seasons and life stages. In contrast, under 

the eye of the clock, the worker’s life is remolded in accordance with abstract, linear, 

universal clock time. From these changes there is a cascade of corrosive aesthetic, social, 

and cultural effects. Value accrues to the part rather than the whole object, while time is 

mandated to be filled to the brim in a quantitative sense but remains empty of meaning. 

Social memory erodes as there are fewer time-points of collective remembrance by which 

to maintain it. And as the symbols of the group become less salient, mechanical repetition 

deadens the senses, and they become attuned instead to what Gardiner calls the 

monosemantic “signal.” Signals, he says, “reduce the semantic field to a fixed image or 

idea, and interrupt the continuity of historical experience and collective memorialization” 

(44). 

You may notice that, like boredom itself, the concepts associated with it are full 

of often-contradictory connotations. At the same time as repetition threatens numbing 

habituation and tedium it also holds out the promise of perfective practice and immersive 

focus. Like Benjamin in “The Storyteller,” Lefebvre also recognized an affirmatory 
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boredom in the “relaxed,” “ancestral repetition” of pre-capitalist society. Gardiner (2012, 

53) associates Lefebvre’s vision of what it is to be “bored in a ‘good’ way” with 

Benjamin’s notion of a “mental relaxation” that is part of traditional societies but hard to 

achieve amidst the distraction of modern capitalist ones. In Benjamin’s 1936 “The 

Storyteller,” he identifies this kind of boredom with being able to tell and absorb 

narratives. As a state of creativity and receptivity, boredom is seen to invite meaning 

making. This theme of repetition and difference is present in Heidegger, too, who 

acknowledges that to reproduce is always to re/create. The analysis offered by Biceaga 

(2006, 146) is that: 

Compared to the indeterminateness of being-bored-with, genuine boredom is 
expansive to the point of being all-inclusive: genuine boredom awakens Dasein to 
its there. So overpowering is this kind of boredom that passing the time becomes 
futile. More precisely, genuine boredom distinguishes itself by no longer 
permitting any passing the time. Not having the possibility to pass the time means 
that Dasein temporalizes itself in such a way that every present is pregnant with 
new possibilities carrying forward the heritage of the past. 
 

And what this means is that genuine boredom is actually “an attunement highly 

conducive to self-knowledge” (144). With the inauthentic mode of being no longer 

obfuscating the true character of one’s being, amidst the breakdown of meaning “Dasein 

is to be freed from its dependence upon mere beings” (Svendsen [1999] 2008, 130). 

Heidegger’s emphasis in talking about “good” kinds of boredom is more on 

transformative potential than it is for Benjamin and Lefebvre, who also elaborated the 

preceding notion of traditional boredom as a pleasant state in and of itself. But, like 

Heidegger, the latter two men also recognized that a “certain kind of boredom is 

important … because it represents what the former calls (in The Arcades Project) a 
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‘Trojan horse’, by which a gradual mode of awakening can stealthily enter our 

commodified dreamworld and transform it into dialectical possibility” (Gardiner 2012, 

53). 

 

1.2.3 Critiques: Maybe Even Profound Boredom is Still Pretty Ordinary 

Should we be wary of making any promises about personal transformation or 

social revolution on boredom’s behalf? It is here where most critiques of philosophical 

and sociological theories of boredom have been leveled. For instance, Svendsen ([1999] 

2008, 130) asks of Heidegger: “is there not a problem with [his] analysis as to how one 

moves from a pre-philosophical (unauthentic) to a philosophical (authentic) standpoint?” 

Is there really something special hidden in this very common state and is it supposed to 

have only rarely been unlocked? How is its power activated? Svendsen elaborates: 

While boredom ultimately detaches one completely both from the world and 
oneself, it is supposed in its most radical form to have the resources for a contrary 
movement. From where do these resources stem? Does not Heidegger silently 
presuppose a potent Nietzschean will deep inside, Cartesian remains of 
substantiality, a solid point for which no phenomenological evidence has been 
provided? … Is not this only yet another version of the Romantic paradigm [that 
is, one that identifies existential with personal meaning]? (130) 
 

Or is the implication perhaps that boredom has been, unrecognized, behind revolutions? 

Biceaga (2006, 147) counters that “if genuine boredom were endowed with a 

transcendental world-disclosing status – and this is Heidegger’s suggestion – then 

attempting to illustrate it with an example would be self-defeating.” What can be said 

about it is that “that ordinary boring experiences could awaken the aspiration to self-

knowledge” (150, emphasis mine) and “a certain experience of boredom is most effective 
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in disclosing the fundamental character of self-temporalization” (151). 

Biceaga’s project is about reading Edmund Husserl’s theory of the absolute flow 

of time-constituting consciousness alongside Heidegger’s three levels of boredom to 

demonstrate that there is “a strong affinity” between Husserl’s “flow” and Heidegger’s 

“profound boredom.” One of his conclusions is that, if profound boredom does indeed 

have a strong affinity with Husserl’s idea of absolute flow as he believes it does, “then 

genuine boredom can be neither an experience some people are more likely to have than 

others, nor an experience some circumstances are more likely to generate than others. 

Rather, genuine boredom is a different attitude toward common experiences” (Biceaga 

2006, 147). Perhaps then, we need only to recognize this mood already in ourselves and 

be willing to dwell in it. 

Peter Toohey (2011, 174-75) advises “it would be best that we think not in terms 

of a cure for boredom but rather in terms of heeding the advice that the emotion is trying 

to signal.” Even Svendsen ([1999] 2008, 113) has to admit that it’s not overreaching for 

Heidegger to want “to awaken boredom rather than let it slumber through various forms 

of everyday pastime (Zeitvertrieb).” “The danger lies in translating these empty 

possibilities into a set of determinate prescriptions for further actions,” adds Biceaga 

(2006, 150). Heidegger might have too-high hopes for the kind of liberation that is 

ultimately possible, but if he is advocating anything, it’s only self-awareness. 

Specifically, according to Biceaga, it’s a “pre-reflective” self-awareness: 

The defining feature of the intentionality of moods is its non-objectifying status. 
Accordingly, the intentionality of moods operates in the same way as the 
longitudinal intentionality instrumental in the self-constitution of the absolute 
flow. The reason why the self-perceiving of the flow is so slippery is that 
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reflection always arrives too late. Through reflection, the impressional now 
content can only be given as retained. Thus, reflection can only present the 
absolute flow as reflectively unpresentable. Yet, if it does not have the potential 
for annulling the delay (Nachträglichkeit) separating reflection from the pre-
objective flow of time-constituting consciousness, boredom can nonetheless 
circumvent reflection and sharpen the pre-reflective self-awareness. (149-50) 
 

The kind of transformation he hopes would change the pettiness of the everyday appears 

to be rooted in an ethics of self-awareness, and one that had already found wide cultural 

expression. 

In Experience Without Qualities: Boredom and Modernity, Elizabeth Goodstein 

(2005, 98-9) traces the rise of what she calls “the rhetoric of reflection” through the 

democratization of leisure, which was made possible by the industrial revolution, and the 

democratization of existential skepticism, which was made possible by the 

Enlightenment. The democratization of boredom was fueled by these changes and by the 

romantic melancholy about them. Goodstein notes that it was “in response to the dual 

revolution” – the synergistic effects of the French Revolution’s emphasis on democracy, 

liberalism, and nationalism on the material changes wrought by the Industrial Revolution 

(see Eric Hobsbawm [1962] 1996) – that the mid-century discourse on boredom came to 

incorporate an “understanding of temporality based on the assumption of historical 

progress” and the concomitant “weight of human responsibility for producing and 

guiding that progress” (Goodstein 2005, 127). The rhetoric of reflection is thus connected 

to a whole new conception of subjectivity birthed during a “revolutionary resignification 

of temporality” in the course of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century, when “an 

aristocratic, worldly mode of resignation yielded to bourgeois withdrawal into the 

‘interior’ – literally, of the home and, figuratively, of the self” (98). 
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Lefebvre ([1947] 1991, 59), on the other hand, may not have been any more 

critical of this modern conception of subjectivity or any less revolutionary – “Change 

life! Change Society!” he exhorted in The Production of Space – but he wasn’t so 

disappointed as Heidegger was in the quotidian, and, at least according to Gardiner 

(2012, 53): 

Lefebvre directly addresses the question of how the vague dissatisfactions we 
usually associate with boredom can elide into other, more transformational 
instances, so that we can better understand our human propensities for passionate 
engagement, play and the ludic (such as in the festival), the pleasurable and the 
aesthetic. 
 

The more concrete description of boredom’s transformative mechanism of action that 

Lefebvre offers is drawn from information theory. In the crash site of meaning, trapped 

underneath wrecked symbols and broken patterns, he suggests we find a way out by 

taking familiar material and recycling it – repetition and difference – into new, but still 

intelligible cultural forms. In between convention and meaning breakdown is the space of 

enabling constraint Lefebvre calls the “aleatory” (“draw[ing] implicitly on Marx’s 

famous passage from the 18th Brumaire” according to Gardiner [2012, 53]). The aleatory 

is about what Althusser ([1982] 2006, 197), after Marx, called the “becoming-necessary 

of the encounter of contingencies.” There is no magic in the aleatory moment of 

boredom, for Lefebvre ([1961] 2002, 263), who writes plainly: “Between the world 

which is chock-a-block full of realism and positivism, and the gaping world of pure 

negativity and nihilism, our aim is to discover the open world, the world of what is 

possible.” 

In analyzing the aleatory in Lefebvre, Gardiner (2012, 53) says that seeing “the 
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present as laden with real possibilities for different ways of living” is the only way that 

boredom and indifference can be avoided – so how are we to make sense of needing 

boredom as a way out of itself? This seeming paradox perhaps only points out how 

important it is to qualify boredom whenever it is used – that, unqualified, “boredom” 

refers to a too-coarse level of analysis, that it is overdetermined. A better analysis might 

be to conclude that a certain “good” kind of boredom is the only way out of another, 

pernicious kind of boredom. And it bears clarifying: is this recycling of meaning, this 

compromising between the real and the ideal, or this navigating toward the empowering 

dimensions of a mood any different from what we already do? In fact, can we ever do 

otherwise? It would seem that what’s on offer in Lefebvre is an explanation of how we 

can avoid either trivial boredom, like “the pointless repetition of signs that is easily 

understood, but which generates no new insight” or else “a fatalistic, debilitating 

melancholy which is, in effect, another type of boredom” (Gardiner 2012, 53), plus a 

corrective against thinking of boredom only as self-indulgent, trivial, or bad. This 

attitude, it suggests, has simply contributed to misrecognizing where revolutionary 

impulses come from; it might be that sometimes the stimulus that activates our innate 

propensity for individual rebellion and social transformation is actually boredom. Like 

Heidegger’s philosophy of boredom, Lefebvre’s sociology ought not to be taken for 

offering any determinate prescriptions for further actions. Perhaps Lefebvre’s account is 

only more humble than Heidegger’s in that it is more accepting of the quotidian, less 

concerned with metaphysics than with social history. 

As a final caution against reading the normative into these theorists, Lauren 
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Berlant (2012, 88) affirms that “one can’t intend an affect” but can only “become 

attentive to the nimbus of affects whose dynamics move along and make worlds, 

situations, and environments” with the hope of “provid[ing] new infrastructures for 

extending their potential to new planes of convergence.” 

 

1.2.4 Has Boredom Changed in the Twenty-First Century?: The Effects of Speed on a 

Slow Mood 

 
Boredom, which used to flow primarily from the workplace and leach outwards, is now 
immanent in society as a whole, inasmuch as all of life is now invested in the operations 
of the social factory. 

Michael Gardiner, “The Multitude Strikes Back? Boredom in an Age of 
Semiocapitalism” 
 
 

So how do these theories hold up in the digital information age? Is there still 

something convincing about diagnosing boredom as the underlying mood of late 

modernity? The image of a cultural boredom seems to conflict with what is certainly a 

more dominant image of a culture of speed. Svendsen ([1999] 2008, 135) even ventures 

to consider whether “perhaps time now passes so quickly that it will swallow up boredom 

or make it imperceptible.” Certainly the work of the earlier twentieth-century 

philosophers of boredom made reference to modern acceleration. Today, those 

developing histories, philosophies, and sociologies of boredom do so amidst even a 

popular culture that is beginning to reject its own obsession with speed, including a 

number of various “slow” movements spawned off of Italy’s slow food movement that 

aimed to counter the culture of fast food. Anyone considering capitalist economics has to 
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acknowledge that, to consumers “the latent message is, ‘Hurry up – there’s no time to 

waste’” (Bauman 2008, 145). In Does Ethics Have a Chance in a World of Consumers?, 

Zygmunt Bauman (2008, 145) adds: “There is also an assumption of yet greater import: 

whatever your gain from promptly following the call [to consume the latest trend], it 

won’t last forever. Whatever insurance for safe sailing you acquire will need to be 

renewed once the ‘coming months’ pass.” Addressing modern media and warfare, the 

French cultural theorist Paul Virilio's (1986) work on “dromology” directly considers the 

logic and effects of speed as the foundation of technological society. The trope has 

captured writers of non-fiction non-academic work like James Gleick in Faster: The 

Acceleration of Just About Everything (1999) and Daniel Kahneman in Thinking Fast and 

Slow (2011). Likewise, it has absorbed novelists like Abha Dawesar, who is preoccupied 

by the drive to virtually connect in what she calls “the digital now,” and Milan Kundera 

(1995, 2), who writes in Slowness that “speed is the form of ecstasy that humanity has 

been given by the technical revolution.” Writers involved with media, information, and 

technology studies implicitly work with the notion of acceleration in merely describing 

the conditions of information transfer. Artist and critic Hito Steyerl (2012) makes a 

startling observation about how much actual people have disappeared from the 

“accelerated advertisement” that is “one of the many dark matters of the digital world,” 

only to be replaced with photochopped avatars, or what she calls “Image Spam.” In her 

essay “The Spam of the Earth: Withdrawal from Representation,” she writes: “dense 

clusters of radio waves leave our planet every second. Our letters and snapshots, intimate 

and official communications, TV broadcasts and text messages drift away from earth in 
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rings, a tectonic architecture of the desires and fears of our times” (Steyerl 2012). All 

these images floating around the globe, “desperately vying for human attention” (Steyerl 

2012) make time feel scarce. “Warhol’s prediction that everybody would be world-

famous for fifteen minutes had become true long ago. Now many people want the 

contrary: to be invisible, if only for fifteen minutes. Even fifteen seconds would be great” 

(Steyerl 2012).2 At the same time as Steyerl’s own iconoclastic practice (the videos Strike 

and Strike II see her literally taking hammers to screens), we see trends in conceptual art 

using found materials, instructions, or algorithms to efface the author (which I explore at 

length in a later chapter). These contend with the temporality of text and image spam by 

subsuming its volume to aesthetic ends and reconciling its fractalized time-scale to 

human speeds. 

Speed was a hallmark of Fordist-era modernity too, but the targets and means of 

acceleration have clearly changed. Whereas Walter Benjamin had already noticed in “The 

Storyteller” (1936) that experience and the time it takes had fallen in value in relation to 

the already-parsed information in high-capitalism, attention is still cheap, but it’s also 

now the main commodity (see Berardi 2011). And while the later Lefebvre thought that 

“the project of capital accumulation and enhanced technological control” ruled by 

universal clock time had resulted in a “time of endless ‘nows,’” (Gardiner 2012, 44), the 

                                                        
2 Steyerl’s (2012) overarching point is that “this is why many people by now walk away from 
visual representation. Their instincts (and their intelligence) tell them that photographic or 
moving images are dangerous devices of capture: of time, affect, productive forces, and 
subjectivity … If photography was a civil contract between the people who participated in it, then 
the current withdrawal from representation is the breaking of a social contract, having promised 
participation but delivered gossip, surveillance, evidence, serial narcissism, as well as occasional 
uprisings.” 
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human experiential present can’t even compare with the time of the computer, which 

“operates close to ‘optic time’ … its duration … ‘boundless’, infinite” (Gardiner 2014, 

36). Goodstein (2005, 1) succinctly captures the continuity of acceleration between these 

times when she states: “In a time when the drives to novelty and innovation, speed and 

progress that have always defined modernity have become the foundation of a process of 

continuously accelerating transformation, boredom haunts the Western world” – still, we 

might add. 

How, then, do these two temporal rhythms fit together – the dragging of boredom and the 

haste of contemporary media, communication, technological innovation, consumption…? 

By and large, recent studies (Dalle Pezze and Salzani 2009; Gardiner 2012, 2014; 

Goodstein 2005; Svendsen [1999] 2008; Toohey 2011) investigate boredom as a mood 

that reflects something about the way “our lived, embodied experience of time has been 

transformed in the modern world” (Gardiner 2012, 38). Specifically, it is seen as both a 

cause and a symptom of life under permanent speed up. As a symptom, it can serve a 

greater purpose than merely indicating a problem; similarly to what we saw above, it can 

also go some way toward solving the problem. This is certainly consistent with what 

Benjamin (1969, 91) found praiseworthy in boredom even in the early twentieth century: 

If sleep is the apogee of physical relaxation, boredom is the apogee of mental 
relaxation. Boredom is the dream bird that hatches the egg of experience. A 
rustling in the leaves drives him away. His nesting places – the activities that are 
intimately associated with boredom – are already extinct in the cities and are 
declining in the country as well. 
 

In contexts where the modality of relaxed boredom is unavailable to us it was still 

Benjamin’s belief that “boredom can operate as a self-protection mechanism against an 

overabundance of redundant stimuli” (Biceaga 2006, 153). In the early decades of the 

new millennium, the frequency, volume, and kinds of redundant stimuli have only 

increased. They are tied increasingly now to entertainment, consumption, and the 
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interstitial activities of everyday life, in addition to Lefebvre’s exemplary modern scene 

of labour on the factory line. In Does Ethics Have a Chance in a World of Consumers? 

Zygmunt Bauman (2008, 148) plays out the following scenario of contemporary boredom 

in the consumerist economy, where the very concept of fashion – what Benjamin himself 

called “the eternal recurrence of the new” – dictates perpetual change: 

Having nothing more to desire? Nothing to chase after? Left to what one has (and 
so what one is)? Nothing vies any longer for a place on the stage of attention, and 
so there is nothing to push the memory off the stage and clear the site for ‘new 
beginnings.’ Such a condition – hopefully short-lived – would be called boredom. 
The nightmares that haunt Homo consumens are memories outstaying their 
welcome and cluttering the stage. 
 

This looks just like the updated version of Benjamin’s conception of the relation of 

boredom to memory. In Benjamin’s view, it is precisely being able to dwell with what is 

and what has been that fosters collective memory and sets the stage for telling ourselves 

new stories about ourselves. Bauman points out that being forced but unwilling to dwell 

here is what constitutes the kind of boredom marked by the need to drive away time 

(corresponding to Heidegger’s superficial “being-bored-by”). To this, David Foster 

Wallace’s work adds how self-consciously adopting an attitude of cynical boredom has 

helped us distance ourselves from these uncomfortable memories. Wallace’s (1993, 178) 

already classic essay on television and U.S. fiction argues that the practice of watching is 

so expansive that it has entailed a gradual cultural mood shift in line with “the big face 

TV shows us.” This shift is from oversincerity to a “numb blank bored demeanor” that 

has become his generation's “version of cool” (Wallace 1993, 181). His argument is 

based on two major premises, that: 
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On the one hand, a certain subgenre of pop-conscious postmodern fiction, written 
mostly by young Americans, has lately arisen and made a real attempt to 
transfigure a world of and for appearance, mass appeal, and television; and that, 
on the other hand, televisual culture has somehow evolved to a point where it 
seems invulnerable to any such transfiguring assault. TV, in other words, has 
become able to capture and neutralize any attempt to change or even protest the 
attitudes of passive unease and cynicism TV requires of Audience in order to be 
commercially and psychologically viable at doses of several hours per day. 
(Wallace 1993, 171) 
 

This is what Wallace (1993, 178) calls “the keep-Joe-at-once-alienated-from-and-part-of-

the-million-eyed-crowd problem.” To stay alive, TV has to get ad revenue by hailing the 

watcher – who Wallace generically dubs “Joe Briefcase” – as a consumer with the good 

taste to either join the crowd or to set themselves apart from it by purchasing some choice 

product or another and it also has to keep the watcher alienated enough from others that 

spending six hours a day watching seems like a good use of time. Clearly, the job can’t 

be done with single-entendre messages. TV’s solution has been to co-opt “the distinctive 

forms of the same cynical, irreverent, ironic, absurdist post-WWII literature that the 

imagists [the prenominate young fiction writers] use as touchstones” before turning 

around to commend us for “‘seeing through’ the pretentiousness and hypocrisy of 

outdated values,” “flatte[r] us for the very boredom and distrust it inspires in us,” (Mark 

C. Miller [1986] quoted in Wallace 1993, 178), and keep us “dependent on the cynical 

TV-watching that alone affords this feeling” of “canny superiority” (180). Wallace (1993, 

181) goes further: 

But televisual irony has the solution (to the [larger cultural] problem it's 
aggravated): further viewing begins to seem almost like required research, lessons 
in the blank, bored, too-wise expression that Joe must learn how to wear for 
tomorrow's excruciating ride on the brightly lit subway, where crowds of blank, 
bored-looking people have little to look at but each other.  
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Cynical boredom works well for us as a coping mechanism in today’s telemediated world 

– yesterday’s, actually, since Wallace was writing before internet was a domestic 

technology – but Wallace is clear on the fact that irony as a cultural norm is ultimately 

tyrannizing: “today's irony ends up saying: ‘How very banal to ask what I mean.’ Anyone 

with the heretical gall to ask an ironist what he actually stands for ends up looking like a 

hysteric or a prig” (184). The points here that make the modern philosophers’ thinking 

about boredom relevant to the contemporary moment is that a self-conscious, cynical 

boredom can be an interior politics of refusal – the choice to eschew choice – and that the 

superficial “being-bored-by” can also drive the search for some new, different, better 

stimulation as relief from the sluggish pace of either Wallace’s “abstention” or Bauman’s 

“cluttered stage.” In these ways, boredom is a site of confrontation with modernity’s 

seemingly infinite options. Boredom is slow, but it is sometimes a response to that which 

is too fast, and it is sometimes a catalyst for seeking faster speeds. The dominant image 

of a culture of speed is incomplete, therefore, without the counter image of a cultural 

boredom. The two rhythms are part of a dynamic cycle. In the late modern moment, 

everyday life – “the crucial foundation upon which the so-called ‘higher’ activities of 

human beings, including abstract cognition and practical objectifications, are premised” 

(Gardiner 2012, 39) – alternately accelerates to terrifying speeds and stalls to torpidity 

under “the tyranny of a universal clock-time” (41). 

Gardiner (2014, 33-4) has recently made the argument that: 

Since most physical operations are now automated, with computer models 
imaging the manipulation of matter, conception is separated from the execution of 
tasks, and the former acquires considerably heighted [sic] importance. What this 
means is that cognitive workers’ relation to time changes: it no longer consists of 
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interchangeable units of abstract labour-power sold to the capitalist in identical 
blocks. Rather, different times have specific intensities, divergent investments of 
attention and energy, depending on the project at hand, shifting deadlines and 
pressures, or whether one is working at home or in an office.  
 

In this form of production, what Gardiner, after Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, calls 

“semiocapitalism,” “all aspects of human imaginative and emotional life” are harnessed 

“in the service of productive efficacy” (34) and “the main commodity becomes attention” 

(Berardi 2011). The way we are so wholly caught up in producing to service an 

implacable scarcity and need that is somehow both imposed and our own can’t help but 

lead “to the attenuation of our sensuous, empathic and erotic connection to others and the 

world at large” (Gardiner 2014, 36). For Bifo, this takes the shape of “the traditional 

Freudo-Marxian concept of ‘alienation’” and depression (Gardiner 2014, 37), and for 

Gardiner, boredom. “Some aspects of boredom,” he reasons, “do more or less passively 

reflect what John Rhym terms the ‘negation of significance and emotion’ resulting from 

the frenzied circuits of semiocapitalism” (43). “But other manifestations of boredom 

might more actively ‘refract’ or torque this socio-economic reality in more complicated 

ways,” by which he means more hopeful, agentic ways. These ways gesture “however 

obscurely or inarticulately, towards something more than just vague unease or 

dissatisfaction,” namely, an “alternative way of experiencing time” (43). Like Toohey, 

but with much closer attention to the politico-economic structure of our being-together, 

Gardiner (2014, 44) suggests that “boredom in the age of immaterial labour is the 

collective body-mind’s way of warning us of the need to slow things down” to the extent 

that we might refuse “the obsessive repetitions of hyper-work and hyper-consumption.” 

Of course this refusal must also be somehow collective, or else it can be only “palliative, 
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accommodating or frustrated, evincing only a partial and largely mystified understanding 

of how our economic system induces the fragmentation, homogenisation and 

quantification of space-time in the service of capital accumulation” (46). But trying to 

envision this kind of collective decision-making can be mystifying in itself, certainly at 

least unless we can better understand the nature of choice in modernity and late 

modernity.  

 
 

1.3 Choice  

It is apparent in the foregoing that boredoms are linked with speed in modernity, 

and that choice burns fast as a modern fuel. What I am trying to show is that it is no 

coincidence that boredom has been an underlying mood that has intensified throughout 

the modern era, and that choice has been a key activity that has come more and more to 

define the modern, neoliberal, individual subject over the same time. What this means is 

that changes in choice can be used to track changes in boredom. 

It seems that even as choice can be liberating, the more we have of it the more it 

narrows our perception of how much time we have in which to take advantage. It is 

almost as though, as our lives are filled with more stuff, the bandwidth of that stuff 

lengthens in space and narrows in time – a manifestation of the space-time tradeoff. And 

this “stuff” is not just consumer disposables. In 1979 the sociologist Peter Berger 

advanced his concept of the “heretical imperative,” that is, the requirement for subjects of 

a pluralistic modernity to choose, rather than unquestioningly assume, their worldview. 

His overarching thesis was that religion is disappearing in the face of modernity, which 
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he argued on the basis that the plurality of worldviews in modern societies had come to 

prevent people from taking any worldview for granted, forcing them to choose their 

beliefs, and thereby weakening the plausibility of all alternatives. This problem of choice 

Berger framed in the eponymous book The Heretical Imperative, whose title references 

the Greek root (haireîn) of both the general concept of choice and the religious concept of 

heresy. The position outlined in this work has become known as the “strong” 

secularization thesis, in contrast to the now-dominant “weak” secularization thesis – to 

which Berger gracefully converted – which holds that globally, people today are no more 

or less religious than they used to be; religion has merely changed in its encounter with 

modernity (Stark 1999). It is significant that this and other seminal work on choice and 

modernity is located in the secularization debate because it speaks loudly to the 

connection of choice with personal meaning and collective experience. Berger’s thinking 

on modernity was enabled by the context established by theorists like Max Weber, who 

famously described the modern world as “disenchanted.” In Weber’s famous 1917 lecture 

on the “disenchantment of the world,” he claimed that “increasing rationalization and 

intellectualization … means that principally there are no mysterious incalculable forces 

that come into play, but rather that one can, in principle, master all things by calculation. 

This means that the world is disenchanted” ([1946], 139). And it also means that not only 

are modern subjects deprived of the “animistic connections, magical expectations, and 

spiritual explanations that had characterized the traditional world” (Saler 2006, 695), but 

also that they must each now take on the burden of realizing their rational capacity by 

coming to conclusions based on the evidence available to them. They not only have to 
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decide what to believe, but even whether and how. Here, we can see also the connection 

between disenchantment, which was associated with “transcendent meaning and purpose” 

(695) and peculiarly modern forms of boredom that bereave the world of meaning. 

Obviously the rationalizing forces of secularization, bureaucratization, and 

technologization identified by Weber have been less of an impediment to magical 

thinking than even perhaps some would like; the weak secularization thesis has been just 

one of these counter discourses. A number of scholars have also countered that the 

modern world is plenty enchanted in its own ways, even apart from the tenacity of the 

eclectic phenomena that come under the rubric of “religion.” In a historiographic review 

of modernity and enchantment, Michael Saler (2006) positions disenchantment as but one 

among many options introduced by modernity. Not only is religion not necessarily the 

home of enchantment – for instance, the Protestant Reformation’s doctrine of sola 

scriptura (all religious truth is to be derived from the application of human intellect to 

reading the Bible) could be considered a disenchanted way of thinking – but modernity is 

itself enchanted in its irrationalities, in the persistence of things like magic as an 

entertainment form, and in the sense that there are multiple modernities. Work like that of 

Pierre Geschiere in The Modernity of Witchcraft has built on Johannes Fabian’s (1983) 

critique that to suppose that non-Western ways of living are, by default, non-modern is to 

deny their coevalness. As Saler  (2006, 699-700) points out, “the seeming ‘universal’ 

distinctions championed by the Western metropole between modernity and tradition, or 

secularism and superstition, often do not hold up when viewed from the ‘periphery’ of 

non-Western cultures negotiating processes of modernization in complex ways.” 
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Postcolonial and postmodern scholars have exposed the fact that such distinctions have 

been “more ideological than real, a useful conceptual tool for Western colonial purposes 

that obscured the tensions and contradictions within the modern world” (699). It may not 

meet the “long-standing critique, begun by the early romantics during the late eighteenth 

century and elaborated by ‘cultural pessimists’ through the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, of the Enlightenment emphasis on reason and science at the expense of other 

ways of apprehending and being in the world” (695), but this work does admit that the 

modern world is “enchanted in a disenchanted way” (694). In a macrocosmic parallel to 

the way that the later Berger affirmed that of course we as individuals can maintain a 

number of distinct and even conflicting discourses in our heads at the same time, so 

modernity admits of what Saler calls “antinomies.” One of my contentions is that the late 

modern logic of choice embodies one of these antinomies. 

I submit that the modern project of disenchantment – the Weberian idea that all 

things might be calculable in the matrix of rational human decision-making – qualifies 

agency in a condition of informational superabundance, where many of our choices are 

now circumscribed by machine intelligence rather than our own inherent capacities, such 

that choice becomes paralyzing rather than emancipatory. But in the context of liberal 

neutrality’s claim not to endorse one vision of the good life over another, the late modern 

logic of choice masks its own workings. It does so by proffering the freedom to choose 

among supposedly limitless options without providing any real sense of alternatives, and 

furthermore calls this aimlessness the privilege of self-expressive creativity. Crucially, 

since the information content that is the fuel for choice is inexhaustible, this constant 
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sleight of hand is always passing too fast for us to appreciate in our state of distraction. 

As Gardiner (2014, 43) says, the info-sphere “seeks to continually engage our attention in 

order to amuse and entertain, but also to effect our seamless integration as enthusiastic 

workers and consumers into the prevailing social order.” “Eventually,” the info-sphere 

itself “adopts the tone of weary, bored insouciance” (43) like an inoculation that dulls us 

to the symptomatic prompts of boredom to change our lives.  

Like boredom, choice is ambivalent; boredom is both profound and trivial and 

choice is both freeing and tyrannizing. If the above is to be believed, then it is fair to say 

that the modern moment is different from what came before in the enormous array of 

choices that are now part of the taken-for-granted fabric of life. It is an easier argument to 

make than the one about ideological pluralism that we are now compelled to exercise 

choice among goods and services due to the rise of capitalism and the monetization of 

non-market values, along with the marketization of “every aspect of life” (Sandel 2013). 

