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The concept of the counter case has been a part of NPDA 

debate since its inception.  The 1993 NPDA Constitution, under 

the section entitled "The Conduct of Parliamentary Debate" 

explains that the counter case is one of four strategies which 

are "generally" used by the opposition.  In this section, the 

counter case is defined as "[T]he present system is in need of 

repair, but the Opposition's suggestion will accomplish the task 

more effectively than the Government's plan."2 This definition 

of the counter case seems straightforward, but since 1993 the idea 

of the counter case has become an elusive concept to educators 

and students alike. 

The purpose of this essay is threefold: First, we will 

describe the evolution of the concept of the counter case within 

the realm of the National Parliamentary Debate Association. 

Second, we will evaluate the utility of the counter case within 

parliamentary debate practice.  Finally, we will present 

alternatives to the use of the counter case.  We will argue that 

the counter case is counterproductive to both the educational and 

competitive value of parliamentary debate. In arguing for this 

thesis, however, we fully realize the dangers inherent in an 

attempted codification of formal debate theory, and we are in no 

way advocating such a position. 

1Bonnie L. Stapleton is Director of Forensics at Regis 
University in Denver, Colorado. Marcus Paroske is a bachelor's 
candidate at Regis University. 
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In order to trace the evolution of the counter case, we 

collected parliamentary debate descriptions/judging instructions 

from a series of tournaments between 1993 and 1996.  These ten 

descriptions were taken from: the 1993 NPDA Constitution Conduct 

of Parliamentary Debate, 1994 NPDA National Tournament Guidelines 

for Judges, 1995 World Universities Debate Championships 

(Princeton University), 1995 Mile High Invitational (Regis 

University), 1995 American Parliamentary Debate Association Guide 

(presented at the Colorado College), 1995 Gateway Invitational 

(University of Missouri-St. Louis), 1995 Denver Swing (Red Rocks 

Community College), 1996 Guidelines for Parliamentary Debate 

(NPDA Homepage), 1996 Buffalo Chips Invitational (University of 

Colorado-Boulder), and the 1996 NPDA National Tournament.3 These 

descriptions are usually written by a representative of the 

school hosting the tournament, and are, at the very least, 

approved by the tournament director for distribution at the 

particular tournament in question.  Although the sample is 

admittedly small, we feel that it reasonably accounts for the 

various regions where NPDA debate is practiced. 

An examination of these materials indicates that there are 

two general trends emerging concerning the concept of the counter 

case.  The first trend is that the use of the counter case is 

described as a strategic tactic which is used optionally at the 

discretion of the Opposition.  There is no description we found 

which indicates that use of the counter case is ever mandatory 

for any particular debate situation, although in competition 

debate teams have often argued that this is true.  The second 

37 



trend concerning the counter case we found  in our research is 

that there is no consistent definition of exactly what 

constitutes a counter case.  In our view, this is the most 

problematic aspect of the practical application of the counter 

case. 

We found four differing interpretations of the counter 

case. The first is the equation of the counter case with the 

traditional counter plan found in other forms of debate. 

This interpretation is usually described in a policy context, 

as the counter case is a solution proposed by the Opposition 

which solves the harms outlined in the Government case.  Some 

of these descriptions set forth particular burdens which a 

counter case must meet, such as mutual exclusivity, while 

other descriptions require only that the counter case be 

comparatively advantageous.4 While the first interpretation 

of the counter case stems from a focus on the Government 

case, the second interpretation focuses directly on the 

resolution.  This counter case is branch of the link 

argument. When the Government team proposes a case which the 

Opposition feels is either abusive or falls into the category 

of truism or tautology, the Opposition should argue a counter 

case which redefines the resolution in terms which avoid 

these problems, and then proceed to argue against the 

resolution as redefined.5 The third interpretation of the 

counter case is similar to the second in that it is called 

forth by weakness in the Government case, and the Opposition 

redefines the resolution.  This interpretation of the counter 

case is distinct in that rather than proceed to argue against 

the 
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resolution as redefined, the Opposition is expected to argue for the 

proper interpretation of the resolution.  That is, the opposition 

writes a case in support of the resolution as they have defined it.6 

The final interpretation of the counter case which we discovered is 

what we refer to as "non-stand."  These descriptions either allude to 

some type of counter case, or overtly state that it is an option for 

the Opposition, but none of these descriptions outline exactly what a 

counter case is.7 For example, the judge's instructions for the 1995 

Gateway Invitational held at the University of Missouri-St. Louis 

state that the opposition may deal with tautology or truism "...by 

providing a counter case."  No definition of a counter case is made 

in this instance. 

