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ABSTRACT ’ ’
. Pointing out that the "tabula rasa" ‘debate
perspective is built on the assumption that free and open debate is
the fairest and most accurate method of resolving disputes, this
paper argues that the "tabula rasa”'approach it?Flf has not been
subjected to a sjimilar scrutiny. The paper notes that-this
perspective was derived from the :legal community's experiences in
deciding court cases and discusses how the legal version of the
approach has been misapplied in the field of debate. It argues that
- Jjudges in the law embrace'a form of "tabula rasa" as a method of
putting aside preconceptions in order to fairly evaluate issues, but
that they also recognize that the perspective, if taken to an '
extreme, can produce inaccuraté and unfair decisions. Debate judges,
it continues, have not been so wilking to adopt this limited version
of "tabula rasa.™ By acceptigg the passive, unlimited version of
"tabula rasad," debate juddes have shifted the balance of argument in
debate toward procedural issues and away from substantive questions
of fact and policy. The ppper proposes an active, but limited,
"tabula rasa" model of deEatq evaluation that is designed tosremedy
such problems. It suggest! that!by establishing minimum 'standards
that must be met by alliarguments, the proposed model would encourage
debaters to develop High guality theoretical and substantive
arguments while avoiding theoretical trickery. (FL)
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' SUBSTANCE OR PROCEDURE: MISAPPLICATION OF THE TABULA RASA APPROACH ‘

R
- * '

One of the most striking recent developments in débate is the increasej.
in concern for debate theory. Debaters increasingly argue abput the proper .
paradigm for evaluating debates ébe legicimacy of various ategies, and the

s 4

appropriate hethod for deciding procedural issues. The tabula rasa view of the
’ e

’p(roper role for a debate judge is at the heart. of this increased concern with
# s . o L
theoty‘ ' - , s/ ’

The tabula rasa appi’oach developed in the mid 197Qs to fill the ne2d for a
method of deciding questions of debate thaory.l It has now reached the point
wvhere nearly all judges embrace tabula rasa rasa in one form or another. For exa-ple,

Auatin Freelay's survy of judgea at- theNational Debate Tournament rev‘ed near

-

ip any dispute, th& tabula rasa approach itself has not been subjected to such

searching mlﬁil. In this essay, I will attempt to pravide' the necuury'
analysis 'by first cou;idefing the assumptions out of which the tabula rasa
debate perspective developed I will thed argue that the legal tabula rasa
: _frawork has been aia-interpreted and mis-applied to debate. Finally, I will
_propose limitations on the application of tabitla rasa to debate in order to adapt
‘ t it more closely to the unique needs of écbav. V_ - \

The tabula rasa debate perspective is built around three assumptionhs derived.
from legal experience with g_b_\i,l_.g_rg_s_‘g_ as a method of deciding court cases.
First, tabula rasa critics :uuno that free and open debate is the fairest and
most .;ccurate uth;:d of ru‘olving' dicputoe.3 Following H:I.Vll they argue that the
ciash of opposing advocates is the best saéqguard for any truth-seeking process.
Second, tabuls rass judges reason.that procedural or theoretical questions and-

