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Dedication

To my children, Pedro and Elena:

Celebration and Refuge








Epigraph

Although culture in general is no guarantee for living better or having more reasonable life plans, to underestimate it is to lack the weapons with which to confront the brutality we all carry within ourselves.

— Victoria Camps
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Introduction

Who could have thought that, in the twenty-first century, happiness would become an instrument of torture? We are now burdened by a curse that goes unnoticed by most people: the curse of happiness. We’ve been condemned to be happy not only as an obligation but also—and more concerning—through intimidation. And it has happened in such a subtle and sophisticated way that we’ve come to believe it’s our idea. It has been suggested to us that we should feel happy, but notice the difference between feeling happy and being happy. This tyranny is based on a self-serving concept of sentimental, emotional, and lighthearted happiness: something instantaneous and easy to acquire. We’ve been turned into emotional drug addicts. And our punishment is clear: Sentenced to a life of injecting ourselves with this false sense of happiness, we fall into a constant search for hits in any form, all of which fall under the buzzword of the day—trends. These trends are linked to experiential consumption, because what sells these days are experiences, feelings that disturb us, unsettle us, excite us, sensations capable of altering our mood and which, mind you, are always associated with positive emotions. New doses are designed daily, each more appealing than the last, and the offerings are so substantial and stimulating that it’s impossible to try them all.

The curse consists in wanting to savor each and every one of these doses, which is precisely why we’ve fallen into this perverse trap: hyperaction, hyperactivity. To avoid developing hypermodern withdrawal symptoms, we try to consume as many portions as possible. Knowing this, the System itself encourages us to follow a checklist-like policy. It spurs us on, driving us to maintain our lists so we can check off each and every dose we consume: trendy restaurants, can’t-miss trips, the latest gadget to hit the market, those awesome Zumba/yoga/boxing classes, mindfulness sessions, enjoying a Friday brunch, getting a tattoo, being a hipster, a marathoner, a vegan. All we have to do is cross off each dose from the list we consume, but not before posting it on Facebook or Instagram.

Since the range of doses offered is so vast, the System can keep us busy, hooked, and subjected to incessant activity, to hyperactivity. To make matters worse, we know that many of these doses come with an expiration date, so anxiety sets in as time runs out. Condemned to never stop, to never even slow down. Obsessed with individually wrapped packets of happiness. The System has managed to create a popular, ready-made notion of instant, highly soluble happiness linked to hyper-consumption, both in emotional and material terms. To stop, to pause, to reflect is to agonize. As Hamlet, prince of Denmark, famously said, “To die, to sleep.”

Reflection has been taken over by the dictatorship of action, and it is now more urgent than ever to revive critical thinking before it takes its last breath. Because, in this turbo-temporal society, in this cult of instantaneousness, of prioritizing immediacy, critical thinking will always—eventually—come into play. Sooner or later, analysis, study, and reflection will appear in our lives, and in many cases, they will be accompanied by suffering due to our failure (or unwillingness) to think critically. For this, there is no consolation. No matter how we live our lives under this paradigm of hyperactivity, reflection will always show up, knocking at our door, disturbing us like an inconvenient guest who shows up in the middle of a peaceful night, catching us disoriented, off guard, and with nothing in the fridge to offer.

The ability to think well, like any other valuable skill, is an art, and it requires many hours of work and effort to polish and refine it before it can be showcased in all its splendor. It’s also worth noting that it is currently in danger of extinction, gradually fading away with few seeming to notice.

In a subtle and, if I might say, almost elegant way, the System—free market capitalism—has committed the perfect crime. What’s remarkable about this crime is that it won’t make the headlines, nor will there be a funeral for the victim, in part because no one will suspect that the victim has died. This lack of suspicion is understandable, because the System has managed to quash its own worst enemy: critical thinking. To do so, it has thrown up smoke screens, diverting attention to other adversaries and problems (antiestablishmentism, posthumanism, fundamentalism, terrorism, climate change, the economic crisis, the robotization of daily life, etc.), while quietly leaving critical thinking moribund and replacing it with a facsimile the System manipulates at will.