Although we have discovered these trends concerning the concept 

of the counter case, it is pertinent to note at this point that we 

fully realize that we have inferred many of these interpretations from 

the specific language of the written descriptions studied.  We felt 

that this course of action was necessary due to the fact that the 

descriptions themselves were often vague and contradictory.  This is 

probably due to the fact that tournament directors have more important 

things to do than worry about the specifics of counter case theory.  

The answer may also be that tournament directors themselves are 

confused about what constitutes a counter case. 

Now that we have described the current trends concerning the 

notion of the counter case, we turn our attention to what conclusion 

can be drawn from this analysis.  The conclusion we 
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draw is that during the last four years no progress has been made 

toward creating a universal understanding of the counter case. 

The time that has passed since the formation of NPDA has not 

built consensus because the many interpretations of the counter 

case are coexisting.  For example, the 1994 NPDA Nationals 

interpretation of the counter case as one which the Opposition 

ends up arguing in favor of the resolution is mirrored two years 

later in the University of Colorado-Boulder description of 1996. 

In between these points in time lie the other interpretations of 

the counter case, the 1995 Red Rocks Community College 

interpretation of the counter case as a counter plan and Trapp's 

1996 Guidelines for NPDA debate which take a non-stand on the 

counter case issue.  Theoretical consensus has not been built by 

tendency to agreement, that is, abandonment of unpopular theories 

in favor of more effective ones.  Clearly, this type of consensus 

has been built in NPDA debate on other issues.  In most of the 

NPDA community, for example, the idea of the Time-Space 

Government case has been abandoned this way.  If tendency to 

agreement had occurred concerning the counter case, there would 

not be as wide a variance in the interpretations of the counter 

case as there is currently. Consensus has not occurred through 

improvement, extracting part of the theory and modifying it 

through conscious effort, either.  Interpretations of the counter 

case have not improved upon the past, but rather new 

interpretations have sprung up which bear little resemblance to 

or are mutually exclusive from previous ones.  The interpretation 

of the counter case as a counter plan essentially conceded that 
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the interpretation of the resolution made by the Government team 

is adequate, while the interpretation of the counter case as a 

link argument assumes that the resolution as defined is 

fundamentally flawed.  These two interpretations of the counter 

case obviously operate from contradictory assumptions.  It is 

impossible that such differing theoretical viewpoints are 

improving upon each other. 

Exacerbating this lack of consensus concerning the counter 

case, in our view, is the non-stand which many have taken 

concerning the counter case.  By abstaining from the counter case 

debate, these participants in NPDA debate have ensured that the 

lack of consensus will continue. 

Now that we have described the evolution of the counter case 

and established that there is no universal understanding of what 

constitutes a counter case, it is important to evaluate the 

utility of the counter case within current debate practice.  In 

order to accomplish this, two things should be examined: why was 

the counter case developed, and has the counter case served its 

purpose.  In our view, the counter case was developed primarily 

as a reaction of forensic educators against the perceived abuses 

of the practice of Cross Examination Debate Association (CEDA) 

debate in the years immediately preceding the creation of the 

National Parliamentary Debate Association.  The goals of NPDA in 

general were to provide a form of debate based on sound 

rhetorical principles, which could be easily learned and applied 

to an audience larger than forensic scholars.8 Implicit in those 

sound rhetorical principles was the notion that the resolution 
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should be the focus of debate.  The counter case was a means 

through which Opposition teams could hold Government teams 

accountable for ignoring their burden to uphold the resolution. 

It was designed to teach this fundamental tenant of debate while 

avoiding the "meta-debate" common to CEDA, and without codifying 

specific theory rules for parliamentary debate.  In short, it was 

an attempt to give some formal structure to debate, without 

resulting in debate which was concerned primarily with structure 

alone. 

While the motivation behind the counter case was noble, in 

practice the concept failed to achieve its goal.  This can be 

demonstrated on several levels.  First, the counter case failed 

because there were other mechanisms present in NPDA debate to 

deal with the issue of resolutionality.  Link, truism, and 

tautology all existed as points from which to argue the relation 

of the Government case to the resolution.  Consequently, the 

jurisdiction of the counter case argument was left tenuous, and 

prevented it from becoming a clear, concise argument in NPDA 

debate.  Secondly, the counter case failed because confusion 

resulted from its practice.  Schools from the same city are as 

likely to have different interpretations of the counter case as 

are schools from different geographic regions.  This has 

transferred into the debate round itself, with a strong 

possibility that the two teams and as many as three judges will 

have differing and contradictory conceptions of the counter case. 

