
9th International Conference on Central Nervous System
February 05-06, 2021 | Barcelona, Spain

2020 | Volume 4, Issue 1

Extended Abstract                                             Journal of Addiction and Clinical Research

Keywords: Internet addiction, Onlife, General System Thinking, hikiko-
mori

The concept of addiction, highly investigated by psychology and psychia-
try, still remains under-researched in philosophy, despite its anthropolog-
ical relevance. Very few is known about the processes that detach from or 
reconnect the human person to the world. This paper is aimed at focusing 
on Internet addiction as a particular case of derealization of the hyper con-
nected world where offline and online are melted together. An interesting 
phenomenon of the Onlife age (Floridi, 2015) Internet addiction presents 
a twofold profile: on one side it is strictly related to the loss of the ‘real’ 
world; on the other side, it reveals the effort to compensate the offline loss 
with online exposure. The very key for grasping this double movement, as 
I argue through the lens of General System Thinking (Bartelannfy, 1976; 
Urbani Ulivi, 2019), can be noticed in the act of filling the void: common 
to any addictive behavior, and to the phenomena of derealization in gen-
eral, this attitude is highly revealing of a cluster of dynamics whose activity 
is systemic at its core. Perturbation, dissipation, and coherence will be 
highlighted. On this premise I’ll explain why in the hikikomori syndrome 
the prolonged exposure to Internet activities (Fisogni and Fisogni, 2020) 
or online gaming (Tateno, 2016) can be therapeutic, as recently reported. 

Internet Addiction 

The term addiction widely refers to a pathological behavior related to 
substances abuse that interferes with the cognitive, deliberative, sensitive 
abilities of the individual. Within the digital domain the obsessive/com-
pulsive use of the Internet is considered as well as a peculiar addiction (1). 
The highlight of this disturbance dates the end of the twentieth century, 
since the online experience has become a relevant part of our lives with 
the huge availability of mobile devices. 

Internet addiction has not yet been incorporated in the DSM-V (2). It is 
generally referred to the addictive behaviors (3), differently from online 
gaming, which has been included in the manual since 2013, although 
further studies and experimental researches are expected to strengthen 
the diagnostic configuration. The first scholar to focus on Internet Addic-
tion Disorder, Goldberg (4) underlined the emergence of a new clinical 
disorder related to the compulsive use of the network. The disturbance is 
associated with a specific behavioral frame (5) which consists of spending 
a large amount of time in the web, surfing, playing, chatting, gambling, 
shopping, and limiting social interactions (6). 

Although there is wide consensus among psychiatrists and psychologists 
about the risks of being voluntary exposed to web power, nevertheless the 
Internet Addiction «lacks a universal definition and diagnostic criteria» as 
Durkee and colleagues pointed out (2012) (7). The correlation between 
compulsive use of the network and risk behaviors, highly reported among 
the adolescents (8), is included in two macro areas, the Pathological In-
ternet Use (PIU) – a term coined by Young (1996) (9) – and Maladaptive 
Internet Use (MIU) (10). Recent studies have revealed that PIU, as it hap-
pens with substances abuse, is mainly related to the young male popula-
tion while female adolescents tend to exceed in MIU. It is still debated 
whether to speak of addiction or problematic use.

Though they both cope with a common behavioral frame, PIU refers to 
a «compulsive interaction with loss of control and negative consequences 
in school results» and MIU primarily suggests a risk condition rather than 
a real pathology. Frequently the social networking activity may result in 
«more predictive of addictive behaviors than general internet use» (Car-
mody, 2012). (11) As Romano and colleagues suggested (2013), Internet 
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exposure presents a differential impact which is comprehensive of co-mor-
bid psychological symptoms such as depression, attention deficit, and hy-
peractivity disorders (12). According to Young’s Internet Addiction Scale, 
nevertheless, it is possible to grasp the complexity of a phenomenon that, 
in the most severe cases, can widely affect the physical and mental health 
of the youngsters (Young, 2018; Chauhan et al, 2017). (13) Among the 
other Rebisz and Sikora outlined pathological behaviors and emotional 
states grouped into several major psycho-physical and social effects that 
may appear simultaneously in Adolescent Internet Addiction (anger, de-
pression, chronic fatigue or deteriorating health) (14). 

