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What future for utopia? Or, rather, what future for the 
utopian after the critique of utopia? What future for 
possibility after the critique of its depiction as actual?* 
Utopias have a notoriously contradictory structure: 
they evoke possibilities by depicting them as actual, 
yet thereby, in themselves partaking of the actual – as 
depictions – they necessarily foreclose the most radi-
cally possibilizing aspects of their own imaginings (the 
infinity of possibility), by restricting possibility to the 
limits of an ideally determined state of affairs. This 
contradictory structure does not vitiate the concept of 
utopia – utopia is eminently dialectical, this contra-
diction is its life – but it has come, increasingly, to 
erode its credibility under the historical conditions of 
both capitalist and socialist modernities. That it has 
done so is not unconnected to the structure of moder-
nity as a form of historical time; or, at least, it is not 
unconnected to the history of that structure in its main 
socioeconomic, technological and political forms. 

Utopia and the utopian

Utopia is a distinctively modern concept. It is inscribed 
in historical rather than theological time – a time of 
politics rather than a time of providence – precisely 
because of its founding spatial character. Its ʻnowhereʼ 
is an ʻelsewhereʼ on earth as opposed to heaven, albeit 
most frequently nowadays other ʻearthsʼ than ours, in 
the sense of other planets. Yet its temporal structure 
of anticipation, or what we might call possibiliza-
tion, has been progressively undermined by the ever 
more relentless temporality of modernity as a logic of 
the new. For in a world of restless ʻinnovationʼ and 
spectacularly achieved change, the imagined is in 
ever-increasing danger of becoming confused with the 
potential – that is, the already actually possible – and 
thereby with a hidden dimension of actuality itself. 

Utopia is doubly discredited here: first, in its reduc-
tion of possibility to determinacy, which, in the context 
of real possibilities, appears as the alleged authori-
tarianism of the blueprint or the plan, excluding other 
possibilities, other desires; second, because it increas-
ingly becomes diffused into actuality, as a series of 
partial achievements or instalments of the plan. As 
Ernst Bloch put it in his 1964 discussion with Adorno 
on the contradictions of utopian longing, responding 
to Adorno s̓ description of a world in which ʻnumer-
ous so-called utopian dreams – such as television, the 
possibility of travelling to other planets, and moving 
faster than sound – have been fulfilled :̓ ʻ[Utopia] is 
diffused, and there is a reification of ephemeral or non-
ephemeral tendencies, as if it were already more than 
being-in-tendency, as if the day were already there.̓  
Yet, as Adorno points out, this ʻfulfilment of utopia 
consists largely only in a repetition of the continually 
same “today” .̓1 For at the level of its abstract temporal 
logic alone, which is indifferent to social content in 
the same way in which exchange-value is indifferent 
to use-value, the new is an invariant. ʻLonging for 
the newʼ thus ʻrepresses duration .̓2 Hence both the 
ʻeternityʼ of utopia and its susceptibility to fashion, 
the ever-changing forms of the eternally new, the 
ever-changing forms of ʻthe ever-selfsame .̓3

What this teaches us, according to Adorno, is that 
ʻthe false thing … is actually the only form in which 
utopia is given to us at all.̓ 4 Add to this the historical 
failure of scientific-socialist utopianism of the state-
socialist variety – the ironic ʻbecoming utopianʼ (in 
its own ʻbadʼ sense of being unrealizable) of scien-
tific socialism, in the context of a partially dystopian 
actualization – and the double discrediting of utopia 
appears in two distinct, historically antagonistic but 
nonetheless mutually reinforcing forms. The critique of 

The dreambird of 
experience
Utopia, possibility, boredom

Peter Osborne

* This is a revised version of a paper first presented to ʻThe Future of Utopia  ̓ conference, Duke University, Durham NC, 
April 2003. 



