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of investigations and certain kinds of results. There are some
kinds of data and propositions and insights a person cannot bene-
fit from if he has no tolerance for working with uncertainty.

2. There is also a contrast here between male and female as our
culture defines them. The monopoly of the doubting game tends
to reinforce those personal styles which the culture also defines as
male: aggressive, thrusting, combative, competitive, and initia-
tory. A woman tends to be perceived as less feminine if she shines
in the doubting game—if she loves to initiate and win arguments
and find holes in the other person’s position. A man tends to be
perceived as less masculine if his intellectual style is not that of
the doubting game—if he operates by pliancy, absorbency, non-
initiation, and nonaggression. Some of our language for the ad-
versary process of the doubting game reveals these associations of
gender: “advancing points,” “making points,” ‘seeing if a point
stands up,” “finding holes,” and “poking holes” in the other per-
son’s argument. Both the culture in general and the intellec-
tual community in particular suffer a loss of power from this

IEYs

onesidedness.

3. There is also a contrast between two different qualities of
energy. The doubting game—the adversary method—involves a
combative kind of energy that feels like clenching a muscle: send-
ing current to a muscle to make it contract. Words like “tight”
and “hard” characterize the energy in a good argument. There is
an initiatory and cutting quality. A good arguer really cuts—cuts
through issues, through fog, through excess fat—pierces to the
center of things.

The energy that goes with the believing game—especially in
trying to begin to play—is that peculiar, delicate energy requiréd
to keep something energetically open. It is like the energy you
send—whatever the physiology is—to keep a muscle from contract-
ing. Perhaps it is like muscle tonus: though the muscle is not sag-
ging or limp, neither is it tight or rigid. To try to put out this
kind of energy is difficult because “trying” seems to make you
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contract muscles. Trying to remain open is a kind of trying-
to-not-try. A room full of people having an argument produces a
high energy level. But if you ask them to stop arguing and to
agree with each other’s assertions, the energy level is very apt to
go way down and most of them will feel you've asked them to do
something sleepy and boring. Intellectuals in particular often feel
that if they cannot argue and try to cut through error, the only
other thing they can do is just go soft and limp.

The energy that occurs when people are successful in playing
the believing game is easier to describe: it is the release of energy
that comes from the “ah-ha” experience of reorientation or ges-
talt-shift. When you succeed in seeing something the way some-
one else sees it—and it is different from the way you have been
seeing it—this almost invariably produces a little burst or release
of energy in you. There are experiments showing that when chil-
dren “get” something—at the moment of reorientation or “ah-ha”
—they almost invariably display a sudden little physical movement
or release of tension.

FEARS OF THE BELIEVING GAME

Before the believing game can be fully legitimized, a whole set of
fears must be spoken to. There is a natural feeling that the doubt-
ing game guards against various kinds of loose or self-indulgent
thinking which undermine truthseeking. To legitimize the be-
lieving game would seem to invite, for example, solipsism, group-
think, and credulity.

Solipsism. It might seem at first that the believing game would
invite people to tune out all thoughts and perceptions except
their own. For the believing game keeps other people from argu-
ing with you. But this is only to promote the main process: get-
14 Gertrude Hendrix, “A New Clue to Transfer of Training,” Elementary

School Journal, Dec. 1947, pp. 198-200; cited in Morris L. Bigge, Learning
Theory for Teachers (New York, 1964), p. 283.
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ting you continually to move out of your own perceptions and
thoughts into someone else’s. The believing game is a tool for
breaking out of solipsism.

Surprisingly enough, it is the doubting game which, in our cul-
ture at least, is the main encourager of solipsism. It is very com-
mon for intellectuals and academics—though they lack the tradi-
tional, heavy-lidded mannerisms of the solipsist—actually to use
argument and dialectic to defend themselves against ever having
the perception, experience, and thought of other people. Such
abusers of the doubting game allow themselves to stay locked into
their own minds because they feel it is legitimate never genuinely
to entertain a different view if they can mount a strong attack
against it.