. — suhstantive issues share eouniial characteristics and should be mlua‘ted in
. o -
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the same vay.‘ Third, tabula rasa critics atéue that fairneu requires judges to
‘put ;sidc all preconceptions when evalﬁati&& any, iaachS They note that it has
long been held unfait'fOt a debate judge to decide a adbstantive question of
public policy based on personal bias. A legal judge who conyicted a defendgnt
because h."bcli;;;d that all mgnb;ra of a minority group vere cxiulnals.or a
| debate judge who -voted negative because he believed tﬁat Rederal programe inevi-
éably fail would righgly be criticized for making a biased decision. Tabuls
rasa critics argue that debate judges who impose a view of theory upom i siven
. debate dio'as gulty of bixs ;;\éhe legal or debate judges who presume a given
set of facts. Théerefors, tabula rasa theorists urge debate judges to eveluate
all issues--theoretical as well as substantiver-based only upon tHe atgultnés
which the debaters present and extend in a particular debate. If an srgument 1is ,/
not defeated in a given debate, then the judge should accept that atmt', regard-
) less of its inherent merit. In the same way, the judge should not luccpt an
atgument’which is not extended, even if he believes the argument to be completely
'valid. ¢
The Eégglg gggg perspective ﬁae come to dominaté debate because it promises
{ to bting the fairneas and objectivityz:o debate, which have long been the
hnllmatk ‘of the law, 6 Unfortunately, the veraion bf tabula rasa used in the 1&v
has been mis-applied to'deba;g. ‘Untike debate, the tabula rasa gpprosch in the
l,v is not the 6nly methqd for deciding-disputes and its application is a;vetely
limited. A cahnidcracion of tpooc linitationn on tabula rass in the lav is
important Becau.. it may hclp identi!y potential problens with use of thc perspec-
‘tive in debage. ~ A : ' ' ,
Although Ibgal judgen‘gc%craLly try t;.pUt aside all preconceptions and
ébjcggivoly decide thc ioou‘l. based on the evidence presented in a given trial,

th.t. are important exceptiobs to thil rulc. Por exnnple, queations of law are

generally decided on the basis of past pr&cept or legal rulo, and only secondarily
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on the basis of argument about the merit of the rule or ptecedent.7 The rules .

of GV1dencg'and the presumption that a defendant is innocent until proven guilty
are examples of codified pfinciples which judges apply regardless of the argu-
wents made in a specific trial. Admittedly, attorneys argue about the appli-
cability of a.given rule br.atgue. before an appellate court, for a new prece-
dent, but in no instance.do legal judées take the role of blank slate when consider-
ing qu;stions of lév.* E;en when An attorney argues for a change in precedent,
the judge hearing the dispute oﬁetatea with the accepted precedent until the change
is ma&e. Presumption, in the law, is for thé existing preéedeni ot’rule.

The second important limitation on tabula rasa in the law relates to the
role which judges play in evaluating evidence and argumenc..’While fac;ual ques-
tions are often decided in court, through procedures which are fairly close to the
ideqlized tabula rasa framework described’by Ulrich and others, ‘the legal judge.

unlike the debate judge, remains an active participant in the argumentative

e . ’
process. The judge, in the law, is not mérely a blank slate, upon which the

' defense and proéccutins attorneya’writc their briefs, but an active partici- '

pant, who weighs the conflicting evidence, tests the arguments of each side, .
and occasionally builds his &wn theory about a case. An indication:of the vast
digcretion available to legal judges can be found in Rule 201 of the Federal

Rules of Evidence, 'Judicial Notice of Adjudicative Facta."8 The accompanying'’

advisory committee notes'cites Professor Morgan on the breadth of judicial dis-

cretion:

In de rmining the content,or applicability of a rule of domestic

law, the judge is unrestricted in his investigation and conclusionm.

Pe may reject the propositiono of either party or of both parties.

He may consult the sources of pertinent data to which they refer, or he

iay refuse to do so. He may make an independent search for persuasive

data or rest content with what he has or what the. parties present. . .

/T/he parties do no more than to assist; they control no part of the ’
process.
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The legal judge fulfills the responsibjlity to fairly evaluate the issues by
“ pintting aside biases, but at tho/;ame time, the judge does not 1imit his .inal'y-
sis to the arguments and evidence presented in the trial, Instead, the judge
is an active; é&rtici‘pant in'the legal process who uses his ):no;lledgc of law and
'. ;.rgunent tc;“determine the ficts in a case and apply the correct legal doctrines

Q

I Judges in the law have good reasons for utili{ing an active &nd limited

to thase facts.

 version of tabula rasa. If an unlimited passive tabula rasa perspective m
uded in the law, the acc~uracy-of legal decision makifxg could be reduced. Fivst,
immense practical problems-would be created if lawyera vere allowed to dis'uh
legal rules and precedents in every trial. Por examole. 1t would be Lucrdtbly
time consuming if judges were forced to derive a complc‘set of evideatiary
rgle.o in a pa'rticular case. .Second. 1t would be irrational fpt’ judges té'ignorc