Onlife Derealization: Between the Real and the Digital 

Exploring Internet addiction is highly relevant in order to understand the 
surge of the anthropological phenomenon, still under-researched, which 
goes by the name of derealization. A discomfort suffered from the Self 
as a consequence of the loss of contact with the world of life, the disease 
reveals a temporary lack of relation between the existential poles of the 
individuals (Self-other subjects/objects) that gives rise to the feeling of 
being detached from the environment (15). 

Very commonly reported in case of traumatic events, stressful situations, 
or pathological frames, the disturbance is diagnosed «only if such feelings 
of detachment frequently recur». (16) Among the pathological traits of 
derealization (17) the perception or cognitive characterization of external 
reality» should be noted. (18) Given this premise, it could be assumed 
that derealization only pertains to the ‘real world’, however, and it can be 
widely applied also to the digital domain. Furthermore, the third level of 
derealization may be sketched within the melted environment of digital 
and real that belongs to the Onlife region (19). Let’s briefly focus on these 
three levels of the disturbance. 

The first one is the more commonly experienced and researched, as we 
briefly sketched before. Digital derealization belongs to the disconnection 
or the impossibility of being part of the web domain. Both circumstances 
can be associated with «loneliness or anxiety» linked to «the lack of ac-
cess to the network» (20). In the social environment, the unwilled lack of 
connection with the network gives rise to the ‘digital divide’, a condition 
where people suffer from a social gap. As Jauréguiberry noted (2014), the 
«ICTs were so full of promise that not being connected was soon perceived 
as an injustice» (21). Furthermore, the digital divide is due to the cogni-
tive/cultural abilities of the individual and it comes from the incapaci-
ty of the user to become acquainted with the change of technologies or 
with the social opportunities provided by the online environment. In the 
coronavirus outbreak, beside the increasing of smart working or e-lesson 
through the digital devices (smartphone, Pc, tablets) on a global scale, also 
the marginalization of people unable to use the network or disconnected 
from became much more relevant than ever. Finally, the third type of 
derealization, which I call ‘Onlife derealization’ strictly depends on the 
interactive processes that pertain to this melted domain. 

Coined by Italian philosopher and Oxford scholar Luciano Floridi (2015), 
the Onlife environment is definitely the hyperconnected world, where of-
fline/real and online/digital are sewn together (22). Within the Onlife 
region the notion of ‘connection’ grounds any activities linking the real 
to the digital and vice-versa. No experience of the virtual is ever allowed 
without a connection with the offline world. Any digital device, a smart-
phone as well as a computer, should be linked to ‘real-life’ for working (the 
agent, the content). The constant interaction between the two domains 
is the place where Internet addiction could be located: this point of de-
parture is highly relevant, within a theoretical perspective, because it gives 
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rise to a phenomenology of addiction that cannot be compared in toto 
with other types of addictive disorders. If we look at the overuse of the 
network from the perspective of the offline world, we can conclude that 
the highest risk of PIU is to limit the experience of the real, giving rise to 
a constellation of behavioral, psychological, psychiatric-like symptoms and 
relational diseases. 

At a first sight those who suffer from the Internet overuse appear to be 
immersed within the virtual reality at the highest grade. The question to 
be posed is whether the immersive experience of the virtual can partly 
compensate for the loss of the offline reality or not. For trying an answer 
we should focus on how offline and online interacts in the Onlife do-
main. As it was noticed before, the two regions are involved in processes 
that connect them into a wider perspective on reality. A useful toolkit to 
grasp this concept is the General System Thinking (23), which regards 
to phenomena as systems involved in interactions that originate ‘emer-
gences’ or II type systemic properties. These emergences do not belong to 
one or another system, indeed their existence depends upon all of them: it 
is the case of mind, for instance, which can be explained only as a systemic 
property due to the relations of the brain, environment, bodily sensations, 
perceptions. The Onlife world is a proper type of systemic emergence re-
lated to the real and the virtual. Coming back to Internet addiction, we 
notice that this condition is linked both to the offline/online domain. At 
large we could say that the overuse of the Internet also interferes with the 
possibility to make a valuable experience of the digital environment, not 
simply of the ‘real’ world. 

