
Journal of Philosophy of Emotion
Volume 3, No. 2, 2022 (Winter)

Author’s Replies

Replies to Contesi, Hardcastle, Pismenny, and Gallegos

Andreas Elpidorou
University of Louisville, Kentucky, USA

Elpidorou, Andreas. 2022. “Replies to Contesi, Hardcastle, Pismenny, and Gallegos.” Journal of Philosophy of
Emotion 3, no. 2: 44-77. https://doi.org/10.33497/2022.winter.6.

Abstract: The commentaries by Contesi, Hardcastle, Pismenny, and Gallegos pose pressing questions about the
nature of boredom, frustration, and anticipation. Although their questions concern speci�c claims that I make
in Propelled, they are of broad philosophical interest for, ultimately, they pave the way for a better understanding
of these three psychological states. In my responses to the commentators, I clarify certain claims made in
Propelled; provide additional support for my understanding of frustration; articulate the relationship between
e�ort and value; defend the claim that boredom is an emotion and discuss its formal object; and �nally, consider
the relationship between boredom (ordinarily understood) and deep or profound boredom. I am grateful to the
commentators for engaging with Propelled.
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REPLY TO CONTESI:
FOUR NOTES ABOUT PROPELLED

Filippo Contesi raises a number of critical points. First, he contends that if one of the book’s aim is “to create a
rapprochement between existentialism and analytic philosophy, then that aim is less than optimally achieved.”
Second, he brings under scrutiny the sense in which negative emotions are “necessary” for the good life
according to Propelled. Third, he states that there are relevant philosophical works that I did not acknowledge in
Propelled. He also comments on two experimental studies discussed in the book and argues that they do not
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necessarily support my position. Finally, he discusses the “paradox of negative emotions” and argues that my
discussion of art in Propelled denies an “apparent contrast between art and real life.”

On the Ideas of An Existentialist Cognitive Science Or of An Existentialist Analytic Philosophy
Does Propelled argue for the possibility of an existentialist cognitive science? Does it argue for a type of analytic
philosophy grounded in existentialism? The answer to both questions is the same: “No.” The book advances no
meta-philosophical claims, nor does it aim to convince readers of the compatibility of di�erent theoretical
approaches. Consequently, whether the project succeeds in creating “a rapprochement between existentialism
and [the type of empirically informed] analytic philosophy” that I engage in, is not, I suggest, a relevant criterion
by which to judge its success or failure. All the same, the book does engage with existentialism and for that
reason, I am compelled to say a word or two about the role that existentialism occupies in Propelled.

I �nd much value both in existentialism and (existential) phenomenology. First, existentialism’s emphasis on
human freedom is integral to the concept of the good life that Propelled develops. The good life, I admit, can be
many things, but it has to be a life that appears to be one’s own (for further discussion, read the précis).
Existentialism’s focus on freedom and transcendence (projection) exempli�es the conception of the (or a) good
life that I defend in Propelled. For that reason, existentialist sources (especially de Beauvoir 2014) inform my
claims about human action and rationality (see Elpidorou 2020, 128-31, 152-59). Furthermore, I am in�uenced
by a broadly phenomenological understanding of emotions. Such an understanding conceives of emotions as
integral parts of human existence, takes seriously their experiential character, and articulates the ways in which
having emotions ought to be understood as an ongoing social and embodied project. And so, existentialism
informs the general outlook of the book when it comes to the claim that human life is motion[1] (and
projection), whereas phenomenology informs my understanding of emotions as ways of existence (Elpidorou
2020, 12-19). Yet these two important sources of philosophical in�uence do not amount to the further claim
that Propelled aims to bring together di�erent traditions. I am not convinced that such a rapprochement is
necessarily possible (read Elpidorou 2018c for a discussion of the limitations of naturalizing
phenomenological-existentialist approaches on emotions). Nor is it my aim to propose a reconciliation between
two importantly di�erent traditions. The aim of the book is a humbler one. It argues for the importance of
negative emotions and states of discontent in the good life.

Two Senses Of “Necessary”
Contesi is certainly right to point out that I often talk about the “necessary” role that negative emotions and
states of discontent play in the good life. Indeed, this is one of the main claims of Propelled. He is also right to
claim that “necessary” can mean di�erent things. So, in what sense are such states necessary? There are two
senses of “necessary” that are involved in the book: a weak and a strong sense.

The weak one amounts to the claim that negative emotions and states of discontent are useful tools for the
pursuit of the good life, assuming that the subjects of such lives are neurotypical agents a�ected and motivated
by their drives and a�ective states. An imperfect but useful analogy with pain helps to illustrate this meaning of
“necessary” (see also Elpidorou 2018b). Pain is a negative sensation that most of us wish to avoid. Yet we
wouldn’t want to live without the capacity to experience pain. We know that subjects with congenital
insensitivity to pain live di�cult and often short lives. Without the experience of pain to warn them of bodily
harm, they are often incapable of protecting themselves from such harm. I am, of course, oversimplifying
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matters here—for one, I pass over ways in which one can protect one’s body from noxious stimuli in the absence
of the sensation of pain—but the point that I wish to make should be clear: for most of us, the capacity to
experience pain is, in a sense, necessary. Not necessary insofar as it is impossible to exist without it. But necessary
insofar as it serves a bene�cial role: the experience of pain helps us to avoid bodily harm and to take care of our
bodies when they have been harmed. Propelled argues for a similar claim when it comes to boredom, frustration,
and anticipation: although unpleasant, such psychological states can be bene�cial to us. They are our guides and
tools for the pursuit of the good life (read the précis, for more on this claim).

But there’s another meaning of “necessary” that Propelled utilizes. The book argues that a life without boredom,
frustration, and anticipation won’t be recognizably human. I argue at length for the necessity of anticipation in
the construction of the self and of a personal life in Propelled (Chapters 8, 9, and 150-160). I also discuss,
although somewhat brie�y (111-12), the intimate connection between frustration and desire and suggest that
without the experience of frustration our notion of desire would be completely transformed (or even dis�gured)
(read Kupperman 2006 for an illuminating discussion on this point). Indeed, what does it mean to desire
something if we are never frustrated by its absence? What kind of motivation would we have to satisfy desires
and overcome obstacles if we were never frustrated (read Chapter 6)? Lastly, boredom might also be necessary in
the sense that a life without boredom would be a life in which everything strikes us as interesting or worth
engaging with. Again, this appears to be a life that is dissimilar, in important respects, from our own. What
makes a life personal is the fact that we have preferences and interests, and that we commit to and invest in
certain projects but ignore and reject others. A life emptied of boredom would signify the lack of a demarcation
between what we �nd interesting and uninteresting, between what strikes us as meaningful and meaningless,
and between what we think is worth pursuing and that which we think is not. Thus, boredom, frustration, and
anticipation are necessary not just in the weak sense that they are often useful tools in the pursuit of the good
life, but also in the sense that they appear to be the conditions necessary for the experience of a personal life.

More Philosophy, More Science
Contesi also claims that Propelled could have engaged more with pertinent philosophical sources and that it
should have been more critical of some of the empirical studies on which it relies. It’s hard to disagree with the
spirit of Contesi’s two-fold claim. Most philosophical works would bene�t from more engagement with the
existing philosophical literature, although one should be mindful of the costs that such an additional
engagement might carry. And a critical engagement with the empirical studies, as long as it is fair to the work of
the scientists, isn’t merely welcome but obligatory for works that aim to draw philosophical conclusions from
such studies.

Philosophical Engagement. Consider �rst the issue of whether there are some philosophical positions that
needed to be discussed in Propelled. In his commentary, Contesi notes the following:

Schopenhauer’s views might have for instance enriched Elpidorou’s discussion of the empirical research
on emotional adaptation . . . [and] Elpidorou’s discussion of psychological studies on
self-administration of electric shocks to escape states of boredom . . . would have been nicely
complemented, if only again for the sake of acknowledging past contributions, by a discussion of
Edmund Burke’s view that we sometimes seek moderately negative emotions to escape the dullness of
boredom.
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It is true that I don’t discuss Schopenhauer’s view in my presentation of boredom but that was intentional and
strategic. It is hard to dissociate Schopenhauer’s view of human psychology from his contentious and somewhat
abstruse metaphysical views regarding the world and the will. A discussion of the former would have required
me to discuss the latter and I found such a discussion not only unnecessary but counterproductive to the aims of
the book. Furthermore, the Schopenhauerian view that Contesi has in mind appears in my discussion of
Beckett’s Proust. In that work, Beckett repeats the Schopenhauerian contention that life is a pendulum that
swings from the pain that we experience when our desires are unful�lled to the tedium that we feel when our
desires are met. What about Burke? Contesi doesn’t give page references to Burke’s work, so I cannot discuss the
speci�c passages that he has in mind. As far as I can tell, however, Burke doesn’t discuss the motivating power of
boredom and has very little to say about how negative emotions can motivate us to seek out maladaptive and
harmful behaviors. Lastly, although it is true that Propelled doesn’t discuss every philosopher who has said
something of value regarding the psychological states that are of central interest, it does discuss a large number of
thinkers (philosophers and non-philosophers alike) who have o�ered important insights. The list is long, so I
won’t name names here, but the interested reader can look at the references.

Alice in Wonderland and the IKEA Effect. Contesi’s most critical points concern my use of the two
experimental studies (van Aart et al. 2010; Norton et al. 2012) that he discusses in his commentary. The paper
by van Aart and colleagues (2010) is used in Propelled as an illustration of the motivating potential of boredom.
It is suggestive but by no means conclusive. The experiment itself is noteworthy. The researchers built an
installation involving both virtual and augmented reality elements in an attempt to recreate a narrative arc from
Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The researchers asked participants to complete a tedious task
(folding sheets of paper) and then observed their behavior as they were approached by a mechanical, pink-eyed,
jacket-and-scarf-wearing, and watch-carrying rabbit. The aim of the researchers was to determine whether the
participants would follow the rabbit and explore the environment. If a participant didn’t follow the rabbit, the
rabbit would make another “run,” trying to entice the participant into following it and exploring the
environment. If necessary, the rabbit would make a maximum of three appearances and during its last
appearance it would invite the participants to follow it. Through a hidden walkie-talkie, the mechanical rabbit
could talk.