~
legal experience with the rules and precedents which have been shown ta precduce

+ Just Clecisions. ,Thc-r}xles of evidence have developed gradually over cent\\xriea
_and contain the legal wisdom of untold uh;gusands' of\ lawyers. To ignore that ex-
perienc; would be .foolish indeed. Third, legal _{udges who worked in a passive
m rasa framework would not fulfill their responsibility to crktically eval-
@te the evidax?cé in a given trial. A legal judge who played the passive role,
vhich st;na 'tat;uln rasa debate th'eorists- advocate, d/;ht find. hinulf in the/‘
unpleasant pOaition of cOnvicting a man, ‘vhom he knew to be innocent, becaubo
mb ¥ | J.;wyer had failed to 4tend a certain argument: iq a closing s:atement.
Finally, use of.an unlimited tabula rasa perapectiivc could destroy the consis-
téncy of the l'av. A j‘udge who allowed all issues to be disputed could find d;-.
fense attomeyl arguing that a parucular lav should be ignored. Prosecutors
could dmnd pe;ultiel vhich went far beyond statutory linitations -Judges ln

the law embrace a fom of tabula rasa as a method of ‘putcing aside preconcep-

tions in otder to fairly evaluate issues, but they also recognize that, if taker

t
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to an extreme, the tabula ras!’quspective.produces inaécutate and unfair deci-

‘aions.

The legal limitations Hugabula rasa as a method are ihtet:stingr, because
they suggaat potential ploblihs with the use of tabula taaa in debate. In debace,.:
unlika the law. judgea hquﬁbapplied an esaentially paasive tabula rasa ftame--k
vork to virtually all arguments; Tabula rasa critica have qhownpa willingness
to listen to nearly anylﬁégument 1nc1uding such claims as topicality i3 not a \
voting issue and nucleat war .18 not harmful. In addftion, many debate judges,
have chosen to play a much more passive role than that ’1ayed by legal judges,
‘In fact, tabula tasa theorists have gone to great lengtha to testtict the dis-

cretion of debate Judges. Ulrich argues that the"tabula tasa judge should not
DA
Personally evaluate the strength of any atgumtnt for which a reason is.ptesented.lo
) ( :

-

Rather, therjudge showld limit his analysis to a compaéispn 3% the arguments, and {

extensions made by the opposing téams. Nor should the judge perspnally evallate A
- - L4

the importance of ady argumsp:.ll

Instead, tabuld rasa judges base their <.

. / e v ¢
evaluation of the' inportance of arguments largely on the labels which the debaters
e

apply to those arguments. . o ) S

. Tabula rasa has encouraged debaters to learnm about a;gumentation theory but
the unlimitéd passive vetsion of tabula rasa which has been applied to debate,
reduces both the accuracy a%? fairness of deciaioq-n!klng in debate. The most

important aet of problems uhich develop £rom the passive unlimited vetsion of'

- bl
tabula rasa used in debate relates to the quality of argument which the petspec-\

. LN
tive encourages, Initially, the growth of cghgla rasa has shifted the balance

t
of ar in debate toward procedural issues and away from substantive questions

of fagt and policy. The shift is unfortunate because procedural questions are not

fnharently important in the same way as substantive Queattona. One of the values
.. . L

of debape is that it teaches about the complexities in%olyed in public policy

.analysis. This teaching function helps to Produce better politicians, academicians,
y . R : .

