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Acceleration theory, temporal regimes, and politics today.

An interview with Hartmut Rosa

Felipe Torres!; Hartmut Rosa?

Hartmut Rosa is currently one of the best-known
sociologists in Germany. In this interview, we un-
dertake a brief retrospective of his initial work on
temporality. In doing so, we evaluate his theory 15
years after its first publication in German (Suhrkamp
2005). The interview seeks to examine the topicality
of the acceleration theory through the voice of one of
its main authors, having in mind current socio-polit-
ical phenomena such as the pandemic deceleration,
social discontents (both global and local), energy
challenges, and the revival of old nationalisms.

Felipe Torres (FT): Last year (2020) your major
book Social Acceleration® turned 15 years old. It
seems a fair time to evaluate some of its main theses.
Since its appearance in German in 2005 and its trans-
lation into English (2013), it has marked a ground-
breaking contribution to acceleration studies in par-
ticular, and social theory more generally. As an intro-
ductory question, and a more personal one as well, |
would like to first ask you about your impressions on
the success of this book. How have you received the
impact of your book? Was it something that took you
by surprise or did you expect that this success might
occur?

Hartmut Rosa (HR): Well, on the one hand, of
course | was surprised by all the attention and inter-
est the book got. It started in Germany with a long
positive review by the prestigious “Wochenzeitung”
[weekly newspaper]| Die Zeit, and then, about two
years later, it drew even more attention in France,
when Le Monde made it the title of its magazine.
After that, Brazil and then the Spanish- and Eng-
lish-speaking worlds followed, and now it is also
popular in Japan, China and Korea, and even in Iran
and the Arab-speaking countries. Of course, I did not
foresee or expect this in the least; I was a virtually
unknown sociologist in 2005! But on the other hand,
when | was working on Social Acceleration, 1 did
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notice that it was a topic that had been neglected in
the social sciences, although it was a really pressing
social issue. I realized that in all areas of social life
—in schools and universities, media and politics, the
economy and the arts— the need for speed and time
scarcity were huge and increasing problems. So, it
did not take me totally by surprise to see that there
was a lot of social interest in the topic.

FT: In the last decades, and particularly since the
COVID pandemic, we have witnessed contradicto-
ry trends in the description and normativity of the
acceleration/deceleration theses. From a descriptive
point of view, we can count the global economic de-
celeration and the current pandemic crisis; on the
other hand, increasing automation speeds up pro-
duction while digital media links people all over the
world in even faster ways than previous analogic
technology. In normative terms, many socio-polit-
ical claims (bio-food, post-growth) began to defeat
the acceleration process, while others actually called
to maintain it* or even to increase the acceleration of
society’. In your view, what are those aspects of the
acceleration thesis that are still present today since
your book was published? For instance, is incessant
growth an uncontested claim today? Hence, what
are those phenomena that you perceive as weaker,
about to disappear, or no longer present for the ac-
celeration theory today?

HR: In my view, the core thesis of the accelera-
tion book is not that acceleration is a normative de-
mand, but rather, that it is a structural requirement
of modern, capitalist societies. And I do not see any
change in this situation since 2005. Of course, people
are demanding bio-technologies, they are dreaming
of'a slow life, and growth as a social goal is political-
ly and normatively contested. But the fact is: we still
need to achieve growth, acceleration, and innovation
year by year, as individuals as well as collectives, in
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order to maintain the institutional status quo. I call
this in the books published after Social Acceleration
a mode of dynamic stabilization. And this is what
I think is highly problematic: it leads to a burning
up of the atmosphere and to a burning out of indi-
viduals. The idea advocated by the Accelerationists,
that we simply need to develop faster technologies,
to speed up our pace of life and let ourselves be lib-
erated by the forces and powers of change, progress
and development, is in fact a very old idea —we find
it in the futurist writings of Marinetti and, to some
extent, even in the communist manifesto, and we fall
to it in everyday life when we think: well, let’s have
faster, better, high-tech equipment in order to over-
come our time-scarcity. It never works. It is a com-
plete illusion. The faster we get, the more aggravat-
ed the problem becomes. This is what I, following
Paul Virilio, call “frenetic standstill” (polar inertia)®,
and, once again, it has structural reasons, it is not
a cultural or normative thing: modern, capitalist so-
cieties can only reproduce their structure and their
institutional status quo by speeding up and growing
without any end in sight. For us mortals this means:
we need to run faster and faster each year just to stay
in place, whether we love speed, like the accelera-
tionists, or condemn it, like the decelerationists. This
was true in 2005 and it is true in 2022, it will only
change when we re-invent our whole form of life,
our mode of existence.