In much the same way that it has remotely directed society’s attention toward these adversaries and problems, the System has also developed a series of alliances to serve its purpose: Alliances that have created the perfect conditions so that nobody misses the Legitimate. We don’t miss it because the System itself has built a virtual replica and presented it as real, a puppet whose strings are always being pulled in the same direction by the same hands. And, of course, the artifice of this virtual Critical Thinking is presented so realistically that we fail to notice the authentic one is lying in a state near death. This pretender has usurped the throne of the Genuine and now commands the direction in which society must move. It focuses attention on the human being’s emotional axis in order to build a collective that is intellectually anesthetized, yet self-absorbed in a distorted notion of happiness.

As this is happening, society submits in sibylline fashion to the rule of emotions and hyperactivity, driven by an army of allies including acceleration, drive, passion, vocation, enthusiasm, mindfulness, coaching, meditation, yoga—many of which are activities to be performed within a specific period, thus negating the possibility they will become habits—while indirectly weakening critical thinking and creating the necessary circumstance for preventing its development. The consequence of this crime is one we are suffering firsthand: imbalance.

Balance is the primary mechanism underpinning an individual’s development, and the only way to maintain it is through critical thinking. Knowing this, economic liberalism has launched a strategy of harassment and dismantling aimed at weakening it as much as possible. The implication is obvious: we live in an unbalanced society. The scales between reason and emotion have definitely tipped in favor of the latter. Through this strategy, the System has achieved two things. The first is that we no longer realize that we are unbalanced, while the second (which is a consequence of the first) is the ostracism and oblivion to which we have relegated critical thinking.

Since antiquity, the goal has been to educate balanced individuals who are capable of understanding and controlling their emotions while simultaneously having the ability to do the same with their peers. Even Plato, in his myth of the charioteer, illustrated the need for the driver, representing the human being’s rationality, to be able to guide his chariot toward the World of Ideas. To do this, he must be able to control both the human being’s ignoble passions (the black horse) and its noble ones (the white horse). Not surprisingly, his most esteemed disciple, Aristotle, defined virtuous behavior (the act of achieving virtue) as that which is attained by following, as a point of reference, the golden mean. The attainment of balance. These two thinkers, despite their diverging philosophies, agreed that the only way to achieve critical thinking was through its proper use.

Along with this worship of the proper use of thought, both engaged in a fierce struggle against the world of opinion and belief, though each with its own methodology. Plato was an enemy of projected images—in his case, those found on the walls deep inside a cave—and established Episteme, Knowledge, as the level of understanding to which we must aspire. Aristotle went so far as to claim that what distinguishes us from other living beings is the use of speech. In his attempt to define the human being’s idiosyncrasy, Plato’s disciple developed a theory of happiness based on the proper use of reason:


“That man is much more a political animal than any kind of bee or any herd animal is clear. For, as we assert, nature does nothing in vain; and man alone among the animals has speech.”

—Politics, Book I



And yet here we are, living in a world where the image has triumphed over the word, where the ever-present screen has invaded each and every corner of our daily lives, charting the course of future reason and replacing the word as the fount of analysis. Therefore, it is essential that we immediately get to work if we want to revive what once best defined us as a species: Critical Thinking.






CHAPTER ONE Preventive Mental Hygiene

There are plenty of self-help books on the market, many of which not only tell us we can achieve any goal we set for ourselves—happiness included—but also show us how to do it. Others address the suffering that overwhelms us when we don’t succeed. It’s a self-sustaining business. We write a bunch of motivational books in which we tell people it’s all just a matter of effort, perseverance, emotion, passion . . . and then, when they do what those books prescribe and fail to achieve their goals, they buy a new set of books on personal growth that explain how to deal with the sadness and discouragement they feel when they fail. Why does this happen? Most of the time, it’s because they’re telling us how to act without taking us into account. Other times, we are the ones who fail due to a lack of willpower, to an inability to put the advice they offer us into practice.