Such confusion not only makes it difficult to teach and learn the 

Opposition burdens in NPDA debate, but it also creates 
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difficulties in applying the debate to non-forensic scholars who 

may be as confused as the debaters themselves.  Thirdly, the 

counter case failed because it seems to have succumbed to the 

"meta-debate" problem.  The differing interpretations have almost 

necessitated some "meta-debate" within the round itself if 

clarity and clash is ever to be achieved.  Fourthly, the nature 

of NPDA debate does not lend itself to the success of the counter 

case.  NPDA, as we have already stated, was designed to avoid 

codification of debate theory.  What is the counter case if not 

an attempt to codify debate theory? 

Clearly, the counter case has failed to achieve its goals, 

and the obvious question is, should we even keep it?  The answer 

to this question would be yes, if we could find a way to augment 

the counter case so that it would achieve its expressed goals. 

The question of how this might be done falls out of the scope of 

this article, and given the confusion associated with the counter 

case in practice currently, such a solution seems unlikely.  Even 

if the counter case could meet its goals, the result would be 

antithetical to the goals of NPDA.  Even a perfectly accepted 

notion of the counter case would be a clear codification of 

debate theory.  In addition, the counter case would be a 

concoction of NPDA, a parliamentary debate rule not found 

elsewhere in debate (assuming that the definition was not the 

APDA style counter plan).  Should this occur, a dangerous 

precedent would be set.  NPDA could continue to invent its own 

debate theory, exclusive to NPDA, and requiring knowledge of NPDA 

to understand.  This runs counter to the goals of NPDA, which is 
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supposed to stress sound rhetorical principles and apply to a 

general audience.  Even if the counter case could be fixed, it 

probably should not be. 

We think, however, that the goals of the counter case are 

desirable, in fact necessary to healthy NPDA debate.  The fact 

that the counter case has failed to achieve these does not mean 

that they cannot be achieved.  This leads us to our third point, 

alternatives to the counter case which we believe are more 

educationally and competitively sound, as well as more in line 

with the general goals of NPDA. 

The alternative to the use of the counter case does not lie 

in creation of a new debate theory, but rather in acceptance of 

traditional forms of refutation.  The counter case attempted to 

be a catch-all standard Opposition argument, and in attempting 

this, it became so vague and subject to interpretation that it 

became useless.  The obvious alternative is for the Opposition to 

return to traditional negative debate strategies and logic.  The 

Opposition should be free to argue such things as prima facie, 

disadvantages, even the stock issues, all of which come from 

rhetorical theory.  In addition, both Government and Opposition 

teams can benefit from analysis through inductive and deductive 

reasoning, and fallacies such as over generalization.  It is far 

easier to teach and learn how to apply such methods to 

parliamentary debate, and it is impossible to say that the NPDA 

created counter case is more applicable to communication events 

outside debate than are theories of rhetoric and logic.  The 

event would become more useful to the student educationally, and 



would be subject to far less "meta-debate" than the current 

counter case.  In this, our alternative is more in line with the 

goals of NPDA. 

For the use of this alternative to be successful, however, 

requires that coaches, critics, and audiences become more 

accepting of traditional debate strategies in parliamentary 

debate rounds than they have been in the past.  Debaters should 

feel free to argue that a case example is an over or "hasty" 

generalization without the fear of hearing the usual response, 

"This isn't CEDA!"  In fear of becoming too much like CEDA, both 

coaches and debaters have over limited the types of arguments 

which are useful both educationally and strategically.  We feel 

the counter case represents this trend, and demonstrates that 

this type of thinking in counterproductive.  In short, Aristotle 

didn't do CEDA. 

This essay has addressed the concept and practice of the 

counter case in NPDA debate.  We first described the evolution of 

the counter case in NPDA debate and found that there has been no 

progress increasing a universal understanding of the counter 

case.  The result of this is that the counter case is not useful 

and has failed to meet its primary goals.  The problems and 

confusion associated with the current practice of the counter 

case leads us to believe that these problems are not likely to be 

solved.  Furthermore, even if the counter case could be changed 

to be more effective, the result would be antithetical to the 

general purpose of NPDA.  As an alternative to the counter case, 

we argue the Opposition should return to traditional debate 
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strategies and forms of logic.  This would avoid the problems 

created by the counter case, and give the student a better basis 

in rhetorical theory that could be applied outside of academic 

debate. 
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