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INTERVIEW WITH RENATA SALECL
ON THE SPIRIT OF THE TIME AND
EMOTIONS

Burcu Senel Alpugan’, Gokce Zeybek Kabakci?

Slovenian philosopher and sociologist Renata Salecl is a Senior Researcher at the Institute of Criminology
at the Faculty of Law at the University of Ljubljana and a Professor at the School of Law, Birkbeck College,
University of London. She is a recurring visiting professor at several institutions like the Benjamin N.
Cardozo School of Law, Humboldt University of Berlin, and Duke University, and is also an Associate
Member of the Slovenian Academy of Sciences and Arts. Embodying a deeply interdisciplinary approach,
her scholarship brings together critical legal studies, criminology, political ideology analysis, and
psychoanalysis. Her research focuses on dissecting late-capitalist society and subjectivity through
concepts and emotions such as anxiety, ignorance, rudeness, perfectionism, burnout, anger, apathy, among

others.

She is the author of seminal monographs including The Spoils of Freedom: Psychoanalysis and Feminism
After the Fall of Socialism (1994), (Per)versions of Love and Hate (1998), and Gaze and Voice as Love Objects
(co-edited with Slavoj Zizek, 1996). Professor Salecl's critique of contemporary culture has been generating

widespread international acclaim and capturing immense interest in Tiirkiye as well. The majority of her
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prominent books such as On Anxiety (Kaygi Uzerine, 2013), The Tyranny of Choice (Secme ikilemi, 2014), A
Passion for Ignorance (Cehalet Tutkusu, 2024), and The Age of Rudeness (Kabalik Cagi, 2026) have been

translated into Turkish.

In an effort to critically open up the complex spirit of our time, we conducted this insightful online interview

with Prof. Renata Salecl on June 16, 2026, for this issue of Moment Journal.

As the Moment Journal guest editorial team, we are absolutely happy to have this interview with you. Thank
you very much for taking the time out of your busy schedule to be with us. Your books and your entire body of
work perfectly align with the theme of our upcoming issue, “The Spirit of the Time and Emotions”, and offer
brilliant insights into understanding the times we live in. Furthermore, in addition to your books that were
translated into Turkish in the previous years, just about ten days ago, your latest book, The Age of Rudeness
(Kabalik Cagi) (2026), was published in Turkish by Metis Publishing.

With this fresh excitement, we would like to start from the very beginning and ask about your personal
academic background. You are a philosopher and sociologist with massive work and expertise in very broad,
transdisciplinary research fields such as sociology, philosophy, law, and psychoanalysis. Can you tell us more
about your academic journey and where this deep interest of yours in interpreting the age and the social

symptoms we live in through emotions originates?

My academic journey started out of quite a long discussion that | had with myself when | was about 17
years old, before finishing high school. At the time, | was torn between my interests in arts, architecture, and
philosophy. Back then, I did not have a role model to see women in architecture - even today there are still
very few leading female architects. Also, | was thinking that studying philosophy would allow me to start
early in life by reading all the profound books | wanted to read. | have seen too many people say, “I will just
work a pointless job first, and when I retire, I'll finally read the books.” But | noticed that none of them ever

actually realized that fantasy.

So | thought | would first read the books during my studies and see what happened next. | never thought and
planned to end up in academia. It was more that while studying philosophy and sociology, | realized how
vital it is for a student to be involved in civil society organizations, engaging in debates about where society

is heading. My fundamental feeling was that you simply need to take action and be socially engaged.



At that time, in the 80s, there was a powerful opposition movement in Slovenia that was highly critical of the
communist regime. There were also a lot of movements in the arts, which were also using arts to reflect on
the changes that people wanted to have. Witnessing this, | found myself drawn deeper and deeper into
studying the theory of ideology: How does ideology actually function? How are people socialized? Why do
people believe certain ideas and reject others? Do they identify with the regime at all, or are they simply staying

quiet out of fear? These were the core questions that drove my work.

In fact, | witnessed this silence within my own family. My parents never spoke openly about the fact that my
grandfather was killed by the communists in 1946, simply because he did not believe in the regime. | saw
firsthand how many people prefer to live a life that does not disturb their immediate well-being. This
observation sparked my core questions: “Who is critical of the regime and who is not? What happens if
people are critical of the regime?” We know that they are often punished. Therefore, analyzing these social
settings became a deeply political and theoretical question of survival for me. To understand these
dynamics, | relied heavily on the work of Louis Althusser to study the inner workings of ideology, and Michel

Foucault to examine the hidden mechanisms of power.

As a very young student, | had the chance to work as an undergraduate student at the Institute of
Criminology where they were doing a wide research on the youth concentrating on the questions such as
how the youth behave in society and what their beliefs are. There was some little money left and | did my
own research about when the youth rebelled against the regime. So | researched from 1945 until the
mid-80s about how the youth criticized the regime and what happened to the youth who criticized it. |
frequently observed that youth was often criticized because of their clothes or the music they were listening
to. However, they were mostly criticized because of their intellectual pursuits which the regime perceived as

dangerous to the dominant ideology.

