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Schnitzler subjects the digital age to an analysis which is perceptive and critical 
in equal measure  

 

Hans Schnitzler 

The Digital Proletariat 
 

The digital revolution is producing a contemporary proletariat. Factory workers have been replaced 

by information processors, great industrialists by owners of data, machines by megaservers. The 

industrialization of work has given way to the industrialization of the mind, physical exhaustion to 

mental exhaustion, environmental pollution to mental pollution. The Digital Proletariat sketches the 

history of the creation of a modern class. The digital proletarian is a person whose entire 

consciousness – attention, emotions and friendships, ideas and fantasies – have been reduced to 

merchandise. Schnitzler helps us to see that humans are in danger of losing both their capacity to act 

and their knowledge of life. Total proletarianization is the result. The author’s biting criticism of 

digital culture prompts us to think again.  

 

‘This is a disquieting book about the fate of mankind in a world in which digital technology and “the 

net” are changing our lives profoundly. Schnitzler has succeeded in putting into words the possible 

shadow sides to them in a well-founded, intelligent, compelling and eloquent manner.’  

– Ad Verbrugge, Professor of philosophy, 

VU UNIVERSITY AMSTERDAM 
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 ‘There is an enormous destruction of attention going on, a battle to hijack our attention in all 

sorts of ways – our consciousness, our will, our critical faculties, our passions and desires – to 

channel them and steer them in the direction of yet more swipes and likes. That is something we 

really need to be watchful about: to what extent do we still have control of our attention and our 

powers of contemplation?’ 

 

Hans Schnitzler 

The Digital Proletariat 

Excerpt from chapter: Techno-analysis 

 

One day we will yearn for the age of television, 

 when flight into mindless passivity was still an option,  

before we had to fear the total commitment demanded of us  

by the new virtual media. 

Robert Jacobson 

 

 

On the soul of an era and the digital Zeitgeist 

 

There is such a thing as the soul of an era: shared ideas and actions that determine the mindset of an 

age. Zeitgeist, in other words: ideas and everyday practices that have become fixed and 

commonplace. And something only becomes commonplace when a community appropriates a 

specific good and internalises its significance. This can apply to events (9/11), individuals and their 

narrative (Nelson Mandela) or concrete objects. 

Laptops, tablets and smartphones are examples of such goods. They embody the current 

digital era, which dominates and shapes our lives, just as factories and steam engines embodied the 

spirit of industry that enchanted the world one and a half centuries ago. All these things are symbols 

of a collective consciousness determined by history. 

Once part of the social mainstream, certain technological inventions come to exercise a kind 

of mythical attraction. They take on a social, religious and symbolic significance reminiscent of totem 

worship. The veneration of laptops, tablets and smartphones nowadays is a case in point. Powers are 

ascribed to these electronic totems, invoking digital concepts and values such as transparency, 

accessibility, ease of use, flexibility and connectivity. Modern totem worship, like its primitive 



 

 

forebear, has its own incantations, rites and taboos, expressed in actions like downloading, surfing, 

poking, sharing, chatting, clicking, liking, linking or twittering. 

Actions of this nature have a high cult value. In a sense they can be seen as the rituals that 

strengthen tribal consciousness and provide more or less fixed patterns for daily activities. Rituals are 

customs that are handed down and whose form and content can change to reflect the Zeitgeist. The 

question, accordingly, is what do contemporary digital rituals remind us of? Where do they come 

from and what are they a manifestation of? But above all, what directs them and shapes their 

dynamics? 

To start with the latter, anyone observing the group around the digital totem sees that it is 

kept in motion by a duty and a desire to be visible, through words and images. Individuals lay 

themselves bare by disclosing personal information. The more intense and personal the exchange of 

such individual linguistic and visual codes, the livelier the cyberdance ritual becomes, often whipping 

up the participants to great heights. 

This little anthropological exercise gives us an initial impression of the digital mentality, of 

what informs and directs it. We will explore its dreams and desires to find blind spots and pitfalls, a 

quest that will automatically lead to the Zeitgeist. But before releasing this highly technological and 

hyper-communicative genie from the bottle, we first need to ask how it got in there in the first place. 

Where does its restless obsession with technology come from? What deeper motives impel it 

forwards? To understand this, techno-analysis is needed. Only then can we establish whether some 

kind of techno-therapy is feasible, and if so, whether it is desirable. To this end we will subject the 

technological being that is man to a session of ‘techno-analysis’ by comprehending his current 

situation – which I will refer to, for the sake of ease, as the digital revolution – from the vantage 

point of a radical event from his recent history: the industrial revolution. An approach that will not 

only lay bare the soul of this technological creature, but also bring to the surface the simmering 

unease that permeates life in today’s technotope. Time to unmask the genie that holds the world in 

its digital thrall! 
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From old to new proletarians 

 

Although Karl Marx penned a critique of political economy – the subtitle of Das Kapital – his work 

and engagement must be understood in the context of the technological horizon that loomed in the 

nineteenth century. At stake was the dignity of humankind, its autonomy and freedom, pitted against 

the might of machine-driven industry. That the demand for technology would spark an ideological 

battle was predictable. The industrial revolution ploughed up the old order, sweeping away its 

foundations and its age-old raison d’être. The sudden leap from cottage industries and small 

craftsmen to mass production and factory labour overturned established concepts and ancient 

relationships. The centre of economic production shifted from homes and small workplaces to 

factories. It is hard to understate the impact this had on the status quo. The position of the nobility, 

farmers and craftsmen was eroded. Altered labour relations and relations of production forced a 

radical reorientation of society. A new window had opened on reality. Virgin territory – economic, 

ethical and political – appeared on the social map. 