Contesi objects that the role of boredom in motivating subjects’ behavior is overstated in Propelled. He contends
that the design of the experiment was to test for the “motivational role of the combination of boredom and
curiosity.” Contesi also adds that given the structure of the experiment (speci�cally, the way that the installation
was built and the presence of the mechanical rabbit), it is to be expected that participants would become curious
by their surroundings and such a rise ought to be considered the primary driving force behind their behavior. He
notes further that compliance is an important factor when considering the subjects’ behavior. During its �nal
run, the rabbit explicitly asked participants to follow it. Thus, the subjects might have decided to explore the
environment not because of their boredom or curiosity, but because they were following instructions.

To be clear, in my discussion of this experiment in Propelled, I explicitly mention the possible role of curiosity in
a�ecting the subjects’ behavior (Elipodorou 2020, 58-9). Still, an emphasis on boredom when reporting the
study appears warranted. First, all indications show that the subjects experienced boredom while performing the
tedious task. So, the manipulation was successful. Second, my presentation is in line with what the researchers
themselves concluded: namely, that boredom played an important role in driving behavior. In fact, according to
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the reported �ndings, the boring task made the participants more curious. Thus, even if curiosity is taken to be
the proximal cause of exploration (assuming, of course, that we can somehow disentangle the respective e�ects
of each emotional state), boredom still remains an important in�uence on the subjects’ behavior, even if it is a
slightly more remote cause of behavior (read van Aart et al. 2010, 134). Lastly, compliance is insu�cient to
account for the observed �ndings. As it is reported by van Aart and colleagues, and mentioned in Propelled, all
but one of the subjects explored the environment before they were explicitly instructed by the mechanical rabbit.

Whatever one makes of this experiment, I should be quick to underline that I do not use it as the sole support
for the claim that boredom is an a�ective experience capable of motivating individuals to pursue alternative goals
and tasks. The main use of the van Aart and colleague’s study is to tell a story and to engage the reader. Strong
empirical evidence for the claim that boredom can act as a motivating factor abounds in the literature, and in
Propelled I cite numerous studies that demonstrate that the experience of boredom is related both to the
presence of a strong motivation to alleviate feelings of boredom (Fahlman et al. 2013; Van Tilburg and Igou
2012) and to an array of behavioral outcomes indicative of one’s e�orts (often extreme) to escape boredom (e.g.,
Bench and Lench 2019; Bench, Bera, and Cox 2020; Havermans et al. 2015; Nederkoorn et al. 2016;
Pfattheicher et al. 2020; Wilson et al. 2014)

The second study that Contesi considers is a famous one. It is the study that gave rise to the idea of the “IKEA
e�ect” (Norton et al. 2012). The term “IKEA e�ect” refers to the observation that consumers tend to place a
higher value on products they themselves constructed compared to identical items that they did not construct. I
do take this study more seriously than that of van Aart and colleagues and I do think that it o�ers some
(although not conclusive support) for an important contention that I advance and defend in Propelled, namely,
that investing e�ort in an activity changes the manner in which we appraise it. Speci�cally, an activity that is
judged by us to be more e�ortful tends to be appraised as being more valuable.

In his discussion of the study, Contesi writes the following:

[T]he speci�c contribution of the Norton et al. study, is by their own design, to control for the role of
successful (vs. unsuccessful) completion of the subjects’ e�ortful aim. Indeed, taking into account their
follow-up experiments, reported in the same article, Norton et al. suggest that the crucial factor for the
emergence of “the Ikea e�ect” is not merely e�ort but successful (and lasting) completion of labour.
This is backed up by their discovering that no increase in perceived monetary value follows from either
unsuccessful completion of subjects’ building e�orts, or the destruction of their artefact (by their own
hands).

Contesi concludes that what the experiment shows is an e�ect of successful completion on one’s willingness to
pay more for a product and not an e�ect of the investment of e�ort. Thus, “Norton et al.’s study is, in the
relevant context, not the most relevant source of evidence for Elpidorou’s point.”

Much can be said both in response to Contesi’s point and about the study. I restrict my discussion to the
following three points:
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1. The experiment that considers the e�ect of completion on subjects’ willingness to pay is Experiment 2
(Norton et al. 2012) and not the IKEA study (Experiment 1) that I discuss in Propelled. In this
experiment, the subjects weren’t given an IKEA box but a set of LEGO bricks. Researchers divided
participants into pairs, and each participant was randomly given one of four sets of LEGO bricks and
assigned to one of three conditions (build: participants built the set themselves; pre-assembled: the given
LEGO set was already assembled; and unbuild: participants built the set but then took it apart). The
researchers then asked participants to place bids on both their own sets and on their partner’s set. The
results show that participants valued their LEGO sets more than their partner’s when they built them
themselves. The researchers write: “Only in the build condition, as predicted, were participants’ bids for
their own creation signi�cantly higher than their bids for their partners' creations . . . Building and then
‘unbuilding’ sets, however, caused this di�erence to become non-signi�cant” (Norton et al. 2012, 458).
Although this is an important result, it would be unduly quick to conclude that completion is the
driving factor here. Asking someone to “unbuild” a set that they have built a�ects the manner in which
they appraise it. In fact, a demand to destroy the set is very likely to give rise to the belief or judgment
that the e�ort exerted while building the set has been a waste of time. Consequently, the reported
di�erence between the build and the unbuild condition might not lie in the fact that in only one of the
conditions (build) individuals were able to complete the assembly of the set. Instead, the di�erence
could lie in the fact that although e�ort positively a�ected the perceived value of the set (in both
conditions), its e�ect was counteracted only in the unbuild condition by a demand to destroy the fruits
of one’s e�ort and labor. Such an alternative explanation accounts for both the reported di�erences
between the two conditions (build vs. unbuild) and also permits e�ort to play a positive role in the
valuation of the product.

2. In a follow-up study, the same group of researchers revisited the question of why products that we build
are perceived by us to be more valuable than pre-built ones. They found that feelings of competence (as
measured by feelings of pride) that arise from successful self-creation (assembling a LEGO car) were
signi�cantly related to subjects’ willingness to pay for a product (a measure of value) (Mochon et al.
2012). Importantly, the researchers also showed that although putting together the LEGO set was a
signi�cant predictor of willingness to pay for the set (i.e., individuals were willing to pay more for sets
that they assembled compared to pre-assembled ones), this e�ect became non-signi�cant when
competence (as measured by feelings of pride) was included in a regression model. In other words, what
might explain the subjects’ willingness to pay more for LEGO sets that they themselves assembled is the
presence of a feeling of pride that is associated with the successful assembly of the LEGO set and not
necessarily the fact that they completed the assembly.

3. To complicate matters even further, a more recent study by Sarstedt and colleagues (2017) replicated the
original IKEA e�ect, however, they found no support for the mediating role of pride (contra to
Mochon et al. 2012). What they found instead was support for the mediating role of psychological
ownership. It is unclear how to interpret the null �nding concerning pride—Sarstedt and colleagues
used a di�erent conceptualization of pride than Mochon et al 2012. Still, it is important to keep in
mind that the presence of e�ort might a�ect both pride and psychological ownership: there appears to
be a conceptual relationship between pride and e�ort (we take pride in activities that we have invested
e�ort in them) and experimental evidence in support of the claim that e�ort and ownership are related
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(Kanngiesser and Hood 2014). Lastly, it is worth noting that when Sarstedt and colleagues compared
the e�ects of incompletion on subjects’ willingness-to-pay, they did notice a reduction in subjects’
willingness-to-pay (compared to the completion condition), yet that result was not signi�cant,
something that compels us to be critical of Norton et al. (2012)’s interpretation of their Experiment 2.

All this is to say, the IKEA e�ect is the topic of on-going empirical work. But does that mean that e�ort can
explain the IKEA e�ect? Not necessarily. The role of e�ort in the IKEA e�ect is proposed as an empirical
hypothesis that should be either con�rmed or discon�rmed. Although the presence of e�ort a�ords one
explanation of the IKEA e�ect, it isn’t the only one. Indeed, the underlying mechanisms of the IKEA e�ect are
not yet completely known (for a useful discussion, read Marsh et al. 2018). All the same, as I point out in
Propelled, the IKEA e�ect is just one empirical phenomenon that can be brought in support of the important
role that both e�ort and labor play in how we understand and appraise value. There is a wealth of both empirical
and theoretical considerations that strongly support an interaction between e�ort and value. For reviews and
discussions, read Burgmer, Forstmann, and Stavrova (2019) and Inzlicht, Shenhav, and Olivola (2018). We
might not yet have the de�nitive account of the psychological mechanisms behind the IKEA e�ect. Nonetheless,
given our current knowledge and available studies, the claim that e�ort and value are related stands on �rm
ground.

The Psychology of Art and The Psychology of Life
I was surprised to read that Propelled advances a thesis about the nature of our psychological responses to art and
how they compare to our responses to real-life situations. Contesi writes: “Although Elpidorou does not cite the
aesthetic literature on the topic, his thrust in the book may be understood in part as denying this apparent
contrast between art and real life.” Despite this attribution, Contesi does not provide textual evidence in support
of his reading of my book. What passages commit me to this reading? And what claims are suggestive of a denial
of the “apparent contrast between art and real life”? My questions are rhetorical. I am not asking for textual
evidence. I am merely registering my surprise. Indeed, it would be exceedingly hard to �nd textual evidence for a
claim that I neither articulate nor defend in the book.