But its implications still need to be teased out. The Slovenian psychoanalytic philosopher 

and sociologist Renata Salecl (2006) has argued that, in these circumstances people must 

shoulder the responsibility to be “some kind of self-creators,” composing their personal 

lives – irrespective of the life of the community – through individual consumer choices. 

The problem of choice is, to be sure, a paradoxical one. The possibility of choice appears 

to be a precondition of freedom, but the confrontation of endless choices – which must be 

faced, no less, without the benefit of shared heuristics provided by overarching 

metaphysical systems – can be instead paralyzing. Whether the outcome of these choices 

is good or bad, choice under these conditions is a double-edged knife. The appearance of 
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unlimited choice, and the way it appears as separate from and prior to collective life, 

makes individuals’ failings their own – if they failed it is because they made the wrong 

choice and any resulting aggression belongs at least partly turned back on themselves. 

But having only the time and resources to pursue certain choices and not others means 

that choice is actually limited. While in theory there is no upper limit that could be placed 

on demand for market goods and monetary value, in reality choice is limited by more 

than individual shortcomings. This state of disconnect between limited agency and 

unlimited desire is characterized by a constant tension that has been variously called 

“overchoice” (Toffler 1970), “choice overload” (Iyengar and Lepper 2000), “the paradox 

of choice” (Schwartz 2004), and “the tyranny of choice” (Salecl 2011). When choice 

overload induces paralysis with an impenetrable wall of options or produces apathy for 

social problems by isolating the individual as a consumer with only personal choices, the 

cumulative effect can be one of flattened affect and endemic boredom.  

The pressure to appear to be actively self-making is only compounded by the 

victim-blaming invited by succumbing to boredom. (“But others are not bored,” muses 

Goodstein [2005, 1] in character as a hypothetical bored modern. “Only my desire, or its 

failure, is revealed … the deficits of the self masquerading as the poverty of the world” 

[1]). And there is also a political dimension to lazily defying modern ideals of progress; 

with the challenge of asking oneself “what it means to ‘live one’s own life’” comes a 

challenge to “establishing and maintaining normative authority in modern society” 

(Goodstein 2005, 126). The common wisdom espoused by neoliberal ideology supposes 

that freedom benefits when choices are maximized, though perhaps a slightly more 
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critical take would admit that we may need better “chooser's guides” to navigate among 

them. The companion wisdom about boredom is that boredom is a poor reflection on a 

lazy mind – though it’s only logical to suppose that in the absence of better chooser’s 

guides it is, after all, pretty hard to make the kinds of choices we need to make in order to 

avoid falling prey to it. Making a choice requires us to draw upon some logic for 

evaluating alternatives, and many of these alternatives are mutually exclusive. In other 

cases, a number of different choices can be realized simultaneously, but still, choosing 

always threatens opportunity costs and it also takes time. Choice is thus a double agent of 

possibility and foreclosure. If we agree in any way with neoliberalism that we are 

personally responsible for our own life-making projects, then it only seems sensible not 

to make our choices too hastily, but to wait for the right ones to come along. Here, choice 

slides between the individual register and an affective structure of suspension, 

disengagement, and ambivalence that sees us pursue the opening of choice wider and 

wider. We pursue this kind of opening-up even though, as the bandwidth of choice 

expands, it distorts the reference points of our shared meanings. Consequently, the logic 

of our choice-making becomes less systematic and more random, and, in turn, we become 

less able to enact a basic voluntariness and to recognize ourselves through the movement 

of our own will. Wallace’s (1993, 181) “passive unease and cynicism” indeed. Plus “the 

delusion that cynicism and naïveté are mutually exclusive” and a “contemporary mood of 

jaded weltschmerz [German, “world pain”], self-mocking materialism, [and] blank 

indifference,” to boot (181). Even if choice can also stand as an affirmation of our own 

voluntariness, it nonetheless rings as a reminder that the time we are apportioning is a 
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fixed quantum. The parallel timelines of other people are reservoirs of time we cannot 

borrow from, and even if we could, there would be nowhere to bank it; we can only 

experience in the present tense and we can only experience ourselves. 

 

1.4 Chapter Outline 

To recap: at this point, we have drawn out a number of connections between 

boredom and choice in the modern and late modern world. We have attended to the 

question of how this relationship shapes our sense of time in the contemporary world, and 

how we bridge the individual and social scales when talking about boredom and choice – 

and the anxiety that comes from choice overload.  

The choice-boredom relationship that I am gesturing toward is one where choice 

overload is actually a form of boredom because it is one where making choices pushes 

the chooser farther away from scenes of relation rather than building up a structure of 

shared meaning inhabited by others. It is one that paralyzes and alienates, suspending the 

investment of our attention and our attachment. It is, perhaps, a boring freedom; and 

although this formulation qualifies “freedom” rather than “boredom,” it nevertheless 

primes us to see the deep ambivalence to be found in the kinds of choice-making 

described in the vignettes of cultural practices that form the chapters to follow. What I do 

in these chapters is try to open up some ground in the midst of everyday and aesthetic 

activities that use digital media or found digital materials to grapple with the intensifying 

conditions of semiocapitalism. Since, for semiocapitalism “the word and the world are no 

longer linked together in meaning” (Sturgeon 2013), these are practices that use language 
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and the formal elements of writing to respond to conditions whose genre is an overload 

boredom: texting and conceptual drawing and writing.  

In the second chapter, I introduce the first of three “vignettes” whose objects 

reveal distinctive qualities in the interplay of late modern temporality and the way we 

manipulate our experience of it by working within the available logics of choice. These 

are not cases of intrinsically boring things. Rather, they are diverse sites of analysis that 

show how we variously invite, ward off, or modulate the intensity of this affect; they can 

be conceptualized, I propose, as being made up of rites. I spend some time in an 

examination of ritual theory, construing ritual variously as that which mediates the 

position of the individual with respect to the collective, manages the flow of time, and 

constitutes an artefact bearing witness to the performers of the rite. I establish these 

understandings of ritual in order to substantiate the claim that, if we see these cases as 

made up of rites, we can conceive of them as somehow ritual or ritualizing, therefore 

bringing them into the sphere of boredom’s concern with temporality and, specifically, 

the rhythm and speed of experience.  

Chapter two reimagines Lefebvre’s archetypal scene of modern boredom, the 

factory line, for the age of globalized, flexible, late capitalism and labour in the digital 

information network. I take the semantic unit of the electronic message as a key site of 

time management not just for the information worker but in leisure, too. I take electronic 

messaging as resonant with the work of self-making, self-transcending, and the work of 

temporal manipulation, as it offers possibilities of hastening, delaying, and suspending 

moments of connection in the back-and-forth rhythm of communicative exchange. It is 
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therefore both compulsory and compelling, or as I argue, both habitual and ritual. With 

this understanding, it becomes clear that, far from being just utilitarian, texting is also a 

manifestly ritual way of managing our enmeshment within community and grappling 

with our disconnection from systems of shared meaning. Following David Morgan’s 

(2013, 351) claim that “the productive application of phenomenology to religion and 

media aesthetics remains for future work,” I offer such an analysis of the experience of 

texting. Doing so highlights how much many of our cultural engagements with boredom 

seem to simultaneously contend with and reproduce that which afflicts us. 

Chapter three takes what has been called “a virtual icon of modernity” (Ingold 

2007, 152) the straight line, and explores what the metaphorics of the line more broadly 

reveals about boredom – namely, the rhythms of late modern temporality and the 

affective paths we take to navigate through it. Theorizing the formal element common to 

writing and drawing, the practices treated in chapters two and four, this meditation on 

line is an interlude that links materially and contextually distinct practices reflecting the 

affordances and limitations of “the sheer onslaught of information” in “societies in 

developed countries” where “the scarce resource” to be optimized “is human attention” 

(Hayles 2012, 12).  Building on Tim Ingold’s pioneering “anthropology of the line,” I 

suggest that if the straight line was an icon of modernity, “an index of the triumph of the 

rational, purposeful design over the vicissitudes of the natural world” (Ingold 2007, 152), 

perhaps the networked line is an icon of late modernity, indexing the distributed attention 

compelled by the dominance of network logic. Examining line-making in processes of 

ideation in a number of technical and artistic fields, like architecture and engineering, I 
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pay particular attention to how the line as a heuristic device can help us represent the 

proliferation of options that secure choice’s tyrannical rule by seeking to evacuate 

spiritual and other commercially inexpedient values from our decision-making as much 

as possible. The line itself has something to tell us about cultural production which 

somehow manifests that nexus of time and affect characterized by the contemporary 

forces that can make choice and information boring. 

Chapter four theorizes a multifaceted domain whose constitutive element is the 

line itself and whose distinctive qualities as a medium, practice, and object are imparted 

by the properties of the line. Drawing, it has been said, describes “an exploring line alert 

to changes of rhythm and feelings of surface and space” (Andy Goldsworthy [1994] 

quoted in Ingold 2007, 129). This line moves according to a reciprocal decisioning 

between the hand and eye. In the oft-quoted words of John Berger ([1953] 2007, 3), each 

mark is important “because of what it will lead you on to see. Following up its logic in 

order to check its accuracy, you find confirmation or denial in the object itself or in your 

memory of it.” The resulting object is an artwork as much as it is a record of lived 

temporality that renders this process of choice-making visible. I begin with conceptual 

drawing and then expand my scope to contiguous practices, considering anti-expressive 

writings intended for the gallery walls, and then such writings whose home is on the page 

or screen. These projects contend with choice in terms of authorial decision-making. For 

example, those of Sol LeWitt, Robert Morris, John Baldessari, and Joseph Kosuth tended 

to refuse “familiar strategies of authorial control in favor of automatism, reticence, 

obliquity, and modes of noninterference” (Dworkin 2011, xliv) as a way of responding to 
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the ambivalent dis/enchantments of modernity. Identifying the self-imposed constraints 

that enable them to explore questions of choice, boredom, patience, endurance, obsession, 

and iterability, I examine this kind of work as an “other” of information overload, and as 

a cipher for boredom as an erosion of shared meaning. How does the task of designing 

algorithms and elaborating their infinitely repeatable patterns resist or embrace the 

Sisyphean labour of our working lives in a time where our work is described by and 

distributed through the model of the network; networks, to which there is “no end … only 

more webs to be spun” (Chun 2012)? How can these objects be used as aesthetic 

touchstones for thinking questions of time and meaning in information society in ways 

that render those questions autonomous from regimes of instrumental reason and 

morality? I consider experiences of both making and looking at these drawings in light of 

what I have discovered about the properties of the line. 

 My conclusion in chapter five reflects on the fundamental incongruity between 

the conditions of our experience and what we can know about them, pointing out how 

this incongruity goes unacknowledged by the modern project that claims to master all 

things by calculation. I draw on the work of Lauren Berlant (2011), among others, to 

contend that in terms of public feeling, therefore, what we get is a discourse of choice 

without adequate acknowledgment of the irreducibility of affect. What this dissonance 

does is problematize choice itself, leading to the temporal-spiritual dislocation of 

boredom, which, in turn, becomes a cause of the pathological affects that mark the 

contemporary age. And at a more basic level, problematizing choice means 

problematizing an essential condition of modernity’s proffered freedoms. Thus, I use the 
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concept of a familiar – if slippery – feeling to explore how, giving with one hand while 

taking with the other, a disenchanted modernity sustains itself on the basis of perpetually 

deferred returns that it claims only it can deliver. 

By linking boredom with such a prevalent discourse as information, choice, and 

media saturation, I show its clear and immediate relevance to the problems of 

technological change we know our societies are facing. I demonstrate that the dominant 

image of a fiber-optically fast information culture is incomplete without the counter 

image of a cultural boredom consequent to confronting late modernity’s seemingly 

infinite options. High are the political stakes of inhabiting an affect world whose 

atmosphere is this kind of boredom, particularly with respect to surveillance and 

austerity. As Henry Giroux (2015) recently said, “the world young people inhabit today is 

a dead zone of the imagination which constitutes a site of terminal exclusion.” I argue 

that aesthetic responses to boredom-as-political-apathy are crucial under the 

circumstances of neoliberal austerity. 

 

 
  



 

 

45 

Chapter 2  

In and Out of Synch with Meaning: Boredom and Texting 

In an age of acceleration, nothing can be more exhilarating than going slow. And in an 
age of distraction, nothing is so luxurious as paying attention. And in an age of constant 
movement, nothing is so urgent as sitting still.  

Pico Iyer, The Art of Stillness 
 
Meaning and interest are found mostly in the mid-range between extremes of redundancy 
and variety-these extremes being called, respectively, banality and noise. Any gain in 
banality or noise, and consequent meaning loss and boredom, we view as a loss of 
potential … for a certain line of action at least; and loss of potential is one definition of 
entropy. 

Orrin Klapp, Overload and Boredom: Essays on the Quality of Life in the 
Information Society  

 
Melancholia, depression, ennui, mal de vivre, world-weariness, tristesse, taedium vitae, 
the Christian ‘demon of noontide’ or spiritual despair (named acedia or accidie), the 
French ‘existentialist nausea’ … to my mind, existential boredom is a hotchpotch of a 
category, and one whose basis is more intellectual than experiential … [the] simple form 
of boredom is particularly associated with children … adults, though never immune, are 
quick to deny they suffer from boredom … and many will brag that they are never bored. 
They are almost always lying. 

Peter Toohey, Boredom: A Lively History 
 
What wonder, then, that the world goes from bad to worse, and that its evils increase 
more and more, as boredom increases, and boredom is the root of all evil. 

Søren Kierkegaard, Either/Or 
 

So far, I have surveyed major theories of boredom and established my own view 

of boredom as a special experience of time that eludes meaning making. I identified the 

problem of choice overload as one kind of boredom that is peculiar to life in 

contemporary information-capitalist society – a corollary, if you will, of general 

information overload. In choice overload, I showed, it is as though the subject is 

paralyzed. They are prevented from moving through time to the next step precisely 

because they cannot find a meaningful step to take. Thus, I have argued, a cultural image 
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of speed (information overload) is incomplete without a counterimage of slowness 

(boredom, the meaninglessness of that information). We are caught, it seems, in an 

oscillation between everything happening at once and nothing meaningful seeming to 

happen at all, with precious little time spent in Klapp’s in-between goldilocks zone. In 

this chapter, I want to look at a practice afforded by this information society’s 

communication technologies that we use to try to stay in that zone, and which has 

become socially ubiquitous: texting.  

 The first part of this chapter discusses boredom in relation to social media in 

general, and texting in particular, where paralysis produced by this kind of digital 

overload is one where subjects are suspended at a distance from the objects of their 

supposed interest. Following Liam Mitchell’s (2014) ontological analysis of Facebook, I 

contend that “users value the things of the digital reserve for their nostalgic value, or the 

value that they hold for momentarily absorbing interest,” and that their “principal concern 

is less the archiving or dissemination of information than the passive browsing of it” 

(emphasis in original). This helps to explain why, in staving off boredom by texting, we 

tend to reproduce some of the conditions that bored us in the first place – like 

interminable pauses of dead air, and exchanges of low-quality, trivial information about 

our days – and yet seem almost addicted to it.3 In this chapter, I also introduce the idea 

                                                        
3 The link between boredom and addictive behaviour is in fact not trivial. A Scientific American 
article on boredom noted: “In an ongoing study of 156 addicts at a methadone clinic at Beth Israel 
Medical Center in New York City, [clinical psychologist McWelling] Todman found that the 
addicts’ reported level of boredom was the only reliable indicator of whether they would stay 
clean” (Gosline 2007, 24). As we will see, boredom and addiction are an affective experience and 
a syndrome, respectively, that are bound up with brain systems controlling motivation, work, and 
reward.  
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that ritual, being a way of managing time and investing it with meaning, is a lens that can 

help us make sense of the way we contend with our experiences of boredom in and 

through the resources of information-capitalist society, such as in text messaging. James 

Carey’s conceptualization of “ritual forms of communication,” although now three 

decades old, applies well to texting, as something that is neither just about transmitting 

information nor about establishing relationships of unilateral control. It can be 

productively analyzed using “a ritual view of communication,” which “is directed not 

toward the extension of messages in space but toward the maintenance of society in time” 

(Carey [1989] 2008, 15). Indeed, Sherri Wasserman (2011, 12) characterizes texting as 

not just able “to foster social connectivity,” but as something that “enables shared ritual, 

retention of relationships, and the possibility to re-encounter experiences.” But in order to 

maintain this connectedness, the act of texting must constantly be renewed. The 

consequence of the frequency of the repetition of this ritual is that “it breeds boredom” 

even as it “breeds expertise” (Chun 2014) in the socially binding functions of messaging 

technology. 

To begin, let me relate a recent psychological study that has been a talking point 

in discussions lately about the way we crave stimulation and the things we will resort to 

when we are bored. It succinctly introduces all of the themes I will be talking about 

throughout the chapter, including: our need for mediated engagement with the world; the 

emotional challenge of isolation; the related concept of boredom as an adaptive emotion; 

and the relationship between boredom, curiosity, and morbidity. 
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2.1 Idle Hands, Idle Minds 

The American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) recently ran 

a story with the headline “People would rather be electrically shocked than left alone with 

their thoughts” (Whitehead 2014). Presiding over the article was an image of St. John, 

gazing apathetically down from a late fifteenth-century oil painting Saint John the Baptist 

in the Wilderness by the Dutch artist Hieronymous Bosch. John-in-the-wilderness was 

there to confirm what the research says: that it is indeed hard to be alone with your 

thoughts when there is nothing around to distract you. This study was not specifically 

about boredom, but knowing already that mind-wandering is closely connected to 

negative mood4 (Poerio, Totterdell and Miles 2013), researchers sought to understand the 

emotional effects of deliberate inward-directed thought. The study “Just think: The 

challenges of the disengaged mind” (Wilson et al. 2014) discovered some unsurprising 

things about what happens when you take phones and even pencils away from Americans 

– no texting, no doodling – and ask them to spend some time alone thinking in an empty 

room: they don’t like it. Regardless of whether the volunteer study participants (both 

university undergraduates and community members) were left to their own mental 

devices or were asked to think about prescribed topics (like going out to eat, or playing a 

sport) “about 50% of people did not like the experience, reporting an enjoyment level at 

or below the midpoint of the scale. Participants generally gave high ratings of boredom, 

                                                        
4 Mind-wandering is, however, also connected to creativity. For instance, see: Baird et al. 2012. 
“Inspired by Distraction: Mind Wandering Facilitates Creative Incubation.” Psychological 
Science 23 (10): 1117-22. 
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too” (Whitehead 2014). These were the results from the in-lab experimental group. To 

account for the potentially dulling effects of the institutional setting, another set of 

participants were asked to complete these “thinking periods” at home, and those who did 

were not much more engaged. Finally, in a third variation that harkens back to the good 

old days of Stanley Milgram tempting subjects’ darker natures, the experimenters gave 

people the option of sitting alone silently in a lab room or giving themselves a mild 

electric shock. Says the AAAS reporter: “Even though all participants had previously 

stated that they would pay money to avoid being shocked with electricity, 67% of men 

and 25% of women chose to inflict it on themselves” (Whitehead 2014).  

This is not the first study to reveal that being alone in the wilderness of our own 

thoughts is an emotional challenge, but it may expose something startling about the 

lengths we will go to avoid it. Would this have been the outcome in an age before 

portable digital stimulation – in the form of smartphones, e-readers, laptops, tablets, MP3 

players, etc. – was ubiquitous for participants like these? In 2011 forty-two percent of the 

eighty-three percent of American Pew survey respondents who owned cellphones said 

they “used their phone for entertainment when they were bored," and cellphone usage 

rates are only on the rise (Bosker 2011). Ultimately, we can’t know for sure, but what we 

can know, according to cultural studies scholar Liam Mitchell (2014), is that as social 

media “services enhance their reach, they enable users to organize the world as a series of 

interesting (and eventually, ultimately, boring) distractions that are always available, 

thereby establishing a fundamental distance from the world in what [boredom theorist 

Espen] Hammer describes as a ‘pure beholding.’” “Taken to its Heideggerian extreme,” 
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says Mitchell (2014), this “distantiation” would mean that social media do not so much 

“offer yet another set of technological ‘affordances’” as they contribute to “a 

reorganization of the technological, discursive conditions of ontology.” As Wendy Hui 

Kyong Chun (2014) says, we have become creatures of the update; “things no longer 

updated are things no longer cared for.” If, according to Heidegger, the essential 

characteristic of Dasein is caring, then Chun’s claim that social media thrives on crisis is 

not just a systems analysis, but an ontological claim. “We update to remain the same,” 

says Chun (2014), describing the search for a kind of stasis that promises social security 

but also delivers paralysis in the manner of tenacious habit formation. In Chun’s (2014) 

words: 

New media live on … through our habits. Repetition breeds expertise even as it 
breeds boredom. Through habits we become our machines: we click, stream, 
update, capture, upload, share, grind, link, verify, map, save, trash, and troll. At 
the same time though, even as we become habituated to, and inhabitants of new 
media, new media undermines – it seeks to undermine – the habits it also 
establishes, it must establish, in order to be successful, in order to be new. 
 

These are some of what Mitchell (2014) calls “the broader (ontological) and more 

intensive (subjective) correlates of more traditional (politico-economic or ideological) 

criticisms of social media.” Chun’s observations apply across different social media, but 

moreso than in the “weak networks” (Stalder 2013) constituted by profile-based 

platforms like Facebook, the function of one-to-one text messaging also affords the user a 

sense of temporal control that is co-executed with their interlocutors. This is part of the 

texture of the experience as it cycles through novelty, expertise, and boredom, according 

to the variables of time spent and information exchanged.  

Ironically, one theory of boredom that sees it as an adaptation for getting us out of 
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noxious social situations (or solitary situations, as the case may be), may actually help to 

explain this feedback loop in the social behaviours around personal messaging, where it 

appears our attitude toward boredom is much more ambivalent than mere avoidance. In 

the following section I discuss Peter Toohey’s (2011) evolutionary view of boredom and 

a way of applying his theory that countenances diverse responses to boredom. As an 

example of one of these valences, I also suggest that the self-shocking in the “Just Think” 

study may speak less to an aversion to self-guided thought than to the kinds of thoughts 

that surface in conditions of boredom. Discussing the link between boredom and 

curiosity, I contend that morbid behaviours like these are not so unusual for idle hands. 

 

2.2 Fed Up, Sick of It, and Existentially Nauseous: A Brief Natural History of 

Boredom as a Social Adaptation 

 
What is interesting about Wilson et al.’s (2014) study is that it appears it is not 

just an issue of facing uncomfortable thoughts (participants were primed to think happy 

thoughts), or having to expend effort to entertain our own selves (studies have shown we 

are often happier at work than at leisure [Carr 2014]), but that it is the sense of not 

knowing what to do with ourselves that agitates us. Why? The answer may have to do 

with boredom as an adaptive social emotion. Among the boredom theorists I mentioned 

in my first chapter, Peter Toohey (2011) is the most emphatic about the evolutionary 

significance of boredom. He argues that, like disgust, the primary emotion from which it 

is derived, boredom encourages us to avoid noxious things. The uncomfortable emotion 

discourages us from spending our time in unenriching social interactions or in idleness, 
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alone. As proof of its adaptive value, Toohey (2011, 176) cites studies that have shown 

that stimulation produces positive effects in mammalian brains, from rats to humans, 

whereas monotony produces atrophy in those brains. For these reasons, he concludes that 

“boredom is a normal, useful, and an incredibly common part of human experience” 

(170) which should maybe “be viewed in the way that gout or angina sometimes is – as a 

sign of worse things to follow unless there’s a change in lifestyle” (174). But because 

neither texting nor any social media are either wholly monotonous or wholly novel, we 

renew our engagement with them, seeking to fulfill our needs for social stimulation, and 

enduring predictable spells of boredom out of seeking comfort in the familiar, out of 

habit, and out of the viral properties bred as new media live on through other new media. 

We keep looking for the new in new media themselves. 

Admirably, I think, Toohey (2011, 27) wants to resist giving too much weight to 

what he calls the “intellectualized” concept of boredom as existential crisis. Making it so 

terribly complex as, say, Heidegger did, seems to deny the connection between this object 

of philosophical concern and the simple form of boredom that is just as likely to be 

experienced by little children as by adults who have complex ideas about “the emptiness 

implicit in a life lacking powerful community or effective tradition” (Patricia Meyer 

Spack [1995] quoted in Toohey 2011, 28). Whatever else it might be, boredom, after all, 

is an emotion that can be felt by anyone. Toohey moreover has a hard time seeing how 

such a “hotchpotch” (6) of philosophical ideas about spiritual desolation could be helpful 

“for the understanding of human nature” (31). To him, making boredom a philosophical 

affliction or a sign of spiritual distinction is to dwell on boredom, thereby arresting an 
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otherwise adaptive mechanism and sustaining the emotion into a chronic – pathological – 

mood. For my part, I think the fact of this dwelling says plenty about human nature. But 

the difference between Toohey and me is not, of course, that I have spied a window onto 

human nature that he does not perceive, only that I am much more interested in what I 

find there. I share the hunch of the novelist and essayist David Foster Wallace5 (2011), 

who writes: “I can’t think anyone really believes that today’s so-called ‘information 

society’ is just about information. Everyone knows it’s about something else, way down” 

(85). Wallace wonders why: 

… living people do not speak much of the dull. Of those parts of life that are and 
must be dull. Why this silence? Maybe it’s because the subject is, in and of itself, 
dull … only then we’re again right back where we started, which is tedious and 
irksome. There may, though, I opine, be more to it … as in vastly more, right here 
before us all, hidden by virtue of its size. (85) 
 

In the next section, I make my own case for seeking to know what information overload 

and its brand of boredom can reveal about the character of contemporary social life in the 

technologically overdeveloped world. 

 

2.3 Culturally Specific Boredoms: Overload in Information Society 

To use the language of Toohey’s evolutionist reasoning: natural selection cares 

not a whit for the psychological maladaptations it has allowed to accrue in us insofar as 

they do not harm our reproductive fitness; but society does. Fascinating, then, that we 

keep creating societies that develop obsessions with boredom and its various cognates to 

                                                        
5 Ostensibly as himself – “the real author, the living human holding the pencil, not some abstract 
narrative persona” (Wallace 2011, 66) – in an “author’s foreword,” which actually takes place 
several chapters into the book. 
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be dwelt on through their culturally specific reference points. Toohey (2011, 28), for 

instance, notes the “Gallic obsession” with the variant of existential boredom termed 

“melancholy,” citing the literary works of Baudelaire, Flaubert, Sartre, and Camus. He 

likewise mentions that the Russians have an entire literary genre of boredom novels – 

called lishni chelovek, literally meaning “superfluous man” – whose protagonists 

ruminate over social problems but remain ineffectual against them (28-9). As early as the 

1980s we already started to see scholarly conceptions of boredom as “overload” in the 

societies that protagonized the “Information Age,” for example, in Orrin Klapp’s (1986) 

Overload and Boredom: Essays on the Quality of Life in the Information Society. Since 

then, we have only seen exponential growth in the bandwidth that increasingly underlies 

the institutions of information society and the social media that, as Mitchell (2014) 

argues, form “a layer on top of [our] understanding of the world – something so close to 

the source of [our perception and so effective that it alters [our] experiences in advance, 

like a pair of glasses.” These days, perhaps especially in North America,6 we still tend to 

                                                        
6 I don’t want to raise a geographical claim here so much as a sociocultural one. My point is that, 
just as modernity in general is experienced everywhere, but in different ways, of course no human 
or natural system on earth is completely untouched by what sociologists call “the information 
revolution,” but there is food for thought in the idea that it was in the settler society of the U.S. 
where the microchip was invented in the mid-twentieth century, and where the internet and its 
precursors were invented in the mid- to late twentieth century, and that such massive and recent 
settler societies may have fewer effective traditions to anchor them in the rising tide of data 
compared to their longer-established counterparts. It might be worth considering whether or not 
there is something peculiarly North American about “overload.” These are societies, after all, 
whose originary myths include ideals of pioneerism, invention, and novelty. Perhaps, however, a 
careful examination would reveal that much of any contextual specificity would really be 
American. There are countless examples of scholarship and cultural criticism that could support 
this line of thinking, but to stay with one already invoked here, David Foster Wallace’s treatise on 
“lazy cynicism” having “replaced thoughtful conviction as the mark of an educated worldview” 
(Ashby and Carroll 2014) was precisely about American television. Or maybe not even American 
so much as Californian, with Silicon Valley and Hollywood as the drivers. Mitchell (2014) points 
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be compelled by “negotiating boredom as one would a terrain” of “information, and 

irrelevant complexity” (Wallace 2011, 85), in the narratorial words of what Toohey calls 

“one of the great boredom novels,” Wallace’s The Pale King (personal communication 

2014). Published posthumously in 2011 after his suicide in 2008, David Foster Wallace’s 

final novel is five-hundred-plus-pages, unfinished. According to Ralph Clare (2012, 428), 

many of its “reviewers took an almost perverse glee in declaring the book was ‘about’ 

boredom” and itself tested “‘the reader’s tolerance for tedium’” (Michiko Kakutani 

[2011] quoted in Clare 2012, 428). Like The Pale King, many of our cultural 

engagements with boredom seem to simultaneously contend with and reproduce that 

which afflicts us. What I want to insist here is that these ambivalent engagements are the 

result of facing down an emergent complexity that can only be met so far with personal 

strategies such as seeking the “variety in experience” Toohey suggests (2011, 175), and 

that can only seem ordinary and normal so long as it also seems coextensive with a 

timeless, universal emotion.  

Like Heidegger claimed of modern culture, in the fictional world of The Pale 

King the prevailing mood “is, in a word, boredom. Boredom and its various effects on the 

                                                                                                                                                                     

out that Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron (1996) have, in fact, posited a “Californian 
Ideology” that rests on a wide set of “ontological assumptions about the informational character 
of the world.” Regardless, those products form the shared media cultures of the rest of the states 
and Canada, too, not to mention their global impact. Although the cultural commentator George 
Monbiot (2014) considers today’s age not the “digital” or “information” age, but “the age of 
loneliness,” this loneliness is simultaneously symptomatized and driven by the fact that so many 
people the world over “turn to their televisions for consolation,” including “two-fifths of older 
people [who] report that the one-eyed god is their principal company.” So on one hand, there is a 
New World sensibility to be considered, and on the other, there is media, doing its job as media 
by extending as far as possible across the globe; perhaps in talking about contextually specific 
boredoms, each of these gives specificity to the other. 
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spirit, ranging from suicidal despair (suicide was a constant motif in Wallace's work) to a 

transcendent power of concentration” (Lasdun 2011). What Wallace’s world captures and 

magnifies from our own is a sense of uncertainty about what is left to persevere “in a 

world where there are no more frontiers to push back, and all that remains to challenge 

the aspiring hero is the drudgery of organising data. ‘Enduring tedium over real time in a 

confined space,’ one character remarks, ‘is what real courage is…’” (Lasdun 2011). 

There is much to gain in demystifying boredom’s social causes, perhaps to make steps 

toward banishing certain pernicious forms of boredom, but certainly to understand what it 

means to live in choice- and information-overload society. 