True help doesn’t lie in doing what others tell us to do, but rather in learning to develop critical thinking for ourselves, based on our own circumstance, from our own perspectives, and while making the most appropriate decisions while always taking context into account.

As we will try to clarify, critical thinking is based on two key elements that we must master if we want to utilize it properly: circumstance and context. Because the art of knowing how to think critically comes down to understanding the circumstances that surround both ourselves and others and knowing how to interpret that context correctly. Once we understand and master these two tools, decisions regarding the projection of our life that we wish to pursue will have a greater chance of success.

Throughout this book, we will demonstrate how what’s commonly referred to as critical thinking can be used to achieve a grounded, balanced, and happy presence. The difference is a crucial one. Thinking critically—that is, possessing strong analytical skills—is an essential tool for forging one’s own true, authentic identity. It doesn’t have to do with laying out what needs to be done; rather, it’s about reflecting on our philosophy of life, on our way of thinking about the life we’re leading. It’s about doing this internally while also remembering that we must apply this reflection onto others.

More than a few Spanish speakers around the globe have embraced the famous saying “más feliz que una perdiz” (which means something along the lines of “happy as a lark”), but if we dig deeper into the meaning of this expression, we’ll see soon enough that it doesn’t have any particular significance, that it doesn’t carry any underlying wisdom. One might assume that the perdiz, or partridge, is happier compared to other birds, but unfortunately, that’s not the case. The perdiz was chosen simply because it rhymed: feliz / perdiz. Some were adventurous enough to rhyme feliz with lombris (a worm), yet when a foreigner tries to find a translation for this expression and investigate its origin, they’re in for a big letdown, because there’s no interesting back-story from which to glean anything. It’s all so simple, so obvious, as inconsistent as it is empty. There was a need for a word in Spanish that rhymed with “happy,” and the partridge fit the bill.

In some theories about the expression, it dates back to another common phrase from the fairy tales of yore which, in Spanish, ended with “fueron felices y comieron perdices” (which is akin to “they lived happily ever after, eating partridges”), because the bird was considered a delicacy by the wealthy and therefore a symbol of material prosperity. In fact, in countries like France, there are partridge hatcheries for those with sufficient purchasing power. If we follow the logical progression of this matter, it is indeed possible that the expression stems from this.

For all this time, we’ve been led to understand that living happily ever after and feasting on partridges is a précis for what it means to live a good life—a life of luxury—in which happiness is associated with economic prosperity—a life of nobility—and we end up reducing our wellness to a monetary figure that’s as stark as it is concise. But since happiness tied to material consumption will always raise moral suspicions, the System, thanks to a little sleight of hand, has shifted the focus onto another standard of joy that’s less susceptible to immorality: that of emotional consumption.

When we talk about happiness, we’re using the word in a simplistic way, in an overly cheerful manner, without fully understanding what all it entails. We associate happiness with emotions and feelings, and in doing so we make the mistake of not associating it with reason. This is a common error, one that results from not stopping to think, from not flipping the critical thinking switch that comes with the standard package of our make and model as human beings. To understand what happiness is, we need to think analytically about patterns in our lives, and it must be done from the perspective of our circumstance, from our reality.

We can argue that happiness is a way of being, a way of thinking and feeling about life, one that can be learned. To that point, the conclusions of a longitudinal experiment—that is, one conducted over time while using the same group of individuals—assessing their level of happiness throughout their lives was published. Produced by the Harvard Study of Adult Development, this research project began in 1938 and examined the lives of seven hundred men in an attempt to analyze the factors that resulted in some people aging happily and healthily while others ended up unhappy and suffering from cognitive decline. Two completely different groups of twenty-year-olds were chosen: on one side, nearly three hundred Harvard students, and on the other, some four hundred young men from a poor neighborhood in Boston. It’s a detailed study that is still ongoing and has expanded to include their families, wives, children, and even grandchildren. Can one imagine what would happen if they could isolate the traits that provide us with a happy and healthy life? Well, among the data they collected about personal wellness and personal health, they concluded that relationships with friends and partners were crucial. According to this study, the key lies in having good social relationships. Thus, when people retire and replace the sociability of work with that of other friends, their levels of health and happiness remain intact. As the current director of the study, Dr. Robert Waldinger, said:


“Over and over, over these seventy-five years, our study has shown that the people who fared the best were the people who leaned in to relationships, with family, with friends, with community.”