So | got the job at the Institute of Criminology after an opening happened for a junior researcher.
Communism created something very good, which was the socialist regime in Yugoslavia. In the 80s, they
decided that universities were getting full of nepotism, which reflected that people got jobs because they
were friends, or families of people who already worked there, or that professors hired assistants who were
not threatening them. So it was a very negative selection of who got the job. And many departments for 20
years did not get new young blood. So the regime created a system of young researchers, which gave the
institutions money to hire young researchers. Then if they had money after the young researchers finished

their master's and PhD, they would be employed or rather earn their PhD and be able to find jobs elsewhere.

| was one of the first generation of people who got this possibility to become a young researcher. We still
have this regime and young researchers. | have a young researcher now. The government gives them money

for their education. So at that time, when | worked on ideology, | realized that | need to understand how the



psyche works, how the subject works, what the moment of the socialization is where people internalize
ideology or not. Within that context, | saw that | needed to learn more about psychoanalysis. That is why |
started studying Freudian-Lacanian psychoanalysis to help me to understand how society and the individual

influence each other. And that is kind of the question that | continue coming back to.

The questions that you pursued at the beginning of your academic journey are the very same ones we have
also been asking in different contexts and have been trying to find answers in relation to our time and society,
youth and how reaction and change can be possible. With all the challenges and ups and downs, your
academic journey is very inspiring. It provokes us to think deeply about creating new paths and combining

transdisciplinary backgrounds and perspectives.

When | was very young, | was impressed by reading a book by a dissident, Czechoslovakian sociologist
Milan Simecka, who published a book called The Restoration of Order (1984), asking how normalization
happens in a regime. He was a professor of sociology in Czechoslovakia and critical of the regime. Due to
his criticism, he was punished, lost his job and became a truck driver. Then he wrote the book where he
analyzed how people are punished for their critical beliefs, which is incredible. Because he said that the
punishment does not happen necessarily directly, but the most important thing is to create fear so that
people are afraid to be critical. He used a similar kind of a scenario that we know from philosophy that was
used by Jeremy Bentham, who analyzed how the prison system works. In that prison, he imagined, you do
not need to punish everyone for the transgression. You can punish some people in a visible way that others
see it and start self-censoring. In relation, you punish one person in an office for critical thoughts while

others see it, then they are not going to be critical. That is what Sime&ka described and how it worked.

Furthermore, you do not necessarily punish a person, but you prevent that person's children from going to
university. That was one of the standard punishments for dissidents in the former Soviet Union and East
European socialist countries, such as Czechoslovakia. Simecka argued that in situations where people
cannot truly comprehend how the regime functions and are paralyzed by fear, they transfer their hopes to
their children, wishing that the next generation will figure it out. That is why, during that era, everyone
desperately hoped their children would get an education. Consequently, blocking access to education for

their children was an incredibly severe punishment for dissidents.

For me, that was a very important moment in my upbringing, my youth, my early studies. Hence my first
book that | published only in Slovenian, which was based on my master’s thesis, is titled Discipline as a
Condition of Freedom. It analyzed how we discipline the minds of young people through institutional

education, and how ideological conditioning pacifies the youth, tracking this from early school systems to



socialist education. My next book in Slovenia, which was my PhD thesis, directly addressed the questions:

Why do we obey power? And do we actually obey it at all?

At that point, it was really important to read the Czech playwright Vaclav Havel, who analyzed very well in
one of his short stories the idea that the regime does not actually need the belief that you believe in the
regime, it just needs that you do not show your disbelief. Vaclav Havel has the example of a green grocer
who is asked every 1st of May to put a communist flag in his shop and he does it. He thinks that he does
not believe in the communist regime, but who cares if he puts the flag? Vaclav Havel said that the regime is
not really concerned about his beliefs, but about the fact that he puts the flag in his shop and he does not

express his disbelief openly.

That historical mechanism still operates today as self-censorship. It creates a mindset of “I do not believe
in this regime, but who cares? | am fine with my personal disbelief.” In reality, the regime doesn't actually

need your belief; it only needs your compliance.

However, what is happening today is actually even more radical, where we see that regimes and politicians
are lying constantly. Donald Trump is a perfect example of it, and they are completely indifferent to the fact
that they are caught lying. Because they have been lying so much, it is literally impossible for anyone to
follow. Journalists cannot constantly fact-check them, because by the time they unpack one lie, a dozen
new lies have already been launched. In the end, this creates a general feeling of profound disbelief across

society, where people simply stop believing in anything at all.

The profound connection you draw between the spread of lying and this generalized, growing feelings of
disbelief reminds us of and aligns seamlessly with your discussion about ignorance and deliberate ignorance,

the active “desire not to know”, which you explore deeply in your book The Passion for Ignorance (2020).

Actually, we live in a hyper-connected world where information circulates everywhere instantly, largely driven by
social media and digital platforms. Today, we are surrounded by real-time data regarding the ongoing genocide
in Palestine, rising authoritarianism, increasing economic crisis, global turmoil, anti-gender movements and
climate catastrophe. Theoretically, we have access to more information and knowledge in many contexts than
ever. Yet, your work emphasizes a paradox that the increase in knowledge does not decrease apathy and
ignorance; rather it frequently generates a desire to close our eyes and look away. In addition, as you note,
those who choose to avert their gaze are often neither uneducated nor historically indifferent to the world

around them.