Even though I make no claims about the relationship between art and real life, I do discuss examples of art in
Propelled. I talk about musical composition and performance (Erik Satie’s Vexations), �lm (Andy Warhol’s
Empire), video games (QWOP or Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy), and �ction (Herman Melville’s Bartleby,
the Scrivener, Yuri Olesha’s Envy, Milan Kundera’s The Joke, and others). The examples, however, are never used
to deny in any way the existence of a di�erence between life and art, nor to suggest that our psychological
responses to real-life situations are similar to those of art. Take the case of Bartleby, the Scrivener. When reading
the text, we don’t mistake ourselves for Bartleby. We do not think that we have to endure the tedium of copying
legal documents. And, more generally, we do not take our world to have changed in response to what we read in
the text. Bartleby’s death is still his; the lawyer’s apprehension, anxiety, and frustration are not ours. Or consider
Getting Over It with Bennett Foddy. When we play the game, we might become frustrated with the lack of our
progress. But we don’t lose ourselves in the game. We don’t confuse our frustration with that of the
avatar’s—the half-naked man stuck in a caldron that we control. Nor are we incapable of understanding that we
are frustrated with our progress in the game and not with the obstacles (boulders, beach balls, heaps of garbage,
etc.) that the avatar cannot overcome.
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The distinction between real life and art is undeniable. The cases that I o�er in Propelled do not mean to suggest,
in the slightest, that the distinction isn’t there. So, what is the role of those discussions in Propelled? They serve
primarily as textual lenses: they are ways of focusing the reader’s attention on certain features of the
psychological states in question. Thinking about Bartleby, I argue, allows us to acknowledge the value and
centrality of anticipation in the construction of a human life. Re�ections on the di�culty of playing Getting
Over It with Bennet Foddy show how the experience of frustration can be motivating and even an attractive
feature of a video game. Lastly, the examples of artworks that involve boredom are meant to illustrate that boring
art--because of its volitional, experiential, and cognitive features--is a risky but potentially profound artistic
gesture. It is risky because boring artworks are intentionally designed to be experienced as having no aesthetic
properties whatsoever. What is signi�cant about boredom (and quite di�erent from the other negative emotions
so often discussed in the aesthetics literature) is that boredom doesn’t merely block us from experiencing a
work’s potential aesthetic value. Its presence instead implies that there is none to be experienced. At the same
time, boring artworks can, and often do, motivate the subject to explore and make sense of them. Successful
boring artworks (Warhol’s Empire, Beckett’s Molloy, Béla Taar’s Sátántangó, Basinski’s Disintegration Loops)
a�ord the subject with a type of agency to seek meaning or interest in, or engagement with the artwork (either as
an object or as an event) all the while the artwork itself stubbornly resists all of that (Elpidorou and Gibson in
press). The role of boredom in art has been discussed before (e.g., Çağlayan 2016; Elpidorou 2017; Elpidorou
and Gibson in press; Matravers 1995; Moller 2014). It is not the place here to summarize those works but many
of the questions that Contesi brings up are explicitly addressed in them.

Let me conclude by brie�y considering two additional issues that Contesi brings up in his discussion. In his
concluding remarks, Contesi o�ers two reasons that are meant to show that “cases of art and real life come
apart.” (1) Emotional reactions to art (and not to life) come with a distancing e�ect (artworks keep negative
a�ects at a psychological “distance” so that they don’t become overwhelming and ultimately incompatible with
possible enjoyment) (for a discussion of this e�ect, read Menninghaus et al. 2017). (2) The manner in which we
come to appreciate the value of emotions in life di�ers from that in art. Ultimately, Contesi takes these two
reasons to spell trouble for my position of Propelled. But they don’t. As I already mentioned, nowhere do I hold
that there is no di�erence between our emotional reactions to life and those to art. All the same, these two points
are of inherent philosophical interest and thus deserve our attention, regardless of whether they pertain to the
book or not.

To begin with, it is worth pointing out that it isn’t always correct to state that art introduces a distancing e�ect.
Strohl argues for this point convincingly with regards to agitation. He writes, “When one is agitated, the object
of agitation is some nuisance, and it doesn't matter whether the nuisance is a �ctional representation” (Strohl
2018, 2). I believe the same holds for boredom (Elpidorou and Gibson in press) and frustration. The fact that we
are bored or frustrated by a �ctional state of a�airs, let’s say, doesn’t attenuate our boredom or frustration nor
does it make the experience of such emotions less real. Perhaps this point is acknowledged by Contesi himself.
His language is suggestive of the possibility that distancing isn’t always a feature of our emotional responses to
art. But if that is so, then the requirement of psychological distance can’t be a necessary condition and thus
doesn’t deliver Contesi’s conclusion.
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Now consider Contesi’s second reason. He writes:

[T]he cases often discussed in the aesthetic literature are cases in which our appreciation of the value of
an aesthetic experience occurs both consciously, and more or less simultaneously with, the experience
itself. By contrast, Elpidorou’s cases tend to be cases that one can only value retrospectively (or by
means of an unusually keen consciousness).

I am doubly puzzled by this claim. First, maybe the examples that philosophers of aesthetics often adduce are
ones that involve immediate emotional reactions (e.g., horror or disgust), but that doesn’t mean that those are
the only emotional reactions to art, nor does it entail that we can grasp the value of those experiences
simultaneously with the experience itself. Consider, for instance, emotional reactions such as uneasiness,
jadedness, dread, existential malaise, or despondency. These are possible reactions to artworks, but they don’t
always occur simultaneously with our experience of an artwork. A performance, a book, or a �lm might not
immediately incite in us those reactions, but it might eventually—after thought, or further discussion and
analysis. Moreover, even if we focus on emotional reactions that are more or less simultaneous with our
experience of the artwork (e.g., horror in the case of watching a �lm), this feature, in and of itself, fails to show
anything about how and when we appreciate their value. Experiencing an emotion is one thing; appreciating it is
something else entirely.

Second, I am unclear as to why Contesi attributes to me the position that the cases that I discuss are “cases that
one can only value retrospectively (or by means of an unusually keen consciousness).” I am assuming here that
by “cases” Contesi means the examples that I provide in Propelled that are meant to illustrate the value of
negative emotions. Yet nowhere in the book do I state that the value of negative emotions can be derived only
retrospectively. Indeed, one of the aims of Propelled is to contribute to a type of psychological and emotional
literacy with respect to boredom, frustration, and anticipation. So, when we experience these states, we can think
about them and use them to our bene�t. If that is what is meant by “unusually keen consciousness,” then so be
it. Note, however, that such an admission neither commits me to the claim that there is no important di�erence
between emotions in real life and emotions in art nor to the claim that our appreciation of the value of emotions
has to necessarily happen retrospectively. To read Propelled in this way is uncharitable.

THE FRUSTRATION OF NON-REWARDS AND EFFORT:
RESPONSE TO HARDCASTLE

What is the a�ective nature of the experience of unexpected non-rewards? And how does it compare to the
experience of an unexpected punishment or loss? Should both experiences be subsumed under the emotion type
of frustration? Or are they distinct experiential states with di�erent elicitors, concomitants, and outcomes? By
considering and responding to these questions, Valerie Hardcastle objects to my explication of the emotional
state of frustration. Her main objection amounts to the claim that I have misread what the scienti�c literature
on unexpected outcomes reveals. On the basis of this alleged misreading, I’ve been operating, Hardcastle claims,
with a “more expansive view of what ‘frustration’ means than what the common folk (or a technical
philosopher) would allow.” The upshot of Hardcastle’s commentary is that what I call “frustration” in Propelled
is not really frustration (Elpidorou 2020). Instead, it is a di�erent a�ective state that is the product of an
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unexpected non-reward. A truly frustrating experience, for Hardcastle, is one that arises as the consequence of
an unexpected punishment (or loss). Such an experience, however, cannot do the motivating work that I take
frustration to be doing in Propelled. Or so Hardcastle claims.

I am indebted to Hardcastle for engaging with Propelled and for her insightful commentary. The questions and
challenges that she presents concern the a�ective and volitional character of frustration and thus demand our
attention—answers to them will contribute to our understanding of this important a�ective phenomenon. In
what follows, I respond to Hardcastle’s objections and show that my understanding of the emotion of
frustration and use of “frustration” are thoroughly supported by the empirical literature. In fact, far from being
a misunderstanding, the description of frustration given in Propelled appears to be the only tenable one.

Could Unexpected Non-rewards Be Pleasurable?
Before I turn to a presentation of Hardcastle’s position, I wish to note one important point of agreement
between the position that I advance in Propelled and Hardcastle’s commentary. Hardcastle writes that “the
internal sense of being on the receiving end of an unexpected non-reward is to feel challenged and to want to
double-down on getting the reward for the behavior.” This statement is the acceptance of a key claim that I
make in Propelled. Obstacles, di�culties, or challenges—as long as they are perceived to be instances of
unexpected non-rewards—can be valuable due to the fact that they are energizing and that they propel us
toward the completion of important goals. The main disagreement between Hardcastle and the position in
Propelled has to do with whether or not frustration is the experiential consequence of the perception of the
occurrence of an unexpected non-reward. In simpler words, is unexpected non-reward the elicitor of frustration
or not? I hold that it is. Hardcastle disagrees.

As I understand it, Hardcastle’s position rests on three claims that, if true, jointly give rise to her conclusion. It
can be summarized in the following premises-conclusion form:

P1: There’s an important distinction between unexpected non-reward and unexpected
punishment.

P2: Frustration is an aversive experience and essentially so.

P3: Only unexpected punishment is (or leads to an experience that is) aversive; unexpected
non-reward is “not an aversive experience” (or does not lead to an experience that is aversive).