An important part of happiness lies not only in relationships with others (as opposed to isolation) but in intelligent relationships, the kind that take into consideration the way people should be treated, that involve true affection, which itself stems from the proper use of intelligence. This means learning to observe others as well as ourselves, analyzing the context and circumstances that surround us, while also taking into account and understanding the circumstances surrounding others.

Knowing what others need to be happy—to feel good, to feel secure—and providing that for them is a sign of supreme intelligence. It demonstrates that we’re able to use critical thinking effectively, because happiness is a way of being in life that involves knowing how to think properly in order to distinguish between the things that benefit us and those that cause us harm.






CHAPTER TWO Critical Thinking: The Hidden Beauty of Happiness

Learning to think seems easy enough because we all do it. The question, then, is do we do it well? When we talk about raising a child, we worry a lot about things that seem essential to their development: whether they play sports, eat healthy food, fulfill their obligations at school. . . . We sign them up for extracurricular activities to teach or reinforce things we consider extremely important, but it never occurs to us that we could be enrolling them in reasoning classes or other exercises to boost their critical thinking skills and enhance their ability to think positively. It never ceases to amaze how much we obsess over whether our children are staying in shape, taking care to avoid illness, or their learning development. We have regular medical checkups to ensure that everything is progressing and developing as they should. But at no point do we ever reflect on patterns of thought or philosophies of life. We hardly ever stop to think about whether we have a sensible life plan in place or if we’re projecting an appropriate set of ideals onto our children in order to develop a balanced personality.

We’ve managed to assimilate the concept of “preventive medicine,” in which we understand the importance of healthy lifestyle habits in order to age well and prevent and/or detect diseases as early as possible. We diet and exercise because we want to look good and shed those few extra pounds, but when it comes to our ideas, desires, and concerns, we don’t think there’s anything to get rid of, and we don’t do what Robert Zimmer calls “mental gymnastics.” Starting at a young age, we do a lot of physical exercise to develop proper psychomotor skills and grow healthily, but when it comes to mental exercise, we presume, almost innately, that it simply comes as part of the package. And, of course, what we have happening are sculpted bodies, forty-somethings with barely any body fat showing off their abs, yet loaded up on antianxiety pills and antidepressants to cope with the lifestyles they’ve built based on a foundational way of thinking that is neither critical nor autonomous, and which—most of the time—they have no control over.

We undertake Herculean feats of willpower to avoid eating, drinking, or consuming things that we crave, because we know they’re harmful to our bodies. We use that willpower to exercise when what we’d rather do after we get home is sit back in our recliners and turn on an episode of our favorite TV show. But when it comes to learning how to think, to analyzing the preconceived ideas we’ve assimilated, to understanding other people’s points of view, that same willpower vanishes because “stopping to think” feels tiresome or annoying to us.

We need to learn to think critically at a young age so as to analyze not just our ideas but even more so our beliefs, our desires, our dreams. . . . We must teach our children as well as ourselves to ask the right questions and to know when they/we need to flip the critical thinking switch.

Philosophy can be a great asset in this task. It’s a mental activity that can be practiced at any age and honed as one learns to shed the prejudices and bad habits accumulated throughout life. Habits that, ultimately, are nothing more than those few extra pounds that keep us from moving freely, from navigating life with greater ease, and from facing day-to-day challenges. If we do this well, then both our children/students and ourselves will enjoy the most important element for living a happy life: mental hygiene.

