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ABSTRACT 

In the works of philosophy and literature, boredom has often been brought in relation to death, 

either as something that leads to death or that represents death per se. However, this idea 

remained relatively neglected by scientific inquiry. Research done within the framework of 

Terror Management Theory has demonstrated that various aspects of human behaviour are 

driven by an ever-present potential for intense anxiety that stems from the awareness of one’s 

own mortality. Characteristics of boredom that result from unsuccessfully engaged attention 

manifest as time-awareness, self-awareness, and sense of meaninglessness are assumingly the 

main features of mortality salient states. Objective of the thesis is to examine the relation 

between mentioned manifestations. Based on the conceptual analysis and the analysis of the 

empirical literature, it will be argued that time-awareness, self-awareness, and sense of 

meaninglessness which are characteristic, yet not sufficient for the experience of boredom are 

inhibited by the inherent component of boredom - an urgent need to escape current situation. 

As a result, a state of engaged attention is re-established and the emergence of mortality salient 

states which create a potential for an acute death anxiety is prevented. As many 

psychopathologies stem from our inability to face death, research of the relation between 

boredom and death anxiety could have important theoretical and applied implications. An 

explanatory model of boredom as a function of terror management mechanism is proposed. 

Direction for future research are suggested. 

Keywords: boredom, death anxiety, terror management theory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

POVZETEK 

V filozofskih delih in književnosti se dolgčas pogosto povezuje s smrtjo, bodisi kot nekaj kar 

vodi v smrt, bodisi kot nekaj kar predstavlja smrt samo po sebi. Kljub temu pa ta ideja ostaja v 

znanstvenem raziskovanju relativno zanemarjena. Raziskave v okviru teorije upravljanja z 

grozo (ang. Terror Management Theory) so pokazale, da so različni aspekti človekovega 

vedenja spodbujeni z vedno-prisotnim potencialom za intenzivno tesnobo, ki izvira iz 

zavedanja lastne smrtnosti. Karakteristike dolgčasa, ki rezultirajo iz neuspešno vključene 

pozornosti na osnovi notranje ali zunanje informacije, se manifestirajo kot zavedanje časa, 

samozavedanje in občutek brezsmiselnosti ter so tudi glavne lastnosti izstopajočih stanj 

zavedanja smrtnosti (ang salient mortality states). Cilj magistrske naloge je, na osnovi 

konceptualne analize in analize empirične literature raziskati povezavo med omenjenimi 

manifestacijami. Zgrajena bo argumentacija, da so zavedanje časa, samozavedanje in občutek 

brezsmiselnosti manifestacije inhibirane skozi inherentno lastnost dolgčasa – potrebo po 

pobegu iz trenutne situacije. Rezultat je stanje ponovno vključene pozornosti, kar odvrne pojav 

izstopajočega stanja zavedanja smrtnosti, ki ustvarja potencial za akutno s smrtjo povezano 

tesnobo. Predlagan bo diagram poteka vpetosti izkustva dolgčasa v teoretični okvir teorije 

upravljanja z grozo kakor tudi smer za bodoče empirične raziskave, ki bi lahko bolj neposredno 

odgovorile na raziskovalno vprašanje, kako dolgčas deluje kot psihološki obrambni 

mehanizem, ki zavira akutno izkušnjo s smrtjo povezane tesnobe. Ker mnoge psihopatologije 

izvirajo iz naše nesposobnosti soočenja s smrtjo, lahko ima raziskovanje povezave med 

dolgčasom in s smrtjo povezane tesnobe pomembne teoretične kot tudi uporabne implikacije. 

Ključne besede: dolgčas, s smrtjo povezana tesnoba, teorija upravljanja groze 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

If we were to shape our understanding of boredom based on the knowledge accessible through 

phrases of colloquial language, we would conclude that state of boredom signifies dramatic, 

life-or-death situations. One either “kills the boredom” or “dies of boredom”. Phrase “bored to 

death” is a slight variation of latter. Avoidance at any cost, either though killing or dying. Such 

experience of boredom caught in a common language is pretty baffling as we know for a fact 

that boredom does not kill. What is more, boredom appears, almost as rule, under rather safe 

and biologically unthreatening conditions. Where actual danger is at stake, boredom will not 

be found. Absurdly, it is the act of “killing” the boredom that can eventually lead to detrimental 

and even deadly outcomes, such as substance abuse or risk-taking behaviour. We could easily 

dismiss this language-conjecturing connection between boredom and death as purely 

coincidental. Lastly, “it is just a phrase”. But could we miss something important? Just 

possibly, a substantial knowledge and insight into the complex nature of particular experience 

might be lurking at us constantly from a naïve and deep-rooted first-person perspective. 

Indeed, it seems that these phrases used to describe the experience of boredom are reflective of 

a raw human attitude towards it. Human desire to avoid boredom and its peculiar relation to 

death has been thoroughly portrayed in numerous works of literature and philosophy. Modern 

research of boredom seems to be arriving at the same route. Contrary to what a common belief 

might be, when given a chance to do nothing or to attend to insufficiently engaging content, 

one prefers to latch onto experience of pain rather to stay in unengaging state of boredom 

(Wilson et al., 2014; Nederkoorn, Vancleef, Wilkenhöner, Claes, & Havermans, 2016). Even 

if one would choose to surrender to boredom, it might not be so easy after all. In words of C. 

G. Jung: “The city-dweller seeks artificial sensations to escape his boredom; the hermit it does 

not seek them, but is plagued by them against his will.” (Jung, Adler, Fordham, Read, & 

McGuire, 2014, vol. 10, pp. 341) 

It seems to be of genuine importance to understand the function of boredom and what it is about 

it that makes it so dreadful and almost impossible to bear. By avoiding boredom, what do we 

actually avoid? If we could miraculously knock-out the boredom without knocking-out that 

which led to it, what would happen? What would one experience? This need, and in many times 
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an urge for constant occupation and untiring quest to avoid boredom at almost any cost is what 

sets the foundation for the research question of the thesis: 

How could boredom serve as a protection mechanism that keeps the experience of death 

anxiety in check? 

In order to understand the research question properly, a specific perspective of the thesis must 

be introduced. Looking at a human condition from the Terror Management Theory (TMT) 

perspective, it appears that a fragile human psyche needs to be constantly protected against 

ever-present potential for paralyzing terror. This terror in a form of death anxiety rests upon a 

conflict between our biological desire, almost a task, to live and our awareness of inevitable 

mortality. Buffering of this ever-present potential for death anxiety is achieved through creation 

of, and immersion in humanly constructed beliefs about the nature of reality (Arndt, Routledge, 

Cox, & Goldenberg, 2005). Terror buffering role has been ascribed to numerous forms of 

human behaviour. However, proposed buffers rely primarily on the symbolic mechanisms 

(such as cultural standards and self-esteem), whereas presymbolic mechanisms (such as flow, 

sex, secure attachment, and getting lost in a crowd) remain rather neglected (Wisman, 2006). 

Presymbolic mechanisms mainly operate by reducing one’s self-awareness and are 

evolutionary and developmentally more basic mechanisms (Wisman, 2006). 

Boredom as a modulator and motivator of human behaviour, the dreaded state which impels 

into action and occupation and into the world of objects is worth being closely examined as a 

potential presymbolic distal protective mechanism against death anxiety. Unlike proximal 

defence, that addresses the problem of death in immediate, conscious, and concrete terms, distal 

defence mechanism operates indirectly when no immediate awareness of death1 is present. To 

the best of my knowledge, no direct link between boredom and death anxiety, i.e. the avoidance 

of death anxiety has yet been proposed. Many great thinkers from the past certainly did see a 

connection between boredom and dreaded experience that touches upon the antipode of 

existence. “Man finds nothing so intolerable as to be in a state of complete rest, without 

passions, without occupations, without diversions, without effort” noted Pascal (B. Pascal, 

2005, p. 622) and “boredom rests upon the nothingness that winds its way through existence; 

its giddiness, like that which comes from gazing down into an infinite abyss, is infinite” wrote 

Kierkegaard (Kierkegaard, 1987, p. 291). However, the idea that boredom bears a special 

                                                 
1 Terms “awareness of death”, “awareness of mortality”, “mortality awareness”, and “death awareness” will be 

used interchangeably throughout the thesis. 
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relation to the dark and silent experience of non-existence, remained relatively neglected by 

scientific inquiry, more specifically by terror management research. 

Through the explanatory model I am proposing in thesis, I will attempt to elaborate how a 

particular state that would otherwise lead to boredom could give rise to death anxiety, if 

boredom were, hypothetically, to be eliminated. Although at first sight boredom and death 

anxiety may seem to have nothing in common, manifestations characteristic of both 

experiences are notably similar. The thesis will argue that they both rest upon the same 

experiential structure as they both manifest in terms of meaning, heightened self-awareness 

and time-awareness. However, while in boredom mentioned manifestations are relatively static 

and one-sided, in death anxiety they are highly dynamic and occur in a form of dialectic 

process. 

That which leads to boredom is a state in which failure of attentional processes has occurred. 

This inability to focus or engage attention is considered by many to be a cause of boredom 

(Eastwood, Frischen, Fenske, & Smilek, 2012). Based on this premise, thesis proposes that 

every time one’s attentional system gets out of homeostasis, if it weren’t the experience of 

boredom, one could experience a debilitating death anxiety. Moreover, attentional homeostasis 

seems to be essential for one’s well-being not just because its failure could lead to death anxiety 

but, as will be suggested, because attention as a bridge that relates us to the world and that 

which forms relationships with objects is what creates the experience of self. An outcome of 

potential collapse of attentional system is something I refer in the thesis as death-like 

experience (DLE) which is assumed hypothetical state in which the self can no longer be 

experienced due to the loss of connections to the world that build the foundation of very 

experience. DLE seems like a natural consequence of attentional collapse, as if the collapse is 

not cancelled by a regulative mechanism, no further experience will be at hand to construct the 

self. Proximity of this state that at all costs needs to be warded off is felt as an immediate threat 

in terms of meaning that is lacking, setting the mentioned triade (sense of meaninglessness, 

self-awareness and time-awareness) into dialectical process leading to death anxiety. 

Therefore, assuming that specific characteristics (sense of meaninglessness, time-awareness 

and self-awareness) of boredom and mortality salient states are not coincidentally the same, 

central problem of the thesis is to understand the relation between boredom and death anxiety. 

More specifically, whether these manifestations could induce mortality salient states if left 

unregulated by the regulative mechanism of attentional system. Aim of the thesis is to, based 
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on the conceptual analysis and the analysis of the empirical literature, propose an explanatory 

model of boredom as a function of terror management mechanism and to identify areas for 

empirical research that could directly test proposed model.  

Hence, methodological starting point of the thesis was to examine the relation between 

boredom and death anxiety and to build an explanatory model on the basis of existing empirical 

knowledge. First phase of research was based on the conceptual analysis and analysis of 

empirical literature, followed by a second phase which main method is the synthesis of gained 

knowledge. Conceptual analysis seems rather important for the selected topic because while a 

broad literature on death anxiety and boredom exists, little integration and synthesis of this 

knowledge has been published. Although direct answer to the research question is not possible 

to reach due to the nature of the thesis, areas of empirical research will be identified and 

proposed. 

The thesis intersects several disciplines of cognitive science, phenomenology and existential 

hermeneutics. Empirical literature that will be analysed stems mainly from the discipline of 

psychology, while the proposed explanatory model of boredom as a function of terror 

management mechanism is in nature phenomenological. As the questions of boredom, 

mortality-awareness and resulting existential issues are deep-rooted in philosophical thought, 

broader framework of the thesis is existential philosophy. 

Many psychopathologies stem from our inability to face death. If boredom belongs to 

mechanisms that confer psychological protection, better understanding of it could also 

contribute in dealing with specific psychopathologies. Moreover, boredom has been regarded 

as a disease of the modern world and is often considered as a motivator of maladaptive 

behaviour. Therefore, the research of relation between boredom and death anxiety could have 

important theoretical and applied implications.  

1.1. Outline of the thesis 

The rest of this thesis is structured as follows. Firstly, in the 2nd chapter some basic ideas and 

knowledge regarding human awareness of mortality, response and coping with mortality 

awareness, and potential psychopathologies that are recognized to be grounded in death anxiety 

will be introduced. At the end of the 2nd chapter, a list of relevant definitions and concepts will 

be provided. 
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In the 3rd chapter I will give an extensive theoretical overview of death anxiety. The 

perspectives on mortality and death anxiety will be looked upon from 1st person (mainly 

existential philosophy) and 3rd person perspective (Freudian, cognitive-behavioural, 

perspective of existential psychology, sociological and TMT perspective) as both perspectives 

play a crucial role in understanding of such a complex experience. Third chapter will be 

concluded with a description of TMT and its pillars. 

In the 4th chapter I will give a theoretical overview of boredom, both from 1st person (existential 

philosophy and etymology) and 3rd person perspective (gained through scientific research on 

boredom). Then I will look closely at the crucial aspect of boredom which is attentional 

regulation, followed by an emotional aspect of boredom, as well as state of flow as an antipode 

to boredom. 

5th chapter will explore for the thesis relevant manifestations of boredom and death anxiety. 

These are: meaning, self-awareness, and time-awareness. 

In the 6th chapter, explanatory model of boredom as a function of terror management 

mechanism will be proposed and elaborated. Chapter will firstly provide a graphical overview 

of the model, followed by separate sections explaining each step. 

Finally, 7th chapter will discuss some consideration, objections and questions that an 

explanatory model could give raise to. Where appropriate, areas of empirical research will be 

identified and proposed.   
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

2.1. Awareness of mortality and its emergence 

Awareness of mortality, i.e. the realization of life’s finitude, has emerged in a fairly recent 

phase of human evolution. It is estimated that mortality awareness in humans arose some 

150,000 years ago (Roshdieh, 1996, p. 13). Although reasons behind the burial may be 

numerous, intentional burial with grave goods is believed to be one of the earliest forms of 

religious practice signifying a concern for the dead beyond daily life (Lieberman, 1991). These 

rituals indicate symbolic behaviour for which abstract thought processes is most likely needed 

(Mithen, 1996, p. 198). As evidenced by archaeological records, intentional burial rituals of a 

modern man date back to Middle Palaeolithic era (Smirnov, 1989). The inclusion of grave 

goods (such as stone tools, animal bones or other structured depositions) in a burial suggests a 

culture that was capable of abstractions such as imagination, mental time travel and projection 

into the future (Von Petzinger, 2017). First written record of awareness of human mortality is 

known as the Epic of Gilgamesh and it is dated to the 2000 B.C. It touches the existential 

concerns of the human condition. A central theme of this story, which influenced the major 

religions, is the main character’s deep concerns about death and his consequent search for 

immortality. Gilgamesh laments: "How can I keep silent? How can I stay quiet? [...] Shall I 

also lie down, never to rise again, through all eternity?" (George, 2000, p. 81); “I am afraid of 

death” (George, 2000, p. 70). Ever since, humans are on their quest for immortality, both 

symbolically and literally. 

The most significant event in the evolutionary history of humankind, according to authors such 

as Sigmund Freud, Geza Roheim, Susanne Langer, and Ernest Becker, is the explicit awareness 

of death as a natural and inevitable event (Solomon, Greenberg, Schimel, Arndt, & 

Pyszczynski, 2004). It is widely believed that the emergence of mortality awareness represents 

a by-product of highly adaptive cognitive capacity, self-awareness and that is a form of 

culmination of increasing self-awareness. The capacity for self-awareness plays a central role 

in the regulation of behaviour and provides freedom from rigid control by innate fixed response 

patterns (Strachan & Pyszczynski, 2001). The abilities to actively reflect on the past, to imagine 

possible consequences of certain actions, and to choose among parallel possibilities enhance 

fitness by allowing people to engage in a variety of actions in response to environmental 

conditions (Solomon et al., 2004). The capacity to reflect back on oneself allows the individual 
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to go toward long-term goals and to facilitate their attainment (Carver & Scheier, 1981; Duval 

& Wicklund, 1972, as cited in Solomon et al, 2004).  

“Conscious creatures struck with awareness of mortality would be hindered by both the 

paradox of existence and the emotional burden of death awareness - to the point of behavioural 

paralysis, in which case consciousness would no longer confer an adaptive advantage” 

(Solomon et al., 2004). 

2.2. Coping with mortality awareness 

We can only speculate for how long, and if at all, early humans lived with the bare awareness 

of mortality, without any protective mechanism employed. Could it be that the unbuffered 

realization of mortality was more detrimental to their well-being than any external threat to 

survival? Fear responses (such as freezing, alarm, heart rate and blood pressure changes, and 

increased vigilance) are functionally adaptive behavioural and perceptual responses to danger 

that facilitate appropriate defensive responses that can reduce danger or injury (Rosen & 

Schulkin, 1998). However, here is a thin line between functional adaptability and 

maladaptability. No amount of fear to one’s eventual death could give rise to a behaviour that 

would protect one from dying. By putting the reaction of fear into the context of death 

awareness, its function, which is engaging in a behaviour that confers adaptive response, is lost 

as no adaptive response to one’s death exists. 

Many authors agree that early modern humans must have had more adaptive responses to 

mortality awareness than other hominids which in turn enabled their survival. Although 

response to imminent danger is adaptive, constant anxiety regarding the inevitable end of one’s 

existence would not be (Greenberg & Arndt, 2012). What then could be the appropriate 

adaptive response to one’s realisation that one day, implacably, experiential existence will 

cease to exist forever and that no undertaking, not a single action, can save one from the passage 

of time? 

This adaptation assumingly has taken the form of system of belief, more specifically, system 

of spiritual beliefs and the ability to generate narratives about death-transcending visions of 

reality (Donald, 1991; Tattersall, 2000, cited in Solomon et al., 2004). Fear itself could not be 

directly responsible for the extinction. However, if there was no system of spiritual beliefs, risk 

taking for the survival of the group would be highly unlikely (Solomon et al., 2004). Hominids 

with faith in some spiritual protection would be more willing to engage in the risky behaviour 
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in dangerous circumstance necessary for survival, which suggests that with the emergence of 

mortality awareness, individuals with compelling spiritual beliefs and capability to sustain faith 

in such beliefs would have had adaptive advantages (Schaller & Crandall, 2003, p. 26). 

