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ReadingComprehension

1.Whybeingboredisstimulating--anduseful,too(IELTS

ATBook13,Test1,P2)

Thismostcommonofemotionsisturningouttobemore

interestingthanwethought

Weallknowhowitfeels-it'simpossibletokeepyourmind

onanything,timestretchesout,andallthethingsyoucoulddo

seemequallyunlikelytomakeyoufeelbetter.Butdefining

boredomsothatitcanbestudiedinthelabhasproveddifficult.

Forastart,itcanincludealotofothermentalstates,suchas

frustration,apathy,depressionandindifference.Thereisn'teven

agreementoverwhetherboredomisalwaysalow-energy,flat

kindofemotionorwhetherfeelingagitatedandrestlesscountsas

boredom,too.Inhisbook,Boredom:ALivelyHistory,Peter

TooheyattheUniversityofCalgary,Canada,comparesitto

disgust-anemotionthatmotivatesustostayawayfromcertain

situations.'Ifdisgustprotectshumansfrominfection,boredom

mayprotectthemfrom''infectious''socialsituations,'hesuggests.

Byaskingpeopleabouttheirexperiencesofboredom,

ThomasGoetzandhisteamattheUniversityofKonstanzin

Germanyhaverecentlyidentifiedfivedistincttypes:indifferent,

calibrating,searching,reactantandapathetic.Thesecanbe

plottedontwoaxes-onerunninglefttoright,whichmeasures

lowtohigharousal,andtheotherfromtoptobottom,which

measureshowpositiveornegativethefeelingis.Intriguingly,

Goetzhasfoundthatwhilepeopleexperienceallkindsof

boredom,theytendtospecialiseinone.Ofthefivetypes,the
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mostdamagingis'reactant'boredomwithitsexplosive

combinationofhigharousalandnegativeemotion.Themost

usefuliswhatGoetzcalls'indifferent'boredom:someoneisn't

engagedinanythingsatisfyingbutstillfeelsrelaxedandcalm.

However,itremainstobeseenwhetherthereareanycharacter

traitsthatpredictthekindofboredomeachofusmightbeprone

to.

PsychologistSandiMannattheUniversityofCentral

Lancashire,UK,goesfurther.'Allemotionsarethereforareason,

includingboredom,'shesays.Mannhasfoundthatbeingbored

makesusmorecreative.'We'reallafraidofbeingboredbutin

actualfactitcanleadtoallkindsofamazingthings,'shesays.In

experimentspublishedlastyear,Mannfoundthatpeoplewho

hadbeenmadetofeelboredbycopyingnumbersoutofthe

phonebookfor15minutescameupwithmorecreativeideas

abouthowtouseapolystyrenecupthanacontrolgroup.Mann

concludedthatapassive,boringactivityisbestforcreativity

becauseitallowsthemindtowanderinfact,shegoessofaras

to(suggestthatweshouldseekoutmoreboredominourlives.

PsychologistJohnEastwoodatYorkUniversityinToronto,

Canada,isn'tconvinced.'Ifyouareinastateofmind-wandering

youarenotbored,'hesays.'Inmyview,bydefinitionboredomis

anundesirablestate.'Thatdoesn'tnecessarilymeanthatitisn't

adaptive,headds.'Painisadaptive-ifwedidn'thavephysical

pain,badthingswouldhappentous.Doesthatmeanthatwe

shouldactivelycausepain?No.Butevenifboredomhasevolved

tohelpussurvive,itcanstillbetoxicifallowedtofester.'For

Eastwood,thecentralfeatureofboredomisafailuretoputour
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'attentionsystem'intogear.Thiscausesaninabilitytofocuson

anything,whichmakestimeseemtogopainfullyslowly.What's

more,youreffortstoimprovethesituationcanendupmakingyou

feelworse.'Peopletrytoconnectwiththeworldandiftheyare

notsuccessfulthere'sthatfrustrationandirritability,'hesays.

Perhapsmostworryingly,saysEastwood,repeatedlyfailingto

engageattentioncanleadtoastatewherewedon'tknowwhatto

doanymore,andnolongercare.

