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Better Angels Debates 
 
The Spirit of Better Angels Debate 

The idea of this debate is for a group of people to think together, listen, and allow themselves 

to be changed by each other’s ideas. When done well, everyone walks out a little closer to the 

truth, more aware of the validity in opposing views, and with tighter community relationships. 

Each participant is encouraged to express his or her piece of the truth and to enter into an 

exchange in which people push one another to grow to new levels of thought, relationship, and 

personal and intellectual integrity.  

 The most important thing is that people should articulate what they do in fact believe, even 

if it’s complicated or incomplete, rather than making an airtight case they don’t really 

subscribe to. 

 New people are always encouraged to try speaking, even if they have some anxiety about 

talking in front of others. And the audience should respond warmly to new speakers.  

 All speakers are encouraged to bring up new ideas as they wish, but to place them in 

context of the prior speeches, and to directly express responses to the prior speeches, so 

that we have a conversation rather than a series of monologues. 

 It’s especially important for speakers to offer their personal connections to the topic – to 

share a personal story or speak vulnerably, rather than just making abstract arguments. 

 Our goals as a group are to create an environment that encourages us all: 

o To approach the topic and each other with an open-minded curiosity. 

o To express nuance, ambiguity, and doubts. 

o To express a change of mind to the group, if your mind has been changed. 

o To be welcoming to one another, even when we disagree. 

 The way we show appreciation is “banging” – by pounding on a knee, a chair, etc. to show 

approval. This can be done anytime, adds to the spirit of fun, and is highly encouraged. 

 

Why We Use Parliamentary Procedure 

 It’s a tried and true form for group deliberation that allows people to engage difficult 

questions and say what they really feel. 

 The process does not allow for destructive conflict, so a productive conversation results. 

 The process allows for the passionate expression of ideas, while encouraging a respectful 

decorum. 

 

Preparing to Speak 

 If you have agreed to be one of the first speakers, then you should have thought through 

what you are going to say in your opening speech.  

 Otherwise, you should speak according to what is being said and what moves you.  

 No prior preparation is required, though many people find it helpful to do a little basic 

research on the topic ahead of time. 

 A good trick is to think of the last sentence of your speech before you get up to speak. 
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Format 

 The Chair gives opening remarks, and explains the process we’ll be using. 

 The Chair calls the debate to order, states the Resolution, and calls for a speech in the affirmative 

(supporting the resolution).  

 People who wish to speak raise their hands. The Chair recognizes (calls on) one person who stands to 

speak, facing the body (not the Chair). 

 When they’re done speaking, the Chair calls for questions for the speaker, and recognizes one person at a 

time to stand and ask his/her question; the questioner addresses their question to the Chair. 

 After a few questions, the speaker is thanked and returns to his/her seat. 

 The Chair asks for speeches in the negative, and the debate continues as above, alternating affirmative 

and negative speeches. 
 

Timing 

 The debate is broken up into three roughly equal segments: the first third of the debate will consist of 4-
minute speeches, the second third of 3-minute speeches, and the last third of 2-minute speeches. 

 Speakers may speak up to the length allotted, but need not fill the time. 
 

Rules for Addressing Others 

 Participants never address each other directly -- they address the Chair.  
 Participants traditionally use last names or category terms, like “the gentleman” or “the lady” or “the 

person” to refer to one another. 
 The Chair is addressed as “Madam Chair” or “Mister Chair.” 
 Ex: Referring to a prior speech in a speech: “Madame Chair, the person who spoke last ...” 
 
Asking Questions of the Speaker 
 If you’d like to ask the speaker a question, raise your hand and wait for the Chair to call on you.  
 When recognized, stand and say “Mister Chair, would the speaker please tell us abc?”, or, “Mister Chair, I 

would ask the speaker why they believe xyz?” 
 If you’re expressing your own opinion rather than asking a question, the Chair will likely ask you whether 

you have a question for the speaker. 
 If you’re not recognized and therefore cannot ask your question (which may be the case if there are a lot 

of questions), you may want to consider giving a speech yourself.  
 
Two Other Types of Questions 

 Point of Inquiry 

o In order to ask a question about the debate or to figure out what’s going on, raise your hand and say 
“On Inquiry.”  

o The Chair will call on you, and you may stand and ask your question, and the Chair will respond. 
 

 Point of Information 

o If you believe something being said is factually incorrect, you can raise your hand while saying “Point of 
Information.”  

o The Chair will call on you and you may stand to ask a question, using the words, “Is it not in fact the 
case that…”  

o The Chair will respond to your question.
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Handling Difficult Moments 

Because we’re talking about difficult topics, strong feelings may come up for some of us. If a 

speaker (or someone posing a question) says something you find offensive or upsetting there 

are a number of things you can do. 

 

 Ask a question that gets at something you find confusing about the speaker's beliefs that 

may have led to the offensive statement. 

o This is a true question of curiosity, something to which you genuinely think you don't 

know the answer.  

o If your question is really a “call-out”, the Chair may ask you whether you have a 

question for the speaker. 

o If your question is a direct attack, the speaker may shut down, and be unable to provide 

additional information, leaving your underlying question (“How could they say that?”) 

unanswered. 

 

 Give a speech of your own.  

o Since your own time is limited, decide whether you want to primarily address the 

comment or attitude you found offensive, or whether you’d rather present the evidence 

and values that drew you to your own position.  

o Offer a strong idea in response to what you perceive as a flawed idea, rather than 

attacking a person, or the group to which they belong. 

o Hearing people talk about what they value is often more persuasive than hearing what 

they dislike about the other side. 

o While it may be tempting to say something disparaging, especially if one feels offended, 

remember the intent of the debate: to seek truth together by raising ideas and 

discussing their merits, not to score points or achieve emotional satisfaction by dissing 

other speakers or their affiliations.  

 

 Wait 10 minutes; if you feel something was offensive, it’s likely someone else feels that 

way, and they may respond.  

 

 If you're upset or you feel like this remark has the potential to spoil the debate for you, you 

can take a short break, get a drink of water, etc.  

 