Groupthink. Like solipsism, this is a serious pathology for a
truthseeking community. And again it seems as though the doubt-
ing game would be the best defense against it: the goal of the
doubting game is disproof, and disproof is how the wise individ-
ual or minority changes the mind of the erroneous majority. The
trouble is that disproof is possible in only a relatively small pro-
portion of important questions. Otherwise, you can argue against
someone till the cows come home, you can say you have ‘“‘dis-
proved” or “‘demolished” or “shattered” or “found gaping holes
in” his position. But he is very liable to be unpersuaded because
in fact you have not disproven his case. How much harder to per-
suade not just an individual but a majority with a sense of or-
thodoxy and authority on its side. The doubting game then sup-
ports groupthink because it promotes the feeling that a new or
minority idea must disprove the reigning one before it need be
seriously entertained—which in most cases is not possible.

The believing game gives the little man much more power over
the majority than the doubting game does. It is the essence of the
believing game that the majority spends all its time not merely
not-arguing against the individual, not merely listening to him,
but actually trying to believe him.
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Credulity. The problem of credulity looks like the problem of
insufficient “critical thinking.” Critical thinking is what is sup-
posed to prevent people from believing what credulous people
believe. When people write material for college catalogues or try
to justify certain studies, they often speak of teaching critical
thinking. I don’t want to deny the value of critical thinking any
more than I would deny the value of the doubting game.

But there’s another way of looking at credulity or the problem
of people believing things they shouldn’t believe. When we call
someone credulous we usually mean not that he believes X be-
cause he has never heard of Y, but that he has heard of both X
and Y and believes X when he shouldn’t. The productive ques-
tion is why does he believe X. The reason is usually one of the
following: X was told him by an authority such as his parents or
his teacher or his government; X is something that is in fashion;
X is something he worked out himself; X is a view that is crucial
to his very conception of himself or his reality; or X is an instance
of a kind of thinking he is particularly open to believing—it fits
the structure of his thinking—(for example, magical thinking or
scientific thinking). Other reasons could be listed, but they could
all be summed up by saying that for him X was easier to believe
than Y. All humans have a propensity to believe what is easy to
believe rather than what is true. We call credulous those who do
this most.

This diagnosis would be fine if only we didn’t turn around and
give the disease the wrong name. The “credulous” person really
suffers from difficulty in believing, not ease in believing: give him
an array of assertions and he will always believe the one that re-
quires the least expenditure of believing energy. He has a weak
believing muscle and can only believe what is easy to believe. He
can only digest what has been prechewed. The fact that we call
this disease credulity when it is really incredulity reflects vividly
our culture’s fear of belief.

Behind the problems of solipsism, groupthink, and (in)credu-
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lity—which are indeed pathologies in a community of truthseekers
—lies, I think, one single problem: the inability to change your
mind. The main hindrance to the search for truth is probably the
inability to abandon a present belief and adopt a better one when
it comes along—even though it may be harder to believe, or may
involve admitting you were wrong, or may come from someone
you don’t want to agree with.

An analysis of mind-changing is in order. I use myself as an ex-
ample. I admit I am stubborn and love to argue. But I think that
makes me typical of intellectuals and academics.

Sometimes the doubting game works just the way it’s supposed
to: I believe something I shouldn’t; someone argues against
it; this serves as a booster shot of critical thinking, I realize I
shouldn’t have believed it, and I stop. But actually it seldom
works so nicely—for me or for others.

In many cases the doubting game has the opposite effect: I ex-
perience it as a strong attack and 1 dig in my heels the harder.

In many other cases, it looks as though the doubting game
worked. It looks as though I was blasted out of my bad position.
But not really. I went through the motions, admitted I was wrong,
thought I had changed my mind, but deep down I retained my
primary allegiance to my first love, the ostensibly abandoned idea.
A close look at my behavior and the implications of my speech
shows that I still operate on the basis of the error.

