“THISISL-D": THEORY ARGUMENTATION
IN LINCOLN DOUGLASDEBATE

It has been over twenty years since
the inception of Lincoln Douglas Debate.
Created as an alternative to team or policy
debate, L-D seemsto have always suffered
from an identity crisis. Very often L-D has
defined itself not by what it is, but by what
itisnot. How often have we heard debaters
moan statements like the following? “ This
is not policy.” “Thisis L-D.” These state-
ments are not only overused, but they are
also not very meaningful when really exam-
ined. They are however reflective of the
problems underlying Lincoln Douglas De-
bate asit evolves asan activity. What does
it mean to say- “thisis L-D"? This state-
ment seems to assume that there is some
common agreement as to what the nature
of Lincoln Douglas Debate is or at least
should be. It should be clear to anyone
who has judged at the NFL National tour-
nament (or any other large event with adi-
versity of areasrepresented) that thisissim-
ply not the case. Yet in spite of the vast
differences in the way different people in
different areas view L-D, rarely are these
differences the subject of meaningful de-
bate or discussion during the course of a
round. While it is not unheard of to listen
to atheory debate in a policy round, thisis
virtualy unheard of in Lincoln Douglas.
Most of the time deep theoretical or philo-
sophical differences are glossed over by
debaters with broad sweeping generdiza
tions like the ones mentioned above. “This
isL-D.” “ThisisNOT policy.” Theresultis
often debates that are frustrating and con-
fusing for both the competitors and judges.
Thisismorethen likely theresult of thefact
that the theory aspect of Lincoln Douglas
debate is both underdeveloped and all too
often overlooked by students, judges, and
coaches alike.

In discussing theory argumentation
inL-D itisfirst necessary to define exactly
what wearereferring to when wetalk about
debate theory. In debate, theory refers to
arguments asto how any particular form of
debate ought to be conducted. In other
words, what rules or guidelines ought to
govern how the debateis carried out by the
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debaters or adjudicated by the judge? Tra-
ditionally in policy debate theory argumen-
tation has focused on such issues as the
legitimacy of counterplans or kritiks, the
proper use of fiat, or theimportance of vari-
ous stock issuesliketopicality or inherency.
In L-D, theory argumentation (when it oc-
curs) seems to be limited to the proper use
of value or criterion standards to evauate
the round. Even in these cases there seems
to be very little actual discourse asto why
the interpretations presented by the debat-
ers are in fact justified or superior to that
offered by their opponent. Rather both sides
simply assert that their position is correct.
Theseclamsareamost made asif they fac-
tua statements to which there can be no
counterargument advanced. Thisis simply
the way it is and there is no real need for
discussion. Anyone who has judged more
then a few rounds of L-D can attest that
such widespread agreement concerning the
use of values and criteria, or any other is-
sue for that matter, isat best illusionary.
Why is it that Lincoln Douglas de-
baters seem so hesitant to engage in dis-
cussion of theoretical differencesduring the
course of around? Themost likely explana-
tion for this lies in the fact that theory in
Lincoln Douglas is not well developed.
Many of the conventions that govern the
practice of the activity seem to lack any
substantive justification. Many others tend
to be applied so broadly that they often
serve only to prevent the meaningful dis-
cussion of issues that the activity is in-
tended to facilitate. The answer to these
problems may lie in the recognition that
theory in L-D must be flexible due to the
nature of the activity itself. Lincoln Dou-
glas theory should be viewed as topic spe-
cific. In other words, the nature of thetopic
should bethe primary factor in determining
what is and is not proper argumentation.
All too often debaters seem to be more in-
terested in framing their positionsin terms
of the ill defined and vague conventions
that are prevalent inthe practice of L-D then
in developing solid, redlistic, and persua
sivearguments. Thisisnot to say that there

are not certain guidelines that should be
used to define the sphere of debate on any
given topic. These guidelines, however,
should be clearly and narrowly defined to
alow the necessary flexibility to embrace
the diversity of topics that are debated in
the Lincoln Douglasformat.