.‘\ ‘ " N
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_businessmiy; and lawyers. However, questions of debate theory lack the, intrin-

sic importance of queastions of policy. While some theor:tical {aaues, such as
presumption, are important across many. fields, theoretical issues auch as tne i
:{g of ‘competitiveness or the legitimaey of hypothesil teating are important
‘ R only in deba;e. In‘addition, debate on theoretical issues does not require the .
. same in depth research which debate on questions of policy requives. Ouce a

/ debater knowa how to defend hypothesis teating, no ‘additional worK is neeessary.
N

Since the literature on debate‘tﬁltry is quite small, ‘h’ debater can stu,ly
r present the game arguments again and again without adaptation %r original re~

search. 3& contrast, fesearch and argument on substantive questions of po}icy

or fact develops through an evolutionary procegs, - As a result, debaters nusi
-~ ’ * N

. . - . \
. ’ continually develop better arguments and research snperiot evidence Yn ordey to

. , LN
stay abreast of the substantive issues.

A-second problem with the passive tabula rasa débate erspective 1; that it o~
L
diacourages debatera iron building well conatructed, adequately evidenced argu-

¥
ments. Becauae tabula raaa critics evaluate arguments. baaed only oh what the.

debatera say about them, a poorly conatructed unimportant argument, which 18

4 I'd

claimed to be."abeolute,‘ and a)well constructed truly Qrucial argument may
achieve equal results. ~A debater can often'qin a .weak argument by presenting
80 many reasons for it that ome ‘of the reasons inevitably slips by'unrefuted. -
The problen is all the more serious because it is easier to build wedk arguments
_ and claim that they are absolute than.it 1s to build and evidence good argu-
- ments. For example, an‘affirnative debater might attempt to avoid difficule
' argunﬁnta on solvency by making the innavative clain that "solvency is not a voting
o ./isaue. The clail could be supported with the following reasons:

N !

/C




1, Methodologically impossible No advocate can ever prove with absolute
’ certainty that a policy will work prior to its adoption,
2. Historically ignored.- Two sides go to war knowing that one will loae.
3. Process advantage. Even 1f the plan fails now we'll know that this type
of action is doomed to failute. .
4. Ethically justified.. Action is ethically required even if 1t fails,
5. Bleedgver effect. Taking action in one arec-could result in positive
"action in a compl:j:ly different area.
6. Strengthens risk lysis., If action reaulted in certainty the role of,
the critic could be unfairly reduced. 12

- - L}

Many additional reasons (of similar quality) could be presented and despite /

the obyiods weakness of the argument the affirmative might \vell vin it sipply

'becauae of the difficulty of quicﬁly tefuting a large number of statements labelled .

" as reasons. Th: ultimate reault is that debaters are encouraged to make extreme

claims and support them with as many "reasons!' as possible. To make matters worse,

the quality of the reasonsysupporting the theoretidal claim is relative unim-

portant. A poorly reasoned argument which 1s claimed to be‘eﬁaolute can win a

debate if the other team ignores it or mishandles 1it. Debatera can either take

tim h and effort to build well supported arguments or make extrene‘elaims and

sipport them with as many reaaona. whether relevant or not, as possible. It is

not eurpris_ing that debaters often taken the easy way out. ‘ {

In other contexts argumentative theorists criticize speakers who claim more

¥han thetir eJidence proves or present apecioue reasons 1& duppert.of a claim,

Inxaddition. the speaker who ignores the specious argumenge and‘focuses on the<}

"key issues" 1; applauded for knowing what is truly ioportant.?‘A debater who

" shows the same akill by focdsing on’'the imporgant arguments, will likely be
rewarded for his oounnn.aense with a loss. i&h!l&.!&&i does not encourage good

argunentation_about essential iazges; it encourages ; mad acranble over a huge

number of often unaupoorted_extreue claims.

v

Taﬁula rag! judges hive not been totally insensitive to'theI§0tential for
, b «

»

abuse in tﬁi berspective. Ulrich, for instance, recognizes the potential prob-

\\ ’
. lem and as noted earlier suggests that judges should require all arguments to