37

utopia is thus not just a theoretical critique, but, indeed 
primarily, a historical critique as well. As socialism 
became a bad utopia in actually existing socialist 
states, in both senses of the phrase ʻbad utopiaʼ (split-
ting between an apparently unrealizable possibility 
and a false actuality), so the technologically based 
fulfilment of various utopias became absorbed into 
the time-consciousness of the culture of capitalism. 
This involves not just technological change itself, but 
differential temporalities produced by the geopolitical 
incursion of particular technologies, via capitalism, into 
often previously non-capitalist social spaces (ʻunder-
developmentʼ as a condition of ʻmodernizationʼ). This 
is a contradictory actualization in which utopia and 
dystopia become inextricably bound together; or, to 
put it another way, the dystopian aspect of utopia itself 
comes to the fore.

Hence the agreement between Adorno and Bloch, 
in their conversation, on the prohibition of ʻcasting 
a pictureʼ of utopia, the famous ʻban on imagesʼ of 
utopia, in any direct depictional sense. If the false is 
the only form in which utopia can be given, then, in 
Adorno s̓ words, ʻone can actually talk about utopia 
only in a negative way ,̓ as a determinate negation of 
what is (negative in the logical sense, that is, not in 
the sense of depreciation). Or, as Bloch put it: ʻthe 
essential function of utopia is a critique of what is 
present. If we had not already gone beyond the barri-
ers, we could not even perceive them as barriers.̓ 5 One 
might locate this going ʻbeyond the barriersʼ as part 
of the structure of the image in general, rather than 
anything to do with any particular contents. Indeed, 
the utopian structure of the image – possibilization, the 
presentation of something which is not (yet) present 
– is in contradiction with the identification of utopia 
with any particular determinate content. (There can be 
no ultimate fixing or determination of utopian content 
because the endless variety of possibilities is part of 
its idea.) Thus the critique of utopia as depiction does 
not lead back to ʻscienceʼ and an alternative social 
content, which was considered its ʻhistorical truthʼ in 
nineteenth-century Marxism, but which itself became 
the main site of utopian projection during the twentieth 
century. The critique of utopia leads forwards to an 
affirmation of the utopian (the utopian contra ʻutopiaʼ) 
as an aspect or dimension of human experience and 
desire in general. 

The utopian, or the spirit of utopia, is described 
by Bloch as an ʻinvariant longing, completely without 
consideration at all for content .̓ Such a longing, Bloch 
continues, is ʻthe pervading and above all only honest 
quality of all human beings .̓ This longing is inherently 

connected to possibility, the possibility that things be 
otherwise, in the most radical metaphysical as well 
as political sense (utopia is a metaphysical political 
concept par excellence): the possibility of an end to suf-
fering, even, most radically, an ʻelimination of deathʼ 
that would be desirable, rather than merely horrendous. 
A reaction against death, Adorno and Bloch agree, is 
at the root of utopian longing.6 One might even say 
that it is an existential ground of politics itself. Being-
towards-death is in this (decidedly non-Heideggerian) 
respect always also being-against-dying.

The question of the future of the utopian after the 
critique of utopia is thus primarily the question of the 
future of possibility. Possibility is the privileged mode 
of utopian thought. Indeed, it is the modal condition 
of politics in general. Hence the ineliminability of 
utopia from politics. But what concept of possibility 
does the utopian involve? And what are the ʻconditions 
of possibilityʼ for its actualization: the actualization of 
possibility qua possibility (rather than the actualiza-
tion of the determinately possible)? In addressing 
these questions, I shall take my cue from Heidegger s̓ 
1929–30 lecture course, The Fundamental Concepts 
of Metaphysics, specifically the idea that boredom – a 
very particular form of boredom, which Heidegger 
calls ʻprofound boredomʼ – is the feeling of possibility 
itself.7 However, contra Heidegger – whose analysis is 
strictly existential, despite its explicit acknowledgement 
of a historical ground – boredom also has a history, a 
social history. Fragments of such a history are to be 
found in Convolute D of Benjamin s̓ Arcades Project, 
the material for which, from 1928/9, is almost exactly 
contemporaneous with Heidegger s̓ lectures.8