C: Unexpected non-reward is not (or it does not lead to) frustration.[2]

Premise 1 holds that there’s an important distinction between unexpected non-reward (UnR) and unexpected
punishment (UnP). I accept that this is so, but I am unclear as to what this distinction amounts. Is this a
distinction that makes a di�erence in the case of frustration or not? Consider the following two options. (1) The
distinction between UnR and UnP individuates between two distinct emotional experiences in the following
way: frustration follows UnP, but a di�erent emotional state follows UnR. (2) UnR and UnP are di�erent
antecedents of the same emotional experience (frustration). Premise 1 is consistent with both options. In fact, it
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is even consistent with a third option: (3) Both UnR and UnP should be subsumed under a more general event
type, and that type ought to be identi�ed with frustration.

Hardcastle asserts (1). She writes that “these unexpected consequences are two di�erent types of events that have
di�erent impacts on creatures, so we should probably call them by di�erent names.” But it is worth noting that
Hardcastle’s assertion opposes the classical de�nition of frustration, which adopts (3). Dollard and colleagues
de�ned frustration as “an interference with the occurrence of an instigated goal-response” (Dollard et al. 1939,
7). This in�uential de�nition of frustration makes frustration an objective occurrence in the world.
Furthermore, it is an expansive de�nition of frustration that groups UnR and UnP together. For the Yale group,
any obstacle (be it unexpected punishment, loss, or non-reward) that blocks the attainment of some expected
goal or grati�cation is frustration (read Berkowitz 1988, 1989).

I mention the classical de�nition of frustration not to recommend it, but to make clear that broad de�nitions of
frustration have an important place in the literature on frustration. Still, in Propelled, I operate with a di�erent
understanding of frustration. I take frustration to be an emotional state (as opposed to a worldly event or
happening) that antecedently depends on the presence of a set of appraisals about our situation. This shift in the
understanding of frustration is not idiosyncratic to Propelled; it is rooted in and supported by the empirical
literature. Indeed, since the in�uential work of Abraham Amsel (1958, 1992), frustration has been conceived as
a psychological state and not as an objective event. So, it is open to Hardcastle to reject the classical de�nition of
frustration and maintain that from a psychological perspective it makes a di�erence as to whether one is faced
with UnR or UnP: it is only the latter that gives rise to frustration.

It is here where Premise 2 and Premise 3 come into play. Premise 2 states that aversive phenomenology is an
essential property of frustration. If frustration is not necessarily aversive, then pointing out that the experience
that follows from unexpected non-reward is not aversive does not prove that the experience isn’t a token of
frustration. Thus, in order for the conclusion to follow, Premise 2 must make an essentialist claim about
frustration. I grant this claim. It is hard to conceive what frustration would be if it were to be experienced as
non-aversive. Hence, the main point of contention lies with Premise 3. Contrary to what I claim in Propelled,
the premise maintains that the experience of non-expected rewards is not aversive. Such a claim is also supposed
to make my alleged misreading of frustration clear: according to Hardcastle, I take experiences of unexpected
non-rewards to be frustrating, yet they are not. And they are not because they are not aversive.

Frustrating Non-Rewards
Is it correct to maintain that the experience of unexpected non-rewards is not aversive? Hardcastle doesn’t cite
any work that supports this crucial claim. Her remarks about QWOP are suggestive but they don’t ultimately
lend support to her position. In that context, she writes, “each time they [the players of the video game] achieve
this goal [move the avatar], they get a psychological boost.” But this observation doesn’t show that the
experience of an unexpected non-reward is pleasurable. It shows that getting a reward (moving the avatar, in the
case of QWOP) after you failed to obtain the reward (in a previous attempt at the game) is pleasurable. The
failure isn’t what’s pleasurable; it’s the success after the failure that we enjoy. What is more, when discussing
cases of chronic pain, Hardcastle grants that in some cases individuals may experience chronic pain as
unexpected non-rewards. But when faced with the question whether this experience can be pleasurable or
non-aversive, she notes that she “cannot say that patients who experience their chronic pain as a non-reward see
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it as something pleasurable.” According to her own admission then, the experience of unexpected non-reward
isn’t necessarily pleasurable.

I think personal intuitions (mine, Hardcastle’s, or someone else’s) can only take us so far in resolving the main
issue. To determine whether the experience of unexpected non-rewards is aversive or not we should look to the
relevant empirical evidence. But before we do that, we ought to get clear on what exactly “unexpected
non-rewards” means.[3] Without having a clear understanding of this type of experience in mind, we might be
misunderstanding or even misappropriating available �ndings.

I understand the experience of an unexpected non-reward to be the experience of the omission of a reward (that
is, the experience of not receiving something that one was expecting). My proposed understanding is a common
one in the frustration literature. In turn, I do not believe that it contradicts Hardcastle’s stated position in her
commentary. To illustrate my point, consider what Hardcastle writes when discussing QWOP:

In QWOP, the reward for the gamers’ playing is making the toy human move as they intended. Each
time they achieve this goal, they get a small psychological boost. By their e�ort, they achieved what they
were trying to do. But they are not successful every time they try. Sometimes, despite their best e�orts,
they get the non-reward of the virtual person falling down. The behavioral response is to double-down
and try again. Small rewards coupled with unexpected non-rewards leads to persistence (Papini 2003,
2006).

In her discussion of unexpected non-rewards, Hardcastle cites Papini. But Papini follows Amsel and other
researchers in understanding unexpected non-reward as omission of a reward. In his 2003 article, Papini writes:

The terminology used in the rest of the paper is derived from Amsel’s [1992] frustration theory,
developed explicitly to account for the behavioral e�ects of surprising nonreward (SN) in experimental
situations. The term nonreward refers to the omission, reduction in magnitude, or quality degradation of
an appetitive reinforcer (e.g., food, water). Nonreward is surprising if it occurs in the presence of signals
previously paired with a reward of greater incentive value than the current one (84; emphasis added).

Hence, following frustration researchers we can take the experience of an unexpected non-reward to be the
experience of the omission of a reward. Is such an experience aversive or not? When we turn our attention to the
literature, I can’t �nd any evidence that justi�es the claim that it is not aversive. On the contrary, available
evidence speaks in favor of the contrary claim. Consider the following:

i. The a�ective quality of the experience of unexpected non-rewards is routinely labelled “aversive” by
researchers and is identi�ed with frustration. Abler and colleagues, for instance, state that “as anyone
knows, the omission of a reward can lead not only to behavioural changes and learning but, usually, also
to emotional distress called frustration” (Abler et al. 2005, 671). In his review of the neuroscience of
frustration, Yu notes that “[r]eward omission or reward blockage is one major elicitor of frustration”
(Yu 2016, 223). In a theoretical overview of frustration, Jeronimus and Laceulle write that “[t]he most
reliable trigger of frustration is an externally attributed omission of a rewarding event or item, and
especially a perceived obstruction by an intentional antagonistic agent” (Jeronimus and Laceulle 2017,
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1). Similar claims can be also found in Bierzynska et al. (2016), Dixon et al. (2013), and Deveney et al.
(2013); but read also Buss (1961, ch. 2).

ii. Subjects experiencing unexpected non-rewards exhibit behavioral changes suggestive of undergoing
an aversive experience (e.g., Yu et al. 2014; Dixon et al. 2013; Otis and Ley, 1993).

iii. There’s neurological evidence in humans that suggests that the experience of an omission of a reward
is aversive. For the most comprehensive review available, read Yu (2016).

iv. Numerous studies involving animals show that surprising non-reward leads to an aversive experience.
See, e.g., Do-Monte et al. (2017), Papini (2003), and Papini and Dudley (1997).

This isn’t the place to o�er an exhaustive review of the literature on frustration and unexpected non-rewards. All
the same, the aforementioned evidence opposes, strongly I believe, the claim that the experience of unexpected
non-rewards is not aversive. The evidence also rejects the contention that such an experience shouldn’t be
labeled “frustrating.” Consequently, the claim made in Propelled that the experience of unexpected non-rewards
is aversive isn’t merely consistent with the empirical literature on frustration, but also robustly supported by it.

Having said that, it is important to acknowledge that Hardcastle might ultimately be using a di�erent
understanding of “unexpected non-rewards,” one that does not refer to the experience of the omission of a
reward. What could that understanding be? Using the example of QWOP—a video game in which the player
controls the movements of an avatar by using only the Q, W, O, and P keys of the keyboard—we could say that
unexpected non-reward is the experience of unexpectedly receiving a non-reward and not the experience of the
omission of a reward. Perhaps this is what Hardcastle means when she states that the player of QWOP “get[s]
the non-reward of the virtual person falling down.” When one plays the game and fails, one does not fail to
receive a reward but receives instead a non-reward (a penalty).[4]

I would like to make two comments in response to the aforementioned explication of “unexpected
non-rewards.” First, a speci�c point about QWOP: I am not convinced that in the case of QWOP, the failure to
move the avatar forward is interpreted by the player as a penalty instead of the omission of a reward. The game is
structured so that the aim of the player is to make the avatar move as far as possible, and ultimately to cross the
�nish line. The player’s expectation thus, at least after the player has played the game a few times, is that one
succeeds in the game if one is able to move the avatar farther than it had moved before. Stated otherwise, given
the di�culty of the game, success in the game doesn’t necessarily mean crossing the �nish line. Rather, success is
progress: doing better than before or marking a new personal record. Consequently, when the avatar falls down
during a run, this may or may not indicate a failure. It is a failure if the avatar fails to advance beyond one’s
previously best distance. What this understanding of the game suggests is that a failed run might involve a
violation of an expectation: one did worse than what one had hoped. As a result, a failure in QWOP could be
understood as indicative of the lack of a ful�llment of a goal, and a goal in a video game is a type of reward.
Thus, there is a way of making sense of what goes on in QWOP that is in line with the understanding of
unexpected non-rewards that I explicate here and in Propelled. When one fails in QWOP one experiences the
omission of an expected (or hoped for) reward (i.e., a new personal best record).
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Second, and regardless of whether there are multiple ways of understanding “unexpected non-rewards,” I do not
think that any crucial claims of Propelled are threatened by allowing the possibility that unexpected non-rewards
could sometimes mean something other than “failure to receive an expected reward.” Many of the examples that
I give in Propelled are examples of cases in which one fails to receive an expected reward, and, as I indicated
above, empirical evidence strongly suggests that the phenomenological character of such an experience is indeed
aversive.

