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  Introduction for Parents


  Probably one of the greatest things about your very young children was their boundless curiosity. Everything in the world around them was wonderful and shiny and new; be it a toy, a new room, an unwalked path, or that disgusting, half chewed thing your dog brought in from the garden.


  However, as they get older somehow that curiosity starts to close down a little in many kids. They are still interested and open, but that insatiable desire to know more and more about the world lessens.


  This book is about keeping the door of curiosity open. And it is about more. It is about taking the door off the frame and knocking down the wall to reveal the amazing vista of wonderful, important, confronting, energising ideas, ready for the thinking.


  For as they get older, kids get better at thinking. They know more, they will be more abstract and they can handle bigger and bigger concepts. So it is wonderful to show them ideas to keep that curiosity churning along. Schools at their best do it. But why should they have all the fun? If you have to supervise the homework and make the school lunches, at least you could also be talking with them about cloning, memories, capitalism and the meaning of life. I have aimed most of the conversations here at younger teenagers, but I also think you could have some of the discussions when they are nine, and many of them when they are ninety (if you live that long).


  I think it is also important that your kids come across many of these ideas before they are fully fledged adults because the ideas are important in and of themselves. Kids think all of the time-so they should spend some time talking about what thoughts are. They live in a capitalist system every day — so at least they should talk about what capitalism is (just like a fish should probably talk about the water). One day you and they will both die — so they should talk about dying sometime too. Admittedly they will probably never turn into a bat, but it is great fun to talk about what would happen if they did. All of this is part of living an examined life.


  As well, I hope that that the conversations will help you and your kids get on with each other. The conversations may mean that there is open, thoughtful, substantial discussions happening with your kids during those years that they otherwise might retreat into a teenage shell. It may mean you get to talk with your kids about things other than scheduling, homework and why their room is still a mess. (Part of this can be selfish. Wouldn’t it be great when they are giving your eulogy for them to say; ‘And we used to have the most FANTASTIC conversations about stuff that mattered’) They might see you as a place to go when the big questions need to be asked. And you might fully see them as amazing, developing young people with great ideas of their own.


  SO HOW TO GET YOUR KIDS INTERESTED IN TALKING BIG IDEAS


  Some of these ideas will work with your family, others won’t.


  •  You can have a copy in the car glovebox to get conversations started on drives.


  •  Have a regular ‘event’ pizza dinner with conversations about big ideas. Unfortunately you may have to forsake a healthy evening meal in order to have the conversation (of course, if you feel you can get lentil soup and Big Ideas into the same sitting, go for your life).


  •  You can create an expectation of ‘chatting about a big idea’ at any regular time-bath time for younger kids, after dinner or before bed for older kids.


  •  You can leave the book lying around for your kids to flick through. They may well find some ideas that interest them.


  •  Use the book as a goad to look for big ideas as your kids get on with their lives. Perhaps a family or schoolyard event/ crisis will prompt a big discussion. Perhaps you can catch issues as they come up in the news. Sometimes you can lever off the homework they are doing into more interesting areas. You can also use net resources to get conversations going.


  HOW TO TALK WITH YOUR KIDS ABOUT BIG IDEAS


  I have written more about how to talk ‘Big Ideas’ in the book ‘Talk With Your Kids: Ethics’, but some of the points warrant repeating.


  •  Don’t feel the need to work, question by question, through the book. Choose any topic you like. Then choose any question you like.


  •  Similarly don’t feel the need for the conversation to be a whole seminar’s worth of big thinking. Sometimes five minutes is good. Sometimes forty five minutes is good. It depends on the rhythms of the family.


  •  Let your kids do as much of the actual talking as possible. Only talk as much as you need to in order to fan the flames of discussion. You may remember conversations with authority figures when you were a child. If they did most of the talking, you probably felt hectored and tuned out pretty quickly. So if you find that you are talking more than half the time, then something may well be going wrong.


  •  Don’t provide them with the ‘actual’ answer to any of these questions. They will not feel valued if they feel you are letting them flail around before you unveil - voilà! - the true answer. It is about respecting their thoughts, their ideas and their creativity.


