
   
 

THE BELIEVING AND DOUBTING GAME
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THE WHY 

• When people are faced with a Q@I they are usually quick to pick sides: the supporters (Believers) or the 

resisters (Doubters). This is a problem because such a response is reductive and leaves out a lot of other 

viewpoints and responses. Further, when people pick specific sides, they tend to get comfortable in their way 

of thinking and sometimes even forget that there is another point of view on the Q@I. If they are faced with 

an opposing opinion, people will often become entrenched in their thinking. 

• The main hindrance to the search for answers is an unwillingness to abandon present views and adopt better 

ones. We often recognize better ideas, but they may be harder to believe or involve change. As Elbow notes, 

“I think we all fear, to a greater or lesser extent, being taken over, infected, or controlled by a bad or wrong 

idea” (185). The Game, however, should lessen that fear because it’s just a game. What is said while playing 

doesn’t mean much; some of it may at some point, but a lot of it won’t be fruitful. 

THE HOW 

• Everyone needs to play both games in turn. Everyone is a Believer at the same time, and then everyone begins 

the Doubting part of the game at the same time. 

• There are no sides while the game is being played. The two are interdependent; each is only half of a full 

thinking cycle. Every player should play both games and should play them on the same issue. 

• In practice, playing either side too long can spiral the game into silly antics and assertions. Remember that the 

point is to take both sides of an issue and to try to fully appreciate both perspectives. 

• Keep this paper in front of you as you play the game. 

• Believing Game: 

o Take the claim as a given. It cannot (at least for the purposes of this game) be changed. Your job is 

not to amend it, but to find ways to make it work. For this period of time, you are committed to the 

claim and must take ownership of and responsibility for it. 

o Never argue with anything. Believe everything, even when one idea contradicts another. The point is 

to ignore differences, contradictions, even logic at this point. You’re not trying to get a reason for this 

claim but are trying to get inside it, to see it from the inside out. The goal is to identify with it, and an 

understanding of it will come as a natural result of identification. 

o Believing everything will produce a lot of ideas. This is good since it raises the chances of stumbling 

on something really shocking and good that you never would have thought of before. 

o In order to believe everything presented, you’ll have to practice being empathetic. Put yourself in 

others’ shoes to get inside the ideas and experience them as fully as possible. The first thing you 

should ask is why someone would believe that position. Understand the claim as if it were your own 

(because it is for the time being). 

o Be the shepherd. Think of this claim as a little lamb; it isn’t going to change, so it’s your job to create 

an environment in which it can survive. 

• Doubting game 

o You are seeking truth by seeking error; you are trying to peel away all the weakest parts of the 

argument, so you should assume the claim is false and try to find ways in which it fails or is weak. 

Your job now is to find ways to make this claim fail. 

o Question everything. Every claim and underlying assumption should be disputed in some way—even 

if it sounds mean or silly. Try to discover all the problems that are a part of this idea or pitfalls that 

would result from its application. 

o In order to doubt everything, you’ll have to be rigorous, rational, and resistant. Try to detach yourself 

from the idea in order to gain perspective on it. 

o Be the wolf. You’ll have to be incredibly aggressive (if you were a shepherd before, you’re a hungry 

wolf now) and rip everything apart as much as possible. 

o Doing so can seem mean and is difficult for some people. Remember that now is the survival of the 

fittest. Be literal (don’t acquiesce to what you think the writer meant, resist what she wrote), and be 

stubborn (start with the mindset that the idea is wrong and then try to support that point of view by 

finding and exploiting all weaknesses). 

                                                           
1 Marcus Hensel’s adaptation from Peter Elbow’s “The Doubting Game and the Believing Game—An Analysis of the Intellectual Enterprise” in 

Writing Without Teachers, 147-192. 

 

 