Sense of urgency and eagerness to overcome the mortality by becoming immortal, seen in 

modern man, can be traced back at least to the age of Gilgamesh. Themes of death and the 

wound of mortality can be found in art, literature, theatre, philosophy, and psychology (Iverach, 

Menzies, & Menzies, 2014). As Schaller and Crandall point out “human civilizations are based 

on elaborate efforts to deny death” (Schaller & Crandall, 2003, p. 29). Fascinating examples 

can be found in ancient human history. One of the main functions of the Egyptian pyramids 

was a tomb for the ruler. According to ancient Egyptian belief, the pyramid, where the 

mummified body was placed, provided a place for the monarch to pass into the afterlife 

(Schaller & Crandall, 2003, p. 29). An old Chinese saying “treat death as life” used to be taken 

literally by early emperors of China who had their servants and soldiers buried alive with them. 

This tradition continued until 210 B.C., when the first emperor of unified China sent a fleet in 

search of the Islands of Immortality (Schaller & Crandall, 2003, p. 29). Although expedition 

never returned, emperor requested to buried with an entire army of life-sized and life-like terra 

cotta warriors, horses, and servants (Schaller & Crandall, 2003, p. 29). 

Many have argued that the need to address the human mortality is a driving force behind the 

development of every world religion ((Neimeyer, Wittkowski, & Moser, 2004). Similarly, Jung 

considered that all major religions in the world represent complex systems of preparation for 

death (Alahakoon, 2016). 

According to cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker, close examination of ideas from the natural 

and social sciences and the humanities converge on the notion that the denial of death is a 

dynamic force that motivates and directs much of human activity (Solomon et al., 2004). Basic 

premise of Becker’s “Denial of Death” book that human civilization is ultimately an elaborate, 

symbolic defence mechanism against mortality awareness served as a pillar of a highly 

influential and empirically driven social psychological theory, terror management theory, 

discussed more broadly in the next chapter. Numerous studies have tested hypotheses derived 

from TMT, and demonstrated that death anxiety is a central motivating force for the human 

psyche, casting its influences to the domains as diverse as religion and spirituality, legal 

decision making, human sexuality, materialism, and psychopathology (Kesebir & Pyszczynski, 

2012). 
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2.3. Death anxiety – potential for psychopathology 

The idea that the fear of death and coping mechanisms employed to protect oneself from fear, 

plays a role in the psychological well-being is not radically new. At the beginning of the 20th 

century fear of death was regarded as a universal fear underlying all phobias (Iverach et al., 

2014). Today, death anxiety is considered to be a basic fear that may underpin not only phobias, 

but a range of mental disorders, including hypochondriasis, panic disorder, and anxiety and 

depressive disorders (Iverach et al., 2014). 

Although death anxiety coping mechanisms in humans are generally adaptive, stressors and 

threats to the health have shown to result in pathological or maladaptive coping strategies 

(Iverach et al., 2014) and therefore psychological disorders may develop as a result of 

“maladaptive attempts to cope with insufficiently buffered death anxiety” (Strachan et al., 

2007). Regardless of whether fear of death is conscious or unconscious, psychopathology is 

considered to be a maladaptive way of coping with these fears (Furer & Walker, 2008; Iverach 

et al., 2014; Strachan et al., 2007). This is why death anxiety is argued to be at the root of the 

development and maintenance of numerous psychological disorders (Iverach et al., 2014). 

Maxfield has widely described factors that might lead to ineffective anxiety buffering and that 

might result in psychological vulnerability, and those include genetic predispositions, adverse 

events in early childhood, temperament, insecure attachment, lack of meaning, trauma, stress, 

and other life difficulties (cited in Iverach et al., 2014).  

2.4. Boredom in relation to death awareness and anxiety 

Numerous research has demonstrated that various aspects of human behaviour are driven by 

the terror management (Burke, Martens, & Faucher, 2010). As indicated by the number of 

disorders for which death anxiety seem to be a common denominator, buffering mechanisms 

against death anxiety are diverse and numerous. According to TMT there is an ever-present 

potential for anxiety which must be managed continuously. Looking at a human condition from 

the Terror Management perspective, the necessity for various mechanisms that would protect 

the fragility of human psyche becomes clear. Although every life ends in death and in this sense 

death is the truest nature of every living being, the awareness of mortality for most of the 

humans doesn’t seem to be something that interferes with everyday living and especially not 

something that causes anxiety. 
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It is the experience of boredom and the avoidance of it that, among other things, impels one to 

pursue goal-oriented behaviour and to be in a state of occupation. Behind this goal can lie 

biologically-wise useless, unnecessary or even self-destructive patterns of behaviour. These 

behaviours are often oriented toward the action itself for the sake of action (such as “I’m just 

going to get up and do something for the sake of doing it.” (Martin, Sadlo, & Stew, 2006), and 

very often are so energy consuming that from a functional point of view, role of boredom is 

pretty puzzling. In the light of TMT assumption that an ever-present potential for intense 

anxiety must be managed continuously, a modulator and motivator of human behaviour such 

as boredom is worth being closely examined as a potential protective mechanism against death 

anxiety. Contrary to the state of flow, which is another motivator of human behaviour and in a 

sense antithetical to boredom, experience of boredom is usually considered to be disturbing as 

might be reflected in common phrases such as “to kill the boredom” and “to die of boredom”. 

Thus, internal unease that is generated by boredom does not only motivate behaviour, but 

seems to be tightly related to the avoidance of dreadful experience, although no obvious threat 

is present. Physical and mental energy that is consumed for no other obvious reason than the 

avoidance of boredom, sets the question: What is to be avoided? 

It seems as the experience of boredom bears a potential to reveal a “nakedness” of human 

existence. In the works of philosophy and literature, boredom has often been brought in 

proximity to death; either as something that leads to death or that represents death per se. As 

Svendsen  (2005) puts it: „Boredom gives a sort of pallid foretaste of death“ (p. 40) and it is „a 

dread of the void, horror vacui“ (p. 54). He further asserts that boredom is related to finitude 

and nothingness: “It is death within life, a non-life” (p. 40). Kierkegaard said that “boredom 

rests upon the nothing that interlaces existence” (Kierkegaard, 1987, p. 291) and exactly this 

realization that nothingness permeates all the existence is what many thinkers pondered about. 

It is not difficult to imagine that as existing beings, and more importantly experiencing beings, 

we might have something as a blind spot of experience, a point of our experience that could be 

as close to nothingness as one can get. However, the idea that boredom bears a special relation 

to the dark and silent experience of non-existence, remained relatively neglected by scientific 

inquiry, more specifically by terror management research. 

In order to examine the structure of the experience of boredom and its potential relation to 

death anxiety, it is important to get insights about boredom from those who pondered on this 

topic. Describing boredom as dreadful experience, as the experience that touches upon the 

nothingness“ that permeates all the existence, as something that either leads to death or that 
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represents death per se can be encountered in the works of many philosophers and writers. 

Some of the claims that are revealing and insightful are: 

• „Boredom gives a sort of pallid foretaste of death“ (Svendsen, 2005, p. 40) 

• “Man finds nothing so intolerable as to be in a state of complete rest, without passions, 

without occupations, without diversions, without effort” (B. Pascal, 2005). 

•  “Boredom is the root of all evil. It is very curious that boredom, which itself has such 

a calm and sedate nature, can have such a capacity to initiate motion.” (Kierkegaard, 

1987, p. 285) 

• „[Boredom] is a dread of the void, horror vacui“ (Svendsen, 2005, p. 54) 

• “It is death within life, a non-life” (Svendsen, 2005, p. 40) 

• “boredom rests upon the nothingness that winds its way through existence” 

(Kierkegaard, 1987, p. 291) 

• “Boredom is the deadliest poison” (Buckley, 2012, p. 143). 

•  “I am convinced that boredom is one of the greatest tortures. If I were to imagine Hell, 

it would be the place where you were continually bored” (Fromm, 1992, p. 150).  

2.5. Relevant concepts and definitions 

A glossary of terms that will be used in the subsequent theoretical discourse is listed below. To 

a greater or lesser extent, the understanding and approach to listed terms varies among scientist, 

and especially so for dubious concepts such as the self or meaning. Therefore, listed terms will 

only provide a definition and/or explanation of a particular approach – the one I took as a 

starting point in subsequent elaboration. 

Attention Attention is a core property of all perceptual and cognitive operations 

(Chun, Golomb, & Turk-Browne, 2011). It represents the allocation of 

cognitive resources among ongoing processes (Anderson, 2015, p. 365). 

It is “the taking possession by the mind, in clear and vivid form, of one 

out of what seem several simultaneously possible objects or trains of 

thought. Focalization, concentration, of consciousness are of its essence. 

It implies withdrawal from some things in order to deal effectively with 

others” (James, 1950). Attention is closely linked to emotion (Eastwood 

et al., 2012), the valence of mood and induced emotion can affect how 
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attention operates (Chun et al., 2011). Emotional arousal enhances 

attention (Phelps, Ling, & Carrasco, 2006). 

At the broadest level, there is distinction between external attention and 

internal attention. External attention refers to the selection and 

modulation of sensory information, while internal attention refers to the 

selection, modulation, and maintenance of internally generated 

information, such as responses, long-term memory, working memory, etc. 

Awareness 

 

Awareness is the quality or state of being aware ("awareness", n.d.). 

Although attention plays a role in gating which information reaches 

awareness (Chun et al., 2011), attention and awareness are not the same  

(Aru & Bachmann, 2013; Lamme, 2003; Van Boxtel, Tsuchiya, & Koch, 

2010). 

Explicit (thematic) awareness concerns representations that one is 

consciously aware of, while implicit awareness concerns representations 

that one is not consciously aware of. 

Boredom 

 

Boredom is the aversive experience of wanting but being unable to engage 

in satisfying activity (Eastwood et al., 2012). As proposed by cognitive 

theories, boredom is caused by a failure of attentional processes resulting 

in an inability to focus or engage attention (Eastwood et al., 2012; Fisher, 

1993; J. A. Hamilton, 1981). 

Death anxiety 

 

Death anxiety is the dread of complete annihilation (Lehto & Stein, 2009) 

which is related more broadly to a mental awareness of the loss of 

existence (Cicirelli, 2006). 

Dialectic 

 

In Hegel’s thought, the dialectic refers to the key characteristic and 

conflictual movement inherent to all reality ("dialectic", n.d.). This 

dialectical movement appears more as an internal potential or as a 

necessary movement due to latent contradictions inherent to all entities, 

mental and material, so it is not just the result of a confrontation between 

two independently existing entities, thesis and antithesis ("dialectic", 

n.d.). 

The beginning of a dialectical process is the moment of fixity, so called 

the first moment (the moment of understanding) in which concepts or 

forms have a seemingly stable definition or determination (Maybee, 
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2016). A one-sidedness or restrictedness in the determination from the 

first moment comes to the fore, and the determination that was fixed in 

the first moment passes into its opposite which is the second moment (the 

moment of instability or dialectical moment) (Maybee, 2016). The second 

moment involves a process of self-sublation in which the determination 

from the first moment negates itself, as it pushes on to or passes into its 

opposite (Maybee, 2016). The third moment (the “speculative” or 

“positively rational” moment) represents the unity or synthesis of the 

opposition between the first two determinations (Maybee, 2016). 

Emotions 

 

Emotions are generally regarded as intentional states, bodily feelings or a 

combination of the two, and moods as generalised emotions (Ratcliffe, 

2012). Etymology of emotion from Latin emovere which means to “move 

out, remove, agitate" ("emotion", n.d.) 

Term emotion will be used as an umbrella term for all affective states 

potent enough to motivate action or e-motion. 

Intentionality A root of intentionality stems from Latin intendere, menaing to “stretch 

forth”, describing a consciousness that stretches itself towards the world 

in order to interpret it and give it a meaning (Spinelli, 2005, p. 14). 

The basis to all our meaning-based constructs of the world rests upon the 

fundamental inter-relationship between consciousness and “the world” 

(Husserl, cited in Spinelli, 2005, p. 14). Intentionality is primarily a 

question of meaning (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2007, p. 116). 

A possibility that not all mental states are intentional is speculative, but 

will not be excluded. This anti-intentionalism is adduced by Robert 

Forman who claims that reports of the experience of pure (nonintentional, 

objectless) consciousness can be found in a variety of traditions (Forman, 

1997, p. 28). 

Meaning 

 

Important features of meaning are defined as follows (Heintzelman & 

King, 2013): 

1) meaning implicates connections, associations, or relationships; 

2) there is the relevance of a sense of coherence or comprehensibility to 

the experience of meaning; 
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3) meaning is defined as a subjective experience which implicates 

intuitive experience in the phenomenological experience of meaning. 

The first two aspects represent capacities of unconscious processing, 

those not available to awareness, from which aspects of meaning can 

emerge (Heintzelman & King, 2013) 

Self 

 

 

 

“The self” will be approached through anti-substantialist and anti-

individualist perspective posited by the no-self theory (Giles, 1993), 

according to which self is not a substantial thing, but a process, and 

experience of it emerges out of the self-organizing interaction between a 

large number of simpler components (Metzinger, 2011). Therefore, 

consciously perceived perceptual objects are constructed not by attaching 

properties to some more basic entity, but by a dynamic, bottom-up process 

of self organization called 'feature-binding' (Metzinger, 2011). 

This approach to matters of personal identity is characteristic for a 

Buddhistic thought, and from prominent Western thinkers to David 

Hume.  

Worth noting is that although there is no such a thing as substantial self, 

there is the phenomenology of substantiality, on the level of introspective 

experience (Metzinger, 2011) which is why Metzinger claims that no-self 

approach is radically contraintuitive. Therefore, although “the self” might 

not be real, our sense of self is nonetheless, from a phenomenological 

perspective very real. 

Self-awareness 

 

Approach to self-awareness is rooted in the objective self-awareness 

theory which posits that self-awareness refers to the capacity of becoming 

the object of one’s own attention (Duval & Wicklund, 1972). In this state 

one actively identifies, processes, and stores information about the self 

(Morin, 2011). One becomes self-aware when one reflects on the 

experience of perceiving and processing stimuli (Morin, 2011).  
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3. DEATH ANXIETY 

3.1. Mortality and death Anxiety – different perspectives 

Death anxiety is a term used to conceptualize the apprehension that is generated by death 

awareness (Abdel-Khalek, 2005, cited in Lehto & Stein, 2009). Death anxiety is closely related 

to the core fear of annihilation of one’s existence (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, Simon, 

& Breus, 1994, cited in Lehto & Stein, 2009) and the unknown nature of what lies beyond 

death can be said to be an agent of death anxiety (Parkes 1978 in Nyatanga & Vocht, 2002). 

Nyatanga and Vocht define death anxiety as “an unpleasant emotion of multi-dimensional 

concerns that is of an existential origin provoked on contemplation of death of self or others”  

(Nyatanga & Vocht, 2002). Similarly, in the Nursing Outcomes Classification guide, death 

anxiety stands for a “vague uneasy feeling of discomfort or dread generated by perceptions of 

a real or imagined threat to one’s existence” (Moorhead et al., 2008, cited in Lehto & Stein, 

2009). Yalom defined death anxiety as a “dread of death that resides in the unconscious, a 

dread that is formed early in life at a time prior to the development of precise conceptual 

formation, a dread that is terrible and inchoate and exists outside of language and image” 

(Yalom, 1980a, p. 189). 

Although many use the terms “death anxiety” and “fear of death” interchangeably (Cicirelli, 

2002), the experience of fear and anxiety in neuroscientific research have been shown to rest 

on related, but still separate anatomical structures (Lehto & Stein, 2009). Whereas fear of death 

is a concrete belief that death is frightening (Momeyer, 1988) and relates to the physical 

awareness of loss of existence (Cicirelli, 2002), death anxiety refers to a dread of complete 

annihilation (Lehto & Stein, 2009) which is related more broadly to a mental awareness of the 

loss of existence (Cicirelli, 2006). In this sense, death anxiety implies strong existential 

connotation. The tension that is created between the state of being and the threat from the 

possibility of our non-being is what is referred to as ontological anxiety (Kierkegaard 1947; 

Tillich 1952, cited in Nyatanga & Vocht, 2002). This ontological anxiety is a pervasive fear of 

nonexistence (Nyatanga & Vocht, 2002). 

Based on many accounts, the experience of death anxiety is very disruptive and paralysing, it 

is the terror in terror management theory. Yet, it seems that this experience of terror and 

mortifying anxiety is not a part of an ordinary human experience. As suggested, this is because 

death anxiety is rarely experienced directly because it is too disruptive and overwhelming and 

rather than anxiety about nothing it is most often expressed through fears about specific things 
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or is repressed (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999). Moreover, it is largely denied or 

repressed, because otherwise we could not function normally (Becker, 1973, p. 17). And even 

when it comes to conscious death anxiety, it triggers active defences such as distraction (Lehto 

& Stein, 2009). Although death anxiety is most likely provoked on contemplation of death, 

contemplation of death is not a sole source of death anxiety but one of the possible sources 

(Nyatanga & Vocht, 2002). 

Works of philosophy and literature are rich in descriptions of first-person insights in mortal 

nature of a man and anguish ensuing from this realization. The internal struggle that comes 

from the realization that one is mortal and that it is only a matter of time when one will cease 

to exist is evident already in one of the oldest epics in the world - Epic of Gilgamesh. Deep 

concern of Gilgamesh: “How can I rest, how can I be at peace? […] I am afraid of death…” is 

what sets him to the quest for immortality. It is exactly this quest for immortality in which a 

fragility of human mind is reflected, unwillingness to accept what is obvious and a desire to 

exist eternally. According to Rawls and colleagues (1948), preliterate humans were not even 

capable of imagining death as the annihilation of being (Frazer, 1966, cited in Moore & 

Williamson, 2003). This quest for immortality is still being undertaken, but maybe in a subtler 

and more symbolic form. The belief that humans live on after death is almost universal (Frazer, 

1966, cited in Moore & Williamson, 2003).  

