
On Boredom, Bowling, Labyrinths

There are things that, despite our differences, are inherent in all of us. You could say that it's 

these attributes which make us human. We all breathe, feel, talk, have ups and downs and this 

happens to all people across the board, regardless of ethnicity, age, class, or religion. We also 

experience sickness, death, the desire for freedom and most importantly fear. To be human is 

to suffer these things. However with fear, humanity becomes more interesting. We all fear 

different things, some fear spiders, snakes, rats, the taxman, roller coasters. There is, however 

a single thing that is rarely remarked upon that all humans fear, many perhaps without 

knowing. The reason that this doesn't come up often (or at all) is because we do a fine job of 

avoiding it. In fact you could say that many – if not all – of human activities aim to keep us 

away from the phenomenon. It's boredom. 

I like to stay reasonably fit and I entertain this fancy by keeping an avid interest in 

distance running. I don't listen to music. I have conversations with people, who cannot fathom 

this. They can't understand how I could stand doing such a boring activity. For a long time I 

didn't know why I was doing it either. But my own questioning of why I was so into running 

began to interest me greatly. It took me a long time to crack it. The non-runners thought that 

running for say an hour or more would be boring. Those who run while listening to something 

also thought the same. I came to realise that it was because running is a mindlessly boring 

activity that I loved it so much. I was enjoying being bored. 

The fear of boredom is something that seems instinctual when we feel it. If we come 

from a large city full of entertainments in the form of restaurants, bars, cinemas, parks, shops 

etc., and travel to a small village in the countryside, we find it difficult to imagine that people 

live there. What to people do there?, we find ourselves asking, concerned for their sanity. 

The problem here is not that we think it would be inconsolably boring to live in such a 

place, but something deeper. It is the knowledge that others, fearing boredom like ourselves, 

live out boring lives nevertheless. This knowledge shows us that our seemingly instinctual fear 

of boredom perhaps isn't so instinctual after all. Moreover, something much more enlightening 

is happening. Like when an arachnophobe comes across a spider when off guard they realise 

that it's not actually going to harm them. There is a little peek out from the world of an endless 

series of distractions to a rational realisation that what you're scared of isn't going to kill you. 

Many other facets of boredom exist, pervasively. It is the source of all restlessness and many 

lurking anxieties that don't feature in our direct path of consciousness often enough. Boredom 



is a thing that's always there, lurking underneath every other experience that can occupy the 

consciousness. Once these other things expire, the boredom re-emerges. In doing this, it 

exposes its inevitability to us. We must, then, sustain our efforts to keep it at bay lest it leap up 

and consume us. Unfortunately this results in an exhausting way to live and a prevention of 

attaining something that may lie beyond that fear. 

Two philosophers of the Frankfurt school, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer held 

that boredom was being used in a social system to suppress people. They modeled it in the 

relationship between work and leisure. It was the striving to being inactive in work as well as in 

leisure time which put them onto this thought. We want to have nothing to do when we are on 

holidays from work, but we want to have nothing to do while in work. But ironically, the 

tendency is to think of work and holidays as a pair of opposites. It is this striving for inaction 

which is very telling of the human condition and, more importantly, it is accessible because we 

carry it everywhere we go at all times. I use the word 'inaction' here as distinct from 'boredom', 

because we don't want to be 'bored' when on our holidays.

So what we are looking for, according to Adorno and Horkheimer is inactivity but without 

the element of boredom. To me this state of mind sounds like how I imagine it feels to be dead. 

It's the balance between ultimate dissatisfaction with all things and the avoidance of boredom 

that makes us feel alive. We are constantly avoiding it rather than facing it with curiosity. It's 

like the method of treating an ailment by treating its symptoms – it never deals with the origin 

of the problem, but simply continues to fix the ramifications of it. So the ongoing action of 

keeping boredom at bay is ultimately unsatisfactory also. It's also possible to think about it this 

way: the default state is inaction. It is the state with which no initiative is required, or before a 

thought turns into an action. But it's not a state when we're sleeping or dumbfounded or 

entertained. It's when we're aware of the state itself, when we are self-reflexive within it. 

Let's examine the next step: biting the boredom bullet. What would happen, say, if we 

were to stare the object of our fear in the face? Given the highly consumeristic society within 

which we may find ourselves living, there may be a great chasm over which to jump, but the 

alternative is to remain within an endless cycle of distractions and 'shop 'till you drop'. Drop 

into that chasm, perhaps. Consumers will find, with a little self-examination that the more 

distractions we contain in our daily lives, the more we will suffer from the fear of boredom. 

Those closer to boredom will have less of a fear of it. We can carry out a simple thought 

experiment: ask yourself have you ever actually experienced real, true, uninterrupted and 

lasting boredom. Is it as bad as we may have thought it was going to be? Or was it offering us 

a chance of a glimpse of something different if we were to let it run? 



Another scenario: looking back to ancient civilisations, now past. Again the knee-jerk 

reaction is to wonder what people did to prevent their minds going off the rails without the 

modern equivalent means to do this. They did have some prevention mechanisms, actually 

ones that were far more clever than anything that we now have. There are two activities that 

have been in existence since ancient times that we can learn from. These are firstly the game 

of bowling, and secondly the construction of labyrinths.

The Game
Bowling is a game that is at least 7000 years old. That's older than the Pyramids at Giza, the 

Sphinx and the passage tomb at Newgrange. It's about as old as Stonehenge, which will put 

into context the importance of this game. It existed in the ancient civilisations of Egypt and 

Greece, was used for religious activities in medieval Germany and was popular enough to be 

banned by Edward III because it was taking his soldiers' attention away from archery practice. 

