
The
 Adversarial 

Method



How do we arrive at 
the truth?



In many societies, you go to a wise 
person. Whatever he or she says is the 
truth. 



The ancient Greek 
philosopher Socrates 
(d. 399 BC) had a 
different approach to 
the truth. He taught 
his students to 
question authority and 
to look at the truth 
from all sides. 



Socrates felt that the best way to arrive at the truth was to listen to an 
argument between two people holding opposing views. This method 
of finding the truth is called the adversarial method. 



Back then, the ideas 
of Socrates were 
considered quite 
radical, and 
Socrates was forced 
to drink poison for 
the “crime” of 
teaching his 
students to 
question authority. 



Death of Socrates, by Jacques-Louis David, 1787
(Socrates was killed in 399 BC)



Today, the ideas of Socrates are part of our 
culture. When people want to know the 
truth, they often hold a debate. 



For example, our judicial system is 
also based on the adversarial method. 



In a typical case, the role of the court is to 
host a debate between two opposing sides, 
and the judge simply acts as referee. 



One side, the 
prosecutor, 
presents 
evidence of the 
person’s guilt. 



The other side, the defense attorney, 
presents evidence of the person’s innocence. 



Finally, a jury decides the question of “what 
really happened.” 



The theory behind the adversarial system is 
fairly obvious:

• We can never really trust just one side 
to tell us the “whole truth.”

• The best way to “test” the veracity of 
something is to let someone else try to 
prove that it is false.

• After watching the debate, observers 
can decide for themselves the truth of 
the matter. 



In this class, we will also use the adversarial 
method to investigate the truth.



As a participant in a debate, your job is to 
represent your side of the issue. Whether 
your side is right or wrong is not really 
relevant—or at least it’s not your concern. 



It is the job of the jury (or the audience) 
to weigh the arguments on both sides, 
and thus arrive at the truth. 



Key Point: 

The adversarial method is a way of determining 
truth. 

It requires at least three people: 

1. a person who argues one side of the question.
2. a person who argues the other side of the 

question.
3. A judge (or jury) to evaluate the evidence of both 

sides.



Questions



Which ancient 
Greek philosopher 
was forced to drink 
poison for the 
“crime” of teaching 
his students to 
question 
authority? 



The U.S. judicial system is based on the 
___________________ method. 



What is the adversarial method? 



Imagine that you are a high-priced lawyer 
who earns millions of dollars defending 
notorious criminals. One day, someone 
asks you, in disgust, “How do you sleep at 
night?” How would you respond?