3.1.1. Existentialism 

Existentialism, more than any formal system of thought, provides us with in depth and in 

breadth phenomenal insight into death awareness, mainly because the emphasis of its approach 

is on the subjective experience of self and personal responsibility, so that nothing beyond 

human existence (such as a deity) is responsible for one’s path. Unlike any other approach, it 

values and dignifies human life within a context of death, and not its denial or presumed 

immortality. This is maybe because existentialism suggests that human beings must face their 

own mortality if they wish to live fully (Hoelterhoff, 2015). Although existential philosophy 

has roots in prehistory, as well as in Socratic, Renaissance, Romantic, and Asian sources, it 

emerged as a formal system of thought not until the middle of the nineteenth century 

(Mendelowitz & Schneider, 2016). It was marked by concepts of freedom, reflection, and 

responsibility. For understanding of death anxiety from the existentialist perspective, human 

existence must be seen in a wider context. Human existence is a form Being and as such it is 

suspended over the abyss of Non-being (Gray, 1951). As Heidegger puts it: “To exist as a 
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human being means to be exposed to Nothingness.” (Heidegger, cited in Gray, 1951). Concept 

of Non-being or nothingness is not just a metaphysical category, but a category which 

determines all other categories, in which it precedes, envelopes, and conditions all Beings 

(Gray, 1951). Experience of dread that comes from the confrontation with Nothingness, 

although terrifying, should be welcomed and dealt with. In the experience of dread, we are 

confronted with the truth that there is no ultimate consolation, that the end of all striving is 

actually the abyss of non-being (Gray, 1951). As existentialists suggest, this truth is hard to 

discover, but even harder to face and live by it (Gray, 1951). The reason for this inability to get 

to know this mood of dread, stems from the fact that we are creatures of comfort and not seekers 

of truth (Gray, 1951). Accordingly, not all people will experience the dread of death with equal 

intensity. Those that ceaselessly seek comfort will try avoiding any direct confrontation with 

unpleasant experiences. To those who, willingly or unwillingly, are able to experience the 

dread, the truth of Nothingness that conditions perception of all other truths is revealed (Gray, 

1951). In Jaspers words: “The bottomless character of the world must become revealed to us, 

if we are to win through to the truth of the world.” (Jaspers, cited in Gray, 1951) Particular to 

existentialist perspective is that, once dealt with dread, the awareness of our mortality can be a 

source of possibilities and potentiality. According to Heidegger, death is at once "the most 

personal, the most detached, and unsurpassable potentiality." (Heidegger, cited in Gray, 1951). 

According to Heidegger, those who deny death because of fear and insecurity live 

inauthentically and one can have an authentic and more meaningful existence only by 

confronting temporality and awareness of death (Heidegger 2008, cited in Hoelterhoff, 2015). 

Denying death may only serve to cause underlying death anxiety to persist, and encourage 

people to live in inauthentic ways (Hoelterhoff, 2015). Heidegger’s philosophy provides a 

framework for understanding death anxiety as an opportunity for meaningful authentic 

existence (Gelven, 1970; Tomer & Eliason, 1996, cited in Hoelterhoff, 2015). When one is 

able to live more authentically, one becomes more nearly oneself (Mendelowitz & Schneider, 

2016). “This state of being, although anxiety-arousing, is exhilarating as the individual is freed 

to shed layers of pretense in the pursuit of something more substantive and real” (Mendelowitz 

& Schneider, 2016, p. 297). The question of authenticity is also contemplated in the philosophy 

of Kierkegaard. According to him, if one is unwilling to embrace both the joy of life and the 

terror of death, their life is not being lived authentically (cited in Hoelterhoff, 2015)). What 

existential philosophy seems to offer is the idea that only by confronting with the mortality and 

basic fear of nonexistence, one is able to live free and authentic life. 
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Even though existential philosophers might have claimed getting closer to nothingness is a path 

to authenticity, most scientific approaches regard direct confrontation with death awareness 

and dread as mismanagement of terror and impaired buffering mechanism. Several 

perspectives will be discussed. 

3.1.2. Freudian perspective 

One of the earliest theorists to discuss death anxiety was Freud. Because “nobody believes in 

his own death” (Freud, 2009, p. 304), Freud considered that death-related fears only appear in 

relation to unresolved conflicts, as a sort of a mask which indicates the existence of some 

unconscious personal conflict. Therefore, from a psychoanalytic perspective, death anxiety is 

not a causal factor of psychopathology, but a symptom of it because it cannot be a primary 

concern of the unconscious (Hoelterhoff, 2015). Whether it is conscious or not, death anxiety 

(thanatophobia) is not a conflict per se, but a defence mechanism arising as a consequence of 

an unresolved unconscious conflict (Howarth, 2001, cited in Hoelterhoff, 2015). According to 

Freud the unconscious is not concerned with death because death has not been subjectively 

experienced and so nobody believes in their own death. In his words: “Our own death is indeed 

quite unimaginable, and whenever we make the attempt to imagine it we really survive as 

spectators. At bottom nobody believes in his own death, or to put the same thing in a different 

way, in the unconscious every one of us is convinced of his own immortality.” (Freud, 2009, 

p. 304)  

3.1.3. Existential psychology perspective 

Theoretical framework for existential psychology stems from the approach to death anxiety of 

existential philosophers (Hoelterhoff, 2015). Yalom suggests that death anxiety is a 

fundamental cause of psychopathology and that it develops across the lifespan, even at an early 

age (Yalom, 2009). According to him, the avoidance of death which develops in childhood 

continues through adolescence and into adulthood and creates a life-long pattern of avoiding 

death anxiety (Hoelterhoff, 2015). Facing death should be an important aspect of one’s life, as 

many of the mental health issues that clinicians observe assumingly stem from a deep-rooted 

life-long pattern of avoiding death (Hoelterhoff, 2015). According to Yalom, confrontation and 

management of death anxiety is related to overall mental health. He argues that “... the 

individual who enters the realm of “patienthood” has found insufficient the universal modes of 

dealing with death fear and has been driven to extreme modes of defence” (Yalom, 1980a, p. 



19 

 

111). As already indicated by Freudian perspective, not all share the view that death anxiety 

can be a source of pathology. 

3.1.4. Cognitive-behavioural approach 

This view is based on the idea that death anxiety is integrated with beliefs about oneself 

(Hoelterhoff, 2015). The cognitive perspective sees death anxiety as part of or the central 

feature of health anxiety and something that may also play a significant role in other anxiety 

disorders. As such, death anxiety can be treated clinically (Hoelterhoff, 2015). 

3.1.5. Sociological perspective and terror management theory 

Modern theories of death anxiety are more commonly based on Becker’s existential view of 

death (Furer & Walker, 2008). Becker suggested that death anxiety is a basic fear that underlies 

many forms of anxiety and phobia and much of people’s energy is focused on the denial of 

death as a strategy to keep death anxiety under control (Furer & Walker, 2008). Main idea 

behind his view is that human motivation to stay alive together with the awareness that death 

can occur at any time, has the power to provoke paralyzing fear of death (Iverach et al., 2014). 

Contrary to the psychoanalytic perspective, Becker identifies death anxiety as a precursor to 

psychological and sociological dysfunction, rather than a symptom (Hoelterhoff, 2015). In 

regard to that, he states: “I believe that those who speculate that a full apprehension of man’s 

condition would drive him insane are right” (Becker, 1973, p. 27).  

According to Becker, people transform their underlying death anxiety into smaller, more 

manageable fears and use daily rituals and behaviours in an attempt to control and deny death 

( Hoelterhoff, 2015). Although helpful, Becker states that these behaviours are not sufficient 

to buffer death anxiety and that larger and more powerful systems are needed (Hoelterhoff, 

2015). Belief systems and ritualistic practices are seen as tools that help members of a society 

deny their own mortality (Hoelterhoff, 2015). 

Unlike the existentialist approach which demands confrontation with death, Becker suggests 

that fully reflected death anxiety could cause mental health difficulties (Hoelterhoff, 2015). 

Accordingly, those who struggle with mental health issues have fewer defences against death 

anxiety than the average population (Becker, 1997, cited in Hoelterhoff, 2015). Higher 

functioning individuals usually do not experience death anxiety due to a better ability to keep 

their fear of death from overwhelming them which may indicate that deluding oneself may 
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serve a functional purpose (Hoelterhoff, 2015). Nonetheless, denying or ignoring death anxiety 

may also prove detrimental (Hoelterhoff, 2015). 

Terror Management Theory is derived from the work of Becker and it has become the leading 

theoretical approach to death anxiety. TMT is rooted in existentialist’s framework and has 

much in common with experimental existential psychology, an area which focuses on 

rigorously investigating the effects of existential concerns on human cognition and behaviour 

((Menzies, Menzies, & Iverach, 2015). Terror Management Theory is a “social psychological 

theory that draws from existential, psychodynamic, and evolutionary perspectives to 

understand the often potent influence that deeply rooted concerns about mortality can have on 

our sense of self and social behaviour” (p. 909, Arndt and Vess 2008, cited in Iverach et al., 

2014). The evaluation of theory has relied predominantly on experimental research which led 

to advances beyond theoretical domain (Hayes, Schimel, Arndt, & Faucher, 2010). “Hundreds 

of studies have explored the basic tenets of the theory, and have highlighted the potential for 

death-related cognitions to influence human behaviour” (Iverach et al., 2014). Terror 

management approach is in detail discussed in the chapter 3.3. 

3.1.6. Defensive mechanisms and coping with mortality 

According to the theories of psychological defence, humans protect themselves against various 

types of psychological threat, including death awareness, uncertainty, and other inherently 

anxiety-provoking experiences (Hart, 2014). Although defence mechanisms have been 

extensively studied within many theoretical frameworks, many ideas about psychological 

defence regarding mortality awareness came from the Terror Management theory. 

The concept of the defence mechanism in psychology began with Sigmund Freud's early papers 

(1894/1962, 1896/ 1966, cited in Cramer, 2000) in which he described a mental operation that 

kept painful thoughts and affects out of awareness. Although the concept of the defence 

mechanism was rejected from academic psychology for a number of years, the discovery of 

unconscious mental processes, which are a prerequisite for defences, brought a topic of defence 

mechanisms into the light of research (Cramer, 2000). Many coping strategies used by humans 

have been acknowledged so far. Three broad classes of coping mechanisms have been 

classified: seeking of social support, conscious cognitive strategies, and involuntary mental 

mechanisms (Vaillant, 2000). These involuntary mental mechanisms reduce subjective distress 

by distorting our perception of internal and external reality (Vaillant, 2000). This last category 

of mechanisms is labelled as defences in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
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Disorders. Defence mechanisms (or coping styles) are defined as automatic psychological 

processes that protect the individual against anxiety and from the awareness of internal or 

external dangers or stressors (Kutchins & Kirk, 1995). Sudden changes can result in anxiety 

and/or depression and defences reduce conflict and cognitive dissonance that can arise during 

these sudden changes in internal and external reality (Vaillant, 2000). Defences shield people 

from sudden changes in affect, reality, relationships, or conscience (Vaillant, 2000). Although 

the first two classes of coping are superior to the third in many ways, involuntary defences can 

be highly useful as they can regulate people's perceptions of internal and external realities that 

they are powerless to change (Vaillant, 2000).  

Defences vary broadly in their adaptiveness and a well-being they confer. Adaptive defences 

are essential to positive mental health  (Vaillant, 2003). Defences that exhibit high adaptive 

level, such as anticipation, altruism, humour, sublimation, and suppression "maximize 

gratification and allow conscious awareness of feelings, ideas and their consequences" 

(Vaillant, 2000). However, problem can arise when less adaptive defences are employed or 

when, in a long run, defence turns out to be harmful. Such example is found in studies that 

have found that patients with serious medical conditions who do not comply with medical 

advice show strong use of defence mechanisms (Cramer, 2000). Although defences protect 

these patients from anxiety about being ill, they also keep them from recognizing the 

importance of obtaining the needed treatment (Cramer, 2000). This example clarifies the 

necessity to better understand and then to transform less adaptive defences into more adaptive 

ones. 

Death anxiety is a human condition which might require the strongest and most diverse 

protective response. In Yalom’s words (I. D. Yalom, 1980a, pp. 110–111): 

“All individuals are confronted with death anxiety; most develop adaptive coping modes - 

modes that consist of denial-based strategies such as suppression, repression, displacement, 

belief in personal omnipotence, acceptance of socially sanctioned religious beliefs that 

“detoxify” death, or personal efforts to overcome death through a wide variety of strategies 

that aim at achieving symbolic immortality. Either because of extraordinary stress or because 

of an inadequacy of available defensive strategies, the individual who enters the realm called 

“patienthood” has found insufficient the universal modes of dealing with death fear and has 

been driven to extreme modes of defence. These defensive maneuvers, often clumsy modes of 

dealing with terror, constitute the presenting clinical picture.” 
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3.2. Terror Management Theory 

In the words of TMT authors, the theory “starts with the proposition that awareness of the 

inevitability of death in an animal biologically predisposed to live creates the potential for 

terror, which would seriously impede goal-directed behaviour unless managed in some way” 

(Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Koole, & Solomon, 2010, p. 726). The only way to cope with 

cognitive dissonance that arises from such a conflict is by eliminating the problem of death 

awareness (Wisman, 2006).   

All organisms must be adapted to their environment in order to survive and their self-regulatory 

systems enable them to do it. Humans’ most noticeable adaptation takes the form of cognitive 

abilities that enable adaptive self-regulatory behaviour, response flexibility, goal directed 

accomplishment and complex patterns of thinking such as capacity for self-reflective, temporal, 

future, and symbolic thought (Arndt et al., 2005). However, many scientists suggest that these 

abilities come with a heavy psychological price. This uniquely human price, according to TMT, 

is the awareness of the inevitability of death which, combined with a biological predisposition 

for self-preservation gives rise to the potential for extreme anxiety (Arndt et al., 2005). In other 

words, awareness of one’s own mortality, on one, and striving for self-preservation on the other 

hand, create an ever-present potential for intense anxiety, or terror, which must be managed 

continuously (Greenberg & Arndt, 2012).  

Consequently, death anxiety is rarely experienced directly because it is too disruptive and 

overwhelming (Pyszczynski et al., 1999). By engaging their most adaptable feature - cognitive 

apparatus, humans are able to minimize the weight of the engulfing realization of cessation. 

Precisely on this assumption Terror Management Theory was created, although their authors 

claim that TMT is an ancient theory which basis can be found in the Sumerian Epic of 

Gilgamesh (Greenberg & Arndt, 2012). The theory asserts that minimization of potential terror 

occurs through creation of, and immersion in humanly constructed beliefs about the nature of 

reality - culture worldviews (Arndt et al., 2005). Accordingly, many types of identifications 

and worldviews, of which religion is often a major component, are ultimately socially 

constructed conceptions of reality that imbue the world with meaning (Arndt et al., 2005). 

Because our sense of self-esteem and meaning are socially constructed and culturally relative, 

they are effective psychological structures, but only to the extent that faith in their validity can 

be maintained (Arndt et al., 2005). 
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Although cornerstones of TMT overlap with the general insights of existential clinical theorists, 

TMT is unique in offering a theoretical model with hypotheses that can be tested (Arndt et al., 

2005). Numerous research has demonstrated that various aspects of human behaviour are 

driven by the terror management (Burke et al., 2010). Evaluation of theory has relied 

profoundly on experimental research which facilitated conceptual advances beyond theoretical 

contemplation (Hayes et al., 2010). There are over 500 studies that serve as an empirical 

support of the theory (Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2015). 

Major evidence for TMT is a decreased accessibility of death-related thoughts and decreased 

proneness to anxiety and anxiety-related behaviour when parameters such as self-esteem and/or 

faith in one’s cultural worldview or attachment security are increased (Pyszczynski et al., 

2015). In accordance with that, reminders of death tend to increase the need to maintain faith 

in one’s cultural worldview, self-esteem and attachment security (Pyszczynski et al., 2015). 

The theory has also been applied to a diverse array of psychological phenomena and among 

others, studies have shown that inducing thoughts of death influence materialism and 

consumerism, attitudes toward the environment, creativity, cultural trauma and recovery, 

people’s need for close relationships, legal judgments, attitudes toward politics and world 

leaders (Landau et al., 2004), and terrorism (Arndt et al., 2005; Solomon, Greenberg, Schimel, 

Arndt, & Pyszczynski, 1976). 

The basis for TMT hypotheses is the psychological function of cultural worldviews and self-

esteem (Greenberg & Arndt, 2012). By faith in a cultural worldview and the belief that one is 

a valuable contributor to that meaningful world one can effectively manage terror (Greenberg 

& Arndt, 2012). Two perspectives have emerged from TMT research: the mortality salience 

hypothesis and the anxiety-buffer hypothesis (Pyszczynski et al., 2015). 

• Mortality salience hypothesis: Heightened death-thought accessibility, known as 

mortality salience, plays an integral role in Terror Management Theory (Iverach et al., 

2014). Mortality salience hypothesis is the first hypothesis within the TMT and it states 

that making mortality salient should lead reinforcement of worldview defence 

(Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989).  If a psychological 

structure (e.g. a coping strategy) provides protection against death anxiety, then 

reminders of death should increase the need to maintain that structure (Strachan & 

Pyszczynski, 2001). Mortality salience effects have been strongly tied to patterns of 
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death thought accessibility, the extent to which death thought are active but outside of 

focal attention (Arndt et al., 2005). 

• Anxiety buffering hypothesis: Reinforcing the psychological structure that provides 

protection against anxiety should reduce anxiety in response to subsequent threats 

(Strachan & Pyszczynski, 2001).  

3.3.1. Defence mechanisms in TMT – dual process model 

It is important to note that reminders of death usually don’t generate self-reported negative 

affect or physiological signs of anxiety in study subjects (Arndt et al., 2005). Then “where is 

the terror?” is unavoidable question that follows. According to the TMT, people avoid the 

subjective experience of distress that would normally follow, by increasing processes of 

defence. Strength of TMT is not just its potential to experimentally induce cognitive processes 

that underlie terror management responses, but to make a distinction between reactions to 

conscious and unconscious thoughts of mortality (Arndt et al., 2005).  

Dual process model proposes that the emergence of death-related thoughts in conscious 

awareness triggers various proximal and distal defence mechanisms (Pyszczynski et al., 1999). 

As argued: “if distinct cognitive systems do in fact exist, it seems likely that both systems 

would be involved in providing protection against basic human fears and that they must 

produce defensive processes that operate in very different manners.” (Pyszczynski et al., 1999). 

As follows, conscious though of death will be defended against in a proximal manner, whereas 

unconscious thought of death will be defended against in a distal manner (Pyszczynski et al., 

1999). 

3.3.1.1. Proximal defence 

Once death-related thoughts enter consciousness, they must be dealt with in a more rational 

way. These thoughts address the problem of death in immediate, conscious, and concrete terms. 

Proximal defences are relatively rational cognitive attempts that push conscious death-related 

thoughts out of consciousness, usually by seeking distractions, but also sometimes by distorting 

our perceptions of reality (Strachan & Pyszczynski, 2001). 

For consciousness to let go of threatening thoughts it may be necessary for the individual to 

replace them with alternative thoughts, to consciously construe death as not worthy of current 

concern, or to take active steps to reduce vulnerability to risk factors that are currently salient 

(Arndt et al., 2005). There are several possible mechanisms that are deployed in proximal 
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defence and most of them are less adaptive because they only minimize and avoid the matter 

of mortality and do not offer proactive responses (such as changing behavioural patterns) to 

reminders of mortality (Arndt et al., 2005). 