So let me return to the question of why not knowing what to do with ourselves is 

agitating. First of all, on the face of it this might seem to be the opposite of boredom as 

overload. But to stop at that assessment would be a mistake, and for that reason, it is 

worth distinguishing more carefully between choice overload and information overload 

here. It is not too hard to see choice overload operating in the background of the Wilson 

et al. study, for instance. What suffused the situation of isolation and confinement faced 

by the study participants was a kind of tyranny of choice – a tyranny of structurelessness. 

But it appears to have resulted in precisely the kind of boredom that could be cured with 

some appropriate stimulation. What we cannot ignore, however, is that this boredom is 

already experienced by an Information Age subjectivity according to a “pre-theoretical 

understanding of the world” that is both symptomatized and instituted by informational 
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phenomena like social media (Mitchell 2014).7 Social media posit the essentially 

“informational character of the world” and posit people within it as “informational nodes 

with the potential to connect” (Mitchell 2014). If social media rest on and result in “a 

particular ontology” (Mitchell 2014) then we have to recognize that, whatever kind of 

stimulation we might turn to in hopes of alleviating this boredom, our turning is already 

conditioned by both kinds of overload. As Mitchell (2014) points out, drawing again on 

Espen Hammer: 

While being bored with (social media) leads to a ‘disconnecting [of] fallen Dasein 
from the responsibility involved in comporting itself in accordance with its 
possibilities of Being, curiosity effects a form of uprooting whereby the seeing 
itself, rather than tarrying alongside the seen, becomes its own goal.’  
 

Hammer describes boredom here as a kind of abdicating agency by no longer acting on 

our own choices and describes the kind of information it has become socially rewarding 

to seek as being less about in-forming – molding the interior of the self – than about 

performing a kind of visibility associated with active participation in and currency with 

information and communication technologies (ICTs). Even subjectivities “bent towards 

convenience and interest” (Mitchell 2014) are set up for finding only the simulacra of 

interest.  

In the case of the Wilson et al. study, people had mental freedom with virtually no 

enabling constraints. I would argue that even prescribed topics like “going out to eat” are 

not enabling constraints in this case because they are not contextually meaningful or even 

otherwise very significant. These are, as I put it in my first chapter, options with no real 
                                                        
7 We could add to his list of characteristics that the text is like a new benchmark for attentional 
demand – among other things, the world is now sorted into what we can and cannot interrupt for 
the sake of a text. 
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sense of alternatives. And thus, unlike the ancient ascetic monks who experienced acedia 

in the course of following a religious tradition, the study subjects’ experience of being 

unconcerned or dissatisfied with their condition would be more vulnerable to a creeping 

awareness of themselves as “an isolated subject existing in a secularized fragmented 

world marked by lost or precarious traditions” (Patricia Meyer Spacks 1995, 219). 

Perhaps not in the course of one short “thinking period,” but probably if such an 

experience were often repeated throughout their lives, and if they were unable to distract 

themselves with other thoughts or by substituting the physical sensation of a mild electric 

current for the more uncomfortable psychic sensation of boredom. The fact that, in lieu of 

socially validated distractions, participants sought a pain stimulus, is suggestive of the 

presence of a greater and qualitatively different kind of pain that has to do with “this 

terror of silence with nothing diverting to do” (Wallace 2011, 85).  

"Maybe dullness is associated with psychic pain," wrote Wallace (2011, 85) in 

The Pale King, "because something that's dull or opaque fails to provide enough 

stimulation to distract people from some other, deeper type of pain that is always there, if 

only in an ambient low-level way, and which most of us spend nearly all our time and 

energy trying to distract ourselves from." At the same time, Wallace’s characters, IRS 

employees in mid-eighties Peoria, Illinois, are well aware that not all idleness is painful. 

Rather, it is the deprivation of “pleasure in idleness” (Patricia Meyer Spacks 1995, 219) 

to which many of them give voice, because the relaxed, ancestral repetition described by 

Benjamin (characterized in Chapter 1) is unavailable to them. As bureaucratic cogs, they 

are especially pinioned by the pressure facing all inhabitants of the “information society” 
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to be productive. In an elevator conversation, one character evokes the anxiety of wasting 

time, being stuck, and waiting for something to happen: 

That everything is on fire, slow fire, and we're all less than a million breaths away 
from an oblivion more total than we can bring ourselves to imagine, in fact, 
probably that's why the manic US obsession with production, produce, produce, 
impact the world, contribute, shape things, to help distract us from how little and 
totally insignificant and temporary we are. (Wallace 2011, 143) 
 

It is not just that new media in general and social media in particular have conditioned us 

to be voracious information seekers with a drive to browse and archive, but that this sort 

of quiescence is anathema to the capitalist destiny of homo oeconomicus.  

We commentators on boredom are all obliged to acknowledge that certainly not 

everyone has lost the buffer of tradition to protect against spiritual alienation, but the 

insight of Peter Berger’s (1979) “heretical imperative” obtains; that even those not so 

bereaved have to live in the awareness that their communities are ultimately parochial 

and subordinate to the more powerful logics of modernity. To tie these two forces 

together – spiritual alienation and capitalist diktat – in an effort to make sense of agitation 

in idleness, we might say that we feel frustrated when we cannot advance what Renata 

Salecl (2009) calls our projects of “self-making.” Today this work happens, crucially, 

through performing ourselves in social media and connecting through other personal 

information communication technologies. No wonder, then, the rampancy of digital 

stimulation and the paradoxical detachment – or disengagement, in the words of Wilson 

et al. – that results. If we would settle for electric shock, of course we are beguiled by 

digital ephemera like image spam (Steyerl 2012), clickbait, and even emails stacking up 

like a losing Tetris game. No wonder, especially, the popularity of text messaging. It 
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would be reductive and trivial to suggest anything like the idea that texting, or any other 

behaviour, has become obsessive because of secularization or neoliberalization. Rather, 

texting has acquired its significance in the context of these and other seismic shifts. 

Moreover, engaging such causal reasoning would misconstrue the object of this study; 

my overall purpose is to conceptualize the way late modern temporality involves a 

fraught relationship with boredom and choice overload, asking: what about this dynamic 

empties time of meaning and choice of potential? But if we want to understand why 

people are so willing to give their scarce time to this paradoxically banal yet engrossing 

activity, it is illuminating to observe that the functions it serves are ones that have 

traditionally been identified with the sphere of the religious. These functions are not 

simply the ones intended in the design of the technology, but potential ones that have 

been actualized in usage patterns in the context of the move of certain social activities 

into the digital realm – including even elements of religions traditionally organized 

around scripture and congregation – as well as the innovation of novel forms of sociality 

that are endemic to digital ICTs. It is worthwhile also to note that in the abundance of 

scholarship on how religion, ritual, and spirituality is being transformed in the move from 

offline to online contexts,8 we see a shift from “the instrumentalist formula, ‘religion and 

                                                        
8 Much of it coming from scholars associated with the International Society for Media, Religion 
and Culture at the University of Colorado, Boulder. Notable strands among these studies have to 
do with the design of sacred spaces (Walker, Seth. 2010. “My [Sacred] Space: Discovering 
Sacred Space in Cyberspace.” Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 22 (2): 1-21.); the 
consolidation of religious identities (eg. Lövheim, Mia. 2004. “Young People, Religious Identity, 
and the Internet.” In Religion Online: Finding Faith on the Internet, edited by Lorne L. Dawson 
and Douglas E. Cowan, 59-74. New York: Routledge.); and ritual performance (eg. Jacobs, 
Stephen. 2007. “Virtually Sacred: The Performance of Asynchronous Cyber-Rituals in Online 
Spaces.” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 12: 1103-21.). 
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media’” as well as “‘religion and the media’, an expression which restricts the range of 

practices and techniques of mediation to the terrain of mass-circulation print and 

broadcasting” to concepts like “religion as media” (Stolow 2005, 125), and even “media 

as religion” (Stout 2013, 9-10). These formulations support a way of thinking about 

phenomena like digital communication not just as a venue for expressing pre-formed 

spiritual ideas, but as tools whose use can itself constitute “numinous activity” (Stout 

2013, 10). Following this perspectival shift, I consider texting as a kind of ritual where 

sender and receiver mutually realize they are both “entrained” in a common event with a 

common mood, which, as the sociologist Rich Ling (2008, 18) says, “breaks down the 

barrier between” them. Thus, I take the practice of messaging as one in which to explore 

the temporal dimensions of the iterative project of self-making but also of the drive for 

self-transcendence manifest in seeking a certain intimacy with the other. 

 

2.4 Texting As Embodied Habit and Social Ritual 

Today, invoking the image of youth or white-collar workers walking around with 

eyes glued to their phones is a veritable symbol for the departure of manners, the cultural 

permissibility of self-involvement, and the near-completeness of social disengagement in 

what writer George Monbiot (2014) argues is the individualism-driven “age of 

loneliness.” But for the first one, however, to believe this must be to forget that there is 

someone on the other end of those phones. So why all this reaching out to the absent? 

One answer has to do with the fact that, in some ways, spatial distance affords temporal 

instantaneity. Apart from that, another answer is about a kind of other-directedness that 
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clearly is ultimately self-involved, namely that those who are physically present cannot 

be desired in the same way as those who are distant – and we do indeed desire desire. Yet 

another answer along this line is that we seek a collector’s gratification in assembling as 

many points of contact as possible. What follows is an exploration of each of these 

simultaneously atomizing and cathecting forces in turn. 

 

2.4.1 Fast Friends: Asynchronicity and Time-Space Distanciation 

Asynchronous communication affords interlocutors an “ongoing, low-level, co-

present interaction,” which, according to Sherri Wasserman (2011, 12), enables “multiple 

parties’ realization of shared experience – ritual.” This is possible in part because the 

content of these messages is, like Licoppe (2004, 141) said of phone calling, “secondary 

to the fact of” messaging. The importance of the fact of messaging is precisely in 

establishing what he calls “connected presence” – that is, “the feeling of a permanent 

connection, an impression that the link can be activated at any time and that one can thus 

experience the other’s engagement in the relationship at any time” (141). The drive 

toward meaning in this case uses an absolutely formulaic method, which is not just about 

transcending psychic isolation through co-presence, but also by creating a sense of 

anticipation about doing so, and establishing some expectation about the structure of 

unknown future time. If we think of texting as ritual performance, then we also see that 

the repetitive nature of this ongoing interaction bridges the past, present, and future by 

calibrating the beginning and end of diurnal (or other) cycles, marking significant or 

extraordinary events, or just establishing regular intervals within quotidian minutiae. The 
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scholar of everyday life “[Erving] Goffman helped us to see that these [ritual] situations 

can be quite simple and fleeting. The point is, however, that there is a mutually 

recognized situation and the establishment of a common mood” (Ling 2008, 18). The 

antiphony of message alert tones is one among many communication patterns whereby 

late modern forms of digital connectivity have introduced a distinctive texture into 

otherwise continuous time, though the shared mood is often one of the superficial being-

bored-with waiting, or the slightly deeper being-bored-by prosaic chat. 

Boredom and novelty mix in a particular way in texting. Amidst predictability and 

banality, human linguistic creativity introduces a certain type of novelty into the 

equation. The form of each text interaction is predictable, and therefore comforting, while 

the content of each new message is variable, even if banal. We might call it the 

contentment of the contentless. Referring back to what Mitchell (2014) observed about 

the passive vs. active purposes of social media, it is interesting to note that, despite this 

variability, the power of texting is not primarily that of informational broadcast. Texting 

is often not about “news,” and the answer to “what’s new” is just as likely to be some 

variant of “not much” as it is any substantive disclosure. Instead, meaning often comes 

from repetition, rather than difference, since it is the consistency of communication that 

shores up the interpersonal relationships carried out (at least partly) through texting. Sure, 

a text can communicate like a memo, but its uniqueness is that it calls for a certain kind 

of response distinguished by its temporality. 

The obsession with texting – while walking, while driving, in class, at dinner – 

has been a favoured subject of scorn in popular journalism, but it is also a reminder that 
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the drive to connect is strong and it is bent toward immediacy. Yet, on second thought, 

the concept of immediacy here is misleading for two reasons. One is that the 

communication is quite literally mediated, in this case, by electronic gadgets. The other is 

that the very possibility of receiving a whole thought or emotive expression – or series 

thereof – at once depends upon the fact that the sender can delay responding until their 

message is fully composed. And notice that discursively, the medium of texting is even 

somewhat separated from the concept of “writing,” as in letter writing, which is similarly 

personalized, and similarly establishes its own rhythm in the time it takes to write and 

reply by post – the verb here is “to text” rather than “to write.” Unlike a posted letter, we 

usually can deliver a text response rapidly (as long as we are not impeded by mittens on a 

cold winter’s day, or otherwise occupied in something from which we cannot tear our 

attention away), but unlike the phone, we often don’t answer right away. There are many 

possible reasons for the hierarchy of urgency among different communications 

technologies and the specific temporality of the text, some of which are unimportant for 

critical theory, but some of which are informative. We may feel at leisure, perhaps even 

encouraged, to wait some time before responding to a text, because it does not necessarily 

have an end in the same way a phone conversation does. But paradoxically we are also 

assumed to be reachable, if not completely available,9 and the indeterminacy of these 

                                                        
9 For a general take on this phenomenon, see Levitin (2015). For a specific take on how texting 
relates to work today, Gardiner (2014, 36-7) has this to say: “The info-commodity depends on the 
synergetic union between the collective brain of the cognitariat and the network, but to 
accomplish this, the human body-mind has to undergo a process of far-reaching re-composition. 
One way to integrate workers effectively into these informational systems is to have them 
constantly at the beck and call of their employers, through cell phones, text messaging and emails 
that are expected to be heeded and responded to at any moment. The result is that time itself is 
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expectations in the digital frontier are the source of many small attacks of paralysis. 

Schematized roughly, texting could be said to follow the back-and-forth form of reaching 

out with a message à affirming with a response à message à response, etc. – an 

endlessly iterable and alternating pattern of cathexis. The immediacy here is really in the 

transmission of the message. Once one party is ready, they can bridge the gap between 

themselves and their interlocutor instantly. 

After Anthony Giddens (1990), scholars have spilled much ink observing that 

remote interactions are becoming increasingly important compared to face-to-face ones. 

Part and parcel with these interactional changes, place becomes increasingly 

“phantasmagoric,” weakening its claim to the attention of those who occupy it. So 

perhaps that helps account for the fact that remote digital communication and face-to-face 

interaction might now be on a par. But then why would we ever distinctly prefer to trade 

digital mediation for this kind of temporal immediacy – for an alluring little semantic 

packet?  

 

2.4.2 Distance Does Make the Heart Grow Fonder: Patterns of Absence, Presence, and 

Desire in Texting 

As in any pattern, there is both presence and absence, repetition and difference. 

Defining “object” broadly to be any “cause of subject of a passion,” Jean Baudrillard 

                                                                                                                                                                     

parcelled out, or ‘fractalized’, broken down into tiny fragments that can be recombined in an 
infinite number of ways, depending on the specific productive tasks at hand. The central issue 
here is that the deterritorializing effects of capital have occurred more quickly than the time 
needed for workers to rebuild their communities and invent new forms of solidarity and 
resistance.”  
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([1968] 2006, 113) once acknowledged that “it is usually not an object’s presence but far 

more often its absence that clears the way for social intercourse.” Why? Because, among 

other reasons, disappearance is the precondition for reappearance. We must experience 

the loss of an object in order to refresh our desire for it. (Indeed, it is not unrelated to 

observe that this is what the capitalist manufacture of desire trades on in sustaining a 

society based around accumulation). Text messaging enables us to speed up and slow 

down the back-and-forth rhythm of exchange and to pause it entirely while savouring a 

crystallized moment in a pleasurable dynamic or ruminating over what the receiver will 

make of our reply. Participating is not just a kind of social obligation (and one whose 

etiquette is far from settled), but also a way of hastening, delaying, and suspending 

moments of connection through both the affordances and exigencies of the 

communicative rhythm. If boredom can be described as “the desire for desires” as 

Tolstoy put it,10 texting is surely a convenient way of dealing with it by sustaining a state 

of wanting. 

 

2.4.3 You Can Never Have Too Many Friends: Habitual Social Networking 

 If texting or any other social media were either wholly monotonous or wholly 

novel, they would not breed habitual or viral properties. Nora Young (2014), of the 

CBC’s technology and culture show Spark, recently published a segment on 

                                                        
10 This phrase is from Anna Karenina ([originally published between 1875 and 1877] 2000, 529), 
when Anna’s lover Vrónsky finds suffering in requited love, rather than satisfaction: “He was 
soon aware that there was springing up in his heart a desire for desires – ennui. Without conscious 
intention he began to clutch at every passing caprice, taking it for a desire and an object.” 
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“rediscovering the reflective side of email” where she acknowledged the way the habit-

forming aspects of electronic messaging do co-exist alongside opportunities to elongate 

our perception of time by reflecting on the carefully composed words of a correspondent 

and precisely choosing our own. There are ways in which the intrinsic timescale of the 

medium of electronic messaging can be used to manipulate our experience of time, and 

there are ways in which we let it manipulate us. Specifically, the balance of boredom and 

curiosity combined in texting exemplifies the kind of “intermittent reward” to which our 

neural pleasure circuitry is highly sensitive. Indeed, many social networking technologies 

are deliberately designed to capitalize on the “powerful cognitive quirk” first described 

by the behavioural psychologist BF Skinner in the 1950s that compels us to repeat a 

behaviour over and over in hopes of finding some pattern in variability (Eyal 2012). They 

are what Nir Eyal (2012) calls “desire engines,” keeping us enthralled – without the need 

for slick advertising – by using an intermittent reinforcement schedule which induces that 

“semi-stressful response that we call desire.” “Bizarrely,” he says: 

we perceive this trance-like state as fun. This is because our brains are wired to 
search endlessly for the next reward, never satisfied. Recent neuroscience [see, for 
instance, Sapolsky 2011] has revealed that our dopamine system works not to 
provide us with rewards for our efforts, but to keep us searching. (Eyal 2012, 
emphasis mine) 
 

In addition to these neurological reasons, there is also the conscious perception of the 

value of the unexpected and of mystery in a society where such an array of information 

and artefacts is available without cost and without delay. 

When we send messages to drive away empty time, we become charged with the 

potential of reply, which, discharged, may yield the return of a little semantic gift, in the 
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Maussian sense of engendering some kind of reciprocity.11 Its unknown contents pique 

our curiosity. Sometimes, of course, the reply is disappointing, and so we let our own 

response lapse so long that any conversation that picks back up is a new one, often 

because of “the way that constant updates prime us to fear we’re missing out” (Bennett 

2014). Or else we forget entirely, and our forgetting restarts the cycle. It is like 

Baudrillard said of the collector; the pleasure is in dwelling in next-to-lastness. As long 

and insofar as the collection is never complete, the collector’s subjecthood itself is felt to 

be without end. Choice theory suggests we might be burdened by the opportunity cost of 

knowing that untapped social connections are out there languishing somewhere, but 

perhaps it is sometimes that we turn away from our proximate social prospects not in 

order to pursue these connections in and of themselves but in order not to exhaust the 

ones in front of us. (No one said choice wasn’t a paradox.) The project of self-making is 

not only endless in the sense that choices never stop coming but also in the sense that 

perpetually deferred closure is what symbolically transcends the death of the subject. 

If, like the “Just think” study subjects, we were aimless and otherwise prevented 

from advancing our projects of self-making with any external resources, then texting, like 

collecting, would afford us “the possibility, from the present moment onwards, of 

continually experiencing the unfolding of [our] existence in a controlled, cyclical mode, 

symbolically transcending a real existence the irreversibility of whose progression [we 

                                                        
11 Anthropologist and sociologist Marcel Mauss’s The Gift ([1950] 2005) describes an elaborate 
system of gift-giving among a variety of societies. It has become foundational for social theories 
on reciprocity. His study points out the un-altruistic social functionality of gift-giving; a gift 
comes with the price of giving one back. However, his arguments have to do with a collective 
structure of exchange that go beyond the personal, private situation I’m referring to here. 
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are] powerless to affect” (Baudrillard [1968] 2005, 104). This is a Freudian repetition-as-

compulsive-reiteration-of-the-past, along with, rather than supplanted by, a Deleuzian 

repetition as that which allows for reinvention. It is perhaps as much a ritual in the sense 

of addiction symptomatology as it is in the religious sense of social and spiritual 

maintenance, and as much habit as ritual. 

 

2.5 Composure in/of the Habritual Message 

Wendy Hui Kyong Chun (2014), who analyzes social media through the lens of 

habit, describes habits in close conceptual proximity to rituals. Habits “bring out the 

creative in the machinic, the machinic in the creative. They embed the bodily in society, 

society in the bodily. Like a nun’s habit, they mark an outer that’s also an inner, that 

everyone can wear” (Chun 2014). As “the vestiges of goals pursued,” habits are things 

which started as conscious, goal-directed behaviour, and have since flipped over to the 

domain of automatic behaviour. Neurologically speaking, they are behaviours that have 

moved from the associative to the sensorimotor loop (Wood 2014). In Chun’s (2014) 

words, “as [these acquired practices] move from the voluntary to the involuntary, they 

also penetrate and define a person – a body – and not just a body, but bodies that are 

contracted together.” Meanwhile, habits also drift and change, being neither totally 

spontaneous nor completely inflexible. 

This thinking about the automatic and the deliberate, the bodily and the social, 

helps to account for the way a provisional dyad gets caught up in a shared pattern within 

a text exchange. (Or better yet, dyads, plural, since part of the way the technology of text 
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messaging extends our sensorium is by giving us at least the impression, if not the ability, 

to carry on multiple distinct conversations simultaneously). These coordinated digital 

mediations, with their socially binding functions but also their compulsive bodily aspects, 

blend habit and ritual – a concept for which we might neologize the blend-word 

“habritual” in order to capture both the rote and the important psychosocial aspects of the 

pattern texting tends to engender. The concept summarizes a framework that suggests a 

very different way of thinking about a behaviour that is typically treated like a highly 

contagious social tic. It suggests another trajectory for the conversation alternative to the 

argument that texting is psychically and socially disruptive. Of course, in order to push 

past that endpoint, we nonetheless have to go through it. The next section treats the 

endless dialectic of boredom and anxiety that texting unfolds as the habritual works, and 

yet is undermined by, the efficiency of its digital infrastructure. 

 

2.6 Waiting is the Hardest Part: Agency, Anxiety, and Reciprocity in Text 

Messaging 

Although much has been made of the role of mobile connectivity in strengthening 

interpersonal connections, enabling solidarity, and “entraining” users in “shared moods,” 

it turns out that the common mood is often one of not just mundane boredom, but of 

anxious boredom. Even as we reach out to others, we put ourselves in the position of 

having to wait – for something, or maybe nothing, as if for Godot. Sophia LeFraga’s 

(2014) texting reinterpretation of Beckett’s (1953) boredom drama gives a lifelike 
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example of how this plays out – in W8ING LeFraga and another performer sit onstage 

facing an audience and texting each other: 

“Nothin 2 b done.” 

“word – I feel like yr right.” 

“all my life I’ve been like wtvr b reasonable like you haven’t tried everything yet” 

“but the struggle is real” 

Their messages scroll by on a screen behind them. Unlike these artists, most texters aren’t 

within earshot of each other, and spend those blank line breaks puzzling over the 

accuracy of their readings of the texts, as well as the intelligibility of their own little 

essays into what David Crystal (2008) calls “Textspeak,” an “idiosyncratic” dialect where 

abbreviations used to economize on keystrokes threaten misunderstanding through 

ambiguity.12 Boredom moves the hand to the phone, where dopamine reward quickly 

ebbs into waiting for a reply in a state of sometimes excited, but frequently impatient or 

nervous, anticipation. The reasons for this are both immanent to the technology itself and 

related to the psycho-social purposes it has come to serve.  

Whereas the earliest peer-to-peer digital chat programs entailed that the sender 

would have to reveal their messages letter by letter – along with their missteps and typos 
                                                        
12 It gives perspective to remember that when an earlier typing technology came out, that of the 
typewriter, scholars like Heidegger objected “to the practice of typing personal letters,” which, 
“once drawn by hand, were reduced to characters that could be set and pressed by machine” 
(Zimmerman 1990, 206). Even then, Heidegger and other conservative contemporaries evidently 
worried over “the intrusion of the machine into the domain of language” in the modern age (and 
maintained that, to begin with, “it was no accident that the printing press was invented at the 
dawn of” it). 
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– texting delivers a message fully formed, or else a typically short string of messages 

where text, emoticons, and image or video files are separated much to the effect of line 

breaks or paragraph breaks. However, speed and small screens mean haphazard editing, 

which makes the digital interface still like a kind of temporary palimpsest, with our false 

starts and notes to self visible in the cracks of the intended presentation, with sometimes 

embarrassing results. These constraints, along with the irretrievability of the message 

once sent – whether deliberately, drunkenly, or by keystroke error – are only the physical 

hardware half of the stakes for users.13 There are software considerations, too. 

What is most commonly referred to by the noun “text” is actually the SMS (Short 

Message Service) message, which typically has a limit of 160 characters. MMS 

(Multimedia Message Service) allow picture and video files to be attached as well. There 

are also applications (“texting apps” like “What’s App” or “Snapchat”) that can be 

downloaded by smartphone users to circumvent text-messaging rates set by their cellular 

communication providers, and phone-specific messaging that also uses wireless 

communication, like iMessage for iPhones, or BBM for Blackberry devices. Each of 

these methods imposes its own enabling constraints, usually through some combination 

of cost and character or data transfer limit. Some of these also feature a “typing 

awareness indicator” that appears on your interlocutor’s screen while you are entering 

characters, and this feature has been so anxiety inducing for users as to have spawned a 

published discourse. 
                                                        
13 In fact, there have been several high profile cases in the past few years where digital 
indiscretions have proven to have life-changing ramifications, most of all, for pre-adolescent and 
adolescent youth. For example, see Nina Burleigh’s (2013) essay “Sexting, Shame, and Suicide” 
in Rolling Stone. 
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This conversation about texting anxiety apparently began with The New Republic 

story editor Ben Crair’s article “I Can See You Typing: The Most Awkward Part of 

Online Chat,” which appeared in the magazine’s “Language” section in January 2014. In 

response, the man who built the typing awareness indicator, writer and software engineer 

David Auerbach, issued an anti-apology in Slate the next month, “I Built That ‘So-And-

So-Is-Typing’ Feature in Chat. And I’m Not Sorry.” Several months later, The New York 

Times published an article under its “Cultural Studies” category called “Bubbles Carry A 

Lot of Weight: Texting Anxiety Caused By Little Bubbles,” whose tone was tongue-in-

cheek, but sought a critical understanding of “the kind of modern-day technological 

minutiae that had the ability to jail [users] in a very specific cognitive hell” (Bennett 

2014). It picked up on the previous two essays plus an apparently unrelated but germane 

story on Medium by the writer Maryam Abolfazli (2014) about the use of texting 

techniques to set expectations in romantic relationships without ever having to negotiate 

them directly (“Are We Dating? And Other Confusions Created By Texting”). By the 

Fall these were followed by stories in Boston.com “Text Anxiety is Ruining Our Lives” 

(Raczka 2014) and Elite Daily “The Mid-Typing Texting Bubble is Actually Causing 

People Severe Anxiety” (Arata 2014). 

The trouble, it seems, is that presence “isn’t just expected” on mobile devices, 

“it’s mandatory” (Bennett 2014) and so the timescale of the message-response pattern 

between interlocutors can begin to collapse easily. Just as the work of engaging with 

reading and replying to a new message is highly rewarding, the intermissions can be 

proportionately distressing. Says writer Jessica Bennett (2014), “the typing indicator has 
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become a message in and of itself, ‘the equivalent of saying, ‘Hold on, I’m responding’ 

… Or ... ‘I’m not responding.’” This at least is confirmation of engagement with your 

message, which may offer some relief if your device relays the “delivered” status and 

“read receipt” to indicate that the recipient has indeed received and opened it, but not yet 

replied. Bennett (2014) quotes Paul Dourish, a professor of informatics at the University 

of California, Irvine: “The awareness indicator as implemented on the iPhone is a curious 

beast – it conveys that something is being done, but it won’t say what. It’s curiously 

coy.” With some hyperbole for comedic effect, Maryam Abolfazli (2014) agrees: 

The three dots shown while someone is drafting a message in iMessage is quite 
possibly the most important source of eternal hope and ultimate letdown in our 
daily lives. It’s the modern-day version of watching paint dry, except you might 
be broken up with by the time the dots deliver. 
 

Her commiseration with a growing demographic that conducts its social life in character-

limited missives succinctly invokes the peculiar admixture of boredom, choice, 

temporality, and meaning that are drawn into a complex relationship in the habritual of 

texting. The element of anxiety here at least implies that there are stakes worth worrying 

over, and despite the trite reference to fleeting romantic conquests, they are in some ways 

quite profound. Beyond cementing and dissolving relationships, they include the fact that 

texting offers the additional benefit over face-to-face conversation of accumulating an 

archive that endures human mortality. 
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2.7 The Temporality of the Archive 

For Mitchell (2014), the archival subjectivity of Facebook, for example, is bent 

toward convenience of the automatic update and archive, but still driven in the terms that 

Derrida ([1995] 1998, 91) used to describe the psychological need to archive:  

[T]o be en mal d’archive ... is to burn with a passion. It is never to rest, 
interminably, from searching for the archive right where it slips away ... it is to 
have a compulsive, repetitive, and nostalgic desire for the archive, an irrepressible 
desire to return to the origin, a homesickness, a nostalgia for the return to the most 
archaic place of absolute commencement. 
 

Collecting, storing, and curating moments from our pasts is both about the beginning and 

the end – repetition that returns to the origin and perpetually defers finality. Says Mitchell 

(2014): 

Facebook provides its users with a single, persistent identity that is connected to 
other single identities and openly disclosed to the world. It is a variation on the 
classical liberal, economic subject, atomistic, rational, and self-interested; 
connected and informational; narrativized and receptive; virtual in its tentative 
purchase on a world understood as a screen to be browsed. This subjectivity is 
constructed through a repeated engagement with the quotidian medium of the 
Internet – something casual and inconspicuous, to deploy Heidegger’s (1995) 
language of boredom, and something that works to so effectively construct 
subjectivity because it holds the subject in a state of temporal abeyance.  
 

Surely, few if any cellphone users text with the conscious intention of soliciting evidence 

for the archive. But we often do have a hard time parting with important messages from 

our loved ones in the same way we do with their letters and tangible keepsakes. Of course 

e-mail was envisioned as ersatz post mail (had the “e” not stood for “electronic,” ersatz 

would have been at one time, but perhaps no longer, a plausible alternative), and even our 

text messages are commonly symbolized with an icon resembling the back of a sealed 

envelope. Our devices also often have a function actually called “archive,” and the 
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impulse to use it is the same one behind posthumous epistolary publication – a sort of 

personal continuity “in the sense of the ancient notion of katechon (deferral), [by which] 

the archive suspends the merciless thermodynamic law of physics that all things tend to 

dissolve into disorder until death occurs” (Ernst 2004, 47). But compared to conventional 

post-mortem literary forms, it is less clear what is to be done about the digital artefacts of 

the dead. 