There is a utopian function to boredom in modernity 
as the basis of a distinctive experience of possibility. 
In Benjamin s̓ phrase from ʻThe Storyteller ,̓ which 
gives this essay its title, boredom is ʻthe dreambird that 
hatches the egg of experience .̓9 Filling in the blank 
space of history in Heidegger s̓ analysis, one might 
postulate that boredom is a privileged point of entry 
into the experience of modernity – ʻthe characteristi-
cally modern sentimentʼ (Callois)10 – because it is the 
one of the main temporal forms of the experience of 
abstraction that characterizes the culture of modernity 
more generally. Boredom is a particular temporal 
experience of abstraction, or mode of experience of the 
inherently abstract temporality of modernity itself.11 
As Benjamin saw, it is the other side of fashion, the 
dialectical counterpart and existential background to 
the libidinal discharge associated with the object of 
fashion, an integral part of the complex and paradoxi-
cal temporality of the new: ʻboredom is the grating 
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before which the courtesan teases death.̓ 12 As such, 
it is part of a constellation of terms, including atten-
tion, curiosity, distraction, fascination, indifference 
and reverie or day-dreaming, that point towards a 
phenomenology of modernity as utopian longing.13 

Combined with its utopian function as an existential 
mood – possibilization – this connection to abstraction 
suggests that boredom may function politically as the 
basis for a new mode of appropriation, within abstrac-
tion: a retemporalization or rehistorization within 
abstraction consistent with the structure of modernity 
itself as a temporal–historical form. Indeed, perhaps, 
at best, it might provide the existential ground for a 
distinctively modern form of political subjectivity. As 
such, there would be both a politics to boredom, as the 
appearance of possibility – what Marx called boredom 
as ʻthe longing for a content 1̓4 – and an art of boredom, 
a practice of the production of boredom. Such a politics 
would be far more dialectically entwined with boredom 
than the situationism that declared ʻWe have a world of 
pleasures to win, and nothing to lose but boredom.̓ 15 
Such an art has become ever more important within 
art itself since the Second World War, as a defensive 
reaction against the expansion of the culture industry 
into its field of operations, leading most recently to the 
culture industry s̓ incorporation of the artworld itself.16 
So, viewing boredom through the lens of utopia, we 
find at least four interacting discourses on boredom: 
philosophy of boredom, history of boredom, politics 
of boredom, art of boredom, corresponding to four 
aspects of the utopian function of boredom in moder-
nity. Here, I shall restrict my remarks to a discussion 
of the first of these, the utopian dimension of the 
philosophy of boredom. The link between boredom 
and the utopian is possibility.

Possibility

Philosophically, one can distinguish between at least 
four main concepts of possibility, each of which grasps 
a different aspect of the utopian: (1) a formal logical 
conception of possibility, associated in modern phil-
osophy with Kant; (2) an objective-real conception 
of possibility as unrealized potentiality, derived from 
Aristotle and important to the work of the later Marx; 
(3) an existential conception of possibility, articulated 
in its explicit difference from the first two conceptions 
in section 31 of Heidegger s̓ Being and Time; and 
(4) a metaphysical conception of virtuality, derived 
from Bergson but rendered explicit as a philosophical 
alternative to the concept of possibility by Deleuze.

Kant s̓ formal-logical conception of possibility 
treats as possible anything that is thinkable without 

contradiction, without regard to any conditions of 
actualization. It is thus an ideal conception of the 
broadest kind, central to utopia s̓ projection of a ʻpos-
sible worldʼ of a radically different character to our 
own, irrespective of the conditions required for its 
realization. This conception marks the transcendent 
power of thought or reason, a spontaneous power, for 
Kant, with its source in the transcendental imagina-
tion, but from the standpoint of the actual it appears 
as a mere possibilism. 

