
 

 

Tim Arnold, cultural activist: “When I left 

social media, I reached into my pocket as 

if I had a phantom limb” by Raquel Peláez, El País 
The musician and performer, activist against gentrification and the exposure of children to 

algorithms, performs his show ‘Super Connected’ at the Soho Theatre in Madrid on February 

20 with, as part of the OFF Festival. 

 

“My girlfriend says that when I speak in Spanish, a part of my personality comes out that 

isn't seen when I speak English,” explains the smiling and amused musician and activist Tim 

Arnold after reminiscing about his childhood in Málaga (including songs by Mecano and 

Hombres G), where he studied at a Steiner school for 3 years thanks to the determination of 

his mother, the actress Polly Perkins. Eccentric and hyperactive, Arnold, who had a moment 

of glory during the Britpop era with a band Jocasta, has been an activist for the preservation 

of Soho and one of those figures of British bohemia who knows everyone: this led him to 

collaborate with David Bowie’s mentor, the dancer Lindsay Kemp with whom he established 

a close friendship with. Now he arrives in Madrid with his show Super Connected, a plea 

against social media addiction, with which he seeks to raise awareness among families about 

the need to protect minors from what he considers an adult drug. 

 



 

 

 
 

 

Question: You have been a prominent activist against gentrification. What advice would 

you give to major Spanish cities to avoid it? 

Answer: I think it's important to distinguish between gentrification and the destruction of 

culture, because sometimes gentrification is renewal, and not all changes are bad. What I 

tried to do in Soho was to show that the new doesn't have to mean tearing down the old. 

We have to protect theatres, cultural spaces, and artistic communities. 

 

Q: Do you think what you did there has made a difference? 

A: Well, in 2015, when I began the Save Soho initiative, I thought it wasn't doing anything. 

But over the years, I've spoken with people from all over the world and realised that it 

inspired many people to start their own initiatives. Young people need to know that they 

have alternatives for connecting with art in the real world and that not everything needs to 

be experienced through a mobile phone. People of my generation know this, but younger 

ones don't always know this. 

 

“We aren't biologically designed for an 

infinite flow of information.” – Tim Arnold 



 

 

Q. Last week in Spain, there was talk of banning social media for minors under 16. Some 

people argue that this is an attack on freedom of expression. 

 

A. Freedom of expression is a very complicated issue. I think that when you're a child, it's 

important for parents to have some kind of control. On one side are the children, on the 

other the parents. In the middle are the tech companies: Facebook, Meta, X, Amazon. This is 

very dangerous. I like technology and I use it, but I'm an adult and I can choose. Mobile 

phones are designed to be addictive, and if your brain hasn't finished developing, that 

addiction can affect the rest of your life. We aren't biologically designed for an infinite flow 

of information. Young people are suffering the consequences as if they are. 

 

Q. When did you become aware of this issue? 

 

A. In 2010, I spent a few months working at Apple as a creative. I was 35 at the time, and my 

colleagues were much younger. I started writing songs about the topic out of pure curiosity. 

At that point, I had already released many albums, but I began using the available tools and 

realised they were interrupting my creative flow, making me lose my unique approach to 

creativity. That's when I started researching. Then a psychologist friend told me the story of 

a 16-year-old patient who stopped going to school, staying in her room for months with only 

WhatsApp, Facebook, all social media, communicating solely online. That inspired me to 

write the album Super Connected and later write and direct the film drama. 

 

Q. You don't have children, but you're very concerned about how this affects families. Why 

that perspective? 

 

A. A few years ago, my family experienced a rupture, and it made me realize how important 

family was to me. Now I have a family of friends. But I've always felt empathy for other 

people's problems. For example, in 2017, I started a project called What Love Would Want, 

which revolved around love in all its forms, including same-sex love. I'm not gay, but my 

mother is. I've had two mothers, and I don't like that some people think there's something 

wrong with that, so I wanted to support love as a human right. I also had a very happy 

childhood thanks to creative freedom, and I want all children to have that option. I don't 

have children of my own, but I've been a co-parent to my partner's children since the 

pandemic, and I was a child once too! 

 



 

 

Q: And what about the creative possibilities that social media and new technologies have 

opened up? You've complained that in the 90s, when you were in your independent band, 

Jocasta, your record company wouldn't let you experiment as much as you would have 

liked. 

A. I was a part time songwriting tutor for several years at a college where incredibly talented 

young people arrive saying they want to be like Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, or David Bowie, 

seeking human connection, but there they were, glued to their phones because they had 

developed a dependency at a very young age. Many times I had to stop the class because 

they were on their phones, and it made me very sad. 

 

Q. Was your own process of disconnecting difficult? Tell me a little about the phases you 

went through, please. 

 

A. The first time I quit, I put my iPhone in a drawer and used a Nokia without internet access, 

but after three months I was back at it again. Then I tried again for nine months and wrote 

down everything I realised I needed from the smartphone whenever I felt like going back to 

it. Then I learnt how to replace that on my laptop or, without notifications, which interrupt 

me like a hammer. The internet isn't the drug; it's the algorithms designed to create 

dopamine rushes. The Super Connected website has a list of alternative methods for getting 

dopamine without ‘apps’. 

 

Q: Did you have withdrawal symptoms during that period? 

 

A: It was more like having a phantom limb. For eight months when there was only a non-

smart phone in my pocket, but I'd reach into my pocket for no reason,  because that's where 

I got used to having a device that seems to contain all the information in the world.  It was 

very strange. 

Q: Many people argue that living without social media is also a class privilege. What do 

you think? 

A: Well, it's true. Many people who come to our show aren't rich; many are single mothers 

with children who need an iPad to entertain their children while the mother is trying to 

attend to chores. It's those people we're trying to help with this project. We know that Mark 

Zuckerberg's children go to a screen-free school. I myself studied at a Waldorf school for a 

short time. If the people in the top 1% don't believe in a digital upbringing for their children, 

then neither should anyone else. 

 



 

 

Q: And are you optimistic or pessimistic about the future? 

A: Always optimistic. You can't change the world in a day, but you have to plant the seeds for 

those who come after you. Our lives and our actions now do not die when we are gone. 

Interview by Raquel Peláez.  Originally Published in El Pais, 12th February 2026. 

https://elpais.com/cultura/2026-02-12/tim-arnold-activista-cultural-cuando-deje-las-redes-

me-echaba-la-mano-al-bolsillo-como-si-tuviese-un-miembro-fantasma.html 
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