In a 2014 article, one reporter noted that while “social media sites are in general a 

young Internet phenomena – Facebook only turned 10 this year,” the companies behind 

them, their users, and media scholars are getting increasingly interested in what happens 

to user data after the user dies (Gray 2014). “Currently,” reports Gray (2014), “profiles of 

the living far outweigh those of the dead. However, according to calculations done by 

[the writer of long-running math-inflected webcomic] XKDC, that will not always be the 

case.” A recent XKCD comic presented two hypothetical scenarios: one where Facebook 

maintains its growth, and one where Facebook becomes passé and loses its market share. 

In either case, dead users will eventually outnumber the living. In the former, the site will 

“be a digital graveyard” by the mid 2100s; in the latter, as soon as 2065. Time has yet to 

tell by whom, how, and if they will tend to be maintained. “The archive manages to 

maintain order,” says the media archaeologist Wolfgang Ernst (2004, 47), only “through 

a heavy investment of organizational energy.” One is perhaps less inclined to tie a ribbon 

around a defunct cellphone full of texts than around a shoebox full of letters, let alone 

memorialize content that lacks a dedicated physical storage location in the first place, as 

in the case of a Facebook profile. 
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Even if they are maintained, who will find these plebeian archives interesting? 

According to Ernst (2004, 47-8):  

One function of the cultural archive is to ensure that improbable (that is, 
seemingly useless) data is preserved for future possible information (according to 
information theory, such as Claude Shannon’s). What remains from the past in 
archives is the physical trace of symbolically coded matter, which in its 
materiality is simply present in space. The more cultural data are processed in 
electronic, fugitive form, the more the traditional archive gains authority from the 
very materiality of its artefacts (parchment, paper, tapes) – an archival retro-
effect. 
 

So the dead time of boredom is filled up with meaning through the habritual of social 

networking via text and other digital ICTs, shoring up social connections along with an 

archive of personal continuity, which, because of its ubiquity, ultimately dissolves 

anyway back into an archaeologically uninteresting and fairly disposable record of the 

time of the dead.  

Still, for the living, at least, the message archive is evidence of communication 

both in the sense of a tangible product of labour in an ephemeral realm in which we are 

uniquely alienated from the products of our efforts and in the forensic sense of perhaps 

needing it in the future to help analyze a situation like a break up or a miscommunication. 

It is unsurprising therefore that something as apparently trivial and ludic as social 

networking should not require, but simply take such diligence, as it does for “not only 

[the] young people who are guilty,” but also the “adults dining at a restaurant together or 

as dinner party guests who look down at their hands, held not so discretely [sic] just 

below the table, communicat[ing] the same message: I find this conversation more 

interesting than yours” (Goldsborough 2012, 73). In the age of globalized, flexible, late 

capitalism we find ourselves twisting and turning through the digital information 
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network, still under the tyranny of universal clock time but often unable to punch out, 

unable to distinguish between leisure and labour, and driven to distraction even as we 

pursue either of these ends. Blurring the labour and leisure practices of such a social 

order, texting might replace Lefebvre’s account of repetitive labour on the factory line as 

the archetypal scene of modern boredom. The law of accelerating returns says 

technologies will change fast enough that texting may soon be supplanted by something 

else, but archetype or not, electronic messaging is one key site where, for now, we have 

to manage an onslaught of choices and, in the act of reply, to resist the paralysis they 

threaten us with. 

What I have shown here is that looking at texting as a habritual process shows 

that both the way it is used for breaking down the barriers between self and other (in acts 

of communication; mutual entrainment) and for self-making (through collecting contacts; 

compiling an archive) are ultimately modes of self-transcendence. But there is a third 

dimension that maps onto the notion of self-transcendence, but is opposite to both self-

making and social solidarity, and moreover cannot be adequately subsumed by the 

concept of the habritual. To conclude I will reflect on the ways that boredom and anxiety 

in the temporality of texting are also about what we might call “self-shattering.” 

 

2.8 Coda: This Message Will Self-Destruct 

A few months after the Wilson et al. shock study made headlines, the New Yorker 

ran a story that reinterpreted its findings, entitled “Actually, People Still Like to Think” 

(Jabr 2014). The author, Ferris Jabr, pointed out that “there is no direct evidence for these 
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claims” that “being alone with their own thoughts for 15 min was apparently so aversive 

that it drove many participants to self-administer an electric shock” or that “people prefer 

electric shock to thinking.” Jabr points out that “on average, participants rated their 

fifteen minutes of contemplation slightly below the midpoint of ‘somewhat enjoyable,’ 

and those who zapped themselves did not rate being alone with their thoughts as 

significantly less agreeable than those who refrained.” We also don’t know how much 

these thinking periods really differ from what these or other people do in their own minds 

on most days most of the time, or how much they like or dislike the typical experience of 

their interior lives. So differences in self-shocking cannot be explained in terms of how 

aversive subjects found quiet contemplation, which suggests that self-shocking might 

have to do with other impulses, drives, and reasons. Jabr speculates that “some 

participants likely regarded the [electric shock] contraptions – to which, after all, they 

were attached – as a mild temptation or a moment’s amusement … Perhaps, rather than 

offering a respite from thought, the shocks stimulated new ideas or steered thinking in 

new directions.” I’m inclined to agree. People were no doubt curious about what the 

shock would feel like and they had the time to find out. I rather think as much as this 

vaguely masochistic behaviour illustrates how we have been socially conditioned to 

relate to our own interiority, it also illustrates that we can be destructive when we are 

detached. So far I have explained the compulsion of text messaging in terms of self-

making, but it can also be thought of in terms of self-shattering. 

The “destructive instinct” I have in mind here has been elaborated throughout the 

past century through Sigmund Freud’s concept of the death drive. Freud was compelled 
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to amend his concept of the “pleasure principle” (eros) with the counterbalancing 

proposition of the death drive (thanatos) in the aftermath of the Great War and the way 

its military and civilian casualties relived their trauma in the form of “shell shock” and 

other anxieties. It was clear to him that people not only instinctively seek self-

preservation but that they also tend toward self-destruction. “The theoretical significance 

of the drives concerned with self-preservation, self-assertion and dominance … are 

indeed ‘partial’ drives, charged with the task of safeguarding the organism’s own 

particular path to death and barring all possible means of return to the inorganic other 

than those already immanent … The fact that remains is that the organism wants only to 

die in its own particular way; and so these guardians of life, too, were originally 

myrmidons of death” (79). In other words, we act on an instinct that “paradoxically tends 

to self-annihilation through self-conservation” (Woltersdorff 2012, 133). What needed 

explaining was “the compulsion of the human psyche to repeat traumatic events over and 

over again” (Felluga 2011). Freud’s concept hinges on a compelling symmetry between 

this way of explaining the behaviour of complex biological organisms in social systems 

and the physical laws that govern the behaviour of all matter, down to elementary 

particles. Volker Woltersdorff (2012, 134) summarizes neatly: 

The law of increasing entropy is a concept of energy in the natural sciences that 
assumes the tendency of all systems to eventually reach their lowest level of 
energy. Organic systems therefore tend toward inertia … Since Freud identifies 
the death drive with entropy, within his theory, the economy of the death drive is 
to release tension. 
 

Where, beyond war, is the death drive at work? As I have suggested above, thanatos 

surfaces in the “time-stilled space-slowed” (Anderson 2004) state of boredom. 
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In the century since Freud’s writings on the death drive in Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle (1920) and Civilization and its Discontents (1930), the concept has been 

applied in a variety of ways. In the context of inquiring into capitalism and choice, 

Renata Salecl has written about what happens when we are at a loss for what to do with 

ourselves. Faced with the constant apparent freedom of innumerable choices in late 

capitalist society, people must shoulder the responsibility “to be some kind of self-

creators … supposedly free to choose what they want to be” in a society “which allegedly 

gives priority to the individual’s freedoms over submission to group causes” (Salecl 

2006). She posits that enduring a perpetual state of opportunity cost incubates feelings of 

anxiety and guilt, which, “in turn causes aggression towards oneself and apathy in 

relation to contemporary social problems which are completely ignored by the emporium 

of individualist choices” (Salecl 2013a). It seems that even in situationally discrete, time-

limited contexts, this combination of aimlessness and our natural curiosity is given to 

destruction when we feel we’re stuck.14 As Baudelaire said in Les Fleurs du Mal (1857, 

xxv), “ennui makes your soul cruel.” Sometimes we turn this outward – there is mounting 

evidence of the way the cloak of the digital renders us bold with a combined sense of 

anonymity, or at least social distance, and audience (see, for instance, Liam Mitchell’s 

                                                        
14 Other-than-human beings do this, too. There are many documented cases of captive birds and 
mammals performing obsessive behaviours, like pacing or over-preening, when bored by social 
isolation and unenriching environments. The physical wear of the repetition of these behaviours 
often results in self-injury, but ironically, they are originally rooted in a desire for comfort. In a 
2012 interview with NPR's Renee Montagne, Barbara Natterson-Horowitz, a cardiologist and 
author of Zoobiquity: What Animals Can Teach Us About Health And The Science of Healing, 
says: “looking at what animals do when they're self-injuring, you see that they're overgrooming in 
an attempt to tap into the neuro-circuitry that provides comfort and relief with grooming, and 
dialing it up. Veterinarians know that stress, isolation and boredom will fairly reliably lead to 
self-harm in certain animals that are susceptible.”  
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2013 “‘Because None of Us are as Cruel as All of Us’: Anonymity and Subjectivation” in 

CTheory). But there is a sense in which it is perhaps always already turned in. 

To reach out though digital communication is to cast the net of our attention in the 

hopes that it catches something, or rather, that something snags it. In that moment of 

interest, when we are no longer bored, we are absorbed. I think that this longing for 

communion is a longing to obliterate our separate selves and be fully present, which is to 

say fully experiencing a-reflectively, because experience happens only in the present 

tense. Like religious communion, it is an expression of the death drive; we are aware that 

our spending time on the various activities of our lives is to deplete the resource we are 

trying to use well. We are filled with dread and angst to see the hourglass with the bottom 

sawed out. In response to the self-making imperative, the death drive manifests a desire 

for discharging the burden of Western selfhood. 

 In capital- and information-driven society, choices, like a chain letter, tend to 

multiply into yet further subsets of themselves as part of subjects’ endless project of self-

making, rather than providing moments of closure. What texting in particular does is set 

us to a potentially infinite series of discrete tasks, each one promising to yield a reply in 

kind, and with it, a dopamine rush from our neural reward circuitry. This kind of choice 

overload is a matter of being stuck on repeat. Texting, I have suggested, has much to tell 

us about why we spend our time in a capital- and information-driven society the way that 

we do. We may sneer at it, but we do it, and nobody who does it actually finds it trivial. 

Above, I have shown that there are a number of powerful draws to 

communicating over text, the reasons for which map a constellation between questions 



 

 

83 

about boredom, choice, meaning, and our experience of time. Just as this chapter has 

been spent elaborating a vignette of texting as a cultural practice which sustains a 

reflective encounter with these questions, the next does the same with another cultural 

form, this time, a symbol – the line. What follows in chapter three is an interstice 

between chapter two’s aestheticization of boredom in texting, and chapter four’s 

exploration of boredom in extended prose, including non-expressive writing and the 

novel. Chapter three takes the line – in diagramming, doodling, drawing, and as a symbol 

in and of itself – as a cipher of boredom, and uses it as a connector between these 

chapters on communicating boredom through writing in everyday non-art contexts, and in 

fine art and literary contexts. Starting from the idea that one particular kind of line – the 

straight line – has become “a virtual icon of modernity” (Ingold 2007, 152), it is a 

meditation on what the metaphorics of the line more broadly reveals about boredom in 

the rhythms of late modern temporality and the affective paths we take to navigate 

through it. 
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Chapter 3 

On Line: Pursuing Temporal-Affective Paths in Network Society 

through the Poetics of the Line15 

The difference between drawing a line freehand and with a ruler precisely parallels that 
between wayfaring and transport … In the first case, only when the traveller has arrived 
at a place can he truly be said to have found his way there. All along the trail he has to 
attend to his path in relation to the ever-changing vistas and horizons as he proceeds. In 
real life … we perceive the environment not from a stationary point, nor from a 
succession of such points, but in the course of our movement along … ‘a path of 
observation.’ 

Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History 
 

On the horizon of the modern world dawns the black sun of boredom, and the critique of 
everyday life has a sociology of boredom as part of its agenda. 

Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life Vol. 2 
 

In Western societies, straight lines are ubiquitous. We see them everywhere, even when 
they do not really exist … The relentlessly dichotomizing dialectic of modern thought has, 
at one time or another, associated straightness with mind as against matter, with rational 
thought as against sensory perception, with intellect as against intuition, with science as 
against traditional knowledge, with male as against female, with civilization as against 
primitiveness, and – on the most general level – with culture as against nature. 
 Tim Ingold, Lines: A Brief History 

 

 

Performing an Alignment 

What follows is a meditation on line which serves as a link between two 

vignettes,16 as if between items in an organizational chart. It is also a way of approaching 

                                                        
15 Portions of this chapter have been adapted for publication in 2014 as “Unravelling the Identity 
of the Line in Culture: Dominant Lines in the Temporal-Affective Structure of Late Modernity” 
in The International Journal of the Image 4 (4): 113-25. 
16 As we move into a discussion of writing, and later, visual art, it is now that it makes sense to 
comment on the choice of “vignette” as the word to characterize chapters two and four, and 
indeed this chapter, as the liaison between them. (“Liaison,” too, is chosen deliberately, to call to 
mind a speech-sound redistribution in which an otherwise silent final consonant is articulated as 
the initial sound of a following syllable that begins with a vowel or with a silent consonant, 
implying that the contexts of each are related and modify each other, but are in some sense self-
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the non-discursive conditions of these vignettes’ contents by excavating the formal 

properties of writing – in texting, which I treat as a matter of communicating information, 

and in conceptual art and literature, from which I take examples about how we 

communicate our experience of being overloaded by that information. These formal 

properties are the properties of the line. It turns out that the line as a formal element, as a 

symbol, and as a heuristic device, has much consonance with the topic of boredom-as-

overload. Unfurled or folded up into letters, the line itself has something to tell us about 

writing which somehow manifests that nexus of time and affect characterized by the 

contemporary forces that can make choice and information boring. 

 We will start close to where we left off, now considering the spatial shape, and 

not just the temporal rhythm, of the lines of communication in texting. 

 

3.1 Tracing a Lineage: Straight, Fragmented, and Networked Lines 

The anthropologist Tim Ingold (2007) has made the contention that people inhabit 

a world that consists in the first place not of things but of lines. One particular kind of 

line, the straight line, he has called “a virtual icon of modernity” (Ingold 2007, 152). The 

invisible line that connects people together through their mobile devices is one that may 
                                                                                                                                                                     

contained. Fittingly, in phonetics the liaison is symbolized notationally by a small concave line, 
the undertie, pointing from one letter across the chasm to the next). According to several 
etymological dictionaries, the use of vignette to mean "literary sketch" was first recorded in 1880, 
probably from the photographic sense of the term meaning a portrait with its edges shaded off. 
Visually, the connotation suggests a focal area rather than a singular focal point or an entire 
scene, and in terms of writing, suggests an autonomous characterization of a time, place, or idea – 
a treatment of something that impresses itself upon the senses, rather than a formulation of a 
causal argument. The vignettes presented here are composed as such to sustain an impressionistic 
and scholarly encounter with themes of time, boredom, and choice under the conditions of late 
modernity. 
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be imagined as such – as straight – by users who experience messaging as direct, two-

way communication, in much the same way as Le Corbusier (1924, 274) imagined that 

the purposeful person “walks in a straight line because he [sic] has a goal and knows 

where he is going, he has made up his mind to reach some particular place and goes 

straight to it.” In the modern imagination, where circuities are encountered they are 

countered with a ritual of making straight, substituting what we can do with space for 

what we cannot do with time. In fact, we pay for directness, for efficiency, and for 

regular telecommunications service, and having given over money, we just about 

unconditionally expect it. But actually this line does take a circuitous pathway through 

what’s called a control channel to reach a cell phone tower, which then relays it to the 

intended recipient, along with some information additional to the message that was sent – 

that is, the message’s metadata, which includes things like the length of the text, a time 

stamp, the destination phone number, the format, etc. And on some level, perhaps digital 

communication actually even manifests a desire to interrupt the traditional line of 

communication; communication, which used to entail the truth formulated by Dante (c. 

1304-07) that “one eye cannot look at another without being seen by it, because as the 

eye which beholds receives the form on the pupil along a straight line, so also, its own 

form goes along by the same line into the eye which it beholds” (quoted in Martin 2011, 

138). In some ways, remote, asynchronous digital communications allow us to see 

without being seen, or at least give us the impression that we can. Of course there’s the 

practice of sending cameraphone photos or videos, but there is also the impression that 

comes from being able to experience someone baring their emotions or their body (not to 
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forget how many missives only bear mundane information like a grocery list) and being 

permitted to miss a beat in order to decide on a response rather than react spontaneously 

(or else have to act to cover it up). Texters take turns with this power, so it is always 

being redistributed, but it is never at one time evenly distributed, which makes for a 

compelling tension. The optics of this characterization resonate with texting in a way 

that’s different from the sending of a letter, which does not pretend to mimic the 

immediacy of co-location, and does not substitute its own light for the traditional source. 

In texting, the light from the eye is trained down at the screen, modified by the 

technology itself, and beamed to another screen. 

Evidently, the supposedly direct line of communication is crooked, to say the 

least, in part because it is in fact intercepted (by the cell tower at minimum, if we’re not 

the targets of surveillance) as a matter of course. Moreover, when you scale the text 

exchange up to more than one interaction, it is clear that such bivalent communications 

are always already part of a network, whose very geometry is based on recursions and 

digressions.17 As Wendy Hui Kyong Chun (2014) puts it, “our devices constantly leak” 

trickles of data to each other because they have to speak their language as well as ours. 

                                                        
17 It has been argued that a digression, coming from the combination of “dis-“ (meaning "apart, 
aside") plus “gradi” (meaning "to step, go"), is the path writing takes even outside the network. In 
describing the transformation of writing at the onset of modernity, Michel de Certeau ([1984] 
2011, 134) says the modern writer performs “an itinerant, progressive, and regulated practice – a 
‘walk.’” (Ingold [2007, 92], for the record, disagrees on the grounds that, unlike writing, walking 
leaves no trace, and unlike taking steps, “the movement that generates [handwriting] tolerates no 
interruption,” since its traces are not discrete fragments, but flowing thoughts). The artist John 
Berger (1982, 284-85) likewise compares storytelling to the walk: “No story is like a wheeled 
vehicle whose contact with the road is continuous. Stories walk, like animals and men [sic]. And 
their steps are not only between narrated events but between each sentence, sometimes each 
word. Every step is a stride over something not said.” 



 

 

88 

They have much data to coordinate, which they do through processes like breaking it up 

into deliverable packets and by protecting it through encryption, which we users are 

simply not capable of doing ourselves. (If it ever became quaint, retro, or rustic to get 

into the nuts and bolts of exposing all the automatized work that goes on behind instant 

messaging, like it has become fashionable to DIY with formerly laborious manual 

processes like baking bread from scratch, of course the messaging would precisely cease 

to be instantaneous. Unsurprisingly, this kind of analogue détournement has become a 

feature of a number of art practices teetering at what the critic Claire Bishop [2012, 434] 

has called contemporary art’s “digital divide,” more so than actual confrontations with 

“what it means to see, think, and filter affect through the digital”). The point is that 

background crosstalk is essential to networks’ operationality as networks. “Your signal,” 

Chun quips, “is my noise.” What this suggests is that while the straight line may be an 

icon of modernity – and it endures because many of the binary oppositions listed by 

Ingold in the epigraph above still endure in some way – but the networked line18 is surely 

                                                        
18 A discussion of the networked line in this context calls to mind the concept of the rhizome 
developed by the philosopher Gilles Deleuze and psychoanalyst Félix Guattari via the 
psychologist Carl Jung. The rhizome is a botanical metaphor for that which “has no beginning or 
end; it is always in the middle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo” (Deleuze and Guattari 
[1980] 1987, 25). More than a metaphor, in fact, it is the basis of a liberatory ontology developed 
by the pair. As opposed to the image of the tree, which has a clear top and bottom orientation, the 
rhizome “connects any point to any other point” (21). Being “composed not of units but of 
dimensions, or rather directions in motion,” it is “in contrast to centered (even polycentric) 
systems with hierarchical modes of communication and preestablished paths” (21). The concept 
has been widely applied in media theory, where “it has been offered as an explanatory framework 
for network (both human and machine) theory and hypertext, although,” according to Mark 
Gartler (2004), “a strict reading of Deleuze and Guattari does not support these interpretations.” 
This is on account of the fact that, while the World Wide Web involves peer-to-peer and indeed 
many-to-many communications, the architecture of the Internet itself does rely on hierarchical 
and binary relationships ranging from binary code, to the reliance of small regional internet 
service providers (ISPs) on the larger national ones from whom they have to buy network 
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emerging as an icon of late modernity, characterized as it is in terms that make 

metonymic the coordinated movement of information enabled by massive connectivity.  

In his final pages Ingold himself updates the picture, but a little differently. He 

reasons: 

If the straight line was an icon of modernity, then the fragmented line seems to be 
emerging as an equally powerful icon of postmodernity … the fragmented, 
postmodern line goes across: not however stage by stage, from one destination to 
the next, but from one point of rupture to another. These points are not locations 
but dislocations, segments out of joint … the straight line of modernity, driven by 
a grand narrative of progressive advance, is utopian; the fragmented line of post 
modernity is dystopian. (Ingold 2007, 167) 
 

And in a later work, Being Alive: Essays on Knowledge, Movement, and Description  

(2011, 63), he introduces the concept of the “meshwork,” which, rather than "a network 

of interacting entities," is about the "entangled lines of life, growth and movement." The 

meshwork is certainly a much more analogue metaphor than the network, at least the way 

Ingold casts it, because it captures how the “web of life” not only expands, but that the 

connections among its lines are also constantly being reconfigured. Pace Ingold I 

                                                                                                                                                                     

capacity, to the institutions of power that underlie the Internet’s operation (eg. the technical 
infrastructure and legal framework of states). Nonetheless the rhizome certainly has resonances 
with themes of concern to us here. Notably, there is the idea that rhizomatic movement is a 
“mapping” of “experimentation in contact with the real” rather than a “tracing” of pre-given lines 
(Deleuze and Guattari [1980] 1987, 12), and the way this cartography might be related to the 
activity of drawing and writing as “lines of flight.” That is, in Deleuzo-Guattarian terms, 
“movements of deterritorialization and destratification” (3), but also “lines [that] always tie back 
to one another” as part of the rhizome (9). In fact, in an earlier essay, “Politics” (published in On 
the Line [1983]) Deleuze had already conceptualized the social macrocosm as a series of lines. 
The idea was developed in various was in the mammoth A Thousand Plateaus, whose opening 
pages contain the enigmatic phrase: “concepts are lines, which is to say, number systems attached 
to a particular dimension of the multiplicities (strata, molecular chains, lines of flight or rupture, 
circles of convergence, etc.)” (Deleuze and Guattari [1980] 1987, 2). Because an in-depth 
discussion is needed to do justice to this complex concept and because I find the rhizome’s 
explanatory potential limited with respect to the formal properties of the line, I do not engage 
with it further in the present work. 
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nonetheless use “networked line” here because it is precisely the element of linearity that 

I am trying to capture along with, equally, the digital quality of the information network 

and the social forms to which it gives rise. 

As for the networked line versus the fragmented line, the networked line can 

admit being conceived of as fragmented, but emphasizes that it is foremost about 

connection. It is a different icon19 than the one Ingold revises, which likewise persists 

alongside the straight line for the reason just given above: as concepts, neither late 

modernity nor postmodernity can be said to have wholly supplanted the complex of 

ideologies that we call modernity. It stands to reason, then, that if the straight line is “an 

index of the triumph of rational, purposeful design over the vicissitudes of the natural 

world” (Ingold 2007, 152), and the fragmented line indexes the actual social disjunctures 

found in the discharge of this purportedly rational ideal, perhaps the networked line 

indexes the attentional distribution that is characteristic of today’s age. That is, the digital 

age, the information age, and ironically, if we believe George Monbiot, the age of 

loneliness. 

                                                        
19 To dwell with this subordinate and parallel discourse in intertextuality, I suspect Ingold has 
chosen the word “icon” for especially its lay and religious connotations. The lay sense refers to 
something, or often someone, strongly associated with a cultural zeitgeist, like a pop icon. This 
meaning is close, however profaned, to the sense of the word “icon” in Eastern Christianity, 
where it refers to a painted representation of some sacred personage that is venerated itself as 
sacred. As icon, the straight line is isomorphic with the shape of the overriding project of 
modernity itself; that is, with the very notion of progress. Thus, it is both emblematic and exalted. 
I have retained the term for its semiotics and computing connotations as well. In semiotics, the 
icon is one of a number of different classes of sign that stands for its object by virtue of a 
resemblance or analogy to it, which is germane to my purpose in examining the non-discursive 
conditions of writing as an archaeology (cf. Petherbridge 2010, 4-5). And finally, in the digital 
world an icon is a picture or symbol that appears on a screen and is used to represent a command, 
as an opened envelope to represent a read text message, which is a connotation that appreciates 
this view of the digital network qua networked line.  
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Tangled in itself, the networked line maps the fraying ends of our attention as 

they are pulled in different directions by what some see as the inexorable – and in some 

cases, exponential (see Kurzweil 2001) – force of modern technological growth. We are 

always on, but we are beginning to suspect that our availability is inversely proportional 

to the strength of our actual connections. As more of our lives takes place in an online 

world whose ontology, as we already saw Liam Mitchell (2014) argue, bends users 

toward convenience, we are asked to sacrifice less and less to achieve moments of 

communion – with each other, with knowledge – that would imbue the results with hard-

won meaning. Not dissimilarly, it is all too possible to default to tacitly accepting, rather 

than critically choosing ways of resisting (or perhaps even embracing) the Sisyphean 

labour of our working lives in a time where our work is described by and distributed 

through the model of the network; networks, to which there is “no end … only more 

webs to be spun” (Chun 2012). Whereas the image of the straight line conforms to the 

idea of a modern grand narrative with progress as its telos, and while the fragmented line 

is on a dérive, the reticulations of the networked line reflect the increasing pressure to 

multitask in pursuit of the manifold goals that are the result of having to make choices 

among manifold options. The recursive organization of the networked line emblematizes 

the ascendency of network logic. 

Of course societies have always had network features, but, as Manuel Castells 

(2004, 5) points out, before microelectronics-based communication technology, 

“networks were an extension of power concentrated at the top of the vertical 

organizations that shaped the history of humankind: states, religious apparatuses, war 



 

 

92 

lords, armies, bureaucracies, and their subordinates in charge of production, trade, and 

culture.” Today, in Castells’ words, the material basis of societies is constituted by 

“informationalism,” “a technological paradigm based on the augmentation of the human 

capacity of information processing and communication made possible by the revolutions 

in microelectronics, software, and genetic engineering” (9). What is new in 

informationalism is how digital networks, particularly the Internet, have transcended the 

historical limits of recombination – in some sense, the very basis of innovation – 

including the time it takes to do so. Network society has the “capacity to recombine in 

chosen time information products and information processes to generate a new output, 

which is immediately processed in the Net, in an endless process of production of 

information, communication, and feedback in real time or chosen time” (11). Whereas 

the straight line is infinitely extendable in either direction, and the fragmented line is 

infinitely divisible in the manner of Zeno’s dichotomy paradox, the network is 

characterized by a multivalent scalability, flexibility, and the ability to recombine its 

elements. Comprising a potentially infinite number of nodes and interconnections among 

them, the image of the networked line is a better avatar for a kind of cultural system 

whose dominant values – namely, growth through innovation, endless production, and 

flexible accumulation – reflect some of the network’s defining features. But symbolically 

it can still be said to retain some of the properties of the singular line segment and its 

fragmentation, since, if taken apart, its constituent pieces are these.   
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3.2 Form and Function 

Properties and Poetics of the Straight Line 

The way we imagine the shape of the lines we follow – and in digital forays, we 

might say, the lines that we trail behind and those that we “cast” ahead – has a lot to tell 

us about what kind of a life course is culturally valued. In so many cases culture in 

general has been the purview of the straight line, made emblematic of the supposed 

rationality of the human will, in opposition to curvilinear lines – or, to put it more starkly, 

all other lines – which are assimilated to the mindlessness of nature. In Ingold’s (2007, 

152-53) words: 

We imagine that, in the formation of interior mental representations of the 
material world, the shapes of things are projected onto the surface of the mind – 
much as in perspective drawing they are projected onto the picture plane – along 
straight lines modeled on rectilinear rays of light. And if the lines along which 
light travels are straight, then so are the ways of enlightenment.  
 

At this historical moment, it even “seems as though the quality of straightness has 

become somehow fundamental to the recognition of lines as lines” though “there is no 

reason, intrinsic to the line itself, why it should be straight,” says Ingold (2007, 152, 

emphasis in original). “The hegemony of the straight line is a phenomenon of modernity, 

not of culture in general” (155). Some of the reasons for the association of the straight 

line with modernity have precisely to do with the burden of living up to Enlightenment 

rationality by coping effectively with the processes and byproducts of modernity, 

including information overload and the oppressive conditions of post/industrial labour 

and urban living, which have been analyzed by scholars like Elizabeth Goodstein (2005) 

in terms of boredom and its precursors  (especially ennui). These have to do, among other 



 

 

94 

things, with an unyielding path of progress that is mapped onto a serial timeline, which in 

turn is measured in even increments by the metronomic ticking of the twenty-four hour 

clock. We might say that the straight line imposes a narrative explanation of the world – 

narrative, which the philosopher Jan Zwicky (2006, 93) says “loves temporal linkage and 

loves it as the basis of causal understanding” – over an alternative she would call “lyric” 

witness – lyric, for which exists only “moments of emptied, utterly open attention and 

address” (94). Since serial time won’t return on itself, it is always running out, always 

scarce, must always be maximized. To travel its path is to be in a state of perpetual 

departure. Further reasons emerge from the predictable rhythm and direction of this 

schedule, in the form of monotony that must sometimes be endured in the unswerving 

pursuit of deferred meaning – Lefebvre’s vignette of factory line labour being a perfect 

example, though so too is the anecdote of a contemporary CEO describing his job as 

“answering emails” (Levitin 2015) (though there, in the digital network, the line begins to 

fork) which is a matter of doing something that no number of repetitions will ever get 

done. The straight line is a line of best fit,20 which, in the name of efficiency, minimizes 

extraneous data and the unexpected conjunctures that can be realized by veering off to 

connect their points. 