Aristotle s̓ category of potentiality, on the other 
hand, signifies that which is not yet but may become 
actual, although it is at no time necessary that it be so. 
It is a kind of ontological reserve, the actually possible. 
It is on a lower ontological level than both actuality 
and necessity, but is nonetheless tied to actuality for 
the image of its determinacy.17 As the phrase ʻnot yetʼ 
– so central to Bloch s̓ philosophy, but taken here from 
Heidegger s̓ gloss of Aristotle – signals, possibility 
as potentiality also has a central role to play in the 
depiction of utopia, in so far as it is a logical require-
ment for the fiction that utopia is actual, albeit in no 
(known) place. For to function as a political category, 
utopia must be more than ʻlogicallyʼ possible, in the 
broadest sense, meaning capable of depiction; it must 
be conceived as in some sense actual, elsewhere. It 
must have some (albeit unknown) conditions of realiza-
tion. Otherwise it could not function as an image of 
fulfilment. However, it is as a basis for the prediction 
of historical developments – most famously in Marx s̓ 
image of a new mode of production developing within 
the ʻwombʼ of capitalism – that this conception has 
acquired its main political applications. The notorious 
naturalism of historicism is broadly Aristotelian in 
this sense.

Heidegger s̓ existential conception of possibility is 
neither formally logical nor modal in a categorial sense 
but pertains to existence itself, in the sense that for 
Heidegger ʻexistenceʼ is a term reserved exclusively 
for the ontology of the human, or, more technically, 
Dasein, Heidegger s̓ distinctive conception of ʻthat 
being which we ourselves are .̓ ʻDasein ,̓ Heidegger 
writes in section 31 of Being and Time, ʻis primarily 
being-possible … possibility as an existentiale is the 
most primordial and ultimate positive in which Dasein 
is characterized ontologically .̓18 This sense of pos-
sibility as an existential mode, I want to suggest, links 
possibility immanently to longing in Bloch s̓ utopian 
sense. Utopian longing, one might say – a longing 
ʻwithout consideration for contentʼ (Bloch) which is 
nonetheless a ʻlonging for contentʼ (Marx) – arises out 
of possibility in the existential sense, the sense of exist-
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ence as possibility, of being human as being-possible. 
This is the felt sense of possibility upon which the life 
and force of utopian thinking ultimately depend.

The Bergsonian–Deleuzean concept of virtuality 
also aims to close the ontological gap between the 
actual and the possible. However, unlike Heidegger, 
who locates Dasein at (and as) the point of ontological 
difference and hence as possibility itself, Bergson s̓ 
concept of virtuality involves a positivization of the 
virtual as real, and a corresponding account of actual-
ity as the effect of the self-differentiation of the virtual. 
The ontological difference at stake here is thus not 
one between Being and beings (Heidegger) – out of 
which possibility emerges as the essence of a special 
ontic-ontological entity, Dasein – but that between 
the virtual and the actual. And it is bridged by the 
self-differentiation of the virtual itself, through which 
it ceases to be virtual and becomes actual. This is 
less an alternative conception of possibility than the 
destruction of the very concept of possibility by an 
ontological monism of self-differentiating virtuality. 
Nonetheless, it retains a functional relation to the 
utopian, since it removes all ontological constraints on 
actuality. Indeed, it is a kind of utopian metaphysics 
for which literally everything is possible, in a manner 
unrelated to history. For this point of view, as Deleuze 
himself put it, ʻhistory is never anything other than a 
matter of fact .̓19

Of these four philosophical concepts of possibility 
(assuming we can speak of virtuality as a concept of 

possibility), each has a different relation to time. The 
formal logical conception abstracts from time com-
pletely – leading to the notorious problems associated 
with Kant s̓ concept of freedom. Nonetheless, this is 
the basis of its political radicalism: its refusal of the 
currently actual. The objective-real conception, on the 
other hand, presupposes the objective chronological 
framework of a shared cosmic time in which time 
is figured spatially as a measurable continuum and, 
crucially, future-time is ontologically indifferent from 
past time. This is the famous ʻempty homogeneous ,̓ 
chronological time of historicism, which is also the 
time of narratives of the future. The existential concep-
tion of possibility is based, in turn, upon Heidegger s̓ 
distinctive account of the ontological priority of ʻtem-
poralizingʼ (Zeitigung), as the existential process of the 
production of time, over the ʻeverydayʼ chronological 
time of the objective-real conception, which is treated 
as a derived and reified form. It is the philosophical 
difference between these two forms of time – time as 
temporalizing and time as chronology – that underpins 
the contradictions inherent in the concept of utopia 
(which led to the ban on its depiction) from which I 
set out. Finally, Bergson s̓ concept of virtuality was 
itself derived from the ʻpure qualitative differentiation 
without quantitative measureʼ of his concept of dura-
tion – a concept of time as pure continuity, ʻsuccession 
without distinction ,̓ which he too opposed to the 
abstract idea of time as a ʻhomogenous medium ,̓ rep-
resented spatially in the form of a line. Pure duration, 
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as a time absolutely indifferent to space and hence to 
being, is the (fundamentally theological) time of the 
eternity of utopia itself.