1. Supression: Suppression of conscious death-related considerations is the first proximal 

defence discovered by terror management research (Arndt et al., 2005). As shown by 

Greenberg and colleagues, immediately after contemplating mortality, death thought 

accessibility is low but increases after introduction of distraction (Greenberg, 

Pyszczynski, Solomon, Simon, & Breus, 1994). As interpreted by the authors of the 

study, participants were engaging some form of psychological defence in order to 

reduce conscious concerns with death. 

2. Distraction and avoidance: A possible response to conscious death related ideation is 

to simply remove oneself from the situation that activates or threatens to activate death-

related concerns (Arndt et al., 2005). As shown, after being consciously reminded of 

death, people adopt an external focus of attention, avoiding stimuli that foster self-

focused attention, presumably in order to avoid the consequences of being self-aware 

and pondering over their mortality (Arndt et al., 2005). The danger of this defence 

mechanism is unhealthy lifestyle, as the avoidance of self-awareness is facilitated by 

alcohol and drug consumption (Arndt et al., 2005). 

3. Vulnerability denial and information seeking – cognitive distortions: In order to 

deny their vulnerability to death, it has been shown that people may engage more 

actively cognitive distortions - when participants were told (after mortality salience 

induction) that emotionality was associated with a shorter life expectancy, self-reports 

were biased regarding participants’ emotionality (Arndt et al., 2005). 

4. Emotional shut down / dissociative reactions to trauma: Emotionally disengaging 

from the traumatic experience is often used when a person cannot control or avoid the 

threat of mortality, so they protect themselves from the overwhelming presence of 

threat by emotionally shutting down (Arndt et al., 2005). 

3.3.1.2. Distal defence 

Terror management defences do not occur when death is prominent in consciousness but rather 

when death ideation is highly accessible but not in focal attention (Greenberg & Arndt, 2012). 

Distal defences deal with the problem of death indirectly and symbolically, by providing a 

sense that one is a permanent part of a meaningful, eternal universe and they are the main tools 

that humans use to cope with the death anxiety (Strachan & Pyszczynski, 2001). 
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1. Self-esteem striving: Distal defences provoked by unconscious death-related 

contemplation are directed toward the symbolic conception of self as a valuable and 

meaningful entity (Arndt et al., 2005). According to TMT, self-esteem represents a 

beneficial resource as it has the capacity to buffer the potential for existential anxiety. 

Death-related thought that are outside of focal attention have the tendency to elicit 

increased investment in one’s worldview relevant beliefs (Arndt et al., 2005). A number 

of studies has shown that awareness of death can motivate quite paradoxical behaviour 

that appear quite antithetical to prolonging one’s life (such as smoking, sun-bathing, 

etc.). However, on a symbolic level, these behaviours may provide self-esteem (Arndt 

et al., 2005) and from the distal defence point of view are quite reasonable. Lacking the 

protection that self-esteem and perceptions of meaning provide, people may be 

vulnerable to psychological dysfunction (Arndt et al., 2005). 

2. Worldview defence: Cultural worldviews and self-esteem have been shown to imbue 

external reality with order, stability, meaning, and purpose, which in turn enables 

people believe they will endure beyond death (Greenberg & Arndt, 2012). If the cultural 

worldview is what provides life with meaning, then the meaning deficit among 

depressed individuals may indicate weak faith in their cultural worldview. It has been 

shown that idly depressed participants are less well insulated by the worldview (Arndt 

et al., 2005). 

3.3.2. Terror mismanagement – potential for psychopathology 

Death anxiety seems to be an important transdiagnostic construct, a state which cuts across 

multiple diagnostic categories of mental disorders (Iverach et al., 2014). As death anxiety 

appears to be a basic fear underlying a range of mental disorders, including hypochondriasis, 

panic disorder, separation anxiety, depression, and eating disorders (Becker, 1973; Furer & 

Walker, 2008; Greenberg, 2012; Starcevic, 1989; Strachan et al., 2007, cited in Iverach et al., 

2014), its role in the development and maintenance of psychopathology hardly can be 

overestimated (Iverach et al., 2014). 

According to TMT, people are more vulnerable to anxiety and associated psychological 

disorders if they are unable to manage death concerns. In an attempt to compensate for 

compromised means of buffering existential anxiety, anxiety-related disorders may develop 

(Strachan et al., 2005, cited in Arndt et al., 2005). Ineffective management of existential anxiety 

by means of socially acceptable mechanisms may leave people fixating on specific threatening 
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aspects of life that they believe they can exert control over, as a way to redirect and manage 

underlying concerns about death (Arndt et al., 2005). Theory implies that if person’s death 

concerns are not adequately managed by cultural investments they must be dealt in some other 

way. In this sense phobias may serve a function that provides a sense of control over death 

anxiety (Arndt et al., 2005). TMT suggests that OCD as well, may manifest if death concerns 

are not being managed properly by cultural beliefs (Arndt et al., 2005). 

Death anxiety is manifested differently in different disorders. The presence of existential terror 

may not always be obvious, such as in the case of phobias. It is believed that persons suffering 

from phobias use as a coping strategy that consist of focusing on threats that can actually be 

managed, such as spiders or germs (Maxfield, John, & Pyszczynski, 2014). On the other hand, 

in PTSD, mechanism of death thought accessibility suppression is not replaced, but it is 

dysfunctional altogether. What happens here is a disruption of the normal anxiety buffering 

function that typically protects individuals from anxiety (Chatard et al., 2012).  

3.3.3. Positioning boredom toward TMT 

The weak point of the TMT, at least according to Wisman (2006), is that the theory focuses 

primarily on the symbolic mechanisms (such as cultural standards and self-esteem) that 

individuals use to cope with existential anxiety. Consequently, evolutionary and 

developmentally more basic mechanisms, which don’t require great involvement of symbolic 

capacities, so called presymbolic mechanisms (such as, according to Wisman, flow, sex, secure 

attachment, and getting lost in a crowd), remain rather neglected. These presymbolic 

mechanisms operate, in large part, by reducing one’s self-awareness. This is exactly the point 

where I will introduce boredom as a potential presymbolic distal defence mechanism against 

death anxiety. Moreover, a study indicating that the desire to work serves as a death anxiety 

buffer mechanism, can be interpreted to indirectly link boredom and TMT (Yaakobi, 2015). 

Boredom, as universally experienced mental state followed by an emotional response and 

motivated behaviour, seems to be worth exploring in the light of terror management approach. 

In this sense, boredom as a mental state that sets one to seek diversions is a distal defence 

against death anxiety which means that it confers protection when death ideation is highly 

accessible but not in focal attention. Unlike proximal defence of distraction and avoidance that 

is triggered only upon encounter with death ideations, boredom would be a steady, pre-emptive 

and recursive process that would keep one’s attention engaged and far from the potential of 

death anxiety.   
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4. BOREDOM 

 

A history of boredom reveals that it may not be just a “disease of modernity”, since ideas 

relating to the topic go back to at least as far as the ancient Greeks – back then the word ‘acedia’ 

was used which is more similar to what we would describe as tedium. With the rise of 

Christianity, acedia was considered to be the primary sin (M. Martin et al., 2006). Throughout 

the history, philosophers, novelists and poets have been occupied with this topic (Martin et al., 

2006), which popularity (in the form of literary contemplation) reached its peak in the 

nineteenth century, some of writers being Baudelaire, Byron, Durkheim, Kierkegaard, 

Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Ibsen, Strindberg, Chateaubriand, Flaubert, 

and Verlaine (Healy, 1984, p. 25). 

Complexity of boredom is reflected in its ambiguous understand, that range from boredom 

being regarded as the authentic possibility of existence (Heidegger, 1995, p. 153), to being 

referred to as a neurotic disease or “alysosis”, which is constantly threatening to the psychic 

balance (Bergler, 1945). From the conventional psychoanalytic point of view, cause of the 

chronic boredom is in early repression of unacceptable impulses which leads to a state of 

tension where individual seeks help from the external world but is unable to find it (Calhoun, 

2011). As Calhoun cites Otto Fenichel: “the person who is bored can be compared to someone 

who has forgotten a name and inquiries about it from others.”  

Phenomenologically, boredom can be described as the experience that is “disturbing, 

unpleasant, and unbearable” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 158). The complex nature of the phenomenon 

of boredom and its relation to human well-being is reflected in diametrically opposed 

viewpoints of it. According to Heidegger, confrontation with, and even awakening of boredom 

is necessary for the well-being of a man. On the other hand, for example, Frank claimed that 

“tensionless state” of boredom which he termed “existential vacuum” is something to be 

avoided (Frankl, 1984, p. 111). „Boredom presupposes subjectivity, i.e. self-awareness, which 

is necessary but not a sufficient condition (Svendsen, 2005, p. 32). Another necessary condition 

is that the subject is able to perceive oneself as an individual that demands meaning and that 

can enter into various meaning contexts (Svendsen, 2005, p. 32). 

Maybe the most in-depth phenomenological approach to boredom has been done by Martin 

Heidegger. According to him, being left empty is what emerges out of boredom and what we 

wish to escape from, and at the same time it is what is eliminated when “things are at hand, at 
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our disposal” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 101). In our wish for elimination of this emptiness, we are 

seeking to be occupied in any way, so “we are interested neither in the object nor in the result 

of the activity, but in being occupied as such and in this alone” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 101). Not 

only does this occupying give our “dealings with things” a certain direction and fullness, but it 

also causes us to be taken [hingenommen] by things, even lost in them, and often even 

captivated [benommen] by them (Heidegger, 1995, p. 101). Another structural element that 

configures boredom Heidegger referred to as “being held in limbo” by time (Heidegger, 1995, 

p. 100). He makes a distinction between three forms of boredom: 

1. ‘becoming bored by…’ (gelangweiltwerden von…) 

This first for of boredom means that something is boring. This can be a thing, a person 

or an environment (Heidegger, 1995, p. 82). Here, “What is boring comes from outside. 

A particular situation with its circumstances transposes us into boredom” (Heidegger, 

1995, p. 128). When we become bored by something, because we want to drive 

boredom away, we try to make time pass (Heidegger, 1995, p. 78) 

2. ‘being bored with…’ (sich langweilen mit/bei…) 

In “being bored with …” we already created a certain detachment from that which is 

boring (Heidegger, 1995, p. 92). In a sense, this is less intrusive form of boredom 

because it arises without making an effort to pass the time (Aho, 2007). 

Here, one is absorbed by the activities of “now”, only later to realize that one was bored 

the whole time, although not a particular thing was boring (Heidegger, 1995, p. 108). 

This type of boredom, which is more profound than the first one, does not come from 

outside but “it arises from out of Dasein itself” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 128). 

3. ‘profound boredom’ or “it is boring for one” (Es ist einem langweilig). 

Profound boredom is not connected to particular situation or event and so it “can occur 

out of the blue” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 135). Here, we “become an undifferentiated no 

one”, as profound boredom is not about finding everything boring “for me” as a 

particular person, but “for one” as a particular human existence  (Heidegger, 1995, p. 

134-135). This boredom is so profound that passing the time, which characterizes the 

first two forms of boredom, becomes “no longer permitted by us at all” (Heidegger, 

1995, p. 136). One realizes that there is nothing one can do to get oneself interested or 

involved (Stafford & Gregory, 2006). This is the kind of boredom that “brings the self 

in all its nakedness to itself as the self that is there” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 143).  
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4.1. Understanding the experience of boredom through etymology 

Etymology of word for boredom gives us significant insight into the nature of the experience 

itself. At the end, words we use to describe a certain experience, if composite or derived, can 

be used as a direct insight into the structure of certain experience. Especially so, when different 

languages are considered, each of them giving us a unique insight into the experience shared 

among natives. Although this field is vast and the etymological analysis of the nouns for 

boredom in different languages could be a separate, and indeed exciting field of research, I 

would shortly present several semantical clusters I have noticed (for this purpose I used words 

for which I was able to find etymological data – mainly kindly provided by native speakers of 

different languages). These clusters are 1) heightened temporal awareness, 2) passive state 

which indicates aggressive/unpleasant action that is excreted on the subject - loss of agency, 3) 

active valent state - being in the state of hate/despise 4) passive valent state - state of 

exhaustion/inerta/dullness 5) becoming full/overwhelmed 6) state of diversion The first cluster, 

heightened temporal awareness is mirrored in the temporal references that can be found in 

several languages and this is a valuable starting point when it comes to understanding time-

awareness in the context of boredom. In languages such as German, Slovenian and Latvian, 

boredom could be literally translated as a “long while” (Langeweile/Dolgčas/Garlaicība). In 

Serbian (dosada), word also has a strong temporal connotation and could be translated as ”until 

plantation”, clearly describing an emotion one was prone to during a period that preceded the 

period of plantation. Almost surely the period in which one had much more free time on their 

hands. In Estonian, the word (egavus) corresponds with the word for eternity (igavik) and is 

translated to something like “where there is no (passage of) time/movement/change”. In Hindi, 

the word for boredom (úbná) means “being the infinitive ending”. As of the second cluster, 

verbs from which the nouns from boredom are derived such as "to bore", Slovak, Polish, Czech, 

Ukrainian "nuda" (to force), Russian, Belarus, Bulgarian "skuka" (to press/wail), Lithuanian 

"Nuobodulys" from "bodėti" (to stab), Turkish "Can sıkıntısı" from "sık" (to squeeze), ancient 

Greek “πλήττω” (to hit) in many languages seem to indicate some aggressive/unpleasant and 

persistent action in which the subject is merely an object – unpleasant action here is being 

exerted on the subject, not the other way around. Latin derived languages all seem to belong to 

the third cluster and that is expression of boredom as a state of hate/despise. On the other hand, 

passive valent state is also common in the description – “tylsä” (dullness, of an object as well), 

“unalom” (weakness, fatigue), “meša'amem” (to tarnish), “nīrasatā” (the state of being without 

juice). In Dutch, word for boredom is “Verveling” which literary means “becoming more and 
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more”. Interpretation of this can be quite risky, but this to me indicates the experience of 

becoming more self-aware. In Sanskrit the word for boredom is “Avinoda” which means “non-

diversion”. Although last 2 clusters have only one member, they are too different to be put in 

any of the previous four. I assume the picture and clustering pattern will be much clearer when 

detailed analysis is conducted. These are only some examples I was able to retrieve, and I 

assume that we could gain an in-depth insight into the dynamics and manifestation of the 

experience of boredom by analysing the etymology of the word for boredom in all languages. 

It is a question worth asking why the boredom would be the least optimal experience one could 

have and indeed several studies have demonstrated that one rather selects the experience of 

pain than the experience of boredom (Nederkoorn, Vancleef, Wilkenhöner, Claes, & 

Havermans, 2016; (Wilson et al., 2014). By mild, but constant pain induction, subjects are 

halting the experience of boredom. What makes the boredom so intolerable is even more 

puzzling as there seems to be no obvious cause leading to such internal unease. 

4.2. Current view on boredom 

Research literature relating to boredom seems to be diverse and multidisciplinary (M. Martin 

et al., 2006). A number of scientists are of the opinion that very little is known about boredom 

and that it is still poorly understood (Eastwood et al., 2012; Van Tilburg & Igou, 2011). It has 

only recently been subjected to systematic psychological enquiry (Van Tilburg & Igou, 2011). 

Boredom is most often defined as the aversive experience of wanting but being unable to 

engage in satisfying activity (Eastwood et al., 2012). 

The definition of boredom emphasizes the ‘wanting to’ engage in a satisfying activity. Recent 

philosophical and psychological accounts propose that the function of such ‘wanting’ during 

boredom is to trigger a search for a satisfying activity (Elpidorou, 2018) or a new goal (Bench 

& Lench, 2013). This active search can be seen as a mental or physical locomotion (Elpidorou, 

2018) and is likely to produce an inherently unstable mental state. As we make successful or 

unsuccessful attempts to escape, the experience of boredom is likely to fluctuate dynamically 

with temporally variable behavioural and physiological signatures (Mills & Christoff, 2018). 

By motivating desire for change, boredom is thought to increases opportunities to attain 

different forms of stimulation (such as social, cognitive, emotional and experiential) that could 

have been missed (Bench & Lench, 2013). 
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Some of the things boredom proneness has been linked to are drug and alcohol abuse (Lee, 

Neighbors, & Woods, 2007; LePera, 2011), gambling (Blaszczynski, McConaghy, & 

Frankova, 1990; Mercer & Eastwood, 2010), depression and anxiety (Blaszczynski et al., 1990; 

Goldberg, Eastwood, LaGuardia, & Danckert, 2011; LePera, 2011), eating disorders (Sommers 

& Vodanovich, 2000), anger and aggression (Dahlen, Martin, Ragan, & Kuhlman, 2004). 

Failures of antipsychotic treatment have been linked to the avoidance of boredom and a desire 

for the thrill of psychosis (Branković, 2015) 

 

4.3. Attention failure as the core feature of boredom 

Eastwood and colleagues (2012) propose that boredom should be defined in terms of attention 

and that disengagement is a key factor in the experience of boredom. More specifically, they 

defined boredom as the aversive state that occurs when one (a) is not able to successfully 

engage attention with internal (thoughts or feelings) or external (environmental stimuli) 

information, (b) is focused on the fact that he is not able to engage attention and participate in 

satisfying activity, and (c) attributes the cause of their aversive state to the environment. 

Accordingly, they suggest that the attention failure is a defining underlying mental process in 

boredom (Eastwood et al., 2012). What is worth noting is that numerous researchers before 

Eastwood concluded that the experience of boredom is associated with attention difficulties 

(one’s capacity to self-regulate attention, distractibility, low attentional control, and 

concentration difficulties) and pointed out the importance of inattention, i.e. the inability to 

attend as the core feature of boredom (Damrad-Frye & Laird, 1989; Farmer & Sundberg, 1986; 

Fisher, 1993; J. A. Hamilton, 1981; Jean A. Hamilton, Haier, & Buchsbaum, 1984; Leary, 

Rogers, Canfield, & Coe, 1986; M. Martin et al., 2006; Seib & Vodanovich, 1998; Thackray, 

Bailey, & Touchstone, 1977). Terminologically, be it so that the attention is low or that the 

attentional capacities are sparse in boredom or that one’s attentional resources are free and not 

allocated to a specific task which demands information processing (Zakay, 2014), inability to 

appropriately engage attention when the boredom is experienced seems to be a central aspect 

of boredom. 