The Emotional Complexity of E�ort
Before concluding, I would like to raise two �nal points. When discussing e�ort, Hardcastle writes that,
“Elpidorou is entirely correct when he claims that we associate e�ort with value (108). However, he is incorrect
that e�ort is unpleasant or unrewarding. Indeed, for many it is exactly the opposite.” I was somewhat surprised
by this assessment of e�ort and reading of my position. There’s an important di�erence, I believe, between being
rewarding and being pleasant, and although I accept that e�ort can be the former, I don’t accept, at least not
without important quali�cations, that it can be the latter.

E�ort can be rewarding insofar as it leads to certain desirable outcomes—in that respect, it can be valuable,
bene�cial, productive, illuminating, or enriching. Indeed, given its ability to confer a sense of meaningfulness
and purpose to our lives (Elpidorou 2020, chap. 7), e�ort appears to be rewarding precisely in that sense. All the
same, I don’t think that e�ort is, in and of itself, pleasurable. The claim that e�ort is itself pleasurable runs in the
face of studies that show that both physical and mental e�ort are aversive (See, e.g., Inzlicht, Shenhav, and
Olivola, 2018; Kurzban 2016; Kurzban et al. 2013). In light of these �ndings, one might claim, and perhaps
Hardcastle’s comments could be read in this way, that e�ort isn’t solely aversive. In other words, even though
there might be an important aversive component to e�ort, such a component doesn’t exhaust the experience of
e�ort. I don’t deny this reading of the phenomenology of e�ort. Still, it is important to note that whatever
pleasure we may �nd in e�ort is not what we might call “sensory pleasure”—to wit, e�ort doesn’t feel
pleasurable in the way that activities such as eating a decadent dessert, having sex, or doing drugs feel. The
pleasure that e�ort involves is a more cognitive (for a lack of a better term) pleasure—it is the type of pleasure or
satisfaction that we derive on the basis of the fact that we have undergone a di�cult experience. (Sometimes
psychologists call this type of pleasure “accomplishment pleasure”; Rozin 1999). That is to say, if there is
pleasure in e�ort, it exists in virtue of the fact that e�ort is experienced as aversive. So, the presence of a cognitive
pleasure or a sense of worth that we might derive from e�ort doesn’t vitiate the aversiveness of e�ort. Rather, it
makes us appreciate the aversiveness of e�ort more and calls upon us to grasp more clearly its distinctive role in
our lives.

This interplay between, on the one hand, hardships and aversive experiences, and, on the other hand, reward,
value, and accomplishment pleasure derived from e�ortful experiences, leads me to my �nal point. Studies show
that our lives are thoroughly emotional: we experience many di�erent emotions, and we experience them often
(Myrtek, Zanda, and Aschenbrenner 2001; Wilhelm et al. 2001). Moreover, many situations can elicit mixed
emotions: they bring about the simultaneous (or near simultaneous) co-occurrences of positive and negative
a�ective states (Larsen et al. 2017). Indeed, as it was shown by a study by Trampe and colleagues, about 33% of
the time individuals experience at least one positive and one negative emotion simultaneously (Trampe,
Quoidbach, and Taquet 2015). Hence, when considering real life stories (e.g., Andrew Wiles’ discovery of
Fermat’s last theorem), we should be mindful of the complexity of our emotional lives. Wiles didn’t just
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experience frustration. Indeed, it is rare to experience just one emotion at a time; our emotional lives are not
“monochromatic” in that way. Instead, he experienced a whole array of emotional states, some positive and some
negative—e.g., the frustration of being stuck but also the joy of �nding meaning and purpose. Once again, such
a realization doesn’t speak against the claim that the experiences of e�ort and frustration are aversive. The
positivity that we derive from struggle doesn’t render its aversiveness any less real.

In sum, given what the literature on frustration reveals, I maintain that what I called “frustration” in Propelled is
real frustration: it is both our everyday experience elicited by the realization that an obstacle is blocking the
achievement of an important goal and the a�ective phenomenon studied by many psychologists and
neuroscientists.

THE EMOTIONAL APPROPRIATENESS AND VALUE OF BOREDOM:
A RESPONSE TO PISMENNY

A Triad, Not a Trinity
Propelled focuses on a triad of psychological states: boredom, frustration, and anticipation. But why those three
states and not some others? What is the relationship between them? How do they come together? And how do
they relate to the good life? In the �rst part of her commentary, Arina Pismenny raises these questions. She is
right to do so and I’m grateful for the opportunity to address them.

There are two main theoretical reasons why Propelled groups these three states together. The �rst has to do with
how they transform our relationship to the present; the second has to do with how they relate to self-regulation.

To begin with, in all three states, the now fails to fully satisfy us. This is obvious in the case of boredom. Be it
because of a perceived meaninglessness (Van Tilburg and Igou 2011, 2012), an inability to pay attention
(Eastwood et al. 2012), or the realization that our situation is either non-optimally challenging (too easy or too
di�cult) (Csikszentmihalyi 1975; Daschmann et al. 2011) or unnecessarily constraining (Caldwell et al., 1999;
Martin et al. 2006; Steinberger et al. 2016; van Hooft and van Hoo�, 2018), the result is the same. In a state of
boredom, we �nd ourselves in an experientially unpleasant state from which we seek escape. The same holds for
frustration, albeit for di�erent reasons. The experience of frustration signi�es the presence of a bothersome
obstacle and a thwarted desire. And so, as long as we remain frustrated, we are painfully aware that there is
something that is blocking the ful�llment of an important goal. If boredom is a call to move out of our current
unsatisfactory situation, frustration is a call to work through our discontent with the hopes of rendering our
situation congruent with our goals (read Yu 2016). What about anticipation? It also changes our relationship to
our current situation. Whether we anticipate with excitement, with dread, or even with mild indi�erence
characteristic of everyday mind wandering, we have lost our “touch” with our current task. Our present during
anticipation fails to engross us. We are mentally somewhere else. What is more, there is even a type of
anticipation that doesn’t just disconnect us from our present but demotes it. This is a common experience and
takes place when we look forward, excitedly and impatiently, to some future event—the end of a shift, a sunny
vacation, a hard-won promotion, or the end of the pandemic. Such an anticipatory state, just like boredom and
frustration, signals a dissatisfaction with our present. When we anticipate in such a fashion, the present
dissatis�es us—we don’t want it but something else; we don’t enjoy it but endure it. All three states, thus, reveal
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to us how our desires are faring. They forcefully point out to us a disconnect between what we wish to have and
what we currently have.

The second reason for grouping together these three states concerns their ability to motivate us. They help us to
get from one state to another. Boredom takes us from a state of dissatisfaction and perceived meaninglessness to
one that is hopefully both satisfactory and meaningful to us. Frustration either gives us the energy that we need
to keep pursuing our goals or forces us to give up on unattainable goals. Finally, anticipation gives us a clear view
of the future. It allows us to de�ne ourselves and in doing so, helps us to choose how to act in the present so that
we can bring about the realization of our desired goals and projects. As I argue in the last chapter of Propelled,
recent work in the psychology of self-regulation (read, e.g., Kruglanski, Chernikova, and Jasko 2018; Kruglanski
et al. 2013) o�ers us with good reasons to think that being able to initiate movement is vital both to hedonistic
and eudaimonistic well-being. Hence, through their capacity to move us, these three psychological states become
elements of well-being.

It is, of course, right to claim, as Pismenny does, that these states “require the agent to take the right attitude
towards them to overcome their potentially harmful e�ects.” All the same, such a realization doesn’t abolish
their potential role in the good life. Emotions and other psychological states don’t typically make our lives better
on their own and without our guidance. Anger may prompt us to rectify a perceived injustice or to overreact.
Fear can protect us from danger or foreclose important possibilities for growth. Boredom could push us to act
pro-socially and to enhance creativity, but it may also give rise to maladaptive and destructive actions. The
outcomes of our psychological states are many and varied and straddle the line between good and bad, bene�cial
and harmful. By knowing the potentially harmful outcomes of our psychological states we stand a chance of
preventing them. By knowing the ways in which they can help us, we can use them to move us closer to the
completion of our goals. Propelled is a guide into the uses and abuses of boredom, frustration, and
anticipation.[6]

There’s something else. There’s one last reason as to why this particular triad was chosen. This isn’t a theoretical
reason but a personal one. The choice of these three states re�ects my interests (philosophical or otherwise),
background knowledge, and goals. One often writes on a topic that one �nds genuinely interesting and wishes
to explore. I did the same. The choice of these three states isn’t an argument that these states are more worthy of
our consideration than some other states, nor is it proof that they necessarily have to be considered as a triad.
Boredom, frustration, and anticipation form a meaningful triad but not a holy trinity. Perhaps a di�erent book
could have been written by focusing only on boredom and frustration, leaving anticipation on the side. Still, I do
think that anticipation is an important element of many of our emotional states. The value of anticipation
doesn’t depend on whether it is a�ectively laden or not. What is crucial about anticipation is that it o�ers us a
view of the future—it makes us realize what is interesting and meaningful to us and structures our goals and
comportment to the world. Indeed, without anticipation it is hard to see what kind of positive contribution
boredom and frustration would do. Without anticipating a better state, the motivational potential of boredom
would decrease—what’s the point of struggling to escape the grasp of boredom if we don’t know what else to
do? And without anticipation, frustration might not even arise. Frustration requires clearly de�ned goals and
expected outcomes, both of which appear to be the products of anticipation.
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Boredom As An Emotion: A Working Hypothesis
Is boredom an emotion or some other a�ective state, perhaps a mood, a drive, a sensation, or an attitude of some
kind? In the second part of her commentary, Pismenny takes up the issue of the ontology of boredom. She
addresses the question of what the formal object of boredom might be and after considering four possible
elucidations of the character of this object, she argues that none of them allows us to specify aptness conditions
for boredom. Pismenny thus concludes that because we are unable to specify such conditions we should reject
(or at least be critical of) the claim that boredom is an emotional state.