 The force with which the new landscape impinged on the collective consciousness was not 

just a question of mindset. It was also a sensory issue. The industrialisation of labour that Marx had 

analysed and politicised in his writings left an imprint – I would almost say a physical stamp – on 

reality. The impact on everyday life of the transformed landscape and cities, the pollution and 

appalling working conditions, the reduction of craftsmanship to machine work and the attendant loss 

of knowledge and skills, was unavoidable. The consequences manifested themselves with lightning 

speed and were universally felt.  

The unease that industrialisation evoked is echoed in Marx’s thinking. It is not for nothing 

that the notion of ‘alienation’ plays such an important part in his theories. He devotes page upon 

page of Das Kapital to detailed descriptions of the oppressive and miserable working conditions of 

factory hands, ramming home the message that technological progress and dehumanisation go hand 

in hand. […] It was these conditions that prompted the feelings of unease and disorientation […] 

  

In other words, Marx’s message came at an opportune time, when people felt crushed by the 

relentlessly advancing juggernaut of the machine age. The impact of industrial mass production went 

beyond pollution and miserable working and living conditions. The tempo of machines also imposed 

a different rhythm of life. The new cadence was measured, symmetrical and monotonous. Thought 



 

 

and action fell into step, and were now dominated by calculability, efficiency and control. The 

products to which this mindset gave birth were uniform, interchangeable and impersonal. This 

process of extreme rationalisation was described by one of the founding fathers of modern 

sociology, Max Weber, as the ‘disenchantment of the world’. 

At the same time, this new rationalisation of thought and action demystified dealings with 

nature. Reduced to raw materials for industry and stripped of its last shreds of magic, it became a 

source of mass exploitation. The ‘disenchantment of the world’ set in motion by the Enlightenment 

could now be seen and felt on all sides. Over time, the call to re-enchant it, if at all possible, became 

as  acute as it was inevitable. Not in the form of a starry-eyed nostalgia for nature, as in the Romantic 

movement, but of a political battle. The fact that some regarded soot and smog-filled air as a sign of 

progress, turning a blind eye to its polluting and pathogenic effects, detracts nothing from this. Their 

attitude had more to do with a blind belief in progress that sees in every phenomenon, whether for 

good or ill, vindication of the own view. 

The question now is: how does today’s technologically-driven revolution relate to its 

industrial precursor? Marx’s proletariat fell under the spell of a production process that severed its 

ties with the end product. The machine-made items owed nothing to the worker’s skill, interest or 

imagination, but were generated by the demands of a production apparatus over which he had no 

control whatsoever. The final product no longer embodied the craftsmanship and personality of its 

maker. It was simply spat out by an anonymous production system, governed by market forces, in 

which workers were mere pawns. As a result, they lost any say about what was made and how. At the 

same time they fell under the sway of capital flows that ruled over them like some capricious foreign 

power. Marx saw this detachment in terms of alienation. In his view, it could only be ended by a 

social revolution in which the proletariat seized technological power by collectivizing the means of 

production. 

Is it conceivable that a contemporary Marx will arise, and designate an equally contemporary 

proletariat? Someone who will call on all those worker ants that scurry about night and day 

processing countless information and communication flows to revolt? Is there scope for reactionary 

thinkers to breathe new life into the notion of alienation or of human dignity, and to link it with the 

digital revolution? To point to the potential downside or Verelendung entailed by the digitisation of 

reality? 
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Yes, that scope does exist, and use is being made of it. Hactivist groups like Anonymous, the 

free software movement and the open source initiative are reinventing the Marxist struggle in wholly 

contemporary, practical ways. It is here that the paths of the old and new proletariat converge, and 

the battle waged for possession of contemporary means of production (in this case the networked 

information gatherer and ‘his’ machines). Would it testify to a misplaced sense of pathos or 

anachronistic folly to envision the rallying cry ‘Digital proletarians of the world unite!’ for these new 

movements and their common cause? Not in the least. There is a growing realisation around the 

world that corporations like Google and Facebook have hijacked the open and social dynamics of 

the digital network and reduced the average user to a compliant system slave in the service of 

technocratic plutocracy. One certainly doesn’t have to be a dyed-in-the-wool neo-Marxist to pour old 

proletarian wine into new proletarian wineskins. Simply taking stock of our present enslaved 

condition provides sufficient grounds for this exercise. 

Now that the avant-garde hippies of yesteryear – the first internet pioneers, who grew up in 

Silicon Valley – have become the system-reinforcing powers that they are today, some members of 

the revolutionary vanguard have abandoned their faith and transformed themselves into doughty 

contra-revolutionaries of the digital revolution. Like the whiz kid Jaron Lanier, who is credited with 

popularising the term ‘virtual reality’. In a high-profile essay entitled 'Digital Maoism', this prominent 

idealist and influential Silicon Valley guru attacked the cyberspace utopianism of his former 

comrades. In tellingly-titled works like You Are Not a Gadget (2010) and Who Owns the Future? (2013), 

he warns of the adverse effects of Silicon Valley ideology. Lanier used to be known as a celebrated 

insider and internet visionary. In his new status, as prophet of doom and thorn in the side of the 

cyber-establishment, he continues to exercise authority. 
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