Why, then, do so many people choose ignorance or cultivate a desire not to know in an age full of information
and knowledge? Is it because they purely want to? Is ignorance really something that is chosen? Where do you

position ideology within this collective, systematic desire for ignorance?

| think that ideology, as Louis Althusser already wrote about, is really a kind of a veil over the existing
society which presents something as obvious, so that more and more you perceive this is just how things
are, this is the way things are functioning, and you are actually not encouraged to reflect on that

obviousness. That is kind of where Louis Althusser left the theory of ideology.

However, | think that things are now far more complicated. First of all, what we observe today is increasingly
a form of deliberate ignorance, a kind of structural ignorance in society, where the power and corporations
do everything to keep people in a state of not knowing or being unable to know, while ideologically branding
themselves as “knowledge economy”. We are constantly told that we live in a knowledge economy, yet we
are structurally limited by the very design of how these systems function. Look at the concept of “informed
consent” that we constantly give for the applications we use. Every technology and internet service
demands that we click “l agree”. However, it is impossible to read and understand all these endless, long
laws. If you actually tried to, you would spend most of your day just reading terms of informed consent.
Moreover, as | analyze in my book through the concept of “forced choice,” you appear to be offered a choice,
but in reality, you do not have. If you do not click “agree,” you are simply denied access to the internet, to the
applications, and to anything. But here we need to take into account also that what looks like an individual
desire not to know is often produced by exhaustion, fear, legal complexity, algorithmic environments, or the

impossibility of accessing real knowledge.

Furthermore, what is important is that all the laws that we use, for example, for intellectual property, we
often do not notice that intellectual property does not concern only access, for instance to scientific
journals or to kind of trademarks or copyrights and patents etc. But intellectual property is at the core of all
technology that we use. And not only high technology, even the simple machines that we have in our home
such as a smart fridge or anything, which is a little bit more elaborate, have an intellectual property law
behind. People who work on intellectual property would tell you that corporations often ask them to write
the laws that people will not understand. So many clues are written in such consent forms so that people
will lose their nerves to go to the end of the endless list of what they agree to. It is not so different from
when you go to the doctor. At the end, they say you might die or you might get disabled. What do you do
when you need the operation? You give consent. Therefore, you do not actually have a choice and no one

wants to have a choice. No one wants you to really understand what the consequences are.



| really admire people who work on the movement of the right to repair. Many of our devices that we use do
not allow us to repair them or are impossible to be repaired. When they do not work, we are always forced to
get the maker to provide us the parts or that we need to hire a very particular company to repair them, which
works with the producer. Sometimes you see this repair culture in older cities. For example, | visited
Kurdistan and observed this dynamic. Similarly, | visited historical cities like Diyarbakir and Sanliurfa when |
was in Turkey. It was interesting in these cities to see still small places where they had old coffee makers.
For instance, toasters, something that we nowadays do not repair anymore, or cannot be repaired, because

we do not have anyone who knows how to repair them.

Therefore, | would say that ignorance is part of how capitalism is functioning today, and especially the high
technology, and, more and more, of course also Al. We do not know how algorithms work, which data is
used, and the Al, who gets access to the data. The new technologies are absolutely the world that we
depend on nowadays, but we have no access to data. Only top companies from Silicon Valley are pretty

much in charge of that kind of knowledge, which becomes an essential knowledge in today’s society.

About your other question, individually, yes, sometimes, we do make the choices, when we decide that
temporarily we do not want to follow the news because it is too much or because we are trying to protect
our sanity from too much anxiety. You know, sometimes blindness is useful when we fall in love, because
otherwise we will fall out of love too quickly if we know too much about the object of our attraction. So
those are the kinds of moments where we can say that individually, temporarily, we benefit from ignorance,
which is why | do not say that ignorance is necessarily only something negative for the subject. Sometimes
it is a life and death moment. Sometimes people just cannot deal with too much bad information about
themselves, especially in regard to health. There are differences about how people can deal with disturbing
information. Some can digest it and some do everything to close their eyes. So | perceive that we need to
allow people to have that kind of possibility, and not criticize them when they occasionally close their eyes
in front of much horror. The problem begins when this personal, temporary form of not-knowing is confused

with structural ignorance, which is produced and maintained by institutions, corporations or regimes.

In terms of politics, we are deeply consumed by macro-politics in our everyday lives. For this reason, whenever
we hear words like “ignorance” or “being ignorant”, they immediately carry a negative connotation, it simply
does not sound good for us. On the other hand, when we look at your nuanced perspective on ignorance,
especially your examples regarding health, such as a couple mutually agreeing not to discuss one partner’s
illness during the weekends that you note in The Passion for Ignorance, we see that on an individual level,
ignorance can genuinely be life-saving. However, when it comes to social change and collective issues, it

becomes inevitable to ask, do we truly have the right to be ignorant?