Here, I shall concentrate on Heidegger s̓ account of 
the appearance of existential possibility in boredom, 
as the feeling of time: the ʻself-awareness of the 
self-temporalizing temporality of Dasein .̓ In profound 
boredom, Heidegger argues, we experience the fact 
that human existence essentially is the self-awareness 
of its own self-temporalizing temporality. 

Boredom

It is a mark of the modernity of Heidegger s̓ early 
philosophical work that, for a period at least, it consid-
ered the analysis of boredom a necessary preparatory 
stage to outlining the fundamental questions of meta-
physics concerning world, individuation and finitude. 
Indeed, in The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, 
one particular kind of boredom – what Heidegger calls 
ʻprofound boredomʼ – appears as the fundamental 
attunement or mood of the ʻcontemporary Daseinʼ of 
the times (1930).20 The self-temporalizing structure 
of human existence, which is presented in Being and 
Time as analytically dependent on the anticipation of 
death (as the constitutive limit of temporalizing), is re-
presented here, purely phenomenologically, as revealed 
in and by boredom, without any relation to death. 

Heidegger was interested in boredom as the phe-
nomenological condition of a particular kind of ques-
tioning (and hence of philosophy itself), rather than in 
possibility as such. However, it is via possibility that 
the analysis proceeds – from boredom, via possibility, 
to ʻthe essence of timeʼ as the root of metaphysical 
questioning – and it is this aspect of the analysis to 
which I shall attend.21 Heidegger s̓ discussion is long 
and complex, full of false starts, gaps, leaps, isolated 
insights, redundancies and etymological short-cuts, as 
befits a lecture course. Indeed, it leads one to think 
that Heidegger s̓ notorious etymologism was largely 
an artefact of his teaching – much like Raymond 
Williams s̓. So I shall be brutally reductive. The analy-
sis develops through three main stages or ʻformsʼ of 
boredom of increasing existential-ontological depth: (1) 
becoming bored ʻbyʼ something, (2) being bored ʻwithʼ 
something, and (3) profound boredom or ʻit is boring 
for one .̓ Its five most salient features are as follows.

(1) An etymological definition of boredom derived 
from the German word Langeweile as a lengthening 
of time (literally ʻlong whileʼ). Boredom is a temporal 
concept that involves a peculiar remaining, enduring 
or dragging. More specifically, according to Heidegger, 
ʻBecoming bored is a peculiar being affected by time 

as it drags and by time in general, a being affected 
which oppresses us in its own way.… a peculiar 
impressing of the power of that time to which to which 
we are bound.̓ 22

(2) The idea that our immediate relation to boredom 
is a negative one, in so far as it manifests itself ʻordi-
narily ,̓ in everyday life, only via our attempt to combat 
boredom by ʻpassing the timeʼ (Zeitvertreib – literally, 
a ʻdriving away of timeʼ). Since boredom is a length-
ening of time (too much time! too long a while!), we 
drive boredom away by driving time itself away; or, at 
least, by driving away our sense of time as lingering. 
Boredom thus ʻalways shows itself in such a way that 
we immediately turn against it .̓ There is ʻa peculiar 
unity of a boredom and a passing the time in which a 
confrontation with boredom somehow occurs .̓23 This 
will be crucial to its critical function.

