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OK, the fourth and last question for this week is: “Would it be fair to say that a 
pronounced lack of curiosity and listlessness could be signs of mental unease and 
possibly dopamine deficiency? What is the difference between a lack of curiosity and 
boredom?” 
 
Here I think we actually have two questions, the one about a lack of curiosity and 
boredom, which I'll answer second, and the first about can this listlessness be 
explained as dopamine deficiency?  
 
It's important to remember that although these instinctual emotional systems are 
recruited in all of our emotional lives, it doesn't mean that if you're feeling low that 
you have a dopamine deficiency and if you're feeling up, that you have dopamine 
excess. It just means that when you're having that feeling, your dopamine activity is 
increased or decreased. It doesn't mean that the aetiology – the thing that makes for 
the low or high dopamine level – is something intrinsic to the system.  
 
These systems are recruited in all sorts of complicated ways, so you may feel down 
and a lack of interest, and a lack of energy, and a lack of enthusiasm. That doesn't 
mean you have a dopamine deficiency. It means that something is happening which 
has downregulated that system. That something could be a very complicated 
psychological and social situation.  
 
So when, in the old days, psychiatrists spoke about chemical imbalances – and even 
nowadays, just because psychiatrists treat these instinctual emotion systems 
chemically, that doesn't mean that the mechanism of the psychological states that are 
being regulated in this way – it doesn't mean that the mechanism is chemical 
imbalance or chemical deficiency. I hope I'm making that point clearly enough.  
 
Turning then to the question of boredom versus a lack of curiosity, I don't think 
they're the same thing. The lack of curiosity – and I assume the questioner is referring 
here to what one sees when there's a low dopamine activity, a kind of listlessness, an 
apathy, an inertia, an aspontaneity, a kind of lack of will or a lack of volition – that's 
the sort of thing that comes with and results in low dopamine activity in that 
mesocortical, mesolimbic dopamine system. But boredom is an agitated state – it's, in 
fact, a wanting something that you're not getting.  
 
It's not apathy. It's not aspontaneity, inertia, lack of interest, lack of curiosity, lack of 
any kind of want. It's, in fact, a frustrated state. So I don't think they're the same thing, 
no.  
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Short answers it seems this week. Thanks very much for the interesting questions. See 
you next week. 

 Mark Solms 2015                           
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