FT: In recent years, several phenomena related
to acceleration started to gain attention within the
scholarship. Notorious works applied your acceler-
ation theory in different fields, sometimes as a the-
oretical framework and sometimes from a critical
point of view. Among them we can include the link
between speed and politics’, the accelerated cultural
flows®, the reception of acceleration in Science and
Technology Studies’, or even the acceleration pro-
cess within academia!®. Your Jena colleague Klaus
Dorre!! has remarked upon the extremely uneven
distribution of social rhythms, while Filip Vostal has
pointed out the deflationary acceleration character'?.
This blooming panorama leads not only to reckoning
that acceleration can be studied in several fields, but
also to the question of whether there is “one” or rath-
er “multiple” accelerations. Actually, as you know, |
tried to shed some light on these multiple temporal
expressions in my Temporal Regimes book". In this
context, do you think that a theoretical response is
necessary? Are there different acceleration processes
in India and Latin America in tune with the diverse
forms of modernity? How we can explain theoreti-
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cally the multiple expressions of acceleration without
rejecting its modern character?

HR: Well, obviously, in your book you have re-
ally done a great and remarkable job at pointing out
and explaining the plurality, heterogeneity and mul-
tiplicity of temporal regimes we can find in the mod-
ern world, particularly in a global context. I certainly
do not want to dispute this. Nevertheless, I insist on
two things which to my mind are absolutely crucial
if we want to understand the nature and working of
modern society —society in the singular. Number one:
Yes, of course the temporal patterns, structures, ho-
rizons and expectations are quite different in China,
India, Japan, Brazil, Chile, South Africa or Europe.
So of course, you can observe a lot of differences
that stem from diverging histories and cultural tra-
ditions. But what makes all of these contemporary
societies modern is that they are running in a mode
of dynamic stabilization. This, in my view, is the de-
fining characteristics of modernity: 4 society can be
called modern when its mode of stabilization is dy-
namic, i.e., when it systematically requires growth,
acceleration and innovation in order to reproduce its
structure and to maintain its institutional status quo.
Growth, by the way, is just one form of acceleration
because it means that more is produced, distributed
and consumed over a given period of time —however
that “more” is defined. Now, dynamic stabilization
means that without acceleration, the economy is in
trouble, you lose jobs, companies close down, etc.
But more than this: by consequence, the health care
system (if there is one), the educational system, the
pension schemes, the cultural institutions: they all
will run into an institutional crisis when the motor of
growth/acceleration stalls, and in the end, the politi-
cal system will be delegitimated, too. This is why all
of the countries mentioned above strive for economic
growth, technological acceleration, higher rates of in-
novation, etc. And this is why we uniformly observe
an increased shortage of time, rising rates of burnout
and problems of cultural, psychological and ecolog-
ical desynchronization in China as in India, Chile,
Brazil or South Africa. There is a structural connec-
tion between modernization and acceleration and
therefore a (unitary) temporal logic that we should
not debate away by insisting on the diversity of tem-
poral regimes. The abstract, singular logic of accel-
eration takes on many different “substantial” forms
and consequences in different cultural contexts for,
of course, the social and cultural contexts continue to
be different. But the logic of dynamic stabilization is
what defines modernity everywhere. Thus, we have
multiple modernities in “substantive” terms (a wide
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variety of temporal regimes and socio-cultural prac-
tices), but a coherent, “unitary” power of temporal
change driving social transformation.