Pathologies of Self within the digital overexposure 

The prolonged exposure to the online environment, through the illusion 
of a huge relation with a global audience, is expected to accentuate the 
isolation of the Self, according to several symptoms of derealization. For 
grasping this phenomenological insight, we have to focus on the processes 
that originate that discomfort in order to grasp the proper characters of 
Internet addiction. As we noticed before, the I and the environment in 
which the Self is immersed are systems that incessantly interact, according 
to complex dynamics. Among them, I especially underline coherence and 
dissipation, the two poles that preside any change of the system (Minati, 
2019) (24). 

Coherence is basically a process of aggregation of different elements, while 
the second one deals with the end of a dynamic, a stop from which a 
new beginning can start. Think for example to personal identity, a fluid 
stream within constraints, which is built through an incessant interaction 
of those poles (25). This systemic activity is due to the combined inter-
relation of the different systems (people, natural environment, cultural 
layouts, emotions): each system is related autonomously to the other. If I 
walk along a street I cannot do anything to limit other individuals to ori-
ent their sight to me; nor I can stop the noises of the town (car, industries) 
or whatever happens all around me. According to the philosophical lan-
guage, we could otherwise say that other people/animated beings/things 
are constantly inclined towards me and refers to me. Inclination can be 
interpreted at large as a twofold process of questions and answers from 
which new cognitive contents, emotions, perceptions get the surface. If 
we move from the offline to the online world, we do find a different type 
of environment. Within the digital interrelations depend always on the 
decision of any individuals to remain connected or not. As I noted before, 
in the natural environment that identifies the world of life this possibility 
is not allowed. A human subject should decide to voluntarily isolate if he/
she wants to leave the world outside the walls. And also, in that case, hu-
man persons are still immersed in another ‘natural’ environment. When 
we connect to the network, as we already underlined, a decision has to be 
taken: I open my Pc or my smartphone; I click on the Wi-Fi configuration, 
etc. Hence, although the Internet is a place of interrelations, all these links 
always depend upon my decision, my will, my selective interest toward a 
particular digital domain (the social networks, for instance). Furthermore, 
I can decide to stop surfing or online gaming or chatting: I can connect 
and disconnect. By disconnecting the environment ends up definitely its 
capacity to interact with the subject. A situation that is never given in the 
world of life, as argued before. The very question that we should therefore 

ask is: what kind of consequences does the Self experiment in a prevailing 
digital context? The loss of relations with the offline environment reduces 
the intentional exchange; the Self becomes more isolated and it tries to 
recover the lack of which it suffers from. In the Internet addiction, as well 
as in any addictive behavior, this attitude becomes an obsessive-compul-
sive need to fill a void. 

Filling the Void of Derealization in Internet Addiction 

The operation of filling the void, in anthropological terms, refers at large 
to the effort to solve the discomfort provided by a void (26) or by the 
loss of reality (27). This phenomenon encompasses several domains from 
aesthetic experiences to addictive disorders. A common trait of the horror 
vacui, the Latin phrase from which ‘filling the void’ derives, is the absence 
of a stable environment where to ground any activities: a journalist and 
a writer suffer sometimes from the incapacity to express their ideas in a 
paper; an artist is often unable to find the thread of its inspiration. The 
process can be also reported in the addictions domain. An adolescent 
who spends a huge amount of time in the network will be reinforced to 
pass more and more time chatting, gaming online, etc. Filling the void is 
not a negative or pathological condition in itself. 