Human immense need to have attention engaged was demonstrated with an experiment which 

showed that people prefer to administer electric shocks to themselves instead of being left alone 

with their thoughts (Wilson et al., 2014). Moreover, researchers have shown that this behaviour 

of self-inflicted pain was inherent to boredom, but not to the emotionally negative experience 
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such as sadness (Nederkoorn et al., 2016), leading to assumption that a negative affect is more 

bearable than the overall lack of salient experience. In the light of these experiments, it seems 

that humans have a constant need to allocate their attention, and if there is no mental or 

emotional engagement, pure physical and apparently distressing stimuli will be chosen instead 

of simply being still. Interestingly, self-harm is found to be highly associated with the 

experience of boredom (Lloyd-Richardson, Perrine, Dierker, & Kelley, 2007).  This again, 

indicates that the experience of boredom almost forces one to engage in activities that will 

occupy one’s attentional resources and that the pleasantness of the experience does not seem 

to play a role at all. It seems as in boredom we are close as one can get to an experienceless 

state, state in which attention seeks to be allocated, which evidently makes this state so 

unbearable, leaving us yearning for any kind of experience. 

4.4. Emotional component of boredom - dread of boredom and desire to 

escape 

Panova and Lleras distinguish a separate form of psychological/attentional escapism and that 

is escapism from boredom in contrast to the escapism from negative emotional situations 

(Panova & Lleras, 2016). As discussed in previous section, this escapism from boredom arises 

during periods of time that lack stimulating activities. And when boredom arises, it “motivates 

the pursuit of a new goal when the current goal ceases to be satisfactory, attractive, or 

meaningful and while bored, one has a desire, often quite strong, to engage in a different and 

more satisfying activity” (Elpidorou, 2014). Along these lines, (Gilliam, 2013) said that 

boredom is a painful state of emotional difficulty, unsettling in nature. Already in the 17th 

century Pascal said that „man finds nothing so intolerable as to be in a state of complete rest, 

without passions, without occupations, without diversions, without effort. Then he feels his 

nullity, loneliness, inadequacy, dependence, helplessness, emptiness. And at once there wells 

up from the depths of his soul boredom, gloom, depression, chagrin, resentment, despair.“  

(cited in Svendsen, 2005, p. 53). Similarly, Johann Georg Hamann said that it is easy to work, 

whereas genuine idleness is really demanding in a human being (Svendsen, 2005, p. 18). 

Sociologist Robert Nisbet even claimed that God banished Adam and Eve from Paradise to 

save them from the boredom that in time would have afflicted them (Svendsen, 2005, p. 21). 

Previously mentioned experiment (Wilson et al., 2014) goes well along these lines. Similarly, 

participants of a study carried out in 2006 stated that the experience of boredom was an 

extremely unpleasant feeling, possibly worse than any other (Martin et al., 2006). As one 
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participant described: “I have to find a way of escaping from the here and now. The here and 

now is unbearable. I have to fill it with cigarettes and cups of tea, or computers” (M. Martin et 

al., 2006). Some authors even suggest that what might be perceived as curiosity, diligence and 

passion for learning is actually a compulsive busyness and a desire to escape from oneself 

(Gary, 2014). It seems as if a certain threshold of not-experiencing or not saliently experiencing 

is reached, any mean will serve to engage our attention. Such forcibly driving behaviours must 

have a strong motivational pull. 

To what to do to escape boredom, Heidegger responds “by at all times making an effort, 

whether consciously or unconsciously, to pass the time, by welcoming highly important and 

essential preoccupations for the sole reason that they take up our time” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 

78). Kierkegaard develops “boredom avoidance scheme” that is built on busyness, distraction, 

and triviality and its function is flight from the self and its emptiness (Gary, 2014). But why do 

we do this? And what would happen if we would not seek to engage our attention when it starts 

“dying”? What could possibly be the underlying reason for this need to escape? Heidegger said 

that our tendency to escape from boredom by shaking it off and driving it away, suggests that 

“we do not want to know about it” (Heidegger, 1995, p. 78), but it still remains to be understood 

why boredom is a kind of experience that feels threatening and calls after escapist behaviour. 

Emotions that lie behind the need to escape, as literature suggests are numerous, and usually 

take the form of restlessness, nervousness, dissatisfaction, guilt, tiredness, lethargy, frustrated, 

agitation, and entrapment. While one emotion may dominate depending on the context of a 

given situation, experience of boredom usually involves several of them simultaneously. For 

the elaboration of the thesis, I will not make further distinctions between different emotions 

that arise in boredom. Rather, I will use word emotion as an umbrella term for all affective 

states potent enough to motivate escape, i.e. action or e-motion (emotion from Latin emovere 

"move out, remove, agitate," from assimilated form of ex- "out" + movere "to move"  

("emotion", n.d.)  

4.5. Opposed to boredom: attention fully engaged as the core feature of the 

state of flow  

Boredom is tightly related to the state of flow. The state of flow is described as the optimal 

experience which, among other things is characterized by transformation of time, loss of self-

consciousness, and autotelic experience (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009). These three 
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characteristics are also present in the experience of boredom, but instead of losing track of self 

and time, one becomes highly aware of self and time: instead of experiencing the 

meaningfulness of an engaging activity, one experiences utter loss of meaning. The state of 

flow is termed as the “optimal experience”, while boredom lacks any properties to be called 

optimal experience. Common phrases such as “to kill the boredom” and “to die of boredom” 

indicate that the experience of boredom is not only non-optimal, but is the exact opposite of 

what is considered to be optimal. 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who introduced the concept of flow, describes it as “what slips below 

the threshold of awareness is the concept of self, the information we use to represent to 

ourselves who we are. And being able to forget temporarily who we are seems to be very 

enjoyable” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). 

Some authors even state that „flow“ (a state of peak enjoyment, energetic focus and creative 

concentration) is the other pole of boredom (Zakay, 2014). From Psychological time 

perspective, flow is a state in which attentional resources are almost fully allocated for non-

temporal information processing and as a result duration judgment is minimized, whereas 

boredom produces a significant increase in duration judgment (Zakay, 2014). This might be 

true not just for temporal perspective of flow and boredom. Acronym STER has been used to 

encompasses the experiences characterized by the state of flow which are Selflessness; 

Timelessness, Effortlessness, Information richness (Kotler & Wheal, 2017). What is very 

interesting, is that typical manifestations of boredom that will be introduced in the next section, 

are not selflessness but self-awareness, not timelessness but time awareness and not 

information richness but very poor informational engagement. 

According to Harris’s attentional theory of boredom proneness, boredom results from a deficit 

in attention (Harris, 2000). He suggested that the boredom prone individual is unable to 

successfully label moods and as a result is constantly distracted by inner experience, less able 

to concentrate and unable to engender an engaged “flow state” (Harris, 2000). 
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5. BOREDOM AND DEATH ANXIETY – MANIFESTATIONS 

 

Manifestations of boredom that are time-awareness (Greenson, 1953; Eastwood et al., 2012) 

Eastwood et al., 2012), self-awareness (Moynihan et al., 2015) and sense of meaning, i.e. sense 

of meaninglessness (van Tilburg & Igou, 2012) in relation to death anxiety will be closely 

examined in this section.  

It is particularly important to address these manifestations, as according to my understanding, 

all three of them represent structuring elements of human experience and still none of them 

seems to be so valently present, as it is in the experience of boredom and death anxiety. In other 

words, awareness of self and time, as well as a sense of meaning are underlying elements of 

every experience onto which other elements are layered. Probably the most extreme form of 

this “layered”, i.e. rich kind of experience in which one loses complete track of self and time 

is so called state of flow. In flow, sense of meaning is very high and is assumingly derived 

from fully engaged attention, as previously discussed. The mentioned three manifestations will 

firstly be generally introduced and then explained from the perspective of boredom and death 

anxiety. 

5.1. Meaning 

Human beings need to have strongly established sense of personal meaning in order to function 

optimally. Frankl made an observation that in the concentration camp the individual with no 

sense of meaning was unlikely to survive (I. D. Yalom, 1980b, p. 422). According to Camus, 

human condition is "absurd" because we are meaning-seeking beings who must live in a world 

that has no meaning. Likewise, Jung commented that “meaning makes a great many things 

endurable-perhaps everything" (Yalom, 1980b, p. 432). Existentialists have often viewed the 

human experience of meaning as laid over the reality of meaninglessness (Heintzelman & 

King, 2013). 

There are many definitions of meaning, and the three most common, also found in 2.5. section, 

given by Heintzelman & King (2013), will be mentioned. Firstly, meaning implicates 

connections, associations, or relationships; secondly, there is the relevance of a sense of 

coherence or comprehensibility to the experience of meaning. Those two aspects represent 

capacities of unconscious processing systems. Thirdly, meaning is defined as a subjective 

experience (Heintzelman & King, 2013) which implicates intuitive experience in the 
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phenomenological experience of meaning (Heintzelman & King, 2013). For the thesis, the most 

relevant definition of meaning will be the first mentioned, and in a sense the most basic one, 

which is that relation must be present in order for the meaning to be experienced. If there is no 

relation whatsoever between me and a certain object/representation, then this 

object/representation cannot have any meaning to provide me with. 

Although this basic definition of meaning is very close to the Gibson’s concept of affordances, 

which states that the world is perceived not just in terms object shapes and spatial relationships 

but also in terms of object possibilities for action (Gibson, 2014), I will avoid the concept of 

affordances and this is why: it seems that one can perceive a particular object/representation in 

terms of its possibilities for action, and still lack the relation to it.  Gibson himself stated that 

affordances are in a sense objective because they not only belong to the subject but are the 

property of an environment as well (Gibson, 2014). Moreover, subject experiences 

environment in relation to his intentions and capabilities. Hence, if I am having a walk on a 

beautiful beach, the beach will afford me with a path to walk on and a view to observe.  In this 

sense, I have formed the relations between me and possibilities that the beach provides me 

with. However, this relation between me and the object (beach) can be purely automatic and 

rather motoric. Although I am implicitly aware of the relations between me and the object, 

subjectively I haven’t created any relation whatsoever to the object and so I am still susceptible 

to the sense of meaninglessness. 

Strong sense of meaning is a life driving force. Many have characterized the desire for meaning 

as a central human motivation, among whom Victor Frankl might be the most prominent one. 

He is the founder of logotherapy according to which, striving to find a meaning in one’s life is 

the primal motivational force in man (Frankl, 1984, p. 104). Along the same lines, the meaning 

maintenance model (MMM) proposes that people have a need for meaning; that is, a need to 

perceive events through a prism of mental representations of expected relations that organizes 

their perceptions of the world (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006). Heintzelman and King (2014) 

propose that the feeling of meaning provides adaptive information about the presence of 

reliable associations in the environment. This meaning-as-information approach challenges the 

notion that meaning is a constructed experience (Heintzelman & King, 2014). If we go back to 

the three definitions of meaning (Heintzelman & King, 2013), we will see that meaning is 

primarily defined as the capacity of the unconscious processing systems, making it impossible 

to be constructed. Feelings of meaning are about whether stimuli are experienced as possessing 

an underlying coherence (Hicks, Cicero, Trent, Burton, & King, 2010).  Because perceived 
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meaning underpins every aspect of human existence, force of our need to ascribe meaning 

usually go unnoticed. The pursuit of meaning has proposed to be a fundamental aspect of 

human life, a construct that provides a sense of purpose (Heine et al., 2006). Life events that 

shaken up our value system or recalibrate our pursuits give us a glimpse of how important and 

massive one’s pursuit and need for meaning is. Similarly, states such as boredom, depression, 

emptiness, apathy, and most dramatically, suicide attempts demonstrate how subjective loss of 

meaning can impact one’s life. 

When meaning supporting structures function normally, the importance of personal meaning 

in one’s life can go unnoticed. However, meaninglessness is a frequent clinical complaint 

(Yalom, 1980b, p. 448) and can co-occur with many psychopathologies. A perceived lack of 

meaning is associated with decreased well-being, depression, anxiety, and substance abuse 

(van Tilburg & Igou, 2013). Recent research has concluded that perceived meaning in life was 

the only predictor of (non-suicidal) self-injury (Marco et al., 2015). 

From the above stated, the inherent need for coherent pattern that provides one with a sense of 

meaning, as a construct that implicates connections, associations, or relationships, seems to be 

a building block of every experience. As long as there are enough connections that create a 

coherent pattern one’s sense of meaning is intact. In similar way Wittgenstein compared 

meaning to the collection of super-hard rails with which our minds engage when we come to 

understand anything (Wittgenstein, 1958).  

5.1.1. Meaning in relation to boredom 

Boredom is generally perceived as the experience that needs to be avoided. Definitions of 

boredom are numerous but almost all regard the sense of lost meaning as a distinguishing 

component of boredom because when people are bored, they are prone to regard their activity, 

situation, or life as meaningless (Barbalet, 1999; Van Tilburg & Igou, 2011; Vodanovich & 

Watt, 2015). Boredom has also been defined as “anxiety about the absence of meaning in a 

person’s activities or circumstances” (Barbalet, 1999, p. 641). As boredom seems to give a cue 

that existence, at least in the particular moment, is meaningless, fundamental conception that 

life should be meaningful and make sense (Heine et al., 2006) is challenged. As Robert Nisbet 

wrote „Boredom is inhuman because it robs human life of meaning, or possibly it is an 

expression of the fact that such a meaning is absent“ (Svendsen, 2005, p. 33). 
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Because of a lack of meaning, boredom generates an urge to seek activity that one perceives as 

meaningful (Bench & Lench, 2013). Boredom generates motivation. Sense of meaning can be 

easily re-established through properly engaged attention, either through a trivial stimulation of 

sensory-motor action that generates salient relations (such as tipping on the table during a 

boring lecture) or through mental activity such as daydreaming. It has been shown numerous 

times that when bored, people are motivated to engage in activities that provide them with a 

sense of meaning (van Tilburg & Igou, 2012). In relation to meaning, boredom acts as a 

regulatory state which function is to restore the perception that one’s activities are meaningful 

or significant (Elpidorou, 2014). Along these lines, individuals who are chronically bored, and 

hence have a constant lack of subjective relations and connection, have an intense wish to be 

meaningfully engaged (Bargdill, 2000, cited in Jennifer A. Hunter, Abraham, Hunter, 

Goldberg, & Eastwood, 2016). And on a more radical level, boredom proneness has been 

associated with an absence of a general meaning in life (Fahlman, Mercer, Gaskovski, 

Eastwood, & Eastwood, 2009, cited in Jennifer Ann Hunter, 2015). 

5.1.2. Meaning in relation to death anxiety 

In the face of death, meaning-proving structures must be shaken up. “The awareness of death 

has the potential to undermine the very significance of existence” (Vess, Routledge, Landau, 

& Arndt, 2009). Freud and numerous philosophers, theologians and psychologists claimed that 

belief in life after death serves to protect the human psyche from the terror of confronting a 

meaningless reality ending in death (Nyatanga & Vocht, 2002). Religious beliefs might serve 

as a buffer but only to a certain extent. In mental confrontation with one’s own mortality, not 

only does a current activity become meaningless, but life per se and all past and future activities 

suddenly become meaningless and futile. Perceived sense of meaning seems to be a strong 

buffer against death anxiety. It has been demonstrated that when meaning-providing structures 

are undermined, the accessibility of death thoughts increases (Routledge & Juhl, 2010). At the 

same time, mortality prime increases death anxiety, yet only for those who lack perception of 

meaning in life (Routledge & Juhl, 2010). Correlation between a lack of perceived meaning in 

life and preoccupation with death often can be observed in depressed individuals (Arndt et al., 

2005). Meaning-centred therapy is widely used to treat death anxiety, especially in end-of-life 

care in existential-humanistic psychotherapies (Menzies et al., 2015). 

According to the terror management theory, people can overcome death anxiety by feeling that 

their life has meaning and purpose (Routledge & Juhl, 2010). Moreover, it has been shown that 
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mortality salience increases death anxiety for individuals who lack meaning in life (Routledge 

& Juhl, 2010). 

5.2. Self-awareness 

The concept of self-awareness appears in many different contexts, and depending in the 

discipline and methodology used to assess it, its definition varies greatly. Most broadly, self-

awareness represents the capacity of becoming the object of one’s own attention. This approach 

stems from the objective self-awareness theory (Duval & Wicklund, 1972). In robots, self-

awareness is similarly defined in terms of attention: it is the capability of an agent to focus 

attention on the representation of internal states (Novianto & Williams, 2009). In this sense, 

attention guides awareness. Alike, Kesebir and Pyszczynski state that self-awareness is a 

distinct type of consciousness that enables the human self to become an object to itself (Kesebir 

& Pyszczynski, 2012). One only becomes self-aware when one reflects on the experience of 

perceiving and processing stimuli (Morin, 2011). On the other hand, “subjective self-

awareness” occurs when consciousness is directed away from the self and “the person 

experiences himself as the source of perception and action” (Duval & Wicklund, 1972, p. 3) 

(Duval & Wicklund, 1972, p. 3). 

5.2.1. Self-awareness in relation to boredom 

Several fascinating studies have demonstrated that one rather selects the experience of pain 

than the experience of boredom (Nederkoorn et al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2014). By mild, but 

constant pain induction, subjects are halting the experience of boredom. Even more, painful is 

stimulation is chosen only when boredom is at play, but not sadness (Nederkoorn et al., 2016), 

as it could easily be assumed that one will be more willing to distract themselves from sadness, 

rather than boredom. 

Experience of boredom has been proposed to increase eating, especially in those high in 

objective self-awareness (Moynihan et al., 2015). By losing one’s sense of self-awareness, one 

does not have to face challenges to perceived meaning and examples of means to avoid aversive 

self-awareness include engaging ultimately harmful behaviour (Moynihan et al., 2015). 

Wisman has also noted that food helps to escape a sense of aversive self-awareness and can be 

used to cope with boredom (Wisman, 2006, cited in Moynihan et al., 2015). Similar study 

concluded that that eating when bored does not stem from a desire for satisfying stimulation, 

but is driven by the desire to escape monotony (Havermans, Vancleef, Kalamatianos, & 
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Nederkoorn, 2015). Similarly, studies exploring the role of television viewing in eliciting 

subjective self-awareness and positive self-feelings, have shown that television is an effective 

stimulus to direct the focus away from oneself (Moskalenko & Heine, 2003). 

5.2.2. Self-awareness in relation to death anxiety 

Although research has shown a correlation between self-awareness and death anxiety, this 

assumption is rather intuitive and logical. The fear of death at its core implies the fear of non-

existence. What is feared about non-existence is actually the non-existence of self which by 

disappearing loses the capacity to experience. Therefore, we cannot fear death without being 

fully self-aware, i.e. if the self, its disappearance, is not in the focal attention of our awareness. 

Self-awareness is a prerequisite for experiencing existential anxiety  (Kesebir & Pyszczynski, 

2012). The capacity for existential anxiety is a consequence of self-awareness and the 

existential burden is felt most deeply when we are self-aware (Kesebir & Pyszczynski, 2012). 