If you look at the political situation in the majority of the countries around the world, whether they are
embracing illiberal politics, turning into authoritarianism or are openly authoritarian, you will see in many
countries a structured system of ignorance. Left with just one type of media - the dominant media in the
hands of the political regime, people are kept in the dark. These regimes do everything they can to keep the
population in ignorance. So, there is a structural ignorance at work here. Paradoxically, the traditional power
of the mainstream media is actually diminishing. Nowadays, everyone gets their news from a different
source. We no longer have a communal space where we are informed in a uniform way as a society. Instead,
people look for their own news in podcasts, on YouTube, or whichever alternative media they can access. In
countries where the media is entirely dominated by the political regime, people search even harder for these
alternative outlets. | would say that here, ignorance operates on two levels. On the one hand, it is structural,
but on the other hand, some people literally choose ignorance in the sense that they completely detach

themselves.

So, what | observe in many places, and also in Turkey, is that people get so exhausted from a particular
public and media discourse that they start living in a closed, private sphere. That is kind of a survival
strategy sometimes born out of overwhelming anxiety, and sometimes out of a feeling that nothing can be
done to change things around us or that there is just too much suffering all around the world. | have
observed firsthand how the media contributes to people’s anxiety. As | was raised in socialist Yugoslavia,
where we had very boring news on the television, which was probably similar to how it was in Turkey in the
past. They would just read the news, and everyone would listen to the exact same broadcast. But in a way,
that was also quite relaxing. | could be reading a book and just glance at the TV to see the news going on,
just to check a little bit whether the world still existed, or I would be knitting and thinking, “oh here is the

news.”

Then, | went to the United States in the 90s and encountered American news, which made me very anxious -
physically anxious. Coming from the boring news that | was used to, American news was incredibly
bombastic. Whenever | watched television, it felt like hyperventilation, like, “This happened!” and “That
happened!” | would sit there thinking, “My God, it is the end of the world.” But no, it was just that a cat got

lost or something. Something completely banal created that feeling of anxiety - that bodily anxiety in me.

Then | realized that when socialism collapsed in my country and capitalism took over, we also started
having this type of news. So now, we also have a reporter standing in front of the parliament,
hyperventilating while covering a completely routine parliamentary meeting. And so, | switch off the

television. | simply do not want this external, negative impact.

| am not on social media by choice, because | see so much anger and a kind of withdrawal there, and | just

feel like I do not want to deal with it. | am not against social media, because | fully understand that for



certain things, it is essential. For instance, in many authoritarian countries, it is the only way people can get
information. Or, if someone is running a specific project, it is the only way they can advertise it to others. So,
| fully understand its power. It is just that | made a personal choice, | must say. | have always felt that
whoever wants to find me will find me, and | do not want to bother with anything else. However, that might

change if our society becomes more authoritarian. Then, it might become the only way to communicate.

That actually resonates with our everyday life because of the media landscape of Turkey. We sometimes also

stop following the news. Like you, we choose to switch everything off.

It is exactly the same in the United States. | was just there, and people | know who are highly critical of
Trump are simply not following the mainstream media anymore. They just cannot bear to hear another
horror story about what Trump has done. But that does not mean they are not following other critical media
that they identify with. However, the growing problem is that each group follows its own media. The extreme
right follows their own speakers, while more left-wing people turn to their own Substacks and YouTube
channels. Consequently, we literally do not have a common space anymore where we feel we communicate

across various groups in society. | think it is very similar in Turkey.

The discussion about structural and deliberate ignorance also reminds us of your critical analysis of apathy in
your book, The Age of Rudeness. You mention that apathy is increasing across the world, from the political
arena to the furthest corners of everyday life, manifesting as a widespread indifference to ongoing politics and
declining voter turnout. In connection to this, we are witnessing a severe erosion of social touch and
collectivity in daily life. In the face of this loss, people seem to be turning fiercely inward, shifting all their
energy toward self-optimization. This is evident in the omnipresent obsession with creating “the best version of
oneself”, the hyper-fixation on one’s own body, wellness trends, fitness tracking, and even the intense urge to

turn one’s home into a perfectly sanitized, aesthetic, and hyper-hygienic sanctuary.

Where do you locate apathy within this picture in relation to our neoliberal times? What do you think drives this

increasing apathy toward politics, and indeed, an apathy that so deeply permeates everyday life?

| would also add the concept of alienation to this picture. Some people are not necessarily apathetic, but
rather alienated because they literally do not see any political party or movement that represents their ideals
or fights for them. Therefore, | would say that these individuals are not so much apathetic as they are
disillusioned; they simply lack any identification with political representatives. This explains why we see so

many young people, for example, choosing not to vote. They simply do not feel that anyone is worth



supporting. This is why | do not want to overuse the word apathy. Many people are not indifferent; they are

politically unrepresented, exhausted, and unable to identify with the available choices.

| think that is an important point in today’s society; who is representing the pain people are experiencing and
the dissatisfaction they feel in everyday life? That is precisely where the extreme right often steps in. They
are the ones touching upon and playing with people’'s emotions of anger, disappointment and especially the
suffering of the people. They capitalize on the economic and social suffering of the population, especially
the profound lack of social security, touching upon the general hope that things can somehow work out for
them. The far right does not resolve this suffering; it gives it an object, usually by redirecting anger toward

migrants, minorities, feminists, LGBT people or other scapegoats.