And then there are the cases—no doubt far roo few—where 1
actually did change my mind. But what strikes me is that it was
not, in fact, the process of being devastatingly argued against that
did it. Or at least that wasn't sufficient. Whenever I really changed
my mind, there was always a something else that had to happen
before I would stop fighting, admit error, and in fact really change
my mind—instead of just going through the motions. That some-
thing else is a bit mysterious, but I can say something about when
it happens most and what it feels like. It happens most when the
person arguing against me lets up on his guns a little, stops trying
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to show that I'm an idict, and in fact shows some glimmer of
understanding for why / believe what I do believe. He shows a bit
of willingness to share my perception: then I'm more willing to
share his. And subjectively there is a very definite feel for this
thing which permits a change of mind: it feels like a letting go, a
relinquishing, a giving up of a piece of stubbornness. Even, in a
sense, a giving up of a piece of myself. Saying goodbye to a love
affair I wish weren’t finished.

The believing game helps this mind-changing process more
than the doubting game does. Though the believing game is in-
taking or incorporatorv, nevertheless this taking-in permits a
greater letting-go. The doubting game, on the other hand, rein-
forces hanging on. Defending something against all attacks re-
wards the universal tendency to hang on at all costs to what you
have. Letting-go requires an atmosphere of acceptance and trust,
and the believing game helps inspire this atmosphere much more
than the doubting game does.

I believe that people in the academic and intellectual world
(especially in the humanities and social sciences) suffer badly from
a characteristic inability to change their minds. I attribute this
problem to an excessive reliance upon the doubting game. It is
my sense that the more people shine at the doubting game, the
more they tend to be stubborn and unwilling to change their
minds.

There are more personal emotional fears that reinforce the mo-
nopoly of the doubting game and which must therefore be ex-
plored here. I think we all fear, to a greater or lesser extent, being
taken over, infected, or controlled by a bad or wrong idea. The
believing game asks us, as it were, to sleep with any idea that
comes down the road. To be promiscuous. We will turn into the
girl who just can’t say no. A yes-man. A flunky. A slave. Someone
who can be made to believe anything. A large opening that any-
thing can be poured into. Force-fed. Raped.
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Everyone feels his self is fragile in some way. At the psychic
level I think the main function of the doubting game is to guard
against such indiscriminate invasion of the self. We naturally feel
we are liable to poisoning or infection by what is alien. Often
enough in life we must submit to contact with such material, but
actually taking it inside is too much. And we can avoid that. Des-
cartes, the archetypal player of the doubting game when he
doubted everything and then only readmitted clear and distinct
ideas, was among other things engaging in a purification rite. He
was reenacting the parable of sweeping the house clean of evil
spirits with a new broom. A common use of the doubting game in
intellectual discourse is a version of the same thing: no idea is
truly listened to, truly taken in, unless it has been “purified” by
the ritual of the doubting game.

What is finally becoming clear, I think, through increased
understanding of human emotional and cognitive functioning, is
that you can never produce enough security clearance, no matter
how new or powerful your broom: you can never keep out all
wrong ideas, all disgusting or threatening ideas, all ideas tainted
by previous tenants—all infection. The only cure for this problem
is metaphorically specified in Conrad’s phrase in Lord Jim: “In
the destructive element immerse.” Since you can’t keep ideas out,
you have to let them in: consider things in the guise of the widest
and most conflicting array of categories and thereby get a feel for
what’s really there—a feel for the misconceptions or blindings that
various categories impose on us.1

There is a kind of validity to this fear. The sense of fragility of
self—the need for integrity of one’s borders—is no joke. You can-
not and probably should not ask people to immerse themselves
in ideas that are too much for them. But also, correspondingly,
you shouldn’t trust someone’s judgment who is too touchy in his
fear of invasion. What is needed is practice in learning to im-

15 This is the thesis of an important book by Colin Turbayne, The Myth of
Metaphor, University of South Carolina Press, 1970.
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merse the self gradually in the element perceived as dangerous—
and it is just such a process that is constituted by the believing
game.

SPECULATIONS ON THE HISTORY
OF THE BELIEVING GAME

There are probably historical reasons why the doubting game has
been monopolistic and tried to deny legitimacy to the believing
game. In the past the tables were probably turned: people prob-
ably once used a kind of believing game and didn’t use a doubt-
ing game at all. It is easier and more natural to use the believing
muscle and put oneself into an assertion than it is to use the
doubting muscle and extricate oneself from it and assume it is
false. It’s in the very nature of perceiving and thinking to project,
enter in, or participate. It was probably only through great
struggle over many centuries of intellectual development that men
learned to do this artificial, paradoxical, and powerful thing of
perceiving and understanding something but at the same time try-
ing to assume it is false in order to make errors turn up. Doubting
something is like doing two contrary things at the same time:
having an idea and rejecting it. In many languages, the word
“doubt” is cognate with the word for “two” (“double”): being “‘of
two minds.” So although we're in trouble now from a weakness in
believing, no doubt we used to get into trouble from a weakness
in doubting.