 

                                                        
20 Ingold (2007, 152) notes that “in algebra, a line is defined by the equation of any two terms, 
each of which is the product of a constant and the first power of a variable” such as “ax + by = 0, 
where a and b are constants, and x and y are variables. Plotting the possible values of the two 
variables by means of Cartesian co-ordinates, the result is a line that is perfectly straight.” These 
alone are called linear equations, while all other shapes yielded by algebraic functions are called 
curves, even though geometrically, they are neither points nor planes, but that in-between 
dimension of a point extended in space – a line.  
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Properties and Poetics of the Networked Line 

The straight line turns out to be a rich heuristic for thinking about Western 

modernity while the networked line has a parallel relationship with late modernity and 

the temporal-affective dislocations it has produced, among which a specific genre of 

boredom is emblematic. (I am again using genre in Lauren Berlant’s sense to describe 

boredom as a sort of affective medium or atmosphere that’s conditioned in different 

contexts by different cultural priorities, material realities, and discursive limitations). But 

while its detours and alternative lines register the accelerating rhythm of life “under a 

permanent speedup” (Goodstein 2005, 18) and chart the jagged detours opened up by 

proliferating choice – consumer, ideological, and otherwise – it is true that the straight 

line was already running along the furrows sown with the seeds of the unique kinds of 

attentional problems that would come to be indexed by the networked line. As Guy 

Debord ([1967] 2013, 23) observed almost half a century ago as contemporary screen-

based media culture was beginning to take shape, “behind the masks of total choice, 

different forms of the same alienation confront each other." Our problems with novel 

media were not themselves so novel. And now, for some, this observation is just as 

applicable when we “think of social media, and the white noise of most online life” 

(Harris 2012). Lines of code and lines of hypertext interact with and affect each other, 

sending us on disorienting digressions as if through black holes, which land us in 

unpredictable places. Whereas the straight line of modern progress was everybody’s line, 

the networked line is the endlessly differentiating line of individual freedom to pursue 

personal potential – the kind of progress won through the never-satisfied activities of 
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self-making. Its branches represent subjective adventures among which you must choose 

your own. Their tortuous shape registers these incessant demands to succeed at self-

making and deforms under the force of disappointment over inevitable shortcomings. If 

the late modern moment is different from what came before in the enormous array of 

choices that are now part of the taken-for-granted fabric of life, then the networked line is 

the forever-branching tree diagram of individualist choices, the matrix of comparison and 

decision making, the speeding train of thought that has trouble putting on the brakes. 

Here, the use of line as a heuristic device for thinking about choice represents the 

proliferation of options constitutive of the tyranny of choice, immediately visualizing an 

insidious pattern that may otherwise enter our awareness only gradually, if at all. 

 

3.3 Delineating Virtual and Social Space 

In the closing pages of Lines: A Brief History, just after introducing the concept of 

the fragmented line, Ingold goes on to quote historical geographer Kenneth Olwig (2002), 

who writes “perhaps it is time we moved beyond modernism’s utopianism and 

postmodernism’s dystopianism to a topianism that recognizes that human beings, as 

creatures of history, consciously and unconsciously create places” (quoted in Ingold 

2007, 167). In fact, the networked line certainly describes such a place. Whereas the 

straight line of modern progress must be unidirectional and the fragmented line of 

postmodern rupture can only be dissected, the networked line both shoots off toward new 

stimuli and grafts back onto itself. As John Harris (2012) describes: “just about 

everything that we consume – and, if we're not careful, most of what we do – embodies a 
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mixture of distraction and reinforcement that serves to reproduce the mode of society and 

economy that has taken the idea of the spectacle to an almost surreal extreme” (which is a 

way of describing, in other words, “what we now know as neoliberalism”). The 

networked line describes a kind of place we inhabit, a place we make for ourselves. Its 

structure primarily represents the paths of choice and communication, which intersect in 

the concept that the network society has brought into relief: that information can be 

harnessed to more and less ethical ends, but in essence, information itself just wants to be 

free.21 

Networked recursion must admit of some paradox. “Paraphrasing the words of 

Wendy Chun,” Josephine Bosma (2014) writes that “anxiety over surveillance (and 

commodification) and hope for empowerment complement rather than oppose each other. 

Exposure and leakage are necessary aspects for networks to work.” Likewise, the reasons 

why the kinds of choice I am talking about are debilitating aren’t intrinsic to choice itself. 

In network society, choice both masks and is boredom. As the archaeologist Christopher 
                                                        
21 The phrase “information wants to be free” is often misattributed to the author of the 1984 book 
Hackers, Steven Levy. In a recent reflection on this pathbreaking work thirty years on, Levy 
explained that the phrase was actually uttered by Stewart Brand, the info-tech world legend who 
in 1968 created the Whole Earth Catalog, “a kind of Google 35 years before Google came along” 
(Coleman 2009). It happened during a conversation at a conference devoted to the subject matter 
of Hackers shortly after its release and, in its original context, the phrase wasn’t a standalone 
rallying cry, but rather the flipside to one of a “couple interesting paradoxes” noted by Brand. 
What the latter in fact said was: “On the one hand information wants to be expensive, because it’s 
so valuable. The right information in the right place just changes your life. On the other hand, 
information wants to be free, because the cost of getting it out is getting lower and lower all the 
time. So you have these two fighting against each other” (Brand [1984] quoted in Levy 2014). 
Nonetheless, affirms Levy (2014), “the phrase has been describe [sic] as ‘a battle cry for the 
relentless march of the Internet’ [Priceonomics]; ‘The single dominant ethic in this [digital] 
community’ [Jon Katz]; and ‘the defining slogan of the information age’ [Bert DeCourtere]. 
Historian Adrian Johns has tied the sentiment to the earliest days of digital culture: ‘If we think 
‘information wants to be free,’ then we voice a sentiment championed by Wiener, Polanyi and 
Plant.’” 
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Tilley (2008, 209) put it in his review of Lines, we can see some lines in society as being 

dominant whereas others might be conceived as “lines of resistance to those that are 

dominant. These dominant lines have changed historically.” If boredom is not what could 

be called a “dominant” line, since it has gone from being incised by the pressures of 

monotony to being incised by the pressures of frenetic task switching, it is certainly a 

throughline, or maybe a bass line thrumming below more recognizable frequencies, or 

else a horizon line where Lefebvre’s black sun is climbing.  

Thinking through these socio-historical manifestations of the line, my contention 

has been that when we follow some of the particular lines that are dominant in composing 

the affective conditions of late modernity, we can perceive the links between a number of 

cultural forces that have transformed the temporal rhythms and interior lives of 

contemporary subjects. But what the analysis of patterns in their cultural manifestations 

has also suggested is in fact a metonymic connection between the concepts of line, time, 

and mind more broadly. The case for this shared tripartite identity can be made by 

reflecting on what we discover when we draw, write, imagine, or look at lines in general. 

Next, I consider that if boredom is a special experience of time that is uniquely self-

reflexive, then the depth and kind of correspondence between line, time, and mind 

suggest that the line might stand as a cipher of boredom itself. 
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3.4 Tropes22 of Line, Time, and Mind 

We have already seen that the dominant representation in the modern Western 

imaginary is the linear image of the “timeline” of successive events, but cross-cultural 

studies show that almost everywhere, we find representations of time as both serial and 

cyclical (Laughlin and Throop 2003). Nevertheless, whether conceived of as serial or 

cyclical, whether broken up into historical eras, or thought of as the flow of your own 

consciousness, time is directional and can therefore be said to proceed along a path. 

Thought, too, is directional, and proceeds along a path, albeit one with iterative loops, 

branching arms, and dead ends. These lines are also, by essence, always incomplete, open 

to being extended, and therefore always suggestive of a future.  

According to Emma Dexter (2005, 10), “the line enjoys a direct link with thought 

and with an idea itself. Its very nature is unstable, balanced equally between pure 

abstraction and representation; its virtue is its fluidity.” The line records a map of time, 

encoding the history of its making through the actions of its maker. Of the drawn line, 

Deanna Petherbridge (2010, 2) observes “the serial and temporal nature of its linearity … 

as profoundly embedded in history as in the present.” The nature of this same line, 

according to Andy Goldsworthy (1994), is to register patterns over time, “exploring” and 

“alert to changes of rhythm and feelings of surface and space” (quoted in Ingold, 2007, 

129). 

These insights come from drawing because, as an underdog practice that hasn’t 
                                                        
22 Trope can refer to the class of literary devices to which metonymy belongs, that is, any use of 
words in other than their literal sense. But it is also a suffix, and when used as such, “-trope” 
means “one turned inward,” specifying the involution of the initial element. It is chosen for these 
reasons to comprehend this ternary assemblage, full of reflexion and reticulation. 
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been quite definable in terms of medium, practitioners have often theorized and justified 

it in terms of the only thing that seems essential to it,23 that essential property being the 

line. But these conceptualizations of the line apply and can also be derived from non-art 

contexts as well. It even appears that the intimate link between time, mind, and line is 

ontogenetic as well as inherent to the properties of the line itself. Some child 

psychologists have suggested that in the first place, drawings are merely deictic gestures. 

The root of children’s mark-making, on this view, is in bodily movements that mean to 

express some feeling, thought, or impression. These gestures only incidentally fix a 

record of the mental activity when the gesturing body part happens to move over some 

surface that gives way under pressure (as in sand) or when it happens to hold an 

inscriptive tool or otherwise transfer pigment while moving over some surface capable of 

registering its contact (as in paper) (Vygotsky 1978, 108). In elaborated art forms, too, 

the link between line and thought may remain quite direct without crossing into the 

territory of textual composition. “For writers of the past,” Ingold (2007, 128) reminds us, 

“a feeling or observation would be described in the movement of a gesture and inscribed 

in the trace it yields. What mattered was not the choice and semantic content of the words 

                                                        
23 But the essence of drawing in line is not settled either. For instance, Michelle MacKinnon is 
one contemporary artist who uses powdered graphite in drawing – which is not just her primary, 
but her sole medium – creates large-scale (often 6’x9’) hyperrealistic portraits on paper using 
cotton swabs, paper stomps, and other tools which are precisely not pointed. The only lines she 
ever creates are, ironically, made through acts of erasure when the sake of detail requires her to 
reveal white ground again with a small mechanical eraser. The graphic signature of these works is 
airbrush-soft diffusion of monochrome pigment that mimics our optical experience that “we 
perceive edges as edges, not as lines, and however sharp they may be (no real edge can be 
perfectly sharp, just as no real line can be perfectly straight), this perception is always inflected 
by the characteristic textures of adjoining surfaces” (Ingold 2007, 166). (It is interesting to note 
the fact that only “a freehand line can convey something of this texture, whereas a ruled line 
cannot” [166]). 
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themselves – these could be wholly conventional, as in a liturgical text – but the quality, 

tone and dynamic of the line itself.” 

The way the line highlights time and mind together is no accident. It has been posited, in 

a variety of thought traditions, that there is in fact an identity between the temporal and 

the mental; that, to borrow a phrase from Bergson, time is “the hidden being” of thought. 

In a discussion of Henri Bergson’s “double time-thinking,” Frédéric Worms (2005, 1226) 

speaks of the aporetic nature of Bergson’s “methodological and ontological” thought; that 

is, of Bergson’s “trying to think time with the mind, but also to think the mind as 

temporal, time as a paradoxical object for thought, and time as the hidden being of 

thought!” Bergson’s paradox might be rendered more simply as the insight that 

experience is inherently temporal. This experience of time he called duration. “Duration 

is the form which the succession of our conscious states assumes when our ego lets itself 

live, when it refrains from separating its present state from its former states” (Bergson 

[1910] 1950, 100). This foundational observation about the unity of time and 

consciousness is apparent also in Edmund Husserl ([1893-1917] 1991, 77), who asserts 

that “absolute flow of consciousness” is “time-constituting.” In some senses, this point is 

uncontroversial. To occupy space is to be co-located in time. In this spatiotemporal 

location we experience the passage of time, and we cannot help but experience in the 

present tense. (Though, in contrast to Husserl, Heidegger would say that it is a mistake to 

pare down our temporality to this present-centeredness because we are always orienting 

ourselves toward future projects, and this forward-looking intentionality means that we 

are also fundamentally futural beings.) Still, the nature of time remains hotly debated in 

analytical philosophy,24 and has been, in Worms’ (2005, 1226) words, “a mystery in 

                                                        
24 The experiential privilege of the present is a concept captured in philosophical literature by the 
phrase “the presence of experience” [PE]. The apparent priority of the present has posed a 
challenge, especially, for many proponents of the B-Theory (which is a combined commitment to 
eternalism [the position that all times are equally real] and tenseless time) because it seems to 
conflict with a commitment to the notion that “the tensed predicates ‘is past’, ‘is present’, and ‘is 
future’ are semantically tenseless” (Mozersky 2015, 89). B-Theory, for its part, represents a 
highly contested position among prominent A-Theoretic scholarship that denies that the past, 
present, and future are equally real and that the future is as fixed as the past. 
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thought since at least Heraclitus and Augustine.” This enduring mystery compels us not 

to solve it, but to manage its poles. At one moment, the elusive present motivates 

historical retrieval as we try to grab onto what is constantly slipping away, and, at 

another, the temporal stagnation of boredom generates the psychic friction that propels us 

into future time. Thus, experience is always an experience of time, meaning that we have 

to think about time with this apparatus that is itself constitutive of time – the mind. 

Perhaps it is to be expected, then, that aesthetic confrontations with the 

transformation of temporal rhythms and interior lives of contemporary subjects living 

under permanent speedup and proliferating choice have often traded on the properties of 

the line. What is common to all is a use of line that speaks to the immediacy of thought 

and to the inscription of time through line’s recording of the history of its own making or 

through techniques of gradual accretion. These are drawings, conceptual writings, novels, 

and those that confound medial distinctions, which are blurred in projects such as writing 

intended for the gallery walls; diagrammatic drawings that employ notational elements 

like letters and numbers; and in drawings whose titles appear inscribed in the picture 

plane itself, or are captioned with philosophical or poetic texts whose presence there is 

not merely supplementary, but actually part of the drawing. They link fine art and 

quotidian acts of drawing with literature and quotidian acts of writing – which in any case 

is a subspecies of drawing since “the hand that writes does not cease to draw” (Ingold 

2007, 124). (And, I would argue, the hands that type do not cease to write, since the 

resulting text still has its own materiality that is shaped by the formal qualities of the 

line). In them, linearity functions as an enabling constraint that sometimes evokes the 

dullness of repetition, or the monasticism of painstaking pattern making. Other times it 

underscores the discipline of labour carried out with standardized precision. Or we see 
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the line as scribble or strikethrough, an emblem of erasure – that is, erasure in the sense 

of formally transcending boring content. Famously content-less artworks employ some 

kind of formal structure that allows us to achieve that transcendence and aestheticize 

boredom, as do certain everyday obsessions like we have already seen with texting. Many 

anti-expressive writing projects, for example, contend with the tyranny of choice in terms 

of authorial decision-making. Those of Sol LeWitt, Robert Morris, John Baldessari, and 

Joseph Kosuth in fact tended to refuse “familiar strategies of authorial control in favor of 

automatism, reticence, obliquity, and modes of noninterference” (Dworkin 2011, xliv) as 

a way of responding to the ambivalent dis/enchantments of modernity. 

In the next chapter I will turn to a consideration of this kind of work as an “other” 

of information overload, as a way to decipher boredom as an erosion of shared meaning. 

Identifying the self-imposed constraints that enables it to explore questions of choice, 

boredom, patience, endurance, obsession, and iterability affords an approach to questions 

like: how does the line’s recording of the history of its own making paradoxically evoke 

both the dullness of repetition and the immediacy of thought? How does the task of 

designing algorithms and elaborating their infinitely repeatable patterns comment on the 

way leisure smacks of work and that work is never over? How can these objects be used 

as aesthetic touchstones for thinking questions of time and meaning in information 

society in ways that render those questions autonomous from regimes of instrumental 

reason and morality? 

Speaking of aesthetic encounters with the network, Bosma (2014) recalls that “in his 

book The Interface Effect Alexander Galloway calls for a new form of visualization, one 

that reveals the important political and cultural objects and events in the network society 
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that exist beyond the visual plane” alongside the words of Critical Art Ensemble (1994, 

66), which has proclaimed that “one should seek an aesthetics of confusion that reveals 

potential choices, thus collapsing the bourgeois aesthetic of efficiency.” She suggests that 

“learning to see beyond the surface” of the network “might achieve just that” (Bosma 

2014). Since Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927) we have had the explicit idea that 

technology wants to be transparent. In “The Question Concerning Technology” (1977, 5) 

he states: “Everything depends on our manipulating technology in the proper manner as a 

means. We will, as we say, ‘get’ technology ‘spiritually in hand.’ We will master it.” 

When we do, it is as if we forget we are even wielding it. This tendency towards 

transparence is one which we might say “mediates between our desire for integrity and 

the experience of self supervenient on our species’ capacity for tool-use” (Zwicky 2006, 

96), “whose exercise makes the experience of wholeness impossible” (94). We see this 

tendency these days quite literally in bigger screens, thinner devices, implantables, 

thought controlled gadgets, and ubiquitous biofeedback, all of which manifests the desire 

of tool-users to merge with the tools they cannot help but use and, thereby, to eliminate 

feelings of cumbersomeness and of separateness.25 Art, as we shall see, aims to make 

technology and its effects opaque again. 
  

                                                        
25 Although Heidegger supposed well-functioning tools-in-use to become phenomenologically 
transparent, the architect Peter McCleary (1988) has suggested that the kinds of high-tech tools 
that require little bodily engagement and deny the user direct tactile feedback remain instead 
opaque. I take McCleary’s point about “black box” technologies, whose inner workings are 
largely mysterious to all but a fraction of highly specialized engineers, but contend that almost 
thirty years on there have also been some shifts back toward certain kinds of transparency. 
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Chapter 4 

Making More Boring Art: Conceptual Drawing and Writing as an 

Other of Information Overload 

When documentary reaches a certain density, it morphs into its opposite – the hyperreal 
of “factual telepathy.” 

Marjorie Perloff, Unoriginal Genius 
 
Pattern recognition in the midst of a huge, overwhelming, destructive force is the way out 
of the maelstrom. The huge vortices of energy created by our media present us with 
similar possibilities of evasion of consequences of destruction … The artist’s insights or 
perceptions seem to have been given to mankind as a providential means of bridging the 
gap between evolution and technology. 

Marshall McLuhan, “Man and Media” 
 
It turns out that bliss – a second-by-second joy + gratitude at the gift of being alive, 
conscious – lies on the other side of crushing, crushing boredom. Pay close attention to 
the most tedious thing you can find (tax returns, televised golf), and, in waves, a boredom 
like you’ve never known will wash over you and just about kill you. Ride these out, and 
it’s like stepping from black and white into color. Like water after days in the desert. 
Constant bliss in every atom. 
 David Foster Wallace, The Pale King  

   

Over the course of one year the writer Kenneth Goldsmith retyped verbatim every 

scrap of text visible to him in one day’s New York Times. The single issue was not a 

momentous one, but just a slow Friday before the Labor Day weekend in 2000. Making 

“no distinction between editorial and advertising, stock quotes or classified ads. If it 

could be considered text, I had to have it. Even if there was, say, an ad for a car, I took a 

magnifying glass and grabbed the text off the license plate” (Goldsmith 2004). He 

doesn’t expect you to read it or his other works like it – “I retyped a day's copy of the 

New York Times and published it as a 900 page book. Now you know what I do without 

ever having to have read a word of it” (Goldsmith 2004) – but yet it is important that it 
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was actually made and not just described in prose or suggested as a set of instructions. 

Whereas Sol LeWitt (1967, 79) expressed the sentiment, shared among mid-century 

conceptualists, that “when an artist uses a conceptual form of art it means that all of the 

planning and decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair,”26 

for Goldsmith it was only in the making of the work that he arrived at the work’s central 

insights; profound and unexpected insights about the nature of boredom and attention. He 

describes them in his treatise “Being Boring”: 

Far from being boring, it was the most fascinating writing process I've ever 
experienced. It was surprisingly sensual. I was trained as a sculptor and moving 
the text from one place to another became as physical, and as sexy as, say, carving 
stone. It became this wild sort of obsession to peel the text off the page of the 
newspaper and force it into the fluid medium of the digital. (Goldsmith 2004) 
 

Even his students, he says, when assigned to perform the same task with any five pages 

of their choosing, were “full of revelations.” And Goldsmith (2005, 110) reminds us, 

when he appropriates LeWitt’s “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art” to the ends of conceptual 

writing, that LeWitt also acknowledged27: 

If the artist [writer] carries through his [her] idea and makes it into visible form, 
then all the steps in the process are of importance (emphasis mine). The idea 
itself, even if not made visual [apparent], is as much a work of art as any finished 
product. All intervening steps – scribbles, sketches, drawings [drafts], failed 
works [attempts], models [versions], studies, thoughts, conversations – are of 
interest. Those that show the thought process of the artist [writer] are sometimes 
more interesting than the final product. (Goldsmith’s version superimposed in 
square brackets over LeWitt’s 1967 original) 
 

                                                        

 
27 He also acknowledged that “even while writing these ideas there seemed to be obvious 
inconsistencies (which I have tried to correct, but others will probably slip by),” owed perhaps to 
“unclear” thinking (LeWitt 1967, 83). 



 

 

107 

And this is why the literary critic and longtime interlocutor of Goldsmith, Marjorie 

Perloff (2010), suggests we maybe ought not to take Goldsmith at face value when he 

says it doesn’t matter whether or not we read his work. The process of making is where a 

concept instantiates all kinds of particular and unpredictable problem-solving, which 

comes to constitute the detail and specificity of the work. She cautions: we should not 

“assume that what Goldsmith says about a given work is equivalent to what it is,” 

allowing the two things to fully collapse into the identity that consists in “both concept 

and resultant text draw[ing] on the same linguistic base” (Perloff 2010, 149). But just as 

defining “completion” is not a fait accompli for conceptual work, perhaps neither is 

defining when we have “perceived” the work completely. 

For LeWitt’s works, for instance, what constitutes a state of completion is 

unclear. Does the work exist, complete, as a set of instructions? In the carrying out of 

those instructions? Only as long as one copy of the resultant drawing remains on a wall? 

For Goldsmith, the size of his projects are defined by some intrinsic timeline. They are 

complete not because they have achieved some balance between being so grand as to 

provoke emotions of awe or so tiny as to seem inconsequential, as LeWitt advised, but as 

a matter of fidelity to the source material – the point being that we may not know 

everything there is to know about conceptual work if we only know the idea, but we may 

not know any more if we read to the end of Day than if we stopped mid-Day. 

When I assigned the reading (and viewing) of antiexpressive work to my students, 

we agreed that it was actually hard to stop reading repetitious conceptual work – though 

perhaps moreso with re-reading a short instance of text like Baldessari’s penitent I Will 
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Not Make Any More Boring Art (fig. 1) – because we were looking for exactly that “aha” 

moment where the pattern changes and the rhyme or reason reveals itself – even or 

especially when there promises to be none. Though Perloff (2010, 151) argues that 

“nothing but an actual reading of the text can clarify the questions of choice and chance 

that arise here and elsewhere,”28 if Goldsmith is to be believed when he says that 

conceptual writing doesn’t illustrate a philosophy (re: “Paragraphs on Conceptual 

Writing”), it may not make sense to think in terms of an “actual reading” anyway. At 

least in knowing that the artist actually undertook to apply such labour, the audience, 

however remote from the physical product itself, has reason to consider why someone 

would spend a year in typographic purgatory and what that experience was like. 

                                                        
28 I am inspired by N. Katherine Hayles (2012), who argues that the text to come will require a 
synergy between close, hyper, and machine reading, in wondering what the latter will mean for 
reading in aesthetic projects. Machine reading employs computers to apply algorithms to a 
volume of text, either to reveal interesting patterns or, more customarily, to analyze “corpora too 
vast to be read by a single person” (Hayles 2012, 72). What counts as “too vast” depends on that 
single person’s priorities as a reader. I think even for lovers of conceptual writing, especially 
those who need to take in a lot of it in order to be conversant with the field for professional 
reasons, Day might meet criteria. Plus, one wonders what patterns could machine reading 
perceive that human close reading could not? 
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Figure 1. An installation of John Baldessari’s I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art at Le Case 
d'Arte, Milan, in 2011. This wall drawing is based on the 1971 lithograph (57 x 76.4 cm), which 

was, in turn, based on an installation created at Nova Scotia College of Art and Design (NSCAD). 
The original installation was carried out by students Baldessari had instructed to write the phrase 
on the white gallery walls, like punishment on a school blackboard, in his stead since there was 

no money to fly him out to Nova Scotia (MoMA). 

I would argue that it’s equally plausible to regard Day’s concept as already 

containing the antidote to the disease of artists producing art in a world of 

overproduction; in cataloguing exemplars of the unfathomable abundance of content, 

citational works like Day have rejected the need to be consumed in order to communicate 

or indeed to achieve their full realization as art objects. Of course not all “citational” 
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(Perloff 2010) “uncreative” (Goldsmith 2011) or “documentary” (Howe 2003)29 works 

implicitly consent to being ignored. However, citing journalism as well as literature, art 

as well as visual culture, and even what we might call the metadata byproducts of our 

daily lives – Goldsmith’s earlier Fidget (2000), for example, documented every move 

made by his body during one day’s waking hours – they not only make some show of 

grappling with infoglut, but take a stand against being considered just a part of the 

problem. Eschewing the example set by Douglas Huebler in 1968 – “the world is full of 

objects, more or less interesting, I do not wish to add any more” (quoted in Stiles and 

Selz 1996, 840) – what is pointed up is that anything at all can be endlessly spun into 

more content – interpreted, re-presented, and translated in natural, computer, and visual 

languages, into further sets of itself. And that has always been the case. What is different 

now is the unprecedented actualization of all that virtual reality, and the speed and reach 

of information communication. What we now must reckon with, they suggest, are the 

consequences of how we choose to apportion our limited attention within this newly 

pervasive field of information. 

According to Perloff, we might continue to expect more of this writing with found 

text in what one reviewer characterizes as “an increasingly globalized, polyglot world” 

(Golding 2013, 713). But whereas her interest in such works is to decouple the concept of 

artistic “genius” from “originality” in order to do justice to the many “uncreative” works 

that characterize twenty-first-century poetics, my interest in analyzing them is to ask how 
                                                        
29 The poet Susan Howe’s term for the use of historical materials including letters, photographs, 
and maps, such as in her book-length poem The Midnight (2003) is among those Perloff 
catalogues as part of the variety of nomenclature for works that use found text in Unoriginal 
Genius. 
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the “unreadability” of this and other conceptual work materializes a network age 

aesthetics where digital information technologies render nonsense metadata byproducts 

and perceptually inaccessible artefacts (“lossies”) which exceed our sensory apparatus. I 

mean “materialize” in the sense N. Katherine Hayles (2012, 91) uses it, that “materiality 

comes into existence … when attention fuses with physicality to identify and isolate 

some particular attribute (or attributes) of interest.”30 These texts – whose anti-

expressiveness perhaps poses yet another level of untranslatability – track what might be 

called the “infrasensible,” that “virtual field made up of elements too small to be 

perceptible and/or too fast to be actual … insist[ing] below and within culturally 

organized registers of sensibility, appearance, discourse, justice, and identity” (Connolly 

                                                        
30 One concept that might be called to mind here with this talk of time, repetition, and the 
doubling of the world’s contents is Gilles Deleuze’s “time-image.” Developed out of thinking 
about post-war cinema, the time-image is an image (and for Deleuze, everything is an image – 
just a slice of the world) that is infused with time; a direct image of time. Unlike the discrete 
moments of clock time strung out like pearls on a necklace, in the time-image we can sense past 
and future as the penetration of memory and desire into the present (Vitale 2011). According to 
Deleuze, this can be done with film editing strategies like the long take, which makes us aware of 
a past and present within a frame, and the intercutting of shots, which allows us to tip into the 
pasts and futures of an image. The arising of time itself, without being necessarily anchored in the 
subjectivity or actions of a character, can be compared to free indirect discourse in literature 
(Vitale 2011). Time, in this conception, has two axes: the actual, which describes past-present-
future flow, and the virtual, in which we are less present in the present, such as in remembering, 
mind-wandering, or dreaming. “Any image that helps us recognize, recollect, or dream is a time-
image” (Vitale 2011). Mirroring is a device that can manifest time in these ways, whether it be 
with literal mirror images or the use of characters who resemble each other, known as “mirror 
doubles.” Mirroring, in particular, speaks to the uncanny doubling of citational works and the 
way they represent our being less present in the present of a com-tech- and image-mediated 
world. In reflections and repetitions, notions of before and after start to break down in a temporal 
short-circuit. What is represented here is pure difference; time itself. With respect to 
antiexpressive work, the potential for the time-image to guide questions about feelings of realness 
and experience beyond any human notions of time remains for another project. As Deleuze 
([1985] 1997, 171) said of cinema: “The modern fact is that we no longer believe in this world. 
We do not even believe in the events which happen to us, love, death, as if they only half 
concerned us. It is not we who make cinema; it is the world, which looks to us like a bad film.” If 
it is the world that makes cinema, it stands to wonder what kind of literature it writes. 
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[2000] 2002, 181). When they are successful, engaging them exercises modes of 

awareness for both maker and interlocutor that respond to the “information sublime”; that 

is, “awe at this boundless realm of information that earlier generations felt towards the 

extremities of the natural world” (Pepperell 2009, 384). I think back to (the character) 

David Foster Wallace’s passage from The Pale King quoted in chapter two: 

I can’t think anyone really believes that today’s so-called ‘information society’ is 
just about information. Everyone knows it’s about something else, way down … 
Living people do not speak much of the dull. Of those parts of life that are and 
must be dull. Why this silence? Maybe it’s because the subject is, in and of itself, 
dull … only then we’re again right back where we started, which is tedious and 
irksome. There may, though, I opine, be more to it … as in vastly more, right here 
before us all, hidden by virtue of its size. (Wallace 2011, 85) 
 

This chapter considers a set of examples from conceptual poetry, other conceptual 

writing, and conceptual art as indicative of anti-expressive work as an “other” of 

information overload, as a way to decipher boredom as an erosion of shared meaning. It 

does not build on a linear argument carried through from the previous ones, but rather 

occupies its place as a matter of formal arrangement. This vignette of boredom and 

conceptual writing and art is linked by the preceding chapter, “On Line,” with a vignette 

about boredom and texting (chapter two), which analyzes texting as one would analyze 

an art object. One is about a ubiquitous communication technology and the other is about 

critical aesthetic responses to com-tech ubiquity. Between them, the interlude on line is a 

way of approaching the non-discursive conditions of these vignettes’ contents by 

excavating the formal properties of writing – in texting, which I treat as a matter of 

communicating information, and in conceptual art and literature, from which I take 

examples about how we communicate our experience of being overloaded by that 
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information. These formal properties are the properties of the line. The examples that 

follow play out a dialectics of boredom (affect), choice (action), and information (a 

material of art and our material condition) variously in the motivation for art, in the 

viewing of art, as a theme of art, in the making of art, and what it is made from. Like 

Elizabeth Goodstein I am looking to works of art and literature (and indeed aestheticizing 

the everyday practice of texting) to find a metaphorics of boredom in order to supplement 

the shared “weakness” of “philosophical and sociological analyses,” which, in one 

reviewer’s words, tend to “tak[e] the experience literally, rather than grasping its 

discursive construction” (Wolff 2006, 925-26). 

I begin with examples of line-based visual artwork intended for gallery walls, 

considering especially how text enters in some of these works as notation, and then how 

notation can come to stand for the work itself, functioning both semantically and visually 

with the peculiar difference that text takes on “in the institutional context of visual art” 

(Osborne 2002, 27). I move on to treat examples of conceptual writing similarly 

concerned with semantic, thematic, and formal meanings. In particular, I focus on 

Thomas Claburn’s (2006) i feel better after i type to you, a digitally time-stamped 

“stream of consciousness soliloquy” (Claburn quoted in Dworkin and Goldsmith 2011, 

138) curated from among AOL customers’ search query files accidentally released by the 

company in the same year, and several of Goldsmith’s (2004) “object lesson[s] in the 

difference between voluntary and involuntary boredom” amidst “an unprecedented 

amount of available text.” Respectively, these pieces of writing struggle with articulating 

our own curiosities and desires to a search engine that recognizes more languages and 
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idioms than any one user but can only, in the most limited way, anticipate our needs by 

suggesting them to us; and reflect on the new role of the reader as an information 

manager in a world where unmanageable quantities of text are produced and discarded, 

but where it is nonetheless possible to have a meaningful, embodied interaction not just 

with a text, but with the very abounding of text itself. These interactions are considered 

with respect to boredom as they swing between modes of work, play, and ritual. 