(3) This passing the time/driving time away, or, 
more colloquially, ʻkilling timeʼ – an important idea in 

Pauline Kael s̓ famous account of Andy Warhol s̓ early 
films: ʻTimekillers on the way to the graveʼ – is also 
necessarily a driving of time onwards, into the future: 
ʻPassing the time is a driving away of boredom that 
drives time on.̓  Reflection on boredom thus reveals 
the temporalizing power of our intentional relation to 
things, at the same time as it reveals ʻthe strange and 
enigmatic power of time itself .̓ This is the power, first, 
to ʻhold us in limboʼ or to suspend us in time, and, 
second, to ʻleave us emptyʼ in such a way that things 
appear to refuse us something we expect from them: 
namely, an ability to be present or to engage us in such 
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a way that time passes, without our having to force it 
to pass, to drive it on.24 It is the indeterminacy of our 
relation to boredom here, our failure to grasp quite 
what it is about something that bores us, that leads 
Heidegger to posit his second main form of boredom: 
being bored not ʻbyʼ something, but ʻwithʼ it.

(4) According to Heidegger, t here is a deeper form 
of boredom than being bored by some determinate 
object, in which what bores us (what lengthens time) 
is indeterminate. It has no specific object. This is 
because here it is ʻpassing the timeʼ or driving time 
away itself with which we are bored. (Heidegger s̓ 
example is a dinner party at which he didnʼt realize 
he had been bored until he got home.) In this situation 
ʻboredom and passing the time become intertwined in 
a peculiar way .̓25 It is not just that boredom manifests 
itself through our confrontation with it in passing the 
time (the example there was waiting on a deserted 
railway station for a train), but that boredom and 
passing the time – fighting boredom – become one. 
We are doing what we are doing, not for its own sake, 
but only in order to pass the time. Hence we are bored 
with this too. (There is a phenomenological version 
of the dialectic of boredom and distraction, familiar 
from analyses of the cultural industries, buried here 
beneath Heidegger s̓ abstract prose: distraction itself 
becomes boring.) What bores us in this boredom is, 
according to Heidegger, ʻI know not what ,̓ Je ne sais 
quoi:26 that very attribute of an object that was held, 
in eighteenth-century France, to distinguish it as an 
object of aesthetic appreciation, a work of art.27 

The temporal immanence of being bored ʻwithʼ the 
passing of time – its failure to release us from the hold 
of time – is Heidegger s̓ cue for a further ontological 
deepening of his analysis, reaching the culminating 
position of what he calls ʻprofoundʼ boredom.

(5) Profound boredom, as the structural unity 
and temporal immanence of the earlier two forms 
(becoming bored by and being bored with), is taken 
to spring from the temporality of human existence 
itself. Profound boredom, Heidegger argues, ʻarises 
from a quite determinate way and manner in which 
our own temporality temporalizes itself.̓  ʻWhat bores 
us in profound boredom … what is solely and prop-
erly boring, is temporality in a particular way of its 
temporalizing.̓ 28 The third and final form of boredom, 
profound boredom, thus has the more neutral gram-
matical form of ʻit is boring for one ,̓ where the ʻitʼ 
in question is the temporal character of existence 
itself. Existing, merely existing, as temporalization, 
the production or lengthening of time, is itself boring. 
Profound boredom is the feeling of time in its ability 

to expand itself. It is not just a structure of feeling, in 
Raymond Williams s̓ sense, so much as the structure 
of feeling. Profound boredom is the temporal structure 
of affectivity itself. For if human existence is a process 
of self-temporalizing, within which the ʻIʼ is a moment 
of self-awareness – time as pure self-affection, in 
Heidegger s̓ reading of Kant – profound boredom is the 
phenomenological register of temporality s̓ ʻstretchingʼ 
of itself out into ʻtime ,̓ chronological time, its objec-
tified shell. Profound boredom is an ʻentrancementʼ 
of existence by time, or, more fundamentally, ʻthe 
entrancement of the temporal horizon: ʻthe horizon 
of whiling … expands itself into the entire tempo-
rality of Dasein ,̓ covering over its own shortness. 
The experience of time s̓ lengthening turns out to 
be a peculiar vanishing of its inherent shortness, its 
constitutive limit: namely, death. Indeed, it is a kind 
of disawoval or wishing away of death. In so expand-
ing itself, profound boredom makes what Heidegger 
calls ʻthe extremity of the moment of visionʼ – the 
moment of action – vanish. It would therefore appear 
to be the very opposite of a possible ground for poli-
tics. However, Heidegger insists, ʻonly the [particular] 
possibility vanishes here, whereby the possibility of 
whatever is possible is precisely intensified.̓ 29 