There is a lot to be said in response to this excellent and di�cult question. In this and the following section, my
intention is to defend the claim that boredom should be understood as an emotion. However, before I turn to
my defense, it is important to raise the following two points. First, the precise nature of boredom ought to be the
result of not just conceptual analysis but also of empirical work. Consequently, I don’t take my claim that
boredom is an emotion to be an established, non-revisable claim. I submit the claim as the conclusion of an
inductive argument: the assessment that boredom is an emotion o�ers, I believe, the best explanation of the
available evidence. Second, much of what I say in Propelled about boredom doesn’t require that we have a settled
account of its ontological character. My claims about boredom’s role in the good life depend on two key
characteristics of boredom: that it marks a state of dissatisfaction and that it involves a desire to escape that
which gives rise to our dissatisfaction. As long as those theses are true—and given that they are thoroughly
supported by empirical �ndings, I see no reason to doubt them—the role that I assign to boredom in Propelled
(or something close to that) should be accepted, regardless of boredom’s ontological status.

Having said that, I think that we can and should defend the claim that boredom is an emotion. Consider, for
instance, the following four reasons in support of this assessment. First, boredom is routinely taken by
researchers to be an emotion (e.g., Bench and Lench 2013; Fisher 1993; Pekrun et al. 2010; Van Tilburg and
Igou 2017; Westgate and Wilson 2018). Obviously, this treatment of boredom doesn’t amount to a decisive
argument in support of the conclusion that boredom is an emotion. The treatment, however, does reveal that
the view that boredom is an emotion is a working hypothesis that has proven to be remarkably useful. For
instance, it allowed researchers to make great progress in elucidating the causal antecedents of boredom,
analyzing its cognitive components, and determining boredom’s physiological correlates. Importantly, the
working hypothesis has also allowed researchers to show the ways in which boredom can be individuated from
other emotional states like frustration, sadness, and anger.

Second, the claim that boredom is an emotion �ts well with a pre-theoretical and commonly held fourfold
division of episodic a�ective phenomena. It is customary to place episodic a�ective phenomena in one of the
following four categories: (i) drives or instincts; (ii) bodily sensations or feelings; (iii) moods; and (iv) emotions.
Known �ndings about boredom’s antecedents, outcomes, and concomitants speak against placing it in (i)–(iii).
Boredom requires a cognitive basis (typically an occurrent belief or perception about our situation and perhaps
even about ourselves; e.g., Van Tilburg and Igou 2012; and Eastwood et al. 2012), has a well-de�ned intentional
object (we are often bored with this or that particular task, book, conversation, song, etc.), and is “malleable”
insofar as our experience of boredom can be a�ected (intensi�ed, alleviated, or altered) by our beliefs,
perceptions, or cognitive processes. Drives, instincts, sensations, or feelings typically don’t require a cognitive
basis. Moods lack a speci�c intentional object.[5] And all aforementioned a�ective phenomena with the
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exception of emotions don’t appear to be malleable (or as malleable as boredom). (I discuss the di�erent possible
types of boredom in my response to Gallegos. For a proposed taxonomy of boredom, read Elpidorou 2022.)

Third, boredom �ts the general characterization of emotions that is given in the a�ective sciences (Scherer
2005). Just like other emotions, boredom is a relatively short-lived, �exible, multi-dimensional response to
speci�c physical and social situations. It is initiated by an individual’s appraisal of an event that bears some kind
of personal signi�cance to the individual and leads to a cascade of interrelated responses in the individual. For a
defense of this claim, read Elpidorou 2018a.

Fourth and last, the hypothesis that boredom is an emotion is consistent with various philosophical theories of
the ontology of emotions. Given the important role of appraisals in boredom, one could argue that boredom is
the evaluative judgment that something is uninteresting, meaningless, or unengaging. Given its volitional
character, one could argue that boredom is a belief-desire combination: e.g., it is the combination of the belief
that this is uninteresting and the desire that I want to do something else. Or given boredom’s action readiness, one
could argue that boredom is an embodied evaluative attitude towards situations, objects, or individuals.
Following the attitudinal theory of emotions (Deonna and Teroni 2015), we might say that boredom is
evaluative because it consists in feeling the body’s readiness to act so as to disengage with one’s current situation
and to engage with an alternative situation.

In light of these considerations, we are justi�ed, I believe, to operate under the (revisable and falsi�able)
assumption that boredom is an emotion.

The (In)Appropriateness of Boredom
But then what about Pismenny’s claim that it is di�cult (if not impossible) to specify boredom’s aptness
conditions? This is an important challenge and one that should be addressed—here, but also more fully in some
other work. I o�er two responses to Pismenny’s challenge. First, I suggest that one of the speci�cations of the
formal object of boredom that Pismenny considers but ultimately rejects shouldn’t be ruled out. Second, I
present a theoretical characterization of boredom that treats it to be a cognitive phenomenon intimately related
to attentional di�culties and I argue that such an account of boredom allows us to specify its aptness
conditions.

Pismenny suggests that one possible way of elucidating the formal object of boredom is by o�ering a “causal
account.” According to this proposal, boredom’s formal object (and in fact, its representational character) could
be “cashed out in terms of whatever produces the emotional reaction in question.” Yet after introducing this
possible approach, she quickly rejects it. She writes:

[W]e should expect that boredom has representational content, which in turn requires that it is subject
to correctness conditions. If this is right, then the causal account will fail to demarcate the boring. In
order for boredom to have representational content it must be possible in principle for it to mis�re or
misrepresent.

If Pismenny is correct, then it must be impossible for a causal account to explain how boredom comes to
represent and misrepresent its objects (both particular and formal). I say “impossible” and not “di�cult”
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because what is needed in order for the conclusion to go through is a demonstration that the causal account (in
its many variants) cannot succeed. However, if this is a premise in Pismenny’s objection, then we are owed an
account of the presumed fatal faults of the causal account of the representational character of boredom.

The problem with the causal account of boredom might lie with the fact that it is causal (or correlational,
developmental, or evolutionary; causal accounts of representation are a family of related approaches [Adams and
Aizawa 2017]). If that’s the case, then Pismenny’s argument is a far-reaching one. It doesn’t apply just to the
emotional state of boredom, but presumably to any account of any representational state that aims to explain its
intentional relationship through some kind of causal (or correlational, developmental, or evolutionary)
mechanism. I don’t deny that there are serious di�culties with e�orts to naturalize mental content and
representation (Mendelovici and Bourget 2014). However, such di�culties appear to be par for the course with
any attempt to reduce intentionality to a completely natural phenomenon. Despite their troubles, causal
accounts of representation do continue to constitute a productive and promising research program in
philosophy and the cognitive sciences. Thus, unless it is shown that causal accounts are deeply and irredeemably
problematic it seems premature to declare that a causal account of boredom’s representational content cannot
be provided (read e.g., Dretske 1995; Fodor 1990, 1994; Millikan 1989, 2004, Neander 2017; Neander and
Schulte 2020; Papineau 1987, 1998).

But Pismenny’s objection could be read in a more quali�ed way. The problem that Pismenny points out, one
might hold, isn’t with the fact that causal accounts are causal (in a broad sense), but with the speci�c application
of the causal account to boredom. But if accounts of representational content qua causal accounts aren’t faulty
beyond repair, then why can’t they be used to ground the intentional relationship that is meant to hold between
boredom and its formal object? Other emotion researchers have utilized them to explain emotions’
representational character (read, e.g., Prinz 2004). So, boredom theorists can try too. For instance, one might
suggest that if boredom reliably co-varies with the presence of some environmental conditions because it was
designed to do so through evolutionary pressures, then boredom would be apt if it arises when those
environmental conditions are present and inapt if it arises when they are absent.

I realize of course that my brief and promissory comments on the causal account of mental representation don’t
make much progress in elucidating the formal object of boredom. So, it is legitimate for one to still wonder what
the formal object of boredom might be. In the case of boredom, the issue of its formal object is complicated by
the fact that there is currently no widely accepted theory of boredom. Is boredom essentially an a�ective,
volitional, or cognitive phenomenon? Are some aspects of boredom (attentional di�culties, perceived
meaninglessness, altered perception of the passage of time, an urge to escape boredom, or an appraisal that one’s
situation is unsatisfactory) more fundamental than others? Could there even be di�erent types of boredom? It is
not the place to discuss these debates here. I mention them only to grant myself license to focus on just one
account of boredom: the attentional theory of boredom.[7]

According to the attentional theory, boredom is “the aversive state of wanting, but being unable, to engage in
satisfying activity” (Eastwood et al. 2012, 483). Boredom arises when the following conditions are met: (a) We
are unable to successfully and satisfactorily engage our attention; (b) we are aware of the fact that we cannot
successfully and satisfactorily engage our attention; and (c) we “attribute the cause of our aversive state
[boredom] to the environment” (Eastwood et al. 2012, 484).

Journal of Philosophy of Emotion, Volume 3, Issue 2, Winter 2022 62



Authors’ Replies on Propelled Andreas Elpidorou

Using this account of boredom, we can then maintain that the formal object of boredom is the cognitively
unengaging. Although the particular objects of boredom can be many (a book, a Net�ix show, a conversation, a
town, a frenemy), they are objects of boredom because they are represented as cognitively unengaging. Could
this account of the formal object of boredom allow us to specify its aptness conditions? I don’t see why not.
Under the proposed attentional account, boredom would be appropriate (or �tting) when (a)-(c) hold and we
are correct in attributing the cause of our boredom to the environment. An experience of boredom would turn
out to be inappropriate if (a)-(c) hold, but we are wrong to attribute the cause of our boredom to the
environment.