Finally, I return to a work that has lent a great deal of gravity to theoretical 

formulations of the affective dynamics among choice and constraint in working with 

overabundant information, The Pale King. Wallace’s final work is sold and reviewed as a 

novel, undoubtedly recognized as one that pushes the boundaries of the genre, but I 

would go so far as to cast it as conceptual writing, bringing it once again within my 

sphere of consideration in this chapter. Beyond being painfully self-conscious as a work 

throughout its length, the plot of The Pale King is above all a formal structure on which 

to hang a thousand impressions and insights about boredom. The theme itself, being by 

definition vacuous, enabled Wallace to choose a setting, the IRS, whose details wouldn’t 

get in the way of his meditation on boredom. It is as if a series of prose fragments, not 

totally modular, but not linear either, were written in the blanks of tax forms, with 

dialogue supplied, where necessary, in the language of boilerplate instructions and 

disclaimers. 

To begin, we look back to a modernist tradition whose modernity was 

encountered with the conscious, unconscious, and non-conscious processes of what 

Douglas Coupland (2014) has lamented as our “pre-Internet brains” (see fig. 2). One 
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which nonetheless anticipated the kinds of aesthetic responses that would be appropriate 

to the “complex syncopation between conscious and unconscious perceptions for humans 

and the interactions of surface displays and algorithmic procedures for machine” (Hayles 

2012, 13) in a “semiocapitalist world [where] the main commodity [is] attention” 

(Berardi 2011). 

 

Figure 2. Douglas Coupland, Slogans For the 21st Century (2011-14). Hand-painted plywood 
panels, (dimensions variable). Not for nothing is “I miss my pre-internet brain” next to the 

ambivalent “Knowing everything turns out to be slightly boring,” which can be compared with 
the nostalgic “I miss being bored,” the fed-up “Bored to death” and the ominous “Bored people 
crave war.” Embedded in a grid with dozens of other terse little phrases about time (“Response 

time is the new distance”), the internet (“Email inboxes are emotional slot machines”), machines 
(“Machines are talking about you behind your back”), and memory (“Memory is irreversibly 
addictive”), these pronouncements tell any number of stories, more or less optimistic, about 

twenty-first-century spatio-temporality. 
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4.1 “All Form Being Information Leasing Matter”: Choice and Meaning in 

Conceptual Drawing  

Writing in the tradition of Marshall McLuhan, the philosopher C.S. Morrissey 

(2013) affirms that we need to “acquire a deeper sensitivity to the meaning of the patterns 

we find in the technological reality of our transformed environment. The most sensitive 

observers of these patterns will be artists.” One of the artists who, in the heyday of 

conceptualism, subsumed form to orderly propositional content was Sol LeWitt, and his 

contributions are worth starting with here for two reasons. One is because his shadow is 

long over later anti-expressive practices. The other is to acknowledge that, already in the 

mid-twentieth-century society of the spectacle and exponentially long before the kind of 

media saturation we have now, artists were pursuing a certain authorial quiescence that 

freed them from a radically expanded field of aesthetic choice and offered some 

absolution from the formal consequences. 

Beginning in the late sixties LeWitt started designing algorithms to manipulate a 

radically minimalist geometry primarily consisting of the line. His compositions 

sometimes began with its one-dimensional progenitor by mapping a set of points on the 

wall and connecting them with lines, and sometimes by delineating a certain horizontal 

line and repeating its profile below over and over again until it suggested a plane whose 

original horizon had stuttered across space in short but regular fits. These formulae 

resulted in large-scale wall drawings of staggering yet incidental beauty, which prepared 

the ground for drawers and neo-conceptualists to come, like Derek Sullivan, Carali 

McCall, and Jorinde Voigt, among others. Until just a few years ago, LeWitt could have 
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been considered both a luminary from a bygone art historical period as well as a 

contemporary artist because he was still practicing professionally until his death in 2007. 

The fact that his wall drawings are still being made, however, makes him somehow oddly 

contemporary. They are still being made because these drawings have always existed first 

and foremost as a set of instructions to be executed by whomever might find themselves 

in possession of them – artistic credentials notwithstanding, precisely because LeWitt 

intended that the formal qualities of the resultant drawings should not be influenced in 

any way by the aesthetic sensibilities of the drawer.31  

One impulse behind this work was to be found in poststructuralist thinking that 

suspected language to be intractably slippery, and so rejected the limits of expressive 

communication before they could fail it. It did so by simply setting about to the task of 

elaborating every permutation and combination of the formal element that was at the 

foundation of the intuitive methodology of drawing. “This kind of art is not theoretical or 

illustrative of theories,” however, wrote LeWitt (1967, 80), “it is intuitive, it is involved 

with all types of mental processes and it is purposeless.” Indeed, in Catherine de Zegher’s 

reckoning (2010, 99) “conceptual art’s line can be understood as congruent with ‘the 

notion of line [as] intellectual, a prime conceptualization, which in itself describes 

                                                        
31 Although I don’t discuss him directly here, the figure who is arguably most associated 
instruction pieces and textual statements is the American conceptualist Lawrence Weiner. It was 
in 1968 that he first explored the idea of letting a description of his work stand as the work itself. 
He has continued to use language as an art form by installing large type (almost always sans serif, 
but never Helvetica [Tate 2009]) on gallery walls and in outdoor spaces, as well. Often “the 
subjects of his epigrammatic statements are … materials, or a physical action or process, as 
exemplified by such works as ONE QUART GREEN EXTERIOR INDUSTRIAL ENAMEL 
THROWN ON A BRICK WALL (1968)” (Guggenheim). Sometimes, they also involve 
“readymade” phrases in the form of clichés or proverbs, such as in EARTH TO EARTH ASHES 
TO ASHES DUST TO DUST (1970). 
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nothing’ … except itself.” But although pared down and purposeless, LeWitt averred 

(1967, 80), there is “no reason to suppose … that the conceptual artist is out to bore the 

viewer.” Rather, as I will argue for him and other conceptual artists in their ways, the 

formal elements of the art can be thought of as set constants that allow subjective 

aesthetic experience to be isolated as the variable. In LeWitt’s case, for instance, the line 

is not only impersonal, but in its making, proceeds at the pace of the human hand. "In 

general,” said artist Wassily Kandinsky ([1926] 1994, 617), “the element of time can be 

recognized to a far greater extent in the case of line than in that of point – extension being 

a temporal concept.” In the case of geometrically precise works, the line proceeds at the 

especially measured pace of a careful hand, entraining consciousness in a timescale 

dictated by the motor coordinations involved in the “most direct externalisation of the 

conceptual” (Petherbridge 2010, 2), which, I will also argue, goes some way in rendering 

the awareness of the other-than-conscious and other-than-conceptual available to 

consciousness. Accessing the “abundant overflow too varied, rich, and deep to make it 

through the bottleneck of attention” (Hayles 2012, 14), that which gives late modern 

boredom its peculiar character, has been and continues to be a powerful tool for artists 

and their interlocutors to grapple with this boredom, whether to make it an unboring 

boredom or to resist the social apathy and political inertia counted on by hegemonic 

forces. (A certain pairing of two of Coupland’s [2011-14] “slogans” seems instructive 

here: “A fully linked world no longer needs a middle class”; “The Internet occupies the 

slot in your head once occupied by religion and politics”). We might say that if line is a 

cipher for boredom then aesthetic manipulation is an act of deciphering. 



 

 

119 

Indeed, LeWitt’s approach was not only “to challenge the retinal imperative of art 

with a deskilled antiaesthetic” (Dworkin 2011, xxxv), but also to totally change the 

relationship of the viewer to the work, and the change was a dynamic one. The stagnancy 

of being part of the plural noun “audience” gave way to the verb “viewing” as work 

began to speak directly to individuals as active participants by asking them to actually 

help construct the art, as not just he but Fluxus and others did, and by animating their 

associations with language and asking them to consider an idea. (And it mattered what 

the idea was about, not just that it was an idea at all – it was, after all, LeWitt [1967, 83] 

who made the terse pronouncement that “conceptual art is good only when the idea is 

good”). Line breaking up into letters, in some cases it was text that animated these 

associations and invited draftspeople or viewers to become aware of their decision-

making process in drafting or in looking, respectively. For example, take Wall Drawing 

305 from 1977 (fig. 3), a “location drawing” “done in black pencil with geometric figures 

emphasized in crayon, foregrounding the process of drawing as a problem-solving 

mechanism” (MASS MoCA 2008). One hundred “random specific” points are 

determined by the draftsperson and can go anywhere on the wall so long as LeWitt’s 

vocabulary and geometric lexicon is used to guide the mapping of the points. You, as the 

drafter, would choose your placement with reference to the corners, midpoints and center 

of each wall. These would then be the reference points that you proceed to connect and 

traverse with straight lines and arcs. The specificity of these one hundred points is in the 

fact that they are created at the meeting of the junctures of these formal elements. As you 



 

 

120 

mapped out each generated point, you would write a description of how you arrived at 

that point next to it so that viewers could trace the process of the placement of the points. 

 

Figure 3. A detail from Sol LeWitt’s 1977 Wall Drawing 305 (dimensions variable) installed in 
2008 at MASS MoCA, North Adams, Massachusetts. This image shows one of the “hundred 

random specific points,” which is annotated with the metadata of its origin, much as a text arrives 
from the sender embedded with forensic data. 

 

In many works which don’t incorporate text in the picture plane, the titles of the works 

explain exactly how the drawing was done. The crayon Wall Drawing #173: Lines from 

Four Corners and Midpoints of Four Sides Toward the Center of the Wall (1973) is a 

clear example of this (fig. 4). 
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Figure 4. Installation view of Sol LeWitt’s 1973 #173: Lines from Four Corners and Midpoints 
of Four Sides Toward the Center of the Wall (dimensions variable) at Lisson Gallery, London, 

UK. 
 

If “the line manifests a division that conjures the ‘this’ and the ‘that’ and in so 

doing is symbolically the mark of language” (Avis Newman [2008] quoted in de Zegher 

2010, 109), Joseph Kosuth, working around the same time as Sol LeWitt, could be said to 

have let language substitute for the line. For some time, Kosuth had been probing the 

condition of art with installation, photo-based, and language works. In 1966 Art As Idea 

As Idea reproduced a series of dictionary definitions of notoriously difficult to define 

words like “meaning” and “definition” itself, as well as hard to depict concepts like 

“water.” These photostat propositions were meant to question the future of an art 

historical discourse in an age where it was possible to make art with no morphological 
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presence and to nominate any such presence or absence as art, the only criterion being 

authorial intention. Hoping, with language, to “question the nature of art” in general by 

avoiding the specificities of medium (Joseph Kosuth [1968] quoted in Krauss 2000, 10), 

Kosuth seemed to share the intuition of those like artist Paul Klee who believed that in 

the beginning, there was line, which belonged as the basic element to both writing and 

drawing because they “were the same thing” (Paul Klee [1921] quoted in de Zegher 

2010, 39). 

Kosuth’s various four-foot-square entries for the word “nothing” (fig. 5), in 

particular, referenced the tactics of reframing learned from Marcel Duchamp and Andy 

Warhol, and “poked fun at the theoretical language that had accumulated around the pure 

visuality of minimalist monochromes” (Dworkin 2011, xxv). But, most of all, they 

highlighted the differences between definitions of the same word by asking, if we 

squeeze through these gaps between meanings, where will it take us? They demonstrated, 

for audiences still used to looking hard for meaning, that language only pointed to further 

language, concepts only pointed to further concepts. The punch line here is that even 

nothing is something, because “nothing” doesn’t stand alone – it gets its meaning from its 

opposite and from everything else it’s connected to in the web of language. Kosuth’s 

move to allow the text stand in entirely for the art indicated a growing unrest with the 

vacuousness of infinite possible content, which, if it was everything, was nothing. 
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Kosuth’s Art As Idea as Idea was then, and Coupland’s everywhere is anywhere is 

anything is everything32 is now.  

 

Figure 5. Joseph Kosuth, Nothing, from the series Art As Idea As Idea, 1967, photostat (121.92 
cm x 121.92 cm). Estate of Eugenia P. Butler. Photo from A LAND Exhibition: "Perpetual 

Conceptual: Echoes of Eugenia Butler," by Danielle Sommer. 

 
                                                        
32 According to the Vancouver Art Gallery (2014), the title of the exhibition, everywhere is 
anywhere is anything is everything, “refers both to Coupland's deep engagement with place and 
cultural identity and, simultaneously, his recognition of a growing ubiquity as access to 
information, images and technology becomes more readily available to the masses.” Part of this 
work, such as the ongoing body of statements comprising “Slogans for the 21st Century,” has 
been what he describes in a press release as a consistent effort to “try and isolate what is already 
different in the twenty-first century mind as opposed to the twentieth” (Daniel Faria Gallery 
2012). But whatever the difference may be, its meaning is not settled. Coupland uses a “double-
talking” irony – one that art historian Linda Hutcheon (1992, 12) has noted is distinctive of 
Canadian art and literature, given the “structural and temperamental affinity (though not 
causality) between the inescapable doubleness (or even multiplicity) at the base of irony as a 
trope and the historical and cultural nature of Canada as a nation.” Coupland wonders: “If you 
were to attach a stick to each of these slogans and carry them in the street, would they read as 
protest or would they read as complicit guilt?” (quoted in Daniel Faria Gallery 2012). 
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 No less concerned with language than Kosuth, nor any less concerned with 

geometry than LeWitt, the drawings of Robert Morris have also long involved the 

inclusion of written instructions as captions which appear on the same paper as the 

drawing, just below the picture plane. These drawings are not individually titled, but are 

grouped in series under the overarching moniker of “Blind Time Drawings.” Sometimes 

these have been accompanied by other fragments of writing, such as excerpts from the 

analytic philosopher Donald Davidson’s Essays on Actions and Events (1980), a 

collection of writings which examine problems of intention, action, reason and cause, 

desire and belief. Davidson, in fact, wrote an essay on the 1991 series that quotes him, 

“Blind Time IV: Drawing With Davidson.” Trying to make sense of why he should find 

himself in Morris’ drawings, Davidson (1993, 609) opens by observing: “when two (or, 

of course, more) creatures can correlate their responses, those responses triangulate the 

object” that “is the common cause of the responses,” and suddenly “the possibility of a 

check or standard is introduced, the possibility of occasional failures of expected joint 

reactions and hence of error.” He reasons that Morris’ point with the “Blind Time 

Drawings” is that “the structures to be compared are not the structures of the works of art 

but of the actions that produced them” (612). 

It is Morris’ inclusion of text with image that allows the viewer to react not just to 

the work itself but also to the act of making. Morris began his “Blind Time Drawings” in 

the 1970s and has added new installments in the series since then, with the most recent 

one coming in 2009. They use powdered graphite or graphite mixed with oil, applied 

finger-paint style, or with implements like a rag dipped in the graphite solution. Morris 



 

 

125 

devises a set of steps relating to the spatial properties of the paper support, such as 

finding the center with the hands and moving diagonally upward away from it in a mirror 

image, or striking the paper as if looking for a handhold, and times how long it takes him 

to complete the steps. Morris captions the resulting traces with an explanation of the 

process used to make them and records the difference between how long it took him to 

draw and how long he estimated it took. The drawing itself is an implicit measure of the 

discrepancy between his intention and his execution. With the text, which is integral to 

the work, he establishes something objective about the work that viewers can participate 

in in a systematic way, and that something is what is usually occluded in the gap between 

conscious and other-than-conscious processing. 

“Many people resist the notion that nonconscious and unconscious actions may be 

powerful sources of cognition, no doubt because it brings human agency into question” 

(Hayles 2012, 95). But there are those who know, intuitively or empirically, that the work 

of thinking is mostly not conscious and has to be. The research team of Ap Dijksterhuis, 

Henk Aarts, and Pamela K. Smith (2005, 82) write: “We read and talk, but only to 

acquire the necessary materials for our unconscious mechanisms to chew on.” In their 

account, sensory processing works at around 11 million bits per second, most of which, 

about 10 million bits per second, streams through in vision. Consciousness is far slower. 

Reading in your head, for instance, happens at about 45 bits per second. “In other words, 

consciousness can only deal with a very small percentage of all incoming information. 

All the rest is processed without awareness” (82) – about 200,000 times as much, in their 

estimation. “Have I reasons?” Morris asks in an epigraph to his essay “Writing With 
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Davidson.” The question is part of an excerpt from Ludwig Wittgenstein’s ([1953] 2009, 

cciii) Philosophical Investigations: “Have I reasons? The answer is: my reasons will soon 

give out. And then I shall act, without reasons.” Davidson’s interpretation is that the 

inclusion of text lets the viewer know how the drawings were completed and also why. 

“Writing,” Davidson (1993, 612) says, “depends on meaning, reference to what lies 

beyond the words.” This means that with Morris’ text/image hybrids, “the creation of 

meaning was elicited from the viewer” and some meaning was already embedded in the 

work (612). Morris has depicted, then “the essential element on which the concept of an 

autonomous object (and world) depends: an intersubjective measure of error and success, 

of truth and falsity” (Davidson 1993, 614). 
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Figure 6. Robert Morris, Blind Time IV: Drawing With Davidson, 1991, mix of powdered 
graphite and oil on paper (96 x 127 cm). Image taken from: Morris, Robert. 1993. “Writing with 
Davidson: Some Afterthoughts after Doing ‘Blind Time IV: Drawing with Davidson.’” Critical 

Inquiry 19 (4): 617-27. 
. 

Morris himself seems to think that intention is much deeper than that – so deep, in 

fact, that it is irreducible – and the critical theorist Kenneth Surin, who wades into the 

debate almost ten years later, likewise thinks Davidson misses something important about 

Morris switching the basis of intention for drawing from the visual to the haptic, and also 

by straightjacketing authorial choice with an instructional set of basic actions whose 



 

 

128 

wording makes no reference to traditional artistic activities. Surin (2002, 161-62) 

believes Davidson fails to perceive that Morris’ goal has to do with removing: 

the intrinsic world-directed quality of intentional instrumental action having 
visual experience as its basis and to replace the imperatives of vision with a 
certain somatic knowledge yielded by haptic and proprioceptive experience … 
Morris wants to find out what happens to painting when it is extricated from the 
plexus of intentions and act-desires, regarded in some way as being somehow 
constitutive of it, and instead pared down to a series of bodily movements. 
 

In other words, as we make, we then learn what we want to make. But another way to 

understand such a project is as an engagement in the process of finding out, as we make, 

what we are working with. Like philosopher Catherine Malabou (2008), we might think 

that more metacognitive awareness might give us a better chance at orienting our 

attention and effort against the odds that “You can have information or you can have a 

life but you can’t have both,” that “Life,” anyway, is ultimately “a metaphor for the 

internet,” or to gird against our nausea when “The future” of such a world “looks and 

feels like homework” (Coupland 2011-14, Slogans for the 21st Century). But, in fact, it 

might be finding out what information is impressing itself on our unconscious and 

nonconscious mechanisms and how those mechanisms deal with it that could yield 

responses that deal with the whole embodied phenomenon, rather than just the iceberg tip 

we try to reason with and, too often, rationalize, in our waking, conscious thoughts. 

This has been the strategy of subsequent generations of artists who have applied 

an extensive set of constraints or used found texts to respond aesthetically to late modern 

networked times, treating, in the words of the artist Keith Tyson (2000) “all form [as] 

information leasing matter” (fig. 7). 
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Figure 7. Keith Tyson, The Seven Wonders of the World, Part 1, studio wall drawing, 27 
September 2000, mixed media on watercolour paper (157 cm x 126 cm). Private Collection. 

Reproduced from Deanna Petherbridge’s 2010 The Primacy of Drawing: Histories and Theories 
of Practice, New Haven: Yale University Press. Tyson, according to his gallery’s website, 

incorporates “systems of logic, scientific methodology and chance into his artistic oeuvre” in “his 
quest for comprehension, while evaluating the limits and infinites of his environment” (Pace 

Gallery). 
 

4.2 Conceptual Writing in a Postmedium Condition 

Those two, in paradise, were given a choice: happiness without freedom, or freedom 
without happiness. There was no third alternative. Those idiots chose freedom, and what 
came of it? Of course, for ages afterward they longed for the chains. The chains – you 
understand? That’s what world sorrow was about. 
 Yevgeny Zamyatin, We 
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 If the line was the formal base unit for modernists,33 then the line of text is the 

basic natural kind to be isolated in the environment inhabited by contemporary 

conceptualists. The constraints supplied by algorithm-guided physical practice on the 

found material of our everyday constitute a kind of laboratory condition for accessing and 

materializing all the reasons that are inaccessible to consciousness. To understand how, it 

is useful to contrast these strategies against similar literary and artworld premises from 

the modernist period, like the Duchampian concept of the “readymade” and the Surrealist 

concept of “automatism.” Whereas the readymade played primarily with context to 

achieve its critical power, citational writing works with found text by using it as the given 

that must be laboriously, rigorously accounted for in any kind of aesthetic solution to 

information explosion. Just as citational writing is not exhausted by the concept of the 

“readymade,” neither is it the solipsistically personal automatic writing of Surrealist 

automatism. Surrealists, who adopted the term “automatism” from psychology and 

psychiatry, hoped to express the creative force of a unique psyche through writing and 

drawing in a trance state. Citational “antiexpressive” work is precisely against expressing 

a subjectivity in this way. Rather it could be said that citational work instantiates 

subjectivization in moments of choice. As Goldsmith (2011, 203) says of his retyping 

assignment, “in the act of retyping” one “thing that differentiates one student from 

another is the choice of what to retype.” Other questions arise: “what did your choice of 

paper stock say about you: your aesthetic, economic, social, political, and environmental 
                                                        
33 Catherine de Zegher’s (2010) catalogue essay “A Century Under the Sign of Line: Drawing and 
its Extension (1910-2010)” for the MoMA exhibition On Line charts an exceptionally detailed 
genealogy of the line in modernism, from the “edge” in cubism, to the grid, to the conception of 
the line, plane, and space as “a mobile set of relations” (108) today. 
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circumstances?” (203). What about the way students discuss their work, such as prefacing 

its presentation, as one did, by saying their writing “isn’t going to change the world” 

(204)?  It is the event of interaction between the writer, with their personal history, and 

the task, with its virtualities, that forms the relation of a self to an other – other selves and 

objects. 

In psychology, automatism is where behaviour and consciousness are supposed to 

be dissociated from one another. Automatism can be the result of repeatedly making the 

same choice in a situation or deliberately practicing some thought pattern, which leads to 

the diminishment or removal of a conscious role in this process (Bargh and Chartrand 

1999, 469). The effects may support self-regulation, or challenge it. Automatism can also 

be divided into “global,” or “local,” the latter of which describes automatic writing and 

drawing. According to Levy and Bayne (2004, 210): 

Global automatisms involve a global disruption of consciousness; they occur in 
the context of somnambulism, epileptic fugue, drug-related and trance states, and 
temporal and frontal lobe seizures. Individuals in these states perform fairly 
complex actions in a ‘robotic’ manner. Their environmental awareness is limited, 
and they tend to be amnesic for their actions (Fenwick, 1990). What we call ‘local 
automatisms’, by contrast, involve only a disruption of consciousness and control 
over a particular kind of action. A person with a local automatism is fully 
conscious, but they experience no sense of agency over a particular complex and 
apparently voluntary action (Wegner, 2002). Automatic writing – in which an 
agent writes but has no experience of directing her hand – is one form of local 
automatism. 
 

Contemporary citation instead implies what might be called “‘the new unconscious’ (or 

‘adaptive unconscious’),” which “plays a critical role in understanding” the way 

“attention comes into play as a focusing action that codetermines what we call 

materiality” (Hayles 2012, 14).  When, through rules of selection and recursion, it mirrors 
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“the structured forms of relational databases and database queries” (16), it also mirrors 

new views that “the unconscious does not exist primarily as repressed or suppressed 

material but rather as a perceptive capacity that catches the abundant overflow too varied, 

rich, and deep to make it through the bottleneck of attention” (14). Rather than 

externalizing that which issues from an interior subjectivity, citational poetics performs 

an embodied acknowledgement of the way perceptual filters that used to protect us from 

the data flowing from the outside in are ineffective against the ways we’ve found to 

increase bandwidth of the data coming in. It is a form of appropriation significantly 

transformed by the application of rules which themselves transform the work, and, if 

concerned with originality and cycles of consumption as c. 1980s appropriation was, says 

the most about authoring hyperreality and managing overproduction. 

 

4.3 Dull Work and Some Play 

The everyday, while apparently divided into separate activities such as work and leisure, 
is made up of different elements working together to perpetuate a single system. While 
the increasing comfort of certain sections of society means that they tend to blame their 
ennui on mundane details, a truly historical understanding of boredom shows it to be the 
product of much broader interrelated forces. 

Joe Moran, “Benjamin and Boredom”  
 

In a 2008 post on the Poetry Foundation of America blog, Kenneth Goldsmith 

proclaimed: “Conceptual writing or uncreative writing is a poetics of the moment, fusing 

the avant-garde impulses of the last century with the technologies of the present, one that 
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proposed an expanded field for 21st century poetry.”34 Like texting, seen as writing with 

and through a particular technology of the present, it is something pursued with the rigor 

of ritual – something to which is given over astounding time and effort by the maker – 

and similarly aimed at self-shattering. Antiexpressive writing is “intentionally self and 

ego effacing” with tactics of “uncreativity, unoriginality, illegibility, appropriation, 

plagiarism, fraud, theft, and falsification as its precepts; information management, word 

processing, databasing, and extreme process as its methodologies; and boredom … as its 

ethos” (Goldsmith 2008a). This new poetics of the moment – an aesthetics of the 

moment, if we consider that the “unique institutional context” in which we meet the 

various arts is, or at least can be, dissolved when our encounters are as often as not in the 

dematerialized space of digital interfaces35 – resists Romantic heroism and teleology as a 

way to explain the present meaningfully, but nonetheless seeks to become somehow 

enchanted with it anyway. Ironically, the cold distance of formula and making-as-

calculation (as though borrowing the David Mermin slogan “shut up and calculate” from 

scientists everywhere since 1989) is actually quite romantic. For one, it comes from such 

                                                        
34 Goldsmith is aware that although this kind of constraint-based writing is a “poetics of the 
moment,” projects like his and Dworkin’s Against Expression anthology have strong roots in the 
mid-century era of conceptualism that saw the emergence of what’s known as Oulipo – Ouvroir 
de Litterature Potentielle [Workshop of Potential Literature]. (So strong, in fact, that Oulipians 
are still meeting and writing today). Oulipo was founded by French mathematician Francois de 
Lionnais and writer Raymond Queneau in 1960 with a playful vision of generating endless 
outcomes through the application of a system of structural constraints to existing poems and as a 
way of creating new ones. 
35 Perhaps what Goldsmith (2008a) points up when he says, after LeWitt, that “conceptual writing 
is more interested in a thinkership rather than a readership” is a reconceptualization of poetry and 
art as contiguous aesthetic experience. Whereas LeWitt thought that “to equate conceptual art and 
poetry because both use words is like confusing numbers with mathematics” (Dworkin 2011, 
xxxv), if UbuWeb is any indication, perhaps Goldsmith does not care to keep them separated. 
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a strong desire to work, and work with rigor and in a way that seems somehow called for, 

that instructive patterns are found in already existing materials. And what’s more, the 

rival volume of literary and art criticism out there makes it hard to deny that many of us 

do it for the thrill we get in decoding the algorithms and allusions in the work of others, 

which makes us feel that there are clues in the world that need our poetic intelligence to 

decipher into a meaning which is both personal and bigger than ourselves. Just look at the 

analysis of particular works, even or especially when they’re not symptomatic ones. The 

vogue of symptomatic reading is itself symptomatic of rationalized ways of coping with 

life in a disenchanted world. This is the pleasure of close reading, and the close readings 

that Hayles (2012, 59) and others advocate include for “aesthetic value” and “cultural 

value” as well as overt messages. It is in this sense that the documents inscribed upon the 

anodyne surfaces of the everyday strive to render that topos a topian one, in the 

geographer Kenneth Olwig’s sense of a place we make for ourselves – neither utopian 

nor dystopian, anonymous as far as “genius” authorship goes, but inhabited ordinarily by 

all of us.  

Take for example Thomas Claburn’s (2006) i feel better after i type to you, which 

recognizes the poetic potential in a string of anonymous search queries, and reproduces a 

selection of them as a “uniquely temporal literary form in that the server time stamps 

make the passage of time integral to the storytelling” (Claburn [2006] quoted in Dworkin 

and Goldsmith 2011, 138). Time is represented as no longer passing according to 

universal clock time, but gets recalibrated as a collaboration between machine cognition, 

other-than-conscious processing, and the conscious action of typing. It ticks forward 
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according to the intervals of human thought which are the times from the formation of 

one thought to the next. 

Search engine users employ an information management technique of a call and 

response; the searcher would send out a phrase and a chorus of search results would reply 

in their different voices. But Claburn turns off the volume on the second channel of this 

antiphony. Stereo becomes mono, and as the syncopation drops out, we’re left with a 

“soliloquy” – not even one spoken by a digitally composite voice, but a bizarre “poem of 

sorts” by “AOL user 23187425” who “submitted a series of more than 8,200 queries with 

no evident intention of finding anything – only a handful of the entries are paired with a 

search results URL. Rather, the author’s series of queries forms a stream-of-

consciousness soliloquy” (Claburn [2006] quoted in Dworkin and Goldsmith 2011, 138). 

If we imagine Claburn retyping a litany of anonymous curiosities and statements, we 

might wonder whether he was tempted to answer or suggest better-formed questions and 

propositions, as we might be tempted to do, and as browsers and SMS software are 

increasingly tempted to do with “autocomplete” suggestions. Consolidated this way, 

certain structural features of our queries materialize. The evolution of computer 

programming languages used in database management systems and in search engines, is 

to recognize these same features. In 2006, as now, AOL search was powered by Google, 

which uses natural language processing based on machine learning. Specifically, it uses 

statistical language models that encode information about how language is used. This 

information is learned from the web by looking at billions of web pages. The search spell 

checker, for instance, would evaluate AOL user 23187425’s line “could have gone to 
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detriot” by suggesting corrections for “detriot” and evaluate these suggestions in the 

context of the phrase in order to determine the likeliest candidate for what the user 

actually meant to type.  