And number two: If we talk of the diversity and
multiplicity of temporal regimes and practical tem-
poralities —and again, I certainly do not want to deny
them— we are tempted to think of acceleration and
deceleration as two equivalent temporal processes or
tendencies: while some processes speed up, others
slow down. And if we contemplate our social envi-
ronments, this obviously seems to be true: there are
many things that slow down, for example, traffic in
a traffic jam, or bureaucratic decision procedures, or
UN action to regulate financial markets, etc. But the
most important point of my theory of acceleration,
in fact, the point I really wanted to make in my 2005
book, is the point that there is no equilibrium between
these two forces (acceleration and deceleration), that
there is a clear asymmetry between them, and that it
is this cultural, structural, and temporal asymmetry
that really defines modernity. The argument goes like
this: while processes of acceleration are systemati-
cally driven and powered by three external motors —
capitalism, functional differentiation and the cultural
move to answer the human fear of death with the at-
tempt to speed up and thus increase our “quantum” of
life— there is no equivalent “counter-force”, or “coun-
ter motor”. Things that slowdown in our societies are
either residual, i.e., they are under pressure to speed
up, or they are (unintended) side-effects of dynam-
ization, like the traffic jam, or they are reactions to
speed-up processes, like movements for slow-food or
slow cities or slow science, etc. Sometimes they are
even functional or instrumental for the acceleration
process. For example, a lot of people in the middle
classes now try to temporarily slow down with the
help of “mindfulness” and yoga practices in order to
be more efficient and successful in their accelerated
lives. In all of these cases, deceleration is derivative
or secondary to the logic of speed. Put differently:
there is no equivalent to the logic and temporal force
of dynamic stabilization.

FT: The last point leads me to the next question. In
many places we are facing a social malaise with glob-
al inequalities, institutional politics and even deep
cultural transformations mirrored by feminist, envi-
ronmental and anti-racist movements. With different
goals and intensities, all of them seek to trigger deep
social changes. And they want these changes now
(i.e., Time’s Up, Fridays for Future). In this sense,
the claim for speeding-up social change is a common
normative factor in collective action. Far from de-
feating your thesis on acceleration as the structural
temporal modern regime, in my opinion the current
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global conflicts lead us to reconsider the emancipa-
tory potentials of acceleration. For instance, in Chile
there was a referendum to replace the constitution
imposed by the Pinochet dictatorship one year after
the social uprising of October 2019, something that
was impossible for democratic sectors to achieve in
30 years. In this regard, do you think that collective
action can be considered as another acceleration mo-
tor? How should we locate collective action world-
wide (climate change, gender equality, Black Lives
Matter) as a contingent or structural motor for speed-
ing-up social changes? More precisely, is conflict a
structural or contingent driving force of acceleration
processes?

HR: In order to answer this question, it is once
again important to see what acceleration theory really
is about: it does not say that speed-up is necessarily
wrong, bad or capitalist, or anything of that sort. This
is why I have always insisted, passionately insisted,
that I am NOT a proponent of slow-down or decel-
eration. Slowness certainly is not a value in itself. A
fast ambulance is better than a slow one, a fast in-
ternet connection is always preferable to a slow one,
and a slow rollercoaster is not just boring but in fact
dangerous —it could fall down from the loops. And
this is why I speak of post-growth, not of degrowth:
in a context where there is hunger and starvation, we
of course need a growth in agricultural production.
But it is perverse if the food industry is structural-
ly forced to grow in a context where obesity is the
problem. The point of acceleration theory is to iden-
tify the “empty” logic of acceleration as a structural
requirement. That year by year we need to speed up
without going anywhere, just to avoid socioeconomic
disaster: this is the problem I identified, and this is
what I criticize. Now, social movements which are
directed either against this capitalist and structurally
institutionalized logic —against the logic of dynamic
stabilization— per se, or which attempt to alleviate the
pernicious side-effects of this system (like the envi-
ronmentalists), are not part of the “acceleratory ma-
chine”. It would be great if they could speed up their
actions. Thus, we need to see that there are two forms
of conflict: struggle against the logic of the modern
social formation, against the mode of dynamic stabi-
lization on the one hand, and conflict within its logic,
for example, the fight for higher wages, on the other
hand. While the former could be identified as “con-
tingent” forces of social change, the latter are actual-
ly structurally included in the system.

