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What happens when you go offline in a world that’s always 
online? When you put aside your phone, what takes its place? 
Do you still have friends? Do you still exist? Philosopher 
Hans Schnitzler talks to millennials who have tried a period 
of digital abstinence. Their experiences sketch a picture, as 

recognisable as it is disconcerting, of the struggles faced by the smartphone-human. We 
are constantly reachable and connected, but what price are we actually paying for it? 
 

A Little Philosophy of Digital Abstinence offers an insider’s view of what it means to live in 
a world of screens. This book is a call for reflection on the demands imposed on us by 
the digital reality.  
 
Press:  
 

‘Secretly still a self-help book’ **** – Trouw 
 

‘An essay, as strong as it is worrying, about the influence of the smartphone on human 
existence. (...) It is to the merit of the Amsterdam philosopher Hans Schnitzler that he 
delves a significant step deeper in his A Little Philosophy of Digital Abstinence.’ – de 
Volkskrant 
 

‘Spectacular (...) A confronting book that makes you think about your own smartphone 
use.’ – HP/De Tijd 
 
Press on previous work:  
 

‘Schnitzler is a born philosopher, as can clearly be seen from his Marxism-tinted analysis 
of the consequences of the digital revolution. With great clarity he cites many 
philosophers of today and yesterday, such as  Marcuse, Kant, Marx and Sloterdijk.’ **** - 
NRC Handelsblad 
 

‘This is an alarming book about the fate of humanity in a world where digital 
technology and “the net” have fundamentally altered our existence. Schnitzler 
successfully articulates the potential drawbacks in an erudite, intelligent, enthralling 
and eloquent manner.’ – Ad Verbrugge, philosopher 



Hans Schnitzler (b. 1968) is a philosopher, commentator and former 
columnist for de Volkskrant. His essays and opinion pieces have 
appeared in publications including NRC-Handelsblad, nrc.next, Trouw, 
De Standaard, De Morgen and Hard Gras. He writes columns for the 
journalistic platform Follow The Money and teaches at the Bildung 
Academie. 2015 saw the publication of his work The Digital 
Proletariat. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Synopsis 

 
Translation by Jane Hedley-Prole 

 

 

What happens if you go offline in a world that is constantly online? If you put your telephone 

aside, what will take its place? Do you even still exist? Philosopher, author and columnist Hans 

Schnitzler talked to millennials who had undergone a digital detox (in his capacity as lecturer he 

supervised over a hundred students undertaking this experiment, interviewing fifteen of them in 

depth).  

 Their experiences paint a picture, as recognisable as it is disconcerting, of the struggles of 

homo smartphonus. We are always accessible and connected, but what price are we actually 

paying for this?  

 Schnitzler interweaves the concrete experiences and pronouncements of the detoxers with 

philosophical reflection. His insights make the testimonies all the more compelling, prompting 

the reader to think more deeply about the demands placed on individuals by the world of screens. 

 

Smartphone off, reality on? 

The first chapter opens with the observation that during their detox, participants perceived their 

existence as ‘more genuine’, ‘more real’, ‘purer’ and ‘more conscious’. Using Plato’s famous 



Allegory of the Cave, the author explores possible reasons for this. By translating Plato’s parable 

to the present day, it becomes clear what is at stake in this digital age: who or what determines 

our picture of reality and what is the impact on how we perceive experiences?  

 The fact that the detoxers rated their temporary stay in ‘analogue territories’ so much 

more highly than the digital life they were accustomed to, turns out to be strongly connected to 

what Schnitzler calls the ‘Snapchatisation of reality’. One after the other, the millennials said 

what a relief it was to live without the constant temptation to take pictures or selfies. As one of 

the detoxers put it: ‘Things are so much more beautiful when you really look at them.’     

 Drawing on the work of social critics like Marshall McLuhan, Susan Sontag and Jean 

Baudrillard, the author comes to the conclusion that the obsession with taking constant pictures 

(fuelled by platforms like Snapchat, Instagram, Facebook and Flickr) undermines the dynamic 

and corporeal nature of physical reality. As a result, perceptions of everyday experience have 

become more fragmented and fleeting, and lack narrative cohesion. This has brought about a 

form of disorientation that prompted one of the millennials to complain tellingly that ‘that 

fucking phone is just too painful.’ 

 

Alienation  

A strikingly constant factor in the students’ accounts is the discovery of just how much they often 

acted against their own wishes, preferences and desires in their digital lives. One of the 

participants stated: ‘It bothers me that I am not as I would wish.’ Another felt that it was ‘as if 

you don’t want to listen to your true self’.  

 Schnitzler interprets this unease as a form of alienation. Taking his lead from the German 

sociologist Hartmut Rosa, he identifies five modes of alienation (from ourselves, from space, 

from things, from time and from our own actions) which he illustrates and illuminates by 

zooming in on the observations of the detoxers. Some of these modes prove to be linked to a 

certain disembodiment – or the partial recession of the physical world in a disembodied, virtual 

realm – that is inherent to existing in the world of screens. In this context Schnitzler discusses the 

way in which smartphones cultivate many different forms of ‘absent presence’ and speaks of an 

‘existential crisis of the body’.  