But instead of spellchecking and search results, in Claburn’s piece the response to 

this litany is almost uniform silence. Considering the user’s treatment of the search box 

for “confession” (or perhaps prayer), Claburn wonders “what circumstances prompted the 

author to converse thus with AOL’s search engine” (quoted in Dworkin and Goldsmith 

2011, 138). There is an interesting comment to be made here on the nature of repeated 

action vis-à-vis habit, ritual, and work. Goldsmith pointed out that what was “boring 

boring” was work. The one student of his who “didn't have some sort of a transcendental 

experience with the mundane act of typing” was:  

a waitress who took it upon herself to retype her restaurant's menu in order to 
learn it better for work. She ended up hating the task and even hating her job 
more. It was an object lesson in the difference between voluntary and involuntary 
boredom. It's hard to turn the dreary world of work into unboring boredom. 
(Goldsmith 2004) 
 

Not every foray into voluntary boredom pans out, however. After Goldsmith’s Day and 

Month (a “denuded” issue of Vogue) predictably came Week, a retyping of “an issue of 

Newsweek, which was, well, as dull as Newsweek itself is. That project definitely fell on 

the boring side of boring” (Goldsmith 2004). That predictability, as much as the dullness 

of the content (though if Vogue had “exquisite little fashion haikus” [Goldsmith 2004], 

surely Newsweek advertising yielded some curious epithets) is likely to blame for the 

project falling on the wrong side of boring for Goldsmith.  

There seems to be a difference between work as a means and work as an end. 



 

 

137 

Since Guy Debord’s (1967) Society of the Spectacle we have understood how “capitalism 

has increasingly transformed the principle of work ‘into a realm of non-work’ or leisure, 

so that all activity – including work, leisure, and ‘free’ time – is ‘forcibly channeled into 

the global construction of the spectacle’” (Haladyn 2008, 7). But voluntariness also 

seems to depend on creating a sense of its opposite, constraint. (This is a motivationally 

prior version of what Baldessari [2009] said in an interview on systematicity in art: 

“What’s a system? ... Not so much structure that it’s inhibiting or that there’s no wiggle 

room, but not so loose that it could be anything”). Voluntary boredom manifests a desire 

to be employed to some purpose so long as it is not merely instrumental, rather, to be in 

the service of something, to be in its thrall.  

One of the histories of contemporary boredom is in askesis, which English 

dictionaries now define as the practice of severe self-discipline, typically for religious 

reasons or meditative purposes. Askēsis is the Greek root of ascetic. The original usage of 

askesis, however, did not refer to the self-denial conjured by the image of an ascetic, but 

to the physical training required for athletic events. Over the years, various valences of 

athletic stamina and religious devotion from different discourses intertwined. It was the 

early monastics who, gazing at their navels in a gesture of the ultimate self-reflexivity of 

boredom, experienced acedia (in English, “sloth” according to Dalle Pezze and Salzani 

[2009, 8]) in the course of their asceticism. This kind of weariness has to do with time, 

like modern and late modern boredom, but unlike the boredom (a psychological state) 

endured while waiting for a train, acedia (a moral concept) was committed as a sin when 

the monk did not vigorously enough defend against the daemon meridianus (“the demon 
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of noontide”) which attacked “in the stillness of the midday hour and emptie[d] the world 

of any meaning” (Dalle Pezze and Salzani 2009, 8). 

Since acedia was a “marginal phenomenon” available to those with spiritual and 

material privilege, “there is even a certain cultural prejudice … that establishes a 

connection between acedia and art” in those times (Dalle Pezze and Salzani 2009, 8). In 

the Middle Ages this could be seen, for instance, in Dante, who believed that “a certain 

sensuality within monotony can give birth to a hauntingly lovely song whose seductive 

melody can paralize [sic] the listener and prevent him from ever reaching home” 

(Reinhard Kuhn [1976] quoted in Dalle Pezze and Salzani 2009, 8). In modernity, when 

culture came to be dominated by the spectacle (that is, “a social relationship between 

people that is mediated by images” [Debord (1967) 2013, 2]) the concept of boredom 

instead became an animating force for the early avant-garde and especially the mid-

century Situationist International, in attacking “consumption of the spectacle as product, 

which society provides as the bored subject’s main antidote” (Haladyn 2008, 7). What the 

Situationists didn’t understand, argues Julian Jason Haladyn (2008, 6), that later artists 

did, is that “it is through the meaninglessness of boredom as a mediating factor in the 

relationship between the subjective and the objective realities within modern culture – the 

psychological and physical desire or energy of the subject that is blocked by everyday life 

– that a critique of capitalism can be waged.” He calls upon the words of Elizabeth 

Goodstein (2005) to observe “that ‘the attempts of successive avant-gardes to turn their 

boredom into art would continue to animate bohemias well into the next century and 

beyond,’ even though ‘the attitude of bored withdrawal had ceased to be the possession 
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of the creative few’” (quoted in Haladyn 2008, 5). 

While acedia was reserved for an elite, and modern boredom is, for better or 

worse, a democratized phenomenon, art seems to be a kind of hinge between the two 

because of the one-to-many relationship of single-authored works destined for plural 

audiences. Whatever the case, the relationship between boredom, work, and play in art 

remains alive in contemporary conceptual writing. If “it is the ‘experience of boredom’ 

that ‘renders the limitations of rationalized self-understanding visible: the impossibility of 

rendering questions of meaning to material calculations’” then perhaps these can be 

understood as attempts to replace “the meaninglessness of a social and cultural life based 

upon material calculations” by “the meaning derived from the principles of directed 

living and play” (Haladyn 2008, 9). Just as the effort of askesis is rooted in the playing of 

sports, play is also a way to conceptualize an aesthetic encounter of rules. Play is for its 

own sake; the opposite of work in the instrumental and alienated capitalist sense of the 

word. If exchange value has infiltrated all spheres of life, play insists instead on an 

equifinality that teaches us to avoid false endpoints. In fact, this is oddly like boredom, 

which “in virtually every discussion … is positioned as neither fully located within the 

subject or object of modern culture” such that its ambivalence is “a potential means of 

defending or avoiding the ailments of modernity itself” (Haladyn 2008, 6). This seems 

especially true when it is an immersive, “unboring” boring of the sort belonging to much 

repetition-driven conceptual art, where the pattern always refreshes itself anew. Thus 

related to the aesthetic, and moreover rooted in a this-worldly embodiment but aimed at 

self-transcendence, askesis turns out to be a useful idiom to describe the physical 
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manipulation of a heavy load of information and to acknowledge the kind of meditative 

trance entered by those devoted to faithful reproduction. The emphasis of the concept of 

asceticism on endurance and building capacity through disciplined practice relates it 

meaningfully to conceptual writing both in the sense of ritual meaning and the 

automaticity of long practice. 

Profoundly or banally boring, antiexpressive work leverages a kind of work where 

the worker is committed and the premise is unquestioned such that the steps unfold 

automatically by taking subjectivity out of it in whatever ways are logically suggested by 

certain projects. By being ritually demanding, it sets up the conditions to see what we do 

intuitively with this emergent data landscape, celebrating that the shape of our temporal 

and affective paths in this frontier are never a foregone conclusion. In fact, Goldsmith 

and company appear to practice in art what athletes know in sport, that to try to channel 

too much work into consciousness slows it down and excepts it from being processed by 

the sensory and unconscious “capacity that is 200,000 times as high as the capacity of 

consciousness” (Dijksterhuis, Aarts, and Smith 2005, 82). This is as apparent in works 

that perform a reduction as for works that enumerate exhaustively or transcribe faithfully. 

In the former category is Clark Coolidge’s “Cabinet Voltaire,” which “draws its 

vocabulary from Robert Motherwell’s influential 1951 Dada Painters and Poets: An 

Anthology” and subjects them to a constrained appropriation (Dworkin and Goldsmith 

2011, 161). It is interesting to note that although this work dates from 1968, its tactic 

actually mimics hyper reading. Choosing words from the top left of the page on 

downward, Coolidge’s reading is a vertical one, similar to what research shows we do in 
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web reading. Studies by Jakob Nielson (2006) and his web design consulting team show 

that web pages are usually read in an F pattern. Coolidge dispenses with the scanned 

length of the first couple of lines and skips straight to the end state of traveling down a 

line ruled along left justified text, missing lines and including never more than several 

word fragments or bits of punctuation. Since his source document is actually fully 

justified and his reproduction rule includes blank and indented lines as well as typed 

ones, Coolidge winds up with a lot of partial words, and some numerals, with generous 

pauses for the eye to rest36: 

gin tion 

 

 

 

and sarily 

and 

        sests 

 

 

 

 

 

II. 

 

 

but which 

even the 
                                                        
36 This excerpt is taken from the 2011 Against Expression: An Anthology of Conceptual Writing, 
edited by Craig Dworkin and Kenneth Goldsmith (162). 
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survives 

 

     the etc., this tion 

 

The result “transforms the carnival of the Cabaret Voltaire into a cabinet of 

linguistic curiosities” (Dworkin and Goldsmith 2011, 161). That is, Coolidge’s 

transformation is paragrammatic in Kristeva’s sense, of pointing “beyond the letter as 

such to the phonic pattern of language … towards its 'volume' which 'breaks up the 

linearity of the signifying chain'" (Lechte [1990] 2011, 78). Poet Steve McCaffery (2012, 

159) sees these broken parts as “a textual proximity … constructed below the level of the 

word to situate the language material within the potential turbulence of word parts, 

thereby allowing them to resonate both as entities and events.” Drawing attention away 

from semantic meaning by ruthlessly processing the text, Coolidge devises a language 

that offers itself to other than “intentional experience” (159). 

In the latter category, that of exhaustive transcription, is Goldsmith’s Traffic 

(2007), which makes “the familiar or quotidian … strange” by leaving it “semantically 

intact” (Goldsmith 2008a). Traffic is a compilation of one-minute New York City traffic 

reports aired on the radio every ten minutes over the course of twenty-four hours. It is the 

middle part of his American Trilogy, which includes The Weather (2005b) (a year’s 

worth of one-minute tri-state radio forecasts) and Sports (2008b) (a transcription of a 

radio broadcast of a game at Yankee Stadium – in other words, a piece of writing about 

listening to others watching baseball). This work has been linked to Guy Debord’s (1959) 

“Situationist Theses on Traffic,” as proof of the last thesis that “revolutionary urbanists 
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… will try to break [the] topological chains” linking “the circulation of things” and “the 

circulation of human beings trapped in a world of things” (Craig Dworkin’s translation 

found on the back cover of Traffic). It has also been positioned “as a curious antidote – or 

at least response – to such searing critiques of postmodern automobile traffic as Jean-Luc 

Godard’s Weekend (1967)” (Perloff 2010, 154). Traffic, argues Perloff (2010, 156), is a 

“representation of contemporary urban life in all its ritual, boredom, nervousness, 

frustration, fear, apathy – and also its pleasure.” “Goldsmith’s book casts no blame, finds 

no first cause, and attributes no venality to anyone, nor does it assume that traffic has 

brought out the worst in us. Rather, traffic that which is – messy, unbearable, infuriating, 

debilitating, but also challenging, invigorating, and unpredictable” (156). Yet this book’s 

delivery of factual density is not just one among many things with which we must rapidly 

cope; it materializes the conditions of having to cope rapidly, fixing it as an object for our 

attention before it can conceal itself again, materializing it in a way that models thinking 

slow, to apprehend it aesthetically, which is to insert a space between the lived 

experience of rapid coping-as-exigency and the contemplation of the possibilities that 

differently situated subjects are realizing with the materials around them. 

One of the peculiar features of Traffic is that it pretends to an absurd level of 

facticity, yet manages neither to reveal what day it is – even though it’s set on what the 

anchors keep calling a “big holiday weekend” – nor, in the end, to respect the fact of 

time’s linear progress. Each “chapter” is designated with a numeral from 1-12, but not 

marked with “a.m.” or “p.m.” As Perloff (2010, 161) observes: 

In skipping from one day to the next, or starting in midweekend, Goldsmith’s 
book thus transforms the intersection of time and space into a wholly surreal 



 

 

144 

situation … But in the digital age, a marked segment does not signal any 
particular chronological frame, even as ‘place’ can be multiple and ‘action’ 
simultaneous.  
 

The point of making time illusory is not to trick the reader by way of punishment for not 

paying sufficient attention but, as with other works like Fidget, which sustains constant 

tension in the fact that reporting on one’s own actions and speech enfolds the possibility 

of infinite metacognitive regress, to critique the Enlightenment “ideal of lossless 

representation of universal knowledge” (Haider and Sundin 2010). Each of these works 

carries a slightly different angle of critique of the encyclopedic impulse whose origins 

Haider and Sundin (2010) locate in Enlightenment “assumptions about the public 

character of information and the desirability of free intellectual and political exchange” 

(Richard Yeo [2001] quoted in Haider and Sundin 2010) and whose continuation they 

perceive in today’s online encyclopedias. Goldsmith’s (2008a) encyclopedic impulse is 

about “obsessive archiving & cataloging … the debased language of media & 

advertising.” To be lossless is to be out for “language as junk, language as detritus … 

entartete sprache [degenerate speech, my translation]” (Goldsmith 2008a). “Writers of 

the future will be information managers,” Goldsmith tweeted in 2014,37 as if to 

demonstrate with twenty-eight re-tweets, thirty-six “favourites,” and eight rapid replies 

that the future is already upon us. And this leaves readers in the same place as conceptual 

art left viewers long ago: more interested in a thinkership than a readership. 

But antiexpressive work should not be construed as an attack on meaning or on 

audiences looking for it, as Jo Baer once accused minimalism of doing. In her caustic 
                                                        
37 Goldsmith’s 2014 tweet that “Writers of the future will be information managers” can be found 
here: https://twitter.com/kg_ubu/status/537360447792762880. 
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essay “I Am No Longer an Abstract Artist,” Baer (1983, 136) wrote: 

A nonillusionistic art, where not impossible, is a nearly meaningless art. Rejecting 
metaphor, symbolism, and ‘hierarchichal’ relations leaves only an organizing 
principle plus combinative rules to work from. To put sixty-four bricks into a 
square is to attack significance and the world it inhabits. 
 

The sculpture Baer herself attacks is Carl Andre’s 64 Steel Square (1967), which, 

“precisely as the title indicates … is a square of steel plates, each measuring, with minor 

variations, eight by eight inches. Those dimensions, squared, produce both the size and 

the form of the completely installed work” (Doe 1986, 2). The repetitious sequence may 

be arranged in any combination within the boundaries defined by that equation. 

Otherwise, it has “no composed internal relationships,” emphasizing “the sculptor’s 

indifference to traditional levels of artistic control” (Doe 1986, 2). Even for work from 

the heyday of minimalism, it was a plausible reading to suppose that, just as it was for the 

twentieth-century avant-garde, boredom was embraced “as a way of getting around what 

it considered to be the vapid ‘excitement’ of popular culture” by being its opposite 

(Goldsmith 2004). On this view, its evacuation was a doubled one, jettisoning vapidity, 

not significance. The art historian and critic Barbara Rose wrote in an influential 1965 

essay that “the new artists seem to be extremely chary; approval, they know, is easy to 

come by in this seller’s market for culture, but commitment is nearly impossible to elicit. 

So they make their art as difficult, remote, aloof and indigestible as possible. One way to 

achieve this is to make art boring” (quoted in Kramer 1985, 369-70).38  The self-

                                                        
38 Rose acknowledged, however, that certain kinds of commitment could even themselves 
attenuate our empathic connection to the very possibility of shared aesthetic experience: “Some 
artists, often the most gifted, finally end by finding art a bore. It is no coincidence that the last 
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consciousness linking that art to contemporary antiexpressive work, lapsarian in its 

irrevocability, matched metacognition with another kind of painful overexposure and 

omniscience. From Kosuth to Goldsmith, there is a prolonged meditation on the meaning 

of meaning in an age where our faith is rapidly diminishing that there is any still-occult 

information where we may find it. And if audiences can stomach the disorienting reversal 

in speed by which hypertext objects are isolated for contemplation, they may find it 

relieving to have had an artist nominate some small corner of the web or some stream 

from the deluge of other daily text as worth choosing to attend to. If not reasons, then 

rules, at last. 

Not all contemporary conceptual works remove the links, so to speak, like Day, 

where all the print layout features like pictures are removed so that the text arrives in an 

unbroken, even stream, or i feel better after i talk to you, which omits any search result 

URLs or other search interface elements. Some are themselves hypertexts, like Mark Z. 

Danielewski’s (2007) Only Revolutions, whose collagist page design implements “a 

profound shift from narrative as a temporal trajectory to a topographic plane upon which 

a wide variety of interactions and permutations are staged” (Hayles 2012, 221). Those in 

the former category promote close reading and deep attention, which “has a high 

tolerance for boredom” and manifest what Coupland perceives to be “a real nostalgia for 

continuity … or biological time” (quoted in CBC News 2015). Those in the latter require 

hyper reading and hyper attention, which “has a low threshold for boredom” (Hayles 

2012, 12). Hypertexts may stimulate hyper attention and reproduce the kind of boredom 
                                                                                                                                                                     

painting Duchamp made, in 1918, was called Tu m’. The title is short for tu m’ennuie – you bore 
me” (quoted in Kramer 1985, 369-70). 
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to which they are in some ways an aesthetic response, but nonetheless they hold that 

boredom at arm’s length by virtue of being an aesthetic response. Conceptual art, 

Baldessari (2009) said, is like throwing “a corral around your idea” and apparently also 

around part of the digital frontier. 

For Baldessari and others being voluntarily rule bound is no panacea like it was 

for the character in Zamyatin’s ([1924] 1987, 62) We who proclaimed “Now everything 

is fine – we have paradise again. Again we are as innocent and simple-hearted as Adam 

and Eve,” once the chains were wound back around their freedom. It does, however, 

represent one set of possible reactions to choice overload that is dangerous to express 

elsewhere because its impulse is so anathema to liberal individuality. To be bored and to 

long for some authority to authorize what matters is to abdicate the Enlightened throne of 

self-possession.  “North Americans … are subjected to the social strictures of time,” in 

the words of Maj. Andy Belyea (2015) in a recent talk on boredom and war,39 “including 

what can often seem like an ironic latent moral imperative to be ‘making the most of 

time’ even on those rare occasions where it seems we have found a way to briefly escape 

it.” Yet the response of mass culture, which cannot admit that it’s bored because its 

concept of “boring” is synonymous with “unstimulating,” has been not so different (if a 

little less forthright) than the aesthetic one we have considered here. It has tended instead 

to simply repackage tedium as “entertainment.”40 An entertainment that is, moreover, 

                                                        
39 At the April 2015 conference Engaging Boredom, Queen’s University, Kingston, ON. 
40 After we got bored of “boring boring” in the art world, Goldsmith recounts, eventually popular 
culture came round to “the unboring boring,” that he seems to acknowledge works the same in art 
as in the addictively tedious formula of reality TV (Goldsmith’s [2004] favourite is Ozzy 
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“enjoyed” with ambivalent cynicism, as David Foster Wallace (1993) so forcefully 

impressed in E Unibus Pluram.   

 

4.4 The Pale King 

 
We fill preexisting forms and 
when we fill them we change 
them and are changed. 

Frank Bidart, Borges and I (epigraph to the 2011 edition of The Pale King) 
 

One work that emphatically acknowledges the correspondence between these 

modes – is another of David Foster Wallace’s writings The Pale King. This novel (which, 

to revive an earlier point, is decidedly unfinished and unquestionably does reward a 

thorough reading) takes information work in the IRS of all places as the epitome of 

boredom. In an article on boredom and politics in The Pale King, Ralph Clare (2012, 

433) argues that “Wallace in The Pale King explores the concept of boredom in a similar 

way to these thinkers” – twenty-first-century boredom theorists like Kuhn, Meyer 

Spacks, and Goodstein, especially – “as a specific historical construction and discourse 

that can be evidenced both objectively and subjectively, sociologically as well as 

psychologically.” In some sense, Wallace’s contribution is perhaps closer to such 

scholarship than it is to another novel often cited by these scholars, the also unfinished 

The Man Without Qualities by Robert Musil ([1940] 1997). Wallace’s characters all have 

idiosyncratic – sometimes supernatural – qualities. These idiosyncrasies are all poignant 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Osbourne in The Osbournes – “we can't take our eyes off the guy, stumbling through the dullness 
of his own life”). 
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but private. For instance, there is Claude Sylvanshine, the factual telepath. Since 

childhood, Sylvanshine has suffered “spontaneous data intrusions” whose “sudden 

flashes of insight or awareness are structurally similar to but usually far more tedious and 

quotidian than the dramatically relevant foreknowledge we normally conceive as ESP or 

precognition” (Wallace 2011, 118). “In the case of GS-9 fact psychic Claude 

Sylvanshine,” he might learn “on, say, 12 July 1981, the precise metric weight and speed 

of a train moving southwest through Prešov, Czechoslovakia, at the precise moment he’s 

supposed to be crosschecking 1099-INT receipts with the tax return of Edmund and Willa 

Kosice,” which couple he unfortunately knows some dull factoids about, too (119). Like 

so much documentary writing, the content is overdetailed even as it is partial: “How long 

a piece of gum has resided on the underside of the third-row fourth-from-left seat of the 

Virginia Theater, Cranston RI, but not who put it there or why” (120-21). And “you don’t 

chase these facts down; they’re like lures that lead you nowhere. [Sylvanshine’s] learned 

this from hard experience” (119). 

The Pale King is set pre-Internet,41 but it is not hard to see our present 

hyperlinked data culture in the experience of Claude Sylvanshine; an ontology organized 

                                                        
41 It would be worthwhile to consider this choice at length in another work. My sense is that it is 
linked to the fact that in the 1980s bureaucrats and office workers had the communicative 
limitations of fairly primitive computers (by today’s standards) plus the unpredictable, 
backlogging inefficiencies of physically transporting information on paper. The scenario puts one 
in mind of the much earlier pronouncement by the founder of cybernetics – the study of human 
control functions and the mechanical and electronic systems designed to replace them – Norbert 
Wiener. Expressing a vision both globally expansive and somehow hauntingly narrow, in 1948 
Wiener wrote: “for man [sic], being alive means the same thing as participating in a broad global 
system of communication” (quoted in The Invisible Committee 2014, 3). Wallace’s world 
certainly feels hermetically sealed in this way; life for his characters is almost completely 
coextensive with the IRS system. 
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as though everything communicates in English, or at least in words, as though the world 

is truly divisible into discrete facts, one datum connected to the next in some arcane 

pattern, but one we’ll never know. A natural kinds ontology that conceives of the world 

as already always parsed into clear cut objects, even before or as they're being invented. 

One that posits some underlying stratum of unconstructed facts, self-evident and needing 

no interpretation. Capable of being verified, because cleansed of any gray area, but with 

the sheer volume of information – irrelevant complexity – being so great as to be 

prohibitive of verification. You either stop paying attention or you drive forward in a 

beeline for meaning, that is, something that seems relevant, revealing, plot driving. Or 

maybe your attention gets snagged on details that are so detailed you are compelled to try 

to interpret them, or details that, for their own self-referential reasons pique your interest. 

Longwinded explanations are further annotated with Wallace’s signature footnotes – even 

footnotes to footnotes (eg. page 259) – as these accountants account for every detail. All 

this data while we’re so opaque to ourselves, creating systems of stupefying irrelevant 

complexity and obeying them miserably. (In another chapter42 the character Lane Dean 

thinks the ontology he’s finally understood is that of hell: “Lock a fellow in a windowless 

room to perform rote tasks just tricky enough to make him have to think, but still rote, 

tasks involving numbers that connected to nothing he’d ever see or care about, a stack of 

tasks that never went down, and nail a clock to the wall where he can see it, and just 

leave the man there to his mind’s own devices” (Wallace 2011, 379). 
                                                        
42 It would be misrepresentative not to note that this short chapter, placed toward the end of the 
book, is one of few such expository passages. Several long chapters at the beginning make you 
actually experience the tedium Lane Dean is rejecting by listening to the explanations of 
characters who have bought in deeply to the institution they are describing.  
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Intriguingly, the form of Sylvanshine’s data intrusions are reminiscent of much of 

the conceptual poetry discussed above – fragments like Coolidge, answerless questions 

like Claburn, strange juxtapositions like Danielewski, and the uncanniness of complete, 

acontextual propositions like Goldsmith. Wallace’s novel is not citational itself, but it 

uses citationality as an ethos. The character of Sylvanshine most embodies the 

strangeness of found material while the exhaustive explanations of “Irrelevant” Chris 

Fogle, who “goes on endlessly with even the slightest prompt” about his past or IRS 

systems and procedures equally (Sheehan 2011), represent a documentary mode of 

encountering the world. Quite a few characters (including the mischievous David 

Wallace character) display the latter tendency, reproducing content in a way that appears 

at first to be indiscriminate. At times, the lines of text on the page (fig. 8) only look like 

Sol LeWitt’s stratigraphic lines (fig. 9) or Baldessari’s repetitive repentance. In the 

fictional reproduction of irrelevant details and complex information, Wallace engages a 

writing style that makes writing's connection with drawing transparent. The significance 

of what is written is as much, or maybe more, conceptual and conveyed in the form of the 

writing, as it is in its semantic content. Reading it engages the reader in a process of 

realizing how obfuscating simple volume and density can be. Just as boredom is “a 

mediating factor or psychological element within the relationship between subject and 

object” (Haladyn 2008, 6), on one view, it is about accessibility, which locates the onus 

on the publishers of information. On another view, it is about effort, which locates the 

onus on the reader (“thinker”?) who is a co-producer of information. Initially the anti-

expressive effect of these formal strategies from conceptual poetics and conceptual art is 
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unusually anonymous for novel characters. If it’s true that citational poetics frees form 

from content as Perloff (2010) suggests, this is a supremely apposite way to meditate at 

length on boredom seeing as boredom itself is peculiarly contentless. (Put another way, 

boredom is a privileged trope for conceptual work because it is itself evacuated of 

content, yet provides so many salient formal structures – repetition, reiteration, duration – 

to hang ideas from). But as each point spins off its own definition in the circular manner 

of indexed reference materials, a bureaucratic attention to thoroughness and 

chronological procedure ironically winds up being confessional. The characters’ own 

histories and psychologies become the metadata that describe where the information 

came from and how and why it was acquired. 
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Figure 8. An image of the first page of a brief chapter from David Foster Wallace’s The Pale 
King (styled as form sections) consisting entirely of a purely descriptive account of the activity in 

one office of the Peoria Regional Examination Center. Photo by the author. 
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Figure 9. Remaking of Sol LeWitt, Wall Drawing #797, 1995, black, red, yellow, blue marker 
(dimensions variable). First drawn by Jeffrey Howington, Andrea Latvis, Peggy Soung, Lisa 

Yurwit. First Installation Mead Art Museum, Amherst. Courtesy the Estate of Sol LeWitt. 
 

 The most gripping moment in which The Pale King participates in a wider, more 

public discourse of boredom, work, and spectacle, is actually a road to Damascus 

moment for “Irrelevant” Chris Fogle. Fogle is responding to some non-diegetic question, 

evidently about how he got into “the Service,” in exasperating detail that goes on for 

ninety-eight pages. For the better part of the chapter, he describes drifting “for several 

years, in and out of three different colleges, one of them two different times, and four or 

five different majors. One of these might have been a minor. I was pretty much of a 

wastoid” (Wallace 2011, 154). The ellipse of his orbiting the adult world of work is 

thrown into various deformations by his distant relationship with his disappointed father 

and the conflict of his own nihilism with the suspicion “that there is something outdated 
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or clichéd about ‘alienation’ and existential thought in the postmodern era” (Clare 2012, 

435). Eventually, by accident of mixing up one nondescript college campus building for 

another, he stumbles into an advanced accounting class taught by a substitute who may or 

may not have been a Jesuit like the regular faculty. The lesson is presented with arresting 

clarity and the behaviour of all the students is professionally immaculate. Business hats 

and briefcases figure prominently. After the lesson concludes, the substitute says “You 

will want something of a summation then. An hortation” (Fogle notes he may have heard 

that last word wrong) (Wallace 2011, 226). Fogle remembers: 

He looked quickly aft his watch, making [a] right-angled movement. ‘All right,’ 
he said. A small smile played around his mouth as he said ‘All right,’ but it was 
clear that he wasn’t joking or trying to slightly undercut what he was about to say, 
the way so many humanities profs of that era tended to mock themselves or their 
hortations in order to avoid seeming uncool. It only struck me later, after I’d 
entered the Service’s TAC, that this substitute was actually the first instructor I’d 
seen at any of the schools I’d drifted in and out of who seemed a hundred percent 
indifferent about being liked or seen as cool or likable by the students, and 
realized – I did once I’d entered the Service – what a powerful quality this sort of 
indifference could be in an authority figure. Actually, in hindsight, the substitute 
may have been the first genuine authority figure I ever met. (226-27)  
 

The substitute himself goes on (for eight more pages) to speak of being “called to 

account” as a sort of spiritual vocation: 

True heroism is you, alone, in a designated work space. True heroism is minutes, 
hours, weeks, year upon year of the quiet, precise, judicious exercise of probity 
and care – with no one there to see or cheer. This is the world … Learn it now, or 
later – the world has time. Routine, repetition, tedium, monotony, ephemeracy, 
inconsequence, abstraction, disorder, boredom, angst, ennui – these are the true 
hero's enemies and make no mistake, they are fearsome indeed. For they are real. 
(230-31) 
 

Here is the crux of the relationship between boredom and the information society of the 

spectacle: since “television, even the mundane little businesses of its production, has 



 

 

156 

become … our own interior” (Wallace 1993, 159) even our disenchanted expectations 

involve an audience, yet there is no such ideal witness to approve our choices and give 

suprapersonal meaning to our lives. Lives, in “a world and reality … already essentially 

penetrated and formed, the real world's constituent info generated,” where “now a 

meaningful choice lay in herding, corralling, and organizing that torrential flow of info" 

(Wallace 2011, 240). 

If it is true that "a text written according to a constraint describes the constraint," 

according to Oulipo member Jacques Roubaud (1998, 42) Wallace’s might be 

encapsulated in the words of his eponymous character: 

I am about art here, not simple reproduction. What logorrheic colleagues like 
Fogle failed to understand is that there are vastly different kinds of truth, some of 
which are incompatible with one another. Example: A 100 percent accurate, 
comprehensive list of the exact size and shape of every blade of grass in my front 
lawn is ‘true,’ but it is not a truth that anyone will have any interest in. What 
renders a truth meaningful, worthwhile, & c. is its relevance, which in turn 
requires extraordinary discernment and sensitivity to context, questions of value, 
and overall point – otherwise we might as well all just be computers downloading 
raw data to one another. (Wallace 2011, 259) 
 

Wallace in particular did not write with the same kinds of constraints as the Oulipians 

(though he’s clearly aware of appropriation and citation as constraints). But the way he 

wrote thematized certain constraints and mirrored them formally. The Pale King is as 

much about dealing with too much – the ambient cultural constraint facing all writers 

(information managers in the parlance of Goldsmith) – as much as it is about the sense of 

something more – “as in vastly more … hidden by virtue of its size” (Wallace 2011, 85), 

that “sense of something that lies beyond” that’s “implicit in ordinary experiences,” and 



 

 

157 

“rendered intense within the frame of a painting or poem” (John Dewey [1934] quoted in 

Auyoung 2010, 201). 

 Ultimately, the art and poetry dealing homeopathic doses of boredom to 

subjectivities formed by late modern conditions represents specific instantiations of our 

making meaning with the functions and realities of language and visual culture in these 

new conditions, with the possibilities they offer to become enchanted with overload itself. 

