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This book is written for an audience of teens, aged from thirteen to nineteen by definition, however its contents may very well be addressed to a wider audience including older people, specifically parents.

The idea behind this book is to raise awareness over how a massive amount of information, through the internet, social media, the school system, the news, the groups one belongs to, isn't in most cases generated with the intent of helping individuals to think freely. Quite the opposite, in most cases its nature is manipulative and needs to be seriously addressed in order to save the freedom and dignity of each individual.

This book is structured as a dialogue between a parent (P.) and the parent's child (C.). The parent acts essentially as a tutor providing guidance to the child over how to develop critical thinking against being manipulated by the world surrounding the child.

Considering how today's teens are enveloped in a technological environment and how much of their social and intellective life takes place through the internet, they are heavily exposed to this environment without the appropriate defenses they should have.

The subtitle of this book explicitly declares the intent to protect against phone and social media addiction, so one may question why this specific matter is left to the final chapters of the book and isn't dealt with until beyond the first seven chapters.

The reason is that the first seven chapters are a necessary preparation for the following chapters which are dedicated to phones and social media. The objective is to create a solid foundation of critical thinking which is required in first place, before any interaction with phones and social media is taken into consideration.

It is worthwhile noting that the term "phone" is used here as a synonym of "smartphone", meaning a mobile handheld phone with computer-like functions, a touchscreen, and capable of browsing the web. The term "smartphone" is also used in the book when it has to be differentiated from the notion of a traditional phone which has no such features.
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P.Today, I'll talk to you about what I believe is the most important quality a person should have. Some say the most important quality is to be good to others or to sacrifice yourself for others. This is what religions tell you. I will not dispute the importance of being good to others, but my take on the best you can be for yourself is to use critical thinking. We'll then see how this will impact the people around you as well.

C.What do you mean? The most important quality I should have is about criticizing? And, if so, criticize what?

P.It's actually quite the opposite of what you would be inclined to guess. Like many other English words, the word "critical" has its roots in ancient Greek, it derives from "krinein", which means "to judge" or "to express an opinion". Even if this may entail criticizing something, it can also entail its contrary, as a judgement can be either positive or negative. Now, in order to express an opinion on something, you must first understand it.

C.It's not about criticizing upfront, but all about understanding?

P.Yes, but there's something very very special about this way of understanding which differentiates it from other forms of understanding. When you think critically, you form your own view on any matter without letting yourself get influenced by anything else. Whether it's something you see, hear or read from anything or anyone, you rely on your own power of understanding things and nobody else's. Critical thinking empowers yourself as an individual.

C.What if I don't have enough power to understand things myself?

P.Don't be so hard on yourself. I will show you how you will learn to exert yourself to understand things at your best, always making sure you're not adopting ideas from someone or something which you haven't first verified in depth. Relying on other people's ideas without having first verified them yourself is defined as an uncritical stance, the opposite of critical thinking. If you go down the uncritical path like many people do, you will lose your individual self, and you will end up like a grain of sand on a beach, indistinguishable from other grains. Or like one of many sheep in a herd, taken over by what I call the sheep-effect.

C.What's the sheep-effect?

P.It's a condition by which individuals think according to the group they are part of, therefore sacrificing their own view in favor of the views of the group. They think like an extension of the group rather than thinking by themselves as individuals.

C.Why would they do that?

P.For many reasons, depending on case-by-case. They may simply be lazy, not wanting to investigate what caused certain events and therefore choose an easy explanation which is the one adopted by their group. Or they may be biased, sharing certain convictions which they want to stick to, so they dismiss considering any facts which can prove they are wrong. Or they may simply find it's easier to avoid asking too many questions.

C.You're saying people escape the truth?

P.Very much so. If you exercise critical thinking, you aspire to understand the truth, and this requires effort.

C.You want to teach me how to make use of critical thinking in order to understand the truth?

P.Understanding the truth is a big statement because we have limitations as human beings. There are cases when we may not be able to understand the truth, so what matters is to put your best efforts in trying to understand it. You need to find your own way without approving upfront what others tell you is the truth.

C.If you as a parent tell me as a child that you alone know the truth, and you set orders for me to follow, I can dispute what you're telling me and refuse to follow your orders, right?

P.Yes, provided you make use of your critical thinking to prove my orders are wrong. When you refuse to do something I'm requesting you to do, you must provide an explanation for it. Simply saying "I don't want to do it" isn't enough because you aren't providing thoughtful reasons for your refusal.

C.How about if I provide those thoughtful reasons, will you change your idea and your orders?

P.Yes, if your reasons are well explained and justified. If the power of your reasons overwhelms the reasons of my orders, then I should admit you're more right than myself, and I should therefore change my orders.

