Believing and Doubting Game

"Everyone agrees in theory that we can't judge a new idea or point of view unless we enter into it and try it out, but the practice itself is rare." -Peter Elbow
The subject is Thoreau's essay, "Civil Disobedience," written shortly after he was jailed for refusing to pay his poll tax, which were being used to help finance the United States' war with Mexico and to support the enforcement of slavery laws. He was protesting the use of federal taxes for this, so he had not paid the tax in a couple of years. 
From Civil Disobedience

"Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them, and obey them until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once? Men generally...think that they ought to wait until they have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they should resist, the remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is the fault of the government itself that the remedy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate and provide for reform?....If the injustice...is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter friction to stop the machine.

"What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn. As for adopting the ways which the state has provided for remedying the evil, I know not of such ways. They take too much time, and man's life will be gone....A man has not everything to do, but something; and because he cannot do everything it is not necessary that he should do something wrong....any man more right than his neighbors constitutes a majority of one already."
-Henry David Thoreau

​​​​

You have probably noticed that when we consider controversial issues like anti-terrorist legislation and its effects on civil liberties or the Israeli-Palestinian conflict or our own personal conflicts, what may start as a discussion quickly can become a debate. We argue eagerly for our own opinions; we listen to opposing arguments mainly to find flaws and, when we do, interrupt and attack them. We are more interested in proving ourselves right, in winning the argument, than in considering seriously another viewpoint, in continuing to think. The idea behind the believing game is to suspend judgment, promote continued thought, open oneself to the strengths and values of a perspective with which one does not agree in part or in whole, and work at believing that perspective.

The believing game is the first step in a critical thinking process. In the second, the more familiar doubting game, we can ask probing questions, attack faulty logic, point out inadequate evidence, provide information that rebuts. A third step is to work toward judgment by integrating the insights gained by experiencing an idea from the inside and scrutinizing it from the outside.

So what should you do to complete this game?

(from Peter Elbow)

	Believe...
	Doubt...

	--be sympathetic with the opinion 

--appreciate why the idea has force for so many people 

--listen carefully to the reasons for the opinion 

--open up to the possibility of it being true (or act as if it could be true) 

--discover/explore as many reasons for believing it as you can
	--be judgmental and critical, finding fault with the opinion 

--try your best to falsify the opinion 

--find flaws in the opinion’s logic 

-- discover/explore as many  counterexamples and reasons that disprove the opinion as you can


1. To follow the Believing Game, initially, only make statements that support Thoreau. 
2. Then, begin the doubting portion by making statements that are against the stand Thoreau took. Here are a couple of questions to get you started:
a. What is an unjust law?

b. Is breaking the law ever justified?

c. What about our gun laws?

d. Why does the US government take too much time to remedy unjust laws?

f. What would happen to our society if everyone who thought a law was unjust broke it?
