PROCEDURES AND RULES OF TIBETAN DEBATE

(Excerpted from The Sound of Two Hands Clapping: The Education of a Tibetan Buddhist Monk by Georges B.J. Dreyfus)
Tibetan debates involve two parties: a defender, who answers, and a questioner. The roles of defender and questioner imply very different commitments. 

The responsibility of a defender is to put forth a true thesis and to defend it. Hence, the defender is accountable for the truth of his assertions. The questioner, on the contrary, is responsible only for the questions he puts forth. His questions must be well-articulated, must logically follow from the points already made, and must be relevant to defeating the defender. Their truth content is irrelevant, however, for his task is not to establish a thesis but to oblige the defender to contradict either previous statements or common sense.

The debate starts with a ritual invocation to Manjushri, the celestial bodhisattva patron of wisdom: Dhih ji ltar chos can. This invocation can be translated as Dhih (the seed syllable of Manjushri); in just the way the subject.
After this ritual invocation, the questioner proposes the topic of the debate in the form of a question, which seeks to elicit the defender’s thesis. The defender answers, stating his position. The questioner may then immediately begin the debate, or he may seek auxiliary explanations to clarify the position of his adversary. The point of this crucial preparatory phase is to establish a starting point for the debate, an area of agreement between the two parties.

Once the two parties believe that they agree on the understanding of the terms of the debate, the main part can unfold through questions and answers. The questions are meant to draw out the consequences of the defender’s statements in order to oblige him to contradict himself or to take a blatantly absurd position. To succeed, the questioner must be able to take apart his opponents statements and to draw out unwanted consequences. His opponent, the defender, must for his part attempt to block these contradictions by making further distinctions.

It is in this framework that the debate unfolds strategically. The questioner tries to force his opponent either to contradict himself or to contradict common sense. To do so, he must be able to break down complex arguments into simple elements that can be expressed in a chain of well-formed consequences that follow each other logically. He must also keep track of the position of his adversary and where he wants to take him. The defender must figure out the questioner’s strategy and thwart his efforts.