If we return to apathy, it is important to note that apathy is also something we can observe as a mental

health issue. Many psychoanalysts note that some people, especially the youth, have literal difficulty putting
their emotions into words, failing to articulate what is happening to them or expressing their dissatisfaction,
anger, and distress. Sometimes, the only way they can speak about their suffering might be in reference to a

song, a film, or a piece of music they can hook onto.

We can say that the fact that we are living in a society where people read less is fundamentally affecting
how they articulate things, not only in writing but also in speech, which language they use. This is why anger
goes hand in hand with apathy; people switch off, but then they very quickly experience sudden rage. This
diffuse dissatisfaction and rage can easily be channeled by populist right-wing leaders against migrants, the
LGBT community, or whoever the enemy of the moment is. This rage sometimes also leads to violence -
whether domestic or completely arbitrary. In Turkey, for instance, we have seen arbitrary violence by
teenagers carrying out knife attacks against random people, without any clear purpose or goal about what

they were trying to achieve.

Since | visit Turkey quite often, | constantly wonder how people manage to live at all with the soaring prices,
high unemployment, and the extreme difficulties young people face in accessing education. It has truly
become a question of sheer survival, shattering any concrete idea of the future. Psychiatrists in Turkey have
told me about the massive numbers of highly educated, disappointed young people who received expensive
education at home or abroad, only to find themselves unable to secure any job at all. Paradoxically, people
with less education might sometimes have a better chance of finding employment. We see that in China too,

a sharp increase in highly educated people without jobs.

This is exactly where new technology, especially Al, is changing who gets affected. Historically,
technological revolutions, like factory robotization, primarily affected the working class. With the Al

revolution, however, it is predicted that the middle class and the educated people will be affected by the



structural changes in employment. It might affect classes differently; we will still need builders, nurses,

hairdressers, plumbers, electricians and many forms of embodied practical work.

Related to this, today globally, and visibly in our country Turkey, young generations are under the immense
pressure of performance and a highly competitive system, just like entrance exams for high schools and
universities. They are suffering from deep depression, suicidal tendencies, and widespread medication use at
very early ages even in secondary schools. When they grow older, we also see another structural paradox, the
reflections of which can also be read in your book, The Tyranny of Choice (2011). While the system constantly
whispers to young people to be different and unique as a way to survive in this competitive world, this turns
into a cruel irony. As you mention in your book, The Age of Rudeness, under the wave of globalization, their
tastes, lifestyles, and subjectivities are being radically standardized. They are forced to rigidly follow global
trends in every aspect of life, from their careers to their leisure activities, yet the blame for any failure is shifted

entirely onto their individual shoulders.

When we look at this whole picture, what does this entrapment, where the system promises endless choices

while stripping away all concrete possibilities for the future, do to young people?

| am deeply worried about young people today because they are constantly bombarded with these
aggressive ideas of success and the myth that “everyone can make it". Both young men and women are
targeted by this system, though with slightly different accents. Many young women are suffering profoundly
under impossible standards of beauty and career success, which are compounded by intense pressures
around motherhood. For instance, we see the rise of the new phenomenon of “tradwives” -traditional wives-
women who marry rich men, have many children, and romanticize domesticity. This creates a distinct
anxiety among young women and mothers, making them feel as though they are not playing the game the
right way. This constant comparison leads many young girls to develop self-damaging behaviors, such as
pro-anorexia, bulimia, orthorexia or whatever. As for young men, they are suffering from the “manosphere”
ideology, driven by figures like Andrew Tate. They are interesting in the way that they are quite successful in

creating their own versions of the feeling of guilt with the young men.

A few years ago, | was invited to a fascinating conference at Columbia Law School in New York, where we
were asked to carefully read extreme-right writings. Zeynep Gambetti, a social theorist from istanbul and a
dear friend of mine was also there. She was doing an interesting study of those discourses too. Looking at
those texts, | read them through the lens of the specific guilt they manufacture in young men. So the
extreme right, back then - it was not Andrew Tate yet - but there were similar men, who were addressing

other men with the idea that they are weak, inadequate and not manly enough. They were creating the idea



that they are weak, fat, lazy “couch potatoes” watching football instead of making something of their lives.
The message is always “get off the couch, go to the gym, start a business.” But the subtext behind this is
always commercial: “pay me for advice, subscribe to my private channel, and | will give you the secret to
earn your first million.” It is a business that relies entirely on exploiting emotions of inadequacy, guilt, and

anxiety.

This is how neoliberal ideology, social media, and impossible standards of success trap young men and
women. They are trapped in a cycle of constant comparison, feeling that they are never good enough. As |
analyze in my book on rudeness, this system breeds the feeling that you are completely replaceable.
Rudeness is embedded in how corporations and the economy function today. This structural distress
ultimately pacifies people. We become the ideal, obedient subjects of today’s ideology when we direct all
our criticism inward, criticize ourselves and feel inadequate, blaming ourselves for structural failures. As |
argued in my theory of choice, we are conditioned to believe that everything is a matter of individual choice,
rather than social conditions. To break this entrapment, | think the crucial next step in society must be the
strengthening of social movements, rebuilding community mobilization, and shifting our focus back to the

social context of our lives.