In fact, the fully developed believing game as I conceive it—a
fully developed system with many steps—wasn’t possible till the
development of the doubting game. We only learned from the
doubting game how to turn the exercise of a muscle into a full
dialectic—how to turn thought into something more than sitting
down and clenching your jaw and furrowing your brow as hard
as you can. The development of the doubting game—logical dia-
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lectic—was the development for the first time of an artificial, sys-
tematic, many-step process in which the very artificiality of it acts
as a corrective to what you would have “‘just thought”—no matter
how smart you were. Now we know how to make the believing
game into this kind of dialectic. But I think the believing game
has been developing and trying to be born for a long time and it
is interesting to note past forms.

1. The most recent—and one which has influenced me—is the de-
velopment of group process. Therapy groups and encounter
groups often operate by principles similar to what I describe
for the believing game. Often there is a ground rule that in-
stead of trying to prove assertions wrong, it is more helpful to
get them into the form of statements of perception and expe-
rience such that other people can try to share them.

2. Quaker meetings in which no decisions are taken except by
consensus. This seems a full and precise use of the believing
game. Obviously Quaker meetings are not based on a denial of
disagreement. (Indeed Quakers are particularly strong dis-
agreers or scruplers: they have particularly strong doubting
muscles or sensitivities to dissonance. It may be that Quakers
developed their consensus process because they were way ahead
of the rest of us in arguing and disagreeing.)

A meeting in the Quaker manner is an explicit refusal to
settle for the lowest common denominator—a refusal to settle
on that decision which invites the fewest arguments or objec-
tions: there is always at least one serious objection and one is
too many. Rather it insists on achieving that decision the entire
group can best enter into or affirm. In short, it is not a matter
of “which course of action do we doubt least” but rather
“which course of action can we all believe most.”

3. Juries. The court of law is above all an adversary arena, a play-
ing of the doubting game, a contest for finding holes in the
other fellow’s argument. But if there is only the doubting game,
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why the jury? Lawyers and judges are far better at doubting
and finding inconsistencies, whether in assertions of fact or of
law. To bring in a jury is to bring in people who are least
qualified to play the doubting game. What’s more, not only are
they specifically barred from doubting game processes, they are
also forced into believing game processes: they may not talk or
ask questions of witnesses, lawyers, nor scarcely of the judge;
they may only sit in silence and listen. Listening and silence
are hallmarks of the believing game. All input, no output. And
until a recent Supreme Court decision which seems contrary to
the tradition, juries had to arrive at unanimous decisions.
Thus, like a Quaker meeting, though members may doubt all
they want, the process by which they can best fulfill their task
is the process of concerted affirmation.

Obviously juries and Quaker-run meetings permit situations
in which people exhaustedly settle for a decision that no one
likes but it was the only one which no one hates. But when this
happens, you can feel that something has gone wrong. You can
feel the structure was trying to foster the opposite process: a
more positive dialectic which gets people out of their partisan
point of view, out of their initial way of thinking, and thus
helps them to grow and change. Consensus can usually happen
only when something organic occurs in a group. Even the co-
ercive, tension-producing and exhaustion-producing element in
this sort of meeting—'‘no one may go home till there is consen-
sus!”—helps people break out of “sets” or habitual points of
view: this is the essential process in the believing game.

4. People like Thomas Kuhn and Michael Polanyi (op. cit.) give
an account of the history of science to the effect that though
scientists almost universally feel they practice the doubting
game, nevertheless important cruxes are settled by something
very like the believing game. (Though only big wheels get to
play.) At a period of scientific revolution—when competing
paradigms or models are up for grabs—it is as it is with read-
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‘

ings of a poem: the
rather those who carry weight in the profession perceive an-
other one as more fruitful and indeed truer. They perceive this
truth from within it, not from without.