On, the contrary, the human subject always looks for a stable environ-
ment in which to flourish. Hence, filling the void becomes the most pow-
erful resource that allows the person to recollect and restore reality. No 
surprise that this effort is part of any kind of addictive behaviors, where 
the addiction – a large amount of time spent on the web or the substance 
abuse - becomes the most important activity for the individual, reinforcing 
his/her wrongful conduct. At first sight, it could appear contradictory 
that a negative behavior like addiction could be the consequence of the 
positive attempt to reach a balanced existential condition. To have a better 
understanding of this dynamic we should turn from the linear thinking 
to a systemic view of the processes. Through the lens of General System 
Thinking, the approach to complexity (Urbani Ulivi, 2019) (28), derealiza-
tion could be compared to a perturbation, a shock that shutters a previ-
ously stable system. Worth noting that void is a main symptom of trauma 
and also addictions are traumatic events that reflect on the constellation 
of systems that belongs to the human person, that’s to say the biological 
frame, the psychological domain, the cognitive capabilities, the emotional 
region, the interpersonal attitude to relationships. Within a complex sys-
tem, any perturbation is strictly related to a dissipative dynamic. A young 
person who suffers from the consequences of the over/pathological ex-
posure to the Internet is often affected by inattention, lower psychosocial 
well-being, co-morbid psychiatric disorders, such as anxiety, depression, 
attention deficiency, and hyperactivity disorder. All these discomforts and 
diseases, on a systemic perspective, are symptoms of a dissipative struc-
ture, the consequences of the perturbation made by the addiction. At this 
point we can get back to filling the void, which is the way a person reacts 
to a loss, looking for new stability. On the systemic ground, it depends 
upon the «ability to transform a large amount of entropy» to the environ-
ment (29) in order to restore a balance through coherence. By coherence 
I primarily refer to the bonds that provide unity to a process: it supports 
the unitary and integrated response of the system to disturbances/per-
turbations, avoiding isolation or the independent organization of some 
parts or functions. Although very summarily sketched, the process that 
connects 1) perturbation (addiction) to 2) dissipation (loss of abilities/ca-
pabilities) and 3) coherence (the effort to re-establish an inner balance) is 
highly valuable to clarify the ‘filling the void experience’. At this point, we 
can come back to the question posed above: what does turn into damage 
a process which is per se positive? We have to focus on the consequences 
on the hypertrophy of the Self as a consequence of the prolonged, overex-
posure to the web. 

The Hypertrophy of the Self in Internet Addiction 

As discussed above, within the digital domain the relation to the virtual 
environment differs from the offline one because of a major reason: it is 
the subject to decide whether disconnecting or not. In the real-life, this 
closure with the environment is basically impossible in reason of the con-
stant, mutual inclination of the other subjects and entities. Hence we can 
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say that the Self always plays the main role in the virtual world, however, 
this leadership should be handled with care, because it reveals an inner 
fragility more than a veritable power. From a phenomenological point of 
view, we notice that the subject, through the over activity in the network, 
aims to assert himself/herself and continually reinforces this belief. On 
the opposite, this attitude brings to surface the frustration of being alone. 
The very power of the digital, as Floridi (2017) noticed (30), lies in the 
act of cut and paste, which basically means the effort to create reality: 
it has not to be found in the isolation of the Self, but properly in the 
act of pasting, gluing, putting together. If we reflect, this virtual process 
recalls the relational dynamics that are part of the offline world. This set 
of considerations is useful to understand why digital addictive behavior 
facilitates the hypertrophy of the Self. Being concentrated almost exclu-
sively on itself, the ego feels frustrated. The experience of the void comes 
into the Self, according to the increasing efforts to fill it through a much 
more intense digital activity, obsessively repeating. Despite its pathological 
traits, the web addiction grounds on a veritable although a maladaptive 
effort to restore the loss of reality, filling this void with a surrogate of the 
real world. Is there any possibility for this effort to be effective? I’ll con-
sider the hikikomori syndrome, a severe social withdrawal, which is also a 
particular Onlife phenomenon. 

Over Exposure to the Internet: a Therapeutic Side? 

Internet addiction as an Onlife phenomenon can be clearly revealed by 
the hikikomori syndrome or severe social withdrawal. In the case of hiki-
komori, a very particular transition is experienced, from the real to the vir-
tual world: after the voluntary isolation from society the person generally 
spends much of his/her time on the Internet. The overuse of digital, far 
from being a pathological addiction, seems to compensate for the dere-
alization that comes out from isolation (Fisogni and Fisogni, 2020) (31). 