Eastwood'steamisnowtryingtoexplorewhytheattention

systemfails.It'searlydaysbuttheythinkthatatleastsomeofit

comesdowntopersonality.Boredompronenesshasbeenlinked

withavarietyoftraits.Peoplewhoaremotivatedbypleasure

seemtosufferparticularlybadly.Otherpersonalitytraits,suchas

curiosity,areassociatedwithahighboredomthreshold.More

evidencethatboredomhasdetrimentaleffectscomesfrom

studiesofpeoplewhoaremoreorlesspronetoboredom.It

seemsthosewhoboreeasilyfacepoorerprospectsineducation,

theircareerandevenlifeingeneral.Butofcourse,boredomitself

cannotkill-it'sthethingswedotodealwithitthatmayputusin

danger.Whatcanwedotoalleviateitbeforeitcomestothat?

Goetz'sgrouphasonesuggestion.Workingwithteenagers,they

foundthatthosewho'approach'aboringsituation-inother

words,seethatit'sboringandgetstuckinanyway-reportless

boredomthanthosewhotrytoavoiditbyusingsnacks,TVor

socialmediafordistraction.

PsychologistFrancoiseWemelsfelderSpeculatesthatour

over-connectedlifestylesmightevenbeanewsourceof

boredom.'Inmodernhumansocietythereisalotof
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overstimulationbutstillalotofproblemsfindingmeaning,'she

says.Soinsteadofseekingyetmorementalstimulation,perhaps

weshouldleaveourphonesalone,anduseboredomtomotivate

ustoengagewiththeworldinamoremeaningfulway.

2.Oxytocin

Thepositiveandnegativeeffectsofthechemicalknownas

thèlovehormonè

Oxytocinisachemical,ahormoneproducedinthepituitary

glandinthebrain.Itwasthroughvariousstudiesfocusingon

animalsthatscientistsfirstbecameawareoftheinfluenceof

oxytocin.Theydiscoveredthatithelpsreinforcethebonds

betweenprairievoles,andtriggersthemotherlybehaviourthat

sheepshowtowardstheirnewbornlambs.Itisalsoreleasedby

womeninchildbirth,strengtheningtheattachmentbetween

motherandbaby.Fewchemicalshaveaspositiveareputationas

oxytocin,whichissometimesreferredtoasthèlovehormonè.

Onesniffofitcan,itisclaimed,makeapersonmoretrusting,

empathetic,generousandcooperativeItistime,however,to

revisethiswhollyoptimisticview.Anewwaveofstudieshas

shownthatitseffectsvarygreatlydependingonthepersonand

thecircumstances,anditcanimpactonoursocialinteractionsfor

worseaswellasforbetter.

Oxytocin'sroleinhumanbehaviourfirstemergedin2005.In

agroundbreakingexperiment,MarkusHeinrichsandhis

colleaguesattheUniversityofFreiburg,Germany,asked

volunteerstodoanactivityinwhichtheycouldinvestmoneywith

ananonymouspersonwhowasnotguaranteedtobehonest.
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Theteamfoundthatparticipantswhohadsniffedoxytocinviaa

nasalspraybeforehandinvestedmoremoneythanthosewho

receivedaplaceboinstead.Thestudywasthestartofresearch

intotheeffectsofoxytocinonhumaninteractions.̀Foreight

years,itwasquitealonesomefield,̀Heinrichsrecalls.̀Now,

everyoneisinterested.̀Thesefollow-upstudieshaveshownthat

afterasniffofthehormone,peoplebecomemorecharitable,

betteratreadingemotionsonothers̀facesandat

communicatingconstructivelyinarguments.Together,theresults

fuelledtheviewthatoxytocinuniversallyenhancedthepositive

aspectsofoursocialnature.

Then,afterafewyears,contrastingfindingsbeganto

emerge.SimoneShamay-TsooryattheUniversityofHaifa,Israel,

foundthatwhenvolunteersplayedacompetitivegame,those

whoinhaledthehormoneshowedmorepleasurewhentheybeat

otherplayers,andfeltmoreenvywhenotherswon.What̀smore,

administeringoxytocinalsohassharplycontrastingoutcomes

dependingonapersoǹsdisposition.JenniferBartzfromMount

SinaiSchoolofMedicine,NewYork,foundthatitimproves

peoplèsabilitytoreademotions,butonlyiftheyarenotvery

sociallyadepttobeginwith.Herresearchalsoshowsthat

oxytocininfactreducescooperationinsubjectswhoare

particularlyanxiousorsensitivetorejection.

