“Don’t Believe Everything You Think”
That’s a bumper sticker I have on my office door, and it’s the guiding principle I want you to strive toward in this course. Now, what does it mean?

It means simply that you need to begin to understand that every thought you have comes from the context in which you find yourself. That context consists of your race, your gender, your economic status in society, the society to which you belong (American, Russian, Iraqi, Iranian, Japanese, etc.), your particular moment in history, your political affiliations, your religious upbringing, your home life, your experiences, etc. Your ideas are “created” by these contexts. What I want you to strive for in all your journal entries and assignments is an understanding of that fact. In other words, when you get a question like, “Explain, thoroughly, why you think you have those responses. Consider in your answer your nationality (especially if American) and your race and your economic status. How do each of these affect the way you respond?”, then I want you to step outside your own reactions and begin to examine them objectively. 

When you have a response, or when you think a thought, you immediately assume those are true. You don’t think about how you might have been conditioned by a host of factors so that you would have just those responses or thoughts. Now it’s time for you to do so. 

For example, if you read a work that talks about communism, then immediately, as a “red-blooded American” you will probably react strongly because you’ve been “taught” by your culture that communism is akin to Satanism. You usually don’t stop to consider that reaction but just assume it to be the right one. But is it? How much of it comes from a historical context in which your country struggled against the forces of communism for 50 years? How much of it is influenced by the propaganda that came out of that struggle? Do you, in fact, really know what communism is? Do you understand what its arguments entail? The probable answer is “no.” In similar fashion your reactions about other religions, other races, other ideas, and so forth, are all influenced by something, by some context, and often predicated upon ignorance. They are never “objective” responses that would be true for everyone, everywhere, in all times. Nevertheless, you’re sure your response is the correct one. Many of you still make pronouncements, full of indignation, about something you’ve encountered in this course. “Everyone who’s rational,” your thinking goes, “will see it the same way that I do.” We all do this. But the fact that we all do it and all believe it, is proof that such reactions and ways of thinking simply can’t be “true.” Instead, they are all conditional “truths”. 

Now I’m asking that you start to show that you realize all this about your own thinking. I want to see you questioning your own thinking, your own emotions, and your own thoughts about everything you encounter in this course. I want to see no more indignant diatribes without then a considered reflection of those. I’m okay with you having the passionate response, but not if you aren’t then stepping back and thinking about why that response was what it was.

Remember the Critical Thinking slideshow, where it went over things like:
Things to Watch Out For in Your Thinking

"It's true because I believe it" 
(innate egocentrism: in which case I find myself continually assuming that what I believe is true even though I have never questioned the basis for many of my beliefs).

"It's true because we believe it" 
(innate sociocentrism: in which case I find myself continually assuming that the dominant beliefs in the groups to which I belong are true even though I have never questioned the basis for many of these beliefs).
"It's true because I have always believed it"
(innate self-validation: in which case I feel a strong ego-attraction to beliefs that I have long held even though I have not seriously considered the evidence for the critique of these traditional beliefs).

"It's true because it is in my vested interest to believe it" 
(innate selfishness: in which case I find myself gravitating to beliefs which if true would justify my getting more power, money, or personal advantage and not noticing the evidence or reasoning against those beliefs).
"It's true because I want to believe it" 
(innate wish fulfillment: in which case I find myself believing in, for example, accounts of behavior that put me (or the groups to which I belong) in a positive rather than a negative light even though I have not seriously considered the evidence for the more negative account. I believe what "feels good," what supports my other beliefs, what does not require me to change my thinking is any significant way, what does not require me to admit I have been wrong).
If I don’t see you begin to incorporate an understanding of these, and an attempt on your part to avoid them, in your own responses, then you will not do well in this course.

Dr. Allen