Diagnosed from the Nineties of the twentieth century, but reported since 
197832, initially interpreted a socio-cultural phenomenon of Japan, the 
hikikomori syndrome refers to the voluntary isolation of adolescents and 
young adults, up to 40 years. Although there is not a direct causation be-
tween Internet addiction and the syndrome of severe social withdrawal33, 
recent empirical studies have proved a correlation between the exposure 
to the web (social, video games) and the outset of hikikomori34. A com-
mon trait to hikikomori persons - the term designates both the behavioral 
disturbance and those affected by it - is the loss of any interest in several 
regulatory activities, such as study, sport, social relationships, and even 
the sleep/wake cycle is changed. The lack of contact with the ‘real’ world, 
accompanied by the loss of temporal frame, is compensated with the im-
mersive approach to the digital environment. Young people affected by 
hikikomori, in fact, are withdrawn into their room but they spend most 
of their time coping with Pc and digital devices. This trait is common to 
the cases reported in the literature, where adolescents are described to be 
«absorbed in PC games and Internet» or «surfing the Internet, chatting on 
online bulletin boards and playing video games». The digital world coun-
terbalances the loss of reality filling the gap – social, relational, education-
al, relational, and motivational – that the hikikomori’s phenomenology 
brings into the surface. Offline and online are melted together, in the 
hikikomori, in the same way as it happens in the Onlife domain, that’s 
why The growing interconnectedness of offline and onlife worlds could 
also offer ways to ease hikikomori back into everyday life» (36).

Far from being a pathological trait, this interrelation recalls the typical op-
eration of filling the void in the ‘real’ world, which is aimed at recovering 
something that has been lost. As Tateno, Kato, Skoukaukas and Guerrero 
reported (2016), a patient affected by the syndrome started going out, leav-
ing his room, after downloading Nintendo’s smartphone game Pokémon 
Go (37). Worth noting that this process – the recovering of the lost/bro-
ken relation to the world of life (offline) through the overuse of the digi-
tal – is not comparable with the phenomenon of dissociation. Craparoa 
suggested a correlation between Internet addiction, affect dysregulation 
and dissociation (38), a constellation of psychological reactions of the in-
dividual aimed at «modulate traumatic affective states». Differently from 
what Craparoa reports - «Through the dissociation, the subject may build 
up a parallel and more favorable reality, an easy shelter» - the overuse of 

the Internet by hikikomori people sheds light on the process of a new 
coherence of the reality frame. This can be better understood, as sketched 
before, through the system thinking. A further argument to this insight 
may be found in the absence of psychiatric-like symptoms in the majority 
of the hikikomori, differently from those who are affected by the patho-
logical use of the Internet. It is still widely debated in psychiatric literature 
whether hikikomori can be regarded as an effective psychopathology or a 
social-cultural phenomenon linked to maladaptive behaviors. 

Discussion 

There is a wide consensus about scholars concerning the high risks relat-
ed to Internet addiction. However, after three decades of investigations, 
little is known about the pathological, physiological and cognitive mech-
anisms responsible for this particular addiction. At the same time, meth-
odologically adequate research is increasing in order to recommend evi-
dence-based treatment of the disturbance. Time has come to focus on the 
processes that give rise to maladaptive behaviors related to the overuse of 
the Internet that is deeply related to derealization: this part can be played 
by systemic thinking, a valuable philosophical approach to complexity. In 
my paper I sought to highlight some main traits of the Internet addiction 
dynamics. First of all I provided arguments for including it into the frame 
of the Onlife phenomena, typical of the hyper connected world. On this 
ground, I could suggest a process that is systemic at its core: 1) Internet 
overuse provides a loss of connection with the world of life (offline), of 
which derealization consists; 2) the compulsive use of the web, then, can 
be noticed in the attempt to fill that previous lack; 3) despite its patholog-
ical profile, this attitude nevertheless reveals the effort to reconnect a pre-
viously broken reality. The positive side of Internet addiction dynamics – I 
suggested – could be found in the hikikomori person who spends a huge 
amount of time surfing on the web. As I argued, the behavior outlines the 
need to compensate for the consequences of the social isolation due to the 
voluntary loss of offline relations. This paper, where philosophy is in dia-
logue with addiction research, aims to introduce new concepts and ideas 
in the scientific debate and the author is well aware that her proposal will 
greatly benefit from any further suggestions. 
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