Anotherdiscoveryisthatoxytociǹseffectsvarydepending

onwhoweareinteractingwith.StudiesconductedbyCarolyn

DeClerckoftheUniversityofAntwerp,Belgium,revealedthat

peoplewhohadreceivedadoseofoxytocinactuallybecameless

cooperativewhendealingwithcompletestrangers.Meanwhile,
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CarstenDeDreuattheUniversityofAmsterdaminthe

Netherlandsdiscoveredthatvolunteersgivenoxytocinshowed

favouritism:Dutchmenbecamequickertoassociatepositive

wordswithDutchnamesthanwithforeignones,forexample.

AccordingtoDeDreu,oxytocindrivespeopletocareforthosein

theirsocialcirclesanddefendthemfromoutsidedangers.So,it

appearsthatoxytocinstrengthensbiases,ratherthanpromoting

generalgoodwill,aswaspreviouslythought.

Thereweresignsofthesesubtletiesfromthestart.Bartzhas

recentlyshownthatinalmosthalfoftheexistingresearchresults,

oxytocininfluencedonlycertainindividualsorincertain

circumstances.Whereonceresearcherstooknonoticeofsuch

findings,nowamorenuancedunderstandingofoxytociǹseffects

ispropellinginvestigationsdownnewlines.ToBartz,thekeyto

understandingwhatthehormonedoesliesinpinpointingitscore

functionratherthanincataloguingitsseeminglyendlesseffects.

Thereareseveralhypotheseswhicharenotmutuallyexclusive.

Oxytocincouldhelptoreduceanxietyandfear.Oritcouldsimply

motivatepeopletoseekoutsocialconnections.Shebelievesthat

oxytocinactsasachemicalspotlightthatshinesonsocialclues-

ashiftinposture,aflickeroftheeyes,adipinthevoice-making

peoplemoreattunedtotheirsocialenvironment.Thiswould

explainwhyitmakesusmorelikelytolookothersintheeyeand

improvesourabilitytoidentifyemotions.Butitcouldalsomake

thingsworseforpeoplewhoareoverlysensitiveorproneto

interpretingsocialcuesintheworstlight.

Perhapsweshouldnotbesurprisedthattheoxytocinstory

hasbecomemoreperplexing.Thehormoneisfoundin
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everythingfromoctopusestosheep,anditsevolutionaryroots

stretchbackhalfabillionyears.̀It̀saverysimpleandancient

moleculethathasbeenco-optedformanydifferentfunctions,̀

saysSueCarterattheUniversityofIllinois,Chicago,USA.̀It

affectsprimitivepartsofthebrainliketheamygdala,soit̀sgoing

tohavemanyeffectsonjustabouteverything.̀Bartzagrees.

Òxytocinprobablydoessomeverybasicthings,butonceyou

addourhigher-orderthinkingandsocialsituations,thesebasic

processescouldmanifestindifferentwaysdependingon

individualdifferencesandcontext.'

3.BookReview

TheHappinessIndustry:HowtheGovernmentandBig

BusinessSoldUsWell-BeingByWilliamDavies

'Happinessistheultimategoalbecauseitisself-evidently

good.Ifweareaskedwhyhappinessmatterswecangiveno

furtherexternalreason.Itjustobviouslydoesmatter.'This

pronouncementbyRichardLayard,aneconomistandadvocate

of'positivepsychology',summarisesthebeliefsofmanypeople

today.ForLayardandotherslikehim,itisobviousthatthe

purposeofgovernmentistopromoteastateofcollectivewell-

being.Theonlyquestionishowtoachieveit,andherepositive

psychology-asupposedsciencethatnotonlyidentifieswhat

makespeoplehappybutalsoallowstheirhappinesstobe

measured-canshowtheway.Equippedwiththisscience,they

say,governmentscansecurehappinessinsocietyinawaythey

nevercouldinthepast.
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Itisanastonishinglycrudeandsimple-mindedwayof

thinking,andforthatveryreasonincreasinglypopular.Those

whothinkinthiswayareoblivioustothevastphilosophical

literatureinwhichthemeaningandvalueofhappinesshavebeen

exploredandquestioned,andwriteasifnothingofany

importancehadbeenthoughtonthesubjectuntilitcametotheir

attention.ItwasthephilosopherJeremyBentham(1748-1832)

whowasmorethananyoneelseresponsibleforthedevelopment

ofthiswayofthinking.ForBenthamitwasobviousthatthe

humangoodconsistsofpleasureandtheabsenceofpain.The

GreekphilosopherAristotlemayhaveidentifiedhappinesswith

self-realisationinthe4thcenturyBC,andthinkersthroughoutthe

agesmayhavestruggledtoreconcilethepursuitofhappiness

withotherhumanvalues,butforBenthamallthiswasmere

metaphysicsorfiction.Withoutknowinganythingmuchofhimor

theschoolofmoraltheoryheestablished-sincetheyareby

educationandintellectualconvictionilliterateinthehistoryof

ideas-ouradvocatesofpositivepsychologyfollowinhistracksin

rejectingasoutmodedandirrelevantprettymuchtheentiretyof

ethicalreflectiononhumanhappinesstodate.