This affective intensification of possibility, per se, in 
profound boredom, which Heidegger remarks upon in 
passing but never develops – and which has few of the 
usual connotations of boredom – is the existential basis 
of what Bloch calls the ʻcontentlessnessʼ of utopian 
longing and what Adorno identified as the testimony 
of ʻthe reality of artworks :̓ ʻthe possibility of the 
possible .̓30 It may be understood historically – contra 
Heidegger – as being both based in and a reaction 
against abstraction in the precise sense in which, in his 
critique of Hegel in the 1844 Manuscripts, Marx writes 
of boredom as ʻthe mystical feeling that drives the 
philosopher forward from abstract thinking to intuiting 
– longing for a content .̓31 (Marx is discussing the 
impulse behind the transition from logic to nature in 
Hegel s̓ system, a discussion that interestingly parallels 
Kierkegaard s̓ account of God s̓ creation of the world.) 
For Marx here, boredom is the affective and productive 
experience of the emptiness of self-sufficient abstrac-
tion – a ʻbeing left emptyʼ by abstraction, rather than 
by ʻthe refusal of thingsʼ (Heidegger). Boredom drives 
subjectivity forward in the search for social content, 
much as, in psychoanalytical accounts, boredom is 
associated with the ʻsuspended animation of desire ,̓ a 
return to the childhood mood of ʻdiffuse restlessness 
which contains that most absurd and paradoxical wish, 
the wish for a desire .̓32
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We might transpose this analysis into Marx s̓ later 
thought, where what has changed is not the relation to 
abstraction, but the ontology of self-sufficient abstrac-
tion. There, the illusion of self-sufficiency is no longer 
exclusively associated with philosophy (and hence 
subject to epistemological critique), but is identified 
with the actual abstractions or objective idealities of 
the value-form (and hence subject to social critique). 
In this respect, boredom becomes a central part of 
that form of subjectivity constituted by the dynamics 
of the commodity form – as Benjamin s̓ pathbreaking 
but fragmentary analyses testify. But how is this 
experience of profound boredom, as the experience of 
possibility per se – the existential ground of utopian 
longing – connected to Benjamin s̓ ʻegg of experienceʼ? 
How does the dreambird hatch its egg? And to what 
does it give birth?

It is at this point that we encounter the aporia of 
action in Heidegger and Benjamin alike. It is marked 
– and covered over – in both cases by the metaphor 
of awakening, but in different ways, linked to their 
very different projects and perspectives. Heidegger s̓ 
primary concern in Part One of his 1929–30 lectures 
is indicated by its title, A̒wakening a Fundamental 
Attunement in Our Philosophizing .̓ It is the mood or 
attunement of profound boredom, ʻconcealed in our 
contemporary Dasein ,̓ which is itself to be awakened. 
It does lead to any further awakening/hatching, but to 
metaphysical questioning. And awakening it, oddly, 
ʻdoes not mean making it awake in the first place, 
but letting it be awake, guarding against it falling 
asleep .̓ Once it is ʻlet be awake ,̓ it is taken simply to 
ʻgiveʼ the metaphysical questions of world, individua-
tion and finitude. Heidegger is explicit: the ʻdemandʼ 
with which it is associated – ʻnot to let boredom fall 
asleepʼ – ʻhas nothing to do with some human ideal 
in one or other domain of possible action .̓ It is ʻthe 
liberation of the Dasein in manʼ that is taken to be 
ʻat issue .̓33 Heidegger is not interested in any particu-
lar possibilities, any possible actualities, that might 
be made possible by the affective intensification of 
possibility as an existential mode. Benjamin, on the 
other hand, clearly is: specifically, in the actualiza-
tion of the dreams of the past. Yet the metaphorics 
of sleep, dream, and awakening to which he too is so 
attached block the thinking of the passage from exis-
tential possibility to actualization. In fact, ironically, 
given Benjamin s̓ famous criticisms of the natural-
ism of historicism, they naturalize this passage, in a 
quasi-psychoanalytical manner, offering no opening 
onto the (narrative) horizon of the temporality of 
action.34