B . . .
b . 9 v . Pl
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be supported by at least a single reason.’ Unfortunately. he then undercutl

the value of the ‘reason” standard by denying that judges should evaluate the

e "
adequacy of reasons. U1r1;h argues: "I’ 9&11 not evaluate the adequacy of this
’ reason unless tha other team argues ag.}nst ic." 1{ By denying judges the right

to evaluate the atrength.nf reasons, Ulriéh defines a reason as any statement

«

-which a debater claims-is a reason. TFor a judge to rejegt a staterent which
o a debate; calls a reaaon wnuld be $o evaluate :;e adequacy of the rgason.ffe-
seniad. In effect a reason is a.pfnpositional gentence which contalins the

word "because" or its functional equivalent. It is fair to conclude that the
(/unlimited passive tabula rasa framework lacks adequate safeguarus Eb’prevent

poor argumentafion. . :

The next problén with the unlimited passive é&h&l& rasa’approach ia that
the perapecbive legitimizes arguments which could destroy déB&te as an activicy.
The claim that topicality is not voting iasue illustrates the point. . Despite
the agreement of all major debate paradigms\on the importance of topicality, .
EéEEl& rasa legitimizes the argument that tokicality is not a voting issue.
The’result is most unfortunate. The limits established+by a ;opic are necessary
to provide a focus ﬁfk_researéh, to restrict the scope of denate, and to facili-
'tata the practical aspects of tournament competition.

Here 1; is important to nnte Fhat the possib;lity of refuting the claimm

that topicality *{g not a voting issue (or amy other claim for that matter),

does not eliminite the problem. It 18 much easier to make a theoretical

N

i
claim, such as "topicality is not a voting issue,'’ and euppor2 it wich five
or six one line reasons, than it is to refute that claim.’ The refutative
' process requires the debater td identify each ;eaaon and explain why it is

incorrect. In effect, an extra argumentative step is necessary to refute a — -

theory argument than to present it, ¢

. / -

'Elﬁl(; ' ' ' ' ]() ‘ K l




-

An 111ustration may make the propl 'elear. "It would be quite easy f9r
. _ A ‘ .
y @& debater to present the following '"reasons” justifying the claim that topicality

\‘/}o not g«veting issue:

] ",

]

- {
- ' - >

& . p; .
) Topiéhlity should not be 'a voting issue becayse broad topics mirror
the real world jurisdiction of congressional committees, .
2. Topicalicy should not be a voting 1ssue hecauae broad topics are more
educational,
" 3, Topicality ghould not be a voting issue, because questions of topicalfty
are inherently subjectivé’
4, ‘Topicality should not be a votiag" 1aoueL becauae debate judges lﬁbuld -
not be granted the excessive discretion to vote against a team oa pro-
- cedural grounds alone. -
5. Topicality should not be a voting issue, because the negative' is
prepared to debate the case and thus tHere is no longer a reason for
the limitations established by the topiec. .
-6. Topicality should not be a voting issue, because & topiec unnaturally
limits the process of conaidering'systemic interactions between policy
. proposals, .
% Topicality should not be a voting 1ssue, because prior disclosure of
"~case topics at earlier tournament eliminates the need for a resolutian.

>

-

A faaé debater could ftesent the abovea 'reasons’ in thirty or forty eeconda.
However, 1t would not be.possible to refute the so—cﬂlled‘reas?ps in the-fame i
amount of time, The unlimited passive tabula rasa framework is inherently
biased in favor of the team presenfiné innovative\theoretical claiis.

. Mdditionally, the.possibility that a theoretical claim could be refuted
does not necessarily justify the presentation gﬁ the claim 1n the first place,
.The problem is that a superior debate team might justify a theory or strategy
which could harm ‘debate. For example, an excellent team, which had fabricated
evidence, might be able -to win the argument that fabrication is legitimate..

%
In that circumstqnco the tabula rasa judge would seem to have no alternative/ ¢

but to eccept the argument agd allow the ‘evidence fabricatiom to 80 unpurished.