5. I have earlier tried to show that when literary critics really do
their business well, they are playing the believing game.

‘wrong” paradigm is not proven wrong;

CONCLUSION: THE INTERDEPENDENCE
OF THE TWO GAMES

My case for the believing game can be summed up in two asser-
tions. :

1. It is the only process for getting to the truth in areas of word-
interpretation and gestalt-making. 2. It is a disciplined intellec-
tual dialectic whose practice makes people more perceptive,
flexible, and generally more intelligent; and it reinforces charac-
ter traits which our culture badly needs.

In much of my thinking about this matter I have seen the
doubting game as villain. I think bad things can be associated
with the doubting game: by helping people extricate themselves
from perception, it can reinforce self-deception; by helping people
extricate themselves from experience, it can reinforce the pecu-
liarly antiseptic inhumanity that is characteristic of our culture,
and make it easier, for instance, to drop bombs on people.

But previous drafts showed me that the doubting game is not
in itself the villain. (And also showed me the depth of my own
commitment to the doubting game.) For the ability to extricate
oneself from ideas, to reduce experiences to propositions, to trans-
form propositions logically, to achieve detachment, to cut through
crap, to be combative and thrusting, to be fiercely stubborn, to
have a hunger for certainty, to doubt everything, to have a dug-in
and unmoving self—all these qualities are extremely valuable.
People rarely achieve anything good without them.
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The two games are interdependent. I can close by saying that
the believing game needs to be legitimized if only for the sake of
the doubting game. For one thing, there is a growing movement
of revulsion against the doubting game which will subside only
when the believing game has equal legitimacy. For another thing,
along with playing the doubting game too much, people play it
shoddily, and they will considerably improve when they start play-
ing the believing game too. We learn to play the doubting game
“in general”’—not realizing it is a game. What that means is that
we learn critical thinking “in general’—that is, we learn, as it
were, to try in general to be more vigilant, try in general to doubt
everything, try in general not to be a sucker. But we don’t apply
this practice to everything. When it comes to really important
things, people don’t really doubt them. “After all,” we say to our-
selves unconsciously, “you’ve got to believe something.” But that’s
wrong. It shows we don’t understand the doubting game. You
don’t have to believe anything: it’s only a game and for the game
you must doubt absolutely everything and see what you come up
with.

In short, the two games are only halves of a full cycle of think-
ing. Because human functioning is organic and developmental,
because for example you cannot learn to be a cut-throat editor till
you learn to be a prolific producer, so too people cannot learn to
play well either the doubting game or the believing game till they
also learn to play the other one well.






A Few Books to Help with Correct Usage

Correct usage and good writing are not the same. Both are
good things but it helps not to confuse them. In the writing
class, concentrate on making your writing work better. Correct
usage is a simpler matter that vou can get by yourself out of
books.

For looking up something you are not sure of, here are a
few books I have found usetul:

THE AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY OF THE
ENGLISH LLANGUAGE, Houghton Mifflin Co., Education
Division, 110 Tremont St., Boston, Mass. 02107

REFERENCE MANUAIL FOR STENOGRAPHERS AND
TYPISTS, Gavin and Sabin, McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1221
Avenue of the Americas. New York, N.Y. 10020. (I find this
book particularly useful because it doesn’t try to teach me
things I don’t want to know, it just gives me the answer I'm
looking for in the quickest way possible.)

WRITER’S GUIDE AND INDEX TO ENGLISH, Porter
Perrin et al., Scott, Foresman and Co.. 1900 E. Lake Ave.,
Glenview, Ill. 60025

For learning spelling, usage, and grammar, here are some
programmed books that you can use entirely on your own:

SPELLING IMPROVEMENT: A PROGRAM FOR SELF-
INSTRUCTION, Patricia Fergus, McGraw-Hill (see address
above) .
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BASIC SPELLING SKILLS: A PROGRAM FOR SELF-
INSTRUCTION, Learning Technology, Inc., McGraw-Hill
(see address above).
PROGRAMED REVIEW OF ENGLISH, UNIT I, SPELL-
ING, Martha S. Trimble, Harper and Row, Inc., Scranton,
Pa. 18512