FT: As said above, the COVID-19 pandemic has
changed many things. You have written about this
global phenomenon in several works'*. Scholarship
all over the world has stressed the big challenge for
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an accelerated social life that the pandemic represents
(mobility, production, services). Do you think we are
facing a new “Slow-down Era”? In other words, will
the forced slow-down stabilize itself as a structural
societal condition (a permanently decelerated socie-
ty) or rather as an exceptional-contingent situation? I
am aware that this question might sound like “futur-
ology”, but I am pretty sure many people would like
to know your opinion and forecast on this topic given
the current condition worldwide.

HR: There can be no doubt that the pandemic has
had a deceleratory effect that is actually unique in
modern history. For the first time since the 18" centu-
1y, social life has slowed down on a global scale. 95%
of air traffic, for example, was reduced for some time,
up to 50% of traffic on the highways was as well, and
So was movement in inner cities. Furthermore, social
activities from sports events to schools and univer-
sities were halted. We can actually physically meas-
ure this deceleration by the massive decrease in CO2
emissions, and even from seismological observations
which prove that the human-caused material-physi-
cal movement has diminished during times of lock-
down: the planet literally reduced its vibrations. But
there are three things we need to keep in mind here.
Firstly, we can clearly see here that deceleration in
my usage is a descriptive, not a normative concept.
A lot of people suffered from this deceleration —for
example when they lost their jobs. And furthermore,
the slow-down was unevenly distributed across soci-
eties: while some middle-class people could happily
stay at home, others, for example hospital workers,
experienced even more stress. Secondly, while there
was a reduction in physical and material movement
and speed, there was a corresponding acceleration in
our digital lives. This is a trend that has been going
on for some time, but it was greatly magnified by the
pandemic: for many, the situation really approached
the form Virilio had in mind when he predicted the
end-state of a “polar inertia”. He predicted a world
in which bodies would no longer move at all —they
would remain completely motionless, wired to digital
streams of data and information. I am a good exam-
ple for this: while the radius of my physical motion
for quite some time was more or less restricted to my
apartment, and most of the day to my computer, [ was
digitally rushing from conferences in India to meet-
ings in Delhi and discussions with colleagues from
Chile and so on. This is the physical manifestation
of a frenetic standstill. Quite an unpleasant and un-
healthy state of affairs. But thirdly, this clearly shows
that the pandemic per se has not changed any of the
structural conditions of modern society, or, put differ-
ently: it has left the logic of dynamic stabilization un-
touched. Of course, you can slow down a modern so-
ciety, but only at the cost of its institutions getting in
crises. This is what we have now. Let us see what will
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come next. After all, moments of crises are precisely
the historical points where social change is possible.
Here, it is remarkable to realize that it was not the vi-
rus itself that halted the soccer leagues and grounded
the airplanes: it was political action. Maybe we as a
society can learn from this and use the power of col-
lective political action to really change the system.

FT: Let me again connect your book on Acceleration
with a more current context: we have witnessed the
rising of right-wing nationalisms that, in many re-
gards, are a response to the changing values espoused
by capitalist globalization, as well as a claim to stop
the incessant movement in modern societies, instead
favoring a more stable identity. According to Aleida
Assmann's, we live in an accelerated globalization
which is another way to name the preponderance of
time over space and the global over the local. In this
scenario, do you think it is possible to consider the
nationalistic wave as a conservative response and
claim against the “situational identity”? Is the global
nationalist wave a rabid response to what you coined
in Social Acceleration'® as the suggestive “situational
identity” thesis? To put it in other words: is the inces-
sant movement of social acceleration an indirect jus-
tification for current “pro-static”, national-grounded
or local-based, traditional identities?