Such\a result is unacceétable. To ignore eyidence fabrication is to condone the
: - Sa.
cheating and threaten the integrity of debate. The unlimited passive tabd&a rasa
- - . .

perspective provides no check against theoretical posifion which could destroy

'

debate as an activity. LT Tedee el e C e .3

. « . Tabula rasa alsa may produce inequitable decigions by encouraging .debaters
, . . ~ ’ 4
S . ‘ v
to focus on theoretical arguments and stratégic tricks rather Q&:n substantive

- T.
.
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gueationa of policy or fact. Some teams might.even specialize in theoretical
trickary as a means of avoiding the_hafd'work of specific research. As a -
result, a debata taam. which in every reasonable aenaé had done tha better job -

of debating, might lose a given debate either because they were ‘unfamiliar

A}

with ,the theoréEiCal innovation proposed by their opponents or becau&e they - .

accidentally- ignored a specious argument which their ¢pponents claimed to be

- -

absolute.
"My point is nqt that tabula rasa haa harmed debate and should be rejected

in, favor of gsome specific theoretical pen;pective. On the contrary, tabula

rasy, even in ita current extreme form, has taught debatera about debate theory.

hd 3

_However, dfbate could profit from the legal experience by shifting away from

the passive unlimited tabula rasa framework to a limited active tabula rasa

» &

' model. Two major areas of reform are particularly important. Most imporfantly,

debate judgea should reject the passive role which tabula rasa theorisgts have
encouraged and play a more active role in the debate process in two ways. First,
while fairness requires that‘Judgea evaluate argdﬁanta baaed only on uhat‘id ¢
-said about tpem in a specific debate, judges need not accept all claims at‘face
value. Rather Judges should apply a minimum standard for argument and evidence
quali€9 to all claims. |
Currently, debaters can often win debht&é:by making extreme claims (uau-
ally thay say that the argument is absolute) and supporting tnoee claims uith
a great mang\apecioua statements labelled as reasons. The sheer quantity of
the reasons makes it difficult to refute the argument in a reasonable amount of
tima.' To maké matters worse, the passive EEEELE.Eéﬂi judge has no option but

to accept any statenent as a real reason which is claimed to be a reason.

The reault may be a victory‘ based largely on bad theoretical argumentation.

v

' Tabula ra ga could be reformed if judges were willing to define reason giving

in'functional rather than formal terms. In essence, debaters could be required

12
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to present real reasons for their claiﬁs Tpulmin's functional definitiou of

' the basic argumentative ttiad of data, yattan; and claim might gerve as one
definition of theé minimm components of a valid' argument. If a judge could
identify data wvhich was linked by a reason, functioning as a warrant, to a

"claim then the argument would meet what might be called the 'nomplete qrgument

-

standard" and should be conaideted in the debate round. In effect ;he judge

would tequite that debateta Present statements which he under$tood ’s clearly

P
.

auppotting a patticular clalm befote the claim was accepted as a legitimate
/
. argument. By contraat.ftha judge #ould ignore an argument, if he didn't per-

ceive a logicai warrant linking the data to the claim.

Ay

+ . The complete argument atandard\!B based on-a view of reason ia\;jgytional -
- . - N - - Vs

¢ ’

rather than formal terms., Only by shifting away from Ultich'a'jo $ viev of -~ '
‘ }

é : reasons as ptopoaitioﬁal Sentences, ahich include a claim of caﬁsation. qgﬁ
A
_ debate judges attain the recessary selectivity to control bad atgumenta. The e

proposed 8tandatd¢mndd give debaters an incentive to avoid bad. atgumenta and

“*

¥ iapecfgua reaeoning. Debatere.:knowing that judges would Ignore bad atgumenta-
%

' supported bm apeciOuaqnon-teasons. would gw.ly learn not .to present sah
€ B S !

atgumenta}ﬂ The complete argument atandard p:nvides debate judges with a means
kg

of ahif@%ﬁ% argument about theoretical iaaues back towatd high quality Trgumen-

tation. .

.7’ ' /

- Some might object that’'the proposed standard btiﬁhsvsubjectivity into the

-

debate ptoceas. Thete is an element of ‘truth in this claim. Howevet. it should

be recognized that in the attempt to attaia total objectivity tabula rasa " ' l

judges have given up something much more important--selectivity. It 18 important
that debate judges evaluate rounds as fairly as poasible. but it is also impor-
. ’ !