UNIT II, DICTION

UNIT III, WRITING
ENGLISH # g200: APROGRAMED COURSE IN GRAM-
MAR AND USAGE, Joseph C. Blumenthal, Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, Inc., 757 Third Ave., New York, N.Y. 10017.
This seems to be the most widely used of the programmed
texts.)
COMPETENCE IN ENGLISH: A PROGRAMED HAND-
BOOK, J. H. Hook and R. L. Stevens, Harcourt Brace Jo-
vanovich (see address above).



Reminders to Keep in View
During a Teacherless Writing Class

NECESSARY INGREDIENTS:

Get a commitment from at least seven people for a ten-week
stretch

Make sure everyone writes something every week

Make sure everything read out loud is read twice and given a
minute’s silence after each reading

Give pointing and summarizing responses to every piece of
writing

Make sure everyone, for his first four classes, uses two showing
exercises

Do three ten-minute writing exercises each week

Use the last five minutes of each class for reactions to the class
itself

GIVING MOVIES OF YOUR MIND:

Pointing (p. 85)

Summarizing (p. 86)

Telling (p. 87)

Showing (p. 70: voices; motion, locomotion; weather: clothing;
terrain; colors; shapes; animals; vegetables; musical instru-
ments; body; where it’s evolved from, where evolving to;
writer’s real intention, crazy intention; what it was written in-
stead of; what the writer did before writing it; portrait of
anonymous writer; writing as clay; reactions of someone else;
picture or doodle; sounds; jabbering; movements; ten-minute
writing; meditation)
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FURTHER ADVIGE TO READERS:

Make sure you've had a good chance to read the writing (p. 93)

One reader at a time, or all at once? (p. 93)

Never quarrel with someone else’s reaction (p. 94)

Give specific reactions to specific parts (p. 94)

No kind of reaction is wrong (p. 95: “‘content” as opposed to
“style”; odd reactions; advice; evaluation; theories; irrelevant
reactions)

Though no reactions are wrong, vou still have to try to read well
(p- 98)

Sometimes you may not want to (p. g9)

You are always right and always wrong (p. 100)

ADVICE TO THE WRITER ON LISTENING:

Be quiet and listen (p. 101)

Don’t try to understand what people tell you (p. 102)

But do try to understand how they tell it to you (p. 102)

Don’t reject what readers tell you (p. 102)

Don’t stop them from giving you reactions (p. 104)

But don’t be tyrannized by what they say (p. 104)

Ask for what you want but don’t play teacher with them (p. 105)
You are always right and always wrong (p. 106)
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OXFORD

A well-known advocate of innovative teaching methods outlines a
practical program for learning how to write. The program is equally
useful for imaginative writing such as fiction and poetry, for essays,
and for pragmatic writing such as reports, lectures, and memos.

Mr. Elbow’s approach is especially helpful to people who get
“stuck” or blocked in their writing. He challenges the traditional
model of the writing process, which states that first you must get
your meaning clear in your mind (perhaps through making an out-
line), and then you may proceed to write. He believes that it is
crucial to separate the productive and the editorial process. You
must first produce without any editorial interference and after all
your thoughts are down on paper, then you must edit and rewrite.
The book includes guidelines for free (non-stop) writing exercises
and suggestions for keeping a diary.

Because he feels that reactions by many readers are invaluable
in learning how to write, Mr. Elbow proposes that the class or group
be small enough so that each member can write something at least
once a week and everyone else can read it and respond to it. He
provides suggestions for both the writer and reader on how to react
to one another and includes advice on how to avoid pointless
arguments which often cripple this type of discussion.

“The book seems to work. Not only does it uncover the hollow-
ness of our pretensions as guardians of the gates of good writing, but
I’'m sure that it would provide valuable help for student writers as,
indeed, it has for me. ... The concluding essay . . . alone is worth
the price of the book.” — English Journal

PETER ELBOW, Professor of English at the University of Massachu-
setts, Ambherst, is the author of Embracing Contraries and Writing with
Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process.
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