A MODERATE APPROACH TO ANALYZING A LINCOLN DOUGLAS

To begin, | feel it nec-
essary to say that this ar-
ticle was solicited. In  no
way, do | pretend that | have
some corner on truth for Lin-
coln Douglas debate. No one
should interpret this article
as an approach that will al-
ways work; it is an approach
that | believe is simple and
valid. My perspective on the
activity is relatively con-
servative in that | believe
that it is the purpose of
Lincoln Douglas debate to
weigh values that are in
conflict--the values that are
assigned by the resolution.
| am also convinced that, given
this as the purpose of the
activity, there is  very little
room for definitions that al-
low for abusive positions or
that are designed to define
the other side out of the
round. Because | am so firmly
convinced of this, my students
do not play the game from a
perspective other than what
we can reasonably believe
would be the issues actually
posed by the resolution.
Given this concept as a ba-
sis, | would like to explain
how my students and | approach
a new topic and why | think
this works.

1. Carefully
the grammatical
of the resolution.
students use the words in the
resolution in the wrong part
of speech, which, of course,
completely alters the mean-
ing of the resolution.

Additionally, a
premise is frequently
obvious, if you just
the structure of the sentence.

For example, consider the
resolution That individual
obedience to law plays a
greater role in maintaining
ethical public service than
does individual  obedience to
conscience. Clearly the goal
outlined by the resolution s
"maintaining ethical public
service." Thus, the obvious
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value premise is ethical
lic service.

Sometimes

the grammatical
will clarify  the
inhere in the debate.
For example, in the reso-
lution That individuals with
disabilities  ought to be af-
forded the same athletic com-
petition opportunities as
able-bodied  athletes, there is
an elliptical clause. The el-
liptical portion is as able-
bodied athletes are afforded.”
This grammatical structure
changes the ideas from equal-
ity of treatment to equality
of privilege. Understanding
that the affirmative burden
is simply to afford similar
opportunity for athletic com-
petition for disabled ath-
letes, not to provide the same
activity, such as football or
pole vaulting, allows the af-
firmative much-needed ground
in this debate.

2. Define the words.
Definitions should be fair.
It is frequently useful to
reword a sentence using the
definitions so that you un-
derstand what the words re-
ally mean in the context of
the resolution. It is also
useful to take note of pos-
sible abusive definitions SO
that you can prepare for po-
sitions that could spin off
these definitions. When this
happens, debate usually de-
generates from the issues that
should be the basis for val-
ues debate.
The following

occurred:
Consider

pub-

familiarity
struc-
issues

with
ture
which

examples re-
ally
the resolution
When in conflict, society's
goal of eliminating discrimi-
nation ought to transcend an

individual's right to par-

ticipate in exclusive volun-
tary associations. Some
people defined ‘"participate in
exclusive voluntary associa-

tions" as the activities of
hate organizations, including
the crimes committed by such
organizations during the
1960's. Apparently the point
was that to participate in any
way antithetical to eliminat-
ing discrimination had to in-
clude actually doing something
to harm minorities. This
analysis completely ignores
the wuse of the word right in
this resolution. There are
no rights to break the Ilaw or
to harm people.

In the topic on disabled
athletes, the word same be-
came a major point of conten-
tion. The best rounds | heard
defined same as similar. With
a definition of same as ex-
act, the debate became silly-
-that disabled athletes should
be allowed to play for the
Chicago Bulls.

Tautologies can
fallacious reasoning
debate.

For example, in the topic
That individual obedience to
law plays a greater role in
maintaining ethical public
service than does individual
obedience to conscience, law
was

lead to
and poor

"collec-
The debate
obey law was

sometimes defined as
tive conscience."
became that to
also to obey conscience, so
no matter which side you de-
bated, the value was con-
science. Needless to say, the
debate was confusing.
On the topic, When
flict, a business's
sibility to itself
be valued above its
bility to society some people
argued that business' respon-
sibility to society is to be
responsible to itself. If
both sides are the same, there
is absolutely no reason to

in con-
respon-
ought to
responsi-

debate, except to discuss a
critique on the resolution.
At this point, the educational
value of the discussion be-



comes questionable.

Phrases like "when in con-
flict" are designed to pre-
clude such circular argumen-
tation. If these phrases are
accepted for what they are
clearly designed to do, there
is room for debate. If de-
baters contend that conflict
is armed conflict or conflict
is competition among busi-
nesses, then we will debate
what the words mean, not which
values ought to be priori-
tized.

It is also wuseful to pay
special attention to the use
of different words in differ-
ent parts of the resolution.
The chances are good that the
wording committee had a rea-
son for their choices. It
seems to make sense to ask
yourself why.

For example, in the reso-
lution When called upon by
one's government, individuals
are morally obligated to risk
their lives for their coun-
try, the use of government
tends to make the claim Ile-
gitimate because a recognized
authority, not a revolution-
ary group, would make the
"call". The word country seems
designed to preclude forcing
the debate into extremes like
a government like that one
established by  Adolph Hitler.
There seems to be a huge dif-
ference in  fighting for Ger-
many and fighting for Hitler.