Morin also states that death awareness, among others, is a consequence of self-awareness 

(Morin, 2011). 

Terror management research has shown that self-awareness intensifies the experience of 

mortality salience (Silvia, 2001) and some authors even suggest that self-awareness is capable 

of inducing an awareness of mortality (Silvia, 2001). Self-awareness is at the core or terror 

management; if we don’t know that we exist as objects in the world, we can’t contrast a self-

that-is against a self-that-won’t be (Silvia, 2001). Terror management research has shown that 

self-awareness intensifies the experience of mortality salience (Silvia, 2001). “The more aware 

one is of one’s existence, the more salient and inescapable is the problem of possible 

nonexistence” (Arndt et al., 1998, cited in Silvia, 2001). 

Silvia goes even further and suggests an even closer relationship between TMT and objective 

self-awareness theory – that self-awareness should itself be capable of inducing an awareness 

of mortality (2001). 

5.3. Time-awareness 

The perception of time is part of human experience; it is essential for everyday behaviour and 

for the survival of the individual organism (Wittmann, 2009). Subjective experience of time is 

extremely variable and is not an equivalent to physical time, yet it is essential for daily 

behaviour (Wittmann, 2009). It is widely accepted that the amount of cognitive and emotional 
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effort that goes into a particular task is the basis for the subjective experience of time 

(Wittmann, 2013). Factors such as attention, memory, emotion and subjective mental states 

have all been recognized as modulators of time cognition (Trojano, Caccavale, De Bellis, & 

Crisci, 2017). As suggested by Wittman (2009), both increased attention to time and a higher 

pacemaker rate (induced by increased physiological arousal levels) lead to the accumulation of 

more temporal units during a given timespan. This prominent modulation of not just time-

consciousness but also self-consciousness, is often observed in states such as meditation, 

rhythm-induced trance, musical experience, sensory deprivation, and by different drugs 

(Wittmann, 2009). 

It has been suggested that time-consciousness and self-consciousness are strongly related and 

thus are jointly modulated in a situation where attention is directed to time: if the experience 

of the self is intensified, the subjective feeling of time changes accordingly, experienced as 

expansion or as slowing down of the passage of time (Wittmann, 2009). It could be said that 

time is a function of the self, where the self stands for all possible psychological (empirical and 

theoretical) properties of an individual who perceives time (Wittmann, 2009). 

Time-consciousness as a basis of the intentional acts: “Of many modes of intentionality (such 

as perceiving, remembering, imagining, willing), time-consciousness arguably constitutes the 

central one for understanding consciousness’s intentional, transcending character. Put 

differently, time-consciousness underscores these other intentional acts because these other 

intentional acts presuppose or include the consciousness of internal time (Kelly, n.d.). 

5.3.1. Time-awareness in relation to boredom 

As previously described in 4.1., etymology gives us significant insight into the nature of the 

experience that is expressed by a particular word. Temporal reference in the word for boredom 

can be found in several languages and this is a valuable starting point when it comes to 

understanding time-awareness in the context of boredom (see chapter 2.3.). 

Unrelated to the etymological research, studies in the field of cognitive science reveal that time-

awareness is a prominent feature of boredom and that slowed time-perception is a consistent 

correlate of boredom (Raffaelli, Mills, & Christoff, 2017). Time-awareness in boredom for the 

subjects is experienced as a slow passage of time (Elpidorou, 2014), as a time that is standing 

still (Eastwood et al., 2012), time that is being wasted, and/or as empty time (Barbalet, 1999). 

What is it about the boredom that gives rise to the perception of a slower passage of time, often 
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to the point where one has a desire to “kill the boredom” and “kill the time”? It seems as it is 

the experience of being in a present moment deprived of engaging activities and mental 

projections. Wangh describes that in boredom “time seems endless, there is no distinction 

between past, present, and future. There seems to be only an endless present” (Wangh, 1975, 

p. 541, cited in Eastwood, 2012). Hartocollis, a psychodynamic theorist, saw boredom as an 

endless present and contrary to other affects which are oriented toward the future (fear) or past 

(sadness), he saw boredom as a displeasure with the present (Hartocollis, 1972, p. 96, cited in 

(Eastwood et al., 2012)). 

On the other hand, the tendency to lose track of time is most pronounced when fully immersed 

in challenging activities accompanied with the feeling of enjoyment – as experienced in the 

mental state of ‘‘flow’’ (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1988, cited in (Wittmann, 

2015) which will be discussed in the chapter 3.4. 

5.3.2. Time-awareness in relation to death anxiety 

Death anxiety must provoke a heightened awareness of time because only through this temporal 

consciousness, one can become aware of mortality and from this realization stemming anxiety. 

It is known that time perception strongly depends of self-awareness. More specifically, if the 

experience of the self is intensified, the subjective feeling of time changes accordingly, 

experienced as expansion or as slowing down of the passage of time (Wittmann, 2009). 

“Where continuity itself becomes an issue for the self, there might be observed an 

intensification of the experience of time that radically transforms temporal experience in a 

manner that problematizes intersubjectivity and communication. In other words, this 

intensification of internal time consciousness draws our attention to the way in which the 

“now” is not merely an instant where the immediate past and the immediate future are mediated 

but, more importantly, where the retention of the retentions and the retention of protentions 

come to weight upon the present in a complex (and singular) knot of loss and gain, regret and 

hope.” (Fagan, 2004, p. 219) 

Routledge and Arndt pointed out that “the benefits of temporal consciousness come at a 

psychological price […] because being able to think about the future means being able to think 

about a future without us in it” (Routledge & Arndt, 2005, p. 60). According to Terror 

Management Theory people defend themselves from time-awareness and its logical connection 

to death by having beliefs that make time meaningful, such as seeking personal value in past 
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or the future (Routledge & Arndt, 2005, p. 60). Accordingly, time-awareness can be 

problematic as self-preservation strivings and at the same time mortality awareness create a 

potential for paralyzing death anxiety (Brown, 1959; Goldschmidt, 1990; Solomon et al., 1991; 

cited in Routledge & Arndt, 2005, p. 62). 
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6. EXPLANATORY MODEL – PROPOSAL AND ELABORATION 

 

I will now elaborate on why and how boredom might act as a protection against death anxiety. 

I will propose the explanatory model with the structure of experience that leads to boredom 

and the structure of experience that follows from the point at which boredom normally arises. 

First, an overview of the proposed mechanism will be given. Graphical presentation of the 

explanatory model is summarized in Figure 1. Secondly, each stage will be further explained 

in sections that follow. Explanations are resting either on the scientific body of knowledge or 

on a priori reasoning. The verification of those resting in a priori reasoning will be proposed in 

the next section. 

Before I present the model, I will shortly reflect on two possible issues that may rise: 

One could argue that boredom or death anxiety could appear without manifestations around 

which the thesis is centred: meaning, self-awareness or time awareness. I assume, to a certain 

extent, this could be true. However, this might depend primarily on one’s ability to self-reflect, 

as, especially in boredom, we are mainly implicitly aware of these manifestations. In death 

anxiety, however, these manifestations are much stronger and dynamic, so the awareness of 

self, time and meaning should be explicit. However, this still does not mean that one can reflect 

on and label the manifestations as some separate aspects. 

It might seem that throughout the thesis, terms such as attention, intentionality and meaning 

are used to explain something very similar, e.g.: collapsing attention as a result of unformed 

connections to the world is a cause of low intentionality state and a sense of meaninglessness. 

This is the interpretation I made based on the analysed literature and the reasoning behind is as 

follows: the term intentionality, from Latin intendere, means to “stretch forth” describing a 

consciousness that stretches itself towards the world in order to interpret it and give it a 

meaning. According to Gallagher and Zahavi intentionality is primarily a question of meaning 

(Gallagher & Zahavi, 2007, p. 116).  According to Husserl, the basis to all our meaning-based 

constructs of the world rests upon the fundamental inter-relationship between consciousness 

and “the world” (Spinelli, 2005, p. 14). As of meaning, I used the definition of Heintzelman 

and King (2013) that meaning implicates connections, associations, or relationships. At this 

basic level meaning ceases to be an object of interpretation and something arbitrary. Here we 

could say in Wittgenstein’s words that “it [meaning] is the last interpretation” (Wittgenstein, 

1958, p. 34). In the explained context, attention is taken as that which allows for intentional 
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states and detection of meaning. However, regardless of all the effort and precaution, there 

remains a danger that mentioned concepts have been oversimplified or even misinterpreted. 

Looking at a human condition from the Terror Management perspective, it appears that a rather 

fragile human psyche needs to be constantly protected against high mortality salient states in 

order to avoid paralyzing terror following from the realization of one’s own death. If we were 

to pick a candidate out of a whole range of human experiences that seems to play an important 

role in keeping us at bay of existential terror, we would certainly look for a kind of experience 

that keeps our mind engaged and very occupied with whatever it is that we are doing. Engaging 

experience very often keeps our mind occupied to the point of forgetting that we exist.  If we 

are not even aware that we exist, we will very successfully solve the existential problem we 

are, supposedly, constantly running away from. In search for this candidate with buffering 

function, we would certainly look for the experience that makes us long for more experience, 

different experience, better experience, or really any experience. 

It is very often the experience of boredom and the avoidance of it, that impels one to pursue 

goal-oriented behaviour and to be in a state of occupation. In the light of TMT assumption that 

an ever-present potential for intense anxiety must be managed continuously, a modulator and 

motivator of human behaviour such as boredom is worth being closely examined as a potential 

protective mechanism against death anxiety. Contrary to the state of flow, which is a positive 

motivation of human behaviour and in a sense antithetical to boredom, experience of boredom 

is usually considered to be disturbing, as reflected in common phrases such as “to kill the 

boredom” and “to die of boredom”. Internal unease that is generated in boredom seems to 

motivate the avoidance of dreadful experience, although no obvious threat is present. Physical 

and mental energy that is consumed for no other obvious reason than the avoidance of boredom, 

sets the question: What is to be avoided? Presumption that the failure of attentional processes 

resulting in an inability to focus or engage attention is a cause of boredom (Eastwood et al., 

2012; Fisher, 1993; J. A. Hamilton, 1981) is a starting point and a foundation of the proposed 

thesis. For definition of terms further used, please see “2.5. Relevant concepts and definitions”.  
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Figure 1. Explanatory model - overview: The attention is constantly engaged. When the attention starts 

disengaging, the attentional system gets out of homeostasis. This calls for the 1. line of defence which occurs 

in form of distraction and mind-wandering, in order to engage the mind again. If this line fails to establish 

a homeostasis, the second, more valent regulative response is activated – boredom. Proximity of the 

deathlike experience (DLE) state is felt as an immediate threat that at all costs needs to be warded off. The 

near collapse of the attentional system, due to the lack of relations and connections brings inherent elements 

of awareness to the fore: sense of meaning, self-awareness, and time-awareness. Without boredom to 

motivate the change of one’s behaviour, these elements would eventually reach their moment of fixity, 

momentum would be gained, leading to moment of instability, and a dialectic process leading to death 

anxiety would be set in motion. 

 

6.1. Attentional homeostasis and failure of attentional processes 

Attention is bridge to the world which relates us to the both internal and external 

occurrences. Formation of relationship with objects as the result of engaged attention 

creates the experience of self. Attentional system keeps a threatening state of death-like 

experience at bay. 

Human brain is naturally evolved information-processing system (Metzinger, 2011). 

Consequently, attention is always engaged, either with internal or external stimuli. Failure of 

attentional processes that results in an inability to focus or engage attention is thought to be a 
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cause of boredom (Eastwood et al., 2012; Fisher, 1993; J. A. Hamilton, 1981). When attention 

is engaged, we could say that attentional system is in homeostasis. Oppositely, when the 

amount of information being processed starts approaching minimum threshold (i.e. when 

attention is being minimally engaged), attentional system gets out of homeostasis. Attention as 

a bridge to the world relates us to the both internal and external events or information. Without 

the rigid structure of the attentional system, our experiential Lebenswelt would not exist. Most 

of the time, we are experientially “fused” with what we experience, which is referred to as 

“cognitive fusion” and “object mode” (Dahl, Lutz, & Davidson, 2015). 

On the phenomenological level, it could be argued that formation of relationship with objects 

as the result of engaged attention, allows the self to be experienced, i.e. that this engagement 

with objects is what constructs a sense of self. Each of these connections formed would bear 

its own phenomenal character and confer a certain “experience of something”. When the 

attentional system is in homeostasis, the intentional structure of the experience is stable and it 

provides a stability and consistency to the sense of self. Accordingly, “it is during our 

experience of the world that we implicitly experience ourselves” (B. Martin et al., 2014). Being 

strongly tied to the intended objects involved in attentional process, one’s sense of self is 

embedded within a certain context which confers a stable structure for the sense of self. 

In attentional homeostasis, self-awareness is assumingly present predominantly in the form of 

subjective self-awareness and only occasionally in the form of objective self-awareness. From 

a no-self theory perspective, objects of objective self-awareness is by no means some form of 

substantial self but a particular object around which one’s sense of self is centred. In this sense, 

a self can never be a single object of the awareness because it exists only in dynamic process 

of relating. In attentional homeostasis, a sense of self seems to be kept intact through the 

perpetual guidance of attentional system in a form of auto-regulative process.  

The idea that the self is an autonomous entity and autopoietic process that creates and sustains 

itself through the construction of self-image (Černigoj, 2007, p. 210) is important for further 

understanding of the dynamics I am proposing. If a man indeed consists of two autonomous 

entities, biological organism and the self (Černigoj, 2007, p. 211), a following parallel could 

be drawn: what is food for a biological organism, that is information for the self. In other words, 

through the attentional system which processes information and gives rise to intentional 

objects, the self, i.e. one’s experience of self is kept intact. 
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When attention starts to involute, i.e. when attention is not engaged or not sufficiently engaged, 

connections that keep one related to the world start collapsing and attentional system loses its 

homeostasis. Since attentional system is what guides and constructs the sense of self, when 

involution of attention occurs, sense of self comes under a direct threat of collapsing as no 

experience is at hand for its construction. Consequences of solitary confinement in a form of 

self-dissolutions and derealization (Gallagher, 2014) might give a clue to the effect lack of 

almost any salient information to process has on an attentional system. 

An outcome of potential collapse of attentional system, if the regulative mechanisms would 

not be deployed, is something I will refer to as death-like experience (DLE). DLE is a 

hypothetical state in which the self can no longer be experienced due to the loss of connections 

to the world that build the foundation of very experience. This state seems like a natural 

consequence of attentional involution as here no experience is produced to construct the sense 

of self. Proximity of this state is felt as an immediate threat by auto-regulative system of the 

self that at all costs needs to be warded off. Presumably, anticipated DLE bears a potential of 

inducing potent death anxiety. Whether DLE is a part of an actual experiential spectrum of 

humans can only be speculated, as well as what consequences the eventual slip into this state 

would have.  

6.2. The first line of defence 

In order to keep the attentional system in homeostasis, as soon as attention starts 

involuting, one automatically seeks to re-engage the attention. This first line of defence 

against DLE most often comes in forms of distractions and mind-wandering. 

When attention involutes, the self comes into immediate danger of collapsing. Because of the 

dynamic and fluctuating nature of the mind, a robust and easy to recruit mechanism is needed 

as a protection. I propose that the involution of attention is followed by two lines of defence 

against death-like experience, in a form of regulative mechanisms with an aim to reaffirm and 

solidify the structure of the self. 

The first line of defence occurs as an automatic response and does not require any conscious 

action. It occurs in form of “fishing” behaviour. We grab onto anything that serves the solely 

function of engaging the mind and protecting the self. One, mostly unconsciously, engages or 

seeks to engage into behaviour that brings one back to attentional homeostasis. This 

engagement usually comes in a form of automatic engagement with novel, distracting stimuli. 
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The stimulus from an immediate environment can take form of anything: a sip of coffee, a 

cigarette, casual conversation starting, biting a pen or shaking one’s leg while engaged in not 

so engaging happening, etc. In addition to external stimuli, internal stimuli can be generated as 

well. These are created by engaging oneself with the content of the mind, probably most often 

in a form of mind-wandering. Mind wandering has been found to consume as much as 50% of 

our waking life and is also tied to our sense of well-being (Killingsworth & Gillbert, 2010, 

cited in Dahl, Lutz, & Davidson, 2015) and that decrease in mind-wandering is positively 

correlated with mindfulness trainings (Mrazek et al., 2012; Levinson et al., 2014, cited in Dahl, 

Lutz, & Davidson, 2015). 

The motivation for undertaken action in order to restore attentional homeostasis is not 

something one is usually conscious of. In other words, consciously, no potential threat for one 

is felt and this first line of defence is not characterized with any particular emotion or state of 

mind. However, if the first line of defence fails, and homeostasis is not reached, collapse of 

attentional processes becomes an immediate threat to one’s wellbeing. This requires stronger 

adaptational response. This more valent regulatory mechanism, the second line of defence, is 

boredom. 

6.3. The second line of defence - boredom 

When the basic structuring elements of the experience start to be revealed as a response 

to unengaged attention, boredom as a distinct experience arises. It is a successive 

regulatory mechanism; when activated, through strong affective component, it brings one 

back to the world. 

If the first line of defence fails to bring back the attentional system in homeostasis, DLE 

becomes an immediate threat. Continuation of attentional collapse creates something like a 

“decompression” of awareness. This decompression means that the explicit awareness is 

almost devoid of phenomena/intentional objects which is a direct threat to the autopoietic 

prosses that is the self. This allows for basic structuring elements of the experience to be 

revealed. These elements are ever-present but rarely in explicit awareness. Even if so, they 

always appear in relation to some object or representation. Structure of every experience 

consists of phenomenal character, intentional character, spatial character and temporal 

character (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2007, p. 9). Bringing fore this structure almost devoid of 

content directs attentional resources towards, colloquially speaking, what is left of the 

experience. 
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Manifestations of a collapsing attentional system: 

1) Reduction of connections between the self and the world reveals the basic structuring 

elements of the experience. First element to reveal itself is the intentional dimension. 

Intentional character of experience is what eventually creates a sense of meaning in its 

most basic form. We intend an object by meaning something about it (Husserl, 2001, 

cited in Gallagher & Zahavi, 2007, p. 116), so intentionality is primarily a question of 

meaning (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2007, p. 116). The intentional element of the experience 

reveals itself as a sense of meaning, i.e. lack of it. Therefore, if we are in a very low 

intentional state, sense of meaning will be low, consequentially giving rise to the sense 

of meaninglessness. Here, meaning is taken not as a subjective and conscious 

experience but as a fundamental property which implicates connections, associations, 

or relationships (see definition section 2.5.). No conscious processing system is 

required for detection of this basic form of meaning. 