C.So, all the children in the world could unite and find ways to refuse taking orders from their parents.

P.You're scaring me. Your statement sounds similar to the political slogan of Karl Marx in his Manifesto of the Communist Party, first published in 1848, where he incited the workers of all countries to unite. As you may know, Marx was the ideological father of communism, a political movement which is well known for having generated horrible dictatorships and social catastrophes.

At any rate, I want to take you at face value and dig deeper into the matter. The time we're living allows ideas generated by society to go against traditional ideas which were nurtured within the family. The authority of the family or of your parents, is questioned by ideas which develop outside of the family. These ideas may find appeal in today's youth, potentially triggering your extreme statement about all the children in the world revolting against their parents.

The main point is to figure out whether those ideas which are generated outside of the family are critically analyzed by those children who refuse to follow orders from their parents, or whether those same children are useful idiots manipulated by certain forces within society which instill in them certain ideas.

C.I'm confused. You told me I could refuse to take orders from my parents, and then you're telling me I shouldn't because I may be a useful idiot manipulated by some force outside of my family.

P.Let me clarify. You must never lose your critical thinking, which never accepts as good any idea, regardless from where it comes, unless it's deeply thought over.

I'll explain it in a practical way. It would be wrong for me to say: "I'm your parent, therefore you must do this! Period!". When a parent sets orders without explaining the reasons for those orders, expecting the child to automatically execute them, that parent is killing her child's critical thinking, by assuming the child has to execute and never question. The argument according to which you have to do what I say, simply because I'm your parent, is typical of a military environment where orders have to be executed, no matter what. In that situation, who receives orders is deprived of her thinking capacity. Within that scenario, is the child considered as a thinking individual? Of course not.

C.You're confirming every order from a parent is up for debate.

P.In principle, yes. However, a good parent tries to understand the best option for her child and explains it. A good parent listens to the reasons of her child and explains why the child's reasons are wrong or ­-right.

C.What about if the child doesn't agree?

P.The parent will have the right to impose her choice when the parent proves it's the most reasonable one for the child. However, this matter isn't just about your relationship to your parent, it has far wider relevance, it also has to do with your relations outside of your family.

C.What do you mean?

P.My point is that using critical thinking is something which has to drive your actions, no matter where you are. During the last century, parental authority has been gradually taken over by society, let's call it the "outside world", as opposed to the "inside world" of the family.

This is what concerns me the most. I want you to make use of critical thinking to protect yourself from anyone or anything who is trying to control your actions against your well-being. We considered your position within your family. However, unless you are a child so unlucky to have parents who aren't respectful of you and don't care about your well-being, in most cases the threats to your freedom from the outside world are far greater.

C.Threats to my freedom from the outside world? What do you mean?

P.What I mean is that the outside world can be far more dangerous to your freedom of thought than your own family.

When your parents tell you what they think about events or situations, they usually tell you in a clear way what you should do or not do. Some easy examples: "do your homework", "it's late, time for bed", "brush your teeth", etc. However, the outside world is everything you interact with outside of your family, call it what you see on a smartphone, on social media, what friends around you are doing and saying, etc.

C.What's so dangerous about the outside world?

P.The danger is in the many ways the outside world is trying to control you. It tries to control your way of thinking and therefore your actions as well. The greatest danger lies in the fact that all this happens without openly informing you, unlike within your family where usually you are told what you should or should not do.

We all live in a system which tries to manipulate us. Imagine yourself as a puppet where someone else is moving your strings without you being aware of it. This system affects all of us, both children and parents. This is why all of us must be equipped with critical thinking in order to protect ourselves against whoever is trying to control our lives not for our own benefit, but for theirs.

C.Who are these powers who try to control us?

P.This will be the focus of my entire conversation with you to follow. Many different agents in the outside world adopt many different ways to influence you in such a way that you will behave like they want you to behave. By doing so, you lose your freedom, you may believe you are taking decisions and forming your opinions on your own, but you're not. I will explain to you who is trying to use you, why they are doing it and how you can protect yourself through critical thinking.

C.You seem to be more concerned than I am.

P.I am indeed concerned because what is at stake is your freedom, the ability to decide for yourself. This is why it's so important to be aware of how many things in the world are structured to have you do what they want. The worst part of it is that they make you believe you're the one who's taking those decisions while you're not. Without critical thinking you'll be like a tool in the hands of someone else, thus losing control of your life. I don't think the idea of being manipulated by someone else is something you would like, would you?

C.Certainly not.

