THE DECLINE OFAFFIRMATIVE PLAN CONSTRUCTION:
A SOURCE OF CONCERN IN CONTEMPORARY DEBATE

It seems pefectly dear tha avey
real changein the nature of theaffirmaive
proposa or plan has occurred in the last
few years. In contrast to days of yore, &fir-
mativepolicy proposd s aretoday, moreof-
ten than not, bereft of any logistics, any
reasonabl emechani sm for implementation,
and any explanation regarding the policy
actorswho will beinvolved. Theplan might
mention how theproposd isto bepaid for.
However, undoubtedly this constitutes
more of aplan spike than an illuminaion
about policy. Then contemporary debaters
will condude the plan presentation with
something about how counterplans should
be presented in full text, or about how fu-
tureaffirmativespeecheswill darify intent.
Both of these are anti-intdlectual debate
constructs which inform no one about how
theplan operaes. Thisdffirmative practice
isbecomingsocommon that orerardy hears
awe |-deve oped and articul ate plan. Poorly
developed and inaticulae proposals for
change do not serve the best interests of
debate, or those of the student participant.
They diminishour policy focus andour cred-
ibility tothe larger constituency.

Early this season, a fine Georgia
school ran aone sentence plan that resolved
the Russian prostitution problem by send-
ing 100,000 U. S. military personnd to Rus-
sia That was it! No additiond information
was forthcoming. Nothing about what they
would dowhilein Russia, where they would
stay, who they would report to, or how U.S.
Army men andwomen would beabl eto ren-
der meaningful assigance given the fact
they don’t spesk the language, and would
be seriously unbalanced patrolling the
stretsof aforeignland. Theffirmativethen
presented some amorphous solvency evi-
dence that suggested that U.S. help was
necessay in deding with the scourge of
Russian prostitution. Then, of course, the
advantage that is attained by having
damped down on Russian prostitution is
compd lingly offered. Afterthe 1AC, | sat
back awaiting the barrage from the nega
tive that would surdy be oriented toward
demonstrating thefundamentd foolishness
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of the idea. The cross- examining 2N did
ask a question that implied tha he was not
atogether comfortabl ewiththe plan mecha
nism. But when hewastold tojust read the
‘something’ evidence, hebacked off. To my
chagrin, the1l NC then rose to indicateshe
has problemswith topicdity. Additiondly,
a memory serves, she proclamed her in-
tent to offer an observation suggesting Nor-
way could better ded with theproblem, and
dsothat theaffirmativewill cresteaClinton
popul arity disaster of epic and globd pro-
portions. My heart sank. Theseare twoin-
telligent young people on the negative.
Suredly they see how nonsensical the plan
is. Orevenif it makes somesense, how ill-
defined and poorly articulaed it most obvi-
ously is. Any credible indictment should
result in an absolute take out of solvency
given that the plan is the foundation on
which the solvency and advantages de-
pend. But no chdlengeisforthcoming and,
ales, the debate boiled down to whether
President Clinton becomes popul ar enough
to do something stupid.

When my debate career began some
15 years ago, plans werereasonably intdli-
gent and rdaivey detaled proposals for
change. That was considered necessary in
order for the afirmative to be regarded as
prima facie. There existed certain criteria
for the presentation of the proposal. In fact,
fiat demanded some specificity. The word
"should’ could not be actudized without a
reasonably detailed plan. There seemed to
beanimplicit deal. The afirmaivedevd-
oped anintdligent and detailed proposd in
exchangefor theright o fiat, which dlowed
thed firmative not to have to def end nega
tive workability or circumvention argu-
ments. Not any more. Thesedaysfiat exists
even when thereis amost nothing tofiat.
In the prostitution case cited earlier, noth-
ing credible exists post-plan, yet the &fir-
mativegetsthefull rights of assumed imple-
mentation. Thisin effect istheright to fiat
solvency. No wonder the afirmative wins
as much as it does. What must be under-
stood is that thereis an undenigble differ-
ence between anidea and apolicy proposd.

Anidea should not command fiat, apolicy
proposd should. Clearly the Russian pros-
titution casecited aboveisjust an idea To
devateit to policy credibilityisatitaniclegp
of fath, if not atota suspension of coher-
ent thought.

The question naturally arises as to
why af firmatives should present awell-de-
vel oped plan when they can essily win with-
out one. Thisis aperfectly ressonabl e ques-
tion from a debae standpoint, but it cer-
tainly raises larger concerns regarding the
direction of our activity. It's probably not
too bold to say that in nineout of ten policy
rounds, plans areof fered that have no pos-
sibility of accruing the advantages. The
plans are so vague and unspecific that any-
one outside of our activity would dismiss
them as both non- i mplementabl e and non-
credible. But debaters are not tone deaf.
They sensewhat works and what does not.
They don’t present poorly and simplisticdly
written plans because they are just instinc-
tively indined to do so. But rather because
it doesn't hurt ther ability to win rounds.
So many judges have such low demands
regarding plan construction, yet such high
demands regarding nuclear catastrophes
and body counts. Most college students
judging high school rounds could careless
about the plan as long as something is of-
fered. If judges do not shift some focus to
the plan itsdf, and are unwilling to assess
thereasonabl eimpact of it, then no debater
will risk thetimenecessary to present ade-
tailed plan. Thus the recommendation of-
fered bdow may represent a moot point.
Cetanly dbsent negativeargumentation, a
critic should not unilaerdly dismiss even
the most thoughtless plan. But if we, as
judges and coaches, consider ourselves
thoughtful assessors of palicy, then we
should be true to tha description and re-
ward negative debaters who dare to ques-
tion the connection between the plan and
theimplications. If welook criticdly a fia
as being aconstruct to beearned rather than
simply being bestowed, planswill inevita:
bly become more sophisticated.