  •  It is your child’s mental process that is the interesting thing, not yours. So sound like you are interested in what they say. You can do this using all of the conversational lubricant like ‘that’s interesting’, or ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that’ or ‘tell me more about that’. Better still, really be interested in what they say, even if it is not profound or earthshattering. Then all of the encouragement will come naturally.


  •  Play devil’s advocate. It is usually okay to argue the other side of an issue (topics such as Nazism excepted). Just make sure that your kids know that you are playing devil’s advocate to keep the conversation going, and that you are not being contrary for the sake of it.


  •  Be a conversational traffic cop who keeps the ideas flowing. Keep tabs on the discussion. Say things such as ‘how does this relate to what you were saying before?’, ‘have you got an example of that?’, ‘how is that different to what your sister just said?’ etc.


  Good luck. And have fun.
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  BIG IDEA 1: Would you rather... ?


  a)  Would you rather:


  a.  win five million dollars or


  b.  win one million dollars and have 20 neighbours all win one million dollars as well?


  b)  Would you rather:


  a.  be really rich but have no family or


  b.  really poor but have a big loving family?


  c)  Would you rather:


  a.  have half the world rich and half the world poor or


  b.  everyone in the world semi-poor (or semi-rich)?


  d)  What are the most important things in life?


  a)  Would you rather:


  a.  lose your sense of sight or


  b.  lose your sense of hearing?


  b)  Would you rather:


  a.  lose your sense of taste or


  b.  lose your sense of smell?


  c)  Would you rather:


  a.  lose your sense of touch or


  b.  lose your sense of hearing?


  d)  Which of your senses are the most important to you, and why?


  a)  Would you rather:


  a.  go on an overseas trip or


  b.  get a top of the line new television for your house?


  b)  Would you rather:


  a.  take an overseas trip to a fabulous beach or


  b.  take an overseas trip to a fabulous city?


  c)  Would you rather:


  a.  travel through a Western country (eg Germany) or


  b.  travel through an Asian country (eg Thailand)?


  d)  Why do people travel? Is travel good for people, and why?


  a)  Would you rather:


  a.  live in a country where the military ran everything and shot people or


  b.  live in a country where the government had no control and there was a lot of crime?


  b)  Would you rather:


  a.  lose your freedoms (eg to vote, to have free speech) or


  b.  lose all your family’s money?


  c)  Would you rather:


  a.  protest about a military regime or


  b.  keep quiet and get on with your work?


  d) What do you think about living in a country with freedoms and elections?


  a)  Would you rather be:


  a.  the strongest person in your year or


  b.  the smartest person in your year?


  b)  Would you rather be:


  a.  the smartest person in your year or


  b.  the most popular person in your year?


  c)  Would you rather be:


  a.  the most popular person in your year or


  b.  the richest person in your year?


  d)  What matters most to you at school?


  EXTREMELY SERIOUS MATTERS INDEED…


  a)  Would you rather be:


  a.  eaten by a shark or


  b.  stung to death by bees?


  b)  Would you rather eat:


  a.  an oyster sandwich or


  b.  a broccoli milkshake?


  c)  Would you rather:


  a.  have your eyes fall out or


  b.  have your legs fall off?


  d)  Would you rather be turned into:


  a.  a rat or


  b.  a slug?


  (Note: you can make up your own examples to gross out your brother/sister/parents)


  a)  On TV would you rather watch:


  a.  a movie or


  b  a game of sport?


  b)  Would you rather go to:


  a.  the theatre or


  b.  the movies?


  c)  Would you rather go to:


  a.  a concert by your favourite musician or


  b.  the grand final of your favourite team?


  d)  What do you like watching the most?


  a)  Would you rather be:


  a.  a fabulously wealthy and famous sports star or


  b.  incredibly rich with not much work to do?


  b)  Would you rather:


  a.  live until 65 with the most fabulous amazing life or


  b.  live until 95 with a pretty good life the whole time?


  c)  What do you want most?


  BIG IDEA 2: Are you in the middle of a dream?


  BACKGROUND BRIEFING


  Look around you. Everything seems normal — just like every other day. Perhaps things are a bit strange because you are reading an odd book about Big Ideas, but that’s not so bad. But wait... is this really real? Are you actually even awake? Or maybe… just perhaps… you are in the middle of a dream, right now. A realistic dream, a slightly dull dream even… but a dream nonetheless.