This inward turn and the relentless pressure to optimize oneself brings us directly to another central theme in
your book, The Age of Rudeness: the phenomenon of burnout. In the book, you share a historical comparison
from KoroSka, in northern Slovenia, where you spent your childhood. You note that in the past, workers worked
in extremely harsh conditions, for incredibly long hours, until they were exhausted, but nobody talked about
burnout. Today, however, burnout has become one of the most dominant collective experiences and symptoms

of our time.

In the little town where | grew up, there were a couple of crucial things that shaped my life. First, and this is
very important from a feminist perspective, all the women | knew worked. | do not remember a single
schoolmate who didn't have a working mother. My mother worked, my friends’ mothers worked, and my
grandmother worked. There was this ideology that every woman works. Gender equality was actively
promoted by the socialist regime, which was important. Also abortion was legalized already in the 70s,
which became a right and was fully covered by the state as part of the national healthcare system. We still

have that today. So, these were some important things.

The second important thing was a certain feeling of respect that people had in regard to the work they were
doing. My parents were middle class; my father spent his entire life working for the same electricity
company. My mother worked in a bank. Although she worked in two different banks, the majority of her life

was in one. When they retired, that connection did not just vanish. They continued to meet with their former



colleagues socially; they were still invited to the company's annual Christmas parties, and once a month,
they would get together for lunch or coffee with their old workmates. This provided an incredible social
setting and a deep sense of pride in being a member of a community and the company. People felt

respected and believed they were contributing to something socially valuable.

That does not exist anymore. Today, people are entirely replaceable. Workers are trapped in constant anxiety
over whether they will lose their jobs or be replaced by someone else, or, increasingly, by Al. This is the new
anxiety permeating the middle classes and educated groups nowadays. People are continuously assigned
and given meaningless, shitty tasks. The term enshittification, coined in the United States, perfectly explains
what drives burnout today. It happens when you feel that the job you are doing is absolutely pointless, while
you are simultaneously anxious and constantly surveilled. Employees are endlessly monitored; their emails
are read, cameras track their every move, and workplaces are deliberately designed to be uncomfortable.
For example, as | described in one of my articles, a bank in Slovenia recently removed all individual trash

bins from next to the employees’ desks, simply to “optimize” and cut down on cleaning staff.

All of this directly contributes to burnout. It is not simply that people are working a lot, though they certainly
are, but rather that they are disrespected, replaceable, and potentially humiliated. They are trapped in
constant anxiety regarding their performance and job security. Moreover, they feel they are no longer
contributing to anything meaningful or acting as part of a collective social setting. We must not forget that

we are still social beings.

In this regard, nothing has fundamentally changed regarding what Jacques Lacan calls the “Big Other.” |
disagree with theories claiming that the Big Other has collapsed and that we no longer have big authorities.
Yes, traditional authorities may have diminished, but we now have new ones: influencers, gurus, self-help
leaders and so on. We still constantly ask ourselves the same fundamental questions: Who am | for society?
How do others regard me? What do others want from me? Am I loved? Am | respected? Even the question,
“What do | want?” remains the same. In other words, symbolic authority has not disappeared; the rules,

figures and institutions through which we seek recognition have changed.

What has shifted is the social setting. The pervasive rudeness we observe today has become deeply
embedded in how we are socialized and how we internalize ideology. It has altered the unwritten social
rules, the very fabric of culture and society that permeates the subject. Rudeness has become a dominant,
acceptable discourse. There is a profound difference between secretly wanting to be rude while knowing
you should not, and the contemporary reality where politicians like Trump say whatever comes into their
heads. Similarly, anonymous people online post the most aggressive, vulgar things that they would never
dare say to someone’s face. As this behavior becomes widespread, it structurally alters society and changes

how we unconsciously internalize our social fabric. That is my main worry. It is not that the Big Other has



stopped operating, but that it's changed. Because the Big Other, as Lacan conceptualizes it, is composed of

the written and unwritten rules, language, culture, and institutions that surround us.

Thinking about your comparison to your childhood in Slovenia and also your remarks about the socio-economic
dimension of burnout, we can also figure out similar experiences here. The young generations are facing a
structural paradox. They earn money, but this money can no longer buy a future. Consequently, as their future
projections are blocked and the feeling of the loss of belonging surrounds them, young people spend their
limited income on instant, temporary gratifications, on short vacations, experiences, or, as you beautifully put it
in The Age of Rudeness, in those spaces that share the exact same global vibe and aesthetics that sell certain

lifestyles. But this seems to be just another form of profound loneliness.

A few years ago, | had a fantastic invitation to Istanbul for a presentation of my book on ignorance at a
cultural space. By coincidence, some students from the faculty of pharmacy attended, bought my book on
anxiety, and these girls asked if | would join their reading group. | was absolutely delighted and curious; at
first, | jokingly thought that as future pharmacists, perhaps they were planning to sell anti-anxiety

medications and wanted to discuss their future business!