This realization focuses
the debate on the principles
in conflict, not extreme ex-
amples.

In policy debate, there
are specific standards for
topicality arguments which
allow for debate over the is-
sue of topicality, about the
meaning of words. In  Lincoln
Douglas debate, there are no
stock issues, no clearly de-
fined burdens or standards.
Thus, it is virtually impos-
sible to have a good "topi-
cality" debate in LD. | have
even heard some debaters use
as  their standard for  topi-
cality "my definition came
first in the dictionary".
Placement in the dictionary
may do well as a guide for
pronunciation, but it fails
as a standard for best defi-

nition.

Given my conservative ap-
proach, the debate should be
about which value is superior.
Perhaps it is understandable
that | do not |Ilike debates
about the meaning of words.
I think that this is a good
approach to topic analysis
because, while not everyone
agrees with my perspective on
arguing definitions, a large
number of judges do. It would
seem to make sense to begin
the debate by not putting
yourself at a disadvantage
because so many judges just
do not think topicality is-
sues are a part of Lincoln
Douglas debate, while virtu-
ally no one actually requires
a discussion of definitions.

3. Identify real-world
examples within the reso-
lution. Almost all topics
began because of an incident,
a real example of the con-
flict. Considering this does
two things: a. It allows
you a great source to begin
the research. With rare ex-
ception, there was a values
discussion that surrounded the
incident. Looking up those
discussions that occurred im-
mediately after the incident
can provide good basic insight
into what people really think
about the values conflict. b.
It helps you to discover where
the real debate probably lies.
Values debate is seldom one
that should involve extremes.
Both sides get to defend some
good things, and both sides
must defend some bad things.
Otherwise, there is no debate.
When a debater attempts to
take a position in an extreme,
the debate generally becomes
the proverbial 2 ships in the
night. It is at this point
that critics of the activity
think that LD is simply duel-
ing oratory. When the debat-
ers find real, defensible, yet
debatable positions, we have
good Lincoln Douglas debate.

The following examples may
clarify:

Exclusive, voluntary as-
sociations were an  extension
of all-white country clubs.
This topic was a direct spin-
off of the PGA incident which
occurred in 1990. PGA golf-

ers discovered that the all-
white country club which was
hosting had discriminatory
membership policies, and golf-
ers threatened not to attend
the tournament unless those
policies were changed. At the
same time, the reality is that
there are also all-black fra-
ternal organizations which are
very protective of their mem-
bership. It is important to
note that it was the society,
not the government, that in-
fluenced the change in the
original scenario at the PGA
tournament. This provides a
very compelling point for
clarification if one side is
trying to claim that the word
society in the resolution re-
ally means government. The
government had absolutely
nothing to do with the change
that was wrought in this situ-
ation; the golfers themselves
affected the change. There
were numbers of articles fol-
lowing the incident that both
established the horrors of
discrimination and claimed
that, while discrimination may
be bad, people do have a right
to associate with whomever
they please.

The 1990 nationals topic
was That individual obedience
to law plays a greater role
in maintaining ethical pub-
lic service than does  indi-
vidual obedience to con-
science. This topic was
clearly inspired by the Oliver
North incident.

A 1993-94 topic was The
public's right to know is of
greater value than the right
to privacy of candidates for
public office. This was fol-
lowing the 1992 election in
which names like Gennifer
Flowers became familiar. Ear-
lier elections had pushed
people like Gary Hart out of
the presidential campaign be-
cause of this question.

In all of these situa-
tions, the right vs. wrong of
the values conflict was dis-
cussed in virtually every pe-
riodical in America. The
ideas discussed in the media
may seem simplistic, but they
will be easy to explain and
probably easy to sell to most
judges. At least you have an



basis for discus-
[Of course, this s
not to say that examples
should be the primary focus
of the actual debate, simply
a beginning point for topic
analysis.]

4. Find
ground where the
ally is. Consider all of
values embedded in the
lution. My students and |
spend a lot of time on this--
days of class discussion.
This is just critical.

For example, on the dis-
crimination topic, the affir-
mative can easily extrapolate
to fairness, equality, dig-
nity, etc. The negative has
a seemingly more difficult job
because it appears that they
must defend that discrimina-
tion is good, and a debater
is not going to win many rounds
doing this. Consider, how-
ever, an individual's right
to privacy, to choose, to as-
sociate in a private world with
whomever s/he pleases, to be
a morally autonomous person.
Consider the ramifications  of
having society dictate your
moral choices. If you do some
reading and a lot of think-
ing, it becomes pretty obvi-
ous that there are values
claims on both sides. The
debate is not about how good
the KKK is, nor is it about
the idea that women are some-
how inferior and should be
treated in that manner. In
reality, there are two very
legitimate values claims.