P.Good, so let's dive in and see a number of cases where you can learn how to be independent in your thinking and in your decisions. I will not tell you what you should choose to do in life, I will simply tell you how to protect yourself from anything or anyone attempting to direct you toward certain choices without allowing your own free choice. The world should allow you to form your own ideas and take your own decisions without forcing them upon you. By what I'll describe from here on, you'll see that most often than not, this isn't how the world around you is working.
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P.I'll now give you a good example of how people don't make use of critical thinking. It's about the most shocking experience I had in my life when I was your age. It happened when my uncle took me with him to watch a soccer game.

C.The most shocking experience you ever had was watching a soccer game?

P.Yes, it was in Europe. My uncle drove the car to the stadium. On our way, we picked up a guy who was about my uncle's age. For most of the time in the car this guy was silent, he actually appeared to be sad. This struck me, as we were supposed to attend an entertaining event which I imagined had to be something cheerful.

After parking the car close to the stadium and walking toward it, we found ourselves in a huge crowd of people frantically walking and running around us. I had to make sure to keep close to my uncle not to get lost. Everyone was in a frenzy to enter the stadium or to reach the ticket counters on time. My uncle and the other guy sped up, so we were all rushing the same way, like objects carried away in a massive river flow. I felt like a twig carried along by the currents.

C.That sensation was your most shocking experience?

P.Not quite yet, but it was like preparing me to what I would have seen right after. We eventually entered the stadium after climbing up several levels. The stadium from inside looked even bigger than how it appeared from outside. It was a huge container built around the soccer field and hosted over eighty thousand people. All the spectators were flowing onto the concrete grandstands like microscopic dots gradually filling up all the gaps. Every single one of those dots was a person, most of those dots were distant from me, so I couldn't even figure out how each one of those individuals looked like. In the end, shortly before the start of the game, all those dots covered the empty lines of concrete, thus forming a single human tapestry around the field.

When the players entered the field to position themselves for the game, the crowd generated a massive roar. What struck me was the crowd's behavior being totally different versus the players'. People were screaming like hell, some guy around me would direct his screams against this or that other player, while the players were way too far down on the field to be even capable of hearing what the people around me in the crowd were screaming at them.

It was like a one-way communication directed from the crowd to the players. People from the crowd yelled at them, while the players were focusing on their game, regardless of what the crowd was shouting.

C.I still can't see anything so shocking about this.

P.Yet it was, because I was starting to feel a very deep sorrow for those players. I felt extremely sad for them. I noticed with surprise the size of their leg muscles, especially their thighs; they were far greater than how I had seen them on the TV screen at home, where they appeared so skinny. Those strong muscular legs I was seeing live, clearly indicated those players had gone through intense training exercises and great sacrifices in order to become soccer players. Those guys must have worked really hard to become what they were. This was in great contrast with the crowd targeting them with insults.

The man who came with us always kept silent beside me, never saying a word, nervously biting his nails while watching the game. All of a sudden, a goal gets scored, and the entire crowd jumps up generating a devastating boom like as if an atomic bomb had been dropped on us. The concrete row I was sitting on, suddenly started shaking as the result of that boom. At that very moment, the silent man close to me jumped up screaming his head off like as if he'd gone nuts in a split second. I instinctively stood up myself, trying not to disappear under the layer formed by the crowd rising around me.

C.I really don't get what's so shocking. It's basically a soccer game where fans are getting excited over what's going on in the game.

P.This is precisely the point. I was shocked by seeing a massive number of individuals who had lost their individual traits. Instead of being different elements of one group, it was that group, the crowd, which acted as one single element. The individuals were no more so, they were simply anonymous components of a crowd, indistinguishable from one another. I couldn't see this or that guy in the crowd studying or analyzing what was going on in the game. The crowd was driven altogether by basic wild instincts, versus the players who were simply trying to do their job at the best of their skills.

C.But it's all about fans who go to a game and want to see their team winning.

P.Remember what I told you at the start of our conversation about understanding a certain matter as the basis of critical thinking?

C.I sure do, but what has all this to do with it?

P.That's the point: it has absolutely nothing to do with it. All those individuals totally lost their critical thinking by letting themselves get swayed by the crowd. They lost their understanding of the game because all they wanted was to see their team win, or to insult the opposing team. The question you must ask yourself, is why did they so desperately want someone else to win, that is, the players of their favorite team, when they had no part in that team?

The reason is that they were projecting their own wish of winning onto someone else, the players. They yelled insults at the players when these were making mistakes. They displaced their own problems onto the players. The reason they did so, was because they didn't have enough critical thinking to understand this. Critical thinking must also be applied to one's own behavior.

This is true about the guy who was silent in the car with us and was nervously biting his nails when watching the game, but who literally freaked out by jumping off his feet with an uncontrollable scream when a goal was scored on the field.
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