  You don’t think so? You are convinced you are not in a dream right now? Well if you are so sure… go right ahead and prove it.


  a.  Dreams are often about real life and feel like real life — JUST LIKE NOW


  b.  Dreams often have something strange happen in them — JUST LIKE NOW


  c.  Sometimes in a dream you have a weird feeling that maybe you are actually in a dream — JUST LIKE NOW
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  Conversation


  a) If this is the dream, try to wake up.


  b)  People often say that the way of proving something isn’t a dream is to pinch yourself. Try it. Does this really prove that you are not in a dream?


  c)  Could the dream have started two minutes ago, and everything you remember about your past is just a part of the dream?


  d)  Could you be your parents, dreaming that you are your own children?


  e) Could you actually be living in 1800AD and dreaming of an amazing future with motor cars, microwave ovens and computers?


  f)  If THIS is the dream, take other guesses at what could be your real life. Use your imagination.


  g) If you can’t prove that this is not a dream can you prove:


  a.  that your school exists?


  b.  that we are on planet earth?


  c.  that you exist?


  P.S.


  Rene Descartes suggests that it is impossible to prove that we are not in the middle of a dream. He also suggests that an evil demon may have kidnapped us and connected our brain up to a box called ‘The Experience Machine’. This box pumps experiences into our brain like a virtual reality programme, then we are fooled into thinking we were really experiencing things.


  a)  Can we prove that we are not hooked up to an experience machine or a computer?


  b)  Make up the story for a movie blockbuster which involves people being caught in dreams or machines that look like the real world.


  BIG IDEA 3: Simulated reality


  BACKGROUND BRIEFING


  At the moment computer games on screens and with goggles can make it feel like you are ‘really there’ — this is virtual reality. However, virtual reality in the future may go much, much further and become ‘simulated reality’. It may mean connecting your brain to a computer and having lots of electrical data sent directly into your brain. These impulses will bypass your eyes, your nose and skin and go straight to your cerebral cortex. These impulses will make you think you are seeing, tasting and feeling, but you are not ‘really’. You will be immersed in a whole world that feels real but is just a computer simulation.


  Conversation
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  Imagine that you go into this simulation shop. Sam welcomes you and shows you how it works. All you have to do is lie back on one of the comfortable seats and get connected to a computer. You then close your eyes and have all of the sense data pumped straight in your brain so you feel as if you are really there. Sam asks if you would like to have a go.


  a)  Would you use Sam’s shop:


  a.  to go on ‘afternoon holidays’ to the most exciting parts of the world and do exciting stuff like paragliding, mountain climbing etc?


  b.  to play a ‘game’ in which you are an action hero in a thriller or a romantic hero?


  c.  to take your family and go on a ‘one week holiday’ to an amazing beach resort or to see the highlights of Europe?


  d.  to play a week long action game with your family as a holiday?


  b)  If you went on a simulated reality one week beach holiday with your family, would you have ‘really’ gone on a beach holiday? Would your experiences be real ones? Would your memories be real ones? Would your emotions have been real ones?


  Sam has a brand new product he offers to you. When you are inside the simulation, you FORGET that you are inside a simulation. Instead, you think it is the real thing. He offers you a variety of five hour games.


  a)  Would you have a go in a game in which:


  a.  you really think you are on the world’s most exclusive beach having an amazing holiday?


  b.  you really think you are a Tom Cruise style action hero saving the world from mastermind criminals?


  c.  you really think you are Tom Cruise, living the life of a Hollywood superstar?


  d.  you really think you are the most popular, sporty, smartest person in your school having a fantastic day? (Unless of course you already are, in which case you may already be in the simulation).


  b)  Would you enter a game in which you spent part of it thinking you may die? Even though you know before going in that you would be completely safe.


  c)  When you came out of this game, do you think you would suffer some sort of trauma (as if it really happened) or would it be more like a dream (where you get over it as soon as you wake up)?