ButasWilliamDaviesnotesinhisrecentbookThe

HappinessIndustry,theviewthathappinessistheonlyself-

evidentgoodisactuallyawayoflimitingmoralinquiry.Oneofthe

virtuesofthisrich,lucidandarrestingbookisthatitplacesthe

currentcultofhappinessinawell-definedhistoricalframework.

Rightly,DaviesbeginshisstorywithBentham,notingthathewas

farmorethanaphilosopher.Davieswrites,'Bentham'sactivities

werethosewhichwemightnowassociatewithapublicsector
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managementconsultant'.Inthe1790s,hewrotetotheHome

Officesuggestingthatthedepartmentsofgovernmentbelinked

togetherthroughasetof'conversationtubes',andtotheBankof

Englandwithadesignforaprintingdevicethatcouldproduce

unforgeablebanknotes.Hedrewupplansfora'frigidarium'to

keepprovisionssuchasmeat,fish,fruitandvegetablesfresh.His

celebrateddesignforaprisontobeknownasa'Panopticon',in

whichprisonerswouldbekeptinsolitaryconfinementwhilebeing

visibleatalltimestotheguards,wasverynearlyadopted.

(Surprisingly,DaviesdoesnotdiscussthefactthatBentham

meanthisPanopticonnotjustasamodelprisonbutalsoasan

instrumentofcontrolthatcouldbeappliedtoschoolsand

factories.)

Benthamwasalsoapioneerofthe'scienceofhappiness'.If

happinessistoberegardedasascience,ithastobemeasured,

andBenthamsuggestedtwowaysinwhichthismightbedone.

Viewinghappinessasacomplexofpleasurablesensations,he

suggestedthatitmightbequantifiedbymeasuringthehuman

pulserate.Alternatively,moneycouldbeusedasthestandardfor

quantification:iftwodifferentgoodshavethesameprice,itcan

beclaimedthattheyproducethesamequantityofpleasureinthe

consumer.Benthamwasmoreattractedbythelattermeasure.

Byassociatingmoneysocloselytoinnerexperience,Davies

writes,Bentham'setthestagefortheentanglingofpsychological

researchandcapitalismthatwouldshapethebusinesspractices

ofthetwentiethcentury'.

TheHappinessIndustrydescribeshowtheprojectofa

scienceofhappinesshasbecomeintegraltocapitalism.Welearn
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muchthatisinterestingabouthoweconomicproblemsarebeing

redefinedandtreatedaspsychologicalmaladies.Inaddition,

Daviesshowshowthebeliefthatinnerstatesofpleasureand

displeasurecanbeobjectivelymeasuredhasinformed

managementstudiesandadvertising.Thetendencyofthinkers

suchasJBWatson,thefounderofbehaviourism*,wasthat

humanbeingscouldbeshaped,ormanipulated,bypolicymakers

andmanagers.Watsonhadnofactualbasisforhisviewof

humanaction.WhenhebecamepresidentoftheAmerican

PsychologicalAssociationin1915,he'hadneverevenstudieda

singlehumanbeing':hisresearchhadbeenconfinedto

experimentsonwhiterats.YetWatson'sreductivemodelisnow

widelyapplied,with'behaviourchange'becomingthegoalof

governments:inBritain,a'BehaviourInsightsTeam'hasbeen

establishedbythegovernmenttostudyhowpeoplecanbe

encouraged,atminimumcosttothepublicpurse,toliveinwhat

areconsideredtobesociallydesirableways.

Modemindustrialsocietiesappeartoneedthepossibilityof

ever-increasinghappinesstomotivatethemintheirlabours.But

whateveritsintellectualpedigree,theideathatgovernments

shouldberesponsibleforpromotinghappinessisalwaysathreat

tohumanfreedom.