The twenty-first-century question we must be asking ourselves is this: Why don’t we take care of our critical thinking the same way we take care of our bodies? We’ve managed to introduce the concept of “Preventive Medicine,” which saves us a lot of suffering and discomfort and wards off premature deaths, but we haven’t gone beyond that. Now, the great unmet obligation is to do the same with mental hygiene, to have preventive mental hygiene, to create healthy mental habits that will serve us in avoiding a miserable life.

A bad mental habit, like a false sense of success or harmful notion of happiness, can cause greater suffering than physical, biological ailments. Yet despite knowing this, we do nothing to prevent it from happening to us or to our loved ones. When I use the word “miserable,” I’m not referring to financial misery but rather to feelings of misfortune, to feeling like an unfortunate person. As with any worthwhile hygienic cleansing, mental hygiene will help us eliminate the viral ideas that have infected us, spread through us, and caused—in the most extreme cases—immense pain to the point that our very will to live is curtailed. Without good mental hygiene, we can succumb to very unhealthy thinking habits that may seem harmless and innocuous at first, but which always end up exacting a long-term toll and diminishing the quality of our lives.

Critical thinking can be learned at a young age. It’s akin to the smoker who decides to quit at forty-five after having smoked since the person was twenty. Ideally, the person would never have started smoking in the first place, but the good thing about critical thinking is that it can be put into practice at any stage of life. What’s obvious, of course, is that it will be harder at this age because the person will have to shake off bad mental habits acquired over the years. But the good thing about people who decide to quit smoking is that, in time, the body’s regenerative powers are unmatched. In this book, we will attempt to show that mental hygiene can be achieved, and that it is possible to both explain it and learn it through the particulars of everyday life.

There are no shortcuts along the path to learning how to think, just as there are no shortcuts to the goal of being happy. There aren’t any because one cannot be happy without being able to think properly. Happiness is a way of being. It is cultivated row by row, it must be tended to daily, and then, inevitably, it will bear fruit. Learning to think well is the same. It must be done slowly and gradually until, in time, it becomes a habit that will help us to achieve a balanced life and develop a strong personality.

Happiness isn’t just an emotion. It’s not something instantaneous that brings a smile to our faces at a random moment. Happiness is something greater than a feeling; it’s deeper, more rooted, more established. It’s a way of being into which we wake up each and every morning, which is precisely why it must be nurtured at every step along the way so that the seed we sow can take root, anchoring itself within us until it blossoms, transforming us into people who are and feel truly happy.

It is possible to be happy, but like many truly important things in life, it takes a great deal of time and energy to achieve. But the possibility of finding happiness does exist as long as one is willing to learn how to do so, and for that to happen, we must develop critical thinking skills as quickly as possible, from the most frivolous and perhaps even superficial matters to the issues that distress us the most. Like anything else, it’s simply a matter of getting down to work.

One cannot be happy without the ability to think properly. Many people feign happiness: smiling, looking perfectly photogenic in their selfies, blithely projecting a virtual image of bliss, and constantly keeping themselves occupied with exciting activities while simultaneously taking medications to combat the feelings of emptiness that plague them. Every once in a while, they might catch a fleeting moment of joy on a trip abroad, while dining at a chic restaurant, or catching a show on Broadway or the Gran Vía, which they might—without even realizing it—mistake for true happiness.

It’s not about learning to be optimistic just for the sake of it. That’s not what we’re talking about here. It’s about learning to construct a lifestyle whose foundation is rooted in happiness and which is understood as a way of being.






CHAPTER THREE Curiosity

Professor and philosophical practitioner Lou Marinoff states that, when talking with a patient who is suffering from some malady and is seeking a philosophical therapy that might be helpful, the first step is to try to understand the person’s personality type, and based on that, explore the philosophical modes in which the person should feel most comfortable. It’s not about imposing but rather investigating and aligning various philosophical viewpoints with those of the patient and analyzing his or her own philosophy of life. We all construct such a philosophy for ourselves, and most of the time we do so without even realizing it. Very few of us reflect upon it. To use the French philosopher Michel Onfray’s phrase, “We are all born philosophers, yet only a few are lucky enough to remain so.” This quote, to me, always seemed quite fitting when it comes to understanding the world in which we live and the sort of people we are becoming.