The most prominent of these guide-
lines is derived from the fact that Lincoln
Douglas is considered to be value debate.
The resolutions debated are intended to be
viewed as resolutions of value as opposed
to resolutions of fact or policy. Whilethere
isuniversal agreement that L-D is “vaue”
debate, what exactly that means is not as
easily ascertained or agreed upon. Onesim-
plistic interpretation of thisideaisto state
that weare debating what we ought to val ue.
In other words we are determining what
values we ought to hold and which ones
ought to be prioritized over the others. This
would seem to imply that the two sides in
the debate are therefore suppose to hold
different things to be of value. While this
may certainly be true on some topics, this
interpretation does not always hold true.
Sometimes aval ue resol ution may question
how best to achieve what is held to be of
value, rather then to compare two different
competing values. Political scientists make
this distinction when they distinguish be-
tween what are called position issues and
what are called valence issues. Position is-
sues are ones in which the opposing sides
hold different values to be of importance.
One such issue is abortion where one side
holds the sanctity of human life to be most
important and the other sideviewsthevalue
of persona choiceto be paramount. Vaence
issues on the other hand are ones in which
both sides hold the same value or valuesto
be of importance, but have differing con-
ceptions of how best to achieve those val-
ues. Issues like economic prosperity and
political corruption are prime examples of
valenceissues. No oneis against economic
prosperity or for political corruption. There
are clearly differing opinions as to how to
best handlethese mattershowever. L-D reso-
Iutionscan be broken downinasimilar man-



ner. Take the resolution- “ Resolved: A just
social order ought to value the principle
of equality above that of liberty.” Thisis
clearly an example of aresolution wherethe
value conflict is similar to the conflict sur-
rounding a position issue. Thetwo sidesin
this resolution are called upon to defend
two divergent and competing values. This
is not always the case however. Take for
exampletheresolution- “ Resolved: A lesser
developed nation’s right to develop ought
to take priority over its obligation to pro-
tect the environment.” One of the negative
strategies on this topic was to take the po-
sition that true economic development
could best be achieved by developing
within the constraints of one's obligation
to protect the environment. “ Sustainable
Development”, asitisoftenreferredto, lies
at the heart of much of the literature con-
cerning this topic. Yet many affirmatives
tried to precludeargumentsof thissort claim-
ing that they did not fulfill the negative's
burden. These affirmative’s seemed to be
operating from the assumption that the
negative was required to treat the conflict
in the resolution as a position issue, rather
then alowing them to view it as avalence
one. There does not seem to be any valid
reason that the negative in this resolution
should be required to argue their position
based on a completely different and com-
peting value. When theterm “ val ue debate”
is properly understood, it should be appar-
ent that it can till be avalue debate even if
we are not directly comparing competing
values, but rather attempting to determine
how to best uphold acommonly held value.
The fact that the actual real world discus-
sion of this topic is centered on the con-
cept of sustainable development should
weigh heavily in any critic's assessment of
the legitimacy such a position. The topic
itself should define the proper parameters
of how to intelligently discuss the issues
inherent withinit. Attemptingto establisha
steadfast set of rules that govern what are
and are not legitimate positionsignoresthe
variety of formsthat value conflicts can take
aswell asthe diversity of issuesthat value
debate is capable of embracing. Anytime
debaters make claimsasto what isor isnot
appropriate argumentation they should be
sureto explain such claimsin terms of how
they relate specifically to thetopic at hand.
In defining what is appropriate ground for
debate it isimperative that the primary fo-
cus be on capturing the conflict inherent in
theresolution under consideration. Thiswill
ensure that debate is focused on meaning-

ful and relevant issues and that the educa-
tional value of the activity ismaximized for
the participants. To illustrate this one can
look to the topic concerning the morality of
possessing nuclear weapons. (Resolved:
The possession of nuclear weaponsis im-
moral.) Oneinterpretation advanced by the
affirmativewasthat theresolution dedlt with
universal disarmament. Such an interpreta-
tion would completely eliminate the word
deterrence from the discussion of thetopic.
To anyone who has done the least bit of
research on thistopic it is apparent that the
idea of deterrence lies at the heart of the
issue. Any realy world discussion of the
issue would be considered shallow and in-
complete if it neglected to address this is-
sue. Any interpretation of this resolution
that would eliminatetheissue of deterrence
from consideration would therefore not be
well grounded from atheoretical standpoint.
Since the very purpose of debate theory is
to create meaningful discourse it should be
clear that any interpretation of aresolution
that is counter to this purpose should be
rejected. Recognition of this by both de-
baters and judges would go along way to
increase the quality and substance of de-
bate in the Lincoln Douglas format.