The ʻfounding conceptʼ of historical materialism, 
Benjamin insisted, ʻis not progress but actualization .̓35 
Yet he never moved beyond the image of actualization 
as awakening to be found in Marx s̓ early letter to Ruge: 
ʻthe world has long dreamed of possessing something 
of which it has only to be conscious in order to possess 
it in reality … it is not a question of drawing a great 
mental dividing line between past and future, but of 
realising the thoughts of the past … mankind is not 
beginning a new work, but is consciously carrying into 
effect its old work.̓ 36 Boredom functions for Benjamin 
as one of a number of threshold or liminal concepts, 
located on the surface of the boundary between sleep-
ing and waking, between the wishful dreams carried 
forward from the past and their future actualization. 
On the one hand, boredom is the ʻwarm grey fabric 
lined on the inside with the most lustrous and colourful 
of silksʼ in which ʻwe wrap ourselves when we dreamʼ 
and hence ʻthe external surface of unconscious events .̓ 
As such, it is ʻan index to participation in the sleep of 
the collective .̓ On the other hand, it is (supposedly, 
thus) ʻthe threshold to great deeds ,̓ as ʻhe who waitsʼ 
takes in time ʻand renders it up in altered form – that 
of expectation .̓37 (The difference from Heidegger 
here is that in Benjamin boredom is identified with a 
transfiguration of sleep on the threshold of awakening, 
rather than being the thing which is to be kept awake.) 
But the expectation that is generated is no less abstract 
than that of utopian longing itself: possibilization as 
the temporality of anticipation. The idea of actualizing 
the thoughts and wishes of the past, as a whole – for 
it is the whole of history that is to be redeemed, for 
Benjamin – is a pure wishfulness, incapable of trans-
lation onto the plane of action, except metonymically, 
in a manner in which each act stands (indifferently) 
for the whole. In particular, it appears incompatible 
with the idea of the qualitatively historically new, upon 
which revolutionary thought of social transformation 
depends. The contradiction between the two main 
temporal forms of Benjamin s̓ thought – redemption 
and the new – remains stubbornly undialectical.

 Benjamin never moved beyond the series of ellipti-
cal formulations about boredom, interspersed with 
materials for a history of boredom, in the Arcades 
Project. But he indicated one way forward with the 
(unanswered) question, ʻWhat is the dialectical anti-
thesis to boredom?ʼ38 At one level, the answer would 
seem to be ʻdistractionʼ – hence Benjamin s̓ subsequent 
interest in developing a (technologically based) theory 
of reception in distraction.39 However, there it is atten-
tion that appears as the dialectical counterpart to 
distraction. Thus we can see the emergence of a con-
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stellation – boredom, distraction, attention – fracturing 
any simply binary dialectical relations, dependent upon 
detailed accounts of historically specific technologies 
and institutions for its articulation. In this respect, 
boredom does indeed appear to offer the possibility 
of mediating an existential analysis of utopian longing 
with a historical account of its conditions and a socio-
cultural account of its predominant forms, in a manner 
that would move decisively beyond Benjamin s̓ own 
enabling, but blocked, formulations. Such an account 
would reintroduce something of the determinacy of 
ʻutopiaʼ into the utopian, without reifying it in the form 
a fixed historical end. Stripped of these mediations, 
and in particular their subjection to the additional 
mediation of a reflective and collective political dis-
course, ʻcontentless longingʼ can point in any political 
direction at all, as both Bloch and Benjamin became 
only too aware during the course of the 1930s. For it is 
one thing to theorize the existential ground of political 
possibility as utopian longing; quite another to render 
the insight concrete by reconstructing the coordinates 
of political possibilities themselves.
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