 Another issue highlighted in this chapter is that of empathy. Nearly all the millennials said 

how much their ability to empathise increased during the detox. This, too, according to 



Schnitzler’s analysis, could be attributed to the dynamics of alienation. During the detox, the 

students engaged much more in internal dialogue, giving them more opportunity to reflect on and 

relate to their own feelings and those of others. They literally came closer to themselves, an 

experience that made them ‘more forgiving’, as one of the millennials put it.  

 In the final section of this chapter, Schnitzler reflects on the societal and social impact of 

what he calls alienation 2.0. Referring to thinkers like Hannah Arendt and Emmanuel Levinas, he 

concludes that the perception of public space (its pluralist nature) and receptiveness to the views 

of the other are under pressure. The author feels that this state of affairs, which is borne out by 

the detox accounts of the students, calls for a social and political debate. 

 

 

 

 

The assault on our attention  

Without exception, the detoxers found that their ability to concentrate and pay attention 

increased, making them happier, more self-assured and more self-aware. It also led to more 

involvement in their surroundings.  

 Schnitzler interprets this dynamism in terms of a crisis of attention (a corollary of the 

‘attention economy’). Since multitasking individuals are constantly distracted by the reality of 

screens, they are less and less able to decide for themselves what they want to pay attention to. 

This undermines their independence and self-reliance, and with it their self-confidence.  

 Schnitzler also makes clear that paying attention to something entails commitment. When 

your ability to pay attention is impaired, you simultaneously become less committed to others and 

to the world. The fact that attention is a human resource that can be depleted is something to 

which the millennials testified in this experiment. By depriving themselves they not only 

rediscovered their attention (‘I could concentrate in a way I wouldn’t have thought possible,’ one 

of them said), but also reconnected with their surroundings. Schnitzler responds with the rallying 

cry that we need to ‘drive the attention usurers out of the temples of our experience.’     

 

*** 

 



 

Sample translation 

 

Translation by Jane Hedley-Prole 

 

[Pg 15-22] 

 

 

 

Smart phone off, reality on? 

 

Things are so beautiful when you really look at them. 

       Stijn Out 

 

Plato 2.0 

If I’d made a word cloud of all the interviews for this book by way of a visual taster or 

wrap-up, one single word would have stood out from the rest by a huge margin: REAL. 

It was used again and again by the detoxing students in varying contexts, particularly as 

a superlative. From bedrooms and public spaces that felt ‘more real and more in the 

here and now’ to conversations and meetings that were perceived as ‘more intense and 

more real’. 

 The emigration to cyberspace has led to the gradual evaporation of geographical 

space. The first generations of cyberastronauts would experience this as a painful loss of 

reality, comparable to that felt by people in the late Middle Ages, when they ‘were 

expelled from the religious realm that was so familiar to them into the modern world’, 

as Jos de Mul, professor of philosophical anthropology, puts it. Listening to the 

returnees from cyberspace interviewed here, you realise that De Mul’s conclusion is by 

no means far-fetched. In general, the return to analogue territories was perceived as 

pure gain in reality. Sometimes the enthusiasm generated by the sensation of ‘coming 



home’ was reminiscent of the elation felt by astronauts who, after years of 

weightlessness in space, found themselves, after a short period of adjustment, truly 

appreciative of gravity. 

 Take the way in which Anne, a first-year student of management and 

organisational sciences, described how she went to a concert and worried about how she 

should share this experience. As an active user of Instagram and Snapchat, she was 

accustomed to recording her experiences and sharing them with others. After the lights 

dimmed and the concert began, this ‘I share, therefore I am’ preoccupation initially 

refused to go away. But this restless feeling soon made way for a sense of liberation and 

relief. ‘And then I was just really there, at the concert!’ she told me with a mixture of 

mild surprise and excitement. 

 This proved to be a leitmotif in the case of nearly all the students. The experience 

of ‘really being there’ or even of ‘living more’, combined with a sense of liberation, was 

described by one of the detoxers as ‘a pure state of being’, as if it were some existential 

rebirth. This experience of being reborn was apparently caused by breaking the digital 

chains and escaping into an analogue reality, a reality that was almost without exception 

perceived as more real. 

 The pronouncements by Anne and the other ‘digital natives’ reminded me of one 

of the most famous thought experiments in philosophy: Plato’s cave allegory. A story 

that resonates in more than one way with this ‘real-life’ experiment. Plato presented a 

dual-world perspective that helps both to interpret the contemporary dual-world 

perspective (online versus off-line) and to answer the question why digital abstention 

had such a cathartic effect and was often perceived as liberating. 

 It is in The Republic, with its strong focus on education, that the Greek philosopher 

sets out his famous allegory about a group of people who from birth spend their lives 

chained to the wall of a cave. They face the wall and cannot turn round. The only light 

falling into the cave comes from a fire behind the prisoners, and between the fire and the 

prisoners is a low wall. People walk between it and the fire carrying all kinds of objects 

that project just above the wall, and whose shadows are cast on the wall to which the 



prisoners are chained. Because these shadows are all the prisoners see, and the echoes of 

the people talking are the only thing they hear, the shadow world is their reality, and 

they pass the time by talking about the pictures in front of them. 