  The next time you go into Sam’s shop it is looking darker and you can see long rows of people connected to computers behind the shopfront. Sam tells you he has an amazing new offer. For not much money you can be connected up to a computer for the rest of your life. You can do it on your own, or you can bring your whole family and be connected together. You can spend a day programming exactly the life you would want to live, then put on the headset and live it. You can pre-programme a life in which you are massively successful, popular, loved, confident and attractive. You can make yourself a superspy, a love god, a sports god or a ground-breaking genius (or all of these). You would never know you were living a simulation.


  a)  Do you take it? Why/why not? What is hard about the choice?


  b) What if Sam offered a programme that went for five years instead of your whole life? Or he offered you a chance to live in all sorts of different times (as a King, a President, or an explorer in the future). Or he offered any other combination you could dream up?


  c)  Are these experiences real? Have you lived a life in a simulation or not?


  P.S.


  The philosopher Nick Bostrom came up with a startling idea. He said it may be possible for a future society to create virtual reality worlds on computers with programmed people inside them who THINK they are alive, but are just part of the simulation. If this happened, there wouldn’t just be one programme, there would be hundreds of billions of programmes. Indeed, each time the programme was copied, new versions of the people would be created (just like when a singer makes a record, millions of copies of the record are created). If this were true, it would be much more likely that any one person is one of the billions of copies, rather than one of the originals. This also means that YOU are much more likely to be a computer simulation than a ‘real’ flesh and blood person.


  Conversation


  a) Have a conversation about Nick Bostrom’s idea. What do you think of it? Is it likely that you are just a simulation? Do you see any problems with his idea?


  b) Do you think computer programmes could ever create mini programmes who thought that they were people?
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  BIG IDEA 4: Acts and Intentions in crime


  BACKGROUND BRIEFING


  For us to think that an act (such as bank robbery) is criminal it usually needs to have two elements — an intent (you intended to rob the bank) and an act (you actually robbed the bank). Intent is called ‘mens rea’ and the act is called ‘actus reus’ in courts. But what happens when there is only intent or only act?


  Conversation


  a)  Imagine that Percy, Allan and Sue decide that they hate their local council and the only solution is to blow up the council chambers one night. Do you think that they have committed a terrorist crime when:


  a.  they make plans on a blueprint to blow up the council chambers?


  b.  they purchase materials for a bomb on the internet?


  c.  they assemble the bomb?


  d.  they walk out of the house to plant a bomb but haven’t got to the council chambers yet?


  e.  Imagine that Allan decides he can’t go through with the bombing two streets away from the council chambers. He runs away from the others. Is he still guilty of helping commit the bombing?


  b)  Enrico has terrible waking nightmares in which he also walks in his sleep. One morning he wakes from a terrible nightmare in which he robbed a bank and shot a bank teller. He looks at the end of his bed and there is a bag full of money there. Then he turns on the television and sees stories of ‘The Pyjama Robber’ who has held up a bank and shot a bank teller. CCTV footage on the TV shows that it is clearly him. Is Enrico guilty of robbing the bank?


  c)  Peter is playing ‘Cowboys and Indians’ with his father’s plastic toy gun. He shoots his friend Ngo and a sharp bang goes off. It turns out that the gun was real and Ngo is lying on the ground. Is Peter guilty of shooting Ngo?


  P.S.


  Pierre Laplace (1749–1827) was a determinist who thought that if you could take a complete physical picture of the world at one moment you could predict the events that would happen in the future.


  More conversation


  a)  Imagine that police have invented ‘The Laplace Machine’ that can tell what is going to happen for a full day in the future. In particular it can tell who is going to commit crimes, including crimes that people didn’t know that they were about to commit.


  a.  Would it be okay to arrest for murder a man who was about to murder his business partner in a fit of rage, even if he had no idea that he was about to do it?


  b.  Would it be okay to arrest for murder a woman who was going to murder her husband in an hour’s time, even if she had made plans but didn’t know if she was going to go through with it?


  (Note: this is also the premise of the Phillip K Dick novella Minority Report.)


  BIG IDEA 5: Capitalism


  BACKGROUND BRIEFING


  Capitalism is where individual people or companies (not the government) own most of the shops, farms, businesses, banks etc in a country. The people try to sell things (eg apples, newspapers, movies) for more than it cost to make or buy them. If they do this they make a profit, most of which they get to keep. This is known as the free market.


  Conversation


  a) How could you make a profit if you had just:


  a.  grown 1000 apples?


  b.  made the new superman movie for $200 million dollars?


  c.  invented a new car engine that ran on seawater?


  What might be hard about making a profit?
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