It was again banned during the 19th Century in Connecticut because of the gambling 

associated with it. Rip van Winkle slept the whole way through the American Revolution after 

seeing a game of bowling played by some ghosts. It's telling that the souls of those beyond the 

grave play it. 

It's the knowing of absurdity, engaging with it, and reflecting it in the game that's 

important. This is a direct version of our consciousness. Human consciousness is self-

reflective, rather than simply aware, like that of animals. There is yet no biological theory as to 

why we have evolved with consciousness. And that problem is also reflected in the game of 

bowling. The lack of knowledge is played out in the diligent act of setting the pins and knocking 

them over. So it's not as if there's no point in playing bowling. There is. The point is that by 

playing it, we live out our absurd condition, with self-awareness. We trick ourselves from being 

bored to entertaining ourselves with a boring and pointless activity. 

It's not simply a game that passes the time. Bowling is much more than that because of 

the absurd nature of the cycle of resetting the pins. This is the crux. In doing this, the players 

must admit to themselves the pointlessness of what they're doing. The game, then, reflects 

that absurdity back to us. As soon as the pins are ready, the players are attempting to knock 

them over again. It is playing Sisyphus. But the difference is that Sisyphus was condemned to 

live out eternity by pushing the giant stone to the top of the hill in order to watch it roll back 

down over and over again. Bowlers do this by choice. And in doing so they are laughing back 

at the meaninglessness of their existence. So it's not merely the pointlessness which is 

relevant, but the awareness of pointlessness.



However nowadays there's a problem with the game and how it is played. It's the 

technological advance of replacing the pinboys with a machine to reset the pins. These began 

to appear in the early 1950s in the USA but it wasn't until the 1960s that became widespread. 

Bowlers now have lost some of the awareness of pointlessness. Having no meaning in a 

meaningless game, takes the validity away from it. That is to say it makes it philosophically 

meaningless. So there is no point in playing the game unless you set the pins yourself. Of 

course there were the pinboys employed to do this prior to the automatic pinsetters of the 

1950s, but at least they were human. Either way the increased efficiency of only one part of 

the activity at the detriment of another weakens the overall effect and validity of it. There is no 

point to bowling unless you reset the pins yourself. It's as if you're only playing half the game, 

or in a way cheating yourself into thinking that you have eliminated the part of the game that 

was a drag. So now we are at the point where we totally neglect the vastly wise teaching that 

our ancestors received from playing this game. And we do this through the inclusion of 

technological intervention.

Interestingly, and perhaps more to the point, there has been a steady decline in bowling 

beginning in the 1970s, not long after the pinsetters became commonplace. The United States 

Bowling Congress, for example has reported a drop in membership of about 36% over a 

period of just 9 years. Pitched against the advent on the automatic pinsetters, this suggests an 

incongruity between the superficial ease of playing without having to set the pins and the new 

redundancy of playing.

The Building
The second ancient practice that is relevant to boredom is the building of labyrinths. It is a 

common mistake to take a maze and a labyrinth to be the same thing. The two words are 

often used interchangeably, although they differ in construction and purpose. A labyrinth is 

designed to provide a single path towards its centre, which in turn leads to a single way out 

(this is known as a unicursal path). A maze, on the other hand, is designed to disorient the 

adventurer with a multitude of branches in many directions. A labyrinth offers no choices, a 

maze offers many.

Both mazes and labyrinths existed in ancient times. We know of the Greek legend of 

Theseus' escape after slaying the Minotaur by bringing with him a thread to locate the 

entrance. We also know of the great Egyptian labyrinth, described by Pliny and Herodotus, but 

its Minoan etymology suggests that labyrinths are much older things, dating back about as far 

as the first agricultural society of Crete. Labyrinths probably date as far back as bowling does. 



They were constructed for many spiritual and religious practices. The circuitous nature was 

taken to be reflective of life in the classical formulation of birth, death and rebirth. The high 

walls forcing one to concentrate less on what the eye takes in, encouraging a lack of 

intellectual activity in favour of an awareness of experience. Rather than leaving people 

become self-reflective by themselves, it's obvious that these structures were built to set up the 

appropriate conditions for introspection on one's journey to the centre. They would have 

served as cheap substitutes to going on pilgrimage. The long experience of walking, turning, 

walking and turning was a spiritual exercise to engage with the idea of movement towards 

enlightenment.

Thankfully labyrinths have not had technological intervention undercutting their 

purpose. The equivalent of a pinsetter machine in a labyrinth would be like having a short cut 

out once getting halfway to the centre. It would take the boredom out of it. So the two 

activities, bowling and walking through labyrinths are linked by this deep part of the human 

condition. Simply put, it is the reason they exist. Another ancient practice and one which is 

somewhat more spiritually directed is that of meditation. The act of sitting still and effectively 

allowing the conditions of boredom to arise shows that boredom by itself doesn't exist. 

In my own experience when I carry out what I referred to earlier as a thought 

experiment, I find that I have never been bored. I don't get bored, ever. I'm not one to be very 

active, not more than most that I know. I'd say I average on that front. Doing nothing gives me 

the perfect opportunity to be in that environment, but it doesn't arise. The experience of body 

and mind is far too fascinating for that. Even the restlessness is interesting. The desire to get 

up and do something else is there, but it's something that can be observed, listened to, and 

understood for what it is. So what's the point I hear you asking. It's this: the freedom of 

knowing that one cannot get bored. The lack of fear. That amounts to one less anxiety in our 

lives. And a lack of fear about spending time with oneself, doing nothing. Living in a world 

governed by ideas such as production, economic worthfulness, careerism etc., a realisation 

that being in a non-activity is actually a good place to be.  
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