It is silly to pretend that
the other side "must" defend
the extreme. A debater may
manage to enrage a few judges,
but most good judges are go-
ing to listen to both sides
and vote on the issues rather
than inflammatory rhetoric.

In LD solvency is just not
an issue.

The affirmative on the
topic, That in US policy, the
principle of  universal human
rights ought to be |prioritized
over conflicting national in-
terest, was not obligated to
prove that American policy
would somehow solve for human
rights violations. This is
terribly unfair because the
affirmative does not get to

historical
sion.

the middle
debate re-
the
reso-

present a specific plan that
could be designed to preclude
some specific disadvantages or
even some specific  solvency
arguments.

It is certainly valid for
a debater to argue that there
is no moral obligation where
an action is not possible, but
neither side should get in-
volved in a solvency or a
counter plan debate. It is
likewise valid for a debater
to argue that when "ought" is
the operative term, there is
an obligation to try.

Likewise, we usually get

pretty bad debate when one or
both of the debaters tries to
argue from the slip/slope fal-
lacy. I am personally con-
vinced that if one debater
tries to force the debate into
a collapse of the social or-
der, then the other debater
has a perfect right to try to
force it to oppression. We
learned when we debated op-
pression versus no government
that that particular conflict
does not make for good de-
bate.

I am convinced that
smartest thing a debater can
do is to find a position that
virtually anyone can believe.
These topics are debatable.
There are believable positions
on both sides.

5. Defend as little as
possible. In LD, there s
no presumption because there
is no policy and no status
quo to presume "innocent".
There is no analogous court-
room scenario. BOTH SIDES have
a burden of proof, and should
defend that their value is
preferable, not just that the
other side is wrong. [This
is, of course, one of the huge
differences between policy and
LD] Thus, both the affirma-
tive and the negative must
defend a value. I am fully
aware that some coaches and
judges do not agree with me
about this. However, | would
maintain again that, unless
you are sure about the per-
spective of your judge, there
is little reason to take a
chance on attitudes about pre-
sumption when a huge number
of judges expect both sides
to defend a value. Assuming

the

my position on burdens, it is

seldom necessary, or even a
good idea, to present a posi-
tion that claims that the
other value is evil. This is
almost impossible to sell be-
cause if the topic is debat-
able, both values are, prima
facie, good [or bad]. Gener-
ally, it is the debater's ob-
ligation to outweigh, and this
is where the position needs
to set up.

It is absolutely criti-
cal that arguments have im-
pact, that they matter in terms
of the value premise, which
is supposed to be the basis
for a decision. This is also
why it is better to use a value
premise that can be adapted
to virtually anything the
other side may say. Other-
wise, the argument is about
which  value premise is bet-
ter, not about which
resolutional value is better-
-which leads to the prover-
bial 2 ships. Even if you do
not like to use value pre-
mises, there needs to be some
kind of impact on a values
level that gives an argument
meaning.

It makes competitive sense
to interpret the resolution
so that the debate will be
limited to the actual values
conflict and does not require
a defense of the actual in-
terpretation of the meaning
of the resolution. If you
set up vyour argument so that
you are going to have to de-
fend that your interpretation
of the resolution is correct,

you put a huge burden on your-
self.

a. The judge may not be-
lieve you. When vyou premise
your actual position on some
kind of strange interpreta-
tion of the resolution, you
take a real chance on judge
intervention.

For example, on the reso-
lution on human rights v. na-
tional interest mentioned
above, many coaches and judges
believe that, because there
is no modifier other than US
in front of the word policy,
the debate deals with both
domestic and foreign policy.
Some debaters based a posi-
tion on the assumption that



the resolution was limited to
foreign policy. Regardless
of how you may feel about this
particular  discussion, a num-
ber of people just do not buy
this limitation. Why  would
you want to design a position
that a judge may, on face,

reject?

b. This puts a huge bur-
den on your rebuttal time. If
you have to argue that vyour
definition is valid or that
your interpretation of the
resolution is  valid, you will
waste valuable rebuttal time
which needs to be spent on
arguing the actual issues. It

is not terribly difficult to
design a position in which
such issues do not matter.

C. The debate is wusually
just boring as dirt. Most
interesting discussion sur-

rounds the values in conflict,
not the interpretation of the
words in the resolution.

6. Generally, my team
spends a great deal of time
reading, considering the
ramifications of the word-
ing, and asking why. We

have lengthy discussions about
why arguments are true and why
issues matter. If we cannot
answer our own questions, we
do not run the argument.
Finally, these are sim-
ply suggestions for a moder-
ate approach to resolutional
analysis. I would certainly
welcome suggestions from any-
one who can help me to add to
the educational value of the
activity for my students.

(Marilee Dukes has coached
national champions in  both
Lincoln Life Lincoln-Douglas
and Policy Debate. She has
served on the LD topic Se-
lection ~ Committee. This
paper  was originally  pre-
sented at the 1996 NDCA Fall
Convention.)