Another controversial issue in L-D
concerns the extent to which pragmatic ar-
gumentation is appropriate. It isclear that
in L-D no “plan” is required to meet the
burden of defending the resolution. Yet
what is exactly meant when onerefersto a
“plan” is not quite as clear-cut. In policy
debate a plan is offered by the affirmative
team as ameans of narrowing and defining
the ground that they will defend in the
round. That plan must fall within the limits
established by the resolution, but the affir-
meative is not considered to be defending
the entirety of the resolution. Any attempt
inanL-D roundto narrow thegroundin the
debate to one specific course of action
would beinappropriate. Thisdoes not deny
however that it may very well be necessary
to provide practical explanation of the posi-
tion one is advocating in an L-D round or
even to explain the real world implications
of the position which is advanced by one
of the sides. To label such argumentsaplan
and attempt to discard them from consider-
ation in the round would be to misinterpret
what should be meant when one refers to
plans and plan attacks.

In addition the use of so-called
“counterplans’ has created controversy in
L-D. The primary argument advanced
against the offering of aternatives to the

resolutionally defined positions is that
counterplans are a policy argument. When
scrutinized this argument lacks substance
and isfounded on afaulty premise. Simply
because something is used in policy debate
does not mean that it should be precluded
from use in L-D. ldeas must be evaluated
independently to determine their appropri-
atenessfor agiven format. The use of such
ideasin one form of debate should have no
bearing on whether they can be used ap-
propriately in another form. The appropri-
ateness of “counterplans’ or alternatives
in L-D should be defined primarily by the
topic under consideration. There are cer-
tain topics where the failure to discuss al-
ternative options would preclude afull and
comprehensive discussion of the issue at
hand. Take for example the resolution con-
cerning violent revolution as a response to
oppression. (Resolved: Violent revolution
is a just response to oppression.) For any
person actually confronted with this choice
it would unthinkable to not consider what
aternatives might exist before deciding to
useviolenceasameansto accomplishone’'s
goals. In debating this topic it would only
make sense to consider such aternatives
before making ajudgment. Thistypeof con-
sideration should be more important then
whether or not theses arguments fit what
havetraditionally been commonplace prac-
ticesinL-D.

The use of “kritiks” in L-D has aso
been an extremely divisiveissue. Ironicaly
“kritiks” seem to have wider acceptance
amongst the policy debate community to-
day then in Lincoln Douglas circles. Many
people seem to forget that when “kritiks’
first becameprevaent in policy debate many
attempted to discredit them by [abeling them
as L-D arguments. Certainly there are
“kritiks’ that would be inappropriate for
value debate. “Kritiks’ of the resolution it-
self that essentially lead to the conclusion
that the topic is undebatable obviously do
not facilitate the substantive discussion of
ideas that is the purpose of any form of de-
bate. Just like any other theoretical issue
the nature of the topic itself should guide
our consideration as to the acceptability of
a particular form of argumentation. Argu-
ments appropriate to the topic should not
be rejected because they vary from the tra-
ditional ideas that are most often utilized.
Atthesametime“kritik” argumentsthat are
tangential to the issues embedded in the
resolution or that fundamentally changethe
focus of the debate away from those issues
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should be rejected.

To concludeit isimportant to recog-
nizethat topicsareframed carefully and that
much thought and research goes into se-
lecting and wording them. The topic itself
therefore should define the proper param-
eters for debate. Only through proper con-
sideration of theissuesembedded in areso-
lution and adequate research of the impor-
tance of such issues can we hope to have
the opportunity for relevant and educational
debate on important issues. We as a com-
munity must recognizethisin order for Lin-
coln Douglas Debate to remain a relevant
and valuable activity. Thiswill require that
we approach original ideas with an open
mind and with the flexibility to stray away
from traditional practices when they no
longer serve their fundamenta purpose of
creating a meaningful educational experi-
encefor al involved.
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