 

2) Loss of connections that generates the sense of meaninglessness is followed by self-

awareness which is the second structuring element of the experience to reveal itself. 

This is the spatial dimension of the experience. Objective self-awareness rises, it seems, 

as a consequence of lacking objects toward which attention can be successfully 

directed, so attention is directed toward the self, i.e. a sense of self.  

 

3) Heightened self-awareness brings forth time-awareness. As explained by Wittmann 

(2015), if the experience of the self is intensified, the subjective feeling of time changes 

accordingly and can be experienced as expansion or as slowing down of the passage of 

time. This temporal dimension of experience is the third structuring element that reveals 

itself. 

In order to prevent further attentional involution, described phenomenal state gives rise to an 

affective component creating a second line of defence which is boredom. It seems as if boredom 

motivates one to seek new connection to the world or to reinforce the lost ones. This is realized 

through strong affective component that per se is potent enough to regulate the attentional 

process effectively. The function of this affective component is to bring back one to the world. 

This affective component serves as a saving rope, as a survival tool that saves one from death-

like experience by providing an intentional character to the experience. This affective 

component comes in different forms, but as I already denoted I will use word emotion as an 
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umbrella term for all affective states potent enough to motivate escape, i.e. action or e-motion 

(restlessness, nervousness, desire to escape, etc.). Consequently, attention will be either 

engaged with a new goal or with the experience of emotion per se. In either way, structure of 

the experience is maintained and a needed context to the self is provided. Elements just 

described are the defining points of the phenomenal state of boredom: negative emotion, 

nothing worth engaging attention with, sense of meaninglessness, heightened time-awareness, 

and heightened self-awareness. 

At the point where boredom as a distinct state is reached, lack of meaning, and heightened self-

awareness and time awareness usually become the part of explicit awareness. Boredom is a 

successive regulatory mechanism; when activated, through strong affective component, it 

brings one back to the world. However, if the stimulation is (still) not strong enough, the 

process, in a form of a loop, repeats. Seemingly, affective component of boredom keeps one 

“at the gate” of so called death-like experience. My assumption is that the intensity of affective 

component determines how easily one gets back to the world or stays longer or even gets stuck 

in the grey zone of unengaged attention. Very weak or absent affective component of boredom 

and no strong intrinsic motivation to engage with the world, bear a danger of death-like 

experience or stuckness at boredom’s gate. The affective component of boredom would be 

something inherent to person’s nature and so we could talk about one’s predisposition to feel 

bored. If one often dwells in the grey zone in which neither attention is engaged nor affective 

component is intense enough to invoke the engagement, one’s awareness of self and time, and 

diminished sense of meaning will be prominent, but not necessarily explicitly experienced. 

6.4. What if boredom would not exist – Beyond boredom 

Although boredom is very common human experience, some experience it less frequently than 

others. Whether this is due to the fact that some people are more innately skilled in managing 

attention and engaging with the world is not really known. I would refer to boredom as a 

reaction to potential collapse of attentional system and indirectly to the loss of the experience 

of self. The experience of boredom, serves as a negative motivation that makes us change our 

behaviour. That to which boredom is a reaction, quite possibly is a potential experience that is 

not usually within our phenomenal range. Hypothetically, if boredom could be silenced and 

one would be allowed to go beyond it, what would happen? I suggest that this could lead to the 

debilitating experience of terror, i.e. death anxiety. 
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First thing, the involution of attention would lead to constantly weaker intentional states, which 

would eventually cause a decompression of awareness, so basic structuring elements 

previously discussed would reach the awareness. The proximity of DLE indicated by the ever-

intensifying sense of meaninglessness would eventually lead to dialectic culmination discussed 

in the next section. Time-awareness as the temporal aspect of the awareness and self-awareness 

as the spatial aspect of the awareness are fundamental dimensions within which a human mind 

operates and represent a context and the source of any intentional state. With involuting 

attention, one’s experience of “what is it like to be” becomes less and less salient, ultimately 

reaching the point of almost pure phenomenon without intentionality to which I refer to as 

death-like experience. This hypothetical collapse of all the connections the self is bound to and 

is constructed of, would be as immediate experience of death one gets to encounter. Death-like 

experience means that experiencing, every-day self has collapsed. This close proximity of DLE 

sets the dialectical process into motion. 

Boredom seems to bear a “pallid foretaste of death” (Svendsen, 2005, p. 40) because its 

experiential structure is as close as one can get to the experience of death, as though really 

boredom “rests upon the nothing that interlaces existence” (Kierkegaard, 1987, p. 291)”. And 

in this sense, nature of boredom “reveals that there remains and experiential field for 

consciousness, which evinces a definitive collapse of intentionality” (Lozar, 2014). 

6.5. Death-like experience (DLE) 

Death-like experience could occur as a result of completely disengaged attentional 

system; death of the self, i.e. autoregulative system that constructs it. 

From a phenomenological perspective, DLE would be as immediate experience of death as one 

could get to experience. It would be point of almost pure phenomenon without intentionality. 

Experience of pure (nonintentional, objectless) consciousness are claimed to be found in a 

variety of traditions (Forman, 1997, p. 28). This experience would be a natural consequence of 

attentional collapse in which experience of self would be lost. This experience therefor would 

not be mediated by thought, emotion or any other intentional state as by the name DLE excludes 

the intentional structure. This is exactly why it would be, phenomenally, felt as an immediate 

experience of death.  

In my understanding of death-like experience this would be an adequate explanation: “an 

imageless experience in which there is no sense of personal identity. It is the experience that 
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remains possible in a state of extremely deep trance when the ego-functions of reality-testing, 

sense-perception, memory, reason, fantasy and self-representation are repressed” (Merkur, 

2007). Merkur goes on, further noting that “Muslim Sufis call it fana (annihilation), and 

medieval Jewish kabbalists termed it "the kiss of death". 

As already mentioned, DLE is a hypothetical state in which the self can no longer be 

experienced due to the loss of connections to the world that build the foundation of very 

experience. Proximity of this state is felt as an immediate threat that at all costs needs to be 

warded off. Presumably, anticipated DLE bears a potential of inducing potent death anxiety. 

Whether DLE is a part of an actual experiential spectrum of humans could only be speculated, 

as well as what consequences the eventual slip into this state would have.  

6.6. Dialectic process and death anxiety 

Boredom seems to bear a pallid foretaste of death because its experiential structure is 

already contained within the experience of death anxiety. 

The near collapse of the attentional system, due to the lack of relations and connections would 

bring inherent elements of awareness to the fore. As previously mentioned, these are sense of 

meaning, time-awareness, and self-awareness. In the attentional homeostasis, these elements 

would be experienced in the relation to some object from the world and barely or never in 

relation to themselves. However, when the object of relating is absent, self becomes its own 

object of relating which is in any case predestined to fail.  

In the experience of boredom, as a result of collapsing attention, sense of meaninglessness 

becomes prominent, as well as self-awareness and time-awareness. This happens as a result of 

“decompressed” awareness which brings these inherent elements of experience to the fore of 

awareness. In order to preserve a sense of self constructed through intentional relations, and at 

any cost avoid threatening death-like experience, attentional resources are directed toward 

these inherent elements as a potential source of renewed intentionality. However, as the self 

cannot be its own object of relating because it is a mere process, rather than an object, sense of 

self further collapses. This further reinforces attentional engagement towards self-awareness 

and this loop eventually creates such a tension that a dialectical process is set into motion. 

For a dialectic process to occur in one’s psyche, one needs to have the experience of A+ in 

order to experience its counterpart A-. The stronger my experience of A+, stronger the potential 

to experience A- is. Increased sense of meaninglessness, self-awareness and time-awareness 
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creates ever-growing potential for their counterparts, sense of meaningfulness, no-self-

awareness and no-time-awareness. When the moment of fixity is reached, dialectic process is 

set in motion and the initial determination pass into their opposites creating an enormous 

tension and reveal a conflictual movement inherent of human psyche. This oppositional nature 

of human psyche, that a man is “a medium between nothing and all” (Blaise Pascal, 1833, p. 

114), Kierkegaard described as: “A human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of 

the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity, in short, a synthesis” (Kierkegaard, 

1980, p. 13). 

The enormous tension dialectical process creates is which gives rise to the paralyzing terror of 

death anxiety. More specifically, following dialectical process occurs: sense of meaningfulness 

for the dialectical counterpart is a sense of meaninglessness. With the awareness of time, on 

one side we have the awareness of a time frame, of a minimal time unit, awareness of now and 

on the other side, we have the awareness of ever-time or forever. This awareness of no-time is 

not the same as not being aware of time at all, such as in states such as flow. Awareness of no-

time, is the awareness of the infinity, so we could also say that this is the awareness of eternity. 

Time that seems to stand still (as no information is processed which subjectively makes one 

feel as though the time is not passing) stands in contrast with the time that lasts the eternity. As 

of the awareness of self, it is the awareness of one as existing and experiencing entity that is 

negated by the awareness of nonexistence. Only a differentiated experience of self is what 

enables the awareness of no-self, i.e. non-existence. 

Dialectical process taking place that leads to death anxiety: 

              Self <––––––––––––––––––––> NO-self 

 Time (now) <––––––––––––––––––––> NO-time (eternity) 

Meaningless <––––––––––––––––––––> Meaningful 

As noted, shift of the awareness from one to the other end is very potent and creates enormous 

tension. Eventually, created tension culminated in a form of paralyzing terror and anguish. And 

this dialectical process is, I suggest, the structure of terror in the experience of death anxiety. 

However, I assume that dialectical process is only one way through which death anxiety can 

manifest. This state of terror and death anxiety lasts until the affective component loses in its 

saliency and attention is engaged elsewhere.  
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7. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

 

Aim of the thesis was to, based on the conceptual analysis and the analysis of the empirical 

literature, propose an explanatory model of boredom as presymbolic distal protective 

mechanism against death anxiety. Proposed model quite possibly raises more ambiguities and 

questions, than it is providing straightforward answers. The main idea I tried to convey with 

the model is that failure of attentional system that causes boredom, if left unregulated by this 

experience of boredom, could eventually lead to death anxiety. Under presumption that 

attentional engagement positively corelates with the level of intentionality (as stretching forth 

into the world and attended stimuli translating into phenomenal objects), it has been proposed 

that as one approaches boredom, the number of intentional objects decreases. This 

“decompression” of awareness that leaves phenomenal world almost devoid of intentional 

objects, giving rise to the sense of meaninglessness as a consequence of spares connections, 

associations, and/or relationships to the world and enabling basic dimension of the experience 

to be revealed in a form of self-awareness and time-awareness.  In order to preserve a sense of 

self constructed through intentional relations, and at any cost avoid threatening death-like 

experience, attentional resources are directed toward the sense of self, i.e. that which is 

experiencing, as a potential source of renewed intentionality. However, as the self cannot be 

its own object of relating, sense of self further collapses. This loop between reinforced sense 

of self and ever-diminishing relations eventually creates such a tension that a dialectical process 

is set into motion. In this sense, anticipated DLE is what bears a potential of inducing potent 

death anxiety. Increased sense of meaninglessness, self-awareness and time-awareness creates 

ever-growing potential for their counterparts, sense of meaningfulness, no-self-awareness and 

no-time-awareness. When the momentum is reached, dialectic process is set into motion and 

an initial triade swings to the utter opposites creating an enormous tension between the 

experiencing elements. Shift of the awareness from one to the other end is assumingly very 

potent and creates enormous tension which gives rise to the paralyzing terror of death anxiety. 

It is indisputable that many aspects of the model are highly speculative. Further refining and 

potential adjustment of different aspects of the model and their internal dynamic would 

certainly be a first step toward a future research. Below I will list several considerations, and 

questions that an explanatory model could raise, and try to provide an answer where possible: 
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Although keeping one’s psyche protected against death anxiety and hypothetical death-like 

experience as a function of boredom represents a central aspect of thesis, it is by no means 

argued that this is the exclusive function of boredom. Novelty seeking behaviour is another 

potent function of boredom that seems very plausible and has been proposed. As a behaviour 

adaptive or signalling function, it offers a cue that all available reserves of novelty and positive 

reinforcement have been exhausted by the current strategy for exploring a particular 

environment (Todman, 2007). Therefore, by motivating desire for change from the current 

state, boredom increases opportunities to attain social, cognitive, emotional and experiential 

stimulation that could have been missed (Bench & Lench, 2013). In addition, novelty seeking 

function makes no opposition to death anxiety buffering function, as a desire for change and 

engagement with intentional objects that create rich phenomenal world are an important aspect 

of keeping the attentional system in homeostasis. Even if those functions would have shown to 

be incompatible, they could still in its own right serve their own objective. In this regard, 

boredom as a function of terror management buffering mechanism could be an exaptation, i.e. 

a co-option of already existing trait. Exaptations describe a shift in the function of a trait during 

evolution, so that a feature that appears as adaptations in fact arose by co-option of already 

existing trait, evolved for some other purpose (such as feathers in birds that evolved before 

flight for the purpose of thermoregulation). 

What might seem unclear at first is how state of flow is any different from a hypothetical state 

of death-like experience when in both states one loses the awareness of self. My assumption is 

that in a state of flow one’s mind is filled with intentional objects, whereas in DLE no 

intentional objects would exist. Therefore, state of flow would be described as the fullness of 

experience, whereas DLE would probably described as emptiness or empty experience. 

Awareness of self and time in a state of flow are absent, presumably because the attentional 

resources are not as in boredom directed toward basic elements of experience, but are focused 

on numerous salient intentional objects. Furthermore, regarding attention and self-awareness, 

I assume that in a state of flow attention is fully engaged with an object, so that self-awareness 

is experienced through an object, through which the subject and its action become one. This 

form of absent self-awareness is to be contrasted to DLE as here no intentional object would 

be found. 

Ordinary, everyday boredom that is mainly situational and not primarily trait related is, as 

already discussed, most often followed by a distinctive affective state, a potent e-motion that 

as a saving rope bring one back to the world of intentional objects. This basic and trivial form 
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of boredom is the matter of exploration in the thesis. On the other hand, there is a more complex 

and sophisticated form of boredom, often termed as existential boredom or in Heideggerian 

terms profound boredom. Heidegger described fundamental type of boredom as that which 

„brings the self in all its nakedness to itself as the self that is there“ (Heidegger, 1995, p. 143). 

This kind of boredom refers more to the mood and in this regard, it is not transient, i.e. it is not 

something one can shake off, as it gives the sense that the world itself is boring (Aho, 2007). 

It often denotes one’s realization of emptiness of existence that leaves one indifferent, with 

nothing to do or wish for. Although we could rashly argue that a strong affective component is 

obviously not necessary for the experience of boredom as one can dwell in that grey zone of 

existential boredom without ever being pulled back to the world or a desire to escape and 

engage in some meaningful activity, I think this would not be legitimate. Mainly because these 

are two differentiated forms of experiences. In terms of proposed explanatory model, the 

existential boredom would signify the experience of dwelling in the grey zone of boredom or 

even beyond boredom, i.e. entering the state of low intentionality, either through a conscious 

effort or by one’s natural mentality. Although highly speculative, the proximity of death-like 

experience and constant dwelling on meaning, i.e. lack of it, self-awareness and time-

awareness without going into dialectical process or into the world, would bring one to a very 

reduced form of experience, leaving buffering mechanism of our biologically well-adapted 

mind futile. Gilliam even argued that nothingness (as the negation of what-is in totality) can be 

reached via profound boredom which is the sine qua non of existence and a mood through 

which authenticity can emerge (Gilliam, 2013). Could this beyond-boredom experience be 

interpreted through Nietzsche’s reflection that: „Boredom, by being conquered, can lead to 

delight. Such a delight is superhuman, whereas boredom is human, all too human“  (Nietzsche 

in Svendsen, 2005, p. 59)? 

As thesis intersects and integrates several disciplines and many typically unrelated concepts, 

an in-depth study and analysis were out of the scope of the thesis. Therefore, further refining 

and proper contextual understanding in the light of terror management approach would be 

necessary for processes such as attention, mind-wandering, distractibility, boredom, meaning, 

feeling of emptiness, self-awareness, time-awareness, death anxiety, nature of dialectical 

processes, autopoiesis, reduction of experience, intentional states, structure of experience, state 

of flow, sense of self, fear of losing oneself/one’s identity, psychopathologies related to death 

anxiety and boredom, and presymbolic anxiety buffering mechanism.  
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Some of the avenues for future empirical research should include: 1) examining the relation 

between boredom and functionality of different death anxiety buffering mechanisms; 2) 

examining the experience of boredom and regulation of attention in those suffering from 

maladaptive coping strategies, such as different psychopathologies that have been linked to 

death anxiety; 3) comparison between those highly prone to boredom and those not prone to 

boredom in respect to factors such as self-awareness and fear of death; 4) examining the 

reaction to induced boredom in subjects with highly manipulated death awareness. 

Considerable limitation to direct empirical testing could be the one relating to the very nature 

of boredom. It cannot be manipulated in such a way that one simply goes beyond it or dwells 

in it. As soon as one would start to observe boredom, and even this step is discussable, one 

would no longer be bored as the attentional engagement with observed content would soon 

follow, at least in average subjects. Even more problematic aspect would be the exploration of 

experience that could be said to be beyond boredom. Those prone to experience existential 

boredom which is more of a mood followed by a sense of emptiness and general 

meaninglessness might offer some clue of one of those states, but this is highly speculative. 

Tightly connected to this issue is the problem of exploration of states that are beyond 

experiential range such as DLE, death anxiety as a consequence of DLE proximity, and already 

mentioned beyond boredom experience. Presumably, mindfulness training and meditative 

techniques that deliberately disengage attention might be one possible way to reach DLE.  

Extensive body of knowledge, ideas and insights have been left by the great thinkers of the 

past. It seems necessary and of enormous value to re-evaluate and reinterpret those old ideas 

in the light of modern methods and current knowledge. Through such interdisciplinary and 

intergenerational integration of accumulated knowledge, completely new horizon of 

knowledge and understanding could be obtained. Such strong theoretical structure could 

facilitate and help avoid deadlocks of potential empirical studies that would follow. 

Furthermore, etymological analysis could give significant insight into the very nature of the 

experience of boredom itself. In this context, words, especially those derived, seem like 

fossilized experiences that should be studies in its own right. This study could bear such a 

potential because with more than seven hundred languages, valuable insights into the nature of 

experience of the same phenomenon could be obtained. 