 Now imagine, says Plato, that some of them are freed from this ‘prison of 

ignorance’. What would happen? First they would be blinded by sunlight, but after a 

while, once they were used to the world outside the cave, they would realise they had 

lived in an illusory world. And if they then thought back to their life in the cave, Plato 

goes on, to what they knew then, and to their fellow prisoners, would they not rejoice at 

being ‘cured’ and would they not feel sorry for the prisoners left in the cave? ‘They 

certainly would,’ the partner in his dialogue replies. 

 In Plato’s parable, the shadows stand for the world as perceived through our 

senses, a world that we take to be real, but which according to him was a second-hand 

reality derived from the real, imperishable and higher reality of archetypes, i.e. the 

world of ideas. For anyone who has ever been given a glimpse of true knowledge, this 

illusory knowledge loses its value. The moral of his story is plain: in this earthly, 

everyday life, where we perceive everything through our senses, reality is not to be 

found. We need to transcend our perceptions of the world to discover the original 

essence or, if you like, the blueprint of reality. 

 

Online, off-life? 

What happens when we extrapolate Plato’s cave allegory to the cyber-cave experiences 

of the millennials, and the way in which they experienced their exodus from online 

reality? This thought experiment produces an image of a group of young adults 

clustered together in the twilight of their virtual home. Sitting with their backs to the 

entrance, their faces are lit up by the interfaces that provide access to the world of 

phenomena. Interfaces that consist of countless clusters of pixels, minuscule dots whose 

density and colour determine the group’s perception of reality. Behind them as they 

huddle over their screens, there is – not fire, as in Plato’s version of the story – but a 

battery of whirring servers belonging to corporations like Google and Facebook, who 



project their bits-and-bytes shadows as reality. The group has grown up in this world of 

screens, this is their reality; they spend their days Liking it or texting about it. 

 Then Anne, followed by a few others, suddenly tears herself away from the 

projections on her screen, stands up and walks towards the cave’s exit, past the servers 

and into the sunlight. Once outside, freed from the digital shadows that have been her 

world and blinking in the bright light of an analogue reality, she feels very fortunate 

and sorry for those who have stayed behind. After spending some time in that analogue 

realm, she realises more than ever how ‘unreal’ the Instagram images and Facebook 

profiles of people are ‘who you’ve never heard speak or seen walking about’. And of 

those who remained behind, she says, ‘People don’t realise that it’s not the case that the 

world doesn’t have an Instagram filter’. 

 The digital detox, just as in Plato’s narrative, is informed by a wider educational 

ideal. By emerging from the cave of their digital existence into the bright light of a 

screen-free reality, Anne and the other participants in the detox initiative became aware 

of their digitalised mode of existence. By distancing themselves from things that tend to 

be taken for granted, they created the space that was necessary to achieve reflection and 

self-insight. As a result they came into contact with orientative values that they found 

improved the quality of their lives. A self-forming activity of this kind is essential to be 

able to look critically at reality. Their migration experiment can be seen as a journey to 

the realm of reflection, a realm that you could, in the spirit of Plato, call the world of 

ideas. 

 By contrast with Plato’s metaphysics, though, this ‘enlightened’ movement 

outwards did not lead them to the ‘reality’ of a timeless, imperishable and intelligible 

world of ideas (which these days could be said to exist in the Cloud, to consist of ones 

and zeros, and to be accessible only to an enlightened tech elite). Instead, they were 

catapulted into a reality where space and time don’t readily submit to being bridged. 

They did not transcend to an abstract world of ideas, but to a concrete reality of 

phenomena, grounded in a physical, material environment. Whereas formerly they 



walked with their heads in the digital clouds, now they found themselves back in more 

corporeal surroundings. 

 Although living in the world of screens is of course also a physical, sensory 

matter, the stay in a technology-free realm was rated much more highly than the stay in 

an environment enriched with virtual windows. The digital detox opened up a realm of 

experience that was perceived as more real and authentic. There are, as we shall see 

shortly, various explanations for this. For now, this experience prompted Adem, a third-

year law student, to compare his stay in the smartphone reality with a disappearing act: 

‘It’s so easy to pick up your phone and just disappear. With a single movement of the 

hand you suddenly vanish, even if you’re still there physically.’ 

 What Adem was actually saying – something that most of us will relate to – is 

this: if you really want to be present, it’s a good idea to switch off your phone. To put it 

another way: smartphone on, reality off; reality on, smartphone off. Does being online 

mean that you are essentially off-life? How should we interpret this experience gap 

between virtuality (the world of unlimited potential) and reality (the world of 

limitations)? 

 To gain insight into this, we need to explore the analogue-digital landscape in a 

bit more depth. The aim is not to chart the entire territory – for that the subject is too 

large and this little book too short – but to find orientation points that will help us to 

understand why online existence gives rise to such mixed feelings. 

 

*** 
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