We can discern the aptness of boredom when we consider our interactions with repetitive or monotonous
stimuli. Although such stimuli don’t guarantee the experience of boredom, they are often reliable causes of
boredom. Indeed, it is reasonable for someone to experience boredom when they are exposed to monotony or
repetition. The same goes for engagement with tasks that are too easy for us or that place upon us unreasonable
constraints. In such situations, it is again reasonable and appropriate for an individual to experience boredom.
One’s inability to engage with their situation makes sense and it is justi�ed given the environmental features.

On the contrary, there will be cases in which the experience of boredom would turn out to be inappropriate or
inapt. In fact, it is not untypical for us to criticize others when they (unjusti�ably to our minds) complain of
boredom. We often chastise children when they experience boredom while being immersed in an environment
�lled with opportunities for engagement. Or we might tell students that they shouldn’t be bored with a
particular class. We might ask them to cognitively reappraise the class, remind them of its bene�ts, ask them to
pay attention, or point out to them the ways in which the lecture or material is interesting, engaging,
stimulating, etc.—we do all that because we take their emotional experience to be inappropriate and want to
correct it. Such attitudes, I believe, are indications that boredom is subject to aptness conditions.[8]

THINKING ABOUT DEEP BOREDOM:
A RESPONSE TO GALLEGOS

Suppose that we are considering an emotion type E—E can be sadness, disgust, boredom, anger, or some other
emotion. Are there tokens of that emotion type that are “deeper” than others? And if this notion of emotional
depth is both coherent and phenomenologically accurate, does it a�ect the character of our emotional
experience? In his wonderfully rich and insightful commentary, Francisco Gallegos takes up these and other
questions. By drawing upon the phenomenological work of Martin Heidegger, Gallegos focuses on the a�ective
experience of boredom and distinguishes between ordinary (or simple) boredom and deep (or “profound”)
boredom. The former type of boredom corresponds to our everyday experience of boredom and thus to the
boredom with which much of Propelled is concerned (Elpidorou 2020). It is unpleasant, transitory, and
situationally dependent; it renders our tasks and situations meaningless, uninteresting, or unengaging; and
carries motivational force insofar as it prompts us to escape the situation that elicited it. In analyzing this type of
boredom, Gallegos argues that its unpleasantness and motivational force are connected to and explained by the
fact that, during an experience of boredom, the manner in which we engage with the world becomes altered.
“What makes such boredom unpleasant,” Gallegos writes, “is the dissonance between the interpretive
framework associated with our boredom and the other frameworks through which we are simultaneously
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experiencing the things and situations we are encountering.” He adds: “In such moments, things show up as
somehow both personally meaningful and personally meaningless.” The perceived tension in how we relate to
our personal projects makes the state of the boredom “uncomfortable;” the desire to resolve the tension grants it
its motivational potential.

According to one reading, Gallegos’ comments don’t seem to be speci�c to boredom. Any emotional experience
capable of giving rise to a “dissonance” between how things are presented through that emotion and how things
are revealed through a di�erent mode of relating to the world should have the same result. However, one could
point out that what’s distinctive about boredom is the fact that boredom (and perhaps only boredom) reveals a
tension in perceived meaninglessness/meaningfulness. As recent empirical work reveals, during the experience of
(ordinary) boredom, our current task or situation strikes us as meaningless (Van Tilburg and Igou, 2011, 2017).
Such a realization is uncomfortable and painful because we are motivated to resolve it by seeking an alternative
form of engagement that is itself meaningful (Moynihan, Igou, and Van Tilburg 2020). Gallegos’ remarks about
ordinary boredom are thus consistent both with the view that I o�er in Propelled and with empirical �ndings
explicating the relationship between perceived meaninglessness and boredom.

Gallegos has more to say, however, about deep boredom and it is these remarks that may mark a potential
disagreement between his view and the position in Propelled. Gallegos notes that deep boredom is distinguished
from ordinary boredom in two important respects: �rst, it is less aversive than ordinary boredom; second, it is
weakly, as opposed to strongly, propulsive. Gallegos then sets out to explain these two features of deep boredom
by an appeal to emotional depth and to the emotional or interpretative context that makes such a type of
boredom possible. Gallegos concludes that “boredom is not inherently propulsive, but, rather, the propulsive
quality of boredom is made possible by the emotional context in which an experience of boredom is located.” If
the motivational character of boredom depends on context, then not all occurrences of boredom will have the
ability to do the work that I assign to boredom in Propelled. I concede this point. It would be foolish to make an
unquali�ed claim about all possible experiences of boredom—in fact, in Propelled I’m careful to distinguish
between state boredom and trait boredom (or boredom proneness), and only the former is capable of propelling
us into a better state and thus having a potential positive role in our well-being. Nevertheless, Gallegos’ remarks
about deep boredom and emotional depth are important in their own right, independently of whether and how
they relate to claims in Propelled. Because of that, I will examine how deep boredom relates to ordinary boredom
and whether deep (Heideggerian) boredom is a form of boredom or not. Lastly, I will consider whether the
functional view of boredom can account for the features of deep boredom that Gallegos singles out.

Deep Emotions and Profound Boredom
What does it mean to say that one emotional experience is deeper than another? Following Gallegos’s discussion
of boredom we might say that an emotional experience becomes deep when “a profound change takes place in
the person’s experience, as an entire category of evaluative properties suddenly disappears from their
experience—namely, those evaluative properties that depend on one’s sense of being a unique individual with
distinctive commitments and concerns.” Although this description is given in the context of profound
boredom, it appears that a “disappearance” of a whole class of evaluative properties is something that might be
shared by many deep emotions. For instance, Gallegos writes that “when we experience deep boredom, we can
no longer make sense of how the things around us are relevant to the personally meaningful projects that
normally allows us to become absorbedly engaged in activities.” But couldn’t this fundamental change in our
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comportment to the world occur regardless of the particular �avor of our emotional attunement? Wouldn’t
depression, deep sadness, or profound frustration have the same result?

In the case of boredom, the disappearance of self-de�ning qualities could relate to a change in the scope of
boredom’s intentional object. Accordingly, we might say that a token of boredom, B1, is deeper than a di�erent
token, B2, if the intentional object of B1 is broader than the intentional object of B2. Being bored with one’s job
is a deeper boredom than being bored with a particular task that one has to perform as part of one’s job. And
being bored with one’s life is an even deeper sense of boredom. Life boredom seems to be a state (or condition)
in which one fails to make sense of oneself and of one’s involvement in one’s projects. Moreover, such a
thoroughly boring existence could function as “an interpretive framework” through which one’s self, the world,
and relationship to others becomes changed (Bardgdill 2000; Maltsberger 2000). Perhaps then the deep
boredom that Heidegger discusses is a limiting case of this type of boredom: everything becomes boring for
us—not just our present tasks and commitments, but crucially also our past and future projects.

Yet Heidegger’s construal of profound boredom doesn’t correspond to the phenomenon that either laypeople or
scientists call “boredom.” Heidegger’s deep boredom is not ordinary boredom. The former is totalizing insofar
as it a�ects every aspect of our existence and renders us an “undi�erentiated no one” (Heidegger 1995, 135). The
latter is not. Ordinary boredom lacks the comprehensive scope of profound boredom. Its emergence depends on
our situation and can be alleviated often easily and by a mere change in situation. Moreover, profound boredom
is a mood—a Grundstimmung, to be exact—and arguably the condition for the possibility of ordinary,
intentionally “pointed,” a�ective states, such as ordinary boredom. Finally, profound boredom is supposed to
carry with it existential and philosophical import: for Heidegger, it reveals to us the nature of human existence
and can prepare us for metaphysical thinking. Ordinary boredom does not.

There is another conception of boredom that is available to us that isn’t ordinary boredom. In the empirical
literature on boredom, it is customary to distinguish between state boredom (what I called above “ordinary
boredom”) and trait boredom (Farmer and Sundberg 1986; Fahlman et al. 2013; Neu 1998; Todman 2003).
Trait boredom is a personality trait capable of transforming in profound ways an individual’s relationship to
themselves, others, and the world. Consequently, trait boredom appears to be, just like profound boredom,
totalizing. It may even be ontologically informative. By rendering our existence uninteresting, meaningless,
unengaging, or foreign, trait boredom may reveal to us the groundlessness of our existence.

All the same, trait boredom isn’t Heidegger’s profound boredom. For one, trait boredom is a personality trait,
and as such it marks and predicts individual di�erences: some individuals possess this trait whereas others lack it.
Thus, whatever the a�ective, cognitive, or motivational outcomes of trait boredom may be, they won’t be
experienced by everyone. On the contrary, profound boredom does appear to be something that can be
experienced by everyone. Profound boredom, Heidegger tells us, “is rooted in time—in the time that we
ourselves are” (Heidegger 1995, 133). As such, it emerges out of the most fundamental feature of human
existence—namely, our care structure. Profound boredom is therefore supposed to be ontologically deeper than
trait boredom and identifying the two would, for Heidegger, result in the con�ation of two levels that ought to
be kept separate—the psychological/biological and the ontological.[9]
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Lastly, trait boredom stands as an obstacle to an authentic existence (Elpidorou 2017). True, individuals
characterized by trait boredom might experience the total withdrawal of being and possibilities described by
Heidegger. Yet, such a withdrawal is not motivating (weakly or otherwise). Its presence is correlated with a host
of harmful conditions and maladaptive behaviors (Vodanovich 2003; Vodanovich and Watt 2016) and is
characterized by a profound lack of care (Bargdill 2000). Such features of trait boredom reveal that trait
boredom doesn’t a�ord the type of self-understanding described by Heidegger and which is assumed to take
place during profound boredom.