But no, this reading group, which turned out to be quite large, with about thirty students, was genuinely
interested in the theoretical concepts of the book. It was a huge privilege for me; | had never had pharmacy
students approach me like that. When | met with them later to discuss the book, it was fascinating to hear
their visions for the future. Coming from small towns and villages through immense family sacrifices to
study in Istanbul, their aspirations were twofold: some hoped to open their own pharmacies, and indeed, |
always wonder why Turkey has a pharmacy on every single corner, it must be a good business, while others

deeply identified with the Turkish scientists behind BioNTech who developed the COVID-19 vaccines.

This was an incredible identification. They aspired to become scientists themselves, desiring to help
humanity and build exciting research careers. Most of them were women, but their physical living conditions
sounded incredibly difficult. They were living in dormitories with eight students sharing a single room. Can
you imagine being 22 or 23 years old and sharing a room with seven other people? | felt that it showed an

immense, admirable dedication to their studies.

So, on one hand, there are young people in Turkey with incredible passion and a vision for the future. But on
the other hand, | completely see your point about young employed professionals earning so little that some
are even forced to live with their parents endlessly. Furthermore, my Turkish friends often explain to me that

there is a high reliance on credit cards and installment plans. People survive by constantly rolling over their



debt, paying only the minimum balance or splitting even the smallest purchases into ten installments. It

becomes a deeply strange cycle of survival.

This picture becomes significantly more complicated for students with a social sciences background. For
those in healthcare or technical disciplines, the future might seem slightly more concrete because their
professional paths are clearly defined. However, in the social sciences, these systemic pressures and structural

uncertainties make it far more difficult for young people to navigate.

This brings us directly to the concept of rudeness that you discuss so powerfully in your book. We have been
touching upon the connections of this phenomenon in everyday life throughout our conversation. But to
address it directly, what do you think is the structural relationship between rudeness and the rise of

authoritarian regimes?

If you look at authoritarian leaders like Trump, Bolsonaro in Brazil, or Duterte in the Philippines, they are
often men who speak in a very vulgar way, utilizing an incredibly aggressive discourse to verbally attack
others. By doing so, they create a powerful identification with their voters, especially those experiencing
severe economic hardship. In Trump’s case, for instance, working-class people who have lost their positions
because the factories moved out of their towns, manufacturing moved to Asia and so on, had no other
opportunities and no one else to identify with. These angry people saw a leader who appeared to be
speaking directly, telling it like it is. That feeling that “finally, someone is speaking the truth” creates a

profound identification.

Another crucial mechanism is an identification with ignorance. Many working-class people felt looked down
upon by traditional politicians who used eloquent, sophisticated language. But with a Trump-type figure,
people feel, “he is just like me.” This applies to ignorance as well; he does not even pretend to have
knowledge. You feel better about your own lack of knowledge when you have a leader who uses incredibly

simple discourse and is openly dismissive of science, literature, or expertise.

| observed a similar identification with ignorance years ago in the UK when the reality TV show Big Brother
first started. One of the contestants, Jade Goody, who actually went on to win immense fame, didn’t even
know where Cambridge was. The fact that she did not know Cambridge was a British town actually made
people identify with her more, and she became a cultural phenomenon and more famous after that. Her

ignorance was something that people identified with.

However, we must also take into account that people do not always need to necessarily copy an

authoritarian leader directly. To explain this, | use a concept coined by the Austrian philosopher Robert



Pfaller called interpassivity. Pfaller argues that sometimes, we delegate our actions or feelings to something
else. For example, we photocopy a book but never read it, yet we possess a comforting impression that
because the machine copied it, the work has already been done. We record a film but never watch it, simply
storing it away. Or we go to a contemporary art exhibition, completely confused, but we comfort ourselves
with the feeling that the curator must have seen something valuable in it; the curator has already watched

and validated the show for us.

We can apply this concept of interpassivity to the way people interact with crude, uncivil leaders. You do not
necessarily need to be rude or obscene yourself; instead, you deeply enjoy observing the obscenity within
the leader’s discourse. You do not need to curse, but you feel good when you hear a political leader or a
celebrity dare to do it. You derive passive enjoyment from their obscene behavior without having to perform
it yourself. This is precisely what sustains authoritarian leaders today, and we see the profound reflections
of all these dynamics in Turkey as well. What worries me most today is that around the world this rudeness
is not limited to leaders; it becomes normalized in institutions, workplaces, bureaucracies, online platforms

and everyday interactions.

We have taken a lot of your time, so thank you so much for all your insightful answers. We have our final two

questions for you.

When we look at your entire body of work, we see a profound emotional map of our contemporary era, drawn
through interconnected concepts like anxiety, ignorance, rudeness, perfectionism, burnout, anger, and apathy.
Drawing all these threads together, how would you personally define the spirit of the time in which we live

today?

The primary feeling | have is a sense of radical uncertainty. The things that once temporarily helped us
anchor ourselves have radically shifted. We are living in a very important historical moment where the
dangers threatening our social structure are profoundly multifaceted. On one hand, | fear the open
aggression we are witnessing today. | am not talking only about rudeness here, but about absolute violence,
as we observe in Ukraine, Gaza, Sudan, and Myanmar and so on. This raw aggression has become
something the international sphere seems utterly unable to stop. Respect for international law and the fight
for human rights have been radically shattered, and the global institutions that once supported us, from the

UN to the World Health Organization, are now broken.