Imagine that proposals for change



were suddenly thoughtful and carefully
constructed. Certain obvious &ff ects come
to mind. I nitially, it would dearly add intd -
lectud credibility to policy debate. If policy
debate isto beabout policy, then thepolicy
has to berationa to the critic or observer,
who should demand nothing less. Think-
ing individuas outside our activity would
view our current proposds for change as
silly if not insulting. They might immedi-
ady discern that no reasonable personina
policy-makingpositionwoul dview the pro-
posd as anything more than the ampligic
thrashings of an under-informed and angry
citizen. What other condusionwould they
draw from the prostitution case cited ear-
lier? Secondly, thewd | -explained and care-
fully constructed plans would allow the
debate over solvency to be informed and
specific. In contemporary debate, sol vency
isargued so genericdly, tha negatives usu-
dly ask thecritictoflow it separady. This
reveds dearly tha the argument, perhaps
too generous a term, has nothing redly to
do with what solvency should haveto do
with, the connection between the proposa
and the resolutiond god . Quitean off ense
to propriety, the negativemay term the sol -
vency position as a‘dump’. The vulgarity
of the term highlights the obligatory and
non-substantive nature of the argument.
Withbetter deve oped plans, and criticswho
will demandreasonabl e specificity, solvency
will become a credible issue and have the
effect of illuminaing the seerch for truth
rather than bypassingit. Thirdly, thewdl-
deve oped and thoughtful planswould bet-
ter prepar ethe student competitor for other
chdlenges in life. Imagine the results that
would inevitably occur in business, educa
tion, themilitary, or government fromformer
student debaters proposing change in the
manner performed in adebateround. If our
debaters our led to bdieve that these sim-
plistic proposals are routinely accepted,
then they are led in the wrong direction.
Demanding a multi-planked plan that has
intdlectud and policy credibility sends pre-

cisdy theright message and empowers our
students rather than handicgpping them.

So what dements should a proposa
have in order to earnthe right of fiat.

It would appear that the reasonable
plan should contain most of the following
eements:

Fi rst, wha agency of government

isreasonablefor plan implemen-
tation?Idedly that agency should have ex-
perience and expertiseinthe area. If asub-
agency within the department is really in
physica chargeof implementation, then thet
sub-agency should be identified. If an
agency or board is to be created, then a
fuller explanationof itsfunctionsand make-
up are required,

cond, the process of policy

mplementetion should be articu-
lated. How exactly will theagency conduct
the policy? Who will be the actors on the
scene? What will they actudly be doing?
How might they ded with contingencies
and naturd obgad esthat may present them-
sdveswhen apolicy isbe ng implemented?

hird, what will bethe pendtyfor

noncompliance? Our plurdistic
society falstojustroll over for government
action. Resistance and outright defiance
often occur. And they do not emerge just
from theditizenry, but from other agencdies.
How will the affirmative structure compe
compliancewith what might constitutesig-
nificant changes in society and public
policy?Some darification seems essentid
totheplan’spolicy credibility, and of course
theplan’s solvency requirement.

Fourth, how will the costs bepro-

vided for specificdly? The cur-
rent budget agreement in Washington de-
mand off sets for any new spending pro-
grams, What programswill beoffset?Or if
taxes are to be raised, what taxes and how
much? Thecurrent debate practi ce of occa
siondly saying * norma means means &b-
solutdy nothing except that the money is
ataned constitutiondly.

Fifth and last, what will bethedu-

ration of plan? Most policy pro-
posdsset atime limit, or at least can posit
an estimation of thetimeinvolved. Simply
saying tha the policy will be in effect as
long &s it takes is enough resson to sug-
gest something i swrong with thebasi c con-
cept behind the proposd, unlessof course,
the proposal represents a permanent
change in policy, which should also be
stated.

Thislistisnot meant to be dl-inclu-
sive. The nature of the plan should dictate
many of thelogistics. Certainly the more
ambitious the plan, the higher the burden
of specificity.

As a coach who worries about the
direction of theactivity wedl care so much
about, | can’'t help but conclude that are-
turn to ared policy focus iscriticd to our
surviva. Other contributionsto this maga:
zine have highlighted other concerns such
as the absence of any inherency debate,
the demise of an effective public spesking
component to debate, and my own contri-
bution regarding the diminished contribu-
tion of the 1 NC. We need to take a step
back and acknowledge what so many of us
know istrue That istha wearethickening
thewad s between our activity and our natu-
ral constituency. Unlesswerdink oursdves
with the ctizenry, we have reason to fear
for the future. If we can’t proudly display
our craft to various groupsin society, if we
respond to criticism with scorn for our crit-
ics, and if we assumethat society simply is
not sophi sticated enough to appreciate our
current conventions, we areintrouble. We
can change without losing an ana yticd fo-
cus. We can gain the broader constituency
necessary for surviva. But to do this, we
must honor our roleasilluminatars of policy.
We can be so much more, but wecertainly
should be no less.
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