Although the experience of boredom has often been symbolically linked to death, most evident 

in the phrases such as dying of boredom or bored to death, to the best of my knowledge, no 
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direct link between boredom and death anxiety, i.e. the avoidance of death anxiety has yet been 

proposed. Existential philosophers certainly did see a connection between the two, boredom 

and existential dread. Pascal, later on Kierkegaard, Nietzsche and many others, discussed the 

struggle humans face when in a state of rest. This state of rest is often described as unbearable 

and so diversions must be used to overcome this condition as “man finds nothing so intolerable 

as to be in a state of complete rest, without passions, without occupations, without diversions, 

without effort” (B. Pascal, 2005, p. 622). Backed by the ideas great thinkers left us, research 

on the nature of boredom and mortality salient states in the fields of psychology and 

phenomenology seems extensive enough to offer a view on a potential relation between 

boredom and death anxiety. 

What I tried to explore in thesis is a possible relation between the experience of boredom and 

the experience of death anxiety. More specifically, I tried to provide an answer to how boredom 

might act as a protection against death anxiety. On the basis of existing knowledge, analysis, 

interpretation and synthesis or explored concepts, I proposed an explanatory model of boredom 

as function of terror management mechanism. I attempted to elaborate on how failure of 

attention that would otherwise lead to boredom could give rise to death anxiety, if boredom 

were, hypothetically, to be eliminated. Furthermore, I suggested that boredom and death 

anxiety rest upon the same experiential structures. However, while in boredom this structure is 

relatively static and one-sided, in death anxiety it is highly dynamic and manifests in a form of 

dialectic process. Although direct and unambiguous answers to raised questions are not 

possible to reach due to the purely theoretical nature of the thesis, several areas of future 

research have been identified and proposed. 
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9. EXTENDED ABSTRACT IN SLOVENIAN LANGUAGE 

 

Dolgčas kot zaščita pred s smrtjo povezano tesnobo – pristop teorije upravljanja groze 

Če bi oblikovali naše razumevanje dolgčasa na znanju, ki je dostopno skozi fraze pogovornega 

jezika, bi sklepali, da stanje dolgčasa označuje dramatične, “življenje ali smrt” situacije. Lahko 

“ubijamo dolgčas” ali “umiramo od dolgčasa”; fraza “zdolgočasen do smrti” je zgolj rahla 

variacija prejšnje fraze. Izogibanje dolgčasu za vsako ceno, bodisi kot nekaj, kar vodi v smrt, 

bodisi kot nekaj, kar predstavlja smrt samo po sebi. Takšne izkušnje dolgčasa, ujete v 

pogovornem jeziku, so precej zavajajoče, če upoštevamo dejstvo, da dolgčas ne ubija. Še več, 

dolgčas se pojavlja, skoraj kot pravilo, v varnih in biološko ne ogrožajočih pogojih. V zares 

nevarnih situacijah ne najdemo dolgčasa. Absurdno je, da je dejanje “ubijanja” dolgočasja tisto, 

ki lahko sčasoma privede do škodljivega vedenja, kot sta na primer zloraba substanc ali 

tveganju naklonjeno vedenje, kar lahko pripelje celo do smrtnih izidov. Morda bi jezikovne 

povezave med dolgčasom in smrtjo lahko enostavno odpravili kot popolnoma naključne. 

Nenazadnje, so zgolj “fraze”. A vendar, ali ne bi tako morda spregledali nekaj pomembnega? 

Mogoče pa se bistveno znanje in uvidi skrivajo izza kompleksne narave dotične izkušnje, izza 

naivne in globoko ukoreninjene prvoosebne perspektive. 

Dejansko se zdi, da so te fraze, ki opisujejo izkušnjo dolgčasa, refleksija prvinskega človeškega 

odnosa do dolgčasa. Človeška želja po izogibanju dolgčasa in nenavadna povezava dolgčasa s 

smrtjosta prikazani v številnih literarnih in filozofskih delih. Sodobne raziskave dolgčasa 

namigujejo v isto smer. V nasprotju s prevladujočim splošnim prepričanjem, da je sprejemljivo, 

da ne delamo nič, ali pa se ukvarjamo z neprivlačno vsebino, se dejansko raje spustimo v 

izkušnjo bolečine, kot pa da ostanemo vpeti v nestimulativno stanje dolgčasa  (Wilson et al., 

2014; Nederkoorn, Vancleef, Wilkenhöner, Claes, & Havermans, 2016). A tudi če bi se 

odločili, da se predamo izkušnji dolgčasa, to mogoče ni tako enostavno kot se zdi. Po besedah 

C.G.Junga: „Prebivalec mesta išče umetne senzacije, zato da pobegne lastnemu dolgčasu; 

puščavnik jih ne išče, ampak je nadlegovan z le-temi v nasprotju s svojo voljo.“ .“ (Jung et al., 

2014, vol. 10, pp. 341) 

Zdi se, da je pomembno, da razumemo funkcijo dolgčasa in da poskušamo ugotoviti, kaj je pri 

dolgčasu tisto, kar naredi to izkustvo tako grozno in skoraj nemogoče za prenašati. Čemu se 

dejansko izognemo z izogibanjem dolgčasu? Če bi lahko čudežno odpravili dolgčas, ne da bi 

odpravili vzroke, ki so pripeljali do dolgčasa, kaj bi se zgodilo? Kaj bi izkusili? Ta potreba, 
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nagon po neprestani zaposlitvi v neumorni misiji izogniti se dolgčasu za vsako ceno, je temelj 

raziskovalnega vprašanje pričujoče magistrske naloge: 

Kako lahko dolgčas deluje kot psihološki zaščitni mehanizem, ki zadržuje akutno 

izkušnjo s smrtjo povezane tesnobe? 

Zato, da lahko pravilno razumemo raziskovalno vprašanje, moramo predstaviti specifično 

perspektivo teze. Če gledamo na človeško stanje iz perspektive Teorije upravljanja groze 

(TUG) (ang. Terror Management Theory), izgleda, da krhka človeška psiha neprestano 

potrebuje zaščito pred vedno prisotno možnostjo paralizirajočo grozo. Ta groza v obliki s 

smrtjo povezane tesnobe izhaja iz konflikta med biološko težnjo po življenju oz. samoohranitvi 

in našem zavedanju lastne smrtnosti. “Blaženje” oz. “potiskanje stran” tega vedno prisotnega 

potenciala s smrtjo povezane tesnobe, je doseženo skozi ustvarjanje in poglabljanje v lastno 

ustvarjena prepričanja o naravi resničnosti (Arndt et al., 2005). Vloga blaženja groze je 

pripisana številnim oblikam človeškega vedenja. Vendar se predlagana blaženja primarno 

nanašajo na simbolne mehanizme (kot so kulturne vrednote in samozavest), medtem ko 

predsimbolni mehanizmi (kot so stanje t.i. flowa, seks, navezanost zaradi varnosti in izguba 

sebe v množici) ostajajo zanemarjeni (Wisman, 2006). Predsimbolni mehanizmi v glavnem 

delujejo skozi zmanjšanje posameznikovega samozavedanja in so evolucijsko in razvojno 

gledano bolj osnovni (Wisman, 2006). 

Dolgčas kot modulator in motivator človeškega vedenja, strašljivo stanje, ki nas poganja v 

delovanje ter v svet predmetov, si kot morebitni predsimbolni in distalni zaščitni mehanizem 

pred s smrtjo povezano tesnobo zasluži podrobnejše raziskovanje. V nasprotju s proksimalno 

zaščito, ki naslavlja problem smrti v neposrednih, zavestnih in konkretnih pogojih, deluje 

distalni obrambni mehanizem posredno, ko takojšnja zavest o smrti ni prisotna. Po mojem 

najboljšem vedenju še ni bila predlagana nobena neposredna povezava med dolgčasom in s 

smrtjo povezano tesnobo. Številni veliki misleci zgodovine pa so videli povezavo med 

dolgčasom in izkušnjo groze, ki se dotakne antipoda eksistence. “Človek ne najde nič tako 

nevzdržnega kot biti v stanju popolnega počitka, brez strasti, brez delovanja, brez distrakcij, 

brez truda“, je zapisal Pascal (B. Pascal, 2005, p. 622) in “dolgčas počiva nad praznino, ki 

prepleta eksistenco; omotica dolgčasa je kakor stremljenje v neskončni prepad, neskončna“, je 

pisal Kierkegaard (Kierkegaard, 1987, p. 291). Navkljub temu pa je ideja, da ima dolgčas 

posebno povezavo s temnim in tihim izkustvom neobstoja, ostala relativno zanemarjena s strani 

znanosti, natančneje s strani raziskovanja TUG. 
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Skozi v tej magistrski nalogi predlagani pojasnjevalni model poskušam razložiti, kako bi lahko 

posebno stanje, ki bi sicer vodilo do dolgčasa, odprlo pot do s smrtjo povezane tesnobe, če bi 

dolgčas, hipotetično, odstranili. Čeprav na prvi pogled dolgčas in s smrtjo povezana tesnoba 

nimata ničesar skupnega, so manifestacijske karakteristike obojega glede na opazovanja 

podobne. V svojem magistrskem delu pokažem, da oboje sloni na isti izkustveni strukturi, saj 

se obe stanji manifestirata z občutkom nesmisla, samozavedanja in zavedanja časa. Kljub temu 

pa je pomembno omeniti, da so manifestacije dolgčasa relativno statične in enostranske, med 

tem ko so v s smrtjo povezani tesnobi visoko dinamične in se pojavijo v obliki dialektičnega 

procesa. 

Stanje, ki vodi v dolgčas, je stanje, kjer so odpovedali procesi pozornosti. Ta nesposobnost 

fokusiranja ali aktiviranja pozornosti velja med mnogimi znanstveniki kot razlog dolgčasa 

(Eastwood, Frischen, Fenske, & Smilek, 2012). Na tej ugotovitvi osnujem svoj predlog, da bi 

vsakič, ko posameznikov sistem pozornosti izpade iz homeostaze in če pri tem ne gre za 

izkustvo dolgčasa, potem bi lahko izkusili izčrpavajočo s smrtjo povezano tesnobo. Zdi se, da 

je homeostaza sistema pozornosti bistvena za posameznikovo blaginjo. Ne zgolj zato, ker bi 

odklon iz homeostaze vodil do s smrtjo povezane tesnobe, ampak tudi zato, ker je – kot 

predlagam – pozornost kot most, ki nas povezuje s svetom in oblikuje relacije s predmeti, kar 

ustvari izkustvo jaza. Izid morebitnega kolapsa sistema pozornosti imenujem smrti podobno 

izkustvo (SPI; ang. Death-like experience), ki se smatra kot hipotetično stanje, v katerem zaradi 

izgube povezav s svetom, ki gradijo temelje same izkušnje, jaza več ne doživljamo. SPI se zdi 

kot naravna posledica kolapsa pozornosti in če le-ta ni preklican z regulativnim mehanizmom, 

potem se zdi, da ni na razpolago izkustva, ki bi lahko ustvarilo konstrukt jaza. Bližina tega 

izkustva, ki se mu je potrebno izogniti za vsako ceno, je občutena kot neposredna grožnja v 

kontekstu manjkajočega smisla, kar potisne omenjeno trojico (občutek nesmisla, 

samozavedanje in zavedanje časa) v dialektični proces, ki vodi do smrtne tesnobe.  

Na podlagi omenjenega ter ob predpostavki, da omenjene karakteristike dolgčasa in s smrtjo 

povezane tesnobe (občutek nesmisla, samozavedanje in zavedanje časa) niso naključno enake, 

je  osnovno vprašanje magistrskega dela razumeti povezavo med dolgčasom in s smrtjo 

povezano tesnobo. Natančneje, ali lahko te manifestacije sprožijo izstopajoča stanja zavedanj 

o smrtnosti (ang. mortality salient states), če ostanejo neregulirane s strani regulativnih 

mehanizmov pozornostnega sistema. Cilj magistrske naloge je na osnovi konceptualne analize 

in analize izsledkov empiričnih raziskovanj predlagati pojasnjevalni model dolgčasa kot 
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funkcije mehanizma upravljanja z grozo in identificirati področja za empirične raziskave, ki bi 

lahko neposredno testirale predlagani model. 

Pričujoče magistrsko delo prepleta več disciplin kognitivne znanosti, fenomenologije in 

eksistencialne hermenevtike. Analizirana literatura empiričnih raziskav izvira predvsem iz 

psihološke domene, medtem ko je predlagani pojasnjevalni model dolgčasa kot funkcije 

mehanizma upravljanje groze fenomenološke narave. Ker so vprašanja dolgčasa, zavedanja 

smrtnosti in rezultirajoče težave globoko zakoreninjene v filozofski misli, širši okvir 

magistrskega dela predstavlja eksistencialna filozofija. 

Mnoge psihopatologije izvirajo iz naše nesposobnosti soočenja s smrtjo. Če spada dolgčas med 

mehanizme, ki ustvarjajo psihološko zaščito, lahko boljše razumevanje prispeva h 

kvalitetnejšemu obravnavanju specifičnih psihopatologij. Pogosto se na dolgčas gleda kot na 

bolezen sodobnega časa in pogosto velja kot spodbujevalec neprilagojenega vedenja. Glede na 

povedano menim, da ima raziskovanje povezave med dolgčasom in s smrtjo povezano tesnobo 

pomembne teoretične in aplikativne implikacije. 

Struktura magistrske naloge 

Magistrska naloga je razdeljena na sedem poglavij, ki jim sledi bibliografija in razširjen 

povzetek v slovenščini. V prvem je na kratko predstavljena tematika naloge in osnovno 

raziskovalno vprašanje. Drugo poglavje predstavi nekaj osnovnih idej in znanj o človeškem 

zavedanju smrtnosti, reakcijo in obvladovanje zavedanja smrtnosti ter potencialne 

psihopatologije, za katere stroka priznava, da izvirajo iz s smrtjo povezane tesnobe. Mnogi 

avtorji se strinjajo, da so zgodnji sodobni ljudje morali imeti, v primerjavi z drugimi hominidi, 

boljšo prilagoditveno reakcijo na zavedanje smrtnosti, kar je posledično omogočilo njihovo 

preživetje. Ta prilagoditev je predpostavljeno prevzela obliko sistema prepričanj, natančneje, 

sistem duhovnih prepričanj in sposobnost ustvarjanja narativov o vizijah resničnosti, ki 

transcendentiranjo smrt (Donald, 1991; Tattersall, 2000, citiran v Solomon et al., 2004). 

Schaller and Crandall pravita, da so “človeške civilizacije osnovane na zapletenih oz. 

izpopolnjenih naporih zanikati smrt” (Schaller & Crandall, 2003, p. 29). V luči TUG 

predpostavke, da je potrebno neprestano upravljanje vedno prisotne možnosti intenzivne 

tesnobe, je modulator in motivator kot je dolgčas vreden natančnejše preučitve kot morebitni 

zaščitni mehanizem pred s smrtjo povezano tesnobo. Ob koncu drugega poglavja je podan tudi 

seznam relevantnih definicij in konceptov. 
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V tretjem poglavju podajam podroben teoretični pregled s smrtjo povezane tesnobe. S smrtjo 

povezana tesnoba je občutek popolnega uničenja (Lehto & Stein, 2009), ki je širše povezan z 

zavedanjem izgube eksistence (Cicirelli, 2006). Pogledi na smrtnost in s smrtjo povezano 

tesnobo so predstavljeni tako iz prvoosebne perspektive (predvsem eksistencialne filozofija) 

kot tretjeosebne perspektive (freudovska, kognitivno-vedenjska, eksistencialna psihologija, 

sociologija in TUG perspektiva), saj igrate obe perspektivi ključno vlogo pri razumevanju tega 

kompleksnega izkustva. Poglavje se zaključi z opisom TUG in stebrov le-te. Po navedbah 

avtorjev se “teorija začne s predlogom, da zavedanje smrtnosti pri živali, ki je biološko 

nagnjena k življenju, ustvari potencial groze, ta pa resno zavira k cilju usmerjeno vedenje, 

razen če je groza nekako upravljana” (Pyszczynski et al., 2010, p. 726). Edini način 

obvladovanja kognitivne disonance, ki nastane iz takšnega konflikta, je z odstranitvijo 

problema zavedanja o smrtnosti (Wisman, 2006). 

V četrtem poglavju podam teoretični pregled dolgčasa, tako iz prvoosebne perspektive 

(eksistencialna filozofija in etimologija), kakor tudi tretjeosobne perspektive (pridobljene skozi 

raziskave dolgčasa). Znanstveno-raziskovalna literatura glede dolgčasa je pestra in 

multidisciplinarna. Dolgčas je pogosto definiran kot averzivno izkustvo, kjer želimo, ampak 

nismo sposobni opravljati zadovoljujoče aktivnosti (Eastwood et al., 2012). Eastwood in 

njegovi kolegi  predlagajo definicijo dolgčasa s pomočjo koncepta pozornosti, in menijo, da je 

pomanjkanje pozornosti ključni faktor izkustva dolgčasa. Dolgčas je izkustvo, ki je ogrožujoče 

in kliče po “pobegu”, oziroma, je izkustvo, iz katerega želimo pobegniti. Dolgčas je v odnosu 

s stanjem “toka” (ang. flow) in se lahko gleda tudi kot njegovo nasprotje. 

V petem poglavju raziskujem za magistrsko delo relevantne manifestacije dolgčasa in s smrtjo 

povezane tesnobe. Te so: občutek smisla, samozavedanje in zavedanje časa. Omenjene 

manifestacije je še posebej pomembno nasloviti, saj po mojem razumevanju vse tri 

predstavljajo strukturne elemente človeškega izkustva, ki so najbolj izrazito kažejo pri izkustvu 

dolgčasa in s smrtjo povezane tesnobe.  

V šestem poglavju predlagam in razložim pojasnjevalni model dolgčasa kot funkcije 

mehanizma upravljanja z grozo. Raziskujem strukturo izkustva, ki vodi do dolgčasa, in 

strukturo izkustva, ki sledi od točke, kjer se ponavadi pojavi dolgčas. Najprej podam pregled 

predlaganega mehanizma,  sledi pa še grafična ponazoritev. Vsaka stopnja je razložena v svoji 

razdelku: 1. homeostaza pozornosti in odpoved procesov pozornosti, 2. prva črta obrambe, 3. 
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druga črta obrambe – dolgčas, 4. kaj če dolgčas ne bi obstajal – onstran dolgčasa, 5. smrti 

podobno izkustvo in 6. dialektične proces in s smrtjo povezana tesnoba.  

V zadnjem poglavju razpravljam še o premislekih, pomislekih in vprašanjih, ki jih sproža 

pojasnjevalni model, ter identificiram in predlagam področja potencialnih empiričnih raziskav.  

 

 