Furthermore, | feel immense anxiety regarding the expansion into outer space, the threat of militarizing
space, or the corporate push toward space mining and tourism. | frequently work with the British artist

Shona lllingworth regarding these. Given the threats people are experiencing from space, airspace, and



technological surveillance, such as weapons, drone strikes, Al-driven attacks, and climate change, we are
arguing for the necessity of a new human right that will protect us. We must treat outer space as a domain
where human rights and responsibilities matter. We are altering it chemically, and the prospect of moving
wars into space is terrifying. We are at a cusp where we are not thinking enough about harms, harms to the
environment, to humans, and the emotional harms. Living under constant surveillance and the threat of
drone or Al attacks induces a state of chronic anxiety. The long-term emotional trauma, intergenerational
scars, and anticipatory anxiety are completely overlooked, not to mention the persistent danger of nuclear

weapons.

This ties directly into the crisis of democracy. | think democracy is hugely under threat. Today, a growing
number of countries are authoritarian, autocratizing, or showing authoritarian tendencies. We do not have
enough incentive power in society to rethink democracy for today's times. This does not mean simply
preserving existing democratic institutions, but radically imagining what democracy must mean for the

future. We currently suffer from a profound lack of societal imagination.

Simultaneously, we are blind to how Al will fundamentally restructure human subjectivity; our mental health,
our capacity for imagination, and our ability to evaluate things critically. | am not radically against Al; |
recognize its immense benefits in healthcare, tracking environmental dangers, and outsourcing hazardous

tasks. And we already have a lot of Al embedded in our society and had it in the past.

However, we have surrendered this power to a handful of private corporations that dictate the direction of Al
development. There has not been enough of an oversight in which way it should develop or how it
contributes also to the wellbeing of the subject. In terms of mental health, we are already seeing concerns
that endless communication with Al chatbots can, in some vulnerable individuals, intensify psychotic
experiences. This does not mean chatbots inherently cause psychosis, but they can act as a catalyst that
accelerates a psychotic breakdown in individuals with a pre-existing psychotic structure. People are
becoming profoundly emotionally attached to these systems. We know this from many cases. There are two
important legal cases in the United States, where companies like Meta were held legally responsible for the
interactions of teenagers with online chatbots. There has been a growing discussion about the influence on
the mental health of people, but not enough. We are just starting to think about the long-term
consequences. We are also not taking enough account of how the concentration of Al power deepens
economic inequality, because those who own the infrastructure gain political and financial power over the
rest of society. Climate change, too, is consistently pushed aside by the dominant political forces of our

time.

| do not want to sound like a catastrophe. But | think that there are issues where an interdisciplinary

approach, which takes into account the mental health and the subjectivity, is absolutely essential. And we



are often speaking about technical solutions for society, but not how technical development affects the

human being.

To conclude, in this historical time where the horizon of the future is darkened by radical uncertainty and our
collective bonds have been systematically eroding, how can we resist and possibly cope with this relentless

spiral of burnout? How can a meaningful way out be constructed from within this era?

To put it short: where, and what, is the exit?

| do not have a definitive answer, but my personal motto is to step outside the academic setting and engage
directly with the social issues that | perceive as urgent. In my own little world, | try to support civil society,
those who are fighting for democratic and ecological ideals, and to remain courageous while supporting
other courageous people so that | do not fall into apathy myself. Mentally, | believe it is vital to keep
curiosity and a critical distance alive. That is why | closely follow what is happening with Al; | want to stay

up to date with these developments.

Furthermore, | do not have a pessimistic view of the youth. | do not believe young people are uniformly
alienated or apathetic. On the contrary, there are so many young people who are very courageous, just like
you are, and deeply socially engaged. Because of this, | remain an optimist that society will survive. We are
standing on a cusp where changes can happen. We simply need to strengthen and empower those who are
fighting to move society in a better direction than where it is at the moment. For me, the exit is not an
individual escape, but the collective rebuilding of social bonds, institutions, movements and spaces where

critical imagination can survive.
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	When we look at this whole picture, what does this entrapment, where the system promises endless choices while stripping away all concrete possibilities for the future, do to young people?  
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	Thinking about your comparison to your childhood in Slovenia and also your remarks about the socio-economic dimension of burnout, we can also figure out similar experiences here. The young generations are facing a structural paradox. They earn money, but this money can no longer buy a future. Consequently, as their future projections are blocked and the feeling of the loss of belonging surrounds them, young people spend their limited income on instant, temporary gratifications, on short vacations, experiences, or, as you beautifully put it in The Age of Rudeness, in those spaces that share the exact same global vibe and aesthetics that sell certain lifestyles. But this seems to be just another form of profound loneliness. 
	This picture becomes significantly more complicated for students with a social sciences background. For those in healthcare or technical disciplines, the future might seem slightly more concrete because their professional paths are clearly defined. However, in the social sciences, these systemic pressures and structural uncertainties make it far more difficult for young people to navigate. 
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