- tant that ‘they use theit knowledge of argumentation to teach.debaters about

——

argument and public policy. The passive tabula rasa ftameuork deniés debate
1Y ) . -

13 -
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1udgeo the selectivity needed to reject some clain. as not cotplete arguments
and therefore 1nd1rectly encouragea bad argumentation. Ia additiom, while an
'_ . active tabula rasa framework lacks the completc objecc}vit'y provided b} the
- abctnce of 'any stat\dards, it would not necessarily lead to biased judging.
First, subjettééity 1is postible in ?ll»franduptka. There are 86 ;any complex
issues 1:;'even the ‘simplest debate, that a biasedy judge can easily ftﬂdjuatifi’-
cation for any decisioq.' Second, the "complete argument standard" could be
aép]-.Ied as a consistent minimum standard for evaluating all argument. The.te'ié
no reason that the proposed standard should produce any bias. It would .simply
. .gerve ag a minimm standard (opetationally defined by each Judge) :’)10\1 which
claims would not be granted the ‘'status of legitinate argument.
An additional area in whiéh’a more active tabula rasa model would improve
"debate 18 in the eval‘uatﬂion of the importance of argumentt. «Debaters establish |
. {he‘impox-tance of their arguments for passive tabula rasa judges largely through
the labels which they atgch to those ;tgu'nehts. Debatit"s, being strategic v
creatures, have adapted to this aspect oé(bLbu_lA rasa, by labelling all of their
argunfe'nt's as crucial or "absolute." L sugéeat that debate judges should not

. s o « . i'\ 4
relinquish thé yesponsibility to evaluate the portance of arguments\. ’It is,

of course, ‘vi that critics do not pre-judge the importatxce of an argument,
' However, gute&import’dnce of an'atghment is based on more than the label
L whicfx i3 attached to the argument. A legal judge m.mlél evaluate the reason~
ing and quality-of tho testimony a:s well as the '¢1'a'm that the defendant was
_ innoc:nt. By contrast, a passive tabula rass judge in debate mig.ht'be
forced to accept the claim that nuclear war is not harmful, 1;f the negative
- read ey/idont‘:e saying that the hatm of radiation had  been overstated 4 the
. " affi{rmative did not dispute that claim. More thly, the judge should
weigh the evidt;nce suppurting claim, as well as the strength of the labe].

In the nuclear war example, the judge should accept the argument as proving that

ERIC | 14 | /
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the radiation produced in Q nuclear war would not kill as many people as

[

prlviously thought,buc not blindly aamept the ridiculoua éi;in that nuclear wary
is not harﬁfu}. Judges should not 1nt€;ven¢ to personally refute arguments
which have not been denied in the de@déc, yﬁt they also should not allow
debaters to make wiid unsupported claims simply because the atgument'vas

" dropped., Argument labels shogld be one important factor weighed by the judge
in determining the 1mportagce of an argument, but they should not be the-‘sole

»
determinant of an argument's importance. - '

Debate judges should not strive to become perfectly objective blank slates.,
instead, judges should put aside biases about the merits of an argument, but
still use their common sense and knowledge of argumentation to fairly evaluate
debates:' The proper role for a judge is not that of a computer with its
memory banks wiped clean after each use, but that of a'critic who uses all of

»

his critical skills to justly evaluace disputes.