HR: Yes, I clearly do see a connection here.
There is a strong yearning in many people for sta-
bility in their lives, for reliability and for connec-
tion. They do feel like isolated, uprooted, powerless
atoms in a relentless global torrent, and against this,
they ache for strong national or religious identities.
Manuel Castells has very insightfully written on
this. In my analysis, what lies behind these nation-
alistic and populistic movements is a growing sense
of alienation: people feel powerless, disconnected
from politics, their voices being muted. But then,
there is a double-fallacy in the response they give
to this situation: first, they attribute their alienation
to the aliens, the foreigners, the non-locals, and turn
nationalistic or racist. They fail to see that the real
cause for their alienation is no other, unprivileged
people, but a systemic logic that forces them to
become ultra-flexible, to take on situational iden-
tities. And secondly, they seek the wrong solution:
they demand determined and resolute political ac-
tion, they actually seek accelerated political action
against everything that troubles them, and hence,
they ask for a strong political leader who defines
the national identity and ensures the realization of
the national interest. But this will not remove their
alienation; in the end, it will increase it. For the real
problem, which I have tried to identify in my stud-
ies on the political crisis, lies in what can be called
“democratic desynchronization”. Democracy, which
could and should be the modern way of struggling
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for a political identity, is inevitably time-consum-
ing. Democracy is not just about taking a vote, it is
about formulating and deliberating together about
the right course of action —and this process of delib-
eration can bring about something like a republican
national identity. But in late-modernity, the markets
and the media, technological innovations and cul-
tural shifts have become too fast for this process to
be properly enacted —hence, democracy has become
too slow. We will certainly not solve this problem
by electing populist leaders.

FT: Finally, as with the first question, I would like
to finish with a more personal, prospective, que-
ry. Many temporal studies scholars ask ourselves if
Hartmut Rosa will one day return to write on tempo-
ralities. You have been quite prolific writing on other
relevant issues (i.e., Resonance'” and Uncontrollabil-
ity"®) and we know you are working on other projects
now related to property and social energy. But the
hope remains: will Hartmut Rosa surprise us again in
the foreseeable future with another temporal work? Is
there room for that?

HR: Well, look, actually what I have been do-
ing all along, through all my writings, has been an
attempt to understand the nature of modern society,
to understand our current predicament. I am driv-
en by the desire to understand who we are, how we
have come here and where we could go from here
as social beings, as modern societies. I guess [ have
taken this way of asking from Charles Taylor, who
was my strongest source of intellectual inspiration
as a student. [ have written my dissertation thesis on
his work, and there, I thought what I need to do is
to understand the “modern identity”. The idea of a
late-modern “situational identity” actually originat-
ed from there. Then, I shifted a bit and realized that
temporality is of crucial importance if we are to un-
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derstand modern society and our place in it. There is
an inherent tension between the notion of “identity”,
which resists the transforming forces of time, and the
logics of dynamization and acceleration. So, the book
on social acceleration in a way was a response to my
first book on identity: modern society and modern
lives need to be understood by their persistent trend
towards change and transformation. Then I was sur-
prised by the reception the book earned: suddenly, I
was called the guru or the prophet of deceleration.
This confused me, because, as I have said, I never
thought that speed per se is bad and slowness is good.
So, I started to think about alienation: speed is bad
when it leads to alienation. But then I asked myself:
what is a non-alienated state of affairs? And my an-
swer to this question was not identity, but resonance.
The interesting thing about the notion of resonance
is that it is something dynamic, processual, even
fleeting and temporary —but it nevertheless bestows
a sense of belonging and connection. So, resonance
is my current solution to the problem of modernity;
it replaced the “static” idea of identity, but I certainly
will move on from here. What I want to say is this: it
was not a predominant interest in time or temporality
that drove me to my work on social acceleration, but
an interest in modernity, in understanding the driving
forces of our society. But now, in 2021, I do actually
feel a certain need to come back to the analysis of the
temporal nature of our lives. For I have strangely ne-
glected the temporal aspects and dimensions of reso-
nance. So, quite recently, I have started to think about
resonance and alienation as two different modes of
experiencing time, of being in time. Hence, it might
well be that I return to time very soon. I simply do
not know yet.

FT: Many thanks for your willingness and time pro-
fessor.

17 H. Rosa, Resonance: A Sociology of Our Relationship to the World, Cambridge, Polity, 2019.

18 H. Rosa, The Uncontrollability of the World, Cambridge, Polity, 2020.