One of the benefits of learning to think well—of knowing how to utilize critical thinking—is that it becomes a weapon we can tailor to our needs, a weapon we can carry with us throughout our lives. It’s not a matter of simply following advice on what we need to do; rather, it’s about building our philosophy of life with the best tool: The weapon we wield to protect ourselves against unhappiness, anxiety, depression, frustration, suffering, or fear—critical thinking.

A weapon can serve multiple functions. First, it can be an instrument of defense against the negative forces manifesting themselves through mass media, through the harassment we’re subjected to thanks to the screens we’re surrounded by, through harmful thoughts, and through insubstantial ideas. It can serve as a powerful shield against these attacks, especially when it comes to defending ourselves from toxic, manipulative people, including that particular type of individual Jean-Charles Bouchoux so aptly defined as “the narcissistic pervert.” So, when this society tries to attack us with countless strategies and with its entire arsenal at its disposal, we can always take refuge in our bunker of critical thinking.

But a weapon also serves as a deterrent against that which might disrupt our sense of peace. When we brandish our own arsenal of ideas, reflections, our philosophy of life grounded in critical thinking, we fend off all those harmful people and ideas that, upon seeing the potential we possess, will immediately retreat, fully cognizant of the futility of their endeavors.

To wield this weapon, we need to know what elements it’s made of. We are, of course, born philosophers in the sense that we enter this world filled with wonder, especially during the early stages of life, where everything provokes admiration and intrigue, where we ask ourselves about what surrounds us, about those who surround us.

We inherently carry with us a set of attitudes that are quintessentially associated with philosophy: perplexity and wonder on the one hand, while on the other sits the need to know, the ability to question and challenge—in a word, curiosity. And yet, as the years go by, we enter the realm of the predictable, of the ready-made, TV-dinner version of life, of the tyranny of the immediate, of a turbocharged temporality that makes it increasingly difficult to be surprised by anything at all.

It’s important to develop and maintain a sense of curiosity that’s as aware and healthy as possible if one is to avoid opening Pandora’s box. If we don’t protect curiosity under the aegis of critical thinking, we may end up falling into a constant state of anxiety from trying to respond to all the overwhelming stimuli invading us on a daily basis.

The curiosity of children, of infants, is neutral because they have yet to develop the processes of responsibility associated with the consequences of their interest. But things are different when it comes to adults. A child’s curiosity is driven by wonder, but with adults it often becomes the driving force behind the pursuit of knowledge. We want to know how something works, how to fix it, how to improve it, how to modify it, and within this thought lies, ultimately, the idea of power. Science draws directly from this adult sense of curiosity. To offer one example, J. Robert Oppenheimer, one of the fathers of the atomic bomb and director of the infamous Manhattan Project, once wrote in his notebook:


“When you see something that is technically sweet, you go ahead and do it and you argue about what to do about it only after you have had your technical success. That is the way it was with the atomic bomb.”



This makes it abundantly clear that an adult’s curiosity cannot remain neutral but is, instead, reflective, and it’s worth asking whether the fact that something can be done implies that it should be done.

Not long ago, I happened to be at the recording of one of the longest-running shows on Spanish television, Adventures with Knowledge, along with Professor Martínez Mojica, an international pioneer in CRISPR-Cas9, the genetic cut-and-paste tool. I asked him about what role ethical responsibility played in his research. He told me that the university had a bioethics committee and explained that, in his role as a researcher, he was developing the technical aspects in collaboration with other international experts. I remember telling him how surprised I was to discover that the current National Bioethics Committee didn’t include a single ethics specialist: All were doctors of law, medicine, biology, economics, among many other fields. Only one of the thirteen members of the committee had an advanced degree in philosophy and theology. This, to me, is telling when it comes to the type of society in which we live, one that, under the rule of economics, science and technology set the pace, while falling further and further behind to the point of becoming unreachable, is a “humanistic
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