In the next chapter I reflect on boredom in contemporary cultural discourse with 

respect to “the polarities of boredom in neoliberal modernity: discontentment, rebellion 

and resignation, versus compliance, docility and security” (European Association of 

Social Anthropologists 2014). The world “young people inhabit” today, said the scholar 

Henry Giroux (2015) recently in a CBC radio interview on his book Disposable Youth, is 

“a dead zone of the imagination which constitutes a site of terminal exclusion.” Aesthetic 

responses to boredom-as-political-apathy are crucial under the circumstances of 

neoliberal austerity. The implications of the kind of ambient panopticon we inhabit today 

will be as vast as our rapidly proliferating communications networks and their contents, 

making them therefore not just vast, but unpredictable, and functionally impossible for 

the average citizen to grasp in their entirety. It is for reasons like these that so many 

scholars, in their different ways, have pointed to the ways that overload has been a 

hegemonic tool to induce apathy – boredom as “counterrevolutionary,” in the 

Situationists’ terms – and how the mobilization of boredom in art has been a 

counterhegemonic strategy against indifference. I conclude by returning to a broader 

discussion of temporality as a cultural-historical phenomenon, one which, in modernity, 
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according to Espen Hammer (2011, 2), is “a disenchanted succession of essentially 

homogeneous now-points.” This is one which poses what one reviewer sums up as 

“problems of meaning and transience” (Fay 2013, 91) foreclosing the kinds of meanings 

that require attending to something in a sustained way, and moreover doing so together. I 

argue that if we understand public spheres as “affect worlds at least as much as they are 

effects of rationality, rationalization, and institutions” (Feel Tank 2007) as affect theory 

recently has, that understanding will be incomplete without a conception of a specifically 

late modern boredom as a mass affect born of choice and information overload in 

networked societies. 
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Chapter 5 

After Now: Public Affects, Aesthetics, and Boredom as a Genre of the 

Present 

The charge of boredom is really hypocritical. There is, in a sense, no such thing as 
boredom. Boredom is only another name for a certain species of frustration. And the new 
languages which the interesting art of our time speaks are frustrating to the sensibilities 
of most educated people. 

Susan Sontag, “One Culture and the New Sensibility”  
 
Boredom, which used to flow primarily from the workplace and leach outwards, is now 
immanent in society as a whole, inasmuch as all of life is now invested in the operations 
of the social factory … Hell is now other people, not because of some timeless existential 
conundrum, but because everyone else is an actual or potential competitor in the zero-
sum game of contemporary economic life, where there can only be a few winners and 
many losers. 

Michael Gardiner, “The Multitude Strikes Back? Boredom in an Age of 
Semiocapitalism”  

 
Displacement or crisis continue to dominate accounts of the institutional, discursive and 
performative conditions of mediated communication in the modern age. Indeed, wherever 
religious modes of discourse and practice are not treated as entirely unworthy of critical 
attention, it is still characteristic to integrate them into contemporary cultural studies as 
stubborn archaisms or as returns of the repressed – that is, as signs of subversion of 
modernity’s undelivered promises of civic virtue and political order embodied in a 
sovereign, collective will. 

Jeremy Stolow, “Religion And/As Media” 
 

The project elaborated in the preceding chapters is about experience of time in 

what you might call “networked” societies,” that is, societies with an abundance of digital 

connectivity that supports an information capitalist economy and whose economic values 

are the reference point for pursuits in so-called leisure time as much as in work life. The 

experience of time it is trying to get at is, paradoxically, one of both speed and scarcity – 

that it moves too fast and there is not enough of it. These contrasting temporalities of the 

affective labour of our self-making are woven together in the concept of boredom like 
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nowhere else. This is a public, not just private, boredom. And it is born of a social 

condition where disconnection from systems of shared meaning, pressure to define 

ourselves through capitalist consumption, and to perform ourselves through social media, 

have drastically altered the rhythms of our temporal experience.43 

In this chapter, I review the key arguments I have developed throughout this work 

and discuss specific questions arising from them that remain for future studies. I situate 

the contribution of the present research with respect to an interdisciplinary variety of 

academic concerns and in the sociocultural field more broadly. I conclude with 

recommendations for future research directions, especially pertaining to methodology, for 

the field of boredom studies. 

5.1 Review and Further Reflections 

Starting with Peter Berger's concept of the heretical imperative, and adding later 

work on “choice overload,” the problematic of choice – which, like boredom, has a 

complex way of spanning the personal and social registers – was contextualized in a 

condition of information and media saturation explained with reference to new media 

theory. Choice and information overload were refigured in this discussion as a uniquely 

late modern species of boredom; one where the subject is paralyzed in the face of too 

many options and no real sense of alternatives. If what came before was “the demon of 

noontide,” this is perhaps a demon of late afternoon, a digital cousin of “‘ce monstre 

                                                        
43 If by now you are curious about your own relationship with boredom, you might visit the 
website http://www.theboredomsite.com/measures.htm and complete one or more of the scales 
measuring boredom. The earliest is the 1986 Boredom Proneness Scale developed by 
psychologists Richard Farmer and Norman D. Sundberg, and the most recent is the 2001 Free 
Time Boredom scale by Mounir G. Ragheb and Scott Merydith. 



 

 

161 

délicat,’ [that delicate monster] which swallows everything – sin and remorse, confession 

and relapse, will and impotence, charm and repugnance – into the great yawn of 

indifference” (Dalle Pezze and Salzani 2009, 8). “The boredom more typical of twenty-

first-century life reflects a situation of information overkill and the hyper-enervation of 

desire,” in the words of Michael Gardiner (2014, 42), since nothing is safe from 

commodification, and every commodity is marketed as equally and intensely desirable. 

Being so opposite to Heidegger’s boredom of nothing to do, epitomized for him in the 

example of waiting for a train, the gray haze of incessant task-switching could stand to be 

cleared by some older style slowed-down, reflective boredom. One of the things this 

work suggests is that referring back to pre-modern forms of boredom – religious notions 

of boredom as acedia; the “profound” or meditative boredom described by thinkers like 

Heidegger and Benjamin – can offer an affective site from which to grapple with the 

crisis of meaning contemporary boredom evidences. 

This is especially true if we consider how often consumption – even “social” 

media consumption – is a stopgap for social needs and desires that are really embodied in 

nature.44 What this points toward is one of the most common and, according to the 

                                                        
44 In a 2012 interview, Cacioppo responded to the question “There’s a lot of talk that social media 
are actually making people lonelier. What do you think?” by telling the story of a study “in the 
early 90s … in which people were randomly assigned to get Internet access or not.” He recalls: 
“To everyone’s surprise, the group with Internet became lonelier and more depressed. People say, 
‘That was early, and now social media is associated with more connection.’ Well, it depends what 
you mean by connection. Research shows that the less lonely you are, the more friends you have 
on social networking sites, but you’re making those friends offline and bringing them with you to 
Facebook. Our own work suggests that what’s important is having friends on whom you can 
count … the greater the face-to-face percentage, the less lonely people were. Now most people 
use Facebook to leverage face-to-face interactions, but some use it as a substitute. 
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psychologist John Cacioppo (2013), one of the most poorly understood phenomena under 

the rubric of boredom; that of loneliness. Since, as Cacioppo argues, our values of 

autonomy and independence so often prevent us from admitting to loneliness, the self-

reflexive, apart-from-the-world experience of deep boredom might be a prime site for 

questioning myths of self-sufficiency as the benchmark of rational, adult maturity. “The 

rational Western subject, aspiring to master the world and governable thereby,” warns the 

anonymous critical collective The Invisible Committee (2014, 3), is already “giv[ing] 

way to the cybernetic conception of a being without an interiority, of a selfless self, an 

emergent, climatic being, constituted by its exteriority, by its relations.” I hesitate to 

speak of “transformation” or “revolution” when it comes to boredom, but I am also not 

alone in seeing the pragmatic restorative potential of boredom for these problems. To 

give but one recent example, the New York radio station WNYC launched a campaign 

called “Bored and Brilliant” that “encourages people not only to rethink their relationship 

with their digital devices, but also tries to overturn the negative preconceptions 

surrounding boredom itself” (Pendle 2015). Eighteen thousand people signed up to 

receive daily smartphone proscriptions intended to keep the interstitial times of their day 

free; no texting, talking, or searching while queuing, waiting, or commuting. As one 

participant wrote in an essay about his experience, not having his Twitter or Facebook 

apps immediately to hand felt like “the liberation of restraint” (Pendle 2015). 

From the paths between the late modern logic of choice and boredom, it was 

possible then to mark out a variety of additional connections with our consciousness of 
                                                                                                                                                                     

Metaphorically, that’s like eating celery … better than nothing, but it doesn’t provide enough 
nutrition.” 
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time, something modern technologies and their attendant ideals of progress have 

drastically recalibrated. In doing so I have sought to retrieve idioms of time and attention 

that makes it possible to accept a non-hierarchical relationship between “hyper attention” 

(a cognitive mode adapted to “an information-intensive environment” with “a low 

threshold for boredom”) and “deep attention, the cognitive mode … that prefers a single 

information stream … and has a high tolerance for boredom” (Hayles 2012, 12). We are 

capable of both and so neither is going away unless a change in our environments makes 

one or the other seriously maladaptive. Could we neither make a virtue out of the 

necessity of skimming and skipping back and forth between multiple texts nor ignore its 

advantages? And neither romanticize nor forget what it is to study one thing as if it were 

hermetically sealed? (Even though so much postmodern scholarship has laboriously 

demonstrated that nothing is ever really so enclosed, even if it is free from hyperlinks). 

The attempt unfurls another umbrella of questions whose ambit is described by a hopeful 

curiosity: what kind of affective difference could be made by such a discursive shift? To 

be more precise, one line of inquiry it suggests is into the uses of digital technology that 

actually constitute numinous activity. More research is needed to reveal the shared public 

dimension of meaning making and spiritual seeking as more and more of our citizenship 

moves online. As scholars of religion like Jeremy Stolow (2005, 122) have impressed, 

“the assumption that the mere expansion of modern communication technologies is 

somehow commensurate with” a “loss of meaning and moral crisis” needs to be nuanced. 

The Invisible Committee (2014, 3-4) gestures toward the stakes of boredom in this debate 

when they describe the emergence today of: 
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a being which, armed with its Apple Watch, comes to understand itself entirely on 
the basis of external data, the statistics that each of its behaviors generates. A 
Quantified Self that is willing to monitor, measure, and desperately optimize 
every one of its gestures and each of its affects … Political economy reigned over 
beings by leaving them free to pursue their interest; cybernetics controls them by 
leaving them free to communicate.  
 

Indeed, they argue, “cybernetics developed on” the “open wound of modernity,” asserting 

“itself as a remedy for the existential and thus governmental crisis of the West” (3). They 

point out that as we get “smart” by willingly generating corpora of our own personal data 

to be added to “the great refrigerated storehouses of data [that] are the pantry of current 

government” (4), our “transparency” is hollowing out our selves and our societies. 

Ultimately, however, The Invisible Committee expects this form of governmentality will 

fail, basically, on account of being too boring. As they say, “by detaching ourselves from 

everything, we’ll end up detaching ourselves even from our detachment” (5).  

 Talking about boredom in this project has opened up a way of talking about a 

temporal-affective structure whose information contents are repetitious, whose choice 

demands are paralyzing, and whose means are bereft of meaningful ends. In order to do 

so I have traced discursive variations in the use of the concept of “boredom” and its 

analogues, opposites (“interest”), and proximate concepts (“choice”), in order to see what 

kinds of stories we’re telling ourselves about time and meaning in late modern life 

compared to the ones we told under different circumstances. It’s one thing to grasp the 

conditions of experience (“acceleration is accelerating,” in the words of Douglas 

Coupland [2011-14]), or even to describe a personal experience of boredom 

(fundamentally, as Lars Svendsen [(1999) 2008] describes it, the absence of personal 

meaning). But it’s a much more slippery thing to capture a cultural mood. From 
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Heidegger, Lefebvre, Benjamin, and Musil, to the Conceptualists, to Wallace, 

philosophers and artists have attended to the aesthetics of this essential dimension of the 

far-reaching changes that structured the world of modernity and continue to restructure 

the digitally flexible and globalizing world of late modernity. I found a way to access 

these discursive formations by looking to works of art for a metaphorics of boredom; by 

conducting an aesthetic analysis of the mundane practice of texting (which is an example 

of what Michael Gardiner [2008, 428] has called “the empirical turn” in “everyday life 

studies”); and by isolating a shared formal element of these art and everyday aesthetic 

objects, the line, and exploring its symbolism for modern and late modern imaginaries. In 

each of these, choice was a problematic that, when applied to a field to yield such 

formulations as authorial choice in art or the strategic play of correspondence in digital 

messaging, offered a way of thinking about the production of that affect in the uneven 

field of our new im/material reality. A reality, that is, where there is scarce time for 

attention plus “informational superabundance and an excess of communicability” 

(Gardiner 2014, 41). 

5.1.1 Chapter Summaries 

The first body chapter, “In and Out of Synch with Meaning: Boredom and 

Texting” tuned into the polyrhythm of asynchronous digital communication, which is 

both characterized by instantaneity and plagued by waiting. As this chapter shows, it is 

these poles that we aim to manage in activities that simultaneously contest and reproduce 

the boredom that afflicts us. Texting, with its socially binding functions but also its 

compulsive bodily aspects, sometimes aims to distend and slow, and sometimes to 
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harmonize and hasten our rhythms. In doing so it blends habit and ritual – a concept for 

which I introduced the blend-word “habritual” in order to capture both the rote and the 

meaningful psychosocial aspects of the pattern texting tends to engender. Of the three 

vignettes of communication practices I compose, this one was most concretely related to 

everyday practices. In fact, compared to conceptual writing and drawing or the 

abstractness of the line itself, its topic might even seem trivial. But just like it would be a 

mistake to think that, because we all have bodies, we’re all automatically equipped with 

what we need to know about them, it would be a mistake to assume the self-evidence of 

the affective dynamics of using this tool, the cell phone, that has become our bodies’ 

most ubiquitous extension. In fact, because texting and the other functions of cell phones 

(especially smart phones) are what they are only insofar as they are extensively 

networked with other kinds of devices and signals, this vignette makes it clear that 

boredom’s relevance to the problems of technological change we know our societies are 

facing is actually central. Certainly the political stakes in inhabiting an affect world 

whose atmosphere is this kind of boredom are high, particularly with respect to 

surveillance. An undercurrent that becomes clearer in the following two chapters is the 

value of aesthetic responses to boredom-as-political-apathy under the technological 

circumstances of neoliberal labour and state securitization.  

From thinking about boredom in the temporality of networked communication, 

chapter three moved on to analyze the formal properties of those communicative 

pathways in the figure of the networked line as well as the line unfurled from the letters it 

denoted. In “On Line: Pursuing Temporal-Affective Paths in Network Society through 
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the Poetics of the Line,” I argued for the shared identity of line, time, and mind on the 

basis that time and mind have been understood by a number of thinkers as two sides of 

the same coin; that, insofar as experience is precisely always an experience of time, time 

is the “hidden being” of mind. Or, to put it another way, that there is a “unity, which in 

fact defines duration [our interior experience of time], between the passing of time and an 

act of consciousness that preserves and synthesizes this very passing from the inside” 

(Worms 2005, 1229). The concept of the line highlights the two together because of the 

way they both proceed along lines. Whether conceived of as timeline, cycle, era, or 

phenomenal flow, time is directional. Thought, too, proceeds along a path, which, 

externalized, yields the lines of drawing and writing “as the most direct externalization of 

the conceptual” (Petherbridge 2010, 2). But beyond showing us how time and mind are 

twins, the line can also show us sociohistorical rhythms, the contours of certain affects 

that trouble contemporary life, and how our encounters with them are synchronized. I 

discussed how the line has “leapt into abstract life” (Marks 2007, 269) in modern and late 

modern imaginaries, prompting cognitive, affective, and embodied responses to questions 

of conceiving time and mind – which I consider asymptotically close in boredom. I 

emphasized that the line’s power to do so is in no small part because, in the words of 

Laura Marks (2007, 269), “form itself gives hints to the perceiver as to how it may best 

be perceived.” The abstract line, as a major formal element of Western modernism, 

delineated different possibilities, first in its straightness, and then in a networked 

configuration. The straight line, promising power over the irregularities of the natural 

world and a vision of time in which the past would lie in its grave only to be resurrected 
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in the guise of something somehow both new and improved. Predictability, monotony, 

and sameness in exchange for control. The networked line, compulsively referring back 

to itself in true postmodern form, but finding at these junctions the “disruptive 

connection” of hyperlinks, more so than the pre-Internet world’s plain ruptures or 

discontinuities. Fraying to reach farther, courting trivial forms of abundance and variety. 

In these ways is the line a heuristic for thinking about late modern temporality.  

Chapter four turned directly to line-making practices starting with conceptual 

artworks that leveraged the properties of the line to reference time and thinking in an 

inversion of the day’s entertainment culture. As alluded to in the chapter title, “Making 

More Boring Art: Conceptual Drawing and Writing as an Other of Information 

Overload,” many of these were dry, anti-retinal works using text and often existing 

primarily as a set of instructions to be carried out by anyone, in a move to emphasize 

ideas over technical skill. But now that our labour and leisure practices are increasingly 

blurred, entertainment culture seems inevitable, obligatory, and pervasive, and artists’ 

responses are changing. I discussed how artists and writers are now resisting this 

inevitability by noticing patterns and then manipulating them for aesthetic instead of 

commercial ends; refusing this sense of obligatoriness by taking it on voluntarily; and 

highlighting this pervasiveness by treating concrete instances of found text as discrete 

entities – not for some recycling vogue, but to challenge the sense that, as Benjamin 

articulated, the labour in something infinitely reproducible seems somehow less valuable 

than in something unique. I considered today’s florescence of endlessly iterative, 

algorithm driven, almost automated work as performing a variety of traditional critical 
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functions, like questioning medium distinctions and redefining the role of the artist by 

challenging notions of individual genius and exploring the phenomenology of intentional 

states, but in the context of unprecedented creative freedom and, concomitantly, 

overproduction. Analyzing conceptual art, poetry, and prose, I discussed the affordances 

and limitations of thematizing and using the material of choice and information overload 

in our attempts to modulate our experience of time and fill it up with content which 

aspires to personal, psychological, or even social significance. If we believe Picasso’s 

(1923) claim that “art is a lie that makes us realize truth, at least the truth that is given us 

to understand” (quoted in Barr 1946, 270) then, as the artist Thomas Hirschhorn (2008) 

recently said, today, when “media, journalism, opinions, and comments want to impose 

their ideology of information,” we “do not need to be informed” by art – we “need to be 

confronted with the truth” (quoted in Joselit 2011, 314). That is, in the words of art critic 

David Joselit (2011, 315), to learn how to make “a decision about what to see and how to 

look.” This is especially true as more of this information is revealed to be “astroturf” 

rather than grassroots – that is, “a perversion of grassroots” thinking that happens when 

“political, corporate, or other special interests disguise themselves and publish blogs, start 

Facebook and Twitter accounts, publish ads, letters to the editors, or simply post 

comments online to try to fool you into thinking an independent … movement is 

speaking” (Attkisson 2015). Under these circumstances, where the “factual truth” of 

information and the “aesthetic truth” of art can be delivered at the same time through the 

same digital channels, it only becomes more important to make our scopic choices with 

both proverbial browser tabs open. 
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5.2 Conclusions and Future Directions 

Throughout this work, reflection on our changed background beliefs has needed 

to be contextualized in sociological changes like those that have colluded to keep 

laboring and consuming citizens’ attention focused on satisfying their unlimited desires 

by making and spending money, or for many, just meeting their basic needs amid 

neoliberal austerity. Under these conditions, I emphasized, we have little choice but to 

multitask – which has been debunked as merely ego-depleting task switching45 – and 

what we’re switching between, increasingly, is hypertexts, which promote shallow 

engagement with fleeting ideas. With this framing, it becomes easier to see how our 

cognitive lives are being reorganized into discrete, brief presents. It also becomes all too 

easy to see how that forecloses the kinds of meanings that require attending to something 

in a sustained way, and moreover doing so together.  

The contribution of this work to “the emerging field of boredom studies” 

(Gardiner 2012, 37) is grasping the discursive construction of twenty-first-century 

boredom through an aesthetics of contemporary everyday meaning-making practices, or 
                                                        
45 See: Inzlicht, Michael, and Brandon J. Schmeichel. 2012. “What is Ego Depletion? Toward a 
Mechanistic Revision of the Resource Model of Self-Control.” Perspectives on Psychological 
Science 7 (5): 450-63. Although the ability to “multitask” has become a staple CV virtue, the 
findings of psychology experiments have consistently shown that self-control can be thought of 
as something like a “limited inner resource” and that “overriding one’s predominant response 
tendencies” therefore “consumes and temporarily depletes” one’s reserves (Inzlicht and 
Schmeichel 2012, 450). It is now thought that the process happens on account of the fact “that 
exerting self-control at Time 1 causes temporary shifts in both motivation and attention that 
undermine self-control at Time 2” (450). Physiologically, explains the neuroscientist Daniel 
Levitin (2015), “asking the brain to shift attention from one activity to another causes the 
prefrontal cortex and striatum to burn up oxygenated glucose, the same fuel they need to stay on 
task. And the kind of rapid, continual shifting we do with multitasking causes the brain to burn 
through fuel so quickly that we feel exhausted and disoriented after even a short time … Among 
other things, repeated task switching leads to anxiety, which raises levels of the stress hormone 
cortisol in the brain, which in turn can lead to aggressive and impulsive behaviour.” 
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meaning-making practices that take found material of the hyperconnected everyday as 

their grist. It has also offered an interdisciplinary update of older sociological approaches 

to linking boredom and information overload, like that of Orrin Klapp (1986), by 

reconsidering them in light of twenty-first-century technologies. Further, it adds the 

spiritual dimension of boredom-as-overload articulated in Elizabeth Goodstein’s (2005) 

intellectual history Experience Without Qualities: Boredom and Modernity, and the 

element of choice overload grasped in the sociological and psychoanalytic work of 

Renata Salecl (2009). Taken together, this represents a new way of thinking about how 

we make choices about our time and make meaning with it that will be of value for 

studies of the everyday, affect, and of modern and contemporary culture. 

Much as contemporary affect theorists have emphasized with concepts of “mass 

affects” and “public feelings,” I am attempting to recast boredom, information 

superabundance, and choice overload as a structural complex – as related somehow in a 

way that finds a new genre for the historical present. “In modernity … genres [like 

tragedies, comedies, etc.] became modes of recognition – complex forms instantiated in 

popular discourse, relying on what we could or would recognize collectively, in common 

– and so subject to historical change and cultural negotiation” (Jackson 2015). In the 

context of cultural studies, coming to a genre is an opening “for making possible new 

kinds of affective collective ground” (Berlant 2012, 85) – in this case, where that ground 

is digital quicksand. As one reviewer of Lauren Berlant’s Cruel Optimism (2011) put it, it 

is only when the activity of “making sense of the present … ‘finds its genre’” that that 

activity “becomes an event” (Roberts 2013, 372), or in other words, something 
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memorable to which we can collectively refer back. There is no claim here that boredom 

takes precedence over the other genres of the present, only that it is time to unite what we 

know about the psychic and material conditions that sustain boredom’s ambient and 

ambivalent qualities (or uncanny lack thereof) in a discussion grounded in some of the 

shared responses to their exigencies in the present moment. Indisputably we 

simultaneously embody this and many other “lived metaphor[s] for the dilemmas that 

plague modern subjects” (Goodstein 2005, 120) deployed and redeployed in the “pleated, 

or crumpled time” of modernity (Nead [2000] 2005, 8). Qualifying boredom thus as a 

genre offers a sense of the temporal-affective structure of certain late modern contexts 

that is sensitive to their antinomies. 

An interdisciplinary path of study in contemporary boredom is crucial because we 

can’t let the solely empirical explanations of disciplinary social scientific approaches 

deny the historicity of the very way we think of the self or the way we study the brain and 

behaviour to understand it. To proclaim, as a recent article in Perspectives on 

Psychological Science did, that “the synthesis of psychodynamic, existential, arousal, and 

cognitive theories of boredom” reveals that “that boredom is universally conceptualized 

as ‘the aversive experience of wanting, but being unable, to engage in satisfying 

activity’” (Eastwood et al. 2012, 482) is to reduce even existential thought to something 

that can admit of a worldview but not a world where “contemporary politics is … about 

whose suffering matters more, and, relatedly, what forms of repair the representation of 

such suffering would intend” (Berlant 2012, 82). The “existential tradition” Eastwood et 

al. (2012, 490) cite is an intensely atomistic one that sees boredom as “caused by a lack 
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of life meaning or purpose.” On their view, “boredom ensues when an individual gives up 

on or fails to articulate and participate in activities that are consistent with his values 

(Bargdill, 2000; Fahlman et al., 2009; Frankl, 1984; Maddi, 1967, 1970; A. White, 

1998)” (490).46 Their claim that “attention failure” is “the defining underlying mental 

process in boredom” (484) may indeed fill in something important that’s missing from 

our understanding of the bigger picture of boredom – namely, a materialist theory of 

affect that explains how attention works in the bored brain. But it says nothing about how 

attention itself has been reconceived as a commodity in an economic paradigm of 

inequality. Nor, in Lauren Berlant’s (2012, 82) words, does it “float magnets connecting 

the pragmatic to the phantasmatic, to create a dense enough collective subject that takes 

and imagines life in a new shape, a fairer one.” 

If the new literature on boredom can’t attend to social scientific and humanistic 

approaches simultaneously, then it risks losing what Kenneth Goldsmith would call the 

unboring parts of boredom, that is, the questions of meaning that have always suffused 

accounts from philosophy and the arts. Ironically, finding causal certitude about our 

interior life in monosemantic scientism47 falls back on the disenchanting logic of the 

modernist project that brought boredom to the fore as a problem in modernity. By way of 

                                                        
46 I include the citation given by Eastwood et al. in order to point out that these existential 
perspectives, even Viktor Frankl’s, are from psychotherapy and social science. Although they cite 
journals dealing with phenomenology, even Heidegger, for instance, does not make an 
appearance. 
47 In a 2014 article for AAAS (American Association for the Advancement of Science) 
Community Dialogue Essay series, science writer Thomas Burnett writes: “to claim there is 
nothing knowable outside the scope of science would be similar to a successful fisherman saying 
that whatever he can’t catch in his nets does not exist. Once you accept that science is the only 
source of human knowledge, you have adopted a philosophical position (scientism) that cannot be 
verified, or falsified, by science itself. It is, in a word, unscientific.” 
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floating some of those magnets Berlant talks about, we might suppose the work on 

boredom and choice overload that I have done here could be taken as the opener to a 

conversation on boredom and control. This would link the registers of personal self-

regulation with biopolitics and the affective economy of semiocapitalism in a “materialist 

phenomenology” that would see “a phenomenon like boredom … analysed in relation to 

the organization of, and recent transformations in, the socio-economic character of late 

modern societal formations” (Gardiner 2014, 31). For instance, psychological studies 

from the James Danckert lab at the University of Waterloo are showing that boredom 

proneness is related to low self-regulation ability but also, when moderated by mind-

wandering, to higher levels of divergent thinking, and hence creative potential. Choice, 

being so associated with “freedom to” in the neoliberal imaginary, is often counterposed 

to control. And as Gardiner (2014, 45) says, “being bored is a kind of refusal to acquiesce 

wholly to … the ‘totalitarian’ injunction to invest all our dreams and desires in … work, 

and to be relentlessly happy in our subjection.” Being bored can be a strategic response to 

a condition of too many choices (and no “chooser’s guide”) that suspends our judgment. 

It precisely allows us to both hold out some hope for a more meaningful freedom and to 

entertain logically incompatible discourses because, like Herman Melville’s damaged 

modern worker Bartleby, we would “prefer not to” commit. What if we studied up to 

explore what happens to self-regulation when the creative potential loaded in that 

ambivalence is actualized in the making of art that questions whether or not there’s 

something on the horizon that deserves the tribute of self-disciplined attention? How 

might the relationship between boredom and creativity be moderated by the emotional 
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effects of “liv[ing] in a … crisis culture borrowing trauma’s genres to describe what isn’t 

exceptional at all in the continuous production and breakdown of life” (Berlant 2012, 

82)? 

Boredom – especially in its guises as ennui and “neurasthenia” – has been 

characterized by philosophers like Friedrich Nietzsche and sociologists like Georg 

Simmel as a kind of nervous exhaustion, and by media theorists like Guy Debord or Jean 

Baudrillard as a slow deadening in the face of “real life” being absorbed by its 

representation. And this is not to mention the fickleness of any shared feelings actually 

created by the spectacle – what the eternal return of fashion recycles might be regarded 

one day as naïvely sweet and hackneyed the next, since naïvely sweet is, after all, mostly 

contempt twisted into something positive by sheer force of mass approval. “Disaffected, 

but saturated. Desensitized, but ready to crack,” summarized Baudrillard ([1981] 1994, 

91). Part of boredom in a hyperreal condition may be desensitization, even or especially 

to intense erotic and violent stimuli, but we can’t feel what we can’t feel, and this is why 

the above example of collaboration between art, psychology, and cultural studies is 

chosen advisedly: it’s crucial now to find some way of aestheticizing that to which we’ve 

become anesthetized. The possibility of recognizing shared experiences within the 

aesthetic is all the more crucial since the sensoria of others tend to be as opaque to us as 

our own absent feelings. Another way in which we fail to know our own selves and our 

prospects when we are insensible to the experiences of others is when we repeatedly 

describe the temporality of our own lives with reference to (invariably busy) personal 

schedules. Having the language of the subjective register of “time management” ready to 
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hand for characterizing our inner experience of weariness and surfeit, flatness and 

craving, makes it hard to see how our experience of boredom is one that reveals time, 

agency, and experience itself to us. Yet even as this discursive misdirection alienates us 

from ourselves, it also alienates us from claiming our stakes in an affect world whose 

public organization “‘wears out’ … our subjectivity … in pursuit of promises that cannot 

be kept, or cannot be kept with the tools available, or the purpose of which was never to 

be kept” (Roberts 2013, 383). In a world so organized by economic logics and mediated 

by representations, we are oriented toward a horizon of procrastination; one day we’ll 

have the time for the “electives” in life, and time enough to enjoy them. In reality, 

though, capital accumulation is never satisfied, and so long as we let capital overreach 

itself to shape our very temporality, as the concept of semiocapitalism describes, we will 

remain arrested in the permanent “now,” with the door to the past locked and the door to 

the future guarded by a changing sentinel of deadlines. If this and forthcoming work 

aimed at consolidating the emerging field of “boredom studies” can continue to shift the 

discourse away from boredom as a private triviality and toward boredom in its essential 

ambivalence – interior and cultural, material and atmospheric, germ of both social 

pathology and personal profundity – then “the delicate monster” and our collective 

struggle with it will have a name. We are far less shaped by the acquisition of discrete 

facts or the mere fact of encounter with a new belief than we are by repeated exposure to 

ideas through the stories we tell ourselves, like the slow tectonic pressures that shape the 

landscape gradually – until occasionally sudden changes erupt through a previously 

unknown threshold. We may disagree about the relationships of cause and effect and the 
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relative priorities of all the things articulated by boredom, but if we press on with this 

discursive shift, we will at least be able to tell ourselves a better story about why it feels 

like there isn’t enough time to make a change. 
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