%he second major step in reforming tabula rasa 1s to clearly define appro-

priate limits of the perspective. Even Ulrich admits that tabula rasa should
be limited}/ He argues that the tabula rasa judge should not accept a new case
which 1is pre;ented in aecbnd affirmative rebuttal,“evén if a justification

for the new case is preaente& at that tidi.la, Umfortunately, Ulrich does not
define all of the areas of theoretical argument which should be excluded from
consideration. I suggest that three main groups of theoretical issues should
not be open to dispute, regardless of the atgum;nts presented in the debate,
First, the claim that topicality is not a voting issue (or any other claim
which denies the importance of resolutional limits upon frgumnnt in debate
rounds) threatens the integrity of debate and shoull not ;c accepted. Ao’.

argued- earlier, debate as an organized activity could not survive vithéht a

topic which limits the scope of debate. . e

(S 4
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Second, while argument is necessary to determine whether an ethicai . /

' violstion (such as fabrication of evidence) has occurred in a debate, the impor-

tanc‘f ;ﬂho ethical v:lolation should not be opcn to dtopute. If a debater

L that a judge who is'certain that a team has fabricated or mis-
repreaented evidehce shon.&d vote against that team, even if theig opponents
)

fail to identify the violation. Of course, judges should be careful to avold
falsely coni;icgting debaters of unethical pract‘icea. However, that conviction a
should notédepﬁ‘&nd on their opponants identification of the -ethical violation.
No debater can be expected to know all of the evidence on a topic. If a jv;dge
1s certain that evidence is mis-represented or falsified he should take ic
upon himself to vote against the violator. Misrepresentation and falsification
are blights o;rvdeb'a:g which must be controlled. |

Piullyn' ‘questions of format should not be open to theoretical dispute.
It seems only a matter of time before debaters use tabula rasa to argue for

changes in the fomat of debate. The afﬁ.mative might argue for extra time .

. in first affittnative rébuttal in order to answer the negative block. or the

k)

negative tight claim that they deserve 'extra time to ;;ou,nter a speedy affirma—
tivc tm T}m only possible result of auch arg:ments about format is utter
chaos. In a&ition to forbidding argument aimed at altering the format of
debate itself, the proposed limitation would restrict tabula rasa in two
additional ways. First, tabula rass judges should not vote for theoret;.cal
arguments if format prevents an adequate response to those aths. It is
this point which 1ies behind Ulrich's rejoc‘tion of new cases in secdénd affirm-
atiye rebuttal. New atMts in rebuttal, counterplans in second negative
constructive, and chan;eo fn the affirmative plan in first affirmative rebuttal

fie into the same categom and should not be accepted regardless of the theoretical

16 -
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juscffic;tiqn‘ Second, the format should func;ion aa ‘an absolute criterion for

eﬁaluatins quest1ons of theory. A theory or tactic whlch is proved infeasible

under the current format of debate should be rejected, regardless of other -

.

-« ~Jjustificacions for the theory or tactic. If the theory camnot function effective-
ly, undeér the current format, then there is no reason té accept it, absent *
X h

a change in format. For example, if a debater proved that hypothesis testing

/
cannot feasibly be carried out under the current format, then the paradigm

should not be utilized even 1if justified in other ways. -
MHost of the problems associated with tabula rasa could be eliminated by

the spift to a more active, but ri;ited'gggglg_EQQQ.perqpective. The ''complete
argument stagdird" shifts th; incentive back toward substantive analysis

and awap from trivial theorizing. The linieations oy tabula rasa also create
inggntives for debaters to develop well reasoned adequately sd?portbd aréumenty
'rather than a grab bag of specious reasons and ext*eme claims. The ban'on
theoretical arguments aBout the importance.of topicality, ethics, or format

/“ _ protects deba:e;from abuses of tabuls rasa. Finally, use of the '"complete

argument standard" for evaluating argumenks makes it more difficult for debaters

to use tpeorei&hal arguments as tricks to avoid research and substantive
. £ :

argument. . &' I : ' o
s . The ma}n.péint of‘thig essay is that debate thaorigts havy ignored the
. experience of the law with,ggggig_gggg and consequently produced g’perspe;tivq
without proper qnfegu#rds against bad argument. The activc,'ﬁut lim{ted
_g rasa model, which haa bun proposed, is designed to reiedy the problem
which the passive and unlinited modol has produced in debate. By establishing .
. " mipimum standards which all arguments must meet, ‘the propoaed refqrms should

encourage debaters to develop high quality theoretical and substantive argu- '

ments while avoiding theoretical trickery#
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