We are forced to conclude, I believe, that profound boredom is something di�erent than both our ordinary,
everyday boredom and the boredom that has been the subject of numerous scienti�c studies (read also
Elpidorou and Freeman 2019). The conclusion won’t surprise those who are well versed in Heidegger. On the
one hand, even though Heidegger uses ordinary terms in his works, he routinely appropriates them for his own
purposes. Thus, the use of “boredom” doesn’t entail that Heidegger is talking about ordinary boredom. On the
other hand, Heidegger’s fundamental ontology is not, nor can be reduced to, science. If profound boredom is a
genuine phenomenon, then it won’t be fully accessible through a scienti�c lens and the constructs of ordinary
(or state) and trait boredom.

Functional Boredom and Deep Boredom
Regardless of how we settle the relationship between profound boredom and boredom (ordinary, trait boredom,
or some other type of boredom), deep boredom deserves further attention. After all, deep boredom need not be
identi�ed with profound (Heideggerian) boredom—Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis of profound
boredom is just one possible explication of deep boredom. For that reason, I will conclude by considering what
the functional view of boredom that I support predicts about deep boredom. Speci�cally, does the functional
account agree with Gallegos’ contention that deep boredom is both less motivating and less aversive than
ordinary boredom?

The functional view identi�es boredom with a speci�c role within our behavioral and mental economy
(Elpidorou 2014, 2018b). It holds that boredom is an attempted transition from an input state to an output
state. It arises when we �nd ourselves in a meaningless, uninteresting, non-stimulating, or overly stimulating
situation. It re�ects a dissatisfaction with our situation and can help us move out of our current state of
discontent and into one that is either in line with our interests and values or engaging and stimulating in the
right way. Boredom is a mechanism for action, a call to move when we’ve become stuck.

Suppose that ordinary boredom becomes deep. We are bored not with this or that task, but with all tasks,
current and even future ones. If boredom becomes totalizing in this manner, then its motivational character will
be a�ected. According to the functional view, boredom is meant to move us. Yet the movement that it instigates
has a speci�c direction. That is to say, boredom doesn’t prompt change for the sake of change—after all, the
bored subject doesn’t want to move from one boring situation to another. Instead, boredom prompts a change
that will lead the emoting agent into a new state that isn’t (or doesn’t appear to be) boring. But if boredom turns
deep, no situation will meet this requirement. There’s nothing that will alleviate one’s boredom, for everything
appears to the agent to be boring. Under such conditions, the functional view predicts that the motivational
force of deep boredom will greatly attenuate; perhaps it would even altogether disappear. When the agent comes
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to realize that escape from deep boredom is futile because everything is boring, the agent should lose their
motivation to seek escape from deep boredom.[10]

The functional view also predicts that deep boredom will eventually evolve (or devolve) into something that isn’t
ordinary boredom. A key characteristic of boredom is the fact that it involves a strong desire to do something
else. Such a claim about the character of boredom is supported by empirical investigations into what it is like to
experience boredom (Chan et al. 2018; Van Tilburg and Igou 2011, 2012, 2017) and is an integral part of how
boredom is de�ned (Eastwood et al. 2013) and operationalized (Fahlman et al. 2013). What is more, the
functional view of boredom requires that boredom involves a volitional component and so in the absence of a
desire for escape, boredom would cease to be boredom (Bench and Lench 2013; Elpidorou 2018a, 2018b).
Indeed, this conclusion is consistent with studies that explored the ways in which boredom di�ers from apathy
(Goldberg et al. 2011; Nisbet 1982). Therefore, if deep boredom is characterized by motivational loss, as I
argued above, then the functional view entails that deep boredom is no longer ordinary boredom. It has changed
into something else.

What would then happen to boredom’s a�ective quality as it becomes deeper and deeper? Without a doubt, it
would be transformed. What it is like to be in a situation from which escape is possible (ordinary boredom) is
very di�erent than what it is like to be in a situation from which escape is impossible (deep boredom). But
would the experience of deep boredom be less aversive than that of ordinary boredom? I don’t have the answer
to this question. In fact, I am not even sure if the question itself is answerable. Aren’t there many ways in which
an experience can be said to be aversive? Consider pain, disgust, sadness, shame, anger, rage, frustration,
depression, or existential ennui. They are all aversive experiences, but they are not all aversive in the same way.
Being aversive doesn’t appear to be a unitary notion or construct. Because of that a comparison between
ordinary and deep boredom might not be possible. But even if it is possible, the comparison no longer appears to
be very informative. From the functional perspective, deep boredom isn’t a more or less extreme form of
ordinary boredom. It is a di�erent state altogether.
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Notes

[1] Contesi notes that “the emphasis of motion, or movement, has the consequence of neglecting activity that is
less physical and more, say psychological.” Such a description doesn’t accurately capture my understanding of
motion. As I make clear in Chapter 5 (especially, 68) and in my discussion of locomotion and self-regulation
(155-7), “motion” doesn’t refer simply to physical movement. “Motion” means any change from one state to
another (be it physical or psychological). On page 156, I address this point explicitly when I state: “It’s
important to note that locomotion isn’t characterized by a speci�c end state but rather by movement itself,
where movement is understood to be any change from one state (psychological or physical) to another.”

[2] An alternative way of presenting Hardcastle’s position is to focus on the behavioral consequences of
unexpected non-rewards and show that they di�er from those of unexpected punishments. The idea here would
be to hold (a) that only unexpected non-rewards (and not unexpected punishments) are capable of motivating
an agent to persist towards the completion of a desired goal; and (b) that it is essential to the experience of
frustration that it fails to motivate us to pursue our goals. If both (a) and (b) were to be established, then the
experience following the perception of an unexpected non-reward couldn’t be an experience of frustration. I
won’t discuss this version of the argument here, for I don’t �nd (a) and (b) very promising.

[3] I am grateful to Cecilea Mun for a very helpful discussion on this issue.

[4] Many thanks again to Cecilea Mun for suggesting to me this possible reading of Hardcastle’s position.

[5] There is, of course, a debate as to whether boredom could be "objectless," insofar as it could lack a speci�c
intentional object (target) (e.g., Feldges and Pieczenko 2020; Heidegger 1995). It is unclear, however, what the
possibility of objectless boredom entails. Does it show that boredom can sometimes turn into a mood? Or does
it suggest that there are at least two di�erent kinds of boredom—an emotion-like state with a speci�c intentional
object and a di�erent state that lacks such an object? Or does it perhaps demonstrate that some emotional states
can be "objectless"? Neither possibility raises serious trouble for my position. First, as I make clear in the body of
the text, I treat the claim that boredom is an emotion as a serviceable hypothesis and not as an absolute claim
about its nature. Second, even if boredom is sometimes objectless, then this realization is still consistent with my
account and the overall position sketched out in Propelled. What is crucial for my thesis is that boredom serves a
useful function in our lives. Importantly, the functional account of boredom doesn't require that boredom is an
emotion.

[6] In the concluding section of her commentary, Pismenny o�ers a series of illuminating questions and
comments on boredom’s relationship to prudential action, morality, and aesthetics. I agree with much of what
she says in that section and especially with her discussion on the aesthetic value of boredom. Yet I still hold that
boredom has an important role to play in our life. I won’t discuss what I take to be boredom’s potential
contributions to these domains of life here. If I were to do so, I would invariably end up repeating what I have
said both in Propelled and in other works (read, e.g., Elpidorou 2017a, 2017b, 2018b, 2020; Elpidorou and
Gibson in-press), and that would be boring, both for me but especially for the reader.
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[7] It is well known that boredom is intimately related not just to an inability to pay attention to one’s situation
but also to the perception that one’s situation is meaningless. I won’t adjudicate between attentional theories
and other theories of boredom here. Still, I would like to point out that proponents of the attentional theory
could argue that a perception of meaninglessness is a consequence of attentional di�culties. In other words, a
situation strikes us as meaningless because we cannot pay attention to it. I am not convinced that this proposed
causal relationship can account for all instances of perceived meaninglessness during boredom. Is it really
impossible to be cognitively engaged with a situation while bored by it? Couldn’t we, for instance, be bored
while playing and thus engaging with a meaningless game on our phone? Indeed, recent empirical evidence
o�ers support for the contention that attentional di�culties and perceived meaninglessness might be distinct
elicitors (or causes) of boredom (read Westgate and Wilson 2018). If it turns out that attentional di�culties and
perceived meaninglessness are su�cient but not necessary conditions for boredom, then either the attentional
theory would need to be revised or we would need to conclude that there are di�erent types of boredom. If the
latter option is accepted, then we would have to hold that boredom may have distinct formal objects depending
on what kind of boredom (attentional boredom or meaningless boredom) we are considering.

[8] I’m not the �rst person to argue for this conclusion. Bortolotti and Ali� (forthcoming) have provided strong
arguments in support of this conclusion.

[9] Moreover, a popular operationalization of trait boredom relates it to the frequent experience of ordinary
boredom (Farmer and Sundberg 1986). Yet if we accept Heidegger’s account, profound boredom doesn’t
depend on how frequently one experiences (ordinary) boredom. In fact, one might suggest that profound
boredom is existentially signi�cant precisely because it is a rare occurrence (Heidegger 1995, 135).

[10] There is another possibility here. The experiencing agent might, in the face of deep boredom, become
energized. That is, one might seek to escape boredom, even if deep boredom is so comprehensive that escape
from boredom isn’t possible. Although such a scenario cannot be ruled out, it won’t last. The agent would
eventually resign and admit that no task will alleviate their boredom. Thus, the outcome of this scenario is
ultimately the same as that discussed in the main text. Sooner or later, the motivational force